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Do Housing Wealth and Tenure (change) Moderate the Relationship Between Divorce and 

Subjective Wellbeing 

Stéfanie André, Caroline Dewilde and Ruud Muffels 

 

Abstract 

Homeownership, as a storage for housing wealth, is believed to play an increasingly important role in terms 

of welfare provision. However, homeownership does not always act as a nest-egg, it can be a source of 

financial anxiety as well. In this paper we investigate how homeownership and housing wealth moderate 

the relationship between divorce and subjective wellbeing (life satisfaction, happiness, financial 

satisfaction). Using longitudinal data for Australia we find homeowners are more negatively affected by 

divorce than tenants, among others because the owned house becomes a financial burden after divorce. We 

further find gendered effects. When women move from an owned to a rented house, divorce has a smaller 

negative effect on happiness and financial satisfaction than when remaining in the owned home. For men 

however, housing wealth alleviates financial stress when the divorcees remain in an owner-occupied house 

after divorce.  

 

1. Introduction 

Long-term social, demographic and economic changes such as ageing, individualization and globalization  

have resulted in changing family formation patterns as well as the emergence of ‘new social risks’ (Taylor-

Gooby, 2008). This has been accompanied with rising inequality in income and accumulated wealth but 

also with significant welfare state reforms, resulting in less government intervention (retrenchment), the 

marketization of public services (privatization), increased welfare or poverty gaps and reduced income 

support to the family (Bonoli & Natali, 2012).  

The higher reliance on private insurance by means of accumulated wealth is believed to result in a 

more prominent role for housing tenure and housing wealth, the latter being the most important source of 

wealth for most households. However, only those in homeownership and with a house value higher than 

the outstanding mortgage, can perceive of homeownership as a ‘nest egg' (Wood, Parkinson, Searle, & 

Smith, 2013). Housing policies and mortgage credit supply determine which demographic groups enter and 

profit most from homeownership and whether housing wealth can be accessed. Furthermore, many recent 

buyers have limited or negative housing wealth because of mortgages exceeding the property market value, 

due to property price falls in the wake of the Global Financial Crisis (2008) (Schwartz, 2012). This means 

homeownership is not always a nest-egg, it can be a source of financial anxiety as well. In this paper, we 

investigate whether housing wealth acts as a source of security or insecurity, affecting subjective wellbeing 

upon the occurrence of divorce in Australia, a country in which housing is financialized, i.e. the investment-
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function of mortgage-based homeownership has become more important compared to the shelter function, 

and important for pension provision. We use the term ‘divorce’ for dissolution of both marriage and 

cohabitation relationships. 

It is a well-established finding that divorcees have lower subjective wellbeing; such an effect has 

been found in both cross-sectional and longitudinal studies (Amato, 2000; Gallagher & Waite, 2000; Kitson 

& Morgan, 1990). Divorce has economic and housing consequences, besides psychological consequences. 

Divorce leads to income losses, especially for women, and loss of economies of scale, leading to a decline 

in economic well-being (Uunk, 2004). Furthermore, at least one of the two partners needs to find another 

home and to set up a new household, which comes with substantial costs, as finding affordable housing in 

a social and geographic area that fits one’s preferences can be challenging (Dewilde, 2008; Gram‐Hanssen 

& Bech‐Danielsen, 2004; Mulder, 2013). Divorce often leads to exits from homeownership, and moves into 

the social (more likely for women) and private rental sector (more likely for men); such exits can be 

permanent or temporary. However, even when divorcees re-enter homeownership, divorce results in lower 

accumulated housing wealth (Dewilde, 2008; Dewilde & Stier, 2014; Wind & Dewilde, 2016).  

Research showed a negative association between divorce and wellbeing and a clear positive one 

between homeownership and wellbeing (Gibson, Thomson, Kearns, & Petticrew, 2011; Zumbro, 2014). 

However, there is a lack of evidence regarding the extent to which homeownership moderates the negative 

effect of divorce on wellbeing. We furthermore expect this moderating effect to be different for people in 

different situations, based on: the housing tenure of divorcees remaining in the marital home; the housing 

tenure of leaving the marital home; and the amount of housing wealth stored in the marital house. 

In most cases, relationship dissolution implies losing at least a portion of the accumulated housing 

wealth (Grinstein-Weiss, Manturuk, Guo, Charles, & Key, 2014). Often, the departing partner has to be 

bought out and the burden of mortgage payments (relative to income) increases for the partner that remains 

in the marital house (Mulder & Wagner, 2010). Especially women are known to have difficulties in paying 

for increased housing costs or are not able to raise the capital necessary to buy out their ex-partner 

(McCarthy & Simpson, 1991). In more financialized housing regimes, it is often possible to renegotiate 

mortgage terms in order to obtain an affordable solution. The investments in the house by both partners in 

terms of time and money spent on decorating, remodeling and maintaining the house furthermore signal an 

emotional investment in the relationship and in the flourishing of family life (Gram‐Hanssen & Bech‐

Danielsen, 2004; Mallett, 2004). Logically, leaving the home will cause decreases in subjective wellbeing 

for both homeowners and tenants, although the former group may have made larger investments in the 

marital home. While taking into account these three functions of housing – shelter, home and investment – 

we investigate how the relationship between divorce and wellbeing is influenced by the housing situation. 
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In the literature, housing wealth is seen as a panacea for many social and financial problems. 

However, this may be too simplistic in the case of divorce. On the one hand homeownership means 

additional emotional ties to the house and often higher financial burdens after divorce, especially compared 

to renting. However, when there is net worth, housing wealth can also be used to overcome immediate 

income shortages, when one of the partners is bought out (and thus receives a lumps-sum) or through 

financial arrangements (e.g. in-situ mortgage equity withdrawal) (Lowe, Searle, & Smith, 2012). We 

theorize and test different situations of housing tenure change that can occur after divorce and research how 

the original housing tenure and the availability or lack of housing wealth can affect wellbeing. 

In some countries homeownership is financialized, and believed to potentially function as 

complementary to the welfare state (Lennartz & Ronald, 2016; Lowe, 2011). House price increases have 

elevated housing wealth but have also made it more difficult to (re-)enter homeownership, as house price 

increases affect not only one’s housing wealth, but also the price of housing and hence of accessing a new 

owner-occupied house. In Australia, where equity release products (i.e. the release of money tied up in the 

house) are widely available, research showed housing wealth has been used to supplement income in the 

case of divorce. This leads to the following research question: is the relationship between divorce and 

subjective wellbeing moderated by housing tenure or housing wealth for different types of housing-divorce 

situations in Australia? 

 We add to existing research on housing and wellbeing by, first, focusing on the moderating effect 

of two important aspects of housing – tenure and housing wealth – on the relationship between divorce and 

wellbeing. This contributes to our knowledge on the potential for housing wealth to serve as an economic 

safety net in times of personal need and welfare austerity. We also incorporate home-making literature, to 

take account of the importance of losing the marital home for owners and renters. Second, we use panel 

data to gain more insight in the causal direction of the studied relationships.  

 In the next section we provide some background information on the housing and welfare context 

of Australia. This is followed by a theoretical discussion on the position of housing wealth and asset-based 

welfare in the New Social Risks-literature, from which we derive hypotheses on the relationship between 

divorce, wellbeing and housing. In the fourth section we discuss data preparation, followed by the results 

of our panel analyses. We end with a conclusion and discussion.  

