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Research Focus

Background:

spousal con�ict and divorce are empirically relevant

limited research on spousal con�ict

unexplored richness of data: National Survey of Families and
Households (NSFH)

Research goals:

explain con�ict in intact marriage, along with cooperation and
divorce

quantify disutility impact of con�ict

evaluate e¤ect of shorter separation requirements and stronger
child support enforcement
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NSFH Questions about Spousal Con�ict

Dispute areas and frequencies:

�The following is a list of subjects on which couples often have
disagreements. How often, if at all, in the past year have you had open
disagreements about each of the following:

household tasks, money, spending time together, sex, in-laws, children?�

responses: �never�, �once a month or less�,..., �almost every day�

Dispute resolution process:

�There are various ways that married couples deal with serious
disagreements. When you have a serious disagreement with your
husband/wife, how often do you:

discuss your disagreements calmly, argue heatedly or shout at each other?�

responses: �never�, �seldom�,..., �always�

NASM ES 2009 Spousal Con�ict and Divorce 3



Marital State

Marital state: status of a couple as of NSFH wave 2 (1992-94):

Con�ict: intact couple where husband and wife:
disagree about at least one aspect of marriage
have disputes several times a week or more often
seldom calmly discuss disputes or often shout at each other

Cooperation: intact couple not in state of con�ict

Divorce: couple divorced or separated

Marital State Frequency Weighted Fraction, %
Cooperation 2,948 78.65
Con�ict 416 10.27
Divorce 514 11.08

Total 3,878 100.00
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Game Structure

cooperate,
o¤er τ

refuse to
cooperate divorce

accept reject divorce
do not
divorce

divorce

husband

wife wife
divorce

cooperation con�ict divorce con�ict divorce
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Information Asymmetry

Two individual traits:

Bargaining strength: �soft� (S) vs. �hard� (H) bargainer
Divorce prospect: �pessimist� (P) vs. �optimist� (O)

Husband�s type (k) and wife�s type (l) combine trait levels:

k, l 2 fHO, HP, SO, SPg
e.g., type HO stands for �hard bargainer �optimist�

Knowledge about types:

type is private information

husband has beliefs
�

δHO, δHP, δSO, δSP
�0
about wife
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Estimated Divorce Payo¤s

Husband Wife
Variable Coe¤. Std. Err. Coe¤. Std. Err.

male-speci�c availability ratio 0.264 (0.198) �
female-speci�c availability ratio � 1.369�� (0.259)
1
2 year � separation � 1 year �0.269 (0.174) 0.032 (0.194)
separation > 1 year �0.309�� (0.152) �0.162 (0.162)
CSE collection rate 0.165 (0.285) 1.938�� (0.247)
coll. rate � high sch., husband �1.633�� (0.232) �
coll. rate � college, husband �0.819�� (0.217) �
coll. rate � high sch., wife � �1.802�� (0.283)
coll. rate � college, wife � �0.894�� (0.248)
optimist�s constant 3.710�� (0.378) 0.655�� (0.098)

� and �� denote signi�cance at 10 and 5% levels, respectively.
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Estimated Cooperation Payo¤

Variable Coe¤. Std. Err.

constant 4.702�� (0.216)
children, < 6 y.o. 0.274�� (0.121)
children, � 6 y.o. �0.055 (0.105)
children, wife�s �0.261� (0.151)
marital duration 0.093�� (0.015)
home ownership �0.134 (0.168)
age, husband�s 0.033�� (0.012)
age, abs. di¤erence �0.041� (0.022)
black husband 0.543�� (0.230)
catholic husband 0.182 (0.179)
religion, di¤erence 0.067 (0.171)
high sch., husband 0.010 (0.166)
college, husband 0.195 (0.199)
education, di¤erence �0.378�� (0.166)

� and �� denote signi�cance at 10 and 5% levels, respectively.
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Estimated Con�ict Payo¤s

Husband Wife
Variable Coe¤. Std. Err. Coe¤. Std. Err.

constant �2.624�� (0.242) �1.620�� (0.267)
children, < 6 y.o. 0.623�� (0.136) 0.554�� (0.120)
children, � 6 y.o. 0.453�� (0.111) 0.498�� (0.092)
children, wife�s 0.310�� (0.154) 0.406�� (0.202)
marital duration 0.015 (0.018) �0.017� (0.010)
home ownership 1.544�� (0.208) �0.261 (0.180)
age, husband�s 0.113�� (0.012) 0.000 (0.011)
age, abs. di¤erence �0.224�� (0.040) �0.002 (0.030)
black husband �1.274�� (0.278) 0.593�� (0.208)
catholic husband 0.495�� (0.243) 0.367�� (0.168)
religion, di¤erence �0.929�� (0.209) �0.019 (0.174)
high sch., husband 0.238 (0.222) �0.500�� (0.162)
college, husband 0.009 (0.272) �0.960�� (0.189)
education, di¤erence �0.066 (0.206) 0.259� (0.137)
hard barg. constant 2.391�� (0.302) 4.101�� (0.364)

� and �� denote signi�cance at 10 and 5% levels, respectively.
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Counterfactuals

Experiment A: elimination of separation periods

Experiment B: perfect child support enforcement

Distribution of Couples (%)

Marital State Baseline Experiment A Experiment B
Cooperation 78.65 77.97 81.56
Con�ict 10.27 10.02 8.38
Divorce 11.08 12.01 10.06

