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Wealth and Divorce

Alexandra Killewald, Angela Lee, and Paula England

ABSTRACT In the United States, wealth ier cou ples have lower divorce risk. Wealth 
may sta bi lize mar riage through its mate rial value, espe cially by eas ing finan cial stress, 
or by pro vid ing sym bolic resources, espe cially sig nal ing that cou ples meet nor ma tive 
finan cial stan dards for mar riage. We first show that the neg a tive asso ci a tion between 
wealth and divorce holds net of a rich set of con trols. All else being equal, hav ing 
$40,000 in wealth rather than $0 is asso ci ated with as big a decline in aver age predicted 
divorce risk as hav ing no non mar i tal births ver sus at least one. Second, we show that 
the neg a tive asso ci a tion between wealth and divorce risk is steepest at low pos i tive 
wealth lev els. Net of covariates, hav ing $40,000 in wealth rather than $0 is asso ci ated 
with as big a decline in aver age predicted divorce risk as hav ing $400,000 rather than 
$40,000. Third, we con sider evi dence for the sym bolic per spec tive, which empha sizes 
the sta bi liz ing role of owning vis i ble phys i cal assets, and the mate rial per spec tive, 
which sug gests unse cured debt height ens divorce risk. Consistent with the sym bolic 
per spec tive, we find that with net worth held con stant, own er ship of homes and vehi cles 
is neg a tively asso ci ated with divorce risk. However, more research is needed to fully 
adju di cate between the sym bolic and mate rial per spec tives.

KEYWORDS Wealth • Divorce

Introduction

Wealth inequal ity in the United States is high and ris ing (Pfeffer and Schoeni 2016). 
Variation in mar i tal sta bil ity amplifies wealth inequal ity: wealth ier cou ples are more 
likely to stay mar ried (Eads and Tach 2016; Eads et al. forth com ing), and remaining 
mar ried is asso ci ated with higher wealth (Addo and Lichter 2013; Yamokoski and 
Keister 2006; Zagorsky 2005). If wealth sta bi lizes mar riages, ris ing wealth inequal ity 
may also fur ther strat ify Amer i can fam ily life.

Wealth may increase mar i tal sta bil ity through its mate rial value, pro vid ing cou
ples with eco nomic resources they can use to improve their mar i tal qual ity, thereby 
low er ing their divorce risk. Alternatively, wealth may sta bi lize mar riages through its 
sym bolic value, allowing cou ples who have achieved the eco nomic suc cess expected 
of mar ried cou ples to receive more social sup port or per ceive greater value in their 
mar riage. Or the asso ci a tion between wealth and divorce may not reflect a causal 
rela tion ship.
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In this arti cle, we describe the asso ci a tion between wealth and divorce risk for 
Amer i cans born in the late 1950s and early 1960s and explore the under ly ing mech
a nisms linking wealth and mar i tal sta bil ity. We first con sider that the asso ci a tion 
between wealth and mar i tal sta bil ity may be spu ri ous rather than causal. Although we 
can not esti mate the causal effect of wealth on divorce, we show that the asso ci a tion 
between wealth and mar i tal sta bil ity remains net of a richer set of con trol var i ables 
than con sid ered in prior research. Thus, we show that wealth is a dis tinct pre dic tor of 
divorce risk, above and beyond other mea sures of socio eco nomic resources, such as 
income and edu ca tion.

Next, we seek to uncover the socio log i cal pro cesses that lead to greater mar i tal 
sta bil ity for wealth ier cou ples. Again, we can not draw firm causal con clu sions, but 
we eval u ate whether empir i cal pat terns are con sis tent with the pre dic tions of var i
ous the o ret i cal per spec tives. We con sider that wealth’s mate rial ben e fits may largely 
derive from avoiding acute finan cial stress and that its sym bolic ben e fits may largely 
derive from clear ing a wealth “mar riage bar” that defi nes a min i mum appro pri ate 
level of afflu ence for mar ried cou ples. Both pos si bil i ties sug gest the wealth–divorce 
asso ci a tion will be more neg a tive toward the bot tom of the net worth dis tri bu tion than 
at the top. Consistent with these pre dic tions, we find the larg est dif fer ences in divorce 
risk across mod est val ues of pos i tive net worth, not between the highest wealth lev els 
and more mod er ate wealth.

Finally, we con tinue to inves ti gate the pos si ble under ly ing mech a nisms linking 
wealth and mar i tal sta bil ity by seek ing to deter mine whether the neg a tive asso ci a tion 
between net worth and divorce risk is due to wealth’s mate rial or sym bolic value. 
Because each per spec tive fore grounds par tic u lar assets or debts as espe cially impor
tant for mar i tal sta bil ity, we exam ine how port fo lio com po si tion is asso ci ated with 
divorce, con di tional on total wealth. Unsecured debt—not backed by col lat eral— 
may increase finan cial stress. Home and vehi cle own er ship, in addi tion to their 
mate rial value, are vis i ble sym bolic mark ers of mid dleclass sta tus. We find that, 
hold ing net worth con stant, own er ship of homes and vehi cles is neg a tively asso ci
ated with divorce risk, con sis tent with the sym bolic per spec tive. However, fur ther 
research is needed to fully eval u ate and dis tin guish between the mate rial and sym
bolic per spec tives.

Wealth’s Material Value in Reducing Divorce Risk

In this sec tion, we describe how wealth’s mate rial value may shape cou ples’ risk of 
divorce, and we denote the asso ci ated hypoth e ses with “M” for “mate rial.” In the next 
sec tion, we con sider the pos si bil ity that wealth car ries sym bolic value that reduces 
divorce risk, and we denote the asso ci ated hypoth e ses with “S” for “sym bolic.”

Material eco nomic resources may improve cou ples’ rela tion ship qual ity by allow
ing them to face fewer con ten tious deci sions about spend ing, outsource house hold 
labor, expe ri ence less crowded liv ing quar ters, and engage in val ued lei sure activ i
ties. By con trast, lim ited eco nomic resources are asso ci ated with increased eco nomic 
strain, which is asso ci ated with poorer mar i tal qual ity (Conger et al. 1990). Eads and 
Tach (2016) the o rized that assets may sta bi lize rela tion ships by buff er ing neg a tive 
eco nomic shocks and reduc ing mate rial hard ship. Consistent with this idea, con sumer 
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149Wealth and Divorce

debt is pos i tively asso ci ated with eco nomic pres sure and neg a tively asso ci ated with 
mar i tal qual ity, whereas assets tend to have the oppo site asso ci a tions (Dew 2007, 
2009, 2011). Thus, the mate rial per spec tive on wealth sug gests wealth ier cou ples are 
less likely to divorce because they can use their finan cial resources to pur chase val
ued goods and ser vices and achieve greater eco nomic sta bil ity in ways that improve 
their rela tion ship.

Hypothesis M1: Net worth is neg a tively asso ci ated with divorce risk, all  else being 
equal.

One mate rial ben e fit of net worth is the reduc tion of finan cial stress. The mar
ginal returns to net worth for reduc ing finan cial stress are expected to be highest 
at low net worth lev els and to decline as net worth rises. Put dif fer ently, avoid
ing net debt and hav ing some asset safety net—being com fort able ver sus pre
car i ous—should reduce finan cial stress more than being very wealthy ver sus  
moderately wealthy. If the mate rial ben e fits of wealth reduce divorce risk by reduc ing 
finan cial stress, higher net worth should reduce divorce risk most among those expe
ri enc ing acute finan cial stress: those with low net worth.

Hypothesis M2: Net worth is more neg a tively asso ci ated with divorce risk at low 
val ues of net worth than at higher val ues, all  else being equal.

Finally, the mate rial per spec tive sug gests that dif fer ent types of assets and debts 
may have dif fer ent con se quences for mar i tal sta bil ity. Imagine that two cou ples 
have the same total net worth, but the first cou ple holds $10,000 in unse cured debt, 
whereas the sec ond cou ple has no unse cured debt and $10,000 less in home equity 
than the first cou ple. In the ory, assets and debts are fun gi ble. However, in prac tice, 
trans ac tion costs may pre vent converting home equity to cash to pay off debt, and 
the first cou ple may be strained by monthly bills to repay the loans. Thus, the cou ple 
hold ing unse cured debt is expected to expe ri ence greater finan cial stress and mar i tal 
insta bil ity. Having a small amount of unse cured debt may not be dis rup tive because it 
may per mit cou ples to cush ion shortterm costs, such as by charg ing car repair costs 
on a credit card, but more unse cured debt is expected to be asso ci ated with greater 
mar i tal insta bil ity.

