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Abstract

Scholars argue that gender culture, understood as a set of beliefs, norms, and social expectations 

defining masculinities and femininities, plays an important role in shaping when romantic 

relationships end. However, the relevance of gender culture is often underappreciated, in part 

because its empirical identification remains elusive. This study leverages cross-country variation in 

gender norms to test the hypothesis that gender culture conditions which heterosexual romantic 

relationships end and when. We analyze the extent to which male-breadwinning norms determine 

the association between men’s unemployment and couple separation. Using harmonized 

household panel data for married and cohabiting heterosexual couples in 29 countries from 2004 

to 2014, our results provide robust evidence that male-breadwinner norms are a key driver of the 

association between men’s unemployment and the risk of separation. The magnitude of this 

mechanism is sizeable; an increase of one standard deviation in male-breadwinner norms increases 

the odds of separation associated with men’s unemployment by 32 percent. Analyses also show 

that the importance of male-breadwinner norms is strongest among couples for whom the male-

breadwinner identity is most salient, namely married couples. By directly measuring and 

leveraging variation in the key explanatory of interest, gender culture, our study offers novel and 

robust evidence reinforcing the importance of gender norms to understand when romantic 

relationships end.
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A number of recent studies argue that gender norms and expectations play an important and 

often underappreciated role in shaping relationship happiness and stability (Cooke 2006; 

Killewald 2016; Sayer et al. 2011). Gender culture—understood as a set of beliefs, norms, 

and social expectations defining masculinity and femininity (Connell 2010; Risman 1999)—

is hypothesized to shape patterns of social recognition and social reinforcement that help 

make romantic relationships (un)successful (Lamont 2014, 2020; West and Zimmerman 

1987). This approach proposes that couples whose behavior and relationship arrangements 

deviate from prevailing gender norms become more likely to experience and anticipate 
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social sanctions and stigma (e.g., ridicule, negative judgments, or criticism) that hurt their 

sense of social identity and can lead to relationship conflict and ultimately separation 

(Killewald 2016; Sayer et al. 2011). For instance, a couple in which the man stays at home 

in a culture where prevailing notions of masculinity cast men as bread-winners may face 

social challenges that can undermine relationship happiness. We call this the gender social 
stress mechanism, denoting the process through which social pressures reinforce gender 

culture and norms, inflicting stress on gender-non-conforming couples that can deteriorate 

romantic relationships and lead to separations.

Gender culture shapes the symbolic value associated with couples’ economic characteristics, 

such as men’s unemployment or women’s employment. Gender social stress is thus 

proposed as a mechanism that moderates the relationship between these economic 

characteristics and divorce or separation. Numerous studies argue that gender norms are 

important to understand why women’s employment (Cherlin 1979; Cooke 2006; Killewald 

2016), men’s non-employment (Killewald 2016; Sayer et al. 2011), women’s higher 

education relative to their partner (Schwartz and Han 2014), or women’s higher earnings 

relative to their partner (Bertrand, Kamenica, and Pan 2015; Schwartz and Gonalons-Pons 

2016) predict higher rates of divorce and separation. However, disentangling this cultural-
symbolic mechanism from other economic mechanisms, such as financial stress or economic 

specialization, is empirically difficult. For example, the financial stress approach predicts 

men’s non-employment could lead to relationship trouble based on economic stress 

(Blekesaune 2009; Charles and Stephens 2004; Poortman 2005), and the economic 

specialization approach hypothesizes relationship dissolution due to declines in the 

economic gains of marriage relative to separation (Jensen and Smith 1990). Thus, when 

studies report that men’s non-employment is associated with separation, it is not clear 

whether this association is driven by gender social stress, financial stress, or declines in the 

relative economic gains of staying in the relationship. Despite important advances in 

generating measures that can better distinguish between these mechanisms, most notably 

Killewald’s (2016) work, empirical identification of how gender culture affects the 

relationship between couples’ economic characteristics and separation remains largely 

indirect and limited to interpretations of the residual.

In this article, we argue that robust empirical evidence about the gender social stress 

mechanism demands variation in context-level gender norms, or gender culture. The core 

empirical expectation of the gender culture hypothesis hinges on heterogeneity at the context 

level; if it is the symbolic content that makes couples with certain economic characteristics 

more prone to separation than others, the strength of this correlation should vary 

systematically with the strength of the social norm governing the symbolic content. Gender 

norms are social expectations about women’s and men’s behavior stemming from commonly 

held beliefs in the community (Connell 1987, 2010; Ridgeway 2009; Risman 1999; West 

and Zimmerman 1987), and they are not enforced purely within the couple but by the society 

at large (Connell 2010; Ferree, Lorber, and Hess 1998; Risman 1999). Gender norms are 

conceptually distinct from individuals’ gender attitudes, which vary across conservative and 

progressive individuals (Greenstein 1995; Kalmijn, De Graaf, and Poortman 2004; Sayer 

and Bianchi 2000). Unlike individuals’ gender attitudes, gender norms are constructed at a 
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societal level, implying that even an ideologically gender-egalitarian couple may suffer 

stress from violating gender norms in conservative gender cultures.

To date, no existing study has been able to investigate the gender social stress mechanism on 

separation risk with explicit context-level measures. This is perhaps not surprising because 

context-specific gender norms can be difficult to measure. A number of recent studies have 

begun to incorporate data on individuals across contexts that are presumed to vary in gender 

norms, although gender norms are not directly measured (Cooke 2006; Killewald 2016; 

Schwartz and Gonalons-Pons 2016; Schwartz and Han 2014). Empirically, such an approach 

begins to address the range of variation needed to observe the key interaction of interest: 

namely, whether it is context-level gender norms that shape when gender-non-conforming 

economic arrangements increase the likelihood of separation. Results from these studies are 

often consistent with the gender social stress mechanism, but conclusions remain limited 

because they do not quantify the variation in gender norms, nor do they disentangle the array 

of possible unmeasured confounders.

This article offers a new test of the gender social stress mechanism using direct measures of 

context-level gender norms. Our focus is on male-breadwinner norms and the effect of 

men’s unemployment on the likelihood of separation or divorce. We harmonized high-

quality longitudinal household survey data spanning a decade (2004 to 2014) for 29 

countries and created a measure for country-level gender norms. The multi-country and 

multi-year longitudinal data offer a unique opportunity to observe a range of variation in 

context-level gender norms and to examine how gender norms condition when and to what 

extent economic deviations from gender expectations predict separation. By focusing on 

men’s unemployment, our study continues the tradition of classic sociological studies that 

theorize about the relevance of social norms and social status in determining how men’s 

unemployment affects marital relationships (Jahoda, Lazarsfeld, and Zeisel 1933; 

Komarovsky 1971; Liker and Elder 1983). Our focus on men’s unemployment is also 

motivated by contemporary debates about the persistence of male-breadwinner norms in 

contrast to large changes in norms about women’s economic position in marriage (Basbug 

and Sharone 2017; Dernberger and Pepin 2020; England 2010; Killewald 2016; Knight and 

Brinton 2017; Sayer et al. 2011). Scholars find that attachment to norms about men’s 

responsibility as providers remains strong (Damaske 2011, 2020; Rao 2017, 2020), despite 

the growing economic insecurity that increasingly exposes men to unemployment (Newman 

1999; Pugh 2015; Sharone 2013), and despite the fact that most families do not solely 

depend on men’s incomes (Bloome, Burk, and McCall 2019). This backdrop of continuing 

attachment to male-breadwinner norms despite declining economic justifications offers an 

interesting case to test the gender social stress mechanism.

Our study also extends prior work by analyzing both marital and cohabiting unions, which is 

important for demographic and substantive reasons. Cohabiting unions are a growing share 

of unions in many countries (Kalmijn 2007; Musick and Michelmore 2015); excluding 

cohabiting unions thus neglects an ever-larger share of romantic couples (Ishizuka 2018; 

Kalmijn 2007). More importantly, the inclusion of cohabiting and marital unions allows us 

to empirically examine questions about the intersection of gender norms and marriage as an 

institution (Risman 1999). Scholars have suggested that the adequate performance of gender 
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is more consequential in marriage than in cohabitation, either because gender social 

expectations are heightened in marriage (Ferree 1991, 2010; Pepin, Sayer, and Casper 2018; 

Shelton and John 1993; West and Zimmerman 1987) or because institutional incentives are 

stronger (Brines and Joyner 1999; Nock 1998). Our data allow us to empirically examine 

whether the consequences of deviating from gender expectations vary across these two types 

of romantic unions.

The results offer strong support for the importance of gender culture in shaping how men’s 

unemployment is associated with relationship dissolution. Consistent with the gender social 

stress prediction, we find that men’s unemployment is most likely to lead to separation in 

countries where there is high support for the male-breadwinner norm. When support for the 

male-breadwinner norm is low, men’s unemployment is almost inconsequential for 

relationship stability. Only when the male-breadwinner model is strong do we see couples 

facing notably higher rates of separation when the male partner loses his job. Furthermore, 

we find this is particularly true for married couples, and less so for cohabiting couples. The 

magnitude of this cultural mechanism is notable; an increase of one standard deviation in 

male-breadwinner norms increases the odds of separation associated with men’s 

unemployment by 32 percent. Our results show that in comparison to approaches focusing 

on the economic aspects of unemployment, the gender social stress mechanism associated 

with the context-dependent symbolic weight of men’s unemployment status is a 

consequential driver of the risk of separation.

CULTURAL THEORIES ABOUT THE ECONOMIC CORRELATES OF 

SEPARATION

Two distinct theoretical traditions propose that gender norms and expectations shape 

relationship happiness: gender theory and institutionalist theories of marriage. Both gender 

and social institutionalist scholars contend that economic arrangements can precipitate 

relationship unhappiness and eventual dissolution because they carry symbolic value that 

shapes how the couple is seen and socially recognized by others (Killewald 2016).

