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We present a novel explanation for why women are under-represented in positions of power. 

Women pay a price of promotion, which is a dramatically higher risk of divorce. For men, a 

promotion has the opposite effect, making the marriage more stable. These results rely on an 

identification strategy that exploits exogenously assigned promotions in the political sector. In 

addition, we use thirty years of panel data for the whole Swedish population to suggest that 

women's price of promotion exists across occupations as diverse as CEOs, priests, medical doctors, 

and the police. We can rule out that the increased divorce risk among promoted women stems from 

i) improved outside options on the marriage market, or ii) economic independence from their 

husband. A more credible explanation stems from the combination of family structure and spousal 

adjustment behavior. A promoted man usually has single-career families where his spouse does a 

most of the household work. In contrast, promoted women who makes more than her husband also 

does most of the household work herself, and her husband does not adjust his market labor 

(downward) or his household labor (upward) in response to her promotion. 
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1. Introduction 

Across the world, women are under-represented on jobs with high earnings and high status. Women 

account for less than 5% of the world's CEOs and less than 20% of the cabinet ministers. Even in 

countries where women have caught up with men in terms of higher education and labor force 

participation, there is a large and persistent inequality in the probability to reach the top jobs. This 

fact points to inefficiencies in societies' allocation of women's and men's talents and human capital, 

and uncovering the roots of this inequality is the subject of a growing body of research (recent 

contributions include e.g. Goldin 2014; Bertrand et al. 2013). 

This paper uncovers a new explanation for the under-representation of women in top 

positions in organizational hierarchies. We find that women who are promoted to these top jobs face 

a dramatically higher probability to divorce their spouse. In contrast, promoted men see a reduction 

in their divorce risk. This inequality in the "price of promotion" can be traced to the distributions of 

family structures among men and women who climb high enough in their organizations to become 

candidates for top promotions.  

We identify the effect of a promotion on men and women's divorce risk by exploiting 

exogenously assigned top jobs in the political sector. When election results are narrow, the positions 

of mayor and parliamentarian are allocated "as-good-as randomly" between job candidates that are 

similar on traits that correlate with the probability of divorce. Another advantage is that these jobs 

are highly demanding and, at the same time, highly comparable across time and space in terms of 

their tasks and demands. We can verify that the promotion awards men and women with equally 

large burdens (hours) and rewards (earnings).  

The quality of our dataset is crucial for our ability to understand the differential impact of 

promotion on men and women's intimate relationships. For every promoted person and their "un-

promoted" counterfactual, we have detailed administrative microdata that extend both backward 

and forward in time from the promotion event. We also have the corresponding observations for 

every spouse, allowing us to examine how spouses respond to promotion and how the promotion 

impact is mediated by differences in the distribution of earnings and home production between the 

spouses. Our analysis is focused on marriage and divorce, rather than cohabitation, for the main 

reason that this relationship type is the most prevalent in our data.1 

                                                           
1 In our main data sample, 78 percent of the individuals are either married or divorced, and 8 percent are in 
cohabiting relationships. We run our main analysis in a full sample that includes separations from both 
relationship types and show that the findings are slightly weaker, but largely similar. These findings suggest 
that there might exist a differential effect of promotion across relationship types, but the small number of 
cohabiting couples in the dataset prohibits a detailed split sample analysis.  
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Our results show a large impact of promotion on divorce. Simply comparing the divorce rate 

across promoted men and women we see a stark gender difference. Over the three years following 

the promotion, 4 percent of the men and 12 percent of the women go through a divorce. Our 

analysis shows that almost all of this gender difference can be attributed to the promotion event 

itself. A promotion increases the relative probability that a woman is divorced by 5-7 percentage 

points, explaining almost all of the difference in the divorce rate between promoted men and 

women. The main results are highly stable across different sample specifications and for controlling 

for pre-determined characteristics of both the couple and the individuals. This differential impact on 

the divorce risk can mainly be attributed to a negative causal impact on women's marriage stability. 

Although the results suggest a positive causal impact on men's marriage stability, but this effect is 

not as stark, and not as consistent across different samples.  

We can forcefully reject some explanations for the promotion-divorce differential. We find no 

evidence that the effect is mediated by spousal responses in time allocations to labor market or 

home production to their partner's promotion. We can also reject that a promotion triggers divorce 

among women by lifting her earnings to a point where they start to exceed her husband's. Nor is it 

the case that women whose wages are increased the most by the promotion are over-represented 

by among the divorced, and the low probability to re-marry contradicts the conjecture that women 

are tempted by improved "outside options". 

A main finding is that the gender difference in divorce does not stem from men and women in 

dual-earner families. The negative impact for women can be traced to households that are 

specialized around the women's career, in counter to gender identity norms on economic roles in the 

household. In these family structures, women also take on the brunt of the unpaid work. This is not 

the case in men's single earner families, where the wife takes by far the largest role in home 

production. We can trace the positive impact on the marital stability of men to these specialized 

families with children. In sum, men can take advantage of the support system offered by the single-

earner family while women certainly cannot.  

The fact that our findings are derived for promotions in the political sector might raise 

questions about external validity. We therefore exploit the full comparative advantage of Swedish 

administrative data to provide external validity of our research finding beyond the political sector. 

From a baseline dataset that covers the whole working age population over three decades, we select 

five occupations for a broadened analysis: CEOs, medical doctors, priests, pharmacists, and the 

police. For promotions to CEOs we can establish the precise timing of promotion and use an event 

study to show that the pattern of gender deviation in divorce after promotion corresponds to our 

baseline finding. For the other professions we show that 20 years after graduation, having reached 



4 
 

an above-median level of earnings relative to one's peers in the profession is associated with higher 

divorce rates for women and lower divorce rates for men.  

Our empirical analysis across the Swedish economy can be thought of as a case study of one of 

the most gender-egalitarian societies on earth. Sweden is known for is strong ideational and policy 

support for a dual-earner family and where active policy measures have progressed far in the 

direction of removing obstacles for women's advancement. Affordable public childcare and individual 

taxation were adopted in the 1970s, and few other countries have moved as far in the progressive 

direction of Social Values or on indicators of gender equality in paid and unpaid labor.2 The fact that 

women trade off their career and intimate relationships, while men enjoy career benefits of single-

earner households, in this progressive context is indicative that this inequality also exists elsewhere. 

Assuming that trends in gender equality policies and norms continue to evolve in this direction in 

other societies (Goldin 2006), our context also offers a possible view into a likely future of other 

countries.  

Our results add to the literature that finds an important role for gender identity norms as a 

determinant women's and men's economic and social outcomes. In our case of top earners, the 

findings show that violating the precise infliction point of female-to-male earnings is less important 

that defying norms that disallow female-led family structures in general (e.g. Bertrand et al. 2013). 

Female-led families specialize in household production in a fashion that is contradictory to 

comparative advantages but in compliance with traditional gender norms (Kleven et al. 2015, Bittner 

et al. 2003). We document the incompatibility of these relationship types with top promotions for 

women and, conversely, the strengthening impact on men's intimate relationships from promotions 

coupled with gender-specialization at home. 