Hypothesis M3: The amount of unse cured debt is pos i tively asso ci ated with 
divorce risk, all  else being equal, includ ing total net worth.

Wealth’s Symbolic Value in Reducing Divorce Risk

A sec ond per spec tive pre dicts that wealth pro motes mar i tal sta bil ity through the sym
bolic cul tural resources it pro vi des rather than its finan cial value. Under this per
spec tive, prior schol ar ship has the o rized that asset accu mu la tion may be one way 
that spouses per form and meet expected mar i tal roles (Dew 2007, 2009) and that 
wealth’s sym bolic ben e fits may improve cou ples’ inter ac tions and com mit ment (Eads 
and Tach 2016). Thus, the sym bolic per spec tive, too, pre dicts a neg a tive asso ci a tion 
between net worth and divorce risk.

Hypothesis S1: Net worth is neg a tively asso ci ated with divorce risk, all  else being 
equal.
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Marriage has become a cap stone event, to be entered into only after achiev ing 
other life course mile stones (Cherlin 2004). Unmarried cou ples describe delay
ing mar riage until they have achieved what they per ceive as a suf fi cient eco nomic 
 stan dard—clear ing an eco nomic bar—which may include owning a car and home, 
pay ing off debts, or sav ing enough to pay for a wed ding (Cherlin 2004; Edin and 
Kefalas 2005; Gib sonDavis et al. 2005; Smock et al. 2005).

Once mar ried, cou ples whose mar riages do not meet these nor ma tive stan dards 
may expe ri ence mar i tal dis sat is fac tion and higher divorce risk. This logic sug gests 
that wealth’s sym bolic value for mar riage pri mar ily distinguishes between cou ples 
who have and have not achieved a min i mum level of afflu ence deemed appro pri ate 
for mar ried cou ples. A cou ple who once met the mar riage bar may divorce because 
they no lon ger meet the bar. A cou ple who never met the mar riage bar may divorce 
because other aspects of their mar riage become less reward ing and no lon ger off set 
the costs of not meet ing the bar.

Hypothesis S2: Net worth is more neg a tively asso ci ated with divorce risk at low 
val ues of net worth than at higher val ues, all  else being equal.

So far, the pre dic tions of the mate rial and sym bolic per spec tives on wealth are 
iden ti cal: both pre dict a neg a tive rela tion ship between net worth and divorce risk, 
and ver sions of each per spec tive sug gest the steepest asso ci a tion at the bot tom of the 
wealth dis tri bu tion. Therefore, in what fol lows, we drop the “M” and “S” des ig na tors 
when refer ring to Hypotheses 1 and 2.

However, the two per spec tives high light dif fer ent wealth port fo lio com po nents 
as par tic u larly rel e vant for mar i tal sta bil ity. The mate rial per spec tive sug gests that 
unse cured debt will increase finan cial stress and, there fore, mar i tal insta bil ity, even 
con di tional on total net worth (Hypothesis M3). By con trast, the sym bolic per spec
tive empha sizes the impor tance of vis i ble assets in dem on strat ing that the cou ple has 
cleared the mar riage bar. Visible assets, such as homes and cars, fea ture in unmar
ried cou ples’ descrip tions of desired eco nomic thresh olds to clear before mar riage 
(Edin and Kefalas 2005; Gib sonDavis et al. 2005; Smock et al. 2005). The same 
logic may apply to deci sions to remain mar ried: own er ship of vis i ble assets dem on
strates to the cou ple and oth ers that they meet the mar riage bar. Thus, the sym bolic 
per spec tive pre dicts greater mar i tal sta bil ity for own ers of homes and vehi cles, even 
con di tional on total net worth. Put dif fer ently, wealth in the form of homeowner
ship or vehi cle own er ship is likely to con fer more sta bi liz ing sym bolic resources 
than hold ing the same amount of wealth in a less vis i ble asset, such as a retire ment 
account.

Homes and vehi cles are not the only com po nents of wealth with sym bolic value; 
as men tioned ear lier, cou ples con sid er ing mar riage also attach mean ing to pay ing 
down debts and sav ing for a wed ding. However, homes and vehi cles are two vis i ble, 
sym bolic, and eas ily mea sured aspects of net worth.

Hypothesis S3: Ownership of homes and vehi cles is neg a tively asso ci ated with 
divorce risk, all  else being equal, includ ing total net worth.

We cau tion that a lack of sup port for Hypothesis 2, Hypothesis M3, or Hypoth
esis S3 would not rule out the mate rial or sym bolic per spec tives. Wealth’s mate rial 
and sym bolic ben e fits for mar i tal sta bil ity may operate through pro cesses other than 
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reduc ing acute finan cial stress or clear ing a nor ma tive mar riage bar (Hypothesis 2). 
Even if these pro cesses are at work, our ana ly ses may not cap ture them: unse cured 
debt may not heighten finan cial stress more than other com po nents of net worth 
(Hypothesis M3), and homes and vehi cles may not carry more sym bolic value than 
other assets (Hypothesis S3). Thus, our ana ly ses prob ing the poten tial under ly ing 
mech a nisms linking wealth and divorce risk are explor atory rather than defin i tive.

Prior Research and Remaining Questions on the Wealth–Divorce 
Association

Is Wealth Associated With Lower Divorce Risk?

Using Survey of Income and Program Participation (SIPP) data, Eads and Tach 
(2016) found that, net of con trols, a onestan darddevi a tion increase in net worth was 
asso ci ated with a 31% decline in the risk of union dis so lu tion.1 Their model included 
a par si mo ni ous set of con trols: fam ily income; both part ners’ employ ment sta tuses; 
the house hold ref er ence per son’s race/eth nic ity, age, and edu ca tional attain ment; 
whether there are chil dren in the house hold; and whether the union is a mar riage or 
cohab i ta tion.

In ear lier research, Galligan and Bahr (1978) and Ross and Sawhill (1975) also 
found a neg a tive asso ci a tion between wealth and mar i tal dis rup tion. More recently, 
Dew (2009, 2011) found that mar i tal dis so lu tion risk rose with con sumer debt and 
fell with assets, whereas Sanchez and Gager (2000) found that divorce risk was not 
sig nifi  cantly asso ci ated with cap i tal assets, cap i tal debt, or con sumer debt. Because 
Eads and Tach (2016) pro vided the most com pre hen sive eval u a tion of the asso ci a tion 
between wealth and mar i tal sta bil ity, con sid er ing both net worth and asset and debt 
com po nents and seek ing to dis tin guish between the sym bolic and mate rial per spec
tives on wealth, we focus on how our ana ly ses dif fer from theirs.

Our first con tri bu tion is to include a richer set of con trol var i ables to pro vide a more 
rig or ous test that the wealth–divorce asso ci a tion is robust to adjusting for confounding 
fac tors (Hypothesis 1). We use National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 1979 cohort 
(NLSY79) data. Relative to the SIPP, the NLSY79 has the key advan tage of includ ing 
detailed mea sures of respon dents’ social ori gins and fam ily demo graphic char ac ter is
tics. Although some con trols we add may be endog e nous to wealth, both the mate rial 
and sym bolic per spec tives pre dict a direct effect of cur rent net worth on mar i tal sta
bil ity, above and beyond how prior net worth may have shaped char ac ter is tics such as 
mar riage tim ing or fer til ity. We reit er ate that we can not esti mate the causal effect of 
wealth on divorce, but our inclu sion of addi tional con trol var i ables pro vi des stron ger 
evi dence that the asso ci a tion between wealth and divorce is not entirely spu ri ous.

1 Eads and Tach (2016) exam ined rela tion ship dis so lu tion for both mar ried and cohabiting cou ples and did 
not find strong evi dence that assets and debts were dif fer ently asso ci ated with union sta bil ity for these groups. 
In an anal y sis of dif fer entgen der mar ried cou ples, Eads et al. (forth com ing) found that a onestan dard 
devi a tion increase in net worth was asso ci ated with a 38% decline in the risk of union dis so lu tion, net of 
con trols.
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Is the Wealth–Divorce Association Due to Wealth’s Material Benefits?

