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Abstract 

In this paper, we study the effects of introducing less restrictive divorce laws on married 

women’s labor supply. We focus on a reform of the Danish divorce law in 2013, which allowed 

for divorces with an extremely short separation period. This type of reform will probably be 

the next step in many countries in terms of easing the requirements for getting a divorce. Hence, 

it is of great importance to evaluate how this kind of reform affects the labor market choices, 

especially for women, as they often have a weaker connection to the labor market. Results from 

a difference-in-difference analysis using register data show that higher perceived risk of marital 

dissolution, as a consequence of overall ‘easier’ access to divorce, increases married women’s 

labor market attachment. Married women increase annual earnings, hourly wages, and annual 

hours worked, but responses are heterogeneous. Effects are larger for mothers having children 

not living at home anymore. Across different education groups, married women with low or 

intermediate education levels respond the most. We also see differential responses by income. 

Women in the lowest income quartile respond the least, whereas high-income women and 

women with high income rank compared to their partner respond the most to the reform. Hence, 

lowering the barriers to divorce, directly influence the labor market behavior of married 

women.  
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1. Introduction  
 

The role of families and the institution of marriage differ throughout the world, and so do the 

laws regulating marriages and the dissolution of marriages. In some countries, divorce has only 

been legalized recently. Whereas in other countries, divorces are common and recent law 

changes typically focus on easing the requirements for a divorce, e.g., by allowing no-fault 

divorces, unilateral divorces or no separation.4 While a substantial amount of research 

investigate effects of changing divorce laws on divorce rates, not much is known about the 

consequences for individuals’ labor market outcomes in a setting where divorces are legal and 

common, but it then becomes easier to get a divorce. This paper will thus focus on effects of 

making divorcing easier, with special attention to the labor market consequences for women.5 

 

The empirical question of how (much) divorce laws, like allowing for no-fault or unilateral 

divorces, affect the divorce rate is widely studied, and a general result is that the impact of 

access to divorce is large in the short run but less (or even non-existing) in the longer run. The 

results appear somewhat mixed across countries (Peters, 1986; Friedberg, 1998; Wolfers, 2006, 

González & Viitannen, 2009; Fallesen, 2021).6 However, divorce laws can have a range of 

social effects beyond simply increasing the divorce rates. In fact, economic theories of 

household bargaining suggest that divorce laws reducing the cost of divorce can change the 

value of a marriage and thus potentially change the relative bargaining position within the 

household (Manser & Brown, 1980; McElroy & Horney, 1981; Lundberg & Pollak, 1996). An 

immediate impact of lower costs of divorce is thus a potential decrease in the returns to 

specialization in the household and an increase in the returns to investments in labor market 

outcomes for women. Hence, it is of great importance to investigate how changes in divorce 

laws affect married women’s labor market investments, in particular whether they strengthen 

their outside options. The latter is expected if women fear (or want) a divorce.  

 

The aim of this study is to quantify how less restrictive divorce laws affect married women’s 

labor market outcomes. Overall, existing theory and empirical evidence suggest that less 

restrictive divorce laws strengthen married women’s labor market attachment, but also that the 

 
4 No-fault divorce means neither spouse must prove that the other did something wrong to cause the dissolution, 

whereas unilateral divorce means a spouse can obtain divorce without the consent of the other spouse. 
5 In this study, we only focus on marriages (and divorces) between men and women, not of same-gender couples. 
6 More detailed information about previous findings is presented in Section 2.   
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effect can differ across different groups of women. For example, women might react differently 

based on marriage specific capital such as children or their outside options (affected by 

education levels and current labor market attachment). Furthermore, these outside options 

could be affected by (public) financial support for single parents. Thus, the expected loss of 

income following a divorce is likely to be (partly) offset by public subsidies, and this may 

affect the response to the reform of divorce laws, especially in the context of a generous welfare 

state. 

 

To quantify effects of less restrictive divorce laws, we exploit a reform of the Danish divorce 

law implemented in 2013. Instead of waiting six months for a divorce to take effect, this reform 

allowed couples to dissolve the marriage immediately if they both agree on the terms for the 

divorce (Rosenbeck, 2017).7 The reform affected divorce rates, and after an initial spike in the 

divorce rate, the divorce rate settled at a 9.7 pct. higher level compared to pre-reform (Fallesen, 

2021). We exploit this unexpected and exogeneous change in the divorce law to proxy for 

changes in divorce risk and thus utilize a quasi-natural experiment framework to study the 

effect of higher divorce risk on female labor market outcomes. Our empirical strategy takes 

advantage of the fact that cohabiting couples are not directly affected by the reform, and we 

therefore use them as the control group in a difference-in-differences framework. Hence, we 

compare labor market outcomes for married women before and after the reform to the change 

in labor market outcomes for cohabiting women in the same time interval.8  

 

A preview of the results confirms that married women increase labor supply as a response to 

less restrictive divorce laws. We estimate a positive impact for labor market earnings, the 

hourly wage and annual hours worked. Hence, easier access to divorce seems to change the 

dynamics between spouses and potentially affects their individual bargaining position within 

the marriage. Exploring heterogeneous responses to the reform for mothers versus non-mothers 

reveals a larger response by married mothers than married non-mothers. Mothers without 

children living at home seem to drive this positive effect. We also find that married women 

respond differently depending on their outside options. When measuring outside options in 

terms of education, we find that married women with low education levels respond the most at 

 
7 ‘Agreement’ is when both partners agree on the conditions for getting a divorce, including a) potential spousal 

support; and b) residential decisions if they rent or own an apartment/house together. 
8 In the context of our study (Denmark), married and cohabiting couples have the same rights and obligations in 

terms of public transfers and mutual support. See also Section 3.1. 
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the intensive margin of labor supply. Examining current labor market attachment, women with 

an income level above the 75th percentile and women ranked significantly higher than their 

partner, in terms of income, react the most on both annual labor market earnings, the hourly 

wage and annual hours worked. Perhaps surprisingly, women lowest in the income distribution 

are those who respond least to the reform.  

 

Our study adds to the broader literature on intra-household decision making and divorce laws. 

First, we study the extreme case of shortening the separation period, namely introducing 

immediate divorce. To our knowledge, no other studies has evaluated the labor market effects 

of this type of reform. Second, several previous studies investigate how changes in divorce 

laws affect labor force participation (Peters, 1986; Parkman, 1992; Gray, 1998; Stevenson, 

2008; Bargain et al., 2012). In this paper, we go beyond studying labor force participation 

effects and provide evidence on annual earnings, the hourly wage, and annual hours worked. 

Third, instead of relying on e.g. inter-state variation as in most studies of US divorce laws, we 

investigate the effect of less restrictive divorce laws in the Danish setting where divorces are 

widely accepted. In Denmark around 40 percent of all marriages end in a divorce. At the same 

time, this is a setting with a generous welfare system, which provides some financial security 

in case of divorce, especially for couples with children. Fourth, access to rich register data 

enables us to explore heterogeneous impacts across women, e.g., based on marriage specific 

capital (children) and current outside options (education and income level). In the end, we 

provide important insights on direct effects as well as externalities from a policy, which is 

likely to be implemented also in other countries.  

 

The rest of the paper unfolds as follows. In Section 2, we present the theoretical background 

and previous empirical evidence. Section 3 gives an overview of divorce laws in Denmark and 

details of the 2013-reform. Section 4 and 5 present the estimation strategy and the data used in 

the estimations. Our results are included in Section 6 and Section 7 discusses and concludes. 

 

2. Theoretical Background and Empirical Evidence 

 

According to Becker’s marriage market model, marriages dissolve when the expected utility 

from remaining married falls below the expected utility from divorcing. Further, Becker 

predicts that greater earnings ability and labor force participation among women reduce the 
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value of a marriage, because division of labor within households becomes less advantageous 

in that case. Hence, the attractiveness of divorce is increased (Becker et al., 1977; Becker, 

1991). We hypothesize that this effect is even higher in a Scandinavian welfare model setting 

like Denmark, as relatively generous public support for single parents and income replacement 

for individuals out of work will further reduce the value of marriage. 

 

Introducing less restrictive divorce laws such as no-fault, unilateral or no-separation period 

divorces changes the nature of the marriage contract by allowing either party to end the 

marriage at will. Reforms allowing for easier divorce reduce the cost of divorcing and could 

potentially raise the divorce rates. However, the Coase Theorem predicts that introducing such 

divorce laws simply reallocate the property rights within the marriage among spouses and the 

divorce laws should therefore, all else equal, have no effect on divorce rates (Coase, 1960). A 

marriage is efficient if the sum of the wife and husband’s values of being married exceeds the 

sum of their values when being divorced. Thus, changes in the property rights within the 

marriage will simply result in side-payments among spouses (either monetary, household 

production etc.) and have no effect on divorce rates.  

 

Empirical investigations of the effect of divorce laws on the divorce rate are numerous, and 

they generally find large impacts in the short run of introducing the possibility to divorce. They 

also often find small (or even zero) long-run effects. Effects appear somewhat mixed across 

countries with no clear pattern.9 Fallesen (2021) studies the same divorce reform in Denmark 

as we do in this paper, i.e., allowing divorces without a separation period. He finds an initial 

spike in the divorce rate driven by couples divorcing earlier, and thereafter a 9.7 percent higher 

level of divorces compared to pre-reform. Furthermore, the study identifies who are most likely 

to divorce due to the reform (compliers), namely couples with relative short marriages, couples 

that are ethnic Danish, and couples with education no longer than high school. 

 

 
9 Using cross-sectional US data, Peters (1986, 1992) find no effect of unilateral divorce laws on divorce rates. 

Allen (1992) and Friedberg (1998) find the opposite results using panel data. Wolfers (2006) show that the effect 

found by Friedberg (1998) primarily emerge from a large increase in divorce immediately after implementing the 

reform, and that the long-run effect on the divorce risk is quite small. European evidence is also mixed. González 

and Viitanen (2009) find that no-fault and/or unilateral divorce laws increased the divorce rate in the long run. In 

Western European countries, Kneip and Bauer (2009) find that unilateral divorce laws led to a sustainable increase 

in the divorce rate in the short run, but they find no effect in the long run. Kabátek (2019) investigates the 

introduction of a flash divorce, which allows Dutch couples to get a divorce without court appearance. The effect 

is an increased divorce risk around the time of the reform.  
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Changes in divorce laws can regulate the grounds for getting a divorce and could therefore 

potentially also have a range of other social effects beyond simply increasing the divorce rate. 

According to intra-household decision-making theories, a shift in bargaining power changes 

incentives for, e.g., acquiring human capital and for building up labor market experiences. The 

spouse who specializes in home production, often the wife, may be disadvantaged in case of a 

divorce and may want to secure outside options by increasing labor market participation 

(Lundberg and Pollak, 1996; Pollak, 2005). However, in countries with a generous welfare 

state, these disadvantages for the spouse specializing in home production are likely decreased. 

 

Previous studies have tested the theoretical prediction of increased labor force participation 

among married women and generally confirm it. Using a cross-sectional comparison, Peters 

(1986) and Parkman (1992) find that introducing unilateral divorce led to a 2-percentage point 

rise in female labor force participation in the US. However, Gray (1998) finds that unilateral 

divorce laws had very different effects depending on the underlying property division laws. 

Stevenson (2008) revisits the question by taking a long-run perspective and adding more 

controls. She finds that unilateral divorce led to an increase in both married and unmarried 

female labor force participation, regardless of the pre-existing laws regarding property 

division. Bargain et al. (2012) exploit legalization of divorce in Ireland in 1996, and use a 

difference-in-difference framework with Catholic couples as the control group. They find that 

legalization of divorce contributed to a significant increase in female labor supply.  

 

We are only aware of one empirical study that looks beyond labor force participation (Genedak 

et al., 2007) estimating the effect of no-fault divorce on weeks worked in the US case. In this 

paper, we therefore investigate further labor market outcomes such as annual earnings, hourly 

wage and hours worked. Acknowledging that public support schemes for single parents might 

weaken the need for women to strengthen their outside options in case of a divorce, we 

hypothesize that a change in divorce laws overall affects women’s labor market behavior by 

increasing labor force participation, working more hours and/or obtaining higher earnings.   