Our paper can also contribute to understanding the forces that shape gender differences in 

men's and women's career ambitions and competitive behavior. Lower level employees bear witness 

to the fates of their male and female seniors. Reviews of the large literature on the consequences of 

divorce have mapped out overwhelmingly negative consequences for both adults and children 

(Amato 2000, 2010). And even in secularized countries like Sweden, more than 98% of women and 

men in the World Value Survey say that "Family" is very important or important in their lives (WVS 

2010). Although "happy divorces" exist, in particular in cases of domestic abuse, criminal behavior, or 

addiction, there cannot be doubt about the average effect on the motivation to aim for the top 

                                                           
2 Only 5% of Swedes agree that men should hold priority to scarce jobs, less than 3% agree that a university 
education is more important for a boy than a girl. Less than one in five believe that caring should take 
precedence over employment for mothers (WVS, 1995 and 2010; ESS 2010). The gender gap in household 
chores appears to have closed, at least before a couple has children (STUS 2010). 
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among men and women. In other words, it is likely that demonstration effects that stem from the 

results in this paper shape the pool of men and women candidates who will seek higher positions.  

Finally, we contribute to a descriptive literature in political science in which scholars have 

argued that women's political careers are more constrained by family concerns than men's. Women 

in political assemblies are less likely to be married, more likely to be childless, and more likely to 

enter political office at a later age which avoids the childbearing years (Childs 2014, Dodson 1997, 

Carroll and Sanbonmatsu 2013). Our results suggest that this pattern is at least partly driven by a 

causal impact of political promotions on the marriage stability of male and female politicians. This 

result is also of relevance to political economists' efforts to understand politicians' motivations to run 

for office and pursue a political career (Diermeier et al. 2005, Matozzi and Merlo 2008). We add to 

this literature by studying a hereto unexplored item in the cost-benefit analysis of a political career, 

the soundness of the politician's close personal relationships.3 

The paper is organized as follows. The next section presents our data and identification 

strategy. Section three presents the baseline findings. Section four draws on previous theoretical and 

empirical research to outline and test possible explanations for the baseline result. Section five 

expands the analysis to occupations outside the political sector, and section six concludes.  

2. Data and Identification Strategy 

2.1 Two types of promotions in the political sector  

A career within an organization can be thought of as a series of tournaments for increasingly superior 

positions. These tournaments have winners, who are promoted, and they also have losers, who are 

not. The promotion winners receive higher earnings and status, as well as longer working hours and 

more responsibilities.4 We analyze two top positions in the political sector where the outcomes of 

popular elections deliver "as good as random" variation in the promotion event between two 

comparable individuals.  

The two top posts that we analyze are mayors and parliamentarians. Both positions are at the 

pinnacle of political power in the Swedish system. They are full time jobs that offer wages that lie 

above the 98th percentile in the Swedish income distribution (authors' own calculations).. Our data 

cover the full universe of mayors and parliamentarians in six elections. 

                                                           
3 This literature has, so focused on monetary rewards but been less concerned with non-monetary 

consequences (e.g. Eggers and Hainmuller 2009, Lundqvist 2013, Kotakorpi et al. 2013, Fisman et al. 2014).  
4 The co-existence of rewards and costs may account for the mixed results in empirical studies of promotions 
on individuals' health and well-being (Anderson and Marmot, 2011, Boyce and Oswald 2012, Johnston and Lee 
2012). 
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We will argue that despite some differences, the promotions that we study are representative 

of the promotion process that occurs in organizations that are not political parties. Sweden has a 

proportional election system where careers are largely controlled by party elites, and not by voters. 

In order to reach the positions that we study, a person works his or her way up in the party 

organization's internal nomination process. A critical feature of the system is that the rank order of 

the electoral ballot represents the hierarchy within the party organization, and selection of the top 

names, the party's leader(s), are comparable to the selection of a manager within a firm. 

Another important point of comparability with the private sector is that the family life of 

Swedish politicians is a generally unimportant from a media standpoint. In the party-centered 

electoral system, campaign funds come from the government's coffers and are not raised by 

individual politicians. With the exception of party leaders, the private lives of individual politicians 

are rarely in the media spotlight at all, as media ethics keeps family life out of the public eye.  

We will now describe the two types of promotion in more detail, including the sources of 

exogenous variation in each case. The first position is that of mayor, the top political executive in 

each of Sweden's 290 municipalities. In each of these small democracies, a bloc of right wing parties 

competes against a bloc of left wing parties (Alesina et al. 1997). The bloc that wins the majority of 

the seat in the municipal assembly forms a ruling majority, and the losing bloc that becomes the 

political opposition. As a general rule, the largest party in this governing majority appoints the top 

person on its electoral ballot to be mayor.5  

The fact that the mayor is appointed by the largest party in the governing bloc (left or right), 

means that narrow electoral results between the blocs give us as-good-as random variation in which 

person get the position. If the left bloc wins the seat majority with a narrow margin, its top ranked 

politician is promoted, while the top politician in the right wing bloc is not. This politician, who loses 

the promotion tournament, is usually appointed to the position of vice mayor, which is a 

substantially less important, and part-time, post in terms of influence, work hours, and 

responsibilities (in depth descriptions of these positions can be found in Nilsson 2001, Jonsson 2003, 

Montin 2007). On average, over our sample period, a promotion from vice-mayor to mayor 

represents an immediate increase in annual earnings of 25%.  

                                                           
5 Using data from 1991-2010, we know which party appointed the mayor and can verify that when either bloc 
obtained more than 50% of the seats, the largest party in that bloc had a 90 percent probability of appointing 
the mayor. For 2006 and 2010 we also have the exact identity of the Mayor and can also verify that this person 
was the top-ranked individual on the electoral ballot of the largest governing party in nine cases out of ten. 



7 
 

Next, consider the parliamentarians. In this case we do not examine the margin of who forms 

the government, but rather who gets elected or not.6 There are 29 districts in Sweden and in each 

district, each party present a list of candidates to the voters.  Getting elected or not is almost 

exclusively determined by list rank on this electoral ballot.7 We can therefore compare the marginal 

candidates on each party's ballot to find a number of narrowly promoted persons (i.e. the lowest 

ranked candidate who got elected) and narrowly un-promoted persons (the person with the highest 

rank order who did not get elected). For the vast majority of parliamentarians, getting elected 

represents a rise in income and status. Lundqvist (2015) shows that the election event raises average 

life time disposable income by 20%.  

2.2 Administrative data  

The basis for all our empirical analysis is a dataset of annual administrative records for Sweden's 

whole working age population. This dataset spans 33 years, 1979-2012, and contains variables 

compiled by Statistics Sweden from a whole range of administrative registers.  

A large effort to digitalize electoral ballots was undertaken to identify local and national level 

politicians. Political parties must report their candidates to the electoral authority and include the 

personal ID code of each nominated person. This allowed us to match every politician from the 

digitalized ballots to his or her administrative records.  