Gender scholars conceptualize gender as a powerful social construct that deeply shapes 

human interaction in all contexts (Connell 2010; Ferree 2010; Ferree et al. 1998; Risman 

1999), with heterosexual romantic relationships being subject to heightened gendered 

expectations (Berk 1985; Bernard 1982; Lamont 2014, 2020). According to theorists, gender 

is continually produced through social interactions, and it intersects with and is moderated 

by other axes of inequality and identity, such as race and social class (Choo and Ferree 2010; 

Crenshaw 1989; McCall 2005). Couples do gender by following scripts that signify and 

accentuate men’s masculinity and women’s femininity. For instance, women downplay their 

career ambitions when they go on dates (Lamont 2014, 2020), men and women choose 

partners who fit gendered expectations about differences in height or earnings potential 

(Bertrand et al. 2015; Cohen 2018; England, Allison, and Sayer 2016), and couples divide 

housework in ways that mirror gendered expectations (Berk 1985; Bittman et al. 2003; 

Brines 1994; Ferree 1991; Gonalons-Pons 2015; Hook 2010; Pepin et al. 2018; Schneider 

2012; Thébaud 2010).
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This societal production of gender reinforces the belief that gender is natural, rather than 

being constructed, and the performance of gender becomes taken for granted (Ridgeway 

2009; West and Zimmerman 1987). When individuals and couples fail to perform gender 

according to societal expectations, this leads to social confusion, sanctions, and 

stigmatization (West and Zimmerman 1987). Individuals and couples often feel pressure to 

account for gender non-normativity and may attempt to offset the negative consequences of 

breaking gender norms by exaggerating gender normativity in another domain (Cooke 2006; 

West and Zimmerman 1987). If men make less money than their partners, for instance, they 

might attempt to reinforce their masculinity by doing less housework (Bittman et al. 2003; 

Brines 1994; Greenstein 2000; Mandel, Lazarus, and Shaby 2020; Schneider 2011; Thébaud 

2010; Tichenor 2011a, 2011b; Vijayasiri 2011).1

Institutionalist theories conceptualize marriage as a social institution defined by shared 

cultural understandings about the responsibilities and behaviors it is supposed to entail 

(Amato 2010; Nock 1998). As a social institution, marriage shapes individuals’ behaviors 

through laws, rituals, and cultural norms that provide guidelines about behavior expectations 

and include mechanisms that discourage or even penalize undesirable behavior (Nock 1998). 

Marriage norms include various types of social expectations, including expectations about 

monogamy or relationship duration, as well as gender-differentiated economic roles. 

Although the responsibilities and expectations of marriage go beyond gender roles, recent 

scholarship has advanced the term marriage-as-a-gendered-institution to emphasize the 

centrality of gender norms in the institution of marriage (Killewald 2016; Sayer et al. 2011).

For both gender theory and institutionalist theories of marriage, couples’ economic 

characteristics, and the symbolic content associated with these characteristics, shape 

relationship success. Gender norms conventionally dictate that women prioritize family and 

men prioritize career success, resulting in the male-breadwinner norm that casts men as the 

primary-or higher-earner in the household (Connell 1995, 2010; Gerson 1993). This norm 

crystallizes into patterns of social recognition and reinforcement that benefit couples who 

conform to these norms and penalize those who do not. Classic studies about women’s 

employment and divorce, for instance, argued that women’s employment would stop being 

disruptive of marital relationships once it became less stigmatized (Cherlin 1979; Ross, 

Sawhill, and MacIntosh 1975). More recent studies have found declines in the association 

between women’s employment and divorce (Poortman and Kalmijn 2002), as well as in the 

association between women’s economic and educational superiority in relation to their male 

1.Evidence about gender compensatory behavior is found in many realms of social life (for recent quantitative studies finding support 
for gender compensatory behaviors in infidelity, housework, health, and attitudes, see Munsch 2015; Schneider 2012; Springer 2010; 
Willer et al. 2013). The evidence about gender compensatory behavior applied to the relationship between relative earnings and 
housework is, however, contested, particularly in studies analyzing data from the United States. A first wave of research on this topic 
found evidence for the gender compensatory behavior on the relationship between relative earnings and housework, supporting the 
hypothesis that women do more housework when they earn more than their male partners or that men do less (Bittman et al. 2003; 
Brines 1994; Greenstein 2000). A second wave of research disputed these findings (Gupta 1999, 2006, 2007; Gupta and Ash 2008; 
Killewald and Gough 2010). Since then, some studies using U.S. data have found support for this hypothesis (Schneider 2011; 
Vijayasiri 2011) and others have not (Hook 2017). Recent non-U.S. studies have found evidence for compensatory behavior in the 
relationship between relative earnings and housework in Germany (Procher, Ritter, and Vance 2018); in Belgium, France, Romania, 
and Russia (Aassve, Fuochi, and Mencarini 2014); and in gender conservative countries using the International Social Survey Program 
cross-national dataset (Mandel et al. 2020).
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partners and divorce (Schwartz and Gonalons-Pons 2016; Schwartz and Han 2014). These 

studies suggest changes in gender norms were responsible for those shifts.

Cultural theories also anticipate a clear distinction between marriages and cohabiting unions. 

For gender scholars, the distinction emerges because gender norms are embedded in and 

vary across institutions (Ferree 2010; Ferree et al. 1998; Ridgeway and Correll 2004; 

Risman 1999), and gender expectations are conventionally stronger in marriages (Berk 

1985; Cooke and Baxter 2010; Risman 1999). Cohabitation is already seen as breaking from 

conventions, so cohabiting couples are less likely to experience as much societal pressure to 

follow gendered social expectations (Hatch 2017; Pepin et al. 2018; Shelton and John 1993). 

Research on housework, for instance, repeatedly shows that cohabiting couples divide 

housework more equally than do married couples, indicating that “doing gender” is less 

important for cohabiting couples (Baxter 2005; Davis, Greenstein, and Gerteisen Marks 

2007; Pepin et al. 2018; Shelton and John 1993; South and Spitze 1994).

Social institutionalist theorists anticipate similar distinctions between marriage and 

cohabitation because marriage norms are more clearly institutionalized than are norms for 

cohabiting unions (Nock 1998). Brines and Joyner (1999), for instance, showed that 

conventional divisions of labor stabilized married couples but not cohabiting couples, and 

they argued this was due to the institutionalization of gender norms in marriage law that 

encode benefits and incentives for a specialized division of labor within marriages. Because 

marriage law does not apply to cohabiting couples, they do not experience the incentives and 

benefits of economic specialization as strongly. This finding has been replicated using data 

from the Netherlands, including same-sex couples (Kalmijn, Loeve, and Manting 2007).

These theories typically do not specify the required strength of gender norms to shape 

behavior; but they imply the gender social stress mechanism will be more active in a more 

conservative gender culture. A simple linear model would expect declining support for a 

particular gender norm to lead to proportional declines in the strength of the gender social 

stress mechanism. However, recent models about behavior and cultural change suggest the 

linear model is likely to be incorrect. Breen and Cooke (2005) and Esping-Andersen and 

Billari (2015) propose nonlinear models hinging on the idea of tipping points. These models 

propose that norms need to be held by a critical mass before they can spread through a social 

system and change behavior. Applied to the male-breadwinner norm, this model suggests 

that when a critical mass of people support the male-breadwinner norm, gender-non-

conforming couples will be exposed to the kinds of social pressures that produce gender 

social stress and increase the likelihood of separation.

ECONOMIC THEORIES ABOUT THE ECONOMIC CORRELATES OF 

SEPARATION

Economic theories argue that couples’ economic characteristics correlate with divorce due to 

economic implications, not due to cultural-symbolic value. We review two of the most 

prominent theories: financial stress and economic specialization.
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The financial stress approach posits that relationship quality deteriorates when couples 

experience financial instability (Conger et al. 1990; Dechter 1992; Elder et al. 1992; Hansen 

2005; Jalovaara 2013; Liker and Elder 1983). Scholars propose that economic worries and 

stressors exacerbate conflicts between romantic partners and can precipitate separation or 

divorce (Conger et al. 1990; Hardie and Lucas 2010; Liker and Elder 1983; White and 

Rogers 2000). This perspective predicts that affluence helps make couples happier and more 

likely to stay together (Brines and Joyner 1999; Dechter 1992; Jalovaara 2003, 2013; Ono 

1998; South and Lloyd 1995). Studies that find evidence for the financial stress approach 

typically report that low-income couples have higher risk of divorce, and couples with 

higher income have lower risk (Brines and Joyner 1999; Dechter 1992; Jalovaara 2003; Ono 

1998; South and Lloyd 1995), although some studies find conflicting evidence (Heckert, 

Nowak, and Snyder 1998; Killewald 2016; Schoen et al. 2002). According to this approach, 

men’s unemployment undermines relationship happiness because it lowers couples’ 

economic position and financial stability (Blekesaune 2009; Charles and Stephens 2004; 

Poortman 2005).

The specialization approach posits that economic arrangements within marriages (i.e., 

unemployed husband or breadwinner wife) shape the risk of union dissolution because they 

change the relative economic gains of staying in the relationship versus leaving it. Originally 

developed by Becker’s (1974) application of economic theory to marriage and divorce, this 

approach is based on the idea that individuals aim to maximize utility in personal 

relationships like they do in markets, and that couples are stable when the difference 

between the utility in the relationship and outside of it is greatest (Becker, Landes, and 

Michael 1977; Killewald 2016; Sayer et al. 2011). When economic arrangements do not 

maximize the utility or relative gains of marriage (or by extension the relative gains of 

staying in a cohabiting relationship), the alternative option of separation becomes relatively 

more appealing and thus more likely.