 

Heterogeneous effects 

A positive relationship between less restrictive divorce laws and female labor force 

participation seems consistent across previous empirical studies, but not much is known about 

whether this effect is homogenous (Peters 1986; Parkman 1992; Gray 1998 and Bargain et al. 
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2012). Depending on, e.g., the presence of children, the level of education, and household 

income levels, married women may respond differently to the reduced costs of divorce.  

 

The presence of children, especially young children, is potentially one of the most important 

sources of heterogeneous responses to changes in divorce laws. Children are considered as 

marriage specific capital and therefore - in theory - reduce the probability of divorce (Becker, 

1991; Weiss and Willis, 1997). However, some empirical papers do find negative effects of 

children on relationship stability, see, for example, Svarer and Verner (2008). Moreover, it is 

a general finding that children have a negative impact on women’s labor supply, hours worked 

and earnings (Mincer, 1962; Jacobsen et al., 1999; Nielsen et al., 2004; Lundberg and Rose, 

2000; Polachek et al., 2015; Ejrnæs and Kunze, 2013; Lundborg et al., 2017; and Kleven et al., 

2019). For example, Lundborg et al. (2017) and Kleven et al. (2019) document persistent 

motherhood penalties. They find that 10 years after the first childbirth, women in Denmark 

earn around 12 to 20 percent less than their male counterparts, indicating a weaker connection 

to the labor market for mothers. One explanation is that women specialize in household 

production. A consequence of the weaker connection to the labor market is that women’s value 

of divorce is – all else equal – lower than that of men. Through this mechanism, children can 

play a stabilizing role as marriage specific capital, and further reduce the probability of divorce 

through their impact on mothers’ labor market attachment via specialization in the household. 

Hence, making divorce more accessible might disproportionally shift property rights from 

women to men for families with children, whereas no consistent changes in property rights 

appear among childless families.  

 

Following a divorce, children often primarily live with their mother, i.e., their official address 

is at the mother’s residence. However, the parents could still have shared custody, such that 

the children live with their father some (less) of the time. Taking Denmark as an example, in 

80 percent of the divorced families in 2020, the mother is the primary care giver. Therefore, 

when facing an increased risk of a divorce, women with children may need to increase labor 

supply to ensure independent financial means, and children thus positively affect mothers’ 

labor market attachment. At the same time, availability of generous public support for single 

parents likely reduces the need for behavioral changes of the mothers - if the transfers depend 

on having the child(ren) living in their household as is the case in Denmark.  
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There is a sparse empirical literature investigating implications of motherhood for labor market 

responses to changes in divorce laws. To our knowledge, Genadek et al. (2007) is the only 

paper examining the effects of no-fault divorce laws on mothers’ labor supply. They find that 

no-fault divorce laws are associated with increases in the labor supply and weeks worked of 

married mothers relative to married non-mothers. Gender roles likely vary across countries, 

and therefore the link between labor market responses to divorce laws and motherhood needs 

further investigation. If public financial support schemes for single parents directly affect the 

labor market responses of mothers, it is an empirical question whether the net effect on labor 

supply is positive. It is basically a question of whether the income effect of the transfers 

dominates the substitution effect of (the need to) work (more). And a question of whether the 

overall stabilizing effect of children on marriage is strong enough to prevent increased 

investments in the labor market of mothers?  

 

Furthermore, it is likely that the age of children directly affects mothers’ bargaining outcomes, 

income elasticities and costs of caring for children. We hypothesize that relative to married 

mothers with older children, married mothers with young children respond less to less 

restrictive divorce laws, as especially young children may constitute valuable marriage specific 

capital. Kábatek and Ribar (2021) investigate Dutch and US data and find an increased risk of 

divorce when the parents have teenage daughters (aged 13-18). They find no detectable divorce 

risk at earlier or later ages of the children.  

 

Another dimension of heterogeneity is education. Educational levels of the individual spouses 

are likely to have a direct impact on outside options in case of a divorce. A higher level of 

education improves women’s opportunities in the labor market and increases economic 

independence, but at the same time it decreases the economic gains of specialization within the 

marriage (Becker, 1993). Thus, higher educated married women may therefore be less likely 

to remain in a relationship, even when the cost of divorce is high. Theoretically, women with 

poor alternatives outside the marriage are less likely to benefit from less restrictive divorce 

laws, as they are better off in the relationship. Less restrictive divorce laws gives them higher 

incentives them to invest more in their outside options, but probably less so if there is public 

support in terms of income replacement and support for single parents. Nevertheless, an 

indicator of the value of the outside option for married women is their educational level, and 

hence we will investigate whether low-educated women respond more to less restrictive 

divorce laws relative to high-educated women.  
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Similarly, high- and low-income women probably respond differently to the possibility of 

easier divorce. Having the finances to support adequate living standards, lowering the cost of 

divorce through ‘easier’ divorce makes the woman more prone to divorce. Hence, if we 

disregard potential income replacement to singles at a level which might reverse ‘normal’ 

income and substitution effects of labor supply,10 we expect low(er)-income women to invest 

more in labor market outcomes if divorcing becomes easier. However, if income replacement 

is integrated into the welfare state, the lowest-income women could be better off after a divorce 

compared to women with medium-level incomes.  

 

Not only is the absolute level of income of interest. A study by Bertrand et al. (2015) documents 

that it is a trigger for divorce when a woman earns more than her husband.11 Bertrand et al. 

(2015) explains this by gender identity norms, as there is an aversion (perhaps from both 

partners) against a situation where the wife has the highest income. Hence, relative household 

income potentially affects incentives when the divorce laws are relaxed.12 Given the more 

favorable outside options of women with a high share of household income, high-income 

women (in theory) have weaker incentives to increase their labor market performance than 

women with a low share of the household income. We test empirically whether this assumption 

holds in the Danish case. 

 

3. Divorce Law Reforms in Denmark   
 

For a hundred years, Danish divorce laws have provided formal economic equality between 

the spouses, and everyone has had the right to divorce.  The Danish divorce laws were updated 

in several steps from the late 1980s to 2019 (Vallgårda, 2021). As illustrated in Figure 1, the 

requirements for getting a divorce have slowly been eased over the years. For example, the 

reform in 1989 shortened the mandatory separation period from 12 months to 6 months for 

uncontested divorces.  

 

 
10 Thus, we assume that income replacement is not a driving force for observed behavior, but this is of course also 

an empirical question. 
11 Note, more recent studies point to the importance for the results how the relative income is measured (see, for 

example, Kuehnle et al, 2021). 
12 We know from the Danish context that marriages, where the woman earns more than the husband due to, e.g., 

unemployment of the husband, are more likely to dissolve (Jensen and Smith, 1990). 
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The reform we study took place in 2013 and it made it substantially easier to divorce. The 

reform had two components: 1) It introduced a simple online form for filing for divorce; 2) 

The separation period was cut in half for couples that disagreed on divorce, and it was 

completely abandoned when couples agreed on divorce. Thus, instead of waiting six months 

for the divorce to take effect, couples would divorce immediately if they both agreed on the 

divorce and completed the online form. 

 

Rules regarding the length of the separation period in case the partners agree or disagree on 

divorce are shown in detail in Table 1. The main change after 2013 was the abolishment of a 

mandatory separation period (grace period) of 6 months before applying for a divorce in the 

case where both partners agree about the divorce. ‘Agreement’ means both partners agree on 

the conditions for getting a divorce, including a) potential spousal support; and b) residential 

decisions if they rent or own an apartment/house together. 

 

 

Figure 1. Overview of Reforms of the Danish Divorce Law 

 

 
Source: Danish Law on Marriage and Dissolution (’Lov om ægteskabs indgåelse og opløsning’). 
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Table 1. Main Content of the 2013 Divorce Law 

 Before July 1st 2013 After July 1st 2013 

Divorce if both partners 

agree 

Minimum 6 months 

separation period before 

applying for divorce 

No separation period and 

possibility to obtain divorce 

online 

Divorce if both partners 

disagree 

Minimum 12 months 

separation period for 

applying for divorce 

Minimum 6 months 

separation period before 

applying for divorce 

Note: In case of infidelity or violence within the family, it is possible to get a divorce instantly (also before 

2013). Agreement means that both partners agree on the conditions for getting a divorce, including potential 

spousal support and who moves if they rent an apartment/house together.  

Source: Danish Law on Marriage and Dissolution (’Lov om ægteskabs indgåelse og opløsning’). 

 

The 2013-reform was introduced in October 2012, passed in May 2013, and finally took 

effect on July 1st, 2013. In addition to the reduction of the mandatory separation period, fees 

for separation and divorces were introduced. The fees are relatively low (DKK 500 vs. DKK 

900 to get a divorce,13 see Appendix Table A1 for further details). Hence, the reform 

increased divorce risk by reducing (or even abolishing) the separation period, but legal 

divorce access remains unchanged.14  

 

Figure 2 illustrates the impact on divorces in Denmark by plotting the yearly divorce rate for 

couples of opposite genders. The divorce rate captures the number of divorces multiplied by 

100 and divided by number of marriages between two of different genders. It is clear from 

Figure 2 that the reform was followed by a jump in the yearly divorce rate, and the 2013-reform 

is therefore the cornerstone of our identification strategy in the empirical analyses. 

 

Fallesen (2021) also investigates how this 2013-reform affects divorce rates in Denmark and 

shows that the reform permanently increased the divorce rate. Using an interrupted time series 

design, he finds an initial spike in the divorce rate (driven by couples divorcing earlier). He 

thereafter finds that, compared to pre-reform, the divorce rate settles at a 9.7 percent higher 

 
13 €67 vs. €121 to get a divorce.  
14 The most recent reform of Danish divorce laws took place in 2019. This reform is a bit unusual as it made it 

more difficult to divorce for those who are parents. After filing for divorce, parents were forced into a three-month 

reflection period to reconsider their decision, and they should take a compulsory course about how to cooperate 

after a divorce. It was therefore not possible for parents to divorce immediately as they could in the period from 

2013 to 2019. The 2019-reform is very recent, and we cannot yet measure any credible effects of this reform on 

parental outcomes. We therefore leave effects of this reform for further research. 



Page 11 of 56 

 

level. We add to Fallesen’s study by exploring how the reform further affected women’s labor 

market investments.   

 

Using the 2013-reform to identify causal effects of easier access to divorce, some challenges 

should be noted. Firstly, the Danish government introduced the reform jointly with a set of 

other bureaucratic restructurings and IT changes, which unfortunately created a three-month 

backlog in registering divorces. Secondly, it cannot be ruled out, that the reform had an impact 

on marriage probabilities. However, this should not be a huge concern as we observe a high 

stability of the marriage rate around 2013 (illustrated in Figure 3).15 We therefore do not worry 

that the control group (consisting of cohabiting couples) reacts to the reform by increasing their 

number of marriages.  

 

 

Figure 2. Yearly Divorce Rate (pct.) from 1999 to 2019 in Denmark 

 

Note: The graph includes all divorces between two of different genders from 1999 until 2018 in Denmark. Divorce 

rate is number of divorces multiplied by 100 and divided by number of marriages between two of different 

genders. The dashed line indicates the introduction of the reform. 
Source: StatBank Denmark, Statistics Denmark, table SKI3 and FAM44N.  

 

 

 

 

 
15 Note, in showing divorce and marriage rates in Figures 2 and 3, we implicitly take cohort sizes into account. 
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Figure 3. Yearly Marriage Rate (pct.) from 1999 to 2018 in Denmark 

 

Notes: The graph includes all new marriages between two of different genders from 1999 until 2018 in Denmark. 

The dashed line indicate the introduction of the reform. Marriage rate is number of new marriages divided by 

unmarried adults (single women and cohabiting women) multiplied by 100.  

Source: StatBank Denmark, Statistics Denmark, table VIE4.   