Total 100.00 100.00 100.00
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Robustness and Out-of-Sample Performance

Analysis of robustness and LM speci�cation tests:

exclusion of potentially endogenous variables (common
children, marital duration, and home ownership)

impact of legal property division regimes (community
property, common law, and equitable distribution)

Out-of-sample predictive ability:

use NSFH wave 3 data on couple status 5.5 years after wave 2

actual divorce rate: 7.99%

predicted divorce rate: 9.25%
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Conclusion

Key contributions:

spousal con�ict is equilibrium outcome of bargaining

model allows for Pareto ine¢ cient outcomes and information
asymmetries

con�ict indicator incorporates data on dispute resolution

policy variables in divorce payo¤s

Directions for future research:

multi-issue bargaining

dynamic bargaining
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Estimated Type Probabilities and Beliefs
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National Survey of Families and Households (NSFH)

Main features of NSFH:

nationally representative panel of households

3 data collection waves: 1987-88, 1992-94, and 2001-02

husband and wife answered separate questionnaires

NSFH includes questions on:

marital disputes: frequency, areas, resolution process

respondent�s own happiness after hypothetical divorce

beliefs about partner�s happiness after hypothetical divorce

Sample of analysis: 3,878 married couples
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NSFH Evidence on Spousal Con�ict

Dispute frequencies:

once a week or more: 39 percent

several times a week or more: 23 percent

almost everyday: 11 percent

Dispute resolution process:

seldom/never calmly discuss disputes: 27 percent

often/always heatedly argue or shout: 10 percent
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Parameterized Payo¤s

Husband Wife

Cooperation: uh = x0αh � τ + θ1 uw = x0αw + τ + θ3

Con�ict: vS
h = x0βh + θ2 vS

w = x0βw + θ4

vH
h = vS

h + βH
h vH

w = vS
w + βH

w

θ
4�1

s i.i.d. N (0, Σ)

Divorce: yP
h = z0hγh yP

w = z0wγw

yO
h = yP

h + γO
h yO

w = yP
w + γO

w

x: demographic variables; zh, zw: location-speci�c variables

type-speci�c constants are positive: βH
h , βH

w , γO
h , γO

w > 0
cannot separately identify αh and αw, estimate αh + αw
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Parameterized Type Probabilities and Beliefs

Type probabilities (Degan & Merlo, 2006):

πk
h =

exp
�

a0hλk
h

�
∑j exp

�
a0hλ

j
h

� , πl
w =

exp
�

a0wλl
w

�
∑j exp

�
a0wλ

j
w

�
k: husband�s type, l: wife�s type

ah, aw: observed spousal opinions about own happiness

Husband�s beliefs:

δl =
exp

�
b0ρl + ηl�

∑j exp
�
b0ρj + ηj

� , η
3�1

s i.i.d. N (0, Ω)

b: observed husband�s beliefs about wife�s happiness
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Demographic Variables

Variable Mean Std. Dev. Min Max
children < 6 year old 0.45 (0.73) 0 5
children � 6 year old 0.57 (0.94) 0 5
children, wife�s 0.14 (0.47) 0 5
marital duration 14.51 (13.23) 0 63.58
home ownership 0.75 (0.43) 0 1
age, husband�s 41.02 (13.75) 17 90
age, abs. di¤erence 3.62 (3.84) 0 38
black husband 0.09 (0.29) 0 1
catholic husband 0.23 (0.42) 0 1
religion, di¤erence 0.33 (0.47) 0 1
high school, husband 0.51 (0.50) 0 1
college, husband 0.33 (0.47) 0 1
education, di¤erence 0.38 (0.48) 0 1
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Location-Speci�c Variables

Availability ratio (Goldman et al., 1984):
speci�c to county, sex, race, age, and education
source: 1990 Census (5-percent PUMS)

State-speci�c separation period requirements:
sources: Friedberg (1998), Freed & Walker (1991)

State-speci�c CSE collection rate (Nixon, 1997):
sources: O¢ ce of CSE reports to Congress

Variable Mean Std. Dev. Min Max
male-speci�c availability ratio 1.25 (0.24) 0.56 2.43
female-speci�c availability ratio 0.84 (0.16) 0.22 1.45
1
2 year � separation � 1 year 0.18 (0.39) 0 1
separation > 1 year 0.33 (0.47) 0 1
CSE collection rate 0.19 (0.06) 0.06 0.35
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Beliefs and Opinions

Husband reports what he believes about his wife�s overall
happiness after divorce

Spouses report what they think about their own overall
happiness after divorce

Variable Mean Std. Dev. Min Max
same happiness, belief 0.19 (0.39) 0 1
more happy, belief 0.08 (0.27) 0 1
same happiness, husband 0.17 (0.38) 0 1
more happy, husband 0.06 (0.23) 0 1
worthy person, husband 0.38 (0.49) 0 1
same happiness, wife 0.15 (0.36) 0 1
more happy, wife 0.07 (0.26) 0 1
worthy person, wife 0.42 (0.49) 0 1
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Estimated Type Probabilities and Beliefs

True Types Beliefs
Spousal Type Husband Wife Husband

HO (hard bargainer �optimist) 0.106 0.040 0.170
HP (hard bargainer �pessimist) 0.141 0.249 0.027
SO (soft bargainer �optimist) 0.019 0.048 0.112
SP (soft bargainer �pessimist) 0.734 0.663 0.691
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