In its original formulation, the extreme economic specialization of homemaking–

breadwinning was hypothesized to be the economic arrangement that generated the greatest 

relative gains of marriage (Becker et al. 1977; Oppenheimer 1994). This theory inspired one 

version of the economic independence hypothesis positing that women’s employment 

increased the risk of divorce because it reduced the gains of marriage (for reviews, see 

Ozcan and Breen 2012; Sayer and Bianchi 2000). This analytic framework has been adapted 

to changing family economies to allow for more flexibility in the kinds of economic 

strategies that are hypothesized to maximize marital utility (Oppenheimer 1997; 

Oppenheimer, Kalmijn, and Lim 1997). Although few scholars would now accept that 

extreme specialization maximizes utility (it is likely that a version of dual-earning is what 

maximizes utility in most cases), researchers note that persistent gender inequalities in the 

labor market may imply that men as a group still enjoy a relative advantage in market 

production. Weiss and Willis (1997) support Becker’s framework by showing that husbands’ 

positive earnings shock reduces the risk of divorce, but wives’ positive earnings shock 

increases it. Van Damme and Kalmijn (2014) also support Becker’s prediction, finding that 

the association between women’s employment and divorce is weakest in contexts with low 

levels of women’s employment; they interpret this as denoting relatively higher gains of 

staying in marriage.

Gonalons-Pons and Gangl Page 7

Am Sociol Rev. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2022 June 01.

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript



EMPIRICAL EVIDENCE fOR THE GENDER SOCIAL STRESS MECHANISM

A key challenge of generating robust empirical evidence about the gender social stress 

mechanism is identifying it in a way that disentangles it from potentially co-occurring 

economic mechanisms. Finding a positive correlation between men’s unemployment and 

separation, for instance, can be indicative of either or both financial and gender social 

stressors. Similarly, a positive correlation between women’s employment (or her higher 

earnings than her partner) and separation can be indicative of a decline in economic 

efficiency gains or gender social stress. Prior research advancing the gender social stress 

mechanism has addressed this challenge in several ways.

Cooke (2006) compared economic correlates of divorce in the United States and Germany. 

She studied how women’s employment, her share of earnings, and her share of housework 

shaped the likelihood of divorce in these two countries. Cooke found that in Germany, any 

economic arrangement deviating from male solo breadwinning translated into higher divorce 

risk, whereas in the United States, only the economic arrangement where women out-earn 

their partners translated into higher propensity to divorce. Cooke concluded that cross-

country differences in gender norms and social policies were a likely explanation for these 

patterns, arguing that conservative German gender norms accentuate the negative social 

repercussions of economic arrangements involving women’s economic power.

Sayer and colleagues (2011) used a unique dataset of married couples in the United States 

that included information on who initiates divorce to generate empirical expectations that 

could better distinguish between cultural and economic mechanisms. Consistent with the 

gender social stress mechanism, they found that men’s non-employment increased the risk 

of initiating divorce for both members of the couple, but they noted this finding was also 

consistent with the economic specialization prediction that both partners see declines in the 

relative gains of marriage and become more likely to consider divorce when the male partner 

loses his job. This study perfectly illustrates the challenge of untangling the complex web of 

mechanisms connecting economic correlates and separation using data from a single gender-

norms context.

Killewald (2016) presents the most elegant advance in identification of the gender social 

stress mechanism. Using data on married couples in the United States, this study constructs 

novel measures to disentangle different mechanisms and leverages change between 1960 and 

2005 to proxy for changes in gender norms. Killewald operationalizes the economic 

specialization prediction using data on divorced women’s incomes to generate a measure of 

women’s relative gains in marriage versus divorce, and operationalizes the financial stress 

and gender social stress predictions with measures of income and employment, respectively. 

Killewald’s findings concerning women’s economic positions do not align with the gender 

social stress mechanism; she finds that women’s employment or higher earnings relative to 

their partners is not predictive of divorce, neither in past nor recent cohorts. However, her 

findings concerning men’s economic positions do align with the gender social stress 

mechanism, showing that men’s non-employment is predictive of divorce in both cohorts, 

net of differences in income stressors and relative gains of marriage versus divorce. This 

finding provides suggestive evidence that the symbolic weight of men’s non-employment 
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shapes the propensity to divorce in accordance with the persistence of male-breadwinner 

norms. However, this finding assumes the model has adequately net out both economic 

mechanisms and other potential confounders. Despite this assumption, Killewald’s study is 

perhaps the most robust evidence to date to support the gender social stress mechanism.

Other studies have also examined the gender social stress mechanism leveraging change 

over time as a proxy for shifting gender norms. Poortman and Kalmijn (2002) found that the 

association between women’s unemployment and divorce in the Netherlands declined over 

time, and they argued that changing norms could have contributed to women’s employment 

being no longer disruptive of marriage since the 1990s. Schwartz and Han (2014) explore 

trends in the association between educational hypogamy and divorce in the United States 

between 1950 and 2004. They find that couples in which women have more education than 

their partners are less likely to divorce than they were in the past, and they draw on gender 

and social institutionalist approaches to argue that this result is the product of shifting 

gender norms about the importance of men’s social and economic superiority in romantic 

relationships. Similarly, Schwartz and Gonalons-Pons (2016) examine change in the 

association between women’s share of earnings and divorce in the United States between 

1970 and 2010. They find that marriages in which women out-earn their male partners were 

more likely to divorce in the 1970s and 1980s, but since the 1990s, this is no longer the case. 

They interpret these findings as consistent with changes in gender norms.

Despite mounting evidence consistent with the gender social stress mechanism, the 

robustness of current findings relies on strong assumptions about the successful 

identification of alternative economic mechanisms and the irrelevance of potentially 

unmeasured confounders. These studies advance arguments supporting the gender social 

stress mechanism by interpreting the residual correlation, that is, the remaining association 

between economic correlates and divorce after other relevant mechanisms have been 

accounted for. This empirical limitation likely contributes to the fact that gender culture and 

the gender social stress mechanism do not have more prominence in the literature. We argue 

that an ideal test of the gender social stress mechanism demands variation in context-level 

gender culture, requiring a complex and data-hungry research design that previous research 

has not been able to produce. Our study proposes the use of direct measures on context-level 

gender norms that explicitly leverage heterogeneity across contexts to provide a robust 

empirical test for the gender social stress mechanism.

PRIOR RESEARCH ON UNEMPLOYMENT AND SEPARATION

Existing research finds that couples experiencing unemployment, in particular men’s 

unemployment, are more likely to separate.2 With a few recent exceptions (Killewald 2016; 

Sayer et al. 2011), prior quantitative work has prioritized interpreting the association 

2.An adjacent body of literature studies the relationship between context-level unemployment, or macroeconomic conditions, and 
divorce, instead of couple-level unemployment experiences. Some of these studies find evidence that higher unemployment rates and 
economic recessions are associated with lower divorce rates (Amato and Beattie 2011; Cherlin et al. 2013; Chowdhury 2013; 
González-Val and Marcén 2017; Hellerstein and Morrill 2011; Kalmijn 2007; Schaller 2013) and lower likelihood of divorce 
(Hellerstein, Morrill, and Zou 2013). These studies support the “costs of divorce” approach, which poses that economic insecurity and 
uncertainty reduce the likelihood of separation because it makes couples depend more on each other. Other studies, however, question 
these results and note that estimated declines may likely be delays in divorce (Cohen 2014; Lyngstad 2011; South 1985; Stevenson and 
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between men’s unemployment and separation as resulting from economic mechanisms 

rather than cultural-symbolic mechanisms (Amato 2010; Härkönen 2014; Kraft 2001; 

Lampard 1994; Lyngstad and Jalovaara 2010; Ono 1998; Oppenheimer et al. 1997; 

Poortman 2005; Raley and Sweeney 2020; Rege, Telle, and Votruba 2007; Schoen et al. 

2002; South and Spitze 1994). Several studies on unemployment and divorce have directly 

tested for the financial strain mechanism by using measures of income loss or self-reported 

economic stress as mediators, and they have found that financial strain accounts for at least 

some, if not all, of the association between unemployment and divorce (Blekesaune 2009; 

Charles and Stephens 2004; Hansen 2005; Poortman 2005).

Researchers have also used Becker’s economic specialization framework to interpret 

findings showing that men’s unemployment increases the risk of divorce more than women’s 

(Eliason 2012; Jalovaara 2003; Jensen and Smith 1990; Sayer et al. 2011).3 Other studies 

note the limits of the economic specialization approach to explain why men’s unemployment 

increases the risk of divorce more than other events that produce similar declines in relative 

utility gains, such as disability onset (Charles and Stephens 2004; Doiron and Medolia 

2011). These authors posit that unemployment events are correlated with individual traits 

and reveal aspects about men’s character that might be undesirable and might have been 

previously unknown to their partners. The gender social stress mechanism, however, offers 

an alternative explanation for why unemployment is more disruptive than disability, based 

on the premise that disability offers a reasonable, known, and understandable account for 

why couples may deviate from gender expectations, whereas unemployment does not.

Both classic and contemporary scholars indicate that cultural-symbolic mechanisms are 

important to understand the relationship between men’s unemployment and separation. 

Classic sociological studies argue that loss in social status and social identity is core to the 

experience of men’s unemployment and its effect on marital relationships (Jahoda et al. 

1933; Komarovsky 1971). Komarovsky’s (1971) famous concept “the breakdown of the 

husband status” sought to encapsulate how unemployment resulted in husbands experiencing 

dramatic losses in status and authority within the family and community. In contemporary 

research, qualitative scholars have emphasized the depth of stress and loss of social status 

and purpose that men feel when they lose their jobs (Damaske 2011; Newman 1999; Pugh 

2015; Rao 2017, 2020; Townsend 2010), showing that men suffer more emotionally from 

job loss than do women (Cooper 2014; Rao 2020), and that both men and women feel a 

more intense need to account for men’s job loss than women’s (Rao 2020; Tichenor 2005). 