 

3.1 Dissolution of a Marriage vs. a Cohabiting Relationship 

 

In Denmark, it is common to cohabit instead of marry even when the relationship/family 

consists of children. In the event of a divorce or breakup, previously married and cohabiting 
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are the same regardless of previous civil status. Furthermore, the rules considering public 

support for single parents are the same, regardless of whether the parents where previously 

formally married or cohabiting.16 

 

It may seem that there is no difference between marriage and cohabitation. However, there are 

two main economic advantages of being married instead of cohabiting. First, if married, there 

is no inheritance tax in case one spouse passes away. Second, when married, a high(er)-earning 

 
16 The Danish government provides monetary support for single parents. All single parents with residing children 

are entitled to a fixed cash payment of 1546 DKK (2022) each quarter plus a 1517 DKK per child. Furthermore, 

single parents receive an extra tax deduction when employed amounting to a maximum of 23,700 DKK per year. 

If a single parent is out of work and receives cash benefits, the cash benefits are higher than for non-parents and 

depend on the number of children in the household. Furthermore, low-income households get deduction in the 

price of public childcare. 
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spouse has the option of using the low(er)-earning spouse’s unused personal allowance. This  

is possible if the lower-earning spouse’s income is below 46,600 DKK (in 2022).17  

 

4. Empirical Framework 
 

A reform lowering the barrier to divorce may encourage women to increase their labor market 

supply (and earnings) to strengthen their outside options. We test such associations by 

exploiting the 2013-reform of the Danish divorce law in a difference-in-difference framework 

(Heckman, Lalonde and Smith, 1999). We use cohabiting couples as the control group as they 

are not directly affected by the reform, and we use married couples as the treatment group as 

their probability of divorce is directly affected by the exogenous shock of the reform.  

 

More specifically, we estimate the following equation:  

 

𝑌𝑖𝑡 = 𝛽0 + 𝛽1 𝑀𝑎𝑟𝑟𝑖𝑒𝑑𝑖𝑡 + 𝛽2𝑃𝑜𝑠𝑡𝑡 + 𝛽3(𝑀𝑎𝑟𝑟𝑖𝑒𝑑𝑖𝑡 ⋅ 𝑃𝑜𝑠𝑡𝑡) + 𝛽4 ⋅ 𝑇𝑖 + 𝛽5𝑿′ + 𝜀𝑖,         (1) 

 

where 𝑌𝑖 is the labor market outcome of interest for individual i in year t; 𝑀𝑎𝑟𝑟𝑖𝑒𝑑𝑖𝑡 is an 

indicator of being in the treatment group; 𝑃𝑜𝑠𝑡𝑡 is a dummy for the post-reform period. Thus, 

the coefficient 𝛽3 is the difference-in-difference estimator and the parameter of interest. It 

measures married women’s change in the labor market outcome caused by the reform. In 

estimating the parameter, married women’s outcomes are compared to the change in labor 

market outcomes for cohabiting women, who are not directly affected by the reform. In this 

way, we account for general changes in outcomes over time for all individuals caused by e.g., 

business cycle changes, and by giving similar pre-trends of the relevant outcomes for the two 

groups of women before the reform.  

 

The parameter 𝑇𝑖 measures the year difference to 2013 to account for potential structural trends, 

and the vector 𝑋𝑖𝑡 contains control variables which can affect labor market outcomes and also 

be correlated with marital status. This includes women’s age, age squared, a dummy for Danish 

origin, educational dummies, a dummy for having children and the number of children. In some 

 
17 In relation to the tax system, there are a few more differences between marriage and cohabiting relationships, 

but these differences are minor compared to the above mentioned. More details (in Danish) can be found here: 

https://familieadvokaten.dk/emner/512.html   

https://familieadvokaten.dk/emner/512.html
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specifications, we also control for age, educational dummies and labor market status of the 

partner to account for potential partner effects. 

 

We present results for annual working hours, the hourly wage, and annual labor market 

earnings. All these outcomes are measured for women in the labor force. We also briefly 

comment on effects on the labor force participation in Section 5.3. However, the extensive 

margin, the labor force participation decision of women, is of little interest for a country like 

Denmark where most women are participating in the labor force even when married and when 

having young children. It is therefore of higher interest to focus on effects at the intensive 

margin of labor supply, e.g. focusing on increases or decreases in hours worked given already 

working. Effects at the intensive margin of labor supply are measured as average changes in 

annual labor market earnings, the hourly wage and annual working hours. The outcomes of 

interest are described further in Section 5.  

 

As the reform may have different impacts across women due to different values of their outside 

opportunities (cf. Section 2), we also explore potential heterogeneous impacts arising from the 

reform. We distinguish between mothers and non-mothers, and women with different 

education- and income levels, and different income ranks.  

 

For the difference-in-difference estimator to be unbiased, two key identifying assumptions 

must be fulfilled (Angrist and Pischke, 2009). The first key identifying assumption is that there 

is no change in the composition of the two groups due to the reform. Fallesen (2021), who 

study how divorce behavior in Denmark changed following the 2013-reform, show that neither 

the monthly marriage rate nor the dissolution rate among unmarried couples changed around 

the time of the reform. Thus, it indicates no other structural changes in the married or the 

cohabiting population in lieu of the reform. Furthermore, Figure 3 in Section 3 indicates a high 

stability of the marriage rate around the year 2013. We therefore do not worry that the control 

group reacts to the reform by increasing their number of marriages. We investigate this 

assumption further in Section 5.2 using summary statistics separately for the control and 

treatment groups, pre and post reform. In this way, we check whether the composition of those 

that married or remained cohabiting after the reform changed.  

 

The second key identifying assumption is ‘common trend’ implying that both the treatment 

and the control group would have followed the same trend in the outcome variables in the 
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absence of any reform. The common trend assumption ensures there is no selection on the 

change in non-treatment outcome level. Thus, fulfilling this assumption makes it possible to 

use the evolution of the average difference over time in the control group as a benchmark to 

estimate the treatment effects. There is no formal test to check the assumption of common 

trends between the treatment and control group. However, there are different ways to explore 

its validity. Exploiting the Danish register data, we can examine its validity using graphs and 

descriptive statistics for the different labor market outcomes as time is varied. These informal 

tests are carried out in Section 5.3. 

 

5. Data  
 

The empirical analysis is based on rich administrative register data for Denmark provided by 

Statistics Denmark. The Danish register data covers the full population, and most of the sub-

registers contain information from 1980 and onwards. The data combines individual specific 

information on demographics, educational attainment, labor market attachment and income.  

 

In this analysis, the primary outcomes of interest are annual labor market earnings, the hourly 

wage and annual hours worked of employed women. Information on these labor market 

outcomes are provided in the Integrated Database for Labor Market Research (IDA). For 

employed women in our sample, we only focus on their primary job. Thus, we do not include 

e.g. wage income from a second (lower paid) job.   

 

Annual labor market earnings refer to taxable income including ATP payments and 

prerequisites. Working hours are annual reported hours worked. Often people tend to work 

more than what is reported in the registers, which is referred to as ‘interest hours’. As we cannot 

quantify the amount of ‘interest hours’, impacts on hours worked can thus be regarded as a 

lower bound for working hours. The hourly wage is defined as annual labor market earnings 

divided by (registered) annual hours worked. Hence, the hourly wage variable does not provide 

any ‘new’ independent information as it is not an individual’s actual wage, but a calculated 

wage measure. However, we do include it our analyses for easier comparison with other studies 

in the literature.  



Page 16 of 56 

 

The starting point for the estimation sample is all women18 who are either married or cohabiting 

at some point during the period 2010-2018. If two individuals of opposite gender (and not from 

the same family) are living together without being married, we record them as cohabiting.  We 

are not able to distinguish between roommates and couples in a relationship. However, we 

believe that this is not a problem in practice, as roommates are often young people, and these 

young people typically share apartment with more than one friend, and often they share with 

friends of the same gender. In these cases, they will not be recorded as a cohabiting couple. To 

check the robustness of this belief, we run regressions using different age restrictions (see 

Appendix Tables C1, C2 and C3) and we confirm that overall results are (almost) similar across 

the different age groups. We thus do not worry that mismeasurement of roommates as 

cohabiting couples are driving our results. 

 

As we focus on labor market outcomes, we restrict our sample to individuals aged 20-60. We 

do not require the individuals to be in the sample for the whole time period, and individuals 

are only included in the sample if they are married or cohabiting in a given year. We therefore 

use an unbalanced flow sample for the analysis, i.e., individuals do not need to be observed for 

the entire period of analysis. For example, if a woman is married until 2016, divorces in 2017, 

and cohabits from 2018, she is included in the sample as follows: we include her as married 

from 2010-2016, exclude her in 2017, and include her again as cohabiting in 2018.  

 

Table 2 provides an overview of the stepwise sample restrictions and the reduction in the 

sample size for each of the selection criteria. The sample restrictions result in an estimation 

sample of 790,063 unique married women (treatment group) and 477,763 unique cohabiting 

women (control group).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
18 We additionally estimate similar specifications for the partner as for the woman (see table B1 in Appendix), 

and the partners also seem to react to the reform. However, in the description of our results, we only focus on 

the results for the women as they often have a weaker connection to the labor market than their partner.  
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Table 2. Sample Restrictions  

  
Married Women 

Cohabiting 

Women 

All married or cohabiting women from 2010 to 2018 1,349,520  704,342 

Exclude women below 18 years old when getting married  1,337,780 -  

Keep all women between 20 and 60 years old  1,005,725  662,409                      

Exclude duplicatesa 992,272 648,956 

Exclude women without information on partner 980,198 648,950 

Exclude women with no information on socio-economic 

status 
979,066 647,538 

Exclude women who are not categorized as employedb 854,674 540,085 

Exclude all self-employed women 834,464 530,893 

Keep women with information on earnings and working 

hours 
830,985 530,468 

Exclude women with earnings below the 1st percentile 

and above the 99th percentile 
813,771 510,900 

Exclude marriages and cohabiting relationships starting 

in 2013 and all observations in 2013 
790,063 477,763 

   

No. of observations from 2010-2012 and 2014-2018 4,075,639 1,518,770 

Source: Danish Register Data 

a. An individual can be legally married but at the same time categorized as cohabiting if the individual shares household 

with a new spouse. Such cases are excluded from the sample as it is not possible to decide whether they should be 

categorized as married or cohabiting.  

b. An individual is categorized as employed if a person’s socio-economic status is either i) self-employed, ii) employed 

assistant spouse, or iii) employee.  

 

As we investigate labor market outcomes like hours worked, hourly wage and annual earnings, 

we restrict the sample to consisting only of employed women, except when focusing on labor 

force participation. We exclude all self-employed individuals as they often have misreported 

labor market outcomes, and only keep women with information on the outcomes of interest, 

i.e., those with information on annual earnings and working hours. To further minimize the 

risk of measurement errors in earnings and to ensure that potential outliers are not driving our 

results, we remove individuals with earnings below the 1st percentile and above the 99th 

percentile.  

 

For marriage and divorce, the data contains the exact dates for the change in civil status.  

Information on cohabitation is only available on a yearly basis, and we therefore cannot 

determine the precise timing of a new cohabiting relationship. This is problematic for the year 

2013, as we do not know whether a woman started a cohabitation relationship before or after 
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the reform took effect in July 2013. For that reason, we exclude all observations in the year 

2013.  

 

We are concerned that structural changes due to the financial crisis in 2008 could be driving 

results for the years immediately following the crisis, and for that reason we start the period of 

observation in 2010. Hence, we define the years 2010-2012 as being pre-reform, and the years 

2014-2018 as being post-reform.  

 

5.1 Descriptive Statistics   

 

Descriptive statistics of the data are presented in Table 3, and the number of observations is 

2,181,528 in the pre-reform period (2010-2012) and 3,412,881 in the post-reform period (2014-

2018).  

 

On average, the women in our sample are about 42 years old, the majority are native-Danish 

and have 1.6 children. Among those who have children, the women measured after the reform 

are slightly more likely to have children living at home (72 percent vs. 74 percent) and to have 

children under the age of 6 (26 percent vs. 27 percent). Differences are not quantitively large, 

though. The women and their partner seem to be slightly more educated after the reform.  

