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NON-TECHNICAL SUMMARY 

Marital dissolution is associated with many changes in the lives of family members. To fully understand 

these changes researchers need access to surveys that collect data on the same individuals over time, 

usually referred to as panel surveys. Such data enable examination of marital dissolution as a process that 

occurs over time with couples going through a number of stages including preparing to separate, 

separation, legal divorce and repartnering. We know that marital dissolution has a big impact in relation 

to economic wellbeing with evidence that women fare much worse than men in these areas following 

marital breakdown. In this paper we use panel data from Australia to examine the changes in income and 

wealth for women and men in relation to marital dissolution.  

We use statistical models suited for data with repeated observations on the same individuals. Panel 

surveys aim to interview the same people on a regular basis, but often fail to reach all members as some 

may refuse to be re-interviewed or are unable to be contacted. Weights can be used to rebalance the 

participating sample when other sample members do not participate. Panel surveys also need to devise 

rules about which members of the households to follow when children are born or households break up 

and sample members form new households. The rules developed to respond to these events have 

important implications for modelling techniques and the reliability of results. Many researchers ignore 

these issues but in our paper we explicitly examine how they affect our results.  

We examine four stages of marital dissolution. We find that women experience much greater financial 

loss than men, but lower educated women experience higher personal income gains during the period of 

separation and divorce than higher educated women. Most of these gains are sustained through 

subsequent repartnering. Our results are broadly robust to variations in sample design and non-response. 

Nevertheless, there are some differences that alter the conclusions when the sample is weighted or 

restricted to the original sample. 
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ABSTRACT 

Panel surveys are often used to measure the economic consequences of marriage dissolution, such as 

changes in income and wealth. Previous research indicates that there are differences in the consequences 

for men and women. Few studies examine marital dissolution as a dynamic event or consider if there are 

differences in results due to non-response or sample design issues. We use panel data from Australia to 

model the changes in income and wealth with marital dissolution via a fixed effects model. We examine 

four stages of marital dissolution and five alternative model constructs that take account of various 

aspects of sample design or non-response. We find that women experience much greater financial loss 

than men, but lower educated women experience higher personal income gains during the period of 

separation and divorce than higher educated women. Most of these gains are sustained through 

subsequent repartnering. Our results are broadly robust to variations in sample design and non-response. 

Nevertheless, there are some differences between the weighted and unweighted models that alter the 

conclusions and not just through larger standard errors. There are also some small differences identified 

when the sample is restricted to the original sample. 

Keywords: Divorce; economic consequences; HILDA Survey; attrition; panel survey design 

Suggested citation: Watson, N. & Baxter, J. (2022). ΨIncome, wealth and the marital dissolution process: 

Examining the impact of non-response and sample design issues for women and menΩΣ Life Course Centre 

Working Paper Series, 2022-23. Institute for Social Science Research, The University of Queensland. 

 

 



   

 

1 

 

1. Introduction 

Marital dissolution has significant economic consequences for the separating partners (Andreß et al. 2006; 

de Vaus et al. 2017; Duncan & Hoffman 1985). Most studies focus on change in income as a result of 

separation or divorce (Zagorsky 2005). Income changes however only reveal a portion of the economic 

changes that occur during this transition period. Accompanying changes also occur in expenditure 

patterns (such as setting up a new household, reduced economies of scale, and legal costs) and the 

composition and amount of wealth (such as the sale of the family home and the use of savings). 

Considering the changes in wealth, in addition to income, due to marital dissolution provides a more 

complete picture of the impact of marital dissolution on individuals.  

It is also important to consider how economic consequences vary across groups. There is evidence of 

declining rates of divorce amongst more highly educated groups (McErlean 2021). What is less clear 

however, is how education affects the experience of divorce. It is possible that the negative impact of 

divorce may be more acutely experienced amongst those with less bargaining power and fewer 

opportunties in the labour market, thereby compunding the effects of an already negative life course 

event. This implies that not only is divorce more likely amongst those with less education, but also that 

the effects on income and wealth may be more severe for these groups.  

Recent research has also shown that it is important to investigate marital breakdown as a dynamic process 

unfolding over a period of time rather than a single point in time event (Kapelle & Baxter 2021). This 

requires longitudinal data examining the consequences of relationship changes on income and wealth 

across several stages including prior to separation, after separation, after legal divorce and after 

repartnering. This research must rely on panel survey data which can have complex sample designs, both 

at the outset and through the use of following rules and the addition of refreshment samples (Smith et al. 
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2009; Watson 2022; Watson & Lynn 2021), and are subject to attrition (Fitzgerald et al. 1998; Spiess & 

Kroh 2008; Uhrig 2008; Watson & Wooden 2009).  

