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Short Abstract [250 words]: This study uses large scale register data from Germany and 
Sweden to examine mothers’ earning trajectories after divorce. In particular it is investigated 
how pre-birth earnings and labour market behaviour determine earnings trajectories after 
divorce. We explore how patterns differ between East Germany, West Germany and Sweden 
and how they vary by pre-birth earning quantiles. Our preliminary investigations shows large 
differences in women’s labour market attachment before and around childbirth in the three 
regions. As expected, West German women are the least likely to be working around childbirth. 
In all regions, divorced women expand their labour market participation after childbirth. This 
particularly pertains to West German women, who nevertheless remain far below their pre-birth 
income. However, there are large differences by pre-birth earnings quantiles. It seems that 
divorced women in the lowest earning quantile experienced rather flat earning trajectories 
compared to women in the other earning brackets. This finding is consistent across countries. 
 
 
 
1 Prior research & contribution to the literature 

A large body of literature has amassed that examined how divorce and separation affect 
subsequent income and economic wellbeing. It is well documented in the literature that women 
experience a drop in equalized household income after union dissolution (Andreß et al. 2006; 
Bayaz-Ozturk et al. 2018; Burkhauser et al. 1991; Hauser et al. 2016). There are also several 
studies that have examined the effect of divorce on women’s employment rates for single 
countries and in cross-national comparison (Mueller 2005; Van Damme et al. 2009; Jenkins 
2008). Some few studies have explored individual earning trajectories after divorce and 
separation for selected countries (Raz-Yurovich 2013; Tamborini et al. 2015). However, little 
cross-national research exists on the earning trajectories of mothers after divorce in a cross-
national context. We seek to fill this research gap in the following way. Firstly, we compare 
patterns in Sweden and Germany, two welfare states that differ sharply in the integration of 
mothers into the labor market. Considering that earning trajectories are largely responsible for 
a decent standard of living and the future pension income, some mothers might face greater 
difficulties than others, depending on different institutional regulations that allow to cope with 
them. Second, we use high quality and large scale register data which allow us to generate 
robust estimates on long-term effects of divorce on women’s earnings trajectories. Thirdly, the 
large sample size of the register data enable us to generate estimates for population subgroups. 
 
 
2 Data and method 

For Germany, we use data from the pension registers. We draw here on a newly generated data 
set that includes the full employment and earning histories as well as the dates of divorce (Keck 
et al. 2019). For Sweden data comes from the Swedish administrative registers. The analytical 
sample includes women who had a first child between 1992 and 2015. Earlier years cannot be 
considered, because we do not have information on the dates of divorce for the East German 
sample for earlier years. In a first step of the analysis, we display simple descriptive statistics 
that show the earning development prior and after first birth. In a second step, we compare the 
earning developments of women who experienced a divorce before the first child reached age 
10 with the comparison group that never experienced a divorce. The analysis is conduced 
separately by earning quantiles. The final investigation (still to be completed) includes a fixed 
effects model with annual earnings as an outcome variable. The aim is to estimate how mothers 
predicted earning trajectories change across the subgroups of divorced mothers and mothers, 
who remain married within a time frame of ten years after the first child was born.  



A major limitation of our investigation is that we have to focus on the consequences of marital 
disruption. The breakdown of a non-marital union cannot be investigated (due to limitations of 
the German data which includes divorce dates, but not the ending dates of non-marital unions). 
Another limitation is that we have only annual (and monthly) earnings at our disposal, but we 
do not have information on working hours. 
 
 
3 First descriptive results 

3.1 Germany 

As can be seen in Figure 1 the birth of the first child reduces earnings significantly in both East 
and West Germany. This finding is much stronger for West German women than for East 
German women. Although both groups re-enter the labour market after birth, West German 
women remain far below their pre-birth income levels and also below the income levels of East 
German women. In comparison, divorced mothers increase their labour market participation 
after the birth of their first child stronger than other women with children. Figure 2 displays the 
earnings by four income quartiles. The figure shows that divorced mothers average earnings 
increase more strongly after the birth of their first child than the earnings of other mothers, 
regardless of their income quartile. However, the effect is stronger for the two top quartiles 
(Q3-Q4). 

 

Figure 1: Average labour earnings by time to/from the first birth, women in Germany 
 

 
Note: 1 earning points is equivalent to the average earnings. 
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Figure 2: Average labour earnings by time to/from the first birth, women in Germany (in 
quartiles) 
 

 
Note: Mothers without positive income two years before child birth were excluded. 1 earning points is 
equivalent to the average earnings. 

 

 

3.2 Sweden 

As in Germany, the birth of the first child affects the labour market participation of women in 
Sweden. Whereas at the end of the observation period, women in the two top income quartiles 
are again close to their pre-birth income levels, women in the lower income quartiles are more 
likely to experience rather flat earning trajectories and do not reach their pre-birth income. 
 
Figure 3: Average labour earnings by time to/from the first birth, women in Sweden (in 
quartiles) 
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