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Abstract

Individuals exposed to both job loss and marital dissolution are likely to
be highly disadvantaged, having experienced stresses and losses in the
two primary domains of life. Moreover, recent literature finds that
exposure to one event tends to increase risk of the other. However, next
to nothing is known about the size or composition — or changes therein —
of the divorced/separated and unemployed (DSU) subpopulation. Using
large, nationally representative, repeated cross-sectional datasets
extending back to 1984, we aim to fill this gap for the UK. We give a
descriptive account of the prevalence and social distribution of DSU,
and of the cross-sectional association between its two component states:
among which groups, by education and gender, does being either
divorced/separated or unemployed most strongly imply a heightened
risk of also being the other, and how has this changed over time? We
find stable and strong educational inequality in DSU, while the gender
gap has narrowed and recently closed. The association between the two
states is stronger among men; has weakened strikingly over the time
period we consider, for both men and, especially, women; and is
educationally stratified among men but not women. Contrary to
expectations, higher-educated men in one of the two states are most
likely to also be in the other. Possible explanations and further questions
are discussed. In particular, we highlight the possibility that over this
time period the divorced/separated have become more like the general
population, rather than a negatively selected subgroup among whom
unemployment is a particular risk.
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1. Introduction and background

Most studies which attend to both divorce and job loss ask whether exposure to one event is
associated with an increased risk of the other. Prompted, among other considerations, by the
many positive answers that have been found to both questions (Blekesaune 2008; Covizzi
2008; Hansen 2005; Jalovaara 2003; Kalmijn 2005; Killewald 2016; Lampard 1994), the aim
of this paper is to explore the co-prevalence of being divorced or separated and being
unemployed. Since marital dissolution and unemployment occur in the two primary domains
of life — home and work — the two events together may have implications for just about every
aspect of an individual’s wellbeing. Whatever outcomes job loss may leave untouched — for
instance, a fulfilling relationship with one’s partner — marital dissolution probably will not
(Brand 2015; Leopold 2018). In other words, individuals exposed to both job loss and marital
dissolution are likely to be distinctly disadvantaged. Surprisingly little is known about this
potentially precarious state, its distribution in the population, and changes over time.

The co-prevalence of the two states refers to a frequency or proportion which may be
viewed as having two parts: the portion expected to arise from chance alone — given that there
are a certain number of divorced/separated individuals and a certain number of unemployed
individuals, and the two are not mutually exclusive — and the portion beyond this. This
second part reflects the cross-sectional association between being divorced/separated and
being unemployed at a given point in time. The strength of this cross-sectional association,
and its distribution between sociodemographic groups and over time, is the focus of this
paper: among which groups does being either divorced/separated or unemployed most
strongly imply a heightened risk of also being the other?

The groups to which we pay particular attention are those formed by men and women

with differing levels of education. Education is robustly associated with the risk of



unemployment (Brand 2015), although its association with divorce is far more complicated,
and may vary by gender (Kalmijn, de Graaf, and Poortman 2004). With regard to both men’s
and women’s education, different countries variously show positive (Blossfeld et al. 1995),
null (Bracher et al. 1993), and negative (Lyngstad 2004) gradients in divorce. Looking across
marriage cohorts from the 1960s to 1990s, Harkénen and Dronkers (2006) find that in all of
the nine (out of seventeen) Western countries where the educational gradient in divorce has
changed over time, it has become more negative.

We investigate the co-prevalence between being divorced/separated and being
unemployed in the context of the UK. The proportion divorced/separated is likely to be
relatively high in the UK, given its somewhat high crude divorce rate over the last half-
century in comparison with most European nations (Eurostat 2018a). The divorce rate rose
rapidly from the mid-1960s and remained high until a fall in the last decade or so (ONS
2017), making it rather widespread and unremarkable. Indeed, cultural and economic barriers
to divorce are low. There are few Catholics, or members of any other religion with a strong
prohibition against divorce. Female labour market participation and educational enrolment
are high, lowering the relative economic costs of divorce for many women. In these respects
the UK resembles much of northern and western Europe (Wagner and Weill 2006). Though
UK data were not available to Harkdnen and Dronkers (2006), other evidence indicates that
in the UK the gradient has also become more negative, and in fact switched from positive to
negative (Chan and Halpin 2008), a result also found for Sweden (Hoem 1997).

The UK unemployment rate was high in the early 1980s, and the country experienced
another recession in the early 1990s, again elevating unemployment. Since then however, and
particularly in terms of its recovery from the late-2000s financial crisis, the UK has seen
relatively low unemployment compared to its European neighbours (Eurostat 2018b). It may

then be that the unemployed are increasingly negatively selected, especially in terms of



education. This, coupled with the negative educational gradient in divorce, may have led to
an increase in the co-prevalence of being divorced/separated and being unemployed, among
the less educated in particular.