This paper provides new evidence on the impact of marital dissolution on economic outcomes using 

recent Australian data. First, we examine changes in both income and wealth with marital dissolution. 

Second, we use high quality longitudinal data that enables assessment of outcomes for several stages in 

the marital dissolution process. Third, we examine variations in outcomes across education levels to 

understand how outcomes vary across groups. Finally, we make several methodological contributions by 

examining the robustness of the results to sample design and non-response issues. 

2. Background 

Andreß and colleagues (2006) undertook a review of twelve studies of the impact of separation and 

divorce on adjusted household income in Europe (specifically Belgium, Denmark, Germany, Italy, 

Netherlands, Sweden, and the United Kingdom) and North America (United States and Canada). They 

found that income losses were not felt equally by both partners (the review included, among others, work 

by Burkhauser et al. (1990, 1991); DiPrete and McManus (2000); Jarvis and Jenkins (1999); Uunk (2004)). 

²ƻƳŜƴΩǎ ƛƴŎƻƳŜ ƭƻǎǎŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǎƛȊŜŀōƭŜ ǿƘƛƭŜ ƳŜƴ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜŘ ƻƴƭȅ ƳƻŘŜǊŀǘŜ ƛƴŎƻƳŜ ƭƻǎǎŜǎ ƻǊ ŜǾŜƴ 

improvements to their income. Women lost 10 to 24 percentage points more of their income compared 

to men. 

In their own analysis of separations across five European countries, Andreß and colleagues (2006) confirm 

these findings and further found that women with children were much more affected than women 

without children. This is because children usually live with their mother post separation and therefore 

ǊŜǎǘǊƛŎǘ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ǿƻǊƪΦ ¢ƘŜ ŀǾŀƛƭŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ŎƘƛƭŘŎŀǊŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƎŜƴŜǊƻǎƛǘȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ 

security system impact how mothers navigate the labour market during this time. On average, it takes 
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eight years (in Britain) to 15 years (in Belgium) after separation for women to regain their pre-separation 

income. Recovery times were much longer when the women did not repartner.  

In Australia, de Vaus et al. (2014) also find that separation has a substantial negative impact on the 

equivalised household income of women but they recover to the level of their married counterparts after 

six years. This stands in contrast to separated men who tend to experience greater increases to their 

equivalised household income than their married counterparts. In a study of six OECD countries, de Vaus 

and colleagues (2017) find that the extent and duration of the negative effects of separation and divorce, 

especially for women, in different countries are heavily affected by the social security system, labour 

markets, family law system, child support, spousal maintenance and the extent of repartnering. 

The analysis of changes to wealth following marital dissolution deepens our understanding of the 

economic consequences of divorce. The 1979 cohort of the US National Longitudinal Survey of Youth (of 

people aged 14-22 in 1979, so aged 35-43 in 2000) has collected annual wealth data since 1985. Using 16 

waves of wealth data, Zagorsky (2005) finds that the wealth of married individuals (assumed to be shared 

equally between partners) increased by 16% a year, compared to single individuals whose wealth 

increased by 8% a year. Divorced individuals had an initial drop in their wealth by 77% but then had a 

subsequent 14% increase in their wealth each year. They find very small differences by gender in this 

cohort.  

Complementary to this, Lin and Brown (2020) use the 2004, 2010 and 2014 waves of the US Health and 

Retirement Study (HRS) of people aged 51 and over. They find significant total household wealth losses 

of about 50% for both divorced men and women, as would be expected if wealth is shared equally 

between partners. These losses persist over time. Subsequent repartnering only substantially recovered 

these losses for women.  
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The German Socio-Economic Panel (SOEP) asks each individual about their share of various wealth assets 

and debts. This provides insights to how wealth is shared between couples prior to separation. Grabka et 

al. (2013) examined the wealth gap of partnered couples (married and defacto) in the SOEP sample and 

found that in 29% of couples women reported owning more than men, in 19% of couples they had 

(exactly) equal wealth ownership, and in 52% of couples men reported owning more than women. They 

find that being self-employed, recently receiving an inheritance and being in charge of the household 

finances contributes to the gap (reduces it for women and increases it for men).  

Also using the SOEP data but focusing on the effects of marital dissolution on wealth, Kapelle and Baxter 

(2021) find that both men and women experienced substantial personal wealth losses during separation 

that was not recovered six or more years after divorce. This was mostly driven by losses in housing wealth. 

Interestingly separation from a cohabiting union shows different outcomes. Data from the SOEP  shows 

that men and women lose similar amounts of wealth following marital dissolution, but women lose 

considerably more wealth than men following cohabitation breakdown (Boertien & Lersch 2021). The 

authors attribute this to gender differences in wealth at the time of separation, rather than differences in 

post-dissolution processes. They further argue that legal costs associated with marital dissolution may 

explain why men lose more wealth following marital breakdown compared to cohabitation breakdown. 