Quantitative health research shows men are at heightened risk of mental health problems, 

depression, and alcoholism when they experience unemployment (Paul and Moser 2009; 

Shamir 1985).

Wolfers 2007). Findings concerning context-level unemployment are mixed, but findings concerning men’s unemployment are largely 
consistent in indicating its association with higher divorce risks. Our analyses include controls for the context-level unemployment 
rate, but we will not discuss this variable in detail because the focus of our study is on the cultural and economic mechanisms of 
individual-level economic correlates of separation.
3.The magnitude of the decline in relative utility gains of remaining in the relationship also depends on how much of it is offset by 
utility gains from home production. Households also might gain utility from more home production of its adult members. In fact, 
classic models, which assumed economic specialization as the utility maximizing strategy, expected women’s unemployment to be 
advantageous because it contributed to home production. Even if households could gain home production from men’s unemployment, 
the prediction is that the loss in market production would be larger and thus result in a net decline in utility.

Gonalons-Pons and Gangl Page 10

Am Sociol Rev. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2022 June 01.

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript



Scholars argue that despite changing gender norms, the social pressure on men to fulfill the 

male-breadwinning role remains strong (Killewald 2016; Knight and Brinton 2017; Rao 

2020). Studies find that attitudes about men’s economic roles have been slower to change 

than attitudes about women’s economic roles (Knight and Brinton 2017). England (2010) 

suggests there have been no clear economic incentives to shift views about men’s economic 

positions, unlike the clear economic incentives motivating shifting views about women’s 

economic positions (i.e., gains in household income). Some scholars dispute England’s 

hypothesis, which implies small or no foreseeable change in attitudes about men’s economic 

positions, and argue that attitudes about men’s economic positions are changing, albeit at a 

slower pace (Graf and Schwartz 2011; Sullivan, Gershuny, and Robinson 2018). Other 

scholars suggest men continue to be attached to male-breadwinning because it affords 

economic superiority or power (Connell 1987, 1991; Gerson 2009; Tichenor 2005), and 

other studies show that women also encourage men’s breadwinning roles (Rao 2017, 2020; 

Tichenor 2005). Taken together, the evidence suggests the symbolic weight of men’s 

employment persists, and we should expect the gender social stress mechanism to continue 

to operate in contemporary heterosexual romantic relationships.

Despite the hypothesized prominence of the cultural-symbolic mechanism linking men’s 

unemployment and separation, the role of this mechanism in contemporary quantitative 

studies about separation and divorce has been largely secondary. The limitations of existing 

empirical identifications of the gender social stress mechanism noted above likely play a role 

in deemphasizing the relevance of gender culture in how unemployment shapes separation. 

Through leveraging heterogeneity in gender culture at the context level, this study aims to 

provide new robust evidence for the role of gender social stress as a mechanism that 

moderates the relationship between men’s unemployment and separation.

OUR STUDY

Our study examines the association between men’s unemployment and the likelihood of 

separation using novel harmonized individual-level panel data from 29 countries merged 

with direct measures of context-level gender norms. By leveraging variation in context-level 

gender norms, our research offers new empirical opportunities to separate and disentangle 

the different mechanisms that are hypothesized to link unemployment and couple separation. 

We focus on the gender social stress mechanism: when socially stigmatized, men’s 

unemployment will increase the likelihood of separation. Because financial stress and 

economic specialization mechanisms can lead to empirical patterns similar to those expected 

from the gender social stress mechanism, our analytic strategy aims to carefully control for 

any confounding mechanisms and isolate the gender social stress mechanism.

We summarize the empirical expectations for the gender social stress mechanism developed 

in gender theory and social institutionalist approaches as follows:

Hypothesis 1: Gender norms about male breadwinning moderate the association 

between men’s unemployment and couple separation. Men’s unemployment will be 

more strongly associated with separation in social contexts with more firmly held 

male-breadwinning norms than in those without them. This prediction is expected 
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to hold net of differences in financial stress, relative utility gains, and other 

potentially confounding processes at the individual and contextual levels.

Hypothesis 1a: Following Breen and Cooke (2005), we propose that the functional 

shape of the association between context-level gender norms and its moderation of 

the relationship between unemployment and the likelihood of separation will be 

curvilinear. That is, the kinds of behaviors that produce gender social stress are 

only expected to operate when a critical mass is defending the male-breadwinner 

norm.

Hypothesis 1b: Gender norms about economic arrangements are particularly 

relevant for marital unions and less relevant for cohabiting unions. Thus, context-

level gender norms will moderate the association between men’s unemployment 

and separation among marriages, but less so, or not at all, among cohabitating 

couples.

We also formulate expectations for the financial strain and economic specialization 

approaches; the priority in our analyses is to guarantee our estimates about the gender social 

stress mechanism are not confounded by these two mechanisms. Therefore, the following 

hypotheses focus on how these approaches explain the relationship between men’s 

unemployment and separation. We also briefly refer to the broader expectations these 

approaches offer about the economic correlates of couple separation.

Hypothesis 2 (financial strain on unemployment): Income mediates the association 

between men’s unemployment and couple separation. Men’s unemployment 

increases the risk of separation when it leads to financial stress and economic 

worries. Controlling for couples’ income should substantially reduce or eliminate 

the association between unemployment and separation.

Hypothesis 2a (financial strain general): Higher income is associated with 

relationship stability. Income alleviates economic stress and is expected to reduce 

the likelihood of separation.

Hypothesis 3 (economic specialization on unemployment): Men’s relative 

advantage in market productivity moderates the association between his 

unemployment and the likelihood of separation. The greater a man’s economic 

potential compared to his partner, the more couples’ utility maximization depends 

on his relative economic advantage and the more his unemployment can reduce the 

gains of staying in the relationship versus leaving. The more couples’ utility 

maximization relies on men’s higher income potential, the higher the likelihood 

men’s unemployment will increase the risk of separation. Whether due to 

individual (i.e., higher wage than his partner) or contextual (i.e., residing in a 

country with a large gender wage gap) circumstances, couples with unemployed 

men who have higher earnings potential than their partners are expected to be more 

likely to separate than couples with unemployed men who have similar or lower 

earnings potential relative to their partners.4

4.Operationalizations of the economic specialization mechanism depend on assumptions about what maximizes utility, which 
can vary across couples and contexts. We choose a flexible operationalization that connects utility gains to earnings potential; 
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Hypothesis 3a (economic specialization general): Assuming that traditional 

gendered economic specialization maximizes utility, or the relative gains of staying 

in the relationship versus leaving it, men’s higher earnings relative to their partners 

are expected to rduce the risk of separation.

DATA, MEASURES, AND METHODS

Data

We constructed a panel dataset of married and cohabiting couples in 29 countries from 2004 

to 2014. We harmonized five major panel surveys that contain the most high-quality 

longitudinal information on family and income dynamics in the United States and Europe: 

the U.S. Survey of Income and Program Participation (SIPP), the European Union Statistics 

on Income and Living Conditions (EU-SILC), the German Socioeconomic Panel (GSOEP), 

the British Household Panel Study (BHPS), and the Understanding Societies Survey 

(UKHLS). All surveys are based on nationally-representative random samples of households 

or individuals. They each collect information on sociodemographic characteristics, 

employment, and economic conditions. Because these surveys use different designs (e.g., the 

GSOEP is a simple longitudinal survey and the EU-SILC uses a rotating panel structure), 

pooling the data requires careful harmonization. We adopted the EU-SILC data structure as 

our template because it offers the maximum common denominator across surveys; this 

means all surveys were harmonized to have the same four-year rotating panel structure and 

an annual interview schedule. Part A and Table S1 in the online supplement include more 

details on data harmonization.

Our analytic sample contains 355,897 heterosexual married or cohabiting couples in which 

both partners are under age 60 over the course of the survey. Couples are followed for a 

maximum of four consecutive years and report their marital status and partner ID in each 

survey wave. The resulting sample includes multiple cohorts of couples observed in different 

years and at different points in their relationship. For instance, couples in the 2004 panel are 

followed between 2004 and 2007 and can be in any point of their relationship (e.g., they 

might have recently moved in together or been married for 30 years). For more information 

on how the analytic sample was constructed, censoring, missing data, and attrition, see Part 

A and Table S1 in the online supplement. The strength of our data is that they cover many 

countries and years, offering unique comparative advantage to estimate the cross-level 

interactions of interest (Bryan and Jenkins 2016; Giesselmann and Schmidt-Catran 2019; 

Heisig and Schaeffer 2019); the four-year rotating panel structure is less ideal for our 

purposes but, as we will detail, it is sufficient to estimate the models of interest.

Key Measures

Separation is measured as the end of a cohabiting or marital union by the following 

interview. A couple is identified as dissolved when either partner changes their relationship 

this assumes couples derive greater utility gains (losses) from earnings gains (losses) of the member of the couple with the higher 
earnings potential. This operationalization is more flexible than the conventional assumption that full economic specialization 
(breadwinning–homemaking) maximizes utility for all couples. All substantive results are robust to alternative 
operationalizations.
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status and the couple is no longer living together. This measure aims to capture respondents’ 

relationship status irrespective of their legal situation and is standard in the literature. 

Cohabiting couples who marry during the survey are included and contribute observations to 

both the cohabiting and married samples. For instance, if a couple is first observed as 

cohabiting and they get married and separate, this separation will be recorded as a marital 

separation. However, because we only follow couples for four years, this is a rare sequence 

of events.