 

2. The Australian housing system 

Australia is defined as a Liberal Market economy (LME) within the ‘Varieties of Capitalism’ literature 

(Hall & Soskice, 2001; Schwartz & Seabrooke, 2008), with a financialized housing market. For example, 

mortgage debt as a percentage of GDP has more than doubled between 1992 and 2003, an increase which 

within the OECD-countries was only surpassed by the Netherlands. The economy has suffered from the 
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effects of the economic crisis, the financialization of housing and the strong drop in house prices, although 

less than most European countries (Hulse, 2014). Financialization has nevertheless made brick and mortar 

a less secure investment (Ong, Wood, & Colic-Peisker, 2015; Schwartz, 2012).  

Australia is historically a homeownership nation, in which more than two thirds of the population 

are homeowners, and where most others rent in the private rental sector (25%) or in the social rental sector 

(about 4% of the population). Homeownership is more or less equally spread between mortgaged (37%) 

and outright (31%) homeownership (2012 data, Bentley et al., 2016). Renting in the private rental sector is 

traditionally seen as a transitional stage towards homeownership, although the sector has changed over the 

last decades into a long-term tenure for a larger number of households, mainly for young couples and 

singles, single-parents and (labor) migrants (Hulse, 2014). Social housing is residualized and targeted at 

those people who cannot afford to live in the private rental sector or to become a homeowner (Arthurson, 

2004; Beer & Faulkner, 2011). The rental market is clearly dualized (i.e. there is a strict division between 

the social housing sector and the unregulated private rental market) (Blessing, 2012; Kemeny, 1995) and 

housing assistance is of limited scope. Homeownership is the ‘natural’ tenure, associated with a strong 

cultural preference (Colic-Peisker, Ong, & Wood, 2015; Ong et al., 2015). Homeownership, and especially 

outright homeownership, forms an important part of Australia’s retirement income policy (Castles, 1998; 

Ong et al., 2015).  

The housing market is rather liberal, and although labor is coordinated, welfare provision resembles 

the liberal welfare regime type. Homeownership is largely mortgaged while being characterized by a large 

share of people withdrawing accumulated housing wealth. Housing Equity Withdrawal (HEW) through 

selling-up or trading-on is quite common, but even more common is Mortgage Equity Withdrawal (MEW) 

in which the accumulated wealth is transferred into income, so as to finance direct financial needs like 

educational or medical costs or renovation of the house (Ong, Parkinson, Searle, Smith, & Wood, 2013). 

New mortgage products were developed allowing homeowners to trade-in on their net worth of housing 

wealth by increasing their existing mortgage loan (Lowe, 2011). Young households were furthermore able 

to borrow a significantly higher portion of the purchase price of the house, which raised their mortgage 

indebtedness (Ong et al., 2015). 

Due to an ungenerous pension system, individualized housing asset-based welfare is pronounced 

(Ong et al., 2013) (Castles, 1998). Taxation privileges homeowners whilst retirement income policy is built 

on the assumption that state pensions can be kept low because an overwhelming majority of older citizens 

are outright owners (Castles, 1998; Colic-Peisker et al., 2015). Australians are therefore strongly dependent 

on homeownership for their financial wellbeing.  
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3. Theory 

First, we discuss divorce as a so-called New Social Risk, followed by theory and hypotheses regarding the 

relationship between divorce and subjective wellbeing, and how this relationship might be moderated by 

tenure and housing wealth.  

 

3.1 New Social Risks and Asset Based Welfare 

Traditionally, the welfare state focused on arrangements to cover (class-based) social and economic risks 

of income loss in old age, disability and unemployment (Bonoli & Natali, 2012; Hacker, 2004). However, 

new social risks like single parenthood emerged and this development caused welfare states to reinvent 

themselves, redirecting social spending to new groups (Pierson, 1996). In general there was a shift in public 

spending to education, labor market activation and childcare policies (Bonoli & Natali, 2012; Taylor-

Gooby, 2008).  

Simultaneously, the credit-supply economy, through mortgage debt and credit card financing, 

compensated for the gap between the level of earnings and consumption (Crouch, 2009; Crouch & Keune, 

2012). Governments may have used citizens’ increased ability and ‘willingness’ to invest in private assets 

(mainly housing) in order to redirect public resources to other dimensions of welfare spending (Lennartz & 

Ronald, 2016). Encouraging people to build assets, like the house, for life-course risks (i.e. Asset-Based 

Welfare) would empower people and result in less inequality (Sherraden, 1991). Housing wealth has 

become increasingly important for households’ economic wellbeing (Lennartz & Ronald, 2016; Lowe et 

al., 2012). However, the Global Financial Crisis showed the house cannot always act as a nest-egg. In 

Europe and the US, house prices dropped, and negative equity and arrears became more common (André, 

Dewilde, Luijkx, & Spierings, Forthcoming; Schwartz, 2012). 

 

3.2 Divorce, housing and wellbeing 

Divorce is a risk that in itself causes or contributes to the unfolding of other (new) social risks like single-

parenthood and poverty. Three mechanisms explain why divorce is associated with declining subjective 

wellbeing. First, divorce can be a highly disturbing emotional experience. Second, divorce leads to the loss 

of a partner relationship. Third, divorce leads to declining resources (Kalmijn & Monden, 2006; Uunk, 

2004), i.e. income losses and increased expenditures associated with the loss of economies of scale and the 

unavailability of affordable housing. Several reviews found health, economic wellbeing and personal 

wellbeing to be lower for divorcees across many countries, although there is considerable heterogeneity in 

these effects (Amato, 2000; Bonini, 2008; Kitson & Morgan, 1990). Longitudinal research found the 

negative effects of divorce on wellbeing to remain after selection bias is accounted for (Gallagher & Waite, 

2000; Lillard & Waite, 1995). Furthermore, research found those with more resources like eeducation and 
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an advantaged family background suffered less from divorce in terms of wellbeing (Mandemakers, 

2011)Reversed causality may also be an issue, as homeownership is associated with lower rates of divorce 

(Cooke, 2006; Killewald, 2016). Shared assets like homeownership and children appear to be associated 

with a higher level of marital stability and thus a lower risk of divorce (Becker, 1981).  

There has been considerable research into the consequences of divorce for the housing situation of 

divorcees. An important aspect is that at least one of the two partners has to leave the marital house. Which 

partner leaves the home is influenced by the monetary and non-monetary costs of moving and the bargaining 

power of the partners. The person who can bear the lowest costs and/or has the lowest bargaining power 

will move out. Factors that explain the outcome of this bargaining process are, among others, the level of 

economic resources, the emotional ties to the home, tenure status, custodian arrangements and emotional 

and social ties to the residential location (Mulder, 2013; Mulder & Wagner, 2010). The partner that moves 

out has to find another place to live; this can be a burden, because finding good quality, affordable housing 

can be hard for single-person/lone-parent households. At the same time, the partner that stays has to pay 

the mortgage or rent by her/himself (Dewilde, 2009). Moving out often leads to tenure changes for 

homeowners. Women more often end up in the social rental sector and men are more likely to either move 

to the private rental sector or stay in owner-occupied housing, when sufficient resources are available 

(Dewilde, 2008). A higher likelihood of moving out of homeownership remains up to ten years after divorce 

(Herbers, Mulder, & Mòdenes, 2014). Divorce also has long-term consequences. Homeowners who divorce 

are more likely to permanently exit homeownership (Dewilde & Stier, 2014). Wind and Dewilde (2016) 

found accumulated housing wealth to be lower for ever-divorced homeowners than for never-divorced 

homeowners. The lower housing wealth can be accounted for by the increased residential mobility of 

divorced households, housing market dynamics (when house prices increase faster than income, divorced 

households loose out on capital gains) and extended residential debt. Furthermore, staying in the owned 

house is conditional on the possibility to buy the partner out (Ong et al., 2013).  