Like us, Eads and Tach (2016) con sid ered finan cial stress to be one pos si ble man i
fes ta tion of the mate rial per spec tive. They found that being in the fourth quar tile of 
unse cured debt hold ings was asso ci ated with a sta tis ti cally sig nifi  cantly higher risk of 
union dis so lu tion than being in the first quar tile. Furthermore, they showed that mate
rial hard ship, mea sured as reported dif fi culty meet ing essen tial house hold expenses, 
explained approx i ma tely 30% of this dis par ity. The NLSY79 does not include mea
sures of respon dentassessed mate rial hard ship, so we can not rep li cate that por tion 
of their anal y sis.

However, we extend Eads and Tach’s (2016) anal y sis of unse cured debt by con di
tion ing on total net worth (Hypothesis M3). This allows us to test whether there is any
thing dis tinc tive about unse cured debt’s rela tion ship to mar i tal sta bil ity, as opposed 
to merely increas ing divorce risk as any other decrease in total net worth would. For 
exam ple, recalling our two hypo thet i cal cou ples from above, find ing that the two 
cou ples, who have the same total net worth, have the same divorce risk, despite their 
dif fer ent port fo lio com po si tions and dif fer ences in unse cured debt, would not pro vide 
equally strong evi dence for the finan cial stress per spec tive as show ing that dif fer
ences in unse cured debt are related to divorce risk with total wealth held con stant.2

Although Eads and Tach (2016) esti mated a model in which they spec i fied secured 
debt, unse cured debt, liq uid assets, and illiq uid assets with quar tiles, they did not for
mally test whether the asso ci a tions were con sis tent with lin e ar ity. Thus, our tests of 
the shape of the asso ci a tion between net worth and divorce (Hypothesis 2) are a new 
way to eval u ate whether empir i cal pat terns are con sis tent with the expec ta tions of 
finan cial stress (and the eco nomic mar riage bar). Furthermore, describ ing the shape 
of the wealth–divorce asso ci a tion sheds empir i cal light on the eco nomic strat i fi ca tion 
of fam ily life, clar i fy ing which wealth posi tions are asso ci ated with par tic u larly dis
tinc tive divorce risks.

Is the Wealth–Divorce Association Due to Wealth’s Symbolic Benefits?

Eads and Tach (2016) con sid ered that wealth’s sym bolic ben e fits may result from 
clear ing a mar riage bar. However, as noted ear lier, they did not test the impli ca tion 
that the wealth–divorce asso ci a tion is more neg a tive at lower wealth lev els, so our 
ana ly ses test ing for this non lin e ar ity are new (Hypothesis 2).

Like us, Eads and Tach (2016) argued that the sym bolic per spec tive sug gests that 
asset own er ship affects union sta bil ity. They found that binary indi ca tors for hav ing 
any secured debt, any liq uid assets, and any illiq uid assets were each neg a tively asso
ci ated with the risk of union dis so lu tion, whereas hav ing any unse cured debt had the 
oppo site asso ci a tion. We argue that the inter pre ta tion of this pat tern is not straight
for ward. Those who own a given asset, unless they owe more on the asset than it is 

2 Like Eads and Tach (2016), we con sid ered that wealth may espe cially buffer finan cial stress fol low ing 
a neg a tive income shock. However, nei ther they nor we found that wealth (for them, liq uid and illiq uid 
assets; for us, net worth) sta tis ti cally sig nifi  cantly mod er ated the asso ci a tion between income loss and 
divorce risk.
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worth, hold more value in the asset than non own ers; thus, an asso ci a tion between 
binary mea sures of own er ship and mar i tal sta bil ity does not reveal whether own er
ship has a larger role in mar i tal sta bil ity than increases in asset value con di tional on 
own er ship. In our mod els seek ing to eval u ate whether asset own er ship has sym bolic 
value that reduces divorce risk (Hypothesis S3), we include both indi ca tors of asset 
own er ship and mea sures of the value of the asset, distinguishing the role of own er
ship from that of finan cial value. Furthermore, we con trol for net worth, iso lat ing 
the pre dic tive power of port fo lio com po si tion net of total wealth. Controlling for net 
worth allows us to assess whether asset own er ship is asso ci ated with divorce risk sep
a rate from the fact that own ers of an asset tend to be wealth ier over all.

Our ana ly ses also high light that not all  assets and debts have equal sym bolic value. 
We focus on two exam ples of vis i ble assets iden ti fied as sym bol i cally mean ing ful 
in prior research: vehi cles and homes (Edin and Kefalas 2005; Gib sonDavis et al. 
2005; Townsend 2002). Prior research has found that homeownership is neg a tively 
asso ci ated with divorce (Cooke 2006; Ono 1998; South 2001) but has not eval u ated 
whether this asso ci a tion merely reflects the over all neg a tive asso ci a tion between net 
worth and divorce risk.

Last, Eads and Tach (2016) found homeownership to be asso ci ated with a lower 
risk of union dis so lu tion only when part ners jointly own the home, con sis tent with 
the pos si bil ity that joint invest ments facil i tate rela tion ship sta bil ity by sym bol iz ing 
or encour ag ing com mit ment. In sub se quent research, Eads et al. (forth com ing) found 
that cou ples who held a greater share of their assets and debts jointly had lower 
divorce risk. Because NLSY79 mea sures wealth only at the cou ple level, we can not 
rep li cate this anal y sis.

Data and Methods

Data Source: NLSY79

We used data from the 1979–2018 waves of the NLSY79 (U.S. Bureau of Labor  
Statistics 2022). The NLSY79 first sur veyed a nation ally rep re sen ta tive sam ple of 
young adults aged 14–22 in 1979 and, except for some discontinued sub sam ples, 
attempted to inter view them annu ally until 1994 and then bien ni ally.

The NLSY79 col lected infor ma tion on net worth in all  waves between 1985  
and 2000 except 1991, and sub se quently in 2004, 2008, 2012, and 2016. We excluded 
obser  va tions before the first col lec tion of wealth infor ma tion in 1985. We included 
obser va tions from 1991, 2002, 2006, 2010, and 2014, even though net worth was not 
col lected in these years; as described later, we mul ti ply imputed wealth in those years.

Defining the Risk Set

At each sur vey wave, we iden ti fied whether each respon dent was mar ried and there
fore at risk of divorce. The NLSY79 asked respon dents to report their mar i tal sta tus 
at each sur vey wave and the month and year of changes in mar i tal sta tus. Using 
this infor ma tion, NLSY79 cre ated var i ables indi cat ing the start and end dates of 
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 respon dents’ mar riages, with the end of a mar riage defined by divorce or wid ow hood. 
We cre ated revised mar riage dis so lu tion dates, treating a mar riage as dissolved once 
either the reported mar riage end date occurred or the respon dent reported sep a rated 
as their mar i tal sta tus and was never observed reunited with their spouse at a sub se
quent inter view. Thus, although we refer to “divorce” for brev ity through out, we con
sid ered mar riages to have ended as soon as per ma nent sep a ra tion began, regard less 
of whether or when divorce occurred. We defined a respon dent as cur rently mar ried if 
the inter view month was after the start date of one of their mar riages and before our 
constructed month of the mar riage’s dis so lu tion. When nec es sary, such as when the 
inter view month and the month of the mar i tal tran si tion were the same, we broke ties 
using the respon dent’s cur rent mar i tal sta tus and changes in mar i tal sta tus since the 
last inter view. Once a mar riage had ended, the respon dent exited the risk set until they 
mar ried again (if ever), at which point they reentered the risk set and ana lytic sam ple.3

Outcome Variable: Divorce

Our out come var i able is whether a respon dent in the risk set divorced or per ma nently 
sep a rated before the next sur vey wave in which the respon dent was observed. For 
respon dents whose mar riages ended, we used wavespe cific reports of mar i tal sta tus 
and interwave changes in mar i tal sta tus to deter mine whether the mar riage ended in 
wid ow hood rather than sep a ra tion or divorce.

Core Predictor Variables: Net Worth, Assets, and Debts

The NLSY79 col lected data on whether respon dents and their spouses held a vari ety 
of assets and debts and, for those they held, the value. Questions about assets and debts 
dif fered across waves but included assets such as homes; vehi cles; valu able items or 
col lec tions; farms, businesses, and real estate other than res i den tial homes; finan cial 
assets, includ ing bank accounts, invest ment accounts, and retire ment accounts; and 
other debt, such as to stores, hos pi tals, and banks, which we refer to as unse cured debt.