 

We use the descriptive statistics in Table 3 also for checking some of the requirements for the 

empirical analysis as outlined in Section 4. Thus, the following two sub-sections will look 

closer at the pre- and post-reform groups, and more detailed focus is devoted to the married 

and cohabiting individuals within and across time periods. 
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Table 3. Descriptive Statistics for Pre- and Post-Reform  

  Pre-Reform Post-Reform  

  All  Married  Cohabiting  All  Married  Cohabiting  

A. Demograhics              

Age  42.38 44.65 35.79 42.98 45.61 36.25 

Danish Origin  0.92 0.91 0.94 0.90 0.89 0.92 

Married  0.74 - 0.00 0.72 1.00 0.00 

Children  0.74 0.84 0.45 0.78 0.88 0.52 

Number of children  1.63 1.88 0.90 1.69 1.96 1.01 

Children living at home  0.72 0.71 0.76 0.74 0.72 0.79 

Children under 6 years  0.26 0.25 0.35 0.27 0.23 0.42 

        

B. Education        

Compulsory  0.15 0.15 0.14 0.13 0.13 0.13 

High School  0.07 0.05 0.12 0.07 0.05 0.12 

Vocational Education  0.35 0.36 0.33 0.33 0.35 0.30 

Short-term or Bachelor 

Education 
0.33 0.34 0.30 0.34 0.34 0.32 

Long-term Education  0.10 0.10 0.10 0.13 0.13 0.14 

Ongoing Education  0.06 0.03 0.14 0.06 0.02 0.14 

        

D. Earnings       

Annual Earnings  305,092.84 319,451.78 263,517.89 310,745.93 328,476.05 265,361.41 

Hourly Wage  202.93 207.63 189.34 206.05 211.62 191.79 

Annual Working Hours  1,487.63 1,529.27 1,367.06 1,478.49 1,530.30 1,345.89 

        

E. Partner's Information        

Partner's Age 44.86 47.28 37.86 48.24 48.24 38.30 

Compulsory  0.18 0.17 0.20 0.16 0.16 0.18 

High School  0.06 0.05 0.09 0.05 0.05 0.10 

Vocational Education  0.43 0.44 0.42 0.42 0.42 0.39 

Short-term Education or 

Bachelor  0.21 0.22 0.19 0.22 0.22 0.20 

Long-term Education  0.12 0.12 0.10 0.14 0.14 0.12 

Employed  0.81 0.81 0.80 0.83 0.83 0.83 

Unemployed  0.03 0.02 0.04 0.01 0.01 0.02 

Out of Labour Force 0.16 0.17 0.16 0.15 0.15 0.15 

       

No. of Observations  2,181,528 1,621,505 560,026 3,412,881 2,454137 958,744 

Note: The sample includes all women, aged 20-60, who are either married or cohabiting at some time during 

2010-2012 (pre-reform period) and 2014-2018 (post-reform period). All means are tested as single t-tests against 

each other and almost all are different at a 1 pct. significance level.  

 

 

5.2 The Composition of Pre- and Post-reform Groups 
 

Section 4 outlined the requirements for a valid empirical analysis: 1) no change in the 

composition of the treatment and control groups due to the reform; and 2) ‘common trend’ 

(investigated in Section 5.3). Thus, the first requirement basically implies that the reform does 

not affect selection into groups and thus does not affect the composition of treated (married) 

and controls (cohabiting). If the overall mean values for the background characteristics in the 

pre- and post-reform periods are similar, this is a sign that the composition of the groups across 
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time is not changed. We first focus on the overall means pre- and post-reform, and thereafter 

more specifically on the treatment and control group. When we focus on the main background 

characteristics such as age, ethnicity, marital status, and presence of children in Table 3, we do 

not see any signs of large changes across all individuals in the pre- and post-reform groups. 

Although we see statistically significant differences in means between the two groups,19 these 

are generally quantitatively small and likely only significant due to the high number of 

observations. 

 

To further investigate whether the reform changes the composition of the married and 

cohabiting groups of women, we then focus on summary statistics separately for these two 

groups, pre- and post-reform in Table 3. Comparing married women to cohabiting women, we 

observe that, on average, married women are older, have more children, are slightly higher 

educated (but less likely to be currently studying), and their partner is typically older. All these 

differences are probably related to the fact that married women are, on average, almost 10 years 

older than cohabiting women. We control for these observed differences in our estimations, 

and if there are no further important differences based on unobservable characteristics, we 

should not worry about imprecise results due to overall differences between groups. 

 

More importantly for the validity of the difference-in-difference estimator, is whether the 

composition of married and cohabiting women changes after the reform. Table 3 indicates a 

few observable characteristics changing after the reform, e.g. on average, a larger share of both 

married and cohabiting women have children, both are slightly less likely to be of Danish origin 

and more highly educated after the reform compared to before the reform. Given both married 

and cohabiting women change similarly, it could also indicate a general evolution in the 

society. However, even though there are small differences within the two groups pre- and post-

reform for both married and cohabiting women, the differences are still usually quantitatively 

small and as we control for these observed characteristics in our estimations, we do not see 

these small differences as a cause of concern for the validity of our estimation results.  

 

 

 

 

 

 
19 Tests are not reported here, but generally the differences in means are statistically significant. 
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5.3 Time Trends in Labor Supply Outcomes 

 
The second key identifying assumption of the difference-in-difference approach is ‘common 

trends’. When treated and controls exhibit common trends, outcomes for individuals in the 

treatment and control group follow the same parallel trend (or should deviate from the trend in 

a way that we can control for) both before and after the reform. Hence, for cohabiting women 

to be a valid control group, it is required that their pre-reform trend in labor supply is similar 

to that of married women. Using administrative register data, we can visually examine common 

trends by plotting the labor supply outcomes over time for each of the groups.20 We do that in 

Figures 4, 5, 6 and 7.21   

 

Predictive margins for annual labor market earnings are presented in Figure 4 with controls for 

time trends, individual background characteristics, and partner characteristics.22 There is a 

considerable decrease in annual earnings until 2013. After the reform in 2013, both groups 

exhibit a positive trend. Cohabiting women have a lower annual labor market income compared 

to married women. However, pre-reform the difference in earnings is quantitatively small prior 

to the reform whereas it widens after the reform.  

 

Figure 5 illustrates time trends in the hourly wage measured separately for married and 

cohabiting women. We observe that cohabiting women have a slightly lower hourly wage than 

married women from 2010-2013, and both groups seem to follow the same trend throughout 

the entire period. Given the definition of hourly wage and the similar trends in Figures 4 and 

5, it should be no surprise that we also observe a similar trend in annual working hours between 

the two groups (reported in Figure 6). The overall trend in annual working hours seems to be 

flat or even slightly decreasing. The annual working hours likely represent a lower bound, 

though, due to the recording in the registers.  

 

 
20 To ensure that unexpected ‘jumps’ do not generally occur, we have also plotted background variables like age 

and ethnicity over time (see Figures D1 and D2 in Appendix). The figures generally show that mean age and share 

of Danish origin are almost constant over time.   
21 The figures show the predictive margins in each year, where we have controlled for age, age squared, education 

level, dummy for on-going education, dummy for children, number of children, partner’s age, partner’s education 

level and partner’s employment status. 
22 Time trend in annual labor market earnings, the hourly wage and annual hours worked without controls are 

shown in Figures D3, Figure D4, and Figure D5 in Appendix D, respectively. Generally, these figures show that 

both groups follow the same trend, but there are a quantitively big difference in earnings, hourly wage and hours 

worked.  We attribute this gap to the age difference between cohabiting and married women. With almost 10 years 

of age difference, the cohabiting women have less labor market experience and, because of that, likely also labor 

market outcomes. The raw numbers underline the value of controlling for common time trends. 
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Figure 4. Time Trend in Annual Labor Market Earnings for Married and Cohabiting 

Women 

 
Source: Authors’ calculations using Danish Register data from 2010-2018 

Note: The graph shows the predictive margins in each year for cohabiting and married individuals controlling for 

age, age squared, education level, dummy for on-going education, dummy for children, number of children, 

partner’s age, partner’s education level and partner’s employment status. 

 

 

Figure 5. Time Trend in the Hourly Wage for Married and Cohabiting Women 

  

Source: Authors’ calculations using Danish Register data from 2010-2018 

Note: The graph shows the predictive margins in each year for cohabiting and married individuals controlling for 

age, age squared, education level, dummy for on-going education, dummy for children, number of children, 

partner’s age, partner’s education level and partner’s employment status. 
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Figure 6. Time Trend in Annual Working Hours for Married and Cohabiting Women 

 

Source: Authors’ calculations using Danish Register data from 2010-2018 

Note: The graph shows the predictive margins in each year for cohabiting and married individuals controlling for 

age, age squared, education level, dummy for on-going education, dummy for children, number of children, 

partner’s age, partner’s education level and partner’s employment status. 

 

We now briefly turn our attention to predictive margins for the labor force participation rate 

(LFP).23 As mentioned earlier, we do not generally focus a lot on LFP in this study, since the 

labor force participation decision of women is of little interest for a country like Denmark 

where most women already participate in the labor force. However, as LFP can be of general 

interest, and to be able to compare to other studies, we also include LFP here.  

 

Pre-reform, LFP is decreasing more for cohabiting women compared to married women as 

shown in Figure 7, and after the reform, the difference between the two groups narrows 

somewhat. Overall the graphic analysis of trends is not supportive of a difference-in-

differences setup. Moreover, the gap in labor force participation between married and 

cohabiting individuals can largely be explained by their age difference, since more women in 

the cohabiting group are under education or currently on maternity- or parental leave compared 

to those in the married group.  

 

 
23 Labor force participation is defined as a 0/1-dummy being equal to 1 if employed or actively seeking 

employment. Contrary, labor force participation is equal to 0 if i) temporarily out of labor force (e.g. parental 

leave, sickness benefits, rehabilitation etc.); ii) retirement from the workforce (e.g. early retirement benefit, 

bridging benefit etc.); iii) pension (old-age pension, supplementary disability pension and others pension 

schemes); iv) others (passive unemployment benefits (‘kontanthjælp (passiv)’), refugee benefits, students, others 

outside labor force). Individuals with no information on socio-economic status are excluded from the sample. 
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To complete the analysis of LFP, in Table E1 in Appendix E we report marginal effects from 

probit estimation of the labor force participation. In our preferred difference-in-difference 

specification (similar to the preferred specification for the other outcomes in Section 6), the 

estimated coefficient becomes close to zero and insignificant. As the common trend-

assumption is not convincing fulfilled for LFP, and the difference-in-difference coefficient is 

insignificant and close to zero when including the preferred set of controls, a suggestive 

conclusion could be that the reform has no effect on LFP. However, due to the above-

mentioned caveats, we will not comment more on labor force participation throughout the rest 

for the paper. 

 

Figure 7. Time Trend in Labor Force Participation for Married and Cohabiting 

Women 

 

Source: Authors’ calculations using Danish Register data from 2010-2018 

Note: The graph shows the predictive margins in each year for cohabiting and married individuals controlling for 

age, age squared, education level, dummy for on-going education, dummy for children, number of children, 

partner’s age, partner’s education level and partner’s employment status. 

 

To sum up, we now focus solely on the intensive margin of labor supply. Our figures for annual 

earnings, hourly wage and hours worked indicate that cohabiting women have pre-reform 

trends in labor market outcomes that are generally similar to that of married women. Hence, in 

these cases, cohabiting women appear to be a valid control group for married women in the 

difference-in-difference framework.  
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6. Empirical Results 
 

Using the change to the Danish divorce law in 2013 and the difference-in-difference approach 

as described in Section 4, this section provides evidence on the effect of introducing less 

restrictive divorce laws. For this purpose, we rely on detailed administrative register data for 

the empirical analyses with married women being the treated group and cohabiting women 

representing the control group. The pre-reform period is 2010-2012, and the post-reform period 

is 2014-2018. 