Housing tenure can also have a direct effect on wellbeing, as homeownership in general provides 

higher quality houses and tenure security. A longitudinal study in Germany showed a positive effect of 

homeownership on wellbeing (Zumbro, 2014). Older tenants were found to have lower subjective wellbeing 

than homeowners in 16 European countries (Herbers & Mulder, 2016). Longitudinal analysis of mental 

health effects in Australia however found little evidence for a causal relationship between tenure and mental 

health after taking into account other differences between owners and tenants (Bentley et al., 2016).  

The positive effect of homeownership on wellbeing, independent from the economic aspect, can be 

linked to the literature on ‘homemaking’. The house is seen as a place of self-expression: by decorating, 

remodeling and maintaining the house (often gender-related), people make the house their own (Gram‐

Hanssen & Bech‐Danielsen, 2004). The house is furthermore seen as a place for the family, a safe haven, 
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providing security and stability (Mallett, 2004).1 After divorce, these psychological functions of the house 

are (partly) lost, together with the shelter and investment function. This makes that moving out of the marital 

home might explain part of the negative effect of divorce on wellbeing. This leads us to formulate our most 

general hypothesis, hypothesis 1: divorce exerts a negative effect on personal subjective well-being; part 

of this effect can be explained by residential mobility of one or both partners  and by decreased financial 

satisfaction. 

 

3.3 The moderating effect of housing tenure and wealth 

The focus of this paper is on the moderating effect of housing tenure and housing wealth on the relationship 

between divorce and wellbeing. As argued in the previous section, the psychological meaning of the house, 

the financial burden and affordability issues and the likelihood of moving can all be of influence. We 

therefore formulate several hypotheses on the wellbeing consequences of divorce in the short- and long-

term, dependent on: 1) whether the respondent stays in or moves out of the rented or owned marital house 

and, in the case of homeownership, 2) whether the house has negative or very low net worth compared to 

high net worth.  

 

Staying or moving out 

The most important distinction is between staying in the marital house or moving out. Controlling for direct 

re-partnering, we expect leaving the marital house causes more psychological stress than staying. The 

financial consequences of staying in the marital house are however different according to tenure and net 

housing wealth. Although we use the term ‘leaving partner’ and ‘staying partner’, it is possible for both to 

move out of the marital house, in which case both partners are ‘leaving partners’. It is important to note that 

we do not compare the wellbeing of the partners in a couple. 

 First, homeownership provides more stability and tenure security than renting. It adds to  

ontological security, defined as the feeling of being save and stable in the home and having control over 

the private environment (no-one can enter without your permission), which has a positive effect on 

wellbeing (Bratt, 2002; Colic-Peisker et al., 2015; Saunders, 1990). Another benefit of homeownership lies 

in the psychological function of the house which is stronger for homeowners as we described above. 

Because of this psychological meaning of the ‘home’ we expect the negative effect of divorce on subjective 

wellbeing to be stronger for partner(s) who leave the marital house, at similar levels of financial 

satisfaction, and we expect this effect to be even stronger for those who leave owner-occupied housing 

(hypothesis 2a (all divorcees)). 

Second, housing tenure will affect satisfaction with the financial situation. For renters, the partner 

that stays has to pay full rental payments and would therefore be more financially stressed. However, this 
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partner still has the psychological benefit of remaining in the marital home. The partner that leaves does 

not have this psychological benefit but does have the opportunity to readjust housing costs to better fit the 

level of income, although renting/buying a new place in a good neighborhood and of high quality (and 

possibly close to any children) can be challenging. Hypothesis 2b (rental marital house) reads as follows: 

for those with a rented marital home, the negative effect of divorce on subjective wellbeing will be stronger 

for the leaving partner, controlled for financial satisfaction, whereas the negative effect on financial 

satisfaction itself will be stronger for the staying partner. 

For homeowning partners, accumulated housing wealth might impact on the change in subjective 

wellbeing upon separation. Homeownership seems a financial burden for the staying partner because he or 

she has to buy out the other partner.2 However, the amount of accumulated housing wealth can be used to 

renegotiate the mortgage deal which might affect the monthly mortgage payments. For the same reason, 

housing wealth might be transformed into a financial asset for the leaving partner, as it can be used to make 

a down-payment on a next owner-occupied house or to afford paying more rent for the next rented house. 

Furthermore, the leaving partner has the opportunity to obtain a house that is more in line with their housing 

preferences. Housing wealth therefore may reduce financial stress, leading to increased wellbeing. 

Hypothesis 2c (owner-occupied marital house): higher accumulated housing wealth can act as a buffer 

to relieve financial stress and will thus reduce the negative effect of divorce on subjective well-being, but 

more so for stayers than for movers (who still lose their ‘home’).  

 Our last hypothesis is based on where the leaving partner moves to. When a divorcee moves within 

the owner-occupied sector this partner enjoys the psychological positive effects of having an owned ‘home’ 

as well as the future pension and tenure security now and in later life. Moving within the owner-occupied 

sector also means one can afford to live there (at least for now). For the divorcees who move to the rental 

sector, a gain in financial wealth (due to the substitution of housing wealth) might limit the negative effect 

of losing the owned marital house and the more so the higher net housing wealth is. Our last hypothesis, 

2d (owner occupied marital house) therefore reads: the subjective wellbeing of the leaving partner will 

be higher when moving within the owner-occupied sector compared with moving to a rented home. When 

the net worth of the house is higher, the negative effect of leaving the owner-occupied marital house after 

divorce is smaller for current homeowners and current tenants.  

In general, research found the economic consequences of divorce are carried by women and the 

emotional consequences by men (Amato, 2000; Uunk, 2004). We would therefore expect the effects on life 

satisfaction and happiness to be larger for men and the effects on financial satisfaction to be larger for 

women. 
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4. Data and methods 

We use the Household, Income and Labor Dynamics in Australia Survey (HILDA), a nationally 

representative household panel survey which has been conducted every year since 2001 and includes data 

on topics like income, employment, housing and wellbeing (we use release 14, for details see Summerfield 

et al., 2015). We use all 14 waves (2001-2014). Interviews were held face-to-face with all adult household 

members. This means these data cover the onset of the housing/economic crisis and part of the recovery 

period from it, a time in which housing (wealth) and (negative) equity increased. Re-interview rates in 

waves 1 to 14 of HILDA are between 0.87 and 0.97 for the original sample and around 0.80 for new 

individuals in the sample. 

 

4.1 Analytical sample 

We focus on the group that is most at risk of divorce, the 25-55 year olds in a marriage/cohabitation and 

after its potential dissolution. These respondents have, generally, left education and entered the labor 

market. Furthermore, this is the group that bought their house while housing markets became more 

financialized and housing wealth became a welfare resource for households. We exclude the baby boom 

generation who, especially in Australia, are outright owners and are less at risk of divorce. We excluded 

widowed respondents from the moment they became widowed, divorced respondents that were already 

divorced at the beginning of the panel and single respondents until they become married. The sample thus 

only includes married respondents and respondents that divorced and/or repartnered during the panel. Data 

are clustered on the household level. For HILDA we selected one couple in each household at random and 

used the couple ID. In total we have 77,774 person-years with 1,743 (2.24%) divorces. 