The NLSY79 com puted cou ples’ total net worth, which is the sum of the val ues of 
all  assets the respon dent and their spouse held, less the val ues of all  debts. We con
verted all  finan cial var i ables to con stant 2020 dol lars using the Consumer Price Index 
and then top and bot tomcoded at the 95th and 5th per cen tiles of the unweighted 
dis tri bu tion in the ana lytic sam ple before mul ti ple impu ta tion.

We spec i fied net worth as a lin ear spline with knots at the quar tiles of the pooled, 
weighted dis tri bu tion of mar ried cou pleyears in the sam ple: $29,937; $108,813; and 
$319,011. We included an addi tional knot at $0 because net debt may be a dis tinc tive 
state com pared with low pos i tive net worth.

In the ana ly ses exam in ing port fo lio com po si tion, test ing Hypotheses M3 and S3, 
we also included three indi ca tors for whether the cou ple had any unse cured debt, 

3 We excluded 251 mar riages because they did not over lap any sur vey waves, so the cou ple was never in 
the risk set.
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155Wealth and Divorce

owned a vehi cle, or owned a home, as well as three lin ear terms for home value, 
vehi cle value, and unse cured debt value. In a sec ond model, we included mea sures of 
home and vehi cle equity (val ues less debts) rather than their val ues.

Control Variables

We con trolled for mar i tal dura tion with lin ear and qua dratic terms for the num ber 
of years between the inter view year and the year the respon dent’s mar riage began.

We used the NLSY79 house hold screener to cat e go rize respon dents as His panic, 
nonHis panic Black, or nonBlack and nonHis panic. We mea sured nativ ity with an 
indi ca tor for whether the respon dent was born in the United States.

We con trolled for the respon dent’s par ents’ highest grade com pleted using four 
categories: less than 12th grade, 12th grade, one to three years of col lege, or four or 
more years of col lege. We also included an indi ca tor for whether the respon dent lived 
with two bio log i cal par ents at age 14.

We mea sured each spouse’s cur rent edu ca tional attain ment using the same catego
ries as for par ents’ edu ca tion, and we included an indi ca tor var i able for whether the 
respon dent was cur rently enrolled in school. For each spouse, we mea sured whether 
they were employed fulltime (at least 1,500 hours) in the prior cal en dar year by mul
ti ply ing reported weeks and hours per week worked. We con trolled for fam ily income 
in the prior cal en dar year with a lin ear spline with knots at the weighted quar tiles 
($58,894; $88,247; and $127,706).

We con trolled for respon dents’ age at mar riage using three categories: youn ger than 
21, 21–24, and older than 24. We mea sured prior non mar i tal cohab i ta tion with an indi
ca tor set to 1 if the respon dent ever pre vi ously reported (1) a part ner on the house hold 
ros ter while not mar ried, (2) hav ing cohabited before mar riage with the most recent 
spouse (asked in 1990–2000), or (3) non mar i tal cohab i ta tion between sur vey waves 
(asked begin ning in 2002). We mea sured non mar i tal fer til ity with an indi ca tor set to 1 if 
the respon dent’s reported birthdates of any of their chil dren born to date fell out side the 
respon dent’s mar riage spells as defined in our con struc tion of the risk set. Using three 
categories, we con trolled for whether the cur rent mar riage was the respon dent’s first, 
sec ond, or third or higher. We con trolled for the pres ence of chil dren in the house hold 
with counts of the respon dent’s bio log i cal chil dren and stepchildren in the home, each 
divided into those under 5 and those aged 5–17 and each topcoded at four.4

We con trolled for region with four categories: Northeast, North Central, South, or West. 
We included an indi ca tor for whether the respon dent lived in an urban ver sus rural area.

Analytic Plan

We esti mated dis cretetime haz ard mod els with a logit link, mod el ing the log odds 
of a mar ried respon dent divorc ing before the next sur vey wave in which they were 

4 We treated house hold ros ters as com plete and ignored the few bio log i cal chil dren or stepchildren of 
unknown age and house hold mem bers of unknown rela tion ship to the respon dent.
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observed and adjusting for the length of expo sure—the dif fer ence between the wave 
in which the predictors were measured and the wave in which the divorce out come 
was mea sured. Our base line model describes the asso ci a tion between net worth and 
the haz ard of divorce, con trol ling only for mar i tal dura tion. This model describes 
how divorce risk is strat i fied by wealth posi tion.

Next, we esti mated the full model, which includes the con trol var i ables described 
pre vi ously. We tested Hypothesis 1 by eval u at ing whether the slopes on the net worth 
spline pieces were jointly sta tis ti cally sig nifi  cantly dif fer ent from zero. We tested 
Hypothesis 2 by eval u at ing whether the slopes on all  the spline pieces were iden ti cal 
and there fore that the asso ci a tion was lin ear in log odds. We used a .05 sig nifi  cance 
level with twotailed tests through out.5

To describe the mag ni tude of the asso ci a tion between net worth and divorce risk, we 
com puted pre dic tive mar gins, which give the aver age predicted prob a bil ity of divorce 
in the next year for respon dents if they were all  assigned a par tic u lar value of net worth 
but oth er wise had their own covariates. The pre dic tive mar gins do not refer to the aver
age predicted prob a bil ity of divorce for those observed to have a par tic u lar net worth; 
they refer to the aver age predicted prob a bil ity of divorce for the entire sam ple if their 
wealth were set to the given value. We annu al ized esti ma tes by assigning each obser va
tion an expo sure period of one year when gen er at ing predicted prob a bil i ties.

To test Hypotheses M3 and S3, we added to the full model indi ca tors for home
ownership, vehi cle own er ship, and hold ing any unse cured debt, plus lin ear mea sures 
of home value, vehi cle value, and the value of unse cured debt. We then repeated this 
model but replaced the mea sures of vehi cle and home val ues with mea sures of their 
equity.6

To con tex tu al ize the mag ni tudes of the asso ci a tions in these mod els, we again 
used pre dic tive mar gins, this time exam in ing how the predicted prob a bil ity of divorce 
changed with dif fer ent port fo lio com po si tions while hold ing net worth con stant.

We weighted all  ana ly ses using the NLSY79 yearspe cific weights and clus tered 
stan dard errors at the 1979 house hold level.

Sample Restrictions and Missing Data

We cen sored indi vid u als if they attrited before the next sur vey wave and cen sored all  
other respon dents at the final wave in 2018. We cen sored mar riage spells that ended 
in wid ow hood before the next sur vey wave. For 4% of the remaining obser va tions, 
we could not deter mine whether they were in the risk set because their mar riage start 
dates cre ated by the NLSY79 were incom plete or incon sis tent. We excluded these 
cases from the ana lytic sam ple, along with obser va tions from cur rently unmar ried 
respon dents.7 In the remaining sam ple of mar ried cou ples, we excluded 2% of the 

5 With the pub licly avail  able NLSY79 data, we could not adjust for the NLSY79’s mul ti stage, strat i fied 
sam pling (National Longitudinal Surveys n.d.). Therefore, our ana ly ses under state esti ma tes’ uncer tainty.
6 We tested for non lin e ar ity in these mod els, using lin ear splines for each asset value or equity. We could 
not reject the joint null hypoth e sis of lin e ar ity, so we used the lin ear terms in our ana ly ses.
7 We con sid ered respon dents miss ing data on the start date of their first mar riage to be cur rently unmar ried 
if they had con sis tently reported being never mar ried through the cur rent wave.
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obser va tions because the expo sure period—the num ber of years between the sur
vey wave in which the pre dic tors were mea sured and the sur vey wave in which the 
respon dent was next observed—exceeded two years.

Only 22 samesex cou ples met the cri te ria for inclu sion in our sam ple. We restricted 
our anal y sis to dif fer entsex cou ples because the cor re lates of union dis so lu tion may 
dif fer for dif fer entsex and samesex cou ples (e.g., Weisshaar 2014).

Our ana lytic sam ple includes 88,660 cou pleyear obser va tions from 8,351 respon
dents and 10,286 mar riages. The sam ple includes 4,161 divorces.