In Australia, panel data on wealth was first collected in 2002 in the Household, Income and Labour 

Dynamics in Australia (HILDA) Survey. This wealth module has been repeated every four years since with 

five waves of wealth data now available. Some questions are asked of one person at the household-level 

whereas others are asked at the individual level where one person was unlikely to adequately answer on 

behalf of all members in the household (Headey et al. 2004). This type of wealth data, which includes at 

least some items collected at the individual level, allows for a more in-depth study of the changes in 

wealth with marital dissolution than when using cross-sectional data or with panel data collected only at 

the household level. Nevertheless, research in this space is sparse. Hendershott et al. (2009) used the first 
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wave of wealth data to examine associations between marital history and non-pension wealth. They 

found that among people aged 35 and older, couples accumulated more wealth per person than 

unpartnered individuals and those who had ever been divorced held about 8% less wealth than others. 

We are aware of only one other Australian study that considers the change in median net household 

wealth and per capita wealth for divorcees compared to non-divorcees (de Vaus et al. 2014). However, 

their analysis is descriptive only and does not adjust for differences in the composition of the subgroups.  

We draw on this previous research in several ways to extend knowledge and fill gaps. First we adopt the 

approach advanced by Kapelle and Baxter (2021) that marital dissolution is a dynamic process with distinct 

stages. Almost all of the studies on the change in income or wealth as a result of a separation or divorce 

examines marital dissolution as a point in time event (for example, counting the time to or from separation 

/ divorce) rather than it being considered a process through which a person moves, potentially at a 

different rate to other people experiencing marital dissolution. This paper builds on this earlier work by 

explicitly examining the impact of repartnering on income and wealth changes. 

The second contribution is in relation to education. As mentioned earlier, McErlean (2021) demonstrated 

differences in divorce rates by education level. It may be possible that their experience of marital 

dissolution with respect to income and wealth is also different. Nevertheless, researchers tend to include 

education as a covariate in their model of income or wealth which allows for a constant shift in the 

dependent variable (Andreß et al. 2006; de Vaus et al. 2017; Uunk 2004). Instead, in this paper, an 

indicator of high education (defined as having a university degree or not) is interacted with the various 

marital dissolution stages. This shows whether the experience of those with low education are 

comparable to those with high education throughout the marital dissolution stages. It is not obvious which 

way higher education will influence the results. On the one hand, a university degree may result in the 

individual having better bargaining skills, but on the other hand it will mean they are likely to have greater 

future earnings so they may not need to bargain so hard over the property settlement. 
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The third contribution this paper makes is in examining how the results change when non-response and 

sample design issues are accounted for. Some of the earlier income studies (for example, Burkhauser et 

al. 1990, 1991; Jarvis & Jenkins 1999) simply compare weighted medians before and after separation and 

do not control for the different characteristics of people who experience marital dissolution. More recent 

studies model the change in income and wealth with marital dissolution, controlling for a range of 

characteristics (for example, Andreß et al. 2006; de Vaus et al. 2017; DiPrete & McManus 2000; Kapelle & 

Baxter 2021; Uunk 2004). A study by Lin and Brown (2020) is the only one that we are aware of that used 

weights in their model due to unequal probabilities of selection (by race and area) and non-response. 

While Kapelle and Baxter (2021) examine the association of attrition with wealth and marital dissolution, 

they did not make any modifications to the analytic model on finding that low wealth was associated with 

greater attrition. This raises the question of whether the sample design or non-response have an impact 

on statistical inference and conclusions reached from the estimated model. Are certain groups 

oversampled or over-represented in the sample due to the sample design, interviewing rules, following 

rules, or non-response? From attrition analyses, it has been shown that moving house, renting, or being 

separated or divorced is associated with a higher probability of attrition (Watson & Wooden 2009). Also, 

Watson (2022) shows that the composition of the sample can change over time due to inclusion of new 

sample members, such as new partners and that some of these individuals are followed when they leave 

a household (for example, if they have a child with a continuing sample member). Do the results change 

in any appreciable way when these differences are taken into account? 