 

4.2 Dependent variable: subjective wellbeing  

As in many other studies (see McKee-Ryan, Song, Wanberg, & Kinicki, 2005) we use three measures of 

subjective wellbeing (Diener, Suh, Lucas, & Smith, 1999): 

1. Happiness as a combined measure of positive and negative affect, e.g. joy, happiness, anxiety, 

depression; 

2. Life satisfaction (a global evaluation of one’s life); and 

3. Financial satisfaction 

To measure happiness we combine eight items3; these form one scale with a high reliability (Cronbach’s 

alpha = 0.85). Although the original score for each item is from (1) to (6) we rescaled it to the range from 

(0) unhappy to (10) happy. Life satisfaction and financial satisfaction are measured from (0) totally 

dissatisfied to (10) totally satisfied for the questions ‘All things considered how satisfied are you with your 

life?’ and ‘how satisfied are you with your financial situation?’  
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4.3 Independent variables  

We recode a ‘divorce event’ by comparing partner id’s between two waves. This means we include 

dissolution of both marriage (separation/divorce) and cohabitation. A respondent is divorced when (s)he 

changed from a partner id into no partner id or when (s)he changed partner ids between two waves. In the 

last case the respondent divorced but also repartnered. Respondents that have a change to no partner id 

because of the partner’s death are not marked as divorced. We also control for time since divorce and re-

partnering and for duration of marriage since the start of marriage. Housing tenure is measured as being a 

homeowner (mortgaged or outright) or a tenant (private or social). Housing wealth is measured as the value 

of the house minus the outstanding mortgage. Housing wealth is deflated for price changes (base year 

2010=0) (OECD, 2017) and we took the natural logarithm of it. Demographic characteristics that are known 

to be associated with divorce and wellbeing are controlled for. We include age and self-reported sex where 

(0) is male and (1) is female. The education level of the respondent is measured as (1) not completed 

secondary education, (2) secondary education completed, (3) certificate III/IV/vocational education and (4) 

higher education. Occupational status contains eight categories. We furthermore include household size 

and household unemployment (sum of the number of household members that are actively looking for 

work). Disposable income is equivalized by dividing it through the square root of household size and is 

inflation adjusted using the Consumer Price Index (OECD, 2017).  

 

4.4 Method 

We use linear fixed-effects panel regression analysis to estimate the average within-person change in 

wellbeing associated with divorce.4 This means we compare changes within individuals and therefore can 

control for unobserved heterogeneity, i.e. fixed characteristics of individuals. We control for the duration 

of the marriage and for region in all models. First, in Tables 1a-1c we estimate the short-term and long-

term effects of divorce by viewing the effects of a divorce event and elapsed years of being divorced 

respectively. Likewise, we estimate the short-term and long-term effects of re-partnering by viewing the 

effects of a re-partnering event and the elapsed years of being divorced and repartnered. Next, in Tables 3a-

3c, we estimate the interaction effects of housing tenure, lagged housing tenure and moving status upon 

divorce. In the last model we investigate the interactions of tenure with divorce while making a distinction 

between the tenure status of the marital home, and in the case of a move, the tenure status of the new 

address. In Table 4 we test if housing wealth might moderate this relationship. In all tables we present the 

last model for men and women separately. Because people tend to suffer from wellbeing losses before 

divorce (anticipation effect), we also ran models with an interaction between subjective wellbeing at n-1 

and n-2 and a divorce event. We find that part of the divorce effect is indeed explained by lower subjective 

wellbeing before divorce. These tables are available upon request. 
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5. Results 

We find (cross-sectionally) all three measures of subjective wellbeing are highest for married individuals, 

followed by respondents divorced more than a year ago and are now repartnered, respondents that divorced 

this year and repartnered in the same year, respondents divorced more than a year ago and are single and 

respondents that divorced this year. For example, married respondents score 6.99 on happiness, 7.91 on life 

satisfaction and 6.51 on financial satisfaction, while this is respectively 6.16, 6.94 and 5.14 for newly-

divorced. The divorce penalty is thus largest for financial satisfaction.  

We performed fixed-effects panel regression analyses and assessed the effect of the transition from 

the status from married to divorced (short-term effect) and of the elapsed time since divorce (long-term 

effect) on the within-individual changes in wellbeing. We hypothesized a negative  relationship between 

divorce and subjective wellbeing, which will become less negative over time dependent on the elapsed time 

after divorce, as was found in previous research. The results can be found in Tables 1a-1c.  

The effect of a ‘divorce event’ on subjective wellbeing (happiness, life satisfaction and financial 

satisfaction) is negative and significant and could not be explained by whether divorcees remained in the 

marital house or not, neither by their current housing tenure. This shows that the ‘home’-function of the 

marital house does not buffer the negative effect of divorce. Part of the effect on life satisfaction is mediated 

by financial strain; the effect of a ‘divorce event’ becomes smaller after controlling for income and financial 

satisfaction. These results are not completely in line with hypothesis 1 in which we expected financial strain 

and moving out of the marital house to explain part of the negative divorce effect, we partly accept 

hypothesis 1. Income is not significant in model 3 of Table 1a, which is caused by its association with 

financial satisfaction; without inclusion of the latter variable it turns out significant. Tables 1a-1c 

furthermore show the effect of divorce to be strongest on life satisfaction (-0.27 for women; -0.44 for men), 

followed by happiness (-0.23 for women; -0.43 for men), and financial satisfaction (-0.22 for women; -0.34 

for men). Re-partnering after divorce helps to overcome the negative effect of divorce and part of this effect 

again runs through income. Re-partnering means a higher household income and benefiting from economies 

of scale. The results also show divorce has long-term effects, as every subsequent year after divorce people 

recover from the adverse effect of divorce on subjective wellbeing by increases in wellbeing. This is shown 

in Figure 1 in which we follow the estimated life satisfaction and financial satisfaction for an average man 

and woman based on Model 4a and 4b of Tables 1b and 1c. It shows life satisfaction, financial satisfaction 

and happiness of men while being married are higher. In year 2, when they divorce, all three measures of 

subjective wellbeing decrease for both sexes, while being larger for men for life satisfaction and financial 

satisfaction. Both sexes recover, but women more so than men, while being divorced and staying single for 

another three years (on average people are divorced without re-partnering for 3.5 years in the panel). In 

year 6, when both sexes have repartnered, wellbeing again increases, although this effect is gender neutral 
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Figure 1. Subjective wellbeing, divorce and repartnering 
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Table 1a. Fixed-effects panel regression analysis of happiness on divorce (events N=1743) for Australia (person-years N=77,774) 

 Happiness     

 Model 0 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 – women Model 4- men 

 B (SE) B (SE) B (SE) B (SE) B (SE) B (SE) 

Intercept  6.93 (0.04)***  7.00 (0.04)***  7.02 (0.05)***  7.11 (0.05)*** 6.93 (0.11)*** 7.18 (0.11)*** 

       

Event divorce  -0.39 (0.04)*** -0.39 (0.04)*** -0.39 (0.04)*** -0.23 (0.07)*** -0.43 (0.06)*** 

Divorced (years elapsed)   0.00 (0.01)  0.00 (0.01)  -0.01 (0.01)  0.03 (0.01)**  0.02 (0.01) 

Event re-partner     0.16 (0.05)***  0.16 (0.05)***   0.12 (0.05)***  0.19 (0.10)*  0.22 (0.06)*** 