We used mul ti ple impu ta tion with 20 impu ta tions for itemlevel miss ing data. 
Because the NLSY79 did not col lect wealth infor ma tion in all  waves, the highest 
miss ing data rates are for net worth (36%) and the home, vehi cle, and unse cured 
debt com po nents (23% to 30%). In waves in which the NLSY79 col lected net worth 
data, the miss ing rate is 17% for net worth and no more than 9% for the home, vehi
cle, and unse cured debt com po nents. Our impu ta tion mod els include respon dents’ 
most recent report of the net worth and home, vehi cle, and unse cured debt var i ables 
pro vided that it was within the last four years and while the respon dent was in the 
same mar riage. Including this most recent report allowed the cou ple’s prior wealth to 
inform their imputed wealth in the years that the NLSY79 did not col lect wealth data. 
The online sup ple ment shows miss ing data rates and the results of mod els that treat 
miss ing data using listwise dele tion and that exclude obser va tions from sur vey waves 
in which wealth infor ma tion was not col lected.

Results

As shown in Table 1, which describes our ana lytic sam ple at the cou plewave level, 
4% of the mar ried respon dents observed at a given wave divorce before the next sur
vey wave in which they par tic i pated. Mean net worth after top and bot tomcod ing is 
$226,597, and the median is $108,813. Net worth is less than zero for 7% of the sam
ple. Further, 76% of the sam ple are homeowners, vehi cle own er ship is near uni ver sal 
(97%), and 57% hold unse cured debt. Among own ers, median val ues are $191,938 
for homes, $21,081 for vehi cles, and $5,580 for unse cured debt.

The Robust Nonlinear Association Between Wealth and Divorce

Table 2 shows the logit coef fi cients for the net worth terms from the base line and 
full mod els.8 As shown in the bot tom row of Table 2, for both mod els, the net worth 
spline terms are jointly sta tis ti cally sig nifi  cantly asso ci ated with divorce (i.e., we can 
reject the null hypoth e sis that the slopes on the wealth spline terms are all  zero). In 
both mod els, net worth is neg a tively and sta tis ti cally sig nifi  cantly asso ci ated with 
divorce for low pos i tive val ues of net worth ($0–$29,937). For the mid dle 50% of 
the wealth dis tri bu tion ($29,937–$319,011), net worth remains neg a tively asso ci
ated with divorce, but the asso ci a tions are sta tis ti cally sig nifi  cant only in the base line 

8 The online sup ple ment shows coef fi cients for con trol var i ables.
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Table 1 Descriptive sta tis tics

Variable Mean (SD)

Divorce .04
Marital Duration (years) 12.14 (9.15)
Wealth
 Net worth (mean $) 226,597 (269,394)
 Net worth (median $) 108,813
 Net debt ors .07
 Own home .76
 Home value among own ers (median $) 191,938
 Home equity among own ers (median $) 81,825
 Own vehi cle .97
 Vehicle value among own ers (median $) 21,081
 Vehicle equity among own ers (median $) 12,328
 Any unse cured debt .57
 Unsecured debt among those with unse cured debt (median $) 5,580
Race/Ethnicity and Nativity
 Race/eth nic ity
  His panic .06
  NonHis panic Black .08
  NonBlack, nonHis panic .86
 U.S.born .96
Social Origins
 Parents’ edu ca tion
  Less than 12th grade .22
  12th grade .43
  1–3 years of col lege .14
  4+ years of col lege .21
 Lived with two bio log i cal par ents at age 14 .79
Socioeconomic Attainment
 Wife’s edu ca tion
  Less than 12th grade .07
  12th grade .42
  1–3 years of col lege .24
  4+ years of col lege .27
 Husband’s edu ca tion
  Less than 12th grade .09
  12th grade .42
  1–3 years of col lege .20
  4+ years of col lege .28
 Student .03
 Family income (mean $) 99,777 (55,905)
 Wife employed fulltime .54
 Husband employed fulltime .86
Family Demography
 Prior non mar i tal cohab i ta tion .45
 Prior non mar i tal fer til ity .12
 Marriage num ber
  1st .78
  2nd .18
  3rd or higher .04
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Table 2 Discretetime haz ard mod els of the asso ci a tion between net worth and divorce

Logit Coefficients

Baseline Full

Net Worth, Linear Spline
 1st quar tile
  ≤$0 0.0290 0.0026
 (0.0171) (0.0177)
  $0–$29,937 −0.0150*** −0.0064*
 (0.0028) (0.0030)
 2nd quar tile: $29,937–$108,813 −0.0041*** −0.0023
 (0.0012) (0.0012)
 3rd quar tile: $108,813–$319,011 −0.0014* −0.0007
 (0.0006) (0.0006)
 4th quar tile: ≥$319,011 −0.0002 0.0000

(0.0003) (0.0003)
Reject Linearity of Wealth Slope? *** ***
Reject That All Wealth Slopes Are 0? *** ***

Notes: N = 88,660. Standard errors, clus tered at the 1979 house hold level, are shown in paren the ses. All 
mod els are weighted and adjust for expo sure time. All finan cial var i ables are adjusted for infla tion to 2020 
val ues. See the text for details of each model spec i fi ca tion. See the online appen dix for coef fi cients on 
con trol var i ables.

*p < .05; ***p < .001

Variable Mean (SD)

 Age at mar riage
  Less than 21 .19
  21–24 .32
  Greater than 24 .50
 Number of res i den tial bio log i cal chil dren less than age 5 .39 (0.65)
 Number of res i den tial bio log i cal chil dren aged 5–17 .76 (0.98)
 Number of res i den tial stepchildren less than age 5 .01 (0.08)
 Number of res i den tial stepchildren aged 5–17 .07 (0.33)
Local Context
 Region
  Northeast .17
  North Central .30
  South .36
  West .17
 Urban res i dence .71
Number of Respondents 8,351
Number of Marriages 10,286
Number of Observations (cou plewaves) 88,660

Notes: For imputed var i ables, val ues are aver aged across impu ta tions. Results are weighted. All finan cial 
var i ables are adjusted for infla tion to 2020 val ues.

Table 1 (continued)
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model. In both mod els, the asso ci a tion between wealth and divorce is not sta tis ti cally 
sig nifi  cant for either the very bot tom (below $0) or the top quar tile (above $319,011) 
of the wealth dis tri bu tion. Overall, the results sup port Hypothesis 1 that net worth is 
neg a tively asso ci ated with divorce risk, although per haps not across the entire dis
tri bu tion. Given the rich set of con trols in our full model, our results pro vide more 
rig or ous sup port for the claim that wealth is a dis tinct pre dic tor of divorce, although 
we still can not draw firm causal con clu sions.9,10

In both mod els, the neg a tive asso ci a tion between wealth and the log odds of 
divorce is most pro nounced for pos i tive val ues of net worth below the 25th per cen
tile of the dis tri bu tion (between $0 and $29,937) and then atten u ates as net worth 
rises. As shown in the sec ondtobot tom row of Table 2, for both mod els, we can 
reject the null hypoth e sis that the asso ci a tion between wealth and the log odds of 
divorce is lin ear (i.e., that the wealth spline coef fi cients are all  equal). On the log 
odds scale, these results sup port Hypothesis 2, that the asso ci a tion between net 
worth and divorce is more neg a tive at lower (pos i tive) val ues of net worth. The 
asso ci a tion between net worth and divorce risk remains sta tis ti cally sig nifi  cant and 
non lin ear when sib ling fixed effects are added to the full model, although the pat
tern of coef fi cients across the net worth dis tri bu tion is some what dif fer ent (see the 
online sup ple ment).

In both mod els in Table 2, increases in net worth among net debt ors (i.e., declines 
in net debt) are pos i tively and not sta tis ti cally sig nifi  cantly asso ci ated with divorce 
risk. Only 7% of the sam ple are net debt ors (Table 1), and the asso ci a tions are impre
cisely esti mated. Therefore, we can not draw firm con clu sions about how, if at all , 
divorce risk changes across net debt val ues. However, divorce risk may not increase 
at higher net debt lev els if access to credit allows cou ples to meet unex pected costs 
and smooth con sump tion.