 

As described in more detail in Section 2, women often specialize in home-production and thus 

have a weaker connection to the labor market than men. Such gender differences imply a need 

for investigations of labor market responses to less restrictive divorce laws. In this paper, we 

present effects of less restrictive divorce laws on annual labor market earnings (Table 4), the 

hourly wage and the annual hours worked (Table 5).  

 

Table 4 reports the difference-in-differences estimates for the annual labor market earnings. 

Column (1) presents the results for a specification with no controls beyond the treatment 

indicator and time controls. The difference-in-difference estimate suggests that the reform 

implies an average increase in annual earnings of 2.3 percent for the married women in 

comparison with the cohabiting women. Column (2) includes individual controls like age, age 

squared and ethnicity, while column (3) includes education dummies and column (4) controls 

for number of children and children living at home. After controlling for individual and partner 

characteristics in column (5), the estimated difference-in-differences coefficient remains 

positive and significant. In the preferred specification (column 5), easier access to divorce 

increases earnings, on average, by 2.0 percent for married women relative to cohabiting 

women.24 The results provide insights into the bargaining mechanisms for married couples and 

indicate that married women seem to strengthen their outside options as a response to less 

restrictive divorce laws.  

 

 
24 Controlling for partner characteristics can be problematic, as we are not accounting for potential assortative 

matching, and/or that partners match based on their preferences for housework vs. market work. We disregard 

such potential biases when interpreting the results in column (5). However, as the partner(‘s characteristics) might 

influence women’s labor market decisions, we believe that column (5) is the most appropriate specification. 

Moreover, as the results from column (4) are generally similar to those reported in column (5), assortative 

matching does not seem to drive our results. 



Page 26 of 56 

 

We also note that the estimated coefficient for being married is positive throughout all 

specifications and generally decreases when the number of controls increases. The positive 

coefficient captures generally higher earnings among married women as compared to 

cohabiting women irrespective of the reform. However, the estimated coefficient drops 

substantially when controlling for individual characteristics such as age, and educational 

attainment. The coefficient for the post-reform dummy is always negative and around minus 2 

percent. It indicates an overall reduction in earnings after the reform as compared to pre-reform 

for both groups of women. For the rest of the tables with results, we focus solely on the 

difference-in-differences estimates as the results for the marriage dummy and the post-reform 

dummy are similar in spirit to those just reported. Moreover, results for hourly wage and hours 

worked are only reported with our preferred specification.25  

 

Table 4. Difference-in-Difference Results: Annual Labor Market Earnings 

Dependent Variable: Log Annual Labor Market Earnings       

            

  (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) 

Married x Post 0.0232*** 0.0203*** 0.0180*** 0.0200*** 0.0199*** 

  (0.0015) (0.0013) (0.0012) (0.0012) (0.0012) 

       
Post -0.0043** -0.0269*** -0.0246*** -0.0244*** -0.0246*** 

  (0.0018) (0.0016) (0.0015) (0.0015) (0.0015) 

       
Married  0.2887*** 0.0540*** 0.0227*** 0.0264*** 0.0200*** 

  (0.0012) (0.0011) (0.0010) (0.0010) (0.0010) 

            

Time controls  Yes Yes Yes  Yes Yes  

Individual controls No Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Educational controls No No Yes  Yes  Yes  

Children controls No No No  Yes  Yes  

Partner controls  No No No  No Yes  

      

Mean (Pre-Reform 

for Married Women)  
319,451.78 319,451.78 319,451.78 319,451.78 319,451.78 

No. of Observations  5,594,409 5,594,409 5,594,409 5,594,409 5,594,409 

R-Squared 0.0383 0.1535 0.2528 0.2543 0.2571 
Source: Authors’ calculation based on Danish Register data        

Note: The sample include all women, aged 20-60, who are either married or cohabiting at some time during 

2010-2012 (pre-reform period) and 2014-2018 (post-reform period). Time controls is time away from 2013. 

Individual controls include age, education dummies, children dummy, number of children, and ethnicity. 

Partner controls include age, education dummies and employment status. Standard errors in parentheses. 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1   

 

 
25 Tables for hours worked, hourly wage and earnings, respectively, with stepwise increasing number of controls 

are presented in Tables F1 and F2 in Appendix F. The sign (and overall size) of the difference-in-differences 

estimator is consistent when adding controls stepwise, therefore only the preferred specification is reported in 

Table 5.  
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In Table 5, we present the impact of the reform on the hourly wage (column 1) and annual 

hours worked (column 2), respectively. Hourly wages among married women increased on 

average by 0.4 percent after the reform relative to hourly wages of cohabiting women. There 

are two potential explanations for increases in the hourly wage: 1) a raise in annual earnings in 

the current job (given constant hours worked); or 2) finding a better-paid job elsewhere.  Both 

explanations require the woman to actively pursue the increase in earnings, and the results 

strongly indicate that the women actively react to the change in the divorce law.  

 

We find an increase in the estimated annual working hours of 19 hours (Column (2) in Table 

5), which is approximately a 1.2 percent increase in annual hours worked among married 

women. Overall, we find considerable increases in annual earnings, the hourly wages, and 

annual working hours among married women because of the reform.  

 

Table 5. Difference-in-Difference Results: Hourly Wage and Annual Hours Worked  

 

Dependent Variable 

 

  

(1) 

Log Hourly Wage 

(2) 

Annual Hours Worked 

Married x Post 0.0043*** 18.6767*** 

  (0.0004) (1.0174) 

    
Post -0.0178*** -11.0263*** 

  (0.0005) (1.2562) 

    
Married  0.0064*** 3.6675*** 

  (0.0004) (0.8403) 

      

Individual controls Yes  Yes  

Time controls  Yes Yes 

Educational controls Yes  Yes  

Children controls Yes  Yes  

Partner controls  Yes  Yes  

   

   

Mean (Pre-Reform for Married 

Women)  
207.63 1,529.27 

No. of Observations  5,594,409 5,594,409 

R-Squared 0.3114 0.1380 
Source: Authors’ calculation based on Danish Register data.  

Note: The sample include all women, aged 20-60, who are either married or cohabiting at some time during 

2010-2012 (pre-reform period) and 2014-2018 (post-reform period). Time controls is time away from 2013. 

Individual controls include age, education dummies, children dummy, number of children, and ethnicity. 

Partner controls include age, education dummies and employment status. Standard errors in parentheses. *** 

p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1    
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Hence, the results in Tables 4 and 5 are in line with the bargaining theories, pointing to a 

statistically significant and economically relevant increase in labor supply among married 

women after the introduction of easier divorce.  The results show that working married women, 

are likely to work even more after the reform. Thus, lowering the barriers to divorce seems to 

increase female labor supply at the intensive margin.  

 

Yet, women in different life situations and with different characteristics may respond 

differently to the reform, as the value of their outside opportunities may differ. We explore 

three potential sources of heterogeneous impacts on labor market outcomes: the presence of 

children in the relationship, women’s educational levels, and women’s income (level and rank).  

 

6.1 Heterogenous Effects: The Presence (and age) of Children   

 

We explore heterogeneous effects by parental status and by the age of children. The ‘intensity 

of treatment’ could vary depending on women’s parental status as labor market attachment 

differs between mothers and non-mothers. Women with children generally have lower hourly 

wages and lower overall income, see e.g. Lundborg et al. (2017), also in Denmark. Children 

are known to have a (negative) impact on women’s working hours and flexibility in the labor 

market, see Bonke et al. (2005). Furthermore, following a divorce, mothers are often the 

primary caretaker,26 implying that mothers may have to increase labor supply to ensure 

independent financial means in the face of an increased risk of a divorce. However, children 

also constitute marriage specific capital, so if the mothers try to increase the value of marriage 

by investing more in the children (e.g. by spending more time with them), this could imply 

opposite effects on labor market attachment of the mothers. 

 

Table 6 reports the heterogeneous impact on annual earnings, the hourly wage, and annual 

working hours by motherhood. Panels A and B show the results when the sample is restricted 

to women with and without children, respectively. These results show that the previously 

documented increase in hours worked is driven by women with children. In fact, married 

mothers increase their annual hours worked by 12 hours, relative to cohabiting mothers, 

whereas, married non-mothers ‘only’ increase their annual hours worked by 5 hours, relative 

 
26 In 2018, there were 114,930 single mothers who were the primary caretaker, whereas only 13,940 single 

fathers were categorized as the primary caretaker (Statistikbanken, BRN12).  
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to cohabiting non-mothers. Furthermore, married mothers significantly increase, on average, 

their annual earnings and hourly wages by 1.7 and 0.4 percent, respectively. On the contrary, 

married non-mothers decrease annual earnings and hourly wage. Interestingly, the married 

non-mothers increase annual hours worked, but not by as much as married mothers.  

 

In summary, the results show that married mothers generally strengthen their attachment to the 

labor market more than non-mothers do, when less restrictive divorce laws are introduced. 

 

 

Table 6. Heterogeneous Impacts by Motherhood  

  Dependent Variable  

  Log Annual Earnings Log Hourly Wage Annual Hours Worked 

  (1) (2) (3) 

A. Mothers       

Married x Post 0.0171*** 0.0036*** 12.7841*** 

  (0.0016) (0.0006) (1.3208) 

     
Post -0.0195*** -0.0180*** -2.0059 

  (0.0018) (0.0007) (1.5596) 

     
Married 0.0246*** 0.0101*** 10.4912*** 

  (0.0012) (0.0005) (1.0644) 

     
No. of Observations 4,281,248 4,281,248 4,281,248 

        

B. Non-mothers       

Married x Post -0.0043* -0.0037*** 5.0723*** 

  (0.0024) (0.0008) (1.9350) 

     
Post -0.0197*** -0.0102*** -18.1402*** 

  (0.0030) (0.0010) (2.4150) 

     
Married 0.0176*** 0.0026*** 0.7301 

  (0.0018) (0.0006) (1.5090) 

     
No. of Observations 1,313,161 1,313,161 1,313,161 
Source: Authors’ calculation based on Danish Register data  

Note: The sample include all women, aged 20-60, who are either married or cohabiting at some time during 

2010-2012 (pre-reform period) and 2014-2018 (post-reform period). In all regressions we have included for 

time controls (time away from 2013), individual controls (age, education dummies, children dummy, number 

of children, and ethnicity) and partner controls (age, education dummies and employment status). Standard 

errors in parentheses. *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1   
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Within the group of mothers, the effects may depend on the age of the children and whether 

the children actually live at the mother’s residence. Women with children living in their home 

may be differentially affected in terms of bargaining outcomes, income elasticities and costs 

of caring for children. In fact, mothers with teenage children (13-18 years old) face a greater 

divorce risk than mothers with young children living at home (Kábatek and Ribar, 2021). Thus, 

mothers without children living at home may respond more to less restrictive divorce laws.   

 

Panel A of Table 7 shows results for women with children living at home, and Panel B 

describes mothers without children living at home. The results indicate that the positive 

increase in labor market outcomes among mothers stems primarily from mothers without 

children living at home. Married mothers without children living at home respond more in 

terms of annual earnings and the hourly wage than married mothers with children living at 

home. Even after controlling for age, married mothers without children living at home increase 

annual earnings by 2.3 percent and hourly wages by 0.7 percent relative to cohabiting mothers 

without children living at home. Mothers with children living at home ‘only’ increase annual 

earnings by 1.5 percent and the hourly wage by 0.2 percent. Both married mothers with and 

without children at home increase their annual hours worked slightly (12 hours). For both 

groups of women, the increase in working hours is relatively small, as it corresponds to less 

than a percent of the average annual working hours. 
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Table 7. Heterogeneous Impacts by Children Living at Home  

  Dependent Variable  

  Log Annual Earnings Log Hourly Wage Annual Hours Worked 

  (1) (2) (3) 

A. Mothers with children living at home   

Married x Post 0.0152*** 0.0021*** 12.5303*** 

  (0.0018) (0.0007) (1.5098) 

     
Post -0.0169*** -0.0162*** -1.4737 

  (0.0021) (0.0008) (1.7958) 

     
Married 0.0214*** 0.0117*** 7.4953*** 

  0.0152*** 0.0021*** 12.5303*** 

     
No. of Observations 3,122,897 3,122,897 3,122,897 

        

B. Mothers without children living at home  

Married x Post 0.0230*** 0.0072*** 12.1345*** 

  (0.0033) (0.0012) (2.7453) 

     
Post -0.0297*** -0.0230*** -3.8655 

  (0.0038) (0.0014) (3.1656) 

     
Married 0.0270*** 0.0050*** 16.6593*** 

  0.0230*** 0.0072*** 12.1345*** 

     
No. of Observations 1,158,351 1,158,351 1,158,351 
Source: Authors’ calculation based on Danish Register data  

Note: The sample include all women, aged 20-60, who are either married or cohabiting at some time during 

2010-2012 (pre-reform period) and 2014-2018 (post-reform period). In all regressions we have included for 

time controls (time away from 2013), individual controls (age, education dummies, children dummy, number 

of children, and ethnicity) and partner controls (age, education dummies and employment status). Standard 

errors in parentheses. *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1   

 

In conclusion, we find that married mothers with children living at home generally respond 

less, in terms of labor market outcomes, when less restrictive divorce laws are implemented. 