Divorced & re-partnered  (years elapsed)   0.01 (0.01)  0.01 (0.01)  -0.01 (0.01) -0.00 (0.02)  0.04 (0.02)* 

       

Moved last year    -0.00 (0.01)  -0.02 (0.01) -0.01 (0.02) -0.01 (0.01) 

Homeowner     -0.03 (0.02)  -0.06 (0.02)** -0.07 (0.03)* -0.04 (0.03) 

       

Log net household income     0.02 (0.01)  0.02 (0.02)  0.03 (0.01)* 

Financial satisfaction     0.10 (0.00)***  0.10 (0.01)***  0.10 (0.01)*** 

       

Controls      Yes Yes 

Marriage duration and region dummies  Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

       

R squared (within) 0.0000 0.0040 0.0040 0.0258 0.0280 0.0339 

R squared (between) 0.0000 0.0000 0.0004 0.1109 0.0564 0.0548 

R squared (total) 0.0000 0.0005 0.0005 0.0822 0.0497 0.0553 

Rho 0.66 0.66 0.66 0.65 0.64 0.65 

Divorce events (N) 1743 1743 1743 1743 911 832 

Source: HILDA panel wave 1-14 (2001-2015), *** p<0.001 ** p<0.01 * p<0.05.  

Controlled for: household unemployment, age, age squared, subjective health, education, occupational status, marriage duration and GDP growth 

over the last 5 years.  
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Table 1b. Fixed-effects panel regression analysis of life satisfaction on divorce (events N=1743) for Australia (person-years N=77,774) 

 Life satisfaction    

 Model 0  Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 – women Model 4- men 

 B (SE) B (SE) B (SE) B (SE) B (SE) B (SE) 

Intercept 7.84 (0.01)***  7.88 (0.04)***  7.81 (0.04)***  7.96 (0.04)***  7.86 (0.10)***  7.91 (0.10)*** 

       

Event divorce  -0.56 (0.04)*** -0.56 (0.04)*** -0.52 (0.04)*** -0.27 (0.06)*** -0.44 (0.06)*** 

Divorced (years elapsed)  -0.03 (0.01)** -0.02 (0.01)* -0.03 (0.01)*  0.03 (0.01)**  0.01 (0.01) 

Event re-partner     0.18 (0.05)***  0.17 (0.05)***  0.12 (0.05)*  0.25 (0.08)***  0.24 (0.06)*** 

Divorced & re-partnered  (years elapsed)   0.02 (0.01)  0.02 (0.01) -0.01 (0.01)  0.05 (0.02)**  0.05 (0.02)** 

       

Moved last year    0.06 (0.01)***  0.04 (0.01)**  0.04 (0.02)*  0.01 (0.02) 

Homeowner     0.10 (0.02)***  0.05 (0.02)*  0.03 (0.03)  0.09 (0.02)** 

       

Log net household income    -0.04 (0.01)**  0.00 (0.02)  0.01 (0.01) 

Financial satisfaction     0.20 (0.00)***  0.20 (0.01)***  0.20 (0.01)*** 

       

Controls     Yes Yes 

Marriage duration and region dummies  Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

       

R squared (within) 0.0000 0.0081 0.0092 0.1016 0.1089 0.1111 

R squared (between) 0.0000 0.0002 0.0023 0.2355 0.1764 0.2040 

R squared (total) 0.0000 0.0015 0.0039 0.1942 0.1760 0.1835 

Rho 0.60 0.60 0.60 0.57 0.59 0.59 

Divorce events (N) 1743 1743 1743 1743 911 832 

Source: HILDA panel wave 1-14 (2001-2015), *** p<0.001 ** p<0.01 * p<0.05.  

Controlled for: household unemployment, age, age squared, subjective health, education, occupational status, marriage duration and GDP growth 

over the last 5 years.  
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Table 1c. Fixed-effects panel regression analysis of financial satisfaction on divorce (events N=1743) for Australia (person-years N=77,774) 

 Financial satisfaction   

 Model 0 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 – women Model 4- men 

 B (SE) B (SE) B (SE) B (SE) B (SE) B (SE) 

Intercept 6.40 (0.01)*** 5.93 (0.07)***  5.77 (0.07)*** 6.02 (0.07)***  6.13 (0.16)*** 6.40 (0.16)*** 

       

Event divorce  -0.29 (0.05)*** -0.29 (0.06)*** -0.34 (0.06)*** -0.22 (0.09)* -0.34 (0.09)*** 

Divorced (years elapsed)   0.05 (0.01)**  0.05 (0.01)***  0.01 (0.01)**  0.04 (0.02)  0.02 (0.02) 

Event re-partner     0.35 (0.07)***  0.33 (0.07)***  0.09 (0.08)  0.37 (0.14)** -0.03 (0.11) 

Divorced & re-partnered  (years elapsed)   0.13 (0.02)***  0.13 (0.02)***  0.06 (0.02)***  0.10 (0.03)**  0.07 (0.03)** 

       

       

Moved last year   0.08 (0.02)*** 0.08 (0.02)*** 0.10 (0.03)*** 0.05 (0.03) 

Homeowner    0.23 (0.03)*** 0.19 (0.04)*** 0.11 (0.05)*** 0.20 (0.04)*** 

       

Log net household income    0.39 (0.02)***  0.52 (0.04)***  0.34 (0.03)*** 

       

Controls     Yes Yes 

Marriage duration and region dummies Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

       

R squared (within) 0.0000 0.0093 0.0109 0.0283 0.0401 0.0268 

R squared (between) 0.0000 0.0114 0.0261 0.1437 0.0976 0.1045 

R squared (total) 0.0000 0.0100 0.0210 0.0997 0.0731 0.0749 

Rho 0.62 0.62 0.61 0.59 0.60 0.60 

Divorce events (N) 1743 1743 1743 1743 911 832 

Source: HILDA panel wave 1-14 (2001-2015), *** p<0.001 ** p<0.01 * p<0.05.  

Controlled for: household unemployment, age, age squared, subjective health, education, occupational status, marriage duration and GDP growth 

over the last 5 years.  
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in the case of life satisfaction, whilst being stronger for women in the case of financial 

satisfaction. In years 7-9 when both sexes have divorced and repartnered (on average 3.4 years in the 

panel), subjective wellbeing further increases. Seven years after divorce, most men and women are fully 

recovered from the drop in life satisfaction due to divorce, but men are still paying the price with a view 

to their financial satisfaction (a possible alimony effect). People tend to suffer from wellbeing losses 

already some time before the divorce event actually takes place, as we find when adding the well-being 

variables at n-1 and n-2 as indicators. This means respondents that are married but will divorce in the 

next two years show lower subjective wellbeing than respondents that are married and stay married in 

the next two years. Therefore, on average, divorced-repartnered respondents are still less happy than 

married respondents (as shown in the first paragraph of this section).  