Next, we cal cu lated pre dic tive mar gins, which allow us to assess whether the 
wealth–divorce asso ci a tion is non lin ear in predicted prob a bil i ties as well as log odds. 
To visu al ize strat i fi ca tion in divorce risk by net worth, Figure 1 shows the pre dic tive 
mar gins and 95% con fi dence band for the base line model across val ues of net worth 
between –$20,000 and $400,000 in incre ments of $20,000.11 For con text, the over all 
annu al ized haz ard of divorce, gen er ated from a haz ard model with no covariates, is 
2.6% (see the online sup ple ment).12 The aver age predicted prob a bil ity of divorce in 
the next year is 5.1% when net worth is set to $0 but falls by approx i ma tely 25%, 
to 3.8%, when net worth is just $20,000 higher. Divorce risk con tin ues to fall across 
mod er ate lev els of net worth but is approx i ma tely con stant at 1.8% when wealth is at 
least $300,000. These pat terns high light the sub stan tial dif fer ences in mar i tal sta bil
ity between cou ples with low net worth com pared with at least mod er ate wealth and 
smaller dif fer ences across the top of the wealth dis tri bu tion.

9 Results from the full model strat i fied by race/eth nic ity are in the online sup ple ment.
10 Premarital wealth is not a sta tis ti cally sig nifi  cant pre dic tor of divorce when added to either the base line 
or the full model. For this anal y sis, we excluded mar riages begun prior to 1985, since pre mar i tal wealth is 
not avail  able for these mar riages.
11 Tabular ver sions of Figure 1 and Figure 2 are in the online sup ple ment.
12 This fig ure dif fers from the 4% of the sam ple who divorce by the next sur vey wave (Table 1) because 
the interwave period is not always one year.
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Figure 2 spot lights these dif fer ences, show ing the dif fer ences in pre dic tive mar
gins between $0 net worth—when the aver age predicted prob a bil ity of divorce is 
highest—and $20,000 incre ments of net worth from $20,000 to $400,000 for both the 
base line model and the full model. These dif fer ences are sim i lar to aver age mar ginal 
effects (“effect” does not imply cau sal ity here) of net worth on divorce, except that 
the “mar gin” is a change in net worth from $0 to a spec i fied alter na tive value rather 
than an instan ta neous rate of change. As shown in Figure 1, the pre dic tive mar gin for 
$20,000 in net debt has a very wide con fi dence inter val. We there fore do not show it 
in Figure 2.

In the full model, com pared with hav ing $0 net worth, the aver age predicted prob
a bil ity of divorce in the next year is 0.4 per cent age points lower when net worth is 
$20,000, 0.7 per cent age points lower when it is $40,000, and 1.4 per cent age points 
lower when it is $400,000. These disparities are 56% to 66% smaller than in the 
base line model. Although con trol var i ables sub stan tially reduce the wealth–divorce 
asso ci a tion, net worth remains mean ing fully neg a tively asso ci ated with divorce risk 
net of con trols, supporting Hypothesis 1.13

13 Results from mod els that add var i ous groups of con trol var i ables sequen tially and from mod els that 
include addi tional or alter na tive con trol var i ables are in the online sup ple ment.
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Fig. 1 Predictive margins of the probability of divorce in the next year, by net worth, baseline model. 
N = 88,660. The 95% confidence band is indicated by the shaded area. Standard errors were clustered at 
the 1979 household level. The model is weighted and adjusts for exposure time. All financial variables are 
adjusted for inflation to 2020 values. See the text for details of the model specification.
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The non lin e ar ity in the wealth–divorce asso ci a tion also remains net of con trols, 
supporting Hypothesis 2. All else con stant, the aver age decline in the predicted prob
a bil ity of divorce in the next year resulting from increas ing net worth from $0 to 
$40,000 (0.7 per cent age points) is the same as the aver age decline resulting from 
increas ing net worth from $40,000 to $400,000.

To con tex tu al ize the mag ni tude of wealth’s asso ci a tion with divorce, Table 3 
shows the aver age mar ginal effects (for cat e gor i cal var i ables) and aver age change in 
pre dic tive mar gins across illus tra tive val ues (for quan ti ta tive var i ables) for all  other 
pre dic tors in the full model, anal o gous to the results for net worth in Figure 2. The 
aver age decline in the predicted prob a bil ity of divorce in the next year asso ci ated 
with hav ing $400,000 in net worth rather than $0 (1.4 per cent age points, from Fig
ure 2) is sim i lar to that of get ting mar ried after age 24 rather than before age 21 (1.5 
per cent age points) or of being in a first rather than a third mar riage (1.4 per cent age 
points). The aver age decrease in the predicted prob a bil ity of divorce asso ci ated with 
hav ing $40,000 in net worth rather than $0 (0.7 per cent age points, from Figure 2) is 
sim i lar to that of being in a first rather than sec ond mar riage (0.5 per cent age points) 
or of hav ing no non mar i tal births rather than at least one (0.7 per cent age points).

Although our focus is on net worth, fam ily income also shows a neg a tive asso
ci a tion with divorce con cen trated toward the bot tom of the dis tri bu tion. Having a 
fam ily income of $60,000 rather than $20,000 is asso ci ated with an aver age decline 
of 1.1 per cent age points in the predicted prob a bil ity of divorce in the next year, but 
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Fig. 2 Differences in predictive margins of divorce between $0 and alternative net worth values. N = 88,660. 
The 95% confidence bands are indicated by the shaded areas. Standard errors were clustered at the 1979 
household level. The model is weighted and adjusts for exposure time. All financial variables are adjusted 
for inflation to 2020 values. See the text for details of each model specification.
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Table 3 Variation in pre dic tive mar gins of divorce in the next year, con trol var i ables

Change in Predictive Margin  
Relative to Reference Value

Marital Duration (ref. = 1 year)
 5 years −0.005***
 (0.001)
 10 years −0.013***
 (0.002)
 20 years −0.026***

(0.002)
Race/Ethnicity and Nativity
 Race/eth nic ity (ref. = nonBlack, nonHis panic)
  His panic −0.001
  (0.002)
  NonHis panic Black 0.003*
  (0.002)
 U.S.born 0.008**

(0.003)
Social Origins
 Parents’ edu ca tion (ref. = less than 12th grade)
  12th grade 0.003*
  (0.001)
  1–3 years of col lege 0.005**
  (0.002)
  4+ years of col lege 0.006**

(0.002)
 Lived with two bio log i cal par ents at age 14 −0.005***

(0.001)
Socioeconomic Attainment
 Wife’s edu ca tion (ref. = less than 12th grade)
  12th grade 0.000
  (0.002)
  1–3 years of col lege −0.002
  (0.002)
  4+ years of col lege −0.008**
  (0.003)
 Husband’s edu ca tion (ref. = less than 12th grade)
  12th grade −0.004
  (0.002)
  1–3 years of col lege −0.005*
  (0.002)
  4+ years of col lege −0.011***
  (0.002)
 Student 0.001
 (0.003)
 Family income (ref. = $20,000)
  $40,000 −0.006**
  (0.002)
  $60,000 −0.011***
  (0.003)
  $100,000 −0.015***
  (0.003)
  $200,000 −0.011**
  (0.004)
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Change in Predictive Margin  
Relative to Reference Value

 Wife employed fulltime 0.006***
 (0.001)
 Husband employed fulltime −0.003

(0.002)
Family Demography
 Prior non mar i tal cohab i ta tion 0.001
 (0.001)
 Prior non mar i tal fer til ity 0.007***

(0.002)
 Marriage num ber (ref. = 1st)
  2nd 0.005**
  (0.002)
  3rd or higher 0.014***

(0.003)
 Age at mar riage (ref. = less than 21)
  21–24 −0.008***
  (0.002)
  >24 −0.015***

(0.002)
 Number of res i den tial bio log i cal chil dren less than age 5 (ref. = 0)
  1 −0.004***
  (0.001)
  2 −0.007***

(0.002)
 Number of res i den tial bio log i cal chil dren aged 5–17 (ref. = 0)
  1 0.000
  (0.001)
  2 −0.001
 (0.001)
 Number of res i den tial stepchildren less than age 5 (ref. = 0)
  1 0.004

(0.005)
 Number of res i den tial stepchildren aged 5–17 (ref. = 0)
  1 0.004**

(0.001)
Local Context
 Region (ref. = Northeast)
  North Central −0.001
  (0.002)
  South 0.003
  (0.002)
  West 0.004*
  (0.002)
 Urban res i dence 0.003**

(0.001)

Notes: N = 88,660. Standard errors, clus tered at the 1979 house hold level, are shown in paren the ses. All 
mod els are weighted and adjust for expo sure time. All finan cial var i ables are adjusted for infla tion to 2020 
val ues. See the text for details of the model spec i fi ca tion.