Unemployment is identified using respondents’ employment status at the time of the 

interview. Following standard ILO (2013) conventions, respondents are classified as 

unemployed when, at the point of the interview, they are without a job and actively looking 

for one. The variable measuring unemployment includes two other categories: employed 

(the reference group, which includes self-employed) and inactive (respondents who are 

neither currently employed nor actively searching for employment). Inactive respondents 

include men or women homemakers as well as full-time students. This is the only measure 

of unemployment that is consistently available in the data for all countries and years. In 

sensitivity tests, we used monthly employment calendar data for the year prior to the 

interview, which is available for a subset of countries, to distinguish unemployment spells 

preceded by job loss from unemployment spells preceded by inactivity. The substantive 

results reported here are robust to this alternative and more restrictive specification (see 

Table S5 in the online supplement).

Male-breadwinner norms is a country-level time-varying measure of the proportion of 

people within a given country who agree with the idea that a man’s primary role is to be a 

breadwinner. We aim for a direct measure of norms about men’s employment, not a 

summary index of gender norms, because changes in gender norms are multidimensional 

and uneven (Knight and Brinton 2017). We use data from the 2004 and 2010 European 

Social Survey (ESS) and the 2005 and 2012 International Social Survey Programme (ISSP) 

to cover the 29 countries in our dataset. Because some countries participate in both surveys 

and others only participate in one (e.g., U.S. data are only available in the ISSP), our final 

measure uses ISSP data for the United States and Lithuania and ESS data for the remaining 

countries. These two surveys use different statements to capture support for the male-

breadwinner model. ESS asks respondents whether they agree/disagree that “men should 

have more right to jobs than women when jobs are scarce.” ISSP asks respondents whether 

they agree/disagree that “men’s job is to earn money, women’s job to look after home.” The 

ESS statement is more specific than the ISSP, and neither is exclusively about men because 

they involve references to men’s position relative to women. Although we would prefer 

these statements be the same, we are limited by the data available, and we treat expressed 

agreement with either statement as implying support for the male-breadwinner model. The 

online supplement provides a more detailed discussion of descriptive statistics that inform 

our evaluation of the ESS and ISSP male-breadwinner indicators. We thoroughly checked 

the sensitivity of our findings to alternative specification (i.e., using only ESS or ISSP data), 

and all analyses confirmed the robustness of our results (for more details, see Tables S4 in 

the online supplement). With the exception of eight countries that only have a single data 

point, this variable is time-varying for all other countries, and we used linear interpolation to 

cover years between available data points.
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Financial strain is measured using information on annual income for the year prior to the 

interview. This follows previous literature (Charles and Stephens 2004; Hansen 2005; 

Killewald 2016). Earnings are harmonized to 2010 U.S. dollars. This lag of one year follows 

standard practice to avoid earnings adjustments in anticipation of separation (Poortman 

2005; Teachman 2010). This measure captures couples’ economic standing in the year prior 

to the interview, incorporating information about earnings losses incurred from job loss for 

respondents who report being unemployed at the time of the interview.5

Men’s relative market productivity advantage is measured at the couple and country levels. 

The individual-level measure is based on men’s monthly earnings relative to their partner. 

We construct monthly earnings variables using information on the previous year’s annual 

income and number of months employed. For respondents who report being unemployed at 

the time of the interview, this measure captures men’s relative advantage in market 

productivity prior to their job loss. This measure captures the relevance of men’s market 

productivity for couples’ economic standing and indicates the potential loss in couples’ 

utility that his unemployment would imply.6 The country-level measure is the gender wage 

gap. We use OECD data on annual gender wage gaps for all countries. In countries with 

larger gender wage gaps, men have greater relative advantage in market productivity and, 

according to the economic specialization approach, his earnings losses are expected to lead 

to relatively more severe losses in long-term relationship utility.

Our models include individual-level controls for marital status and standard 

sociodemographic characteristics. Cohabiting is coded as a dummy variable (1 = cohabits; 0 

= married). Age is coded as a time-varying continuous variable. Education level is 

summarized in three categories (1 = high school or less; 2 = postsecondary, no college 

degree; 3 = college degree and above) and is time-invariant. We include education measures 

for both partners. Following standard practice, we also include two time-varying dummy 

indicators of couple investments: children and home ownership. We are unable to include 

information on union duration because these data are not available in the EU-SILC, but see 

Part D in the online supplement for a detailed evaluation of this issue and Table S7 for 

sensitivity tests.

We also control for country-level characteristics that can shape the relationship between 

unemployment and divorce and that correlate with the prevalence of male-breadwinner 

norms. Because our data cover the period of the Great Recession, it is particularly important 

that we control for context-level processes that can shape the association between 

unemployment and separation and that may correlate with male-breadwinner norms. We use 

time-varying measures of GDP, unemployment rate, the generosity of unemployment benefit 

policies, the gender wage gap, and women’s employment rate. Data for these macro-level 

5.Like other studies with similar data, one limitation of this measure is that it does not capture earnings losses incurred if 
unemployment starts the year of the interview. We conducted sensitivity checks to evaluate the extent to which this measurement 
limitation could underestimate financial strain induced by unemployment. We confirmed that this issue affects only a small share of 
those who report being unemployed at the time of the survey, and that our results are robust to including an indicator variable for those 
who started unemployment in the survey year.
6.An alternative way to measure couple-level differentials in market productivities would be to calculate permanent income. 
Unfortunately, because our data only include four observations per couple, we cannot calculate this alternative measure. We also 
constructed tests with predicted earnings measures, but the occupational categories are too broad and the results are not informative.
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control variables come from the OECD and Eurostat, with the exception of women’s 

employment rate, which we calculate using our analytic sample. These macro-level control 

variables seek to absorb variation in macroeconomic conditions, labor institutions, and 

gender economic inequalities that could confound our identification of the moderating effect 

of male-breadwinner norms on the relationship between unemployment and separation. For 

instance, cross-country differences in unemployment rates and policies are important 

because they can determine the extent to which unemployment incidence leads to income 

losses and economic uncertainty. If countries with weak unemployment benefits or low GDP 

also average higher in support for the male-breadwinner model, our results could indicate a 

spurious relationship between men’s unemployment and male-breadwinner norms that 

would in fact reflect underlying differences in unemployment benefits. The same logic 

informs all other macro-level control variables.

Table 1 presents descriptive statistics for individual variables for the full pooled sample and 

by country. Of 355,897 couples, we observe 14,923 separation events (4 percent of the 

sample), and 22 percent of separation events are preceded by either his or her 

unemployment. Married couples constitute 80 percent of our sample. The prevalence of 

unemployment is similar for women and men: about 7 percent report being unemployed at 

some point during the observation window. On average, women are slightly younger than 

men and more likely to hold a college degree, a pattern consistent with the reversal of the 

gender gap in education (DiPrete and Buchmann 2003). With some exceptions, these 

patterns are largely replicated across all countries in the dataset. Notable exceptions include 

variation in the share of married couples (highest in Latvia and lowest in Sweden), the 

prevalence of unemployment events (higher in Bulgaria, Latvia, Ireland, and Spain and 

lower in the Netherlands, Norway, and Denmark), as well as variation in women’s 

educational advantage relative to their partners.

Table 2 presents descriptive statistics for macro-level variables, listing countries ranked by 

the prevalence of male-breadwinner norms. Sweden (SE) shows the lowest score in male-

breadwinner norms: only 4 percent of the population agrees with the statement that men’s 

primary role is breadwinning. Greece has the highest score in this measure (47 percent). 

Countries with low support for the male-breadwinner model tend to have more generous 

unemployment protection policies, higher GDP, lower rates of unemployment, and higher 

rates of women’s employment.

Methods and Analysis Plan

We use hierarchical probability models to estimate the relationship between men’s 

unemployment and the annual probability of separation. More specifically, we estimate 

three-level logistic regressions with random intercepts at the country and country-year levels 

to accommodate the nested structure of our data: marriage and cohabiting unions nested in 

years, which are nested in countries.7 Country-level random intercepts allow for couples in 

the same country to be more similar than couples in other countries, and country-year 

7.We estimate a multilevel model for the annual probability of separation (i.e., between any two consecutive annual panel interviews) 
conditional on being in a union at the point of the baseline interview in the pair. Because we do not have information on union 
duration, our data structure corresponds to what is known in event history literature as “left-truncation with unknown start dates” (Guo 
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random intercepts allow for couples within the same years to share more similarities than 

couples in different years (e.g., we allow couples interviewed in 2004 to be more similar 

among themselves than couples interviewed in 2010). Our analytic approach is informed by 

recent developments in the literature about multilevel-hierarchical modeling, cross-level 

interactions, and logistic regression: our data fulfill the requirement of a cluster-level sample 

size above 10 deemed necessary to estimate logistic multilevel regressions with context-level 

variables and cross-level interactions (Bryan and Jenkins 2016; Heisig and Schaeffer 2019), 

and we include random slopes for all lower-level variables implicated in cross-level 

interactions (Giesselmann and Schmidt-Catran 2019; Heisig and Schaeffer 2019). We 

present results using both logistic coefficients and average marginal effects to evaluate 

questions about the effect size and interpret interaction effects using the natural metric of 

interest, the probability scale (Jaccard 2001; Mize 2019; Mood 2010).