 

Table 2. Tenure-divorce situations  

Marital house New address Women Men 

  % N % N 

Owned house Did not move 27 247 30 253 

Owned house Moved to ownership 9 79 7 56 

Owned house Moved to rental sector 23 207 22 184 

Rented house Did not move 16 147 14 119 

Rented house Moved within rental sector 22 197 22 182 

Rented house Moved to ownership 4 34 5 38 

Total divorces   911  832 

Total person-years   41,262  36,512 

Source: HILDA panel wave 1-14 (2001-2015) 
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Table 3a. Fixed-effects panel regression model of happiness on divorce (events N=1743) for Australia (person-years N=77,774) 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4-women Model 4 - men 

Intercept  7.04 (0.08)***  7.05 (0.08)***  6.36 (0.20)*** 6.89 (0.11)*** 7.21 (0.11)*** 

      

Event divorce -0.24 (0.06)*** -0.38 (0.06)*** -0.20 (0.06)***   

Divorced (years elapsed)  0.03 (0.01)*  0.03 (0.01)**  0.03 (0.01)*  0.02 (0.01) 0.02 (0.02) 

Event re-partner    0.20 (0.05)***  0.20 (0.05)***  0.19 (0.05)***  0.23 (0.10)** 0.20 (0.06)** 

Divorced & re-partnered  (years elapsed)  0.02 (0.01)  0.02 (0.01)  0.02 (0.01)  0.00 (0.02) 0.03 (0.02) 

      

      

Moved last year -0.01 (0.01) -0.02 (0.01) -0.02 (0.02) -0.02 (0.02) -0.01 (0.02) 

Homeowner (tenure) -0.04 (0.02) -0.05 (0.02)* -0.04 (0.02) -0.02 (0.03)* -0.05 (0.03) 

Homeowner (tenure) last year    -0.01 (0.02)   

      

Homeowner*event divorce -0.23 (0.09)**     

Homeowner*divorced (years elapsed) -0.01 (0.02)     

      

Moved*event divorce  0.06 (0.09)    

Moved*divorced (years elapsed)  0.00 (0.01)    

      

Homeowner last year*event divorce   -0.24 (0.09)**   

Homeowner last year*divorced (years elapsed)   -0.01 (0.02)   

      

Event divorce * residential change      

Stay in owned marital house    -0.51 (0.13)*** -0.50 (0.11)*** 

Move from owned to owned house    -0.51 (0.21)* -0.48 (0.20)* 

Move from owned to rented house     0.01 (0.13) -0.60 (0.12)*** 

Stay in rented marital house     0.07 (0.17) -0.23 (0.15) 

Move from rented to rented house     0.06 (0.15) -0.38 (0.13)** 

Move from rented to owned house    -0.02 (0.35) -0.50 (0.29) 

      

Divorced (years elapsed) * residential change      

Stay in owned house    -0.12 (0.11) -0.24 (0.10)* 

Move from owned to owned house     0.24 (0.14) -0.07 (0.19) 

Move from owned to rented house     0.06 (0.16) -0.27 (0.16) 
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Source: HILDA panel wave 1-14 (2001-2015), *** p<0.001 ** p<0.01 * p<0.05. Controlled for: log net household income, household 

unemployment, age, age squared, subjective health, education, occupational status, marriage duration, region and GDP growth over the last 5 

years. 

  

Table 3a. (continued)      

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4-women Model 4 - men 

Stay in rented house     0.29 (0.09)*** -0.06 (0.09) 

Move from rented to rented house     0.24 (0.10)*  0.00 (0.11) 

Move from rented to owned house     0.17 (0.15) -0.02 (0.12) 

      

R squared (within) 0.0300 0.0297 0.0298 0.0299 0.0346 

R squared (between) 0.0591 0.0593 0.0635 0.0523 0.0549 

R squared (total) 0.0553 0.0553 0.0588 0.0478 0.0554 

Rho 0.65 0.65 0.65 0.64 0.65 

Divorce events (N) 1743 1743 1743 911 832 
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Table 3b. Fixed-effects panel regression model of life satisfaction on divorce (events N=1743) for Australia (person-years N=77,774) 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4-women Model 4 - men 

Intercept  7.84 (0.07)***  7.84 (0.07)*** 7.86(0.008)*** 7.86 (0.10)*** 7.91 (0.10)*** 

      

Event divorce -0.29 (0.06)*** -0.36 (0.06)*** -0.21 (0.06)***   

Divorced (years elapsed)  0.02 (0.01)  0.02 (0.01)**  0.02 (0.01)  0.02 (0.01)*  0.03 (0.01)* 

Event re-partner    0.24 (0.05)***  0.25 (0.05)***  0.23 (0.05)***  0.24 (0.08)**  0.18 (0.06)** 

Divorced & re-partnered  (years elapsed)  0.05 (0.01)***  0.01 (0.01)  0.04 (0.01)***  0.05 (0.02)**  0.03 (0.02)* 

      

Moved last year  0.02 (0.01)  0.02 (0.01)  0.02 (0.01)  0.03 (0.02)  0.03 (0.02) 

Homeowner (tenure)  0.07 (0.02)***  0.06 (0.02)***  0.07 (0.02)***  0.04 (0.03)  0.06 (0.03)* 

Homeowner (tenure) last year    -0.02 (0.02)   

      

Homeowner*event divorce -0.14 (0.08)     

Homeowner*divorced (years elapsed) -0.00 (0.01)     

      

Moved*event divorce  -0.00 (0.08)    

Moved*divorced (years elapsed)   0.01 (0.01)    

      

Homeowner last year*event divorce   -0.25 (0.08)**   

Homeowner last year*divorced (years elapsed)   -0.01 (0.01)   

      

Event divorce * residential change      

Stay in owned marital house    -0.57 (0.11)*** -0.44 (0.10)*** 

Move from owned to owned house    -0.40 (0.19)* -0.53 (0.15)*** 

Move from owned to rented house    -0.28 (0.12)* -0.74 (0.13)*** 

Stay in rented marital house    -0.07 (0.18) -0.35 (0.15)* 

Move from rented to rented house     0.12 (0.12)* -0.44 (0.12)*** 

Move from rented to owned house    -0.09 (0.27)* -0.60 (0.24)* 

      

Divorced (years elapsed)* residential change      

Stay in owned house    -0.26 (0.10)** -0.24 (0.09)** 

Move from owned to owned house     0.12 (0.13) -0.02 (0.20) 

Move from owned to rented house    -0.12 (0.14)* -0.26 (0.13)* 
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Source: HILDA panel wave 1-14 (2001-2015), *** p<0.001 ** p<0.01 * p<0.05. Controlled for: log net household income, household 

unemployment, age, age squared, subjective health, education, occupational status, marriage duration, region and GDP growth over the last 5 

years. 

  

Table 3b. (continued)      

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4-women Model 4 - men 

Stay in rented house     0.08 (0.08) -0.30 (0.08)*** 

Move from rented to rented house     0.12 (0.09) -0.30 (0.10)** 

Move from rented to owned house     0.09 (0.10)* -0.42 (0.12)*** 

      

R squared (within) 0.1090 0.1089 0.1107 0.1110 0.1134 

R squared (between) 0.1951 0.1951 0.2175 0.1754 0.2101 

R squared (total) 0.1772 0.1772 0.1896 0.1656 0.1880 

Rho 0.59 0.59 0.59 0.60 0.59 

Divorce events (N) 1743 1743 1743 911 832 



22 

 

Table 3c. Fixed-effects panel regression model of financial satisfaction on divorce (events N=1743) for Australia (person-years N=77,774) 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4-women Model 4-men 

Intercept  6.24 (0.11)***  6.24 (0.11)***  6.20 (0.13)***  6.16 (0.16)***  6.45 (0.16)*** 

      

Event divorce -0.16 (0.08)* -0.34 (0.09)*** -0.11 (0.10)***   

Divorced (years elapsed)  0.02 (0.02)  0.03 (0.02)*  0.02 (0.02)  0.03 (0.02)  0.03 (0.02) 

Event re-partner    0.13 (0.09)  0.12 (0.09)  0.14 (0.09)  0.32 (0.14)* -0.09 (0.11) 