Having identified the universe of politicians, each married politician was matched to the 

administrative data for his or her spouse using the links between personal ID codes contained in the 

Marriage Register. The event of divorce, which is recorded in the same register, is measure with 

some inter-temporal measurement error. When couples have children, the Swedish divorce law 

requires a 6 month cooling off period between filing for, and finalizing, a divorce. Given that the 

majority of the individuals in our dataset have children, about half of the divorces observed in any 

given year are likely to have been initiated the year before.8 

Apart from married couples, we also analyze cohabitants in an extended analysis. Cohabitation 

is measured with some error. We can correctly capture cohabitation for all couples that have a child 

                                                           
6 Lundqvist (2011) finds no evidence that the margin of getting elected or not at the municipal level affects 
earnings. 
7 Since 1998 Sweden has semi-open list in which candidates that receive enough individual votes will be 
catapulted to the top of the list. However, as the threshold is relatively high and votes are concentrated to 
candidates at the top of the list only a handful of politicians get elected thanks to the preference votes. In this 
analysis we will omit all lists in which preference votes affects who gets elected.  
8 Other than this rule, Sweden has no-fault divorce and couples are not required to undergo mediation or a 
period of living separately. After a divorce, the couple's assets are divided equally, but there is no alimony 
(maintenance/spousal support) for retroactively compensating the other spouse for previous labor market 
decisions. 
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together. For those who do not, we can only identify cohabitants who share a private home, not if 

they live in an apartment.   

 All in all, our dataset consists of 30 years of annual observations for every politician and every 

spouse, as well as most cohabitants, allowing us to flexibly examine both politician and partner 

behavior. Socioeconomic variables from the administrative data are of high quality and missing 

observations are rare. The key variables for our analysis are annual earnings, days of parental leave, 

and the age of any child that the person has. Annual earnings is defined as the sum of all wage 

incomes over the year. This variable is based on tax returns and is available for all years. Days of total 

parental leave in each year is available from 1993. Education type and graduation year is available 

from year 1990, and occupation code from 2001.  

2.3 Estimation sample 

Our main estimation sample is a composite of both mayoral and parliamentarian promotions. It is 

compiled as follows. For parliamentarians, we select all every pair of marginal candidates from all the 

electoral ballots of all parties in all elections (1991-2010). As we only want to examine promotions, 

and not de-motions or re-elections, we only include marginally elected who serve their first term in 

parliament, and marginal un-elected persons who never served before. With this sample restriction, 

our analysis compare persons that barely got elected to parliament for the first time to persons who 

were almost elected for the first time, but ultimately were not.  

For mayoral candidates, we select all top ranked persons for the two largest parties in each 

political bloc over the whole period (1991-2010). As with election to parliament, we exclude all 

individuals that have previously held the mayor position. This means that we will compare individuals 

who became mayors for the first time, thanks to the success of their political bloc, to those who 

failed to become mayors for the first time due to the electoral failure of their bloc.  

To make sure that the mayor and opposition leader are similar, we can hone in on closely 

fought elections in which either of the two blocs narrowly won a seat majority. In our estimations we 

use two definitions such close elections, when the winning bloc's win margin in vote share was either 

below 5% or below 2.5%.9  

For every politician in our dataset we select yearly observations for the three years prior to 

their promotion (or non-promotion). We also select the three yearly observations after the 

promotion (or non-promotion). Using this time span, we remove politicians who reach the Swedish 

retirement age of 65 before the last year of their time-panel. 

                                                           
9 Calculating how close an election actually was is slightly complicated in a PR system and we provide a 
description of our method for doing this in the appendix (see section A2).   
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To examine the impact of promotion on divorce risk in ongoing marriages, we only keep 

individuals who are married in the year prior to the promotion. This removes one third of the 

individuals (35%) and leave us with a total sample size of 717 women and 1 334 men. The women are 

over-represented in the sample among parliamentarian candidates relative to mayoral candidate, a 

fact that we will control for in our empirical analysis. 

2.4 Balance of observable characteristics   

The identifying assumption in our analysis is that promotion can be considered to be as good as 

randomly assigned. This means that promoted and un-promoted individuals should not differ on 

observable or un-observable characteristics that drive the probability to divorce. In table 1 we 

compare observable traits for the promoted and un-promoted men and women in our main 

estimation sample (corresponding table for the parliamentarian and mayoral data samples can be 

found in the Appendix, Tables A1, A2 and A3).  

The observable traits in Table 1 represent common determinants of divorce in the economics 

and sociological research literatures (see e.g. Becker et al. 1977; Weiss and Willis 1997; Amato and 

Previti 2003). To reduce measurement error from year variability in earnings we measure all earnings 

variables as the annual average during the previous election period, excluding the election year itself. 

In practice this means that we use earnings data from 4 to 2 years prior to the promotion. All other 

variables are measured two years prior to the election year. The reason for not using the year prior 

to the promotion is that this is the election year during which the candidates competed for the 

promotion.  

Table 1 shows that traits are largely balanced between politicians who (subsequently) were 

promoted and those who (subsequently) were not. Variables that can be seen as measures of match 

quality do not differ, for example the age and ethnical differences within the couple. Neither does 

the age of the politician's own age or the probability that he or she has children under the age of 18. 

We also find no difference in the length of the ongoing marriage or the proportion of individuals who 

have embarked on their second, or higher order, marriage.  

 A significant difference in means is found for the promoted politician's earnings before 

promotion, while the difference in means in the spouse's earnings are small and not significant. 

Ideally, we would have wanted balance on the politician's own earnings. However, we should note 

three things. A split sample comparison of traits shows that the difference seen here stems from the 

sample of parliamentarians (compare tables A1, A2, and A3 in the Appendix), which are not key to 
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driving the estimation results in later sections of the paper.10 Second, we will show that our findings 

are not sensitive to controlling for pre-promotion income (or any other of the traits).  

Table 1. Balance of pre-determined characteristics between promoted and un-promoted women and 

men 

 
Women Men 

 
Promoted 

Not 

Promoted  
Promoted 

Not 

Promoted  

     

Has children (0-17) 0.36 0.38 0.46 0.46 

Share of couple's total days of parental leave  0.81 0.75 0.14 0.18 

Age 49.3 49.6 50.3 51.1 

Age difference with partner -3.87 -3.60 1.89 1.99 

Marriage length (years) 13.2 13.2 13.1 12.8 

Second or higher order marriage (dummy) 0.08 0.08 0.05 0.07 

Same birth region as partner (dummy) 0.92 0.93 0.94 0.92 

Politician's annual earnings (1000’s SEK) 324 269 370 333 

Partner's annual earnings (1000’s SEK) 254 267 167 169 

Politician's earnings share 0.61 0.56 0.69 0.67 

Politician makes more (dummy) 0.69 0.53 0.90 0.88 

     

Observations 261 456 531 803 

Notes: The table shows variable means and bold letters represent statistical significance at the 5 percent level 

or lower for the difference of mean between promoted and un-promoted individuals of each gender.  