We focus on the states of being divorced/separated and being unemployed rather than
the events which represent entry into (or exit from) them. The distribution of marital
dissolution following job loss (and vice versa) may differ from the distribution of persistence
in, and exit from, the state of being divorced/separated and unemployed (hereafter, DSU). It
could be, for instance, that men experience more spells of DSU than women on average, but
the duration of these spells is much longer among women. The co-prevalence we track maps
out an understudied and disadvantaged subpopulation, capturing the outcome of the interplay
between the various factors which predispose individuals to unemployment and/or
divorce/separation, which affect the likelihood of divorce or separation leading to
unemployment (or the reverse), and which affect the likelihood of re-employment or
repartnering. Rather than describe which groups are at risk of entry into or exit from DSU, we
identify the groups most likely to be living under exposure to DSU at a given moment, which,
as we argue below, is likely to be an especially vulnerable state. In this way our paper builds
upon and brings together the existing literatures linking job loss and marital dissolution, and
those exploring repartnering and transitions out of unemployment.

We therefore address the following research questions: (a) What proportion of the
adult UK population are DSU? (b) To what extent is the risk of being DSU different for men
and women and stratified by education? (¢) How strong is the cross-sectional association
between the two component states, and how does this vary by gender and education? In each
case we also explore how our findings vary over time, using annual data from 1984-2017.

This paper is exploratory and descriptive: we follow Merton’s (1987) injunction, situated by



Goldthorpe as ‘the first aim of a population science’ (Goldthorpe 2016: 14), to robustly
establish the phenomena.

In the next sections we add further motivation for this paper and draw on previous
research to articulate our expectations. We then describe the data, measures and methods.
This is followed by results, and finally a discussion in which potential explanations for the

observed results are discussed, and further questions identified.

1.1 DSU as an outcome of interest

Theoretically, the state of being DSU is one of extreme disadvantage. Each of the two states
considered separately is associated with low wellbeing and implies previous exposure to a
stressful loss event (Dolan, Peasgood, and White 2008; Kalmijn 2005), but there are reasons
to view the co-prevalence of the two as especially detrimental.

First, the two are likely to have interactive impacts on several key outcomes,
constituting a form of cumulative disadvantage (DiPrete and Eirich 2006). Income is one
example. Particularly in more liberal welfare regimes such as the UK, partner’s income is an
important buffer following job loss (Ehlert 2012). Without a partner to provide this
compensation, one’s vulnerability to the effect of job loss on income is greater. Health is
another: among US men, a large study found that work stressors (including being fired or laid
off, or problems getting a new job) were associated with increased risk of all-cause mortality
among the divorced but not among the married (Matthews and Gump 2002).

Second, the losses of both employment and marriage deprive individuals of two
relatively independent sources of coping resources. Marital dissolution implies the loss of the
partner’s socioemotional support, social network, and contribution to household income and

domestic labour. Job loss implies not only a substantial reduction in own income and



economic security, but also the loss of important psychosocial bases of wellbeing such as
skill use, social networks, status, time structure, and sense of control (Brand 2015;
Powdthavee 2012; Price, Choi, and Vinokur 2002). A consistent finding of the stress
literature is that the impacts of stressors can be moderated by a sense of control over life, high
self-esteem, and social support (Thoits 2010). Employment and marriage contribute to each
of these independently, but the loss of both may leave one highly vulnerable to other
stressors.

Third, insofar as being in both states makes exit from either more difficult, DSU may
constitute something of a wellbeing trap, extending the duration of an already undesirable
life-course state. Unemployment is likely to be a major disadvantage among those seeking to
repartner. Being divorced/separated in the labour market may be viewed as a signal of
negative characteristics by potential employers. In addition, the human capital of spouses
influences labour market success (Bernasco, de Graaf, and Ultee 1998); lacking this, and
lacking the wider network provided by a partner, may prolong the job search process. Indeed,
in the UK, married men are 33 percent more likely to make the transition from unemployed
to employed than unmarried men, with other characteristics including age controlled for

(Long 2009).

1.2 Expectations and previous research

A multiplicity of processes together generate DSU, the cross-sectional association between
the two states, stratification in these outcomes, and change over time. We are necessarily
agnostic about the diverse range of underlying processes, but seek to give an account of what

they produce overall. For this reason, we do not hold strong expectations, but here reflect on



what are likely to be some of the important mechanisms involved, in the UK context in
particular, and the patterns they would imply.

First, the two events giving rise to these states share several individual-level risk
factors. As noted above, education has a well-established association with unemployment.
Higher levels of education both signal desirable qualities to employers, and reflect the
accumulation of human capital. Societies with a positive educational gradient in divorce tend
to be those where the cultural and economic barriers are higher; those who get divorced are
those with the resources to cope with challenges such as legal barriers, stigma, and a
reduction in living standards. However, in countries such as the UK where divorce is a
realistic option for far more individuals, its relationship to education reflects other
considerations. Among these are that the more educated may possess skills which improve
the stability of relationships, and are less likely to suffer financial strain and its destabilising
effects; additionally individuals have more to lose financially from divorcing highly-educated
partners (Harkénen and Dronkers 2006). As stated above, we expect that DSU will be
especially prevalent among the less educated.

Other individual level factors are also relevant. Two of the big five personality traits —
low conscientiousness and high neuroticism — have been related both to divorce (Boertien
and Mortelmans 2017; Solomon and Jackson 2014) and to unemployment (Egan et al. 2017,
Uysal and Pohlmeier 2011). Parental divorce is a consistent predictor of marital dissolution
(de Graaf and Kalmijn 2006), and the often-accompanying family conflict and single-
parenthood increase children’s risk of unemployment in adulthood (Caspi et al. 1998). Amato
(1996) finds that the intergenerational transmission of divorce is largely mediated through
interpersonal behaviour problems; it is plausible that they also mediate a link from parental
divorce to unemployment. These factors may each correlate with low education, further

reinforcing our expectation that DSU will be educationally stratified.



Second, there is growing evidence that the unemployed are at increased risk of
divorce (Blekesaune 2008; Hansen 2005; Jalovaara 2003; Killewald 2016), and that divorce
increases the risk of unemployment (Covizzi 2008; Kalmijn 2005). These effects may be
especially strong in the context of the UK’s low barriers to divorce and flexible labour
market. Evidence points to a gendered pattern in the association of unemployment with
subsequent divorce, and in particular to the persistence of the norm of the male breadwinner,
rather than to an effect mediated by financial strain or dependence (Killewald 2016; Sayer et
al. 2011). This suggests that the association between the two states will be stronger among
men than women.

Third, repartnering dynamics will influence the patterns of co-prevalence (de Graaf
and Kalmijn 2003), with the unemployed likely to find repartnering more difficult. This again
may vary with education, with less educated men having lower odds of repartnering (Shafer
and James 2013). Intuitively, even conditional on being unemployed, more-educated
individuals might prove more attractive to potential new partners on the basis of their
earnings potential. This would imply a stronger cross-sectional association among the less
educated.

Men repartner at a higher rate (Wu and Schimmele 2005), which would act to
decrease the strength of the association between the two states among men relative to women.
While it has been argued that remarriage functions as an especially important strategy for
women to overcome the financial consequences of divorce, one test of this hypothesis found
support only among women with a low income before divorce (Dewilde and Uunk 2008). To
the extent that low education proxies low income, a higher rate of repartnering among less
educated unemployed women might partially offset the expected stronger cross-sectional

association among less educated women.



Fourth, the distribution of re-employment matters. Stratification here likely parallels
that for unemployment, with the less educated likely to spend longer without a job. An
additional consideration is the steep decline in income among women post-divorce (Andref3
et al. 2006). This may incentivise a swift return to employment. Indeed, ‘there is a consensus
that women increase their labour supply substantially after divorce’ (Ozcan and Breen 2012:
474); among women with better education and higher earnings potential, this strategy might
substitute for remarriage ‘for the money’ and explain the only partial support for that
approach found by Dewilde and Uunk (2008). If women are faster to find employment
following divorce, this will reduce the cross-sectional association among women relative to
men.

Interestingly, there is evidence to suggest that policy reforms — in particular the
Working Families Tax Credit — instituted in the UK in 1998 and aimed at ‘making work pay’
had a pronounced effect on women’s post-separation employment. Jenkins (2008) compares
BHPS results from 1991-1997 and 1998-2003, and finds a clear increase in the proportion of
separated women taking up in-work benefits after separation, and a clear decrease in the
proportion taking up unemployment benefits after separation. This implies that the cross-
sectional association may weaken among women around this point in our time series.

In sum, a wide and complex range of mechanisms generate the outcomes we are
interested in. Some of these are expected to act in opposite directions. We have no strong
expectations about gender differences, but expect both that DSU will be more prevalent
among the less educated, and that the two states will be most strongly associated among the
less educated.

Direct evidence on these questions is extremely sparse. Some sequence analysis work
on the US and UK has quantified the size of groups with life-course patterns such as

‘unstable work, no family’ (McMunn et al. 2015). However, since a greater number of
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categories increases the complexity of sequence analysis exponentially, this literature mostly
ignores distinctions between unemployment and economic inactivity, and between
divorced/separated and never married (Jackson and Berkowitz 2005; McDonough et al. 2015;
Worts et al. 2013).

Our current lack of information about the group is also likely attributable in part to
sample size constraints — the two component states are each relatively rare. Their co-
prevalence applies to a group too small to subject to further disaggregation and examination
in a detailed cohort or panel survey. We overcome this by turning to the UK Labour Force
Survey series, which consistently attains over 100,000 respondents and extends back over
several decades. Compared to standard socioeconomic datasets, we trade off longitudinal
information and a broad range of measures for the ability to focus on a neglected

subpopulation.

2. Data, measures and methods

We apply nationally-representative repeated cross-sectional surveys to answer each of our
questions for the UK population aged 25-64. We code an annual time series dataset extending
from 1984 to 2017 by combining two incarnations of the Labour Force Survey (LFS): the
annual LFS, and the Quarterly Labour Force Survey (QLFS). The size of these surveys
enables the analysis of gradients in risk for DSU status in spite of this being a small
subpopulation.

Our time series begins in 1984, with the introduction of a consistent series of
questions aimed at measuring economic status according to the International Labour

Organisation (ILO) definitions. The definition of unemployment we use is more inclusive
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than the ILO wversion, but it is derived from questions designed to measure ILO
unemployment.

From 1984-1991 the LFS was conducted annually. In 1992 the survey became the
QLFS. The annual LFS data were collected in March-May, so we use the April-June QLFS in
each year from 1992-2017. Minor changes to the surveys between years necessitate

harmonisation of some of the measures, which we discuss below.

2.1 Economic status

Economic status refers to the mutually exclusive categories employed, unemployed, and out
of the labour force (OLF). Under the ILO definition, one is unemployed who a) is not
employed (i.e. has not worked at least one hour for pay or profit in the previous week), b)
would like a paid job, c) is available to start a paid job within two weeks, and d) has
undertaken some kind of job-seeking activity within the past four weeks. Someone who has
secured a job and is waiting to start is also regarded as unemployed. We use an identical
definition of unemployment except that we relax the job-seeking condition d). This means
that we include those referred to by Brandolini et al. as the ‘potential labour force’ (2006:
175) and by others as ‘discouraged workers’ — those who would like a job and are available
to start, but either have not started looking, or last undertook job-seeking activity more than
four weeks before the interview. Evidence from 14 European countries, including the UK,
indicates that in terms of transition probabilities into employment, this group is clearly
distinct from the rest of the OLF population, and generally closer to the ILO unemployed
(Brandolini et al. 2006). Despite changes to the survey, by limiting our time series to 1984
onwards we are able to utilise a highly consistent measure of unemployment. As a robustness

check, we also report results using the ILO definition of unemployment or, extending back to
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1979, its close approximation (based on a one-week rather than four-week job-seeking

activity requirement).

2.2 Marital status

Changes to the survey questions on marital status and cohabitation necessarily introduce a
small discontinuity into the time series. The result is that for 1988 and earlier,
‘divorced/separated’ (that is, simply, either of the two self-report marital status categories
‘divorced’ or ‘separated’) refers to those who are divorced or separated from their spouse,
including those who are currently in a cohabiting relationship (but not remarried). From
1989 onwards, ‘divorced/separated’ excludes this group and refers only to those who are not
currently in a cohabiting relationship, which is to say those who have not repartnered. The
exclusion of this divorced/separated-but-currently-cohabiting group is reflected in an 18%
(5%) decline among men (women) from 1988 to 1989, amidst a rising trend, in the proportion
classified as divorced/separated. This slight discontinuity is visible in Figure 1, panels (a) and
(b). We assume that these 18% and 5% figures (plus a small addition to account for the rising
trend line) represent an upper bound for the measurement discontinuity of divorced/separated,
insofar as there are no good reasons to believe that proportionately more of the
divorced/separated were living in cohabiting relationships in any of the years 1984-1987 than
in 1988. This discontinuity does not appear to affect our substantive conclusions. From 1995
onwards, we are able to separately identify, among the divorced/separated, those who are and
those who are not currently living in a cohabiting relationship. We compare results for these

groups in our supplemental analyses.
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2.3 Divorced/separated and unemployed (DSU)

DSU simply refers to individuals who are both divorced/separated and unemployed, as
defined above. We here reiterate that we measure states rather than events, and cannot

ascertain from these data whether individuals suffered marriage dissolution or job loss first.

2.4 Education

We use a relative measure of educational attainment based on individuals’ highest reported
qualification. For men and women separately, within each five-year birth cohort, the sample
is ultimately divided into a top quarter, middle half, and bottom quarter (as closely as
possible given the categorical nature of the data, see Figures Al and A2). Our approach is
explicated at length in the supplemental material.

This sex- and cohort-relativisation of education reflects our conceptualisation of
education primarily as a positional good in this context — namely labour and marriage
markets in which, for the most part, one competes with others of the same sex and similar
age. This follows the intuition that, for example, holding A-level qualifications is a far
stronger signal of qualities attractive in those markets for someone born in 1930 (a cohort in
which around 15% of men hold greater or equal qualifications) than it is for someone born in
1980 (where the equivalent figure is around 50%). Accordingly, the former would be in the
top approximate quarter by education, while the latter would fall in the middle approximate
half of the distribution (see Figure Al). Common understandings of what it means to hold a
given highest qualification, such as A-levels, have changed over the longer period across
which all individuals in our sample acquired their qualifications. We argue that there is more

conceptual consistency in using an artificial top quarter, middle half, and bottom quarter, thus
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taking the shifting distribution of education into account, than there is in using, for instance,

degree, any other qualifications, and no qualifications.

2.5 Methods

We first plot proportions over time of the three states divorced/separated, unemployed, and
DSU. These are presented separately for men and women, and further disaggregated by
education. This allows simple visual inspection of the trends in the two critical life-course
states and their co-prevalence, as well as their educational stratification over time. To give a
clearer picture of this stratification, we then plot time series of age-adjusted risk ratios for
DSU by education.

We next turn to the question of how strongly the two component states of DSU are
cross-sectionally associated with one another. In other terms, this is the question of how
predictive being in one of the two states is of being (also) in the other state (and therefore
DSU). To explore this, we plot the odds ratio for the association of the two states, controlling
for age, and again disaggregate by sex and educational status. (The odds ratio is preferred to
the risk ratio in this context because its property of symmetry allows the more succinct
presentation of a single parameter. The two risk ratios for the association of each state with
the other are, because of their relatively low prevalence, both extremely similar to one
another, and to the odds ratio.) To better understand the trend in this association, we finally
plot the proportions unemployed conditional on being divorced/separated, and vice versa.
Throughout, weights provided by the LFS are used, which weight data to sub-regional

population estimates and then adjust for the estimated age and sex composition by region.
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We also include a robustness check (using the ILO definition of unemployment, as

discussed above) and some supplemental analyses. These are both reported in the text, while

the accompanying figures can be found in the supplemental material.

3. Results
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Figure 1 Proportion divorced/separated, by sex and education

Source: UK Labour Force Survey.
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Source: UK Labour Force Survey.

Figure 1 shows the proportion of those aged 25-64 who are divorced/separated. This is shown
separately for men and women in panels (a) and (b), and broken down by education, again for
men and women separately, in panels (c) and (d). A clear rising trend in this proportion is
evident from 1984 to around 1996, at which point there is a plateau, followed by a more
recent decline. This plateau and decline occurs somewhat earlier for the more educated,
especially among women. Accordingly, for both men and women there is an increase in the
difference in risk between the most educated and the middle half, who had been
divorced/separated in similar proportions in the early part of the period. While there is a clear
negative educational gradient throughout, it thus becomes stronger through time. The clear

overall gender difference reflects a higher frequency and speed of repartnering among men,
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and possibly a higher frequency among women of the preference not to repartner (Kreidl and
Hubatkova 2017).

Figure 2 shows the proportions unemployed. The early-1980s, early-1990s, and late-
2000s UK recessions are clearly reflected in three peaks for men, while the middle of these
appears to have had a far smaller effect on the female unemployment rate. Since the time
series begins in the aftermath of recession, the overall appearance is of a generally steady
decline in unemployment, ending at around 4% for both men and women in 2017. For both
men and women, the most educated have moved somewhat closer to the middle half in terms
of their risk of unemployment. For men, the least educated appear to have been especially at
risk in the early part of the period, with the inequality narrowing later.

Figure 3 plots the proportions in the state of being DSU. The trends are far more
closely correlated with being unemployed than divorced/separated. This is due to spells of
unemployment presumably being of shorter duration than the state of being divorced or
separated (from 1992-2017, when the measure is available for the ILO-defined unemployed,
44% reported that they had been unemployed for less than six months). The proportions
mirror the declines evident for being unemployed, but moderated by the countervailing rising
prevalence of being divorced/separated. The highest co-prevalence among any of the sex-
education groups is 2.4% among the less-educated women in 1987. Throughout, women, and
in particular those with less education, are the group most at risk of DSU. Despite the high
prevalence of being divorced/separated, DSU is at its lowest point in the most recent year,
around 0.4% for both men and women. This equates to an estimated 150,000 DSU
individuals. Educational stratification appears stable throughout the period, except that lower-
educated men in the 1980s diverge especially from the mid-educated, in line with the result

for unemployment alone.
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Figures 4 and 5 give clearer visualisations of the educational stratification of DSU
over time. These figures plot risk ratios by education (taking the middle half as the reference
group), adjusted for (mean-centred) age. The smoothed lines produced by locally-weighted
regressions show a narrowing of educational stratification for men (Figure 4) in the period to
2000, driven by both upper and lower quarters coming closer to the middle group in their risk
of being DSU. In the 1980s, men in the lowest quarter by education are around five times as
likely as those in the highest to be DSU, but this falls to around three or four for the rest of
the period. For women (Figure 5), the risk ratio for the bottom versus the top educational
quarter is stable at around three or four, but there is some change in the trends of each relative

to the middle half. The higher-educated women diverge slightly from the middle group in the
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middle part of the period, but converge later on, with the confidence intervals for both top
and bottom quarters for 2017 including a risk ratio of 1. The overall picture is of quite stable

and strong educational stratification in DSU.
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Figure 6 Association between being unemployed and being divorced/separated (age-adjusted

odds ratio), men
Source: UK Labour Force Survey.
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Figure 7 Association between being unemployed and being divorced/separated (age-adjusted

odds ratio), women
Source: UK Labour Force Survey.

Next we turn to the cross-sectional association between the two states, expressed as an
odds ratio. Compared to someone who is not unemployed (alternatively, divorced/separated),
how likely is someone who is unemployed (divorced/separated) to be divorced/separated
(unemployed)? Figures 6 and 7 reveal two important findings. First, the cross-sectional
association between the two states is consistently stronger among men than among women.
Second, it has declined substantially between 1984 and 2017, and particularly for women.
Individuals who are unemployed are decreasingly likely to also be divorced/separated. For
someone who is unemployed, the odds of (also) being divorced/separated (and thus DSU) are
76% greater for men and 37% greater for women in 2017, compared with someone who is

not unemployed. The same is true if one considers the contrast between an individual who is
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divorced/separated and one who is not, in terms of their odds of (also) being unemployed. In
1984, these figures were 148% for men and 103% for women. For men the decline appears
fairly constant through the period, though perhaps slight from 1984 to around 1996. For
women, there is more clearly a turning point: prior to 1998, there is no sign of a decrease in

the association, but from 1998 onwards it is clear and steep.

0 a
a
a
o
e
o -
o
T T T T T T T T T
1984 1988 1992 1996 2000 2004 2008 2012 2016
4 Top quarter (approx.), observed === = == Top quarter (approx.), smoothed
=« Middle half (approx.), observed = Middle half (approx.). smoothed
o Bottom quarter (approx.), observed @ — — — — = Bottom quarter (approx.), smoothed

Figure 8 Association between being unemployed and being divorced/separated (age-adjusted
odds ratio), men, by education
Source: UK Labour Force Survey.
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Figure 9 Association between being unemployed and being divorced/separated (age-adjusted
odds ratio), women, by education
Source: UK Labour Force Survey.

In Figures 8 and 9, disaggregating the cross-sectional association by education, we
group the data into pairs of years (1984-85, 1986-87 etc.) to make the visualisation clearer.
Across the period as a whole, the weakening of the association is evident among each of the
sex-education groups, although the group of higher-educated women show only a faint trend
of decline, and a relatively low association throughout. The timing and intensity of the
decline varies between groups, however. Among men, there is stability or even an increase in
the first half of the period among middle- and high-educated men. For these groups, the
decline comes later, and is especially steep among the high-educated. Among the less-
educated, the pattern is the reverse: there is a steep decline until around 2004 and then a

levelling-off. The pattern is rather similar for women: stability or increase among the middle-
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and high-educated in the first half, with the decline coming later, though more for the middle-
educated; and a steep decline among the less-educated, which unlike for men, continues
through the whole period.

Though there is volatility between years, generally there is a clear educational
gradient among men. For most of the period, the two component states are more closely
associated among the higher-educated men, and clearly less closely associated among the
lower-educated. With regard to the most educated, this pattern is however absent at the
beginning and end of the period. Recall that the proportion DSU is lowest among the most
educated men, which may account for the volatility of the estimates between years for that
group. The gap between the lower-educated and middle-educated is substantial and present
through the whole period, suggesting an educational gradient is present. Among women, by
contrast, the three educational groups are relatively equal throughout, except that the two
states may be more strongly linked among less educated women in the beginning of the

period.
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Figure 10 Proportion divorced/separated and proportion unemployed, unconditional and
conditional on being in the other state
Source: UK Labour Force Survey.

What might be driving this loosening of the association between the two states?
Figure 10 shows the proportion who are divorced/separated, conditional on being
unemployed, and vice versa. For men, the proportion divorced/separated is steadily greater
among the unemployed than among the general population (panel (a)). In each of panels (b)-
(d), however, we see a convergence of the lines indicating a loosening of the dependence
between the two states. This is most pronounced with regard to the proportions who are
unemployed (panels (c) and (d)). The proportion unemployed among adults in general, and
the proportion unemployed among those who are divorced/separated have almost fully
converged. This suggests that the association between the two states is primarily being driven

down by an increase in the number of divorced/separated individuals for reasons unrelated to
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changes in the proportion unemployed; that is, the divorced/separated are becoming more like
the general population, rather than a selected subgroup among whom unemployment is a
particular risk. However, the unemployed, particularly unemployed men, steadily remain a
group whose risk of being divorced/separated is clearly higher than the general population.
These patterns are the same for each of the groups disaggregated by sex and education

(Figures A3 and A4).

3.1 Robustness check

Our definition of unemployment diverges from the ILO version used by official statistics
agencies. Figures A5-Al14 in the supplemental material replicate Figures 1-10, extending the
time series back to 1979 and using the ILO definition of unemployment (and, from 1979-
1984, its close equivalent except that the job-seeking activity requirement is with reference to
the previous week rather than previous four weeks). In comparing the sets of figures it is
important to bear in mind the slight extension of the time period. Beyond the obviously
slightly lower levels of unemployment under the more restrictive ILO definition, the main
difference between the two measures is seen among women in the 1980s, with lower levels
relative to men than in the main analysis, and a surprising lack of inequality between the
middle and bottom by education (Figure A6). Given the high unemployment rate in this
period, we suspect that the ILO measure misses a substantial number of women, especially
those lacking any qualifications, who would have welcomed work but in that climate made
the judgement that actively seeking a job would be unlikely to result in success. These

findings do not alter our substantive conclusions.
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3.2 Supplemental analyses

Some further noteworthy results are briefly presented here. First, Figure A15 shows, for
1995-2017, the cross-sectional association (as in Figures 6-9), comparing results for two
subsets of the divorced/separated — those not currently cohabiting, and those who are
currently cohabiting. The difference is stark: there is no association between being
divorced/separated and being unemployed amongst those who now live together with
someone as a couple. This highlights the importance of the actual presence or absence of a
partner versus legal marital status. A number of interpretations are possible, but none can be
given with confidence due to our lack of information about the ordering of events. For
instance, this may be confounded by time since marital dissolution, may reflect unobserved
characteristics, or may be due to a positive impact of repartnering on re-entry into
employment. This result has another important implication. Our data for 1984-1988 include
both of these two groups as divorced/separated (see above). It is therefore likely that our
estimation of the cross-sectional association in this early part of the period is biased
downward by the inclusion of the now-cohabiting, amongst whom Figure A15 suggests there
is no cross-sectional association. The decline across the whole period is thus likely to be
somewhat steeper than Figures 6-9 suggest.

Figures A16 and A17 explore the age distribution among the DSU and those in the
two component states. The median age of the DSU has risen substantially among men in
particular, from 43 to 55. Among women it has risen from 41 to 48. This mirrors an upward
shift in the age distribution of the divorced/separated. The age distribution of the
unemployed, which shows a greater dispersion, has remained stable, with the median
fluctuating around 40-45 among men and around 40 for women. The divergence in the age

distributions of those in the two component states of DSU may be a mechanism driving the
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decline in the cross-sectional association. The reasons behind this are a topic for future
research, but we speculate that as individuals increasingly delay entry into marriage and are
subsequently older when at risk of divorce, they increasingly distance themselves from the

age range around which unemployment risk is greatest.

4. Discussion

The aim of this paper was to answer basic descriptive questions about the co-prevalence of
being divorced/separated and unemployed, a joint state theoretically expected to be extremely
disadvantageous as well as difficult to exit, but about which we know almost nothing. We
leverage the large sample size and long temporal coverage of the LFS series to examine
trends in and stratification of DSU and the cross-sectional association between its two
component states.

Our first research question concerned the proportion of the adult population which is
DSU, and how this has changed over time. With the proportion divorced/separated rising
through the period to a peak around 2010, and unemployment showing a clear decline
punctuated by economic crises, the trend in DSU is by no means a priori clear. In fact, there
has been a decline, following the trend of unemployment, but tempered by the rising
proportion of individuals divorced/separated. Over the period from 1984-2017, the proportion
DSU peaked at 1.2% among men in 1994, and at 1.6% among women in 1987. In 2017 it
stood at around 0.4% among both men and women, amounting to around 150,000
individuals.

Our second question concerned stratification in the risk of DSU according to gender
and relative educational attainment. We expected that DSU would be concentrated among the
less educated, but held no prior expectations about gender differences. As expected, those in

the bottom quarter of the educational distribution relative to those of the same sex and similar
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age were most at risk of DSU. This inequality was especially wide among men in the 1980s
during a period of very high unemployment among less educated men in particular. For most
of the period, women were more likely to be DSU than men, across the educational
distribution. However this gender difference has decreased and even disappeared.

Our third question concerned the cross-sectional association between the states of
being divorced/separated and being unemployed. This refers to how predictive being in one
state is of (also) being in the other (and thus DSU). We expected that this relationship might
be strongest among the less educated. The cross-sectional association can be influenced by
factors affecting the likelihood of job loss conditional on being divorced/separated, of marital
dissolution conditional on being unemployed, of gaining a job conditional on being
divorced/separated, or of repartnering conditional on being unemployed. We speculated that
the less educated might be at a particular disadvantage when looking for a new partner whilst
unemployed, and might also be more likely to experience marital dissolution whilst
unemployed, given that the unemployed with more education on average have better earnings
prospects which might be attractive to a new or existing partner. We again had no clear
expectations about gender differences, with plausible mechanisms operating in opposite
directions.

With regard to this third question, our main findings are that the association is
stronger among men, educationally stratified among men (weakest among the least educated
men) but not among women, and has weakened substantially between 1984 and 2017. Indeed
the point estimate for the cross-sectional association in 2016-17, among the least educated
approximate quarter of women, is an odds ratio of 1.01, down from 2.14 in 1984-85:
remarkably, among this group, the most recent results indicate that being divorced/separated

and being unemployed are uncorrelated states.
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The finding that the association is consistently stronger amongst men likely reflects a
persistence of the norm that husbands should be breadwinners (Forret, Sullivan, and Mainiero
2010; Sayer et al. 2011). Kalmijn (2005) has documented negative labour market
consequences of divorce for men, and Covizzi (2008) finds a stronger impact of union
dissolution on risk of unemployment for men than for women. It is likely too that
unemployment is a particular obstacle to repartnering for men, both because of the
breadwinner norm and because the workplace is one of the main contexts within which men
meet potential partners in the remarriage market (de Graaf and Kalmijn 2003). Although men
may be especially vulnerable to unemployment following a divorce, a consistent finding has
been that women suffer a greater loss of income (AndreR et al. 2006; Leopold 2018). Another
explanation for the gender inequality may then be that women have stronger incentives to
either repartner or enter employment if they are in the state of being DSU (Jansen,
Mortelmans, and Snoeckx 2009). Women across all social strata usually take on childcare
responsibilities post-divorce. Sole responsibility for childcare may increase the urgency of
repartnering or employment, or lead to a transition out of the labour force.

Educational stratification in the association between the two states is not clearly
evident among women, except in the early part of the period when being divorced/separated
and unemployed were more closely linked among less educated women. For men there is a
clearer gradient, with the association strongest amongst those with higher educational
attainment. One possible explanation for this is that the group of high educated men who are
in one of the two states are relatively more negatively selected on unobserved characteristics,
such as poor health or certain personality traits, which might make being (and remaining)
both unemployed and divorced/separated more likely. Among less educated men,
unemployment may be less of a signal of such characteristics, being both a more prevalent

state and one which is more likely than among higher educated men to owe (more) to the
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employer than the employee. Indeed Doiron & Mendolia find that the effect of male job loss
on divorce varies on this dimension, with redundancies, interpreted as more likely to be
exogenous, having ‘small, positive, often insignificant and short-lived effects’ on divorce
(2012: 367), while more person-specific types of job loss such as dismissals have larger
impacts. The authors’ interpretation is that this is because person-specific types of job loss
convey new information about the (poor) quality of a match. It is also possible that for more
educated men, unemployment results in a greater decline in earnings capacity and career
prospects, leading in turn to a greater risk of marital dissolution compared with the less
educated.

Using data from 2002-2017, we are able to test the hypothesis that higher educated
DSU men are more negatively selected on health grounds. This does not appear to be the
case. At least by our measure — having a health problem lasting more than 12 months — the
most educated are no more likely than the other groups to be unhealthy. We cannot rule out
negative selection on other characteristics.

An alternative explanation for the educational pattern is that higher educated men are
more tolerant of DSU, in a range of possible ways. First, they may have the resources and
preference to tolerate a longer job search period while they try to re-enter employment in a
relatively high status occupation. Their repartnering behaviour may be analogous. Less
educated men, with fewer resources, may seek immediate exit from DSU status on both
fronts, and be more likely to seek and find the type of employment that is immediately
available. In addition, less educated men, with fewer coping resources, may be more likely to
exit DSU not by entering employment but by leaving the labour force, if the stress of divorce
causes or exacerbates health problems. Some report that the process of separation and divorce

is more stressful for men than women (Amato 2000).
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Most notably, there has been a clear decline in the association between the two states
across both sexes and all educational strata within them, except among the most educated
quarter of women, among whom the association has consistently been relatively weak. The
proportion unemployed among the divorced/separated has declined relative to the proportion
unemployed in general, while the proportion divorced/separated among the unemployed has
remained more stable relative to the general population (Figure 10). The association is
primarily being driven down by the divorced/separated increasingly resembling the rest of the
population in terms of their risk of being unemployed. This overall decline in the association
between the two states is therefore consistent with a rise in divorce and separation for reasons
unrelated to unemployment and its determinants. We speculate that this declining association
may therefore be due in large part to a general weakening of the social norm against divorce
and separation in the UK. Related research on attitudes towards marriage suggests a strong,
steady decline in traditional attitudes in this area (NatCen 2016). In 1989, 70% agreed that
‘people who want children ought to get married’ and under 20% disagreed. By 2014, these
figures were 37% and 35% respectively. Acceptance of childbearing outside of wedlock is
likely to closely correlate with acceptance of divorce, which regularly occurs between
couples with children.

A second factor loosening the association between the two states may be policy. As
discussed above, 1998 saw the introduction of New Labour reforms aimed at ‘making work
pay’, and which had the effect of keeping a substantial proportion of separated women in
employment. This coincides with beginning of the steep decline in the association among
women, shown in Figure 7. A third possible factor is that the increasing delay of entry into
marriage may be leading to divergent age distributions among those most at risk of being

divorced/separated and those most at risk of being unemployed, as suggested by our
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supplemental analysis. A fuller explanation of this decline would be a useful target for future
research.

There are clear limitations to this study: inter alia, our analysis is restricted
exclusively to the UK. Many of the processes underlying the generation of DSU are likely to
be context dependent, reflecting macroeconomic conditions, labour market policy, barriers
and incentives to divorce, and social norms governing the interpretation of the signals
constituted by being divorced/separated in the labour market, and by being unemployed in the
search for a new partner. Our data do not contain good quality, consistent measures of the
outcomes DSU might be theorised to relate to. They also do not contain any longitudinal
information. We are not able to ask any questions of the particular sequences or mechanisms
by which individuals become, remain, and cease to be DSU, and nor do we know individuals’
DSU duration.

It might be argued that with the rise of cohabitation, and lower rates of marriage, the
phenomenon of marital dissolution in particular is of declining interest, and we should attend
also to the dissolution of cohabiting unions. We are constrained to explore marital dissolution
exclusively because the data do not record the state of being separated from a cohabiting
relationship. However, we also believe that marital dissolution is a loss event distinct from
the dissolution of a cohabiting relationship. The latter is more likely to be viewed more as a
failed experiment, an iteration in the matching process. Marriage, by contrast, is obviously
intended at the outset to be a long-term commitment, the culmination of the matching
process. Given that, increasingly, a couple might merely cohabit, marriage represents a
particularly strong commitment, and its dissolution a particularly pronounced negative event,
in most cases.

This paper provides an impetus for further work on the processes of DSU entry and

exit, and how they vary among groups. The existing literature is relatively uninformative
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about gender and, in particular, educational stratification in the processes that generate the
cross-sectional association between being divorced/separated and unemployed, and thus their
co-prevalence. Among the unemployed seeking to save their marriage or find a new partner,
and among the divorced/separated seeking to hold on to their job or find a new one, how does
education matter? A substantial number of individuals remain in the ‘wellbeing trap’ of DSU;

future research might usefully explore how they can escape.
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