We thus gain important insights into the bargaining mechanisms and household decisions for 

married couples with children. The results indicate that married mothers with young children 

do not need to strengthen their position on the labor market as children themselves increase 

‘security’ of the marriage. Alternatively, mothers with children living at home might not need 

to invest as much in the labor market, because, in case of a divorce, they will receive transfers 

as single parents with dependents. However, when the children leave the home, the mother 

needs to strengthen her outside options to increase her bargaining position in the marriage.  
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6.2 Heterogenous Effects: Education as a Measure of Outside Options 

 

We now investigate heterogeneous effects for women having different levels of education. As 

described in Section 2, educational levels of the individual spouses likely have a direct impact 

on outside options in case of a divorce. Women with a low level of education, and thereby poor 

alternative outside options, might respond more to less restrictive divorce laws as they are often 

better off in the relationship.   

 

In Table 8, the sample is split into three groups by women’s educational levels: low, 

intermediate, and high.27 The results show that women in all educational groups respond to the 

reform, but women with a low education level increase their annual earnings and hours worked 

the most. They increase annual earnings and hours worked by 3.4 percent and 35 hours, 

respectively, relative to cohabiting women with the same education level. In fact, married 

women with low education level increase their annual hours worked with more than 5 times as 

much as married women with a high education level (35 hours versus 6 hours). An increase of 

35 hours corresponds to an increase of about 2.3 percent for an average married woman. 

However turning to hourly wage, low educated married women tend to decrease their hourly 

wage by 0.2 percent relative to low educated cohabiting women. As the hourly wage is a 

product of annual earnings and hours worked, one explanation could simply be that the annual 

hours worked increase relatively more than annual earnings after the reform.  

 

Overall, our results indicate that the lowest and intermediate educated women respond more to 

the reform than the highest educated women. One possible explanation is that women with low 

or intermediate education levels have better prerequisites for increasing their labor market 

outcomes than high educated women. Furthermore, women with low or intermediate education 

levels are more likely to work part time and hence they can increase their hours in contrast to 

(high educated) women who initially work full time.   

  

 
27 Low education refers to compulsory education or high school; intermediate education is vocational education 

or short-term further education/bachelor/college; and high education is long-term further education as university 

degrees.  
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Table 8. Heterogeneous Impacts by Education Level  

  Dependent Variable  

  Log Annual Earnings Log Hourly Wage Annual Hours Worked 

  (2) (3) (4) 

A. Low Education 

Level 
      

Married x Post 0.0344*** -0.0024** 35.2554*** 

  (0.0034) (0.0011) (2.5201) 

     
Post 0.0027 -0.0070*** 8.1823** 

  (0.0044) (0.0014) (3.2465) 

     
Married 0.4882*** 0.1148*** 298.7964*** 

  (0.0026) (0.0009) (1.9411) 

     
No. of Observations 1,137,592 1,137,592 1,137,592 

        

B. Intermediate Education Level       

Married x Post 0.0227*** 0.0056*** 20.7282*** 

  (0.0016) (0.0006) (1.3234) 

     
Post -0.0155*** -0.0127*** -8.3214*** 

  (0.0020) (0.0007) (1.6073) 

     
Married 0.1960*** 0.0731*** 104.3721*** 

  (0.0013) (0.0004) (1.0353) 

     
No. of Observations 3,773,756 3,773,756 3,773,756 

        

C. High Education Level   

  
  

Married x Post 0.0066* 0.0031** 6.2061** 

  (0.0038) (0.0015) (3.1198) 

     
Post 0.0014 -0.0036** 6.6378* 

  (0.0045) (0.0018) (3.7370) 

     
Married 0.1873*** 0.1056*** 83.2578*** 

  (0.0031) (0.0012) (2.5928) 

     
No. of Observations 683,061 683,061 683,061 
Source: Authors’ calculation based on Danish Register data  

Note: The sample include all women, aged 20-60, who are either married or cohabiting at some time during 

2010-2012 (pre-reform period) and 2014-2018 (post-reform period). In all regressions we have included for 

time controls (time away from 2013), individual controls (age, education dummies, children dummy, number 

of children, and ethnicity) and partner controls (age, education dummies and employment status). Standard 

errors in parentheses. *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1   
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6.3 Heterogenous Effects: Income Level and Ranks within Households  
 

Another measure of outside options is the income level. Low- and high-income women likely 

face different outside options and thereby may react differently when it becomes easier to 

divorce. We conjecture that high-income women respond less to the introduction of less 

restrictive divorce laws relative to low-income women as high-income women’s outside 

options are better than those of low-income women. We thus present results by income 

percentiles in Table 9. Our estimation sample is divided into four groups based on the income 

percentiles among all Danish women in 2010.28   

 

When focusing on income percentiles, the results show the largest response in terms of annual 

working hours for women in the 25th to 50th percentile (9 hours). Surprisingly, the low-income 

women seem to reduce their working hours slightly (4 hours) as a response to the reform. This 

result does not initially seem to be in line with the previous results by education groups, but a 

look at mean incomes by education groups29 reveals that those in the lowest education group 

actually do not have the lowest incomes but instead are in the 25th to 50th percentile group.  

 

Overall, the women with an income level above the 75th percentile react the most in terms of 

increases in their annual earnings (0.5 percent) and hourly wages (0.4 percent). However, we 

see completely opposite results for the women earning below the lowest quartile.  As a response 

to the reform, they significantly decrease annual earnings (-3.2 percent) and hourly wages (-

1.9 percent), which contradicts our conjunction. In absolute terms, their (negative) response to 

the reform is much larger than the positive response by the high-income group. One 

explanation could be that these low-earning women do not have the resources to increase their 

labor market attachment, or they simply just value home-production and thus specialize in 

home-production to a higher degree than before. Another explanation, could be that they expect 

the welfare system to ‘catch’ them in the event of a divorce.  

 

  

 
28 We find the 25th, 50th and 75th income percentiles among all Danish women in 2010 (corrected for inflation) 

and afterwards create four intervals based on these. In each year, individuals are assigned to an interval based on 

their earnings in that year.  
29 Not included in Table 2 but available from the authors upon request. 
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Table 9. Heterogeneous Impacts by Income Level  

  Dependent Variable 

  

Log Annual 

Earnings 
Log Hourly Wage 

Annual Hours 

Worked 

  (1) (2) (3) 

A. Below the 25th percentile       

Married x Post -0.0318*** -0.0189*** -3.9774*** 

  (0.0025) (0.0011) (1.0431) 

     
Post 0.0138*** -0.0166*** 14.7749*** 

  (0.0032) (0.0014) (1.3148) 

     
Married 0.0526*** 0.0177*** 12.8243*** 

  -0.0318*** -0.0189*** -3.9774*** 

     
No. Of Observations 804,347 804,347 804,347 

    

B. 25th to 50th percentile       

Married x Post 0.0008 -0.0051*** 9.3563*** 

  (0.0008) (0.0008) (1.3195) 

     
Post -0.0032*** -0.0088*** 4.2563*** 

  (0.0010) (0.0010) (1.6507) 

     
Married 0.0040*** 0.0117*** -13.8234*** 

  0.0008 -0.0051*** 9.3563*** 

    

No. Of Observations 1,586,452 1,586,452 1,586,452 

        

C. 50th to 75th percentile       

Married x Post 0.0009*** -0.0005 2.6861*** 

  (0.0003) (0.0005) (0.8034) 

     
Post -0.0018*** -0.0056*** 5.8754*** 

  (0.0004) (0.0007) (1.0035) 

     
Married -0.0007*** 0.0112*** -19.9921*** 

  0.0009*** -0.0005 2.6861*** 

    

No. Of Observations 1,576,014 1,576,014 1,576,014 

        

C. Above the 75th percentile       

Married x Post 0.0046*** 0.0035*** 1.7342*** 

  (0.0007) (0.0007) (0.5910) 

     
Post -0.0041*** -0.0065*** 4.5251*** 

  (0.0008) (0.0009) (0.7141) 

     
Married 0.0061*** 0.0111*** -8.3339*** 

  0.0046*** 0.0035*** 1.7342*** 

    

No. Of Observations 1,627,596 1,627,596 1,627,596 
Source: Authors’ calculation based on Danish Register data  

Note: The four groups based on the income percentiles among all Danish women in 2010. We find the 25th, 

50th and 75th income percentiles among all Danish women in 2010 (corrected for inflation) and afterwards 
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create four intervals based on these. In each year, individuals are assigned to an interval based on their earnings 

in that year. The sample include women, aged 20-60, who are either married or cohabiting at some time during 

2010-2012 (pre-reform period) and 2014-2018 (post-reform period). Furthermore, the sample is restricted to 

only working women. In all regressions we have included for time controls (time away from 2013), individual 

controls (age, education dummies, children dummy, number of children, and ethnicity) and partner controls 

(age, education dummies and employment status). Standard errors in parentheses. *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * 

p<0.1   

 

To further understand these responses, we look at the effect of the reform by intra-household 

differences in the income distribution ranking. The categorization variable is constructed in 

two steps: First, we identify the distribution of yearly earnings by percentile rank (1-100) 

among all Danish women in 2010 (CPI-adjusted to 2018 prices). Second, women in our sample 

are, in each year, assigned to a rank based on their earnings in that given year. We follow the 

same strategy for men. Third, we find the within couple rank difference (rank woman – rank 

man).  

 

To gain insights into the distribution of differences in rank pre- and post-reform, respectively, 

we illustrate these within-couple-rank-differences in Figure 8. Both distributions are right-

skewed and there is a slight tendence of greater difference between couples after the reform. 

The figure indicates that the male partner is ranked higher in their gender group compared to 

the female partner. This most likely also implies that the male partner has the greatest share of 

the household income.  

 

Figure 8. Within Couple Rank Difference by Reform 

 

Source: Authors’ calculations using Danish Register data from 2010-2018. 
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Figure 8 shows that the majority of couples are centered around ‘-5 to 5’ in rank difference, 

hence we focus on this group and allows for greater differences in rank further away from the 

center. In Table 10, we present estimation results for effects of the reform by differences in 

rank within couples by A) -25 to -100; B) -5 to -25; C) -5 to 5; D) 5 to 25; and E) 25 to 100. A 

negative difference in rank means that the male partner is ranked higher compared to the female 

partner, and vice versa when the difference in rank is positive.  

 

For women ranked more than 25 percentiles lower than their male partner in their respective 

distributions (Panel A), the annual earnings decrease by 2.2 percent, hourly wages by 0.5 and 

annual working hours decreases by 10 hours. Contrary, women who are ranked significantly 

higher than their male partner (Panel E), increase their annual earnings by 0.6 percent, hourly 

wage by 0.4 percent and annual hours worked by about 4.  These results are generally small, 

but they are opposite of what we expected, namely that women who earn more than their 

husbands respond less to restrictive divorce laws.  

 

For women ranked almost the same as their partners, namely a difference in rank between -5 

to 5, annual earnings do not change significantly, but the hourly wage decreases by 0.4 percent 

and annual hours increase by 8 hours. These effects are not large, though. 