The key model of interest to examine the gender social stress mechanism can be written as 

follows:

log pitc (1 − pitc)
+ β0 + β1MUitc + β2W Uitc + β3BW Ntc
+ β4(MUitc × BW Ntc)
+ β5(W Uitc × BW Ntc)
+ βgZtc + βrW itc + βjXitc
+ u0c + u1cMUitc + u2cW Uitc
+ urcW itc + ω0tc

pitc is the probability of separation for a couple i in year t and country c; β0 is the overall 

intercept that is allowed to vary across countries and country-years; β1 and β2 are 

coefficients for men’s unemployment (MU) and women’s unemployment (WU) that are 

allowed to vary across countries; β3 is a coefficient for male-breadwinner norms (BWN); 

and β4 and β5 are cross-level interactions between men’s and women’s unemployment and 

male-breadwinner norms. βg is a vector of coefficients for time-varying country-level 

control variables, such as the unemployment rate. βr and βj are vectors of coefficients for 

additional individual-level covariates, corresponding to variables we do (W) and do not (X) 

include random slopes for, to arrive at a reasonably parsimonious specification that is both 

substantively informed and empirically estimable.8 Terms uoc and ω0ct are random errors at 

1993:219ff.), and our empirical model is an analog to a discrete-time event model that is restricted to assuming a time-constant 
baseline hazard absent empirical information on union start dates in the EU-SILC surveys (see Allison 1982; Guo 1993). In the online 
supplement, see Part D for a detailed evaluation of this issue and Table S7 for sensitivity tests.
8.Random slopes allow for country-level variation in key individual covariates and make sure estimated fixed coefficients are not 
driven by a combination of different compositions and effects across countries (Heisig and Schaeffer 2019). For instance, if the effect 
of unemployment on separation among cohabitating couples is smaller in countries where cohabitation is more common (Liefbroer 
and Dourleijn 2006), we would overestimate the fixed coefficient for cohabitation if many of our observations came from countries 
where cohabitation is rare. We also know that the educational gradient of separation varies across countries (Kalmijn 2013), and 
random slopes guarantee this variation does not bias the coefficients of interest. To keep the model setup reasonably parsimonious and 
computationally feasible, our preferred specification includes the random slopes for all variables involved in a cross-level interaction 
as well as random slopes for covariates where previous studies have established an association with relationship outcomes that varies 
across countries, namely cohabitation and women’s education. We conducted further robustness checks by estimating alternative 
models that include an expanded set of random slope parameters; our results are essentially unaffected. With the present data, the only 
random slope parameter to attain substantive relevance and to signal statistically significant residual variation at the context level is the 
random slope for cohabitation. Our results are also robust to modifications in the structure of the model, for instance, including 
random slopes at the country (level 3) and country-year (level 2) levels. For more details, see the section “Sensitivity to the Structure 
of the Model” and Table S8, Models S24 to S27, in the online supplement.
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the country and country-year levels, respectively, and u1c, u2c, and urc correspond to random 

slope terms included in the model; the individual-level error is normalized to equal π2/3.9

Our analysis proceeds in three parts. The first part focuses on evaluating the gender social 
stress mechanism and carefully separating it from the potentially confounding financial 
stress and economic specialization mechanisms. We begin with a first model that includes 

main effects for men’s and women’s unemployment and all individual-and country-level 

control variables, including random slopes for key individual-level variables and random 

intercepts at the country and country-year levels. Next, we augment this model, adding a 

cross-level interaction between men’s unemployment and context-level male-breadwinner 

norms. This will be the first test of the gender social stress mechanism leveraging variation 

in context-level norms. This model also includes cross-level interaction between women’s 

unemployment and context-level male-breadwinner norms. Subsequent models add controls 

for the financial stress and the economic specialization mechanisms to evaluate whether 

results from the cross-level interaction remain robust.

We operationalize the financial stress mechanism using a measure of family income from the 

previous year. We operationalize economic specialization in two ways: one specification is 

based on the couple-level measure of men’s relative monthly earnings compared to their 

partners, and the other is based on the country-level gender wage gap. These models 

9.This model can also be written in hierarchical form:
Level 1 (couples itc)

log pitc (1 − pitc)
= β0tc + β1cMUitc + β2W Uitc
+ β3BW Ntc + β4(MUitc × BW Ntc)
+ β5(W Uitc × BW Ntc)
+ βgZtc + βrcW itc + βjXitc

Level 2 (country-years tc)

β0tc = β0c + ω0tc

Level 3 (countries c)

β0c = β0 + u0c

β1c = β1 + u1c

β2c = β2 + u2c

βrc = βr + urc
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examine whether couple-level or context-level differences in men’s relative advantage in 

market productivity moderate the relationship between men’s unemployment and separation. 

We also present a synthetic model that uses individual measures of men’s and women’s 

annual income from the previous year to capture income-level effects hypothesized by the 

financial stress mechanism as well as gendered economic specialization mechanisms.

The second part of the analysis evaluates potential context-level confounders that could 

generate a spurious correlation between men’s unemployment and context-level male-

breadwinner norms. Models in this section incorporate additional cross-level interactions 

between men’s unemployment and other context-level characteristics, such as 

unemployment benefits generosity or unemployment rate. The third and final part of the 

analysis tests the hypotheses concerning the possibility of a nonlinear association between 

men’s unemployment and male-breadwinner norms (Hypothesis 1a) and the possibility that 

the association between men’s unemployment and male-breadwinner norms might differ 

between married and cohabiting couples (Hypothesis 1b).

RESULTS

Our analysis hinges on an assessment of the association between men’s unemployment and 

the risk of couple separation across countries with varying prevalence of male-breadwinner 

norms. If men’s unemployment raises the risk of separation because of its symbolic 

connotation, in countries where the male-breadwinner model is strong, we should observe a 

greater proportion of couples splitting up among those who experience men’s 

unemployment than among those who do not experience it.

To examine this expectation, Figure 1 plots the odds ratio of separation for couples who 

experience men’s unemployment using coefficients estimated from a pooled logistic 

regression model that controls for all individual-level characteristics and includes 

interactions between men’s unemployment and country fixed-effects. Values above one 

indicate that the odds of separation are higher among couples with unemployed men. For 

instance, the 1.5 value for the United States indicates that the odds of splitting up are 50 

percent greater for couples with unemployed men. Figure 1 shows there is considerable 

cross-country variation in the extent to which men’s unemployment is linked to higher risk 

of separation. It also shows that countries with strongly held male-breadwinner norms 

display a greater concentration of separation among couples that experience men’s 

unemployment. Other pooled models that exclude individual-level controls do not display 

this pattern as clearly, suggesting compositional differences across countries might mask the 

relationship between men’s unemployment, male-breadwinner norms, and the risk of 

separation. Regression analyses presented next formally test whether these patterns are 

statistically significant.

Table 3 presents results for the first part of our analysis. We first discuss the baseline model 

(Model 1) and then test our hypotheses in subsequent models. Consistent with previous 

studies, we find that unemployment clearly increases the risk of separation. Model 1 

estimates that, compared to couples who do not experience unemployment, couples in which 

either partner experienced unemployment are more likely to be separated in the following 
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year. In line with prior work, the size of men’s unemployment coefficient is larger than 

women’s (Eliason 2012; Jalovaara 2003; Jensen and Smith 1990). Because the baseline 

model does not yet control for earnings, the larger size of men’s unemployment coefficient 

could be due to the fact that his earnings are typically higher than hers and that, consistent 

with the financial strain approach, his job loss puts the family under greater financial stress. 

The coefficients of control variables are as expected. Cohabiting couples have a much higher 

risk of dissolution than do married couples. Higher levels of education of either partner 

lower the risk of separation, as do both types of couple investments, having young children, 

and home ownership.

Model 2 presents a first test about our key mechanism of interest. We find that the cross-

level interaction between men’s unemployment and male-breadwinner norms is statistically 

significant, but the interaction between women’s unemployment and male-breadwinner 

norms is not. These results indicate that when the male partner is unemployed, the risk of 

separation is higher in contexts with a high prevalence of male-breadwinner norms than in 

contexts with lower prevalence. This result is consistent with the gender social stress 

mechanism (Hypothesis 1). In countries with average male-breadwinner norms, the odds of 

separation are 49 percentage points higher among couples with unemployed male partners, 

exp(.397 + [0 × .011]) = 1.49.10 The odds ratio goes up to 65 percentage points with an 

increase of one standard deviation in the male-breadwinner norms scale, exp(.397 + [9.4 

× .011]) = 1.65. We compute average marginal effects (AME) to evaluate the interaction and 

the magnitude of these patterns on the natural metric, the probability (Mize 2019).

Table 4 presents AMEs for selected models and reports Wald tests for group differences of 

interest. AMEs confirm that the interaction captures sizeable patterns. Panel B shows that an 

increase of one standard deviation in male-breadwinner norms increases men’s 

unemployment AME by .003, which represents a 60 percent increase from the overall men’s 

unemployment AME (.005). For reference, the baseline annual probability of divorce is 

estimated at .004 or .4 percent for this sample, the AME of home ownership is –.003, and 

the AME for children in the home is –.001. These calculations indicate that the magnitude of 

the gender social stress mechanism is comparable to, if not larger than, other well-known 

correlates of separation.

Although encouraging, results in Model 2 could be misleading if they were confounded by 

other well-known mechanisms that link men’s unemployment and separation, in particular 

the financial stress and economic specialization mechanisms. Models 3 to 6 present different 

operationalizations for these mechanisms to evaluate whether they confound the cross-level 

interaction and to assess their independent relevance to the risk of unemployment-related 

separation. Model 3 controls for financial stress via couples’ total income. In considering 

Hypothesis 2, we find little evidence that financial stress mediates the relationship between 

men’s unemployment and separation. The coefficient for family income is not statistically 

significant and the coefficient for men’s unemployment does not change much after 

controlling for financial stress.