In this paper, Australian data from the HILDA Survey, a nationwide household panel study that began in 

2001, is used to examine changes in income and wealth for four different marriage dissolution stages for 

men and women (DSS & Melbourne Institute 2021; Summerfield et al. 2021). Fixed effects models are 

used to analyse the data. Further, the robustness of the results from the estimated models to different 

aspects of the sample design and non-response is examined. 
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3. The Australian Context 

The crude marriage rate in Australia in 2019 was 4.5 marriages per 1000 people (Australian Bureau of 

Statistics 2020). This is a decline of 25% over the past two decades from a rate of 6.0 in 1999. Over the 

same period, the crude divorce rate fell from 2.8 to 1.9 divorce per 1000 people. For couples that divorce, 

the median duration from marriage to separation is 8.5 years and divorce typically occurs 3.7 years after 

that. Just under half of divorces involve a child under 18 (Australian Bureau of Statistics 2018)Φ !ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀΩǎ 

marriage and divorce rate ranks in the middle of other OECD countries (OECD Unknown, Chart SF3.1.A 

and SF3.1.C). 

In Australia, a divorce can generally only occur after the couple has separated for 12 months. A separate 

ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ǘƻ ŘƛǾƛŘŜ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳǇƭŜΩǎ ǇǊoperty runs alongside the divorce process. This property settlement can 

be finalised before the divorce occurs or within 12 months following the divorce. Property is not 

necessarily split 50:50. The actual split depends on the contributions made by both parties (financial and 

non-financial) and future needs. Using data from the Australian Divorce Transition Project conducted in 

1997 with people who divorced after January 1988, Sheehan (2002) found that, irrespective of the level 

of wealth, women receive about two-thirds of the coupleΩǎ ŘƻƳŜǎǘƛŎ ŀǎǎŜǘǎ όƘƻǳǎŜ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘǎύ ŀƴŘ 

around one quarter of the non-domestic assets (such as superannuation, businesses and farms, other 

property investments or shares). Non-financial contributions to non-domestic assets tended to be 

undervalued and future needs of the former spouse were generally overlooked (though the needs of 

dependent children were taken into account). Following changes in 2001 to family laws to allow 

superannuation to be shared between parties on divorce, a new study (the Superannuation and Divorce 

Survey) was undertaken. The survey showed that 80% of separating couples divided superannuation or 

took it into account when dividing other property post-reform compared to 46% of couples pre-reform in 

the 1990s (Sheehan et al. 2008). 
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4. Data 

The HILDA Survey is a household panel study in which all household members aged 15 and over are 

interviewed annually (DSS & Melbourne Institute 2021; Summerfield et al. 2021). The sample has a multi-

stage clustered design with households clustered within small geographical areas to allow for face-to-face 

interviewing. The household response rate in wave 1 was 66%, resulting in 7,682 responding households 

containing 19,914 individuals. These individuals, termed Continuing Sample Members (CSMs), form the 

basis of the sample that is followed and interviewed over time. Other people who subsequently join the 

household of these CSMs are temporarily added to the sample. Babies born to a CSM, the other parent of 

these babies and recent immigrants are converted to CSMs. A general refreshment sample was added to 

the original sample in 2011, adding a further 2,153 responding households and 5,462 individuals to the 

sample. The initial household response rate for this refreshment sample was 69%. Re-interview rates 

(calculated as the percentage of respondents interviewed in one wave that are re-interviewed in the next, 

excluding those who have died, moved abroad, or are temporary sample members leaving the household 

of a CSM) are high in both samples. These rates rise from 87% in wave 2 to 96% or higher from wave 9 

onwards for the main sample. For the refreshment sample, the re-interview rates rise from 92% in wave 

12 to 95% or higher for waves 15 to 19 and was 94% in wave 20 (in 2020). 

In this paper, data from all available waves (waves 1 to 20) is used to examine the marital dissolution 

process but then the sample is restricted to focus on the first 19 waves for the income data (as wave 20 

is reserved for use in one of the model modifications examined below). For the wealth models, the sample 

is restricted to the five years the wealth module has been included which is every four years from 2002. 
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5. Methods 

5.1 Income 

The income module is asked every year in the Person Questionnaire. This module covers financial year 

income from wages and salaries, business income, investment income, private pensions, private transfers, 

Australian government public transfers, other regular public payments and foreign pensions.  

Two measures of income are used. The first measure is equivalised household income, which is the total 

household income divided by an equivalising factor based on the number of adults and children in the 

household. The OECD factor is used which counts 1 for the first adult in the household, 0.5 for each 

subsequent adult and 0.3 for each child. This measure assumes that there are economies of scale when 

people live together and adults and children have different needs. The second measure of income is total 

personal income. 

A number of adjustments are made to the income variables. The variables are first converted to real 2001 

values using the Consumer Price Index (Australian Bureau of Statistics 2021). Second, the variables are 

then winzorised at the top 1%. That is, the cases in the top 1% of the distribution are set to the value of 

the 99th percentile. And third, the variables are transformed using the log transformation which helps to 

normalise the data. Individual observations with zero or negative income are excluded from the analyses. 