*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001

Table 3 (continued)
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an income of $100,000 rather than $60,000 is asso ci ated with an aver age addi tional 
decline of only 0.4 per cent age points.

Portfolio Composition and Assessing the Symbolic and Material Perspectives

Next, we assessed whether asset and debt types foregrounded by the mate rial and 
sym bolic per spec tives are asso ci ated with divorce risk, hold ing con stant total net 
worth. Table 4 shows the logit coef fi cients from these ana ly ses. As shown in the first 
col umn, con sis tent with the sym bolic per spec tive (Hypothesis S3), homeownership 
and vehi cle own er ship are neg a tively and sta tis ti cally sig nifi  cantly asso ci ated with 
divorce hold ing net worth and the other asset/debt mea sures con stant. The value of 
the home or vehi cle is not sig nifi  cantly asso ci ated with divorce risk.14

The results do not sup port Hypothesis M3: nei ther own er ship of unse cured debt 
nor its amount is sta tis ti cally sig nifi  cantly asso ci ated with divorce risk, nor are the 
terms jointly sta tis ti cally sig nifi  cant.

We repeated the pre vi ous model but replaced home and vehi cle val ues with equity 
(value less debts). If homes and vehi cles reduce divorce risk purely through their 
sym bolic value, we would not expect equity to pre dict divorce, con di tional on total 

14 The asso ci a tions of homeownership and vehi cle own er ship with divorce risk are not sta tis ti cally sig nif
i cant in a com pletecase anal y sis (see the online sup ple ment).

Table 4 Discretetime haz ard mod els of the asso ci a tion between net worth and divorce, spe cific assets

Logit Coefficients

Values Equity

Own Home −0.2338** −0.2133**
(0.0758) (0.0691)

Home Value ($, 000s) −0.0002
(0.0003)

Home Equity ($, 000s) −0.0012
(0.0006)

Own Vehicle −0.2147* −0.2021*
(0.0918) (0.0906)

Vehicle Value ($, 000s) −0.0019
(0.0017)

Vehicle Equity ($, 000s) −0.0048*
(0.0024)

Any Unsecured Debt 0.0009 0.0008
(0.0573) (0.0574)

Unsecured Debt Amount ($, 000s) 0.0068 0.0067
(0.0035) (0.0035)

Notes: N = 88,660. Standard errors, clus tered at the 1979 house hold level, are shown in paren the ses. All 
mod els are weighted and adjust for expo sure time. All finan cial var i ables are adjusted for infla tion to 2020 
val ues. See the text for details of each model spec i fi ca tion.

*p < .05; **p < .01
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wealth. By con trast, according to the mate rial per spec tive, equity may reduce finan
cial stress because it can be borrowed against, or higher equity may indi cate less bur
den some debt pay ments. The results show that vehi cle equity, in addi tion to home and 
vehi cle own er ship, is neg a tively and sta tis ti cally sig nifi  cantly asso ci ated with divorce 
risk. This find ing raises the pos si bil ity that vehi cles have mate rial as well as sym bolic 
value in decreas ing divorce risk.

To con tex tu al ize the mag ni tudes of the asso ci a tions in Table 4, we gen er ated pre
dicted prob a bil i ties of divorce in the next year for an illus tra tive sce nario: $50,000 in 
net worth and var ied port fo lio com po si tion. Both own ers and non own ers of homes 
and unse cured debt are com mon at this level of net worth, mak ing a range of port fo
lio com po si tions real is tic. We com pared the aver age predicted prob a bil ity of divorce 
under three sce nar ios: when a cou ple does not own their home, when they own a 
home worth $75,000, and when they own a home worth $150,000. In each case, we 
set cou ples’ net worth to $50,000 and oth er wise used cou ples’ observed covariates. 
This anal y sis allows us to com pare the change in divorce risk asso ci ated with two 
equalsized changes in home value, only one of which includes a change in own
er ship. We conducted anal o gous ana ly ses for vehi cle value (at $0; $10,000; and 
$20,000) and unse cured debt (at $0; $5,000; and $10,000). Because homes, vehi cles, 
and unse cured debt have dif fer ent ranges of plau si ble val ues, we con sid ered a dif fer
ent range of val ues for each. Thus, the coef fi cients should be com pared only within 
asset/debt types, not between them.

Panel A of Table 5 shows the results based on the first col umn of Table 4, using 
home and vehi cle val ues. The decline in the aver age predicted prob a bil ity of divorce 
asso ci ated with owning a home worth $75,000 rather than not owning (0.7 per cent age 
points) is sta tis ti cally sig nifi  cantly dif fer ent from the decline asso ci ated with owning 
a home worth $150,000 rather than $75,000 (less than 0.1 per cent age points). The 
same pat tern holds for vehi cles: the decline in the aver age predicted prob a bil ity of 
divorce asso ci ated with owning a vehi cle worth $10,000 com pared with not owning a 
vehi cle (0.7 per cent age points) is sta tis ti cally sig nifi  cantly dif fer ent from the decline 
asso ci ated with owning a vehi cle worth $20,000 rather than $10,000 (less than 0.1 
per cent age points). By con trast, the increase in the aver age predicted prob a bil ity of 
divorce asso ci ated with hav ing $5,000 in unse cured debt ver sus $0 is not sta tis ti
cally sig nifi  cantly dif fer ent from the increase asso ci ated with hav ing $10,000 ver sus 
$5,000, nor is either of the indi vid ual effects sta tis ti cally sig nifi  cant.

Panel B of Table 5 shows the results based on the sec ond col umn of Table 4, using 
home and vehi cle equity. Because home equity val ues are often much lower than 
home val ues, here we esti mated the change in the predicted prob a bil ity of divorce 
asso ci ated with owning a home with $20,000 in equity ver sus not owning a home 
and with owning a home with $40,000 in equity ver sus $20,000 in equity. The results 
for homes and unse cured debt are sim i lar to those in panel A. For vehi cles, hav ing 
$20,000 in equity rather than $10,000 is asso ci ated with a sta tis ti cally sig nifi  cant 
decline in the predicted prob a bil ity of divorce, just as vehi cle equity was a sig nifi  cant 
pre dic tor of divorce in the logit model in Table 4. However, own er ship remains more 
impor tant: the decline in the aver age predicted prob a bil ity of divorce asso ci ated with 
hold ing $10,000 in vehi cle equity com pared with not owning a vehi cle (0.8 per cent
age points) is sta tis ti cally sig nifi  cantly larger than the decline asso ci ated with hold ing 
$20,000 rather than $10,000 in vehi cle equity (0.1 per cent age points).
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These results con firm that for homes and vehi cles, asset own er ship is asso ci ated 
with larger declines in divorce risk than equiv a lent changes in asset value or equity 
con di tional on own er ship, con sis tent with Hypothesis S3. The results in Tables 4 
and 5 do not pro vide evi dence for Hypothesis M3 that unse cured debt increases 
divorce risk, hold ing net worth con stant. Of course, this does not mean unse cured 

Table 5 Variation by port fo lio com po si tion in pre dic tive mar gins of divorce in the next year, hold ing net 
worth at $50,000

Difference in Predictive Margins

A. Asset Values
 Home value
  (1) Nonownership ver sus $75,000 −0.0073***

(0.0020)
  (2) $75,000 ver sus $150,000 −0.0003

(0.0007)
  Reject (1) = (2)? **
 Vehicle value
  (1) Nonownership ver sus $10,000 −0.0074*

(0.0031)
  (2) $10,000 ver sus $20,000 −0.0005

(0.0005)
  Reject (1) = (2)? *
 Unsecured debt
  (1) Nonownership ver sus $5,000 0.0010

(0.0014)
  (2) $5,000 ver sus $10,000 0.0010

(0.0005)
  Reject (1) = (2)? NS
B. Asset Equity
 Home equity
  (1) Nonownership ver sus $20,000 −0.0070***

(0.0020)
  (2) $20,000 ver sus $40,000 −0.0006

(0.0003)
  Reject (1) = (2)? **
 Vehicle equity
  (1) Nonownership ver sus $10,000 −0.0077*

(0.0031)
  (2) $10,000 ver sus $20,000 −0.0013*

(0.0006)
  Reject (1) = (2)? *
 Unsecured debt
  (1) Nonownership ver sus $5,000 0.0009

(0.0013)
  (2) $5,000 ver sus $10,000 0.0009

(0.0005)
  Reject (1) = (2)? NS

Notes: N = 88,660. Standard errors, clus tered at the 1979 house hold level, are shown in paren the ses. All 
mod els are weighted and adjust for expo sure time. All finan cial var i ables are adjusted for infla tion to 2020 
val ues. Results in pan els A and B are based on the Values and Equity mod els in Table 4, respec tively. See 
the text for details of each model spec i fi ca tion. NS = not sig nifi  cant at the .05 sig nifi  cance level.