 

2.5 Comparability of the promotion event across genders 

Before embarking on the empirical analysis, it is important to verify that women's promotions do not 

differ from men's promotion in some aspect that could confound the main analysis. Figure 1 shows 

the distribution of impacts on men's and women's earnings from the promotion. It is based on all 

promoted persons, and the change in earnings is calculated as difference in average annual earnings 

during the election period prior to the promotion event, and the average annual earnings in election 

period following the promotion event (i.e. when the promoted politicians hold their position for the 

first time). These distributions are highly similar for women and men. 

                                                           
10 The main findings of our analysis are derived from the municipality sample where we do not see a significant 
difference in pre-treatment income. 
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Figure 1. Distribution of changes in earnings from promotion (annual 1000 SEK).  

Notes: Pre-promotion earnings are measures as the average of annual earnings during the election period prior 

to the promotion, and post- promotion earnings are measured as the average of annual earnings in the 

election period after the promotion.  

For municipal politicians we can also draw on survey data to examine how men and women view the 

positions as mayor and vice mayor. We surveyed all mayors and vice mayors in the spring of 2014, 

attaining a response rate of 70 percent. Self-reported weekly work hours did not differ between 

women and men, neither for weekends or weekdays. Using data from the 2012 KOLFU survey sent to 

all municipal politicians, and with a response rate of 90%, we can also verify that self-perceived 

political influence is highly similar across genders (details for these survey comparisons can be found 

in the Appendix, Tables A4 and A5).  

2.6 Estimation equation 

Our estimation equation compares the probability of remaining married between promoted and un-

promoted individuals. The equation is specified as  

                    𝑌𝑖,𝑡 = 𝛽1𝑃𝑖,𝑡 + 𝛽2 𝑊𝑖 + 𝛽3(𝑃𝑖,𝑡 ∗ 𝑊𝑖) + (𝑆𝑖,𝑡 ∗ 𝑊𝑖) + 𝑆𝑖,𝑡 + 𝜏𝑡 + 𝜀𝑖,𝑡 ,  (1) 

where sub index i denotes individuals and sub index t denoted the election period in which a 

candidate either wins or fails to be promoted.  An individual can only appear once as promoted.  

However, if a person fails to get be promoted in one election period, they still have the opportunity 

to compete for the promotion is a subsequent election period and can thus appear more than once 

in the estimation sample.  

Swedish elections happen in September and new positions are assumed in January of the 

subsequent year. As outlined above, the estimation sample only includes persons who are married 

the year before the promotion occurs, i.e. in the election year. Our outcome variable is a binary 

indicator that takes the value one for persons who remained married to this same spouse when 
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three years had passed since the election, and zero for those who had divorced. This means that the 

vast majority of the individuals are only represented in the data by one observation, with the 

outcome variable capturing the resilience of their marriage over a four year time window.   

The variable 𝑃𝑖 takes the value 1 for promoted individuals and zero for un-promoted ones. Its 

estimate, (𝛽1) captures the difference in the proportion of promoted politicians who remained 

married to the same partner after three years on the job, to the proportion of un-promoted 

individuals who did so. By adding an interaction term between female gender, 𝑊𝑖, and the 

promotion indicator we let the estimate  𝛽3 capture the treatment effect of promotion on women's 

marriage stability relative to men's.  

Because women politicians are slightly over-represented among parliamentary candidates, and 

men among mayoral, we include a control for belonging to the parliamentary sample, 𝑆𝑖,𝑡 , and also 

interact this control with gender. Finally, we include fixed effects for the election period of the 

promotion event, 𝜏𝑡. In sum, this empirical approach compares differences in divorce rates across 

individuals. In an extended analysis (see Section 5) we also show graphical evidence that relies on 

within-individual variation in the development of the marriage stability over time, comparing the pre- 

and post promotion period within individuals.  

3. Baseline Findings 

The results from estimation Equation (1) are presented in Table 2. The uppermost pane (A) shows 

results for the full sample of men and women combined.  In pane (B) we include the interaction term 

between female gender and the promotion dummy. The sample is then split by gender so that we 

can show results for women and men respectively (Panes C and D).  

Within each pane we show the robustness of the results across seven different subsamples of 

promotion types and electoral win margins. The first column contains all observations of mayoral and 

parliamentary politicians. The second column includes the parliamentarians and the sample of 

narrow mayoral elections (5% win margin). The third column has the parliamentarians and the very 

narrow mayoral elections (2.5% win margin). The fourth to seventh columns contain the 

parliamentarians only (column 4) and each of the mayoral samples (columns 5-7). 

 The results in Pane A show that there is no average effect of promotion on the 

probability of divorce. Across all columns, there is essentially no difference in the divorce rate for 

promoted and non-promoted politicians. Turning to Pane B we see that the lack of an overall effect 

masks a striking gender difference. Relative to men, the promotion effect on the probability to 

remain married is about 5 to 13 percentage point lower for women. Comparing the estimates across 
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columns, we can also see that it is statistically significant in all but one subsample. These results give 

clear evidence that women who are promoted face a larger probability of divorce than men who are 

promoted.  

 

Table 2. Estimated effect of promotion on the probability to remain married.  

 

Parl.+ 
Muni. 

Full Samp. 

Parl.+ 
Muni. 

5% win. 

Parl.+ 
Muni. 

2.5% win. 
Parl. 

Muni 
Full Samp. 

Muni. 
5% win. 

Muni. 
2.5 % 
win. 

Pane A: All        

Promoted -0.014 -0.009 -0.010 -0.018 -0.010 -0.000 0.013 

 
(0.011) (0.014) (0.015) (0.020) (0.013) (0.020) (0.028) 

Obs. 2,066 1,444 1,237 947 1,170 521 306 

Pane B: All        

Promoted 0.004 0.016 0.020 0.006 0.004 0.025 0.053 

 
(0.013) (0.017) (0.019) (0.026) (0.015) (0.024) (0.033) 

Woman 0.012 0.009 -0.003 0.001 0.007 0.028 0.034 

 (0.018) (0.029) (0.036) (0.019) (0.018) (0.031) (0.043) 

Promotion -0.055** -0.071** -0.077** -0.060 -0.051* -0.096** -0.133** 
*Woman (0.022) (0.028) (0.030) (0.039) (0.029) (0.046) (0.062) 

Obs. 2,066 1,444 1,237 947 1,170 521 306 

Pane C: Women    

  

Promoted -0.051** -0.061** -0.067** -0.070** -0.046* -0.064 -0.077 

 (0.020) (0.025) (0.027) (0.033) (0.027) (0.046) (0.066) 

Obs. 713 540 495 412 317 136 88 

Pane D: Men 
     

     

Promoted 0.003 0.019 0.024 0.018 0.003 0.025 0.051* 

 (0.012) (0.016) (0.018) (0.026) (0.015) (0.022) (0.030) 

Obs. 1,353 904 742 535 853 385 218 

Notes: Estimation by OLS. Standard errors in parenthesis. * significant at 10%; ** significant at 5%; *** 

significant at 1%. 