5.2 Wealth 

The wealth module is spread across the Household Questionnaire and the Person Questionnaire. One 

person in the household provides information on behalf of the household regarding housing assets and 

debts (the home and other property), business assets and debts, collectibles, vehicles, cash investments, 

equity investments (shares), trust funds, cash-ƛƴ ǾŀƭǳŜ ƻŦ ƭƛŦŜ ƛƴǎǳǊŀƴŎŜ ǇƻƭƛŎƛŜǎΣ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ ōŀƴƪ ŀŎŎƻǳƴǘǎΣ 

and overdue household bills. Each person aged 15 and over is subsequently asked about bank accounts 
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(own and joint accounts), superannuation, unpaid credit card debt (own and joint cards), higher education 

debt (relating to the Higher Education Contribution Scheme), and other personal debt. 

While it would be preferable to directly ƛǎƻƭŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭΩǎ ƴŜǘ ǿƻǊǘƘΣ ŀǎ can be done with the SOEP 

data (Kapelle & Baxter 2021), ǘƘŜ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭΩǎ ǎƘŀǊŜ ƻŦ ƴŜǘ ǿƻǊǘƘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ IL[5! {ǳǊǾŜȅ Řŀǘa needs to be 

ŜǎǘƛƳŀǘŜŘΦ hƴŜ ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƳŀƪŜǎ ŦŜǿ ŀǎǎǳƳǇǘƛƻƴǎ ōǳǘ ƻƴƭȅ ƛƴŎƻǊǇƻǊŀǘŜǎ ун҈ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƘƻǳǎŜƘƻƭŘΩǎ 

ƴŜǘ ǿƻǊǘƘΣ ƛǎ ǘƻ ŀŘŘ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭΩǎ ǎƘŀǊŜ ƻŦ ƘƻǳǎƛƴƎ ǿŜŀƭǘƘ όŎƻƭƭŜŎǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ IƻǳǎŜƘƻƭŘ vǳŜǎǘƛƻƴƴŀƛǊŜ 

and assumed to be shared equally among co-ƻǿƴŜǊǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƘƻǳǎŜƘƻƭŘύ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭΩǎ ŦƛƴŀƴŎƛŀƭ ǿŜŀƭǘƘ 

collected in the Person Questionnaire. 

The issue with this measure of wealth is that there are likely gendered differences in the split of other 

assets and debts collected at the household level that could be relevant to understanding the change in 

wealth with a marriage dissolution. One of the larger components is net business wealth which is reported 

by a relatively small number of households (16% of the households included in this analysis) but can 

ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘŜ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘƭȅ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƘƻǳǎŜƘƻƭŘΩǎ ǿŜŀƭǘƘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǘƘŀǘ Řƻ ƘŀǾŜ ƛǘΦ ¦ǎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭ ǿŜŀƭǘƘ 

data from the SOEP, Grabka et al. (2013) found that, in Germany at least, business assets strongly 

contribute to the wealth gap within couples, with men holding on average nearly eight times more 

business assets than women. 

The preferred ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜ ƻŦ ǿŜŀƭǘƘ όǘŜǊƳŜŘ ΨǎƘŀǊŜ ƻŦ ƴŜǘ ǿŜŀƭǘƘΩύ ŀƛƳǎ ǘƻ ŀŘŘǊŜǎǎ ǘƘƛǎ ƛǎǎǳŜΦ Members of a 

couple are assigned half of their comōƛƴŜŘ ƘƻƭŘƛƴƎǎ ƛƴ ǇǊƻǇŜǊǘȅ ǿŜŀƭǘƘΣ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ŀǎǎŜǘǎ ŀƴŘ ΨƻǘƘŜǊ ǿŜŀƭǘƘΩ 

and those not part of a couple are assigned the sum of these components. Other wealth, which includes 

all components collected at the household level apart from property wealth, is allocated to members in 

the household according to which of the following six categories they fall into first: 

i) single adult households are assigned all of the other wealth reported at the household level; 
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ii) other wealth is divided between the homeowners in the household; 

iii) half of other wealth is allocated to each member in the couple in households which do not have 

another person in the household aged 30 or over (such as an adult child or other related or 

unrelated person); 

iv) other wealth is allocated to the lone parent in households which do not have another person in 

the household aged 30 or over; and 

v) in group households or other households with related individuals, other wealth is shared equally 

between adult household members. 

This approach assumes that people aged less than 30 have accumulated minimal other wealth and that 

home ownership is strongly indicative of the accumulation of other wealth. There are 262 observations 

not assigned a value for other wealth and these are dropped from the analysis (this amounts to 0.8% of 

the observations that otherwise would be included in the analyses as described further below). 