Divorced & re-partnered  (years elapsed)  0.08 (0.02)***  0.08 (0.02)***  0.09 (0.02)***  0.08 (0.03)**  0.04 (0.03) 

      

Moved last year  0.08 (0.02)***  0.09 (0.02)***  0.09 (0.02)***  0.12 (0.03)***  0.06 (0.03)* 

Homeowner (tenure)  0.17 (0.04)***  0.16 (0.04)***  0.12 (0.04)***  0.11 (0.05)*  0.19 (0.05)*** 

Homeowner (tenure) last year     0.07 (0.04)   

      

Homeowner*event divorce -0.29 (0.12)*     

Homeowner*divorced (years elapsed)  0.01 (0.02)     

      

Moved*event divorce   0.07 (0.12)    

Moved*divorced (years elapsed)  -0.05 (0.02)*    

      

Homeowner last year*event divorce   -0.31 (0.13)*   

Homeowner last year*divorced (years elapsed)    0.01 (0.03)   

      

Event divorce * residential change      

Stay in owned marital house    -0.41 (0.17)* -0.61 (0.15)*** 

Move from owned to owned house    -0.43 (0.27) -0.86 (0.32)** 

Move from owned to rented house    -0.22 (0.19) -0.51 (0.17)** 

Stay in rented marital house    -0.18 (0.22) -0.13 (0.22) 

Move from rented to rented house    -0.12 (0.22) -0.10 (0.19) 

Move from rented to owned house    -0.31 (0.50) -0.13 (0.41) 

      

Divorced (years elapsed)* residential change      

Stay in owned house    -0.30 (0.15)* -0.37 (0.15)** 

Move from owned to owned house    -0.32 (0.25) -0.52 (0.28) 

Move from owned to rented house     0.10 (0.27)  0.01 (0.22) 
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Source: HILDA panel wave 1-14 (2001-2015), *** p<0.001 ** p<0.01 * p<0.05. Controlled for: log net household income, household 

unemployment, age, age squared, subjective health, education, occupational status, marriage duration, region and GDP growth over the last 5 

years. 

Table 3c. (continued)      

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4-women Model 4 - men 

Stay in rented house    -0.03 (0.15) -0.19 (0.13) 

Move from rented to rented house    -0.25 (0.17) -0.40 (0.15)* 

Move from rented to owned house    -0.14 (0.19) -0.25 (0.18) 

      

R squared (within) 0.0309 0.0308 0.0299 0.0408 0.0287 

R squared (between) 0.1226 0.1215 0.1345 0.0978 0.1057 

R squared (total) 0.0875 0.0871 0.0906 0.0740 0.0765 

Rho 0.60 0.60 0.60 0.60 0.60 

Divorce events (N) 1743 1743 1743 911 832 
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In Tables 3a-3c we present the fixed-effects panel regression estimation of divorce on subjective wellbeing 

for different divorce-tenure situations; these are described in Table 2. We expect the divorce-tenure 

situations (housing tenure status before and after divorce) to have varying effects in hypotheses 2a to 2d. 

In model 1 we show the interaction of divorce with current housing tenure, in model 2 the interaction with 

moving status and in model 3 the interaction with last year’s tenure status (which is the tenure status in the 

marital house for those that experience a divorce and only moved once in the last year). In model 4 we 

estimate the effect of the combination of the first three interactions.  

For happiness and financial satisfaction, we find the negative effect of divorce on subjective 

wellbeing to be stronger for current homeowners than for current tenants (model 1). Moving in the years 

elapsed after divorce has a negative effect on financial wellbeing, indicating that moving might be the result 

of financial hardship due to divorce. Coming from an owned marital house increases the negative effect of 

divorce on subjective wellbeing according to all three measures. Taken together, these results indicate the 

potential positive effects of owning on feelings of ‘stability’ or ‘home’ are outweighed by the heavier 

financial burden associated with owner-occupation  

 Model 4 combines the three indicators: tenure last year/marital house tenure, tenure this year and 

divorced years/divorce status. We find, for divorced respondents, the effect on subjective wellbeing to be 

most negative for those who lived in an owned marital house and also stayed living in an owned house, 

especially for men. We hypothesized (h2a) the negative effect of divorce would be stronger for those that 

leave the marital house, and that this would be stronger for homeowners than for tenants, controlled for 

financial satisfaction. However, moving from the owned marital house or staying in the owned marital 

house does not significantly differ from each other, except for men with respect to their financial 

satisfaction. Moving from the owned house to the rental sector (possible substituting housing wealth into 

financial wealth) has a less negative effect on financial satisfaction than staying or moving while remaining 

in an owner-occupied house, especially for women. For those who live in a rented marital house, staying in 

the rented marital house is the best guarantee for the wellbeing of women. Although the difference between 

staying in the rented marital house and moving within the rental sector is small for women, the effect of 

moving within the rental sector is strong and negative for men. We therefore reject hypothesis 2a. Looking 

at the long-term effects, we find moving out of the (marital) owned house while being divorced is beneficial 

for financial satisfaction, but not for life satisfaction and happiness (people leave their ‘home’). This shows 

housing tenure also influences subjective wellbeing of divorcees in the long run.  

 We also expected (h2b) for those with a rented marital house the negative effect of divorce on life 

satisfaction would be stronger for the leaving partner, whereas the negative effect for financial satisfaction 

would be stronger for the staying partner. For life satisfaction we find the negative effect of divorce for 

women to be stronger for the staying partner and the negative effect for men to be stronger for 



25 

 

Table 4. Fixed-effects panel regression model with housing wealth interactions (events N=707) for Australia (person-years N=54,694) 

Source: HILDA panel wave 1-14 (2001-2015), *** p<0.001 ** p<0.01 * p<0.05. Controlled for: log net household income, household 

unemployment, age, age squared, subjective health, education, occupational status, marriage duration, region and GDP growth over the last 5 

years. 

 Happiness Life satisfaction  Financial  satisfaction 

 Women Men Women Men Women Men 

Intercept  7.11 (0.14)***  7.21 (0.16)***  7.99 (0.16)***  7.97 (0.15)***   6.44 (0.24)***   6.74 (0.20)*** 

       

Event re-partner    0.13 (0.15)  0.18 (0.08)* 0.10 (0.13) 0.19 (0.10)  0.09 (0.20) -0.16 (0.15) 

Divorced & re-partnered  (years elapsed) -0.01 (0.03)  0.04 (0.02)* 0.04 (0.02)* 0.03 (0.02)  0.06 (0.04)  0.04 (0.03) 

Moved last year  0.00 (0.03)  0.02 (0.03) 0.06 (0.03)* 0.02 (0.03)  0.11 (0.04)*  0.05 (0.03) 

Log housing wealth  0.01 (0.00)***  0.00 (0.00) 0.00 (0.00) 0.01 (0.00)  0.01 (0.01)*  0.02 (0.00)*** 

       

Event divorce-tenure situation       

Stay in owned marital house -0.55 (0.13)*** -0.55 (0.11)*** -0.76 (0.13)** -0.61 (0.11)*** -0.46 (0.16)*** -0.64 (0.15)*** 

Move from owned to owned house -0.66 (0.23)*** -0.67 (0.21)*** -0.52 (0.21)** -0.67 (0.16)*** -0.45 (0.28) -0.81 (0.33)* 

Move from owned to rented house -0.12 (0.14) -0.55 (0.15)*** -0.37 (0.13)*** -0.92 (0.16)*** -0.32 (0.23) -0.66 (0.19)*** 