 

In summary, our expectations are not confirmed by this analysis, as it is the women ranked 

significantly higher than their partner who are improving their labor market outcomes the most. 

In particular, the results for the women ranked lower than their partner appears counterintuitive, 

as these women should have incentives to improve their outside options. On the other hand, 

this result may reflect, as the results presented earlier, that women with low rank relative to the 

spouse (and eventually low absolute income), expect - and get - support from the social benefit 

system and the spouse in case of a divorce. 
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Table 10. Heterogeneous Impacts by Within Couple Rank Difference 

  Dependent Variable  

  
Log Annual Earnings Log Hourly Wage 

Annual Hours 

Worked 

  (1) (2) (3) 

A. Rank Difference between -25 to -100   

Married x Post -0.0223*** -0.0052*** -10.2384*** 

  (0.0031) (0.0011) (2.4026) 

     
Post 0.0260*** -0.0157*** 29.6219*** 

  (0.0039) (0.0013) (2.9754) 

     
Married 0.0784*** 0.0110*** 41.3332*** 

  (0.0026) (0.0009) (2.0351) 

    

No. Of Observations 1,068,276 1,068,276 1,068,276 

        

B. Rank Difference between -25 to -5   

Married x Post 0.0054** -0.0056*** 8.9937*** 

  (0.0022) (0.0009) (1.9489) 

     
Post -0.0110*** -0.0073*** -3.5253 

  (0.0027) (0.0011) (2.3982) 

     
Married 0.0442*** 0.0124*** 16.8838*** 

  (0.0018) (0.0008) (1.6188) 

    

No. Of Observations 979,589 979,589 979,589 

        

C. Rank Difference between -5 to 5   

Married x Post 0.0005 -0.0037*** 7.7196*** 

  (0.0020) (0.0010) (1.9964) 

     
Post 0.0017 -0.0061*** 2.7402 

  (0.0024) (0.0012) (2.4160) 

     
Married 0.0324*** 0.0065*** 15.2506*** 

  (0.0016) (0.0009) (1.6501) 

    

No. Of Observations 740,914 740,914 740,914 

        

D. Rank Difference between 5 to 25   

Married x Post 0.0017** -0.0047*** 9.5839*** 

  (0.0008) (0.0008) (1.3048) 

     
Post -0.0021** -0.0039*** 1.8863 

  (0.0009) (0.0010) (1.5716) 

     
Married 0.0051*** 0.0083*** -8.9269*** 

  (0.0006) (0.0007) (1.0476) 

    

No. Of Observations 959,816 959,816 959,816 
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E. Rank Difference between 25 to 100   

Married x Post 0.0062*** 0.0040*** 3.7440*** 

  (0.0010) (0.0010) (0.9900) 

     
Post -0.0101*** -0.0123*** 3.4115*** 

  (0.0012) (0.0013) (1.2178) 

     
Married 0.0069*** 0.0101*** -5.7853*** 

  (0.0008) (0.0008) (0.8304) 

    

No. Of Observations 754,963 754,963 754,963 
Source: Authors’ calculation based on Danish Register data.      

Note: The sample include women, aged 20-60, who are either married or cohabiting at some time during 2010-

2012 (pre-reform period) and 2014-2018 (post-reform period). Furthermore, the sample is restricted to only 

working women. In all regressions we have included for time controls (time away from 2013), individual 

controls (age, education dummies, children dummy, number of children, and ethnicity) and partner controls 

(age, education dummies and employment status). Standard errors in parentheses. *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * 

p<0.1   

 

 

7. Conclusion  
 

In this paper, we investigate how lowering barriers to divorce affects women’s investments in 

the labor market. According to economic theories of household bargaining, introducing less 

restrictive divorce laws reduces the cost of divorce which changes the value of a marriage, and 

thus potentially changes the relative bargaining position within the household. Our aim has 

been to investigate whether women strengthen their outside options, in terms of a wide range 

of labor market outcomes, when obtaining divorce becomes easier. As this type of reform is 

likely the next step in easing requirement for getting a divorce in many counties, it is important 

to look into the effects of such a reform. Our analysis is performed in an environment where 

divorces are accepted and common, as around 40 percent of all Danish marriages ends in a 

divorce. Furthermore, the Danish welfare system provides a tighter social safety net compared 

to, e.g., the US. 

 

We combine detailed administrative register data information and a change in the Danish 

divorce law in 2013 to estimate labor market consequences for women of introducing less 

restrictive divorce laws. Specifically, the reform introduces an online application system for 

divorce and on top of that reduces the separation period before the actual divorce. Thus, it 

allows couples to divorce without a separation period if they agree to divorce, and in case they 

do not agree to divorce, the separation period is reduced from 12 to 6 months. Overall, the 

reform makes it easier and quicker to obtain a divorce, which increases the risk of divorce. Our 

empirical strategy takes advantage of the fact that cohabiting couples are not directly affected 
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by the reform and hence constitutes a suitable control group in a difference-in-differences 

framework.  

 

The results show that the less restrictive divorce law is associated with statistically significant 

positive effects on women’s labor market investments. As we follow our affected individuals 

five years after the reform, we are confident that the reform has short-run and potentially 

medium-run effects on married women’s labor market outcomes. Annual labor market income 

of married women increases by 2.0 percent, hourly wages increase by 0.4 percent and the 

annual hours worked increases by 19 hours, relative to cohabiting women. Overall, our results 

indicate that married women strengthen their outside options as a response to less restrictive 

divorce laws. The results for the effect on working hours is in line with Genadek et al. (2007) 

as they find that labor supply of married women in US states having introduced no-fault divorce 

laws is higher than for married women in states postponing the introduction of no-fault divorce.  

 

Furthermore, we find that differences in the intensity of the treatment, depending on marriage 

specific capital (children) and current outside options (education and income), lead to 

heterogeneous responses of married women. In terms of motherhood, married mothers respond 

stronger to less restrictive divorce laws than married non-mothers do, relative to cohabiting 

mothers and non-mothers. Yet, mothers without children living at home seem to drive this 

positive effect. One potential explanation is that young children are a valuable marriage 

specific capital, and married mothers with young children therefore generally face a lower risk 

of divorce. Therefore, these women do not need to increase labor market participation to secure 

good outside options, as they already have a strong bargaining position in the household due 

to their young children. This result stands in contrast to Genadek et al. (2007), who find that 

married mothers of 0-2 years old children drive the result, as their labor supply is 1.2 weeks 

higher in states with a no-fault divorce law. This difference may reflect that the Danish welfare 

system ensures that mothers (single parents) receive public transfers in case of a divorce, which 

may demotivate these married mothers to financially secure themselves by working more.  

 

The estimations of heterogenous effects for various levels of education, show that married 

women with low or intermediate education levels increase their annual labor income and 

annual hours worked the most. When measuring outside options in terms of current income 

and within couple rank differences in income, we find that, contradictory to our expectations, 

women in the lowest quartile respond the least to the reform. This result may reflect that woman 
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having a significant lower rank than their partner (and eventually low absolute income), do not 

have the resources to strengthen their labor market attainment, or they simply expect the 

support from the social benefit system and/or spousal support to be sufficient in the case of 

divorce. 

 

The validity of the estimates in this study hinges on two factors: Firstly, we use the group of 

cohabiting couples as a comparison group for the married couples. As cohabitation is very 

common in Denmark, also for relationships of long duration and involving children, we argue 

that this is an appropriate comparison group. This is further supported by our graphic analyses 

of pre-trends of outcomes in Section 5.3. Secondly, the availability and inclusion of very rich, 

full population register data enables us to control for a large range of characteristics for both 

partners and their children. Currently, we follow the individuals in the pre-reform period, 2010-

2012, and into the post-reform period, 2014-2018. When more recent data becomes available, 

the robustness of the results can be further validated. 

 

Overall, the results suggest an important role for changes in bargaining power within the 

marriage when divorce becomes an easier and ‘cheaper’ option. Lowering the barriers to 

divorce also seems to indirectly improve female labor market attachment. These results support 

the hypothesis that an increase in the perceived risk of marital dissolution overall increases 

working hours as well as income and hourly wage among working married women. We can 

explain this pattern by women wanting to increase the value of a continued marriage, but also 

increasing the value of their outside options in case of a divorce. However, it should also be 

noticed that it is compliers, as indicated by our analysis of heterogeneous effects, who are 

driving the results. There may therefore be a lot of (happily) married women in the sample who 

do not react to the reform at all.  

 
It is of both economic and political relevance to understand married women’s reactions to less 

restrictive divorce laws. The purpose of changing the 2013-divorce law was not to affect labor 

market outcomes but instead to ensure that couples did not have to stay together, if one (or 

both) of them decided that they were better off as singles. Thus, when married women increase 

their labor market attachment as a reaction to the reform, it confirms that, e.g., labor market 

behavior is (in)directly influenced by policies regulating intra-household decisions. In this 

study, we have therefore identified at least one important externality of changing divorce laws. 
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At the same time, it warrants policy makers to have focus on such externalities when 

developing appropriate public policies in the future.  
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Appendix  
 

A. Fees with the 2013-Reform  
 

With the 2013-reform, new fees for separation and divorce were also introduced, see Table A1. 

Generally, the fees are relatively small but increase slightly after the reform. After the reform 

it costs DKK 900 (€121) to get a divorce, whereas before the reform the fee was DKK 500 

(€67). Couples also have to pay a fee for getting a separation and a fee for a meeting if they 

cannot agree on the conditions for the divorce. This also means it becomes slightly more 

expensive after the reform to get a divorce if a couple choose to separate prior to the divorce. 

However, if a couple considers to divorce, it is probably not the fees the determine whether or 

not they actually obtain a divorce. Instead, we argue that easier and faster access to divorce is 

what drives the change in number of divorces.  

 

Table A1. Direct Costs Related to a Divorce 
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B. Responses by The Partner to Less Restrictive Divorce Laws 

 

Table B1 presents results with our preferred specification for the male partner. The results 

indicate that men also respond to ‘easier access’ to divorce. Married men tend to increase their 

annual earnings by 1.5 percent, hourly wage by 0.8 percent and annual hours worked by 9.5 

hours, relative to cohabiting men. Hence, married men respond less than married women in 

terms of annual earnings and hours worked. In our study, we only focus on women, as they 

often have a weaker connection to the labor market than their partner. 

 

Table B1. Effects on Labor Market Outcomes among Married Men using Cohabiting 

Men as Control Group. 

 Dependent Variable 

   
Log Annual 

Earnings 
Log Hourly Wage 

Annual Hours 

Worked 

 
(2) (3) (4) 

Married x Post 0.0153*** 0.0077*** 9.4895*** 

 (0.0013) (0.0006) (1.1027) 

Post -0.0165*** -0.0201*** 4.3882*** 

 (0.0016) (0.0008) (1.3392) 

Married 0.0473*** 0.0213*** 27.1944*** 

 (0.0011) (0.0005) (0.9175) 

    
Observations 4,497,408 4,499,470 4,443,614 

R-squared 0.2034 0.2447 0.0789 

Source: Authors’ calculation based on Danish Register data 

Note: The sample include all men, aged 22-60, who are either married or cohabiting at some time during 2010-

2012 (pre-reform period) and 2014-2018 (post-reform period). All regression includes time controls (time away 

from 2013), individual controls (age, education dummies, children dummy, number of children, and ethnicity) 

and partner controls (age, education dummies and employment status). Standard errors in parentheses. *** 

p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1   
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C. Robustness: Different Age Restrictions 

 

To check the robustness of our results in terms of (potential) different patterns of cohabitation 

for different age groups (or mismeasurement of cohabitation), we run regressions using 

different age restrictions on the sample. We thus check results for women aged 22-60, 25-60 

and 28-60. These results are presented in Tables C1, C2 and C3, respectively. The results 

indicate that the difference-in-difference coefficient becomes slightly smaller when increasing 

the lower age restriction. One explanation could be that couples in their early twenties do not 

have children yet and therefore are able to strengthen outside options even more. However, the 

overall results do not change much and thus we do not worry that mismeasurement of 

roommates as cohabiting couples are driving our results. 