Turning to the split samples by gender (Panes C and D), we can see that the differential effect 

observed in Pane B is mainly driven by a decreased probability to remain married among women, 

rather than an increased probability to remain married among men. For women, the promotion 

reduces the probability to remain married by 5 to 8 percentage points. For men, the point estimates 

suggest that winning the promotion increases the probability to remain married, but the estimate is 

only statistically significant at conventional levels in one out of seven specifications.  
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3.1 Sensitivity analysis of cohabitants 

We expand our sample so that it includes both married couples and co-habitants. The results are 

quantitatively similar in this expanded sample, but standard errors are slightly larger and our 

estimate of interest drops below conventional significance levels in several of the smaller subsamples 

(see Table A6 in the Appendix).  Unfortunately, cohabitants only accounts for 8% of the total number 

of politicians in our pool of promoted and un-promoted individuals, making them too few to allow a 

split sample analysis. For this reason we leave for future studies to evaluate the possibility of 

differential effects across relationship types, although the estimates in this section suggest that 

promotions may be less destabilizing for women's cohabiting relationships than for their marriages 

(which would correspond to expectations based on previous research e.g.  Brines and Joyner 1999, 

Kalmijn et al. 2007). 

3.2 Sensitivity analysis of pre-determined characteristics 

Our second robustness test adds controls for all the pre-determined characteristics and traits that 

were examined in Table 1. Results can be found in the Appendix, Table A7. The point estimates are 

highly robust to this addition of a wide range of relevant control variables. The addition of the 

control variables barely change in size and we still find statistically significant estimates for the 

interaction term between female gender and promotion in 6 out of 7 data samples.  

4. Mechanisms: Why do Women Divorce and Men Remain Married? 

4.1. Dual- and single-earner marriages   

The current marriage market in western democracies is in the midst of a transition toward more 

equal gender roles (Goldin 2006). The current state marriages are a mix of specialized (single-earner) 

and progressive (dual earner) families (e.g. Lundberg 2012). Specialized marriages draw their 

marriage utility from production complementarities where one person does the market work and the 

other person does household and care work (Becker 1974, 1981, Parsons 1949).11 Dual-earner 

families draw their gains from consumption and leisure complementarities. In other words, these 

couples enjoy leisure activities together and spend money on things that they both like (Lam 1988, 

Stevenson and Wolfers 2007). 

In section 2.5 we saw how men and women who are promoted receive similar increases in 

their amount of annual earnings. But the consumption surplus that the household can derive from 

the increase could be different depending on the marriage type. In dual earner marriages, the longer 

                                                           
11 Sociologists have also argued that gender-equal marriages are the most unstable, because the mutual 
obligations of the spouses is the weakest when the economic contributions are similar (Nock 1995, 2001). 



15 
 

work hours from a promotion of one spouse may crowd out the joint leisure time that the couple 

needs to benefit from a higher income.  

Higher consumption opportunities in the future means a larger household surplus (higher 

quality of family life), raising the gains from marriage compared to the gains from being single. Being 

able to afford more joint consumption activities is likely to strengthen progressive couples in 

particular, since these are formed to take advantage of consumption complementarities (Lam 1998, 

Lundberg 2012).12  

In Figure 2 we describe women's and men's marriage types by plotting their earnings as a 

fraction of their spouse's earnings. High values indicate that the politician earns more than his or her 

spouse (specialized marriages), while a value in the range of 0.4-0.6 is generally thought of as a dual 

earner family (Nock 2001, Rogers 2004). According to this definition, 46% of the women in our 

sample are in dual earner marriages, and 36% is the main bread winner in specialized families. 

Among men, 25% are in dual earner and 71% is the main breadwinner.  

 

Figure 2. Women's and men's earnings as a fraction of total household earnings (two years prior to 

the promotion) 

 

The descriptive statistics show that there is a clear gender difference in marriage types prior to the 

promotion. The question is if this difference can explain the gender difference in the effect of 

promotion on divorce. To examine this we start by measuring household type as a continuous 

measure of the politician's earnings as a fraction of total household earnings prior to the promotion 

(the variable in Figure 2). We then interact this measure with the promotion dummy.  If the gender 

difference in marriage types can explain the gender difference in the promotion effect, this control 

variable should capture at least a part of the estimated interaction effect between the dummies for 

                                                           
12 In our case, since we examine promotion to the same position for men and women,  
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female gender and promotion.  We present the results from this analysis in Table 3. To conserve 

space we only show the results for the interaction terms.13 

The results in Table 3 forcefully reject that the distribution of men and women across marriage 

types, where men are more commonly found in single-earner relationships, can explain the 

difference in the promotion effect between men and women. In fact, the estimated gender 

difference in the promotion effect increases in size as we add this control. Importantly, this does not 

mean that a single-earner family cannot be a success factor for men and a disadvantage for women 

(a conjecture that we find to hold merit in the analysis below). The results in Table 3 only mean that 

single-earner families is not a general success factor for both men and women, so that women's 

relative absence from this group can explain our baseline result.   

 

Table 3. Effect of promotion on the probability to remain married, mediation via initial share of 

household income. OLS estimates. 

 
Parl.+ 

Mun.Full 

Parl.+. 
Mun  

5% win. 

Parl.+ 
Mun. 

2.5% win. 
Parl. 

Mun. 
Full 

Mun. 
5 % win. 

Mun. 
2.5 % 
win. 

        

Promoted -0.064*** -0.086*** -0.096*** -0.12** -0.04 -0.10** -0.15** 
*Women (0.024) (0.030) (0.033) (0.043) (0.031) (0.050) (0.067) 

        

Promoted *Share of  -0.081 -0.068 -0.105 -0.212* -0.017 0.056 0.009 
hh earnings before 
promo. 

(0.064) (0.081) (0.091) (0.120) (0.079) (0.131) (0.190) 

Obs. 
1,927 1,347 1,150 880 1,096 491 286 

Notes: Standard errors in parenthesis. * significant at 10%; ** significant at 5%; *** significant at 1%. 

 

4.2. Economic independence of promoted women 

Early literature on the impact of (unexpected) increases in earnings for men and women found a 

positive impact on marriage stability from increases for men, and a negative impact from increases 

for women (Becker et al. 1977, Weiss and Willis 1997). This result was interpreted as a consequence 

of men's role as the family's main breadwinner (the first earner) and women's role as the second 

earner. The same percentage increase in income implied a larger surplus for the household simply 

because the first earner's income was higher. For the second earner, where the income increase 

                                                           
13 Observations where the spouse has zero earnings are dropped from this analysis in order to exclude single 

earner families that are formed by outside factors such as disability, sick leave, or unemployment (later analysis 

will do this in a more careful manner). 
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becomes a smaller amount, an "economic independence effect" arises where the person is 

incentivized to leave the relationship since her (or his) improved outside options weigh more heavily 

than the household's new possibilities for consumption (e.g. Oppenheimer 1997).  