10.The male-breadwinner norms variable is mean-centered in the model, thus 0 represents the sample average.
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Models 4 to 6 present distinct operationalizations to control for the economic specialization 

mechanism, and they confirm that the cross-level interaction finding remains robust. Model 

4 tests whether the relationship between men’s unemployment and separation is moderated 

by men’s relative monthly earnings. The interaction coefficient is not statistically significant, 

showing no support for Hypothesis 3. Consistent with expectations of the general prediction 

of the economic specialization model (Hypothesis 3b), however, we do find that couples in 

which men out-earn their partners have lower risk of separation net of family income. Panel 

D in Table 4 shows that the difference between men’s unemployment AMEs in Models 2 

and 4 are not statistically significant, providing little evidence of mediation. Model 5 enters 

separate control variables for his and her incomes as a synthetic flexible operationalization 

for both financial stress and gendered economic specialization mechanisms and shows that 

the interaction finding is also robust. This model shows that women’s earnings increase the 

risk of divorce and men’s earnings reduce it, a finding consistent with the general 

expectations of the economic specialization theory (Weiss and Willis 1997), but there is little 

evidence that these controls mediate the association between unemployment and separation 

(Hypothesis 3b). The Wald test in Panel D of Table 2 is again not statistically significant.

Model 6 presents the context-level operationalization of the economic specialization model, 

testing whether the relationship between men’s unemployment and separation is moderated 

by the context-level gender wage gap. The interaction between men’s unemployment and the 

context-level gender wage gap is not statistically significant, failing to support the 

hypothesis that context-level variation in men’s relative advantage in market productivity 

would moderate the association between men’s unemployment and separation (Hypothesis 

3). Importantly, the cross-level interaction between men’s unemployment and male-

breadwinner norms remains largely unchanged and robust across all models, indicating that 

support for the gender social stress interpretation remains robust. Panel B in Table 4 shows 

that differences between men’s unemployment AMEs across levels of male-breadwinner 

norms are statistically significant and similar across all models.

The results thus far offer substantial evidence in favor of the gender social stress mechanism, 

showing that men’s unemployment is more strongly associated with divorce in contexts 

where male-breadwinner norms are prevalent even after controlling for financial stress and 

economic specialization mechanisms. Figure 2 illustrates this finding by plotting the 

marginal effects of men’s and women’s unemployment across different levels of male-

breadwinner norms. As the proportion of the population that supports the male-breadwinner 

model increases, the marginal effect for men’s unemployment also grows. In countries with 

below-average support for male-breadwinner norms (support below 22 percent), the 

marginal effect of men’s unemployment is low and close to the marginal effect for women’s 

unemployment. In countries with above-average male-breadwinner norms, the marginal 

effect of men’s unemployment is much higher, and the marginal effect for women’s 

unemployment remains lower.

Although Models 3 to 6 include key micro-and macro-level control variables, it is possible 

for the cross-level interaction between men’s unemployment and male-breadwinner norms 

to be spurious if male-breadwinner norms correlate with other context-level processes that 

lead to higher separation risks among unemployed men. Table 5 presents analyses to check 
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the robustness of this finding to additional cross-level interactions. Models 7 to 10 test for 

cross-level interactions with other macro-level economic variables one by one; gross 

domestic product (GDP), unemployment rate (UR), unemployment benefit generosity index 

(UGEN), and women’s employment rate (WLFP). Model 11 includes all cross-level 

interactions. These analyses confirm that support for Hypothesis 1 remains robust and show 

that all other cross-level interactions, with the exception of the interaction between men’s 

unemployment and unemployment benefit generosity, are not statistically significant. The 

main effects for context-level control variables are mostly not statistically significant, except 

for positive and statistically significant coefficients for gender wage gap, unemployment 

benefit generosity, and unemployment rate in some models. Table S6 in the online 

supplement presents additional robustness checks for context-level unobserved 

heterogeneity, in particular models that use country fixed-effects, year fixed-effects, and 

country fixed-effects interacted with men’s unemployment (also called FEs models in 

Giesselmann and Schmidt-Catran 2019). Our finding that men’s unemployment is 

moderated by context-level male-breadwinner norms remains robust through all these 

stringent tests. Taken together, our key finding supporting the gender social stress 
mechanism, that strongly held male-breadwinner norms correlate with an increased 

association between men’s unemployment and separation risk, is robust to an extensive set 

of potential confounders.

Having established the substantial moderating effect of context-level male-breadwinner 

norms on separation risk, we move to test subsequent hypotheses about functional form 

(Hypothesis 1a). Existing theoretical developments about the gender social stress 

mechanism typically do not specify a functional form, but some work suggests there might 

be a curvilinear relationship between context-level norms and behavior (Breen and Cooke 

2005; Esping-Andersen and Billari 2015). Table 6, Model 12, adds a quadratic term to allow 

male-breadwinner norms to moderate the association between men’s unemployment and 

separation in a nonlinear fashion. The results show evidence in support of the curvilinear 

specification, albeit modest; the interaction with the quadratic term is statistically significant 

and the log-likelihood ratio test indicates model improvement (LR chi2(2) = 12.79; p 
= .002). Figure 3 provides a visual representation of this result. Because the logistic model 

already implicates a nonlinear interaction on the probability metric, the plotted shape of 

men’s unemployment AME does not dramatically change, but it changes in a direction 

consistent with the idea of a tipping point (Breen and Cooke 2005). We find that the 

association between men’s unemployment and the risk of separation is relatively flat when 

the prevalence of male-breadwinning values ranges between 0 and 15 percent, and it only 

starts increasing when the prevalence of male-breadwinning norms hits 20 percent. 

Supplementary tests also show that small increases in male-breadwinner norms are only 

statistically significant when the overall support for male-breadwinner norms is above 15 to 

20 percent (see Part C of the online supplement). Further research is needed to examine this 

hypothesis in more depth, but our results are generally consistent with the threshold model.

Finally, we examine the proposition that male-breadwinner norms apply more strongly to 

married than to cohabiting couples (Hypothesis 1b). Both gender and social institutionalist 

theorists propose reasons to expect conforming to gender expectations is more consequential 

for married unions than for cohabiting unions (Brines and Joyner 1999). Model 13 in Table 6 
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adds a three-way interaction between men’s unemployment, male-breadwinner norms, and a 

cohabitation dummy. The results indicate that the relevance of context-level gender norms 

varies by union type. This result suggests married men’s unemployment coefficient is more 

sensitive to changes in male-breadwinner norms than is cohabiting men’s unemployment 

coefficient. Models 14 and 15 report separate regressions by marital status that replicate the 

same pattern. They show the interaction with male-breadwinner norms is only statistically 

significant for married couples, not for cohabiting couples.

Figure 4 and Table 7 present AMEs to evaluate these results on the probability scale. Unlike 

the logistic coefficients, AME patterns suggest the cohabiting men’s unemployment 

coefficient also varies across male-breadwinner norms, but this variation is relatively smaller 

and not statistically significant as that among married couples.11 Detailed tests about these 

patterns of variation among married and cohabiting couples confirm this reading (see Figure 

S5 in the online supplement). It is possible that the lack of statistically significant variation 

in cohabiting men’s unemployment AMEs across male-breadwinner norms could be due to 

statistical power issues in the smaller cohabiting sample. Although we cannot rule this out, 

the differences in slopes between these two types of unions are notable and thus point to a 

substantive difference. Taken together, these results support Hypothesis 1b and are 

consistent with the view that deviating from the conventional division of labor is more 

disruptive for marriages than for cohabiting couples. These analyses cannot directly answer 

whether the difference between married and cohabiting couples is produced by differences 

in the institutionalization of incentives for the conventional division of labor (Brines and 

Joyner 1999) or by differences in the social expectations that couples are beholden to 

(Shelton and John 1993). Further research is needed to disentangle these mechanisms.

Other Robustness Checks

We conducted a number of additional robustness checks to address limitations in 

measurement and omitted variable bias. One weakness of the analysis is the measure of 

unemployment, which does not distinguish between job loss and other forms of 

unemployment, such as looking for jobs after finishing school or after a period of economic 

inactivity. This is problematic because unemployment not related to job loss might be less 

prone to raise relationship conflicts, as suggested by research that disaggregates different 

types of unemployment and sources of job loss (e.g., layoffs versus plant closure) (Charles 

and Stephens 2004; Doiron and Medolia 2011; Eliason 2012). We conducted sensitivity 

analyses using a subset of countries for which we have employment calendar information 

where unemployment solely indicates actual job loss. We used the previous year’s 

employment calendar to code transitions from employment to unemployment, including left-

censored cases (or individuals who are observed unemployed at the beginning of the 

employment calendar). Because we do not know the origin of left-censored unemployment 

spells, we include a control variable for labor force attachment to capture cases of 

unemployment among individuals who have weak attachment to the labor market. Table S5 

11.Panel B in Table 7 shows that married men’s unemployment AME doubles when male-breadwinner norms increase from average to 
high (men’s average AME is .003, and an increase in male-breadwinner norms from average to high increases men’s AME by .003 
points), whereas cohabiting men’s unemployment AME increases by 70 percent when male-breadwinner norms increase from average 
to high.
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in the online supplement reports results and shows that patterns discussed above are 

replicated with this restricted sample. This confirms that our findings reflect job losses and 

are not a product of other forms of unemployment.

A separate concern pertains to the question of whether our estimate for men’s 

unemployment can be considered a reasonable estimate of the causal effect of 

unemployment on separation, an assumption we make indirectly. Researchers have raised 

the possibility that unobserved heterogeneity and reverse causality processes can bias 

estimates of the association between men’s unemployment and separation—that is, 

unobserved individual attributes, like low commitment or laziness, can lead to both 

unemployment and separation, or relationship trouble can generate low worker productivity 

and lead to job loss and later separation (Covizzi 2008). Our data pose unfortunate 

limitations to implement robustness checks to explore this question. The two prominent 

correction methods (Mundlak correction and conditional logit models) require a substantial 

number of repeated observations to work well, and our data only include four repeated 

observations. Despite the inadequacy of our data, we applied these tests in an effort to 

address this concern. The results show the cross-level interaction remains robust to both 

types of corrections for unobserved heterogeneity at the individual level, confirming the 

robustness of our interpretation about the moderating role of context-level male-breadwinner 

norms.12 See Table S6 in the online supplement.