 

Table C1. Effects on Labor Market Outcomes among Married Women using 

Cohabiting Women as Control Group for Women aged 22-60.  

 Dependent Variable 

   
Log Annual Earnings Log Hourly Wage 

Annual Hours 

Worked 

 
(2) (3) (4) 

Married x Post 0.0185*** 0.0043*** 17.2725*** 

 (0.0012) (0.0004) (1.0311) 

Post -0.0227*** -0.0179*** -9.2292*** 

 (0.0015) (0.0005) (1.2694) 

Married 0.0267*** 0.0092*** 7.5910*** 

 (0.0010) (0.0004) (0.8460) 

    
Observations 5,533,144 5,533,144 5,533,144 

R-squared 0.2319 0.2908 0.1205 

Source: Authors’ calculation based on Danish Register data 

Note: The sample include all women, aged 22-60, who are either married or cohabiting at some time during 2010-

2012 (pre-reform period) and 2014-2018 (post-reform period). All regression includes time controls (time away 

from 2013), individual controls (age, education dummies, children dummy, number of children, and ethnicity) 

and partner controls (age, education dummies and employment status). Standard errors in parentheses. *** 

p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1   
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Table C2. Effects on Labor Market Outcomes among Married Women using 

Cohabiting Women as Control Group for Women aged 25-60.  

 Dependent Variable 

   

Log Annual 

Earnings 
Log Hourly Wage 

Annual Hours 

Worked 

 
(2) (3) (4) 

Married x Post 0.0163*** 0.0051*** 13.8843*** 

 (0.0013) (0.0005) (1.0708) 

Post -0.0206*** -0.0188*** -6.0865*** 

 (0.0016) (0.0006) (1.3066) 

Married 0.0258*** 0.0091*** 7.7873*** 

 (0.0010) (0.0004) (0.8671) 

    
Observations 5,361,713 5,361,713 5,361,713 

R-squared 0.1690 0.2698 0.0755 

Source: Authors’ calculation based on Danish Register data 

Note: The sample include all women, aged 25-60, who are either married or cohabiting at some time during 2010-

2012 (pre-reform period) and 2014-2018 (post-reform period). All regression includes time controls (time away 

from 2013), individual controls (age, education dummies, children dummy, number of children, and ethnicity) 

and partner controls (age, education dummies and employment status). Standard errors in parentheses. *** 

p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1   

 

 

Table C3. Effects on Labor Market Outcomes among Married Women using 

Cohabiting Women as Control Group for Women aged 28-60.  

 Dependent Variable 

   

Log Annual 

Earnings 
Log Hourly Wage 

Annual Hours 

Worked 

 
(2) (3) (4) 

Married x Post 0.0180*** 0.0057*** 13.4656*** 

 (0.0013) (0.0005) (1.1211) 

Post -0.0208*** -0.0192*** -4.6345*** 

 (0.0016) (0.0006) (1.3542) 

Married 0.0218*** 0.0097*** 5.3053*** 

 (0.0010) (0.0004) (0.8975) 

    
Observations 5,100,688 5,100,688 5,100,688 

R-squared 0.1287 0.2554 0.0471 

Source: Authors’ calculation based on Danish Register data 

Note: The sample include all women, aged 28-60, who are either married or cohabiting at some time during 2010-

2012 (pre-reform period) and 2014-2018 (post-reform period). All regression includes time controls (time away 

from 2013), individual controls (age, education dummies, children dummy, number of children, and ethnicity) 

and partner controls (age, education dummies and employment status). Standard errors in parentheses. *** 

p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1   
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D. Time Trend Figures with No Controls  
 

In Figures D1 and D2, we plot mean values for age and ethnicity over time. The figures show 

that mean age and share of Danish origin are almost constant over time, i.e., there is no 

unexpected ‘jump’ that could pose a threat to the identification.   

 

Figure D1. Time Trend in Average Age for Married and Cohabiting Women 

 
Source: Authors’ calculations using Danish Register data from 2010-2018 

Note: No controls for time trends or any background characteristics of the individuals are included. 

 

 

Figure D2. Time Trend in Share of Danish Origin for Married and Cohabiting Women 

 
Source: Authors’ calculations using Danish Register data from 2010-2018 

Note: No controls for time trends or any background characteristics of the individuals are included. 
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Figures D3, D4 and D5 show the time trend in annual labor market earnings, the hourly wage 

and annual hours worked without controls, respectively. The figures show that both married 

and cohabiting women follow the same trend throughout the years, but there are a quantitively 

big difference in terms of earnings, hourly wages and hours worked. This is mainly due to the 

fact that married women are, on average, 10 years older than cohabiting women in our sample. 

Hence, the cohabiting women have less labor market experience and, because of that, likely 

also weaker labor market outcomes. The raw numbers simply underline the value of controlling 

for common time trends. 

 

 

Figure D3. Time Trend in Annual Labor Market Earnings for Married and Cohabiting 

Women without Controls 

 
Source: Authors’ calculations using Danish Register data from 2010-2018 

Note: No controls for time trends or any background characteristics of the individuals are included. 
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Figure D4. Time Trend in the Hourly Wage for Married and Cohabiting Women 

without Controls 

 

Source: Authors’ calculations using Danish Register data from 2010-2018 

Note: No controls for time trends or any background characteristics of the individuals are included. 

 

 

Figure D5. Time Trend in Annual Working Hours for Married and Cohabiting Women 

without Controls 

 

Source: Authors’ calculations using Danish Register data from 2010-2018 

Note: No controls for time trends or any background characteristics of the individuals are included. 

 

  



Page 53 of 56 

 

E. Difference-in-Difference Results for Labor Force Participation  
 

Table E1 reports the marginal effects from probit estimation using labor force participation as 

the dependent variable. Column (1) presents the results for a specification with no controls 

beyond the treatment indicator and time controls. The difference-in-difference estimate 

suggests that the reform implies a decrease in labor force participation of 0.1 percentage points 

for the treatment group in comparison with the control group. Column (2) includes individual 

controls for age, age squared and ethnicity, while column (3) includes education dummies and 

column (4) controls for number of children and children living at home. After controlling for 

individual and partner characteristics in column (5), the estimated coefficient changes from 

negative to positive to finally becoming close to zero and insignificant. Thus, based on these 

results, we cannot clearly conclude that the reform affected married women’s labor force 

participation. Also, as shown in Section 5.3, the underlying assumption of common trends is 

not clearly fulfilled, and we should therefore be careful in interpreting these difference-in-

differences estimates.  

 
Table E1. Labor Force Participation: Marginal Effects from Probit Estimation. 

Dependent Variable: Labor Force Participation (0/1)       

            

  (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) 

Married x Post -0.0012* 0.0022*** 0.0012** 0.0015** 0.0004 

  (0.0006) (0.0006) (0.0006) (0.0006) (0.0006) 

       
Post -0.0029*** -0.0073*** -0.0068*** -0.0066*** -0.0053*** 

  (0.0008) (0.0007) (0.0007) (0.0007) (0.0007) 

       
Married  0.0436*** 0.0283*** 0.0144*** 0.0178*** 0.0136*** 

  (0.0005) (0.0005) (0.0005) (0.0005) (0.0005) 

            

Time controls  Yes Yes Yes  Yes Yes  

Individual controls No Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Educational controls No No Yes  Yes  Yes  

Children controls No No No  Yes  Yes  

Partner controls  No No No  No Yes  

      

No. of Observations  7,618,837 7,618,837 7,618,837 7,618,837 7,618,837 
Source: Authors’ calculation based on Danish Register data        

Note: The sample include all women, aged 20-60, who are either married or cohabiting at some time during 

2010-2012 (pre-reform period) and 2014-2018 (post-reform period). Time controls is time away from 2013. 

Individual controls include age, education dummies, children dummy, number of children, and ethnicity. 

Partner controls include age, education dummies and employment status. Standard errors in parentheses. 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1   
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In a US setting, Peters (1986) and Parkman (1992) investigate the introduction of unilateral 

divorce. They find a 2-percentage point increase in female labor force participation due to the 

less restrictive divorce law. Likewise, in states with unilateral divorce laws, Gray (1998) finds 

a 1.6 percentage points higher probability of a wife participating in the labor force. For Ireland, 

Bargain et al. (2012) find that the legalization of divorce increased the participation rate of 

non-religious married women by 5-7 percentage points, relative to religious married women.   
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F. Regressions with Increasing Controls for Hourly Wage and Hours 

Worked  

 

Tables F1 and F2 show the impact of less restrictive divorce laws on hourly wage and annual 

hours worked with increasing controls. Generally, is the difference-in-difference estimator 

consistent when adding controls step-wise. Hourly wage (Table F1) tend to increase by 0.4-0.5 

percent among married women relative to cohabiting women. Similarly, we find an increase in 

the estimated annual working hours of 18-22 hours (reported in table F2).  

 

Table F1. Difference-in-Difference Results: Hourly Wage 

Dependent Variable: Log Hourly Wage       

            

  (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) 

Married x Post 0.0047*** 0.0039*** 0.0033*** 0.0037*** 0.0043*** 

  (0.0005) (0.0005) (0.0004) (0.0004) (0.0004) 

       
Post -0.0098*** -0.0172*** -0.0174*** -0.0173*** -0.0178*** 

  (0.0006) (0.0006) (0.0005) (0.0005) (0.0005) 

       
Married  0.0947*** 0.0199*** 0.0080*** 0.0096*** 0.0064*** 

  (0.0004) (0.0004) (0.0004) (0.0004) (0.0004) 

            

Time controls  Yes Yes Yes  Yes Yes  

Individual controls No Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Educational controls No No Yes  Yes  Yes  

Children controls No No No  Yes  Yes  

Partner controls  No No No  No Yes  

      

Mean (Pre-Reform 

for Married Women)  
207.63 207.63 207.63 207.63 207.63 

No. of Observations  5,594,409 5,594,409 5,594,409 5,594,409 5,594,409 

R-Squared 0.0278 0.1103 0.3019 0.3027 0.3114 

Source: Authors’ calculation based on Danish Register data        

Note: The sample include all women, aged 20-60, who are either married or cohabiting at some time during 

2010-2012 (pre-reform period) and 2014-2018 (post-reform period). Time controls is time away from 2013. 

Individual controls include age, education dummies, children dummy, number of children, and ethnicity. 

Partner controls include age, education dummies and employment status. Standard errors in parentheses.*** 

p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1   
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Table F2. Difference-in-Difference Results: Annual Hours Worked 

Dependent Variable: Annual Hours Worked       

            

  (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) 

Married x Post 21.7404*** 19.7082*** 18.2254*** 19.3358*** 18.6767*** 

  (1.1319) (1.0595) (1.0194) (1.0192) (1.0174) 

       
Post 0.4652 -13.2724*** -11.4761*** -11.3165*** -11.0263*** 

  (1.3833) (1.3021) (1.2591) (1.2581) (1.2562) 

       
Married  162.1687*** 17.8106*** 1.8412** 6.8650*** 3.6675*** 

  (0.8889) (0.8578) (0.8325) (0.8401) (0.8403) 

            

Time controls  Yes Yes Yes  Yes Yes  

Individual controls No Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Educational controls No No Yes  Yes  Yes  

Children controls No No No  Yes  Yes  

Partner controls  No No No  No Yes  

      

Mean (Pre-Reform 

for Married Women)  
1529.27 1529.27 1529.27 1529.27 1529.27 

No. of Observations  5,594,409 5,594,409 5,594,409 5,594,409 5,594,409 

R-Squared 0.0217 0.0934 0.1341 0.1357 0.1380 

Source: Authors’ calculation based on Danish Register data        

Note: The sample include all women, aged 20-60, who are either married or cohabiting at some time during 

2010-2012 (pre-reform period) and 2014-2018 (post-reform period). Time controls is time away from 2013. 

Individual controls include age, education dummies, children dummy, number of children, and ethnicity. 

Partner controls include age, education dummies and employment status. Standard errors in parentheses.*** 

p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1   

 