The early results that related women's income to the divorce risk of couples were replicated - 

with other methods - in numerous studies, using both women's absolute and relative earnings to 

capture her level of independence (Heckert et al. 1998, Jalovaara 2003, Liu and Vikat 2004, Kesselring 

and Bremmer 2010, but c.f. Rogers 2004).14  

The economic independence effect is, arguably, an unlikely explanation for the baseline finding 

in this paper. First, women's pre-promotion wages are similar to men's and represent an average 

that corresponds to the about the 95th percentile in the Swedish earnings distribution, meaning that 

women are equally economically independent before the promotion. Second, it is not the case that 

women's income increases more in absolute terms than men's upon promotion (shown in section 

2.5). 

A more direct way to test the "economic independence hypothesis" is to control for the pre 

and post promotion change in earnings. The idea of this specification is that promoted politicians 

will, on average, see a larger increase in their earnings than the politicians who do not get the 

promotion. If the effect of promotion on divorce is caused by the increase in earnings we should no 

longer see an effect of the promotion itself when we control for the change in earnings that it leads 

to. We measure change in earnings both in absolute terms (1000s of SEK) and in relative terms 

(compared to the pre promotion income of the family). We show the results in Table 4. 

 The results in Table 4 show that it is not because of the change in earnings that the 

promotion leads to an increased divorce risk for women. In fact, the estimated effect of promotion 

on women’s divorce does not change as we include either of the two measures of the change in 

earnings. Based on this we can clearly reject the idea that the promotions leads to an increased 

divorce risk for women due to an increase in economic independence of women.  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
14 The interpretations of these results also, sometimes, include the norm-based explanations discussed below. 
Additional reviews of the sociological literature can be found in Rogers (2004).  
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Table 4. Effect of promotion on the probability to remain married, mediation via the politician's 

change in absolute and relative earnings. OLS estimates. 

 Women Men 

 
 

Parl.+ 
Mun.Full  

Parl.+Mun. 
5 % win. 

Parl.+Mun. 
2.5% win. 

Parl.+ 
Mun.Full  

Parl.+Mun. 
5 % win. 

Parl.+Mun. 
2.5% win. 

       
Promotion -0.045** -0.056** -0.057** 0.008 0.027* 0.039** 

 (0.021) (0.026) (0.029) (0.013) (0.017) (0.019) 

Δ  earnings  -0.000 -0.000 -0.000 -0.000 -0.000* -0.000*** 
(1000s SK) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) (0.000) 

Obs. 713 540 495 1,353 904 742 

       

Promotion -0.050** -0.060** -0.066** 0.003 0.022 0.029 

 (0.020) (0.025) (0.027) (0.013) (0.017) (0.019) 

Δ  relative earnings 0.001 0.001 0.001 0.001 -0.010 -0.020 
(fraction of hh earnings) (0.004) (0.005) (0.005) (0.005) (0.015) (0.017) 

Obs. 
702 530 485 1,330 883 723 

Notes: Standard errors in parenthesis. * significant at 10%; ** significant at 5%; *** significant at 1%. 

Politician's pre-promotion annual earnings is measures in 100,000s SEK. 

 

The idea of women's economic independence is also related to the outside options that may 

open up on women's marriage market as her earnings go up. It is an implicit assumption in this 

hypothesis that economically independent women leave their relationships for a superior match. We 

would argue, however, that this mechanism is unlikely to be at play for women in the top part of the 

earnings distribution. If anything, an improvement in economic conditions for top earning women 

will make a bad marriage market worse. Given that women prefer to match with a partner who 

makes more money than themselves, the pool will shrink in tandem with her improved earnings.15 

As a test for the mechanism of improved outside options we examine the proportion 

promoted and divorced men and women in our sample who meet new partners after their divorce. 

Figure 3 shows the mean of two binary indicators that takes the value 1 for those who had found a 

new partner seven years after the promotion, and zero otherwise. One indicator consider new 

spouses only and the other includes both spouses and cohabiting relationships.   

                                                           
15 For men, higher earnings do not limit the number of possible matches in the same way since lower-income 
women are more plentiful in supply. This fact is another contributing factor that (further) limits the partner 
availability for top-earning women. 
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Figure 3. Proportion persons who had found a new partner seven years after the promotion event, 

conditional on divorce. 

 The pattern of new matches in Figure 3 does not support the idea that promoted and 

divorced women were motivated by superior outside options. This group has the lowest rate of new 

relationships, 14.5 percent after seven years, compared to the other three groups. They are less 

successful on the partner market than promoted and divorced men, and only half as successful as 

women divorced after failing to get the promotion.  

4.3. Spousal responses in household and market labor  

So far, we have not considered how the spouses of the promoted politicians respond to the 

promotion event. But if male and female spouses respond by differentially shifting their time 

allocations across paid and unpaid labor, this behavior could offer insights into our baseline findings.  

One pattern of partner responses that could account for the gender difference in the 

promotion-divorce effect is the following. Wives of promoted male politicians could respond by 

further increasing their unpaid-labor and yielding more gains from specialization (which are greater 

than the potential consumption loss from her reduction in paid labor). At the same time, the 

husbands of female promoted politicians could refuse to shift their time allocations, leaving a 

situation where (as argued above) the couple loses leisure complementarities from the increase in 

total work hours. This pattern of responses could result from home and market production being 

closer substitutes for women than for men, making substitution less costly (following Mincer 1962). 

Large partner responses may appear unlikely against the backdrop of recent research findings 

in labor and family economics. Over time, women labor supply has become less responsive to their 
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husband's income (Devereux 2004, Blau and Kahn 2007). In self-reported data on time use, women's 

responses are in general found to be larger than men's to changes in the partner's earnings or work 

hours, but the size of the estimated responses are generally small and papers provide mixed findings 

(e.g. Klevmarken and Hallberg 2003, Connelly and Kimmel 2009, Bloemen et al. 2013).16  

We test for spousal responses by replacing the outcome variable in our baseline estimation 

equation with either 1) the spouse's annual earnings, or 2) the spouse's number of days of paid leave 

with sick children in a year.17  As we can only observe spousal labor responses among those who 

remain married, we restrict the analysis to these couples.  

The regression results (see Table A8 in the appendix) show that neither the wives nor the 

husbands of the promoted politicians respond to the promotion event by any sizeable shift in paid or 

unpaid work. A graphical illustration of this finding is shown in Figure 4 below. We plot the average 

annual earnings of promoted men's and women's spouses (y-axis) against a time line for the 

promotion event (x-axis). The lack of responses makes it unlikely that differential partner reactions 

are responsible for the differential impact of promotion on the divorce risk for men and women.  

 

Figure 4. Spousal responses in labor supply to the promotion event. Notes: Event time "1" is the 

first year on the job of mayor or parliamentarian. 

 

 

 

                                                           
16 Responses are also likely to b larger in low-income households, which are not the focus of this study (see 
Eissa and Hoynes 2004).  
17 Our variable captures the number of days per year of paid leave to care for sick children. 



21 
 

4.4 Gender identity norms  

Over the last decade, economists have been increasingly interested in the role of gender identity in 

explaining gender differences in labor market outcomes. Simply put, gender identity refers to 

prevailing social norms about what is appropriate for men to do and what is appropriate for women 

to do. When persons behave in ways that contradict these norms, it results in a loss of utility, while 

behaving in accordance with the norms results in gains (Akerlof and Kranton 2000). 