We conducted supplementary analyses to check the sensitivity of our results to additional 

specifications. Because our data cover the Great Recession, one concern might be that we 

are insufficiently able to capture both time-fixed and time-varying unobserved processes that 

might shape the meaning of unemployment.13 To assess concerns about context-level 

unobserved heterogeneity, Table S6 in the online supplement shows our results are robust to 

country fixed-effects, to the exclusion of recession years from our data (2009 to 2010), and 

to the exclusion of outliers identified in Figure 1. Our results might still be challenged by 

other time-varying context-level processes unrelated to the time-varying context-level 

variables included in the models. Table S4 in the online supplement shows our results are 

replicated using different operationalizations of the male-bread-winner norms measure and 

when we include interactions with other dimensions of gender norms, such as the level of 

agreement with the statement that children suffer when mothers work. Table S7 in the online 

supplement shows our results are also robust to additional interactions between men’s 

unemployment and individual-level covariates, in particular his age and his education. All 

these analyses show our main findings and patterns are robust to numerous alternative 

specifications.

12.The main effect for men’s unemployment is not statistically significant in these models, which we believe is not surprising because 
four observations per individual is not sufficient to separate the stable individual effect from the event of unemployment. We applied 
the Mundlak correction method to the German and UK data, for which we have more repeated observations, and the results show the 
association between men’s unemployment and separation remains robust after controlling for fixed unobserved individual-level 
heterogeneity. These supplementary results, together with the record of published research finding robust causal evidence for the 
relationship between men’s unemployment and divorce using model specifications that tackle concerns about endogeneity and reverse 
causality more directly than we can (Charles and Stephens 2004; Doiron and Medolia 2011), validate the underlying causal 
assumption we make in this study.
13.A body of research has considered the hypothesis that higher levels of unemployment might lower unemployment stigma and the 
negative effect of unemployment on individual outcomes (i.e., health or well-being), but the existing evidence consistent with this 
hypothesis is weak (see Oesch and Lipps 2013).
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DISCUSSION

This study offers a novel test of the idea that gender culture moderates the relationship 

between couples’ economic characteristics and union dissolution by measuring and 

leveraging variation in the key explanatory variable, context-level gender norms. We find 

that men’s unemployment is associated with higher risk of couple separation in countries 

where the male-breadwinner model is strongly embedded in social and cultural values, that 

is, where a substantial share of the population believes breadwinning is men’s primary role. 

In countries where only a small minority of the population believe breadwinning is men’s 

primary role, men’s unemployment is not as strongly linked to separation. Our findings are 

consistent with prior work emphasizing the importance of gender norms to understand 

stability in marriage (Cooke 2006; Killewald 2016; Sayer et al. 2011; Schwartz and 

Gonalons-Pons 2016; Schwartz and Han 2014). Prior studies have identified the gender 

stress mechanism without measuring gender norms, but our study measures the prevalence 

of support for the male-breadwinner model in different countries and correlates that data 

directly with the likelihood that men’s unemployment will increase the risk of separation. In 

this way, our study provides a new, robust test of the gender social stress mechanism.

The results indicate that union type matters, too. We find that male-breadwinner norms 

moderate the association between men’s unemployment and separation more strongly 

among married couples than among cohabiting couples. This pattern is consistent with 

gender theorists’ suggestion that gender norms are context-specific and that marriage 

heightens gender expectations (Risman 1999). It is also consistent with work suggesting that 

institutions set stronger incentives for the gendered division of labor for married couples 

than for cohabiting couples (Brines and Joyner 1999). Because our results are robust to 

stringent controls for fixed context-level heterogeneity, and our sample includes a variety of 

countries with different levels of institutionalized benefits for married couples, we see our 

findings as more consistent with the gender social expectation mechanism than with the 

institutional mechanism. However, future research is needed to further disentangle these two 

mechanisms.

Our analyses also offer evidence consistent with some tenets of the financial strain and 

economic specialization approaches, but the evidence that these mechanisms moderate the 

relationship between unemployment and separation is more limited. We find evidence that 

men’s higher income is associated with lower risk of separation, but we do not find that 

controlling for financial strain mediates the relationship between his unemployment and 

separation. This is contrary to results in previous studies finding that economic stress 

mediates the association between unemployment and separation (Blekesaune 2009; Hansen 

2005; Poortman 2005), but consistent with studies that do not find support for such 

mediation (Charles and Stephens 2004; Doiron and Medolia 2011). Similarly, we find 

evidence that men’s relative market advantage is associated with a lower risk of separation, 

but we find no evidence that his relative market advantage moderates (or mediates) the 

association between his unemployment and separation.

Our study is not without shortcomings. The rotating panel structure limits our ability to 

construct more precise measures for long-term income patterns. There is missing 
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information on union parity and duration, and we cannot entirely rule out omitted variable 

bias (but in the online supplement, see Table S7 for sensitivity tests and Part D for a detailed 

evaluation of this concern). Similarly, couple-level measures about relationship satisfaction 

and gender attitudes would offer additional venues to test these theoretical approaches and 

address potential confounders. The lack of information on couples’ gender attitudes is 

particularly significant. Our data cannot entirely separate the extent to which the gender 

norm mechanism is working as a genuine contextual process that influences all couples 

irrespective of gender ideology, and the extent to which it is working through couples’ 

gender attitudes (i.e., if it manifests only in couples with male-breadwinner preferences). 

The robustness of our findings to controlling for education and age that correlate with 

gender attitudes, as well as controlling for the interaction between men’s unemployment and 

these two variables,14 boosts our confidence that the findings point to a contextual-level 

process, but future analyses combining data on context-level norms and couple-level 

attitudes could address this issue more directly. Finally, the measure of the male-

breadwinner norm is imperfect for two main reasons: it combines items from two different 

surveys and it only includes data from two points in time, which might not capture subtler 

changes in gender norms over time (Knight and Brinton 2017). Although we thoroughly 

tested alternative specifications (see Table S4 in the online supplement), we cannot entirely 

rule out measurement error. Future analyses could also leverage regional variation within 

countries with better measures on gender norms to address these issues.

Our findings have implications for discussions about changes in gender norms, in particular, 

changes in gender norms about masculinity. In light of the gender revolution, attitudes 

toward women’s economic roles have shifted much faster and further than attitudes toward 

men’s economic roles (England 2010). This has led some scholars to suggest the change in 

gender culture is multidimensional, and new modes of gender egalitarianism might emerge 

without challenging the male-breadwinner norm (Dernberger and Pepin 2020; Knight and 

Brinton 2017; Pepin and Cotter 2018). By broadening the range of gender cultures, our 

study includes contexts where the support for the male-breadwinner norm is low, and our 

results indicate that the gender social stress mechanism does notably decline as a result. We 

find that in countries with below-average support for male-breadwinner norms, men’s 

unemployment is much less likely to result in separation, ceteris paribus. Thus, although the 

male-breadwinner norm might remain strong in certain contexts, in other contexts it does 

not, and this increases couples’ relationship stability when the male partner experiences 

unemployment.

These results suggest that cultural changes challenging male-breadwinner culture can have 

real benefits for romantic relationships. Our theoretical framework argues these benefits are 

due to the removal of pressures to fulfill gendered expectations. This process is consistent 

with research documenting the lived experience of these pressures—that is, studies 

demonstrating that family and friends show greater disappointment and disapproval of men’s 

job loss than women’s job loss (Jahoda et al. 1933; Rijken and Liefbroer 2016), that men 

suffer more emotionally from job loss than do women (Cooper 2014; Rao 2020), and that 

14.See Part B, Table S7, Models S22 and S23, in the online supplement.
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couples feel a more intense need to account for men’s job loss than for women’s (Rao 2020; 

Tichenor 2005). By systematically analyzing cross-cultural variation, we have offered novel 

quantitative evidence about the relevance of gender culture in shaping societal 

understandings of unemployment and romantic relationships and in framing how individuals 

feel about and respond to job loss.

Supplementary Material

Refer to Web version on PubMed Central for supplementary material.
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Figure 1. 
Divorce Odds Ratio for Men’s Unemployment by Male-Breadwinner Norms

Data sources: SIPP (US), GSOEP (DE), BHPS and UKHLS (UK), EU-SILC (all other 

countries).

Note: The figure plots coefficients from a pooled logistic regression with country fixed-

effects interacted with men’s unemployment and individual-level control variables.

Country legend: AT = Austria, BE = Belgium, BG = Bulgaria, CY = Cyprus, CZ = Czech 

Republic, DE = Germany, DK = Denmark, EE = Estonia, EL = Greece, ES = Spain, FI = 

Finland, FR = France, HU = Hungary, IE = Ireland, IS = Iceland, IT = Italy, LT = Lithuania, 

LU = Luxembourg, LV = Latvia, NL = Netherlands, NO = Norway, PL = Poland, PT = 

Portugal, RO = Romania, SE = Sweden, SI = Slovenia, SK = Slovakia, UK = United 

Kingdom, US = United States.
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Figure 2. 
Men’s and Women’s Unemployment Average Marginal Effects by Male-Breadwinner 

Norms

Data sources: SIPP (US), GSOEP (DE), BHPS and UKHLS (UK), EU-SILC (all other 

countries).
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Figure 3. 
Men’s and Women’s Unemployment Average Marginal Effects by Male-Breadwinner 

Norms, Quadratic Specification

Data sources: SIPP (US), GSOEP (DE), BHPS and UKHLS (UK), EU-SILC (all other 

countries).
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Figure 4. 
Average Marginal Effect of Men’s Unemployment in Married and Cohabiting Unions by 

Male-Breadwinner Norms

Data sources: SIPP (US), GSOEP (DE), BHPS and UKHLS (UK), EU-SILC (all other 

countries).
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