Event divorce-tenure situation* housing 

wealth 

      

Stay in owned marital house -0.09 (0.04)** -0.06 (0.04) -0.09 (0.04)* -0.01 (0.05)  0.04 (0.10)  0.26 (0.07)*** 

Move from owned to owned house -0.02 (0.06) -0.15 (0.06)* -0.05 (0.04)  0.03 (0.09) -0.01 (0.08)  0.01 (0.13) 

Move from owned to rented house -0.06 (0.03) -0.09 (0.04)**  0.03 (0.07)  0.04 (0.06)  0.08 (0.06) -0.07 (0.09) 

       

Divorced (years elapsed) - tenure situation       

Stay in owned house -0.19 (0.11) -0.31 (0.11)** -0.38 (0.10)*** -0.33 (0.10)*** -0.43 (0.15)** -0.42 (0.15)** 

Move from owned to owned house  0.19 (0.15)  0.04 (0.18)  0.06 (0.13) -0.07 (0.22) -0.30 (0.27) -0.50 (0.30) 

Move from owned to rented house  0.12 (0.18) -0.31 (0.20) -0.25 (0.18) -0.29 (0.19) -0.13 (0.29) -0.05 (0.30) 

Divorced (years elapsed) - tenure 

situation * housing wealth 

      

Stay in owned house -0.02 (0.04) -0.07 (0.04) -0.00 (0.05)  0.05 (0.04) -0.07 (0.08)  0.05 (0.08) 

Move from owned to owned house  0.02 (0.03)  0.00 (0.09)  0.00 (0.04)  0.08 (0.11)  0.03 (0.04)  0.10 (0.16) 

Move from owned to rented house -0.14 (0.05)** -0.08 (0.03)**  0.09 (0.05) -0.09 (0.04)*  0.01 (0.08)  0.04 (0.05) 

       

R squared (within) 0.0132 0.0160 0.0226 0.0225 0.0404 0.0337 

R squared (between) 0.0102 0.0036 0.0039 0.0064 0.0642 0.0543 

R squared (total) 0.0111 0.0082 0.0043 0.0075 0.0429 0.0503 

Rho 0.65 0.67 0.64 0.63 0.62 0.62 

Event divorce (N) 360 347 360 347 360 347 
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the leaving partner. For financial satisfaction the effects do not significantly differ from zero. We thus have 

to partly reject hypothesis 2b. 

For respondents with an owner-occupied marital house we expected housing wealth to act as a 

buffer to relieve financial stress and reduce the negative effect of divorce on subjective wellbeing. We also 

expected this effect to be stronger for those that remain in the marital home (h2c). Therefore in Table 4 we 

interacted divorce(d)-tenure statuses with logged housing wealth (mean-centered) and find mixed results. 

The married not-moving homeowners act as the reference category in this analysis. We find strong negative 

effects of staying in the marital home following a divorce event and for the elapsed time since divorce. 

Housing wealth decreases the negative effect of divorce for men that stay in the marital house, but increases 

the negative effect of divorce on happiness and life satisfaction for women. The need to split housing wealth 

apparently negatively affects women’s life satisfaction and happiness. This means housing wealth does not 

provide a buffer to overcome the negative effects of divorce on happiness and life satisfaction, but might 

help to reduce the financial strain of men who stayed in the owner-occupied house. Comparing where the 

leaving partner moves to, we only find one moderating effect of housing wealth which is not in the expected 

direction. We find housing wealth increases the negative effect of divorce on happiness for men that move 

from the owner-occupied to the rental sector. This finding urges us to reject hypothesis 2d.  

   

6. Conclusion and discussion 

After the wake of the economic crisis in 2008, house prices dropped rapidly and negative net housing wealth 

became more common (André et al., Forthcoming; Schwartz, 2012). It became clear the house could not 

always act as a nest-egg. In the event of divorce for instance, it can be a burden, because of high monthly 

mortgage repayments, notably when the accumulated net wealth stored in the house has to be split amongst 

the partners. This means we need to requalify ideas regarding the potential of owned housing to function 

as a welfare safety net. 

 In this paper we focused on how the (negative) effect of divorce works out for different divorce-

tenure situations, since many divorcees are found to move out after divorce and might also switch between 

the owner-occupied and the rental sector (Dewilde, 2008; Dewilde & Stier, 2014). We researched this in 

Australia, a country with high housing market financialization in which the owned house is used to draw 

equity from and is an important part of pension provision. We used the HILDA panel (2001-2015) and 

apply fixed-effects panel regression analysis.  

We find the effect of divorce on subjective wellbeing to be strong and negative in Australia. 

Comparing women and men we found financial satisfaction decreased more strongly for men; this was also 

the case for happiness and life satisfaction. The latter effects were partly explained by a reduced level of 

financial satisfaction and drops in income. Re-partnering after divorce, that is living together with a 
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significant other in a consensual and emotional union that pays off in terms of economies of scale and 

emotional wellbeing, increases subjective wellbeing.  

Divorce has a stronger negative effect on homeowners than on tenants,  this shows the owned house 

can act as a burden instead of a safety net in the case of divorce. Apparently, contrary to our expectations, 

the additional financial burden of the owner-occupied marital house is larger than the extra tenure security 

and feelings of ‘home’ it entails. Moving out from the owned house to a rented home is in the long run less 

detrimental for financial satisfaction than staying in the owned house. This shows the ability to readjust 

costs to the new level of income, and housing wishes, after divorce moderates the negative effect of divorce 

on subjective wellbeing. For men however, in the short run moving out of homeownership after divorce 

has similar negative consequences for all three measures of subjective wellbeing. We were not only 

interested in the effect of housing tenure but also in the effect of housing wealth. We found housing wealth 

does not provide a buffer to overcome the negative effects of divorce on happiness and life satisfaction, but 

might help to reduce financial strain for men. This might show men, who work more hours, are better 

capable of sustaining homeownership in the long run. 

There are three limitations that we have to address. First, we do not have financial assets measured 

in each wave and therefore had to assume that housing wealth would transfer into financial wealth, instead 

of really testing this. To genuinely test this a dataset with yearly instead of bi-yearly measurements of 

housing and financial assets should first become available. Second, the respondents we follow after the 

divorce are also subject to selectivity: partners that move to another address are more likely to drop out of 

the panel and only those who were in the original sample or have a child with an original sample member 

are followed, which means that if someone enters the panel because of marriage or cohabitation with 

someone who was in the original panel, divorcing this person also means leaving the panel. Third, we only 

researched the moderating effect of housing tenure and housing wealth on the divorce-wellbeing 

relationship in one country. It would be helpful to also research this relationship in other countries. For 

example, because Australia has a very residualized and small social rental sector moving to this sector is 

very different than in countries with a unitary rental sector in which there is affordable rental property. A 

combination of generous welfare state provision and affordable rental housing could make for a different 

relationship between divorce and subjective wellbeing in other countries.  
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1 Critical in the idea of home-making is that the house can only be a safe haven if no physical or emotional 

abuse has taken place. 
2 We do not know who owns the house in the household, therefore we assume joint ownership, implying 

that one partner buys the other out or both leave. When one partner owns the house and the other one does 

not, this is of course not the case.  
3 The eight items are: Did you feel full of life, Been a nervous person, Felt so down in the dumps nothing 

could cheer you up, Felt calm and peaceful, Have a lot of energy, Felt down, felt worn out, Have you been 

a happy person. 
4 We assume that wave non-response is random and does not affect our models.  

                                                           