We examine three ways in which gender identity norms can explain our baseline findings. First, 

by a gender differential reaction of the couple to the event of a reversal in "who makes more" in the 

household, and second, by a negative response to promotions in families where women are the main 

earner.  

Recent work by Bertrand et al. (2013) argue that norms on the precise balance of "who makes 

more" within a household is more important for gender norms than the (continuous variable of) the 

wife's relative wage.18 The point of earnings infliction, when the wife's starts to out-earn her 

husband, is found to be particularly important in explaining deteriorations in marriage satisfaction 

and divorce. Although the authors find that this norm is a stronger predictor of persons with lower 

levels of education, it may also hold relevance for our case of top promotions.19  

Although the theory of gains from specialization, in the family economics model, is gender 

neutral in principle, norms that relate to the gender basis of this specialization are apparent in the 

writing. Becker et al. (1977) ask the reader to think of optimal matching on the marriage market by 

considering "men with relatively high earnings potential. In the optimal sorting, they marry women 

with relatively low earnings potential, greater physical attractiveness, and superior other nonmarket 

characteristics." The article, clearly, does not imagine the "optimal sorting" of high-earning women's 

into relationships with good-looking men who enjoy spending time with their children. Striking 

empirical evidence of the norms against this family formation also among men and women in the 

very top of the income distribution.20  

                                                           
18 This means that even in dual-earner families, the man usually earns more. On the Swedish marriage market, 
the man is usually older and has higher education and earnings in families where both spouses have 
professional careers (Boschini et al. 2011).  
19 In general, the norm that the husband should earn more is weaker in Sweden than it is in the United States. 
As reported by Bertrand et al. (2013) 37% of Americans born after 1965 either agree or strongly agree with the 
statement that "if a women earns more money than her husband, it's almost certain to cause problems". The 
corresponding percentage of Swedes is similar, at 32.0% (32.6 in when all cohorts are included), but there is a 
large discrepancy between the two countries in the proportion of people who "strongly disagree" with the 
statement, 8% of Americans (all cohorts) and 40% of Swedes.  
20 In recent survey of graduates from Harvard Business School, men and women reported to have had similar 
career expectations at the time of graduation. Most men (60%) had expected at graduation that their career 
would take priority above their wives, and for 70% of them, this is also what happened. Women graduates 
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We will test if divorces occur in the households where the promotion pushes the wife's 

earnings above her husband's. But, interestingly, the differential findings with respect to gender 

could possibly also be driven by a symmetrically opposite impact on the men who fail to win the 

promotion, a situation that can allow their wife's earnings to bypass their own.  

We create a dummy called "pass in earnings" that takes the value one if the politician's 

average annual earnings was lower than their spouse's average earnings the three years prior to the 

promotion, but higher in the three years thereafter, and zero otherwise. A corresponding indicator 

called "spouse passes in earnings" is created for the opposite situation of having higher earnings than 

the spouse before the promotion and lower earnings thereafter.   

We split the sample by gender and add both binary indicators to the baseline regression 

equation (1).21 The estimation results are presented in Table 5. If breaches against norms of relative 

earnings can explain our baseline findings, the independent promotion effect should lose in size and 

significance when we explicitly account for these events.  

Table 5. Effect of promotion on the probability to remain married, mediation via shifts in "who 

makes more" in the household. OLS estimates. 

 Women Men 

 
 

Parl.+ 
Mun.Full  

Parl.+Mun. 
5 % win. 

Parl.+Mun. 
2.5% win. 

Parl.+ 
Mun.Full  

Parl.+Mun. 
5 % win. 

Parl.+Mun. 
2.5% win. 

       

Promoted -0.055*** -0.066*** -0.072*** 0.006 0.023 0.030 

 (0.020) (0.025) (0.027) (0.012) (0.016) (0.018) 

Pass in earnings 0.027 0.054* 0.056 0.021 -0.001 -0.014 

 (0.026) (0.032) (0.034) (0.025) (0.033) (0.038) 

Spouses passes in -0.046 -0.042 -0.022 0.043* 0.045 0.070* 
earnings (0.039) (0.048) (0.050) (0.026) (0.033) (0.039) 

Obs. 713 540 495 1,353 904 742 
Notes: Standard errors in parenthesis. * significant at 10%; ** significant at 5%; *** significant at 1%. 

 

The results show that breaking the norm of the husband making more, and the wife less, cannot 

explain why we find a differential gender effect of promotions on divorces. Adding binary indicators 

for these events do not shift the size or significance of the promotion effect in the expected 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
expected that their own career would take equal priority to their partner's, illustrating how women entered the 
labor market mostly into dual-earner family structures. Only 5% of the respondents expected that the wife's 
career would take priority in the household (Ely et al. 2014). 
21 Note that this analysis can only be carried out for couples who do not divorce in the first year of the sample 
period and for whom we lack data on the post-promotion difference in earnings. 
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direction. When interpreting these estimates one should keep in mind that they are conditional on 

being promoted or not, so a potential impact of other features of the promotion (higher status and 

more work hours) are controlled for.  

Next, we take a step back from the infliction point of the spouses' two wages and examine 

relative earnings instead. This corresponds to the norm of women as homemakers and men as 

breadwinners (as captured by a statement such as “being a housewife is just as fulfilling as working 

for pay”). Fontin (2005) shows that across 25 OECD countries, this norm appears quite stable across 

cohorts and over time.22  

To the extent that men and women hold the view that women's role-orientation should be 

toward the household and the man's toward paid work, a promotion for the wife contradicts this 

norm while a promotion for the husband confirms it. This could cause additional stress and strain on 

the relationships of promoted women, where roles are being questioned, and relieve such stress for 

promoted men. Above, we saw that the change in the relative earnings of the wife could not explain 

the divorce effect for women. But we have still not explored if the effect can be traced to women 

who already deviated from the norm of relative earnings by having a relationship where she was 

making more of the household's total earnings before the promotion, and vice-versa for men.  

Our empirical test is consists of dividing the sample by gender and introducing an interaction 

term between the promotion dummy and the politician's earnings relative to total household 

earnings before the promotion. These results appear in Table 6 and the significant estimates suggest 

that we gain new information to understand our baseline findings. For women, we find a negative a 

significant interaction effect between the promotion and the pre-promotion share of household 

earnings in the two largest samples. A ten percentage point higher share of the earnings is associated 

with a 0.6 to 0.8 percentage point higher divorce probability from the promotion. Thus, it is the 

women that made the most relative to their men that face the highest risk of divorces when they 

receive a promotion. All in all, these results give strong support for the conjecture that norms against 

women-led families can explain the negative effect of promotion on women's marriage stability. For 

men, the estimated relationship is essentially zero, implying that his pre-promotion share in 

household earnings does not play a corresponding role.  