*p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001
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debt is unim por tant; it merely means that we can not rule out the pos si bil ity that 
its asso ci a tion with divorce risk is well cap tured by its con tri bu tion to over all net 
worth.15

Conclusion

Divorce risk varies sub stan tially by wealth, espe cially across mod est pos i tive val ues 
of net worth. When we adjusted only for mar i tal dura tion, the annu al ized aver age 
predicted prob a bil ity of divorce fell from 5.1% at $0 net worth to 3.8% at $20,000 
and to 1.8% at $300,000 or above. Descriptively, these pat terns illu mi nate how mar
i tal sta bil ity is pat terned by social class.

We sought to dis tin guish among three alter na tive expla na tions for the asso ci a tion 
between wealth and mar i tal sta bil ity: (1) mate rial ben e fits of wealth that increase 
mar i tal sta bil ity, includ ing by reduc ing finan cial stress; (2) sym bolic ben e fits of 
wealth that sta bi lize mar riage through the sig nal it pro vi des of sta tus and suc cess, 
includ ing that the cou ple exceeds a min i mum eco nomic bar con sid ered appro pri ate 
for mar ried cou ples; and (3) confounding fac tors that lead to a spu ri ous asso ci a tion 
between wealth and divorce risk.

Drawing on the mate rial and sym bolic per spec tives on wealth’s ben e fits for mar i
tal sta bil ity, we artic u lated four empir i cal pre dic tions. First, both per spec tives sug gest 
a neg a tive asso ci a tion between wealth and divorce risk, net of con trols (Hypothesis 
1). After con trol ling for a richer set of var i ables than Eads and Tach (2016), we con
firmed their find ing that, all  else being equal, higher net worth is asso ci ated with 
greater mar i tal sta bil ity. Net of con trols, we found that hav ing $40,000 in net worth 
rather than $0 is asso ci ated with, on aver age, a decrease of 0.7 per cent age points in 
the annu al ized risk of divorce—com pa ra ble in mag ni tude to the decreases asso ci ated 
with being in a first rather than sec ond mar riage or hav ing no prior non mar i tal births 
ver sus at least one. Thus, as a cor re late of divorce, net worth is on par with other cor
re lates that have received far more atten tion.

Second, ver sions of the mate rial and sym bolic per spec tives sug gest that wealth 
should have diminishing mar ginal returns for mar i tal sta bil ity. At the bot tom of the 
wealth dis tri bu tion, small increases in net worth may be valu able for reduc ing finan
cial stress (a mate rial ben e fit) or clear ing a thresh old for the min i mum expected level 
of afflu ence for mar ried cou ples (a sym bolic ben e fit) (Hypothesis 2). Consistent with 
this pre dic tion, we found that all  else being equal, the aver age annu al ized predicted 
prob a bil ity of divorce fell about as much when net worth was $40,000 rather than $0 
as when it was $400,000 rather than $40,000.

Of course, we could not entirely rule out selec tion. Future research is needed to esti
mate the causal effect of wealth on divorce. This sort of exam i na tion might include, 
for exam ple, exploiting exog e nous wealth changes due to lot tery win nings (e.g., for 
wealth’s effect on labor sup ply, see Cesarini et al. 2017) or hous ing booms (e.g., for 
hous ing wealth’s effect on off spring col lege out comes, see Lovenheim and Reynolds 

15 For exam ple, when net worth is removed from the full model and wealth is spec i fied only with asset 
and debtspe cific mea sures, greater unse cured debt is pos i tively and sta tis ti cally sig nifi  cantly asso ci ated 
with divorce risk (see the online sup ple ment).
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2013). Further, our ana ly ses pro vide only a par tial por trait of how wealth may affect 
mar i tal sta bil ity because we con trolled for char ac ter is tics that may be endog e nous  
to prior wealth, such as income and fer til ity. We encour age future research that takes 
a broad array of approaches to col lec tively pro vide greater evi dence on the effect of 
wealth on divorce.

Our final set of ana ly ses sought to dis tin guish between the mate rial and sym bolic 
per spec tives on wealth’s ben e fits for mar i tal sta bil ity. Here, we relied on the per spec
tives’ dif fer ent pre dic tions about which asset or debt types are likely to be asso ci ated 
with divorce, above and beyond total net worth, and whether own er ship or the dol
lar value is expected to be more con se quen tial. We improved on prior research by 
iso lat ing the pre dic tive power of each asset or debt type net of over all wealth and 
not con flat ing own er ship and value of the focal asset or debt. Consistent with the 
sym bolic per spec tive, we found own er ship of both homes and vehi cles to be neg
a tively and sta tis ti cally sig nifi  cantly asso ci ated with divorce risk, hold ing con stant 
total net worth and all  other con trols (Hypothesis S3). Using an illus tra tive case, 
we fur ther showed that the same increase in asset value or equity is asso ci ated with 
greater declines in aver age divorce risk when it is paired with mov ing to own er ship 
rather than an increase in value or equity con di tional on own er ship. This find ing 
sug gests that own er ship of homes and vehi cles is asso ci ated with greater mar i tal sta
bil ity in ways explained by nei ther their con se quences for total net worth nor their 
impli ca tions for home or vehi cle value or equity. Conditional on total net worth, we 
found that nei ther own er ship of unse cured debt nor its amount is sig nifi  cantly asso
ci ated with divorce risk, con trary to our pre dic tion based on the mate rial per spec tive 
(Hypothesis M3).

However, we urge cau tion in interpreting these results. The mate rial and sym bolic 
per spec tives are broad, so ver sions of each may be con sis tent with var i ous empir i cal 
pat terns. Empirical esti ma tion is chal leng ing given the col lin ear ity of dif fer ent asset 
and debt types and lim i ta tions in which port fo lio com po nents can be disaggregated 
in the NLSY79. All else being equal, unse cured debt may be asso ci ated with divorce 
risk in the pop u la tion, although the asso ci a tion is not sta tis ti cally sig nifi  cant in our 
sam ple. Even if no such pop u la tionlevel asso ci a tion exists, this does not rule out 
other man i fes ta tions of the mate rial per spec tive. Our ana ly ses are explor atory rather 
than a defin i tive adju di ca tion among spu ri ous asso ci a tions and the mate rial and sym
bolic per spec tives on wealth’s asso ci a tion with mar i tal sta bil ity.

Matters are even more com pli cated when we con sider other pos si ble mech a
nisms linking wealth and divorce risk. Wealth may affect divorce risk by shap ing 
the expected costs and ben e fits of divorce as spouses divide assets (Dew 2009). Prior 
research has con sid ered how divorce laws, includ ing uni lat eral divorce and the divi
sion of mar i tal prop erty, shape inmar riage behav ior and divorce risk (Clark 1999; 
Stevenson 2007; Voena 2015; Zang 2020). This line of research could be expanded 
to ana lyze how these laws mod er ate the asso ci a tion between wealth and divorce. We 
encour age future research that devel ops addi tional empir i cal pre dic tions to dis tin
guish among the o ret i cal per spec tives and future qual i ta tive research that explores 
how cou ples under stand the role of finan cial cir cum stances in their mar i tal sat is fac
tion and mar i tal sta bil ity.

In an era of high and ris ing wealth inequal ity (Pfeffer and Schoeni 2016), we 
found that wealth ier cou ples expe ri ence lower divorce risk, net of a host of  con trols. 
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We fur ther found that reduc tions in divorce risk are con cen trated over mod est pos i
tive val ues of net worth and are much less pro nounced above the median of the wealth 
dis tri bu tion. Last, own er ship of vis i ble, sym bolic assets—homes and vehi cles— 
is neg a tively asso ci ated with divorce risk, even con di tional on total net worth. Our 
find ings sup port calls to con sider wealth as a dis tinct indi ca tor of eco nomic strat i fi ca
tion, and we encour age future research to rec og nize wealth as a sub stan tial cor re late 
of divorce. ■
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