The same three adjustments made to the income variables are made to the wealth variable. It is converted 

to real 2001 values, winzorised at the top 1% and transformed by taking the natural log of the variable. 

Individuals with zero or negative wealth are excluded from the analyses. 

5.3 Marriage Dissolution 

Four ǎǘŀƎŜǎ ƻŦ ƳŀǊǊƛŀƎŜ Řƛǎǎƻƭǳǘƛƻƴ ŦƻǊ ŀƴ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭΩǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ ƳŀǊǊƛŀƎŜ are examined: 

1. Married and at least 4 years prior to separation. This includes couples that have not separated, 

have separated but reunited with their spouse, and those that separate four or more years later. 

2. Married and between 1 to 3 years prior to separation. It has been shown that individuals may 

make some financial preparations in the lead up to separation (Finke & Pierce 2009; Pericoli & 
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Ventura 2012) or a worsening of a financial situation can precipitate a separation for some 

couples (Braver & Lamb 2013). 

3. Separated / divorced and not repartnered. In Australia, the minimum separation period is 12 

months before divorce papers can be filed. The property settlement process is a separate legal 

process that runs alongside the divorce process. Some people separate for a long time before 

they file for divorce and some may not file for divorce at all. 

4. Repartnered. The presence of a new partner (either de-facto or through marriage) can alter the 

financial situation of the household. While repartnering is not typically defined as part of the 

marital dissolution process, repartnering through marriage, at least, requires that a divorce has 

occurred previously. Therefore, repartnering may be reasonably defined as the final stage in the 

dissolution of a previous marriage. Previous studies also indicate that repartnering has important 

consequences for income and wealth levels (de Vaus et al. 2017; Lin & Brown 2020). 

Note that in this sample, people are treated as separated even if they report still living with their ex-

partner. This is because there are certain rules in Australia about ex-partners living under the same roof 

where this time counts towards the 12-month separation period if suitable documentation can be 

provided for that period. 

After restricting the sample to people who are responding in at least two years of the survey and with 

non-missing covariates, there are 135,250 observations on 12,479 individuals in their first marriage that 

can be included in the income model. There are 5,064 men and 5,269 women who are continuously 

married and 1,045 men and 1,101 women who are observed transitioning at least one step from married 

to separated to divorced. Of the men who separate or divorce, 66% repartner within the observed window 

and of the women who separate or divorce, 55% repartner. These numbers exclude 114 individuals (906 

observations) who were in their first marriage but were missing one or more of the transition dates which 
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could not be inferred from their observed marital history or relevant partner information. The number of 

observations for each marital dissolution category is provided in Table 1 with the first category divided 

into people who are continuously married and those who later separate. 

Table 1. Number of person-year observations across categories of marital dissolution 

 Equivalised 
household income 

Personal income Share of net 
household wealth 

MEN    

Continuously married 53,448 52,933 12,303 

Married and more than 3 years prior to 
separation (for those who later separate) 

2,327 2,303 565 

1-3 years prior to separation 2,372 2,350 479 

Separated / divorced and not repartnered 4,101 4,083 904 

Separated / divorced and repartnered 3,626 3,592 832 

Total 65,874 65,261 15,083 

WOMEN    

Continuously married 55,379 53,798 12,699 

Married and more than 3 years prior to 
separation (for those who later separate) 

2,370 2,319 560 

1-3 years prior to separation 2,513 2,468 509 

Separated / divorced and not repartnered 5,768 5,751 1,248 

Separated / divorced and repartnered 3,210 3,151 709 

Total 69,240 67,487 15,725 

 

For the wealth model, after restricting the sample to people responding in at least two wealth years and 

with non-missing covariates, there are 31,070 observations on 9,175 individuals in their first marriage that 

can be included. There are 3,642 men and 3,842 women who are continuously married and 814 men and 

877 women who are observed transitioning at least one step from married to separated to divorced. The 

numbers for each marital dissolution category are provided in Table 1. 
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The cross-sectionally weighted mean of the equivalised household income, personal income and share of 

net wealth variables and the log transformed variables for men and women by the various marital 

dissolution categories is provided in Table A1 in the Appendix. 

5.4 Other Covariates 

Controls are included in the model for age, duration of the marriage, whether employed or not, the 

presence of dependent children, interactions of the level of education with these four variables, wave 

indicator variables, and income / wealth imputation flags. The duration of marriage variable is set to zero 

when the individual is separated or divorced from their first marriage. There were 30 individuals (167 

observations) that were excluded from the model as they were missing the duration of marriage. The 

average duration of marriage for those that separate is 12.9 years. The marriage duration variable is 

centred at this value. Dependent children are children under 15 and children aged 15-24 who are studying, 

not working and living at home with their parents. The education variable is an indicator of whether the 

individual graduated from a university bachelor degree (or higher). 