 

 

                                                           
22 In the 2010 European Social Study, 18.3% of Swedes agreed or agreed strongly with the statement that 
"Women should be prepared to cut down on paid work for sake of family". 
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Table 6. Mediation of the Promotion-Divorce Effect by the relative earnings of men and women prior 

to the promotion  

 
 

Women Men 

Parl.+ 
Mun.Full  

Parl.+Mun. 
5 % win. 

Parl.+Mun. 
2.5% win. 

Parl.+ 
Mun.Full  

Parl.+Mun. 
5 % win. 

Parl.+Mun. 
2.5% win. 

Promoted 0.076 0.077 0.087 0.006 0.001 0.026 

 (0.060) (0.075) (0.080) (0.057) (0.074) (0.085) 

Promoted *Share of hh -0.224** -0.250* -0.282** -0.006 0.028 -0.003 
earnings before promo. (0.101) (0.128) (0.136) (0.083) (0.107) (0.124) 

Obs. 654 497 456 1,273 850 694 
Notes: Standard errors in parenthesis. * significant at 10%; ** significant at 5%; *** significant at 1%. 

4.5 Heterogeneous effects for households with children 

As we saw in the descriptive statistics in Table 1, more than a third of the women and men in our 

dataset have children below the age of 18 living in their household. Family economics clearly predicts 

that divorce is less likely in couples that have accumulated "marital capital" (Becker et al. 1977), and 

in the work that emphasizes consumption complementarities, children represent the most important 

good from which couples derive utility of joint consumption (Lam 1988). To examine if our gender-

difference in divorce risk arises among families with children in particular, recent research on how 

the arrival of children impacts on the level of gender-specialization in the household is also highly 

relevant.  

For the promoted women in dual-earner families, the birth of children means a significant 

increase in total work hours as the "second shift" swells to include childcare activities. Indeed, the 

well-being of these women who "have it all" is not higher than that of women who "only" have the 

family (Bertrand 2013).23 This effect is exasperated by the lack of a response from the (male) partner 

to take on more of the home production. Gender-based specialization at the arrival of children has 

also been highlighted as an important explanation for the gender-pay gap, in particular among highly 

educated women (Bertrand et al. 2010, Kleven et al. 2015, Angelov et al. 2013).24 Even women who 

                                                           
23 The pressures placed on women are also illustrated by the trade-off between having a career and having 
children at all, a trade-off that has however lost importance in Sweden (Boschini et al. 2011), most likely caused 
by the availability of public childcare.  
24 Kleven et al. (2015) attribute between 30% (in 1980) to 80% (in 2011) of the Danish gender-pay gap to 
dynamic effects that arise when couples have children. Child births reduce the probability that women become 
managers, and have a depressing effect on labor force participation, hours of work, and wage rates. These 
findings confirm previous findings for professional women in the United States that gender-role specialization 
also happens when the women are at the top of the income distribution. This also happens when the woman 
has higher skills than her husband, defying the idea of comparative advantage and pointing toward a gender 
identity explanation (Kleven et al. 2015) 
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have a higher skill level compared to their men reduce their labor market input when they become 

parents, defying the idea of specialization based on comparative advantages (see also Bittman et al. 

2003).   

In Figure 5 we show the fraction of parental leave days taken out by our female and male 

politicians. For each couple we pool the total days of parental leave taken out by either parent for all 

joint children, and then compute the politician's days as a share of these total days. The parental 

leave variable is only available from year 1993, somewhat limiting our data to the more gender 

egalitarian, younger politicians (the oldest children that we can measure parental leave for were 18 

years old in 2010).  

The distribution of parental leave distributions in Figure 5 clearly illustrates that women do most of 

the family's care work, despite the fact that the persons in our sample have the same average age 

and are at a comparable stage of their careers. Most women remain traditional in the division of care 

work, and the same is true for the vast majority of the men. It follows that male politicians have 

traditional families in both the distribution of paid and unpaid work, while women are progressive in 

terms of paid work, but remain traditional in the division of unpaid labor.  

 

Figure 5. Distribution of politicians' share of parental leave days  

 

The full picture of the conditioning role of children also requires consideration of the 

institutional environment of custodial arrangements upon divorce. In most societies, women become 

the main, or even the sole, caregiver after a divorce.25 This is also what happens for most men in 

traditional marriages in Sweden. But in dual earner households, children usually split their time 

                                                           
25 For a theoretical discussion of this patterns, see Edlund 2006. 
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equally between the two parents' households after the divorce, especially in the most recent 

decade.26  

To summarize the arguments in this section, women in our sample are unlikely to have 

implemented an equitable distribution of care work, a likely source of stress and strain on the 

relationship.27 In this context, a divorce can become a tool of imposing half of the second shift on her 

partner. For men, we would instead believe that the increased gender-specialization associated with 

having children makes the marriage more resilient, especially for men in single-earner families.  

We test for heterogeneous effects based on the presence of children in the household by 

adding an interaction term between the promotion indicator and another binary indicator for and 

having children under the age of 18. This is done in the split sample analysis by gender, and the 

results are presented in Table 7.  

 

Table 7. Heterogeneous effects of promotion on marriage stability by the presence of children under 

the age of 18 in the household 

 Women Men 

 
 

Parl.+ 
Mun.Full  

Parl.+Mun. 
5 % win. 

Parl.+Mun. 
2.5% win. 

Parl.+ 
Mun.Full  

Parl.+Mun. 
5 % win. 

Parl.+Mun. 
2.5% win. 

       
Promoted -0.054** -0.085*** -0.094*** -0.019 -0.015 -0.010 

 (0.025) (0.031) (0.033) (0.017) (0.022) (0.026) 

Promoted *Children 0.012 0.066 0.074 0.046* 0.066** 0.063* 

 (0.041) (0.050) (0.053) (0.024) (0.031) (0.035) 

Obs. 713 540 495 1,353 904 742 
Notes: Standard errors in parenthesis. * significant at 10%; ** significant at 5%; *** significant at 1%. 

 

The estimates show that for women, we do not see a clear difference in the divorce risk of promoted 

women who have children under 18 and those who do not. This results should not, however be 

interpreted as evidence against a more general role of children in creating pressure on women's 

marriages. Women in our dataset are less likely to have children than the men, 37% compared to 

                                                           
26 Over time, the proportion of children whose time is split equally between the parents has increased from 1% 
in the early 1980s to 4% in the early 1990s, to 28% in 2006/07, and 35% in 2012/13. In the most recent year, 
60% of families where both parents are in the two middle quantiles of the income distribution reported this 
equal split. For men in the top quantile married to women to a woman in any lower quantile, the proportion 
was close to 40%. 
27 In sociology, this situation is referred to as "role overload", the simple but persuasive fact that combining 
dual careers with children increases the number of total tasks to be completed to the point of draining the 
physical and mental health and energy of the spouses and thereby destabilizing their relationship (Rapaport 
and Rapaport 1969). 
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46%, an indication that a previous career stage has weeded out women with children from the 

applicant pool for the higher post(s). In our data, women with children are also the most likely group 

to divorce, unconditional on promotion. Close to 10 percent of these women divorce compared to 7 

percent of the men with children and women without children, a possible indication that divorces are 

caