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Background
• Economic theory: women’s employment destabilises marriage –

independence effect (Becker et al. 1977, Parsons 1940)

• Criticism:
– Rising women’s labour force participation

– Changing gender roles (Sigle-Rushton 2010, Jalovaara 2003)

– Shift in household organisation from production to consumption
(Stevenson & Wolfers 2007, Raz-Yurovich 2012)

– Additional income provided by a woman reduces marital strain
– income effect (Oppenheimer 1997, Cherlin 2000)

– Similarity of economic activities and interests may improve 
understanding between spouses (Ross & Sawhill 1975)



Previous studies
• Usually negative association between women’s employment and 

marital stability
– Salvini & Vignoli (2011) for Italy
– Kalmijn & Portman (2006) for the Netherlands
– Bukodi & Roberts (2003) for Hungary

Some exceptions: Muszyńska 2008 – no impact of employment status in Russia, 
Bernardi & Martinez-Pastor 2011 – mixed evidence for Spain

• Some recent studies show this effect to weaken or disappear if other
factors are accounted for:

– Level of satisfaction with marriage (Schoen et al., 2002)
– Comittment of spouses to each other and acknowledged gender ideology

(Sayer & Bianchi 2000)
– Men’s involvement in housework (Sigle-Rushton 2010)

• Cross country differences: negative relationship more likely
in countries with traditional gender roles (Cooke 2005, 2011, Kaplan
and Stier 2010)



Methodological challenge

1. Selection of divorce-prone women to employment due to 

unobserved time-constant characteristics (gender attitudes, 

family orientation)

2. Anticipation of union breakdown may motivate taking up a 

job (selection to employment due to time-varying 

unobserved characteristics)

 So far no studies that  accounted for these unobserved 

factors



Objective
• To deepen our understanding how the context mediates the effect of 

women’s employment on marital stability

• Comparison of Italy and Poland:

SIMILARITIES
• strong attachment to family
• predominance of Catholic values 
• delayed diffusion of new family behaviours

MAJOR DIFFERENCES
– Italy: 

• long prevalence of traditional male breadwinner model
• still relatively low levels of women’s employment

– Poland: 
• longer history of women’s labour force participation
• adoption of the dual earner – female double burden model
• Women’s income needed to satisfy couples’ material aspirations



Developments in TDR



Developments in FLFP
Women’s labour force participation in Italy and Poland, 1970-2010



Research Hypotheses

• Hypothesis 1: the effect of women’s employment on 
marital disruption is expected to be positive and significant 
both in Italy and Poland

• Hypothesis 2: the destabilising effect of women’s 
employment on marriage is expected to be stronger in Italy 
than in Poland because of shorter history and lower social 
acceptance of women’s employment



Data
Data sources:
oItalian Multipurpose Household Survey on “Family 
and Social Subjects” 2009
oPolish Generations and Gender Survey 2010/2011

Advantages of the two datasets:
othey collect full employment histories of respondents
othey cover the most recent period when marital 
disruption was spreading rapidly in both societies

Analytical sample:
oItaly: 10586 women born 1955-1994, 6709 entered 
first marriage, 141 entered second marriage and 2 
entered third marriage.
oPoland: 6352 women born 1955-1993, 4731 entered 
first marriage, 132 entered second marriage and 3 
entered third marriage



Method
Methodological challenge:

1. Selection of divorce-prone women to employment due to 

unobserved time-constant characteristics (gender attitudes, 

family orientation)

2. Anticipation of union breakdown may motivate taking up a 

job (selection to employment due to time-varying 

unobserved characteristics)

We dealt with the first problem utilizing a multi-process 

hazard model of marital disruption and employment 

processes



Method: 
multi-process hazard model
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Control covariates

Covariates Hazard of 
dissolution

Hazard of employment
entry and exit

Place of residence during childhood
big urban / small urban / rural

X X

Woman’s education X X

Parental divorce X

Marital cohort X

Age at marriage X

Marriage order X

Parity X X

Age of the youngest child X X

Premarital conception or birth X

Premarital cohabitation X

Mothers employment during respondent’s 
childhood

X

Employment order X

Union status X

Calendar time X

Current age X



Results:
multiprocess hazard model

Country

Effect of 
women’s 
employment on 
divorce risk 

Effect of divorce 
on employment 
entry 

Effect of divorce  
on employment 
exit

PL 1.41*** 1.23*** 1.11

IT 1.38*** 1.97*** 1.19***

The effect of employment on divorce risk and the effect of divorce on 
employment transitions after accounting for unobserved person-specific time-
constant characteristics. Relative Risks.



Conclusions
o We found support for Hypothesis 1: The effect of women’s 

employment on marital disruption is significantly positive in both 
countries.

o Contrary to our Hypothesis 2: This effect is equally strong in Italy 
as in Poland despite the fact that the history of women’s employment 
and acceptance for women’s employment in the former country is 
lower.

o There is positive effect of divorce on the risk of employment 
entry. This effect is much stronger in Italy than in Poland which we 
explain with the lower economic activity of married women in the
former country.

o Divorce does not facilitate leaving employment in Poland, while 
it does in Italy. One possible explanation for Italy is that married 
women are often helping in family businesses which they need to 
leave in case of a divorce.



Outlook

o Future research should control for time-variant unobserved 
characteristics of women to reveal causal effects of women’s 
employment on divorce and vice versa (e.g., men’s involvement 
household and care work, satisfaction with marriage). 

o Comparative studies on a large scale are needed to better 
understand the role of the country context on the effects of 
women’s employment on divorce and the effects of divorce on 
women’s employment.
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