In the wealth model, the most important wave dummy is for wave 2 when the wealth questions were a 

little different from the later waves as information on overdue household bills were not included. Also, 

ŦǊƻƳ ǿŀǾŜ с ƻƴǿŀǊŘǎΣ ǘƘŜ ΨƻǘƘŜǊ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ŘŜōǘΩ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ ǿŀǎ ǎǇƭƛǘ ƛƴǘƻ ǎƛȄ ǎŜǇŀǊŀǘŜ ŎƻƳǇƻƴŜƴǘǎΥ ŎŀǊ 

loans; hire-purchase loans or agreements; investment loans; other personal loans from financial 

institutions; loans from other lenders; and loans from friends or relatives. 

The imputation flags (which indicate whether the income or wealth variable being modelled has been 

imputed) controls for the situation in which the amounts imputed are different in some way to the 

reported values. 
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5.5 Model 

A fixed effects regression model is fitted to each income and wealth variable. Such models control for 

time-invariant unobserved variables, as well as correlations between time-invariant predictors and time-

varying predictors. An example of a time-invariant unobserved variable that could be relevant here is 

ǿƘŜǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳǇƭŜΩǎ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜŘ ŘƛǾƻǊŎŜ (Keith & Finlay 1988). Compared to a random effects 

model, the fixed effects model is less prone to bias but this comes at the expense of greater sampling 

variability (Allison 2009). The fixed effects method uses the within-individual variation in the dependent 

variable and the covariates over time. The model fitted to the transformed income or wealth variable ώ is 

ώ ώ ●░◄ ● ♫ ‐ ‐  

where ●░◄ is a vector of covariates for individual i όƛҐмΧbύ ŀǘ ǘƛƳŜ t as described earlier (where t=1...19 for 

the income variable as this is observed every year or 1Χ5 for the five wealth years observed). Separate 

models are fitted to the data for men and women. 

The percentage change in ώ associated with a change in an indicator covariate ὼ from 0 to 1 can be 

approximated by  

ὴǶ ÅØÐ ρ ρππ 

when ώ is large (Wooldridge 2016, p.675). 

5.6 Model Adjustments for Sample Design and Non-response 

To examine the robustness of model parameter estimates to sample design and non-response issues, the 

model is modified in five different ways: 

1. Add a covariate for next wave attrition. This is a strategy that has been adopted by some 

longitudinal data users to control for the effects of attrition (for example, Bubonya et al. 2017; 
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Mooi-Reci & Wooden 2017). It requires one extra wave to be available (in our case, wave 20) to 

calculate the flag for whether the individual was a respondent or not in the next wave. 

2. Apply the balanced panel weight. The model is weighted by the longitudinal balanced panel 

weight, which requires individuals in the income model to be enumerated in waves 1 to 19 or 

every wave up until they are out of scope (by moving overseas, dying, or no longer living with a 

CSM) and requires individuals in the wealth model to be enumerated in wave 2 and every 

subsequent relevant wealth year. This restricts the sample to people who were observed every 

relevant year. 

3. Apply a revised (combined) balanced panel weight. A new longitudinal balanced panel weight 

used in the income model is calculated from 18 longitudinal balanced panel weights that relate 

to progressive subsets of years. That is, for people observed in their first marriage in wave 1, the 

longitudinal balanced panel weight above (i.e., for people enumerated in wave 1 and every 

subsequent relevant wave) is used. For people whose first marriage started in wave 2, the 

weight used is for people enumerated in wave 2 and every subsequent relevant wave, and so 

on. That is, non-response in waves before they were married is immaterial. The new longitudinal 

balanced panel weight used in the wealth model is calculated in a similar fashion from the four 

longitudinal balanced panel weights that relate to progressive subsets of wealth years. 

Importantly, longitudinal balanced panel weights which span years covering waves 11 (i.e., 

2011) onwards will enable individuals from the topup sample (which started in 2011) to be 

included in the model. This combined weight seeks to make the most of the observations 

included in the analysis while still applying a longitudinal balanced panel weight. 

4. Add the cross-section weight as a covariate. One way to adjust a model for the differential 

probabilities of selection and response is to include in the model all of the variables used to 

select the sample or are associated with response (Pfeffermann 2011). This would be a large 
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quantity of variables, some of which are not available to data users. An alternative is to use the 

weight as a covariate (Pfeffermann 2011). Here the cross-sectional weight is used rather than a 

balanced panel weight as the balanced panel weight is constant for each individual and would 

be dropped out of a fixed effects model. The cross-sectional weight will allow for sample design 

differences (i.e., the selection of the original sample and the application of the following rules) 

to be accounted for. It is not perfect as further restrictions on the cases included in the model 

have been made which require individuals to be observed in at least two waves. Nevertheless, it 

will provide some insights as to whether the results are sensitive to this type of weight. 

5. Restrict the sample to original sample members (OSMs). The analysis of the composition of the 

sample due to the following rules presented in Watson (2022) highlights that including the other 

members who join the household into the sample changes the composition of the sample from 

that selected in the initial wave. Some of these changes will be temporary (i.e., the new sample 

member is not followed when they leave the household of a continuing sample member) and 

some will be permanent (i.e., the new sample member is converted to a continuing sample 

member and is followed if they leave the household). To check if the analysis is sensitive to 

these sorts of changes in the panel composition, the sample is restricted to only the OSMs (i.e., 

those in the initial wave of the main sample and those in the first wave of the refreshment 

sample introduced in wave 11).  

6. Results 

6.1 Results for the Original Model 

The coefficients and model fit statistics for the income and wealth models are presented ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ΨƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭ 

ƳƻŘŜƭΩ ŎƻƭǳƳƴǎ ƻŦ ¢ŀōƭŜ !н ǘƻ !п in the Appendix. Figure 1 to 3 report graphical presentations of the key 

coefficients in the models for graduate and non-graduate men and women for each income and wealth 
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variable. Provided next to each value in the figures is the percentage change in the mean-adjusted income 

or wealth associated with each marriage dissolution stage. 

Figure 1 shows that in the three years prior to separation, the equivalised household income for women 

remains unchanged compared to earlier in the marriage, then following separation there is a sizeable drop 

in equivalised household income for women of around 20%. This drop in equivalised household income is 

recovered when women repartner. There are no differences between graduate and non-graduate women 

in their changes in equivalised household income through the marriage dissolution process. For men, 

there is no difference in their equivalised household income throughout the marital dissolution process. 

When just the income of the individual is considered, Figure 2 shows that men experience no change in 

their personal income but women have substantial changes to their personal income once they separate. 

Non-graduate women double their income on average during separation, suggesting they may increase 

their working hours to help make ends meet. Once they repartner, their incomes are on average 53% 

higher than when in their first marriage, but not as high as during their separated / divorced phase. 

Graduate women, on the other hand, increase their income during separation and divorce by 60% and 

reduce this to 41% once they repartner. 

Figure 3 shows the coefficients in the model of the share of net wealth by the different marriage 

dissolution stages for graduate and non-graduate men and women. In the three years prior to separation, 

there is a reduction of 21% in the share of net wealth for graduate men. This suggests that graduate men 

tend to spend more or save less during this time in a way that non-graduate men do not. There is also 

some suggestion of a reduction in the share of net wealth for men at other parts of the marital dissolution 

process but none are statistically significant. With more years of wealth data (thus increasing the number 

of person-year observations) it would be possible to test if these suggestive findings prove true. For 

women, there is a substantial drop of over half in their share of net wealth when separated. This is partially 
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recovered for non-graduate women on repartnering but this recovery does not occur for graduate 

women. 
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Figure 1. Coefficient for marriage dissolution and repartnering in the model of equivalised household 
income (ln), by sex and education 

 

Figure 2. Coefficient for marriage dissolution and repartnering in the model of personal income (ln), by 
sex and education 
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Figure 3. Coefficient for marriage dissolution and repartnering in the model of share of net wealth (ln), 
by sex and education 

 
6.2 Results for Model Adjustments for Sample Design and Non-response 

The next series of analyses explore the robustness of the estimated model coefficients to non-response 

and sample design issues (using approaches 1-5 listed earlier). Figures 4 and 5 show the coefficients for 

the marriage dissolution stages for men and women respectively in the model of equivalised household 

income. Similarly to the original models, these results are divided by non-graduate and graduate 

individuals. Figures 6 and 7 show the results for personal income and Figures 8 and 9 show the results for 

the share of net wealth. 
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Figure 4. Coefficient for marriage dissolution and repartnering in model variants of equivalised 
household income (ln) for men, by education 

 

Figure 5. Coefficient for marriage dissolution and repartnering in model variants of equivalised 
household income (ln) for women, by education 
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Figure 6. Coefficient for marriage dissolution and repartnering in the model variants of personal income 
(ln) for men, by education 

 

Figure 7. Coefficient for marriage dissolution and repartnering in the model variants of personal income 
(ln) for women, by education 
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Figure 8. Coefficient for marriage dissolution and repartnering in the model variants of share of net 
wealth (ln) for men, by education 

 

Figure 9. Coefficient for marriage dissolution and repartnering in the model variants of share of net 
wealth (ln) for women, by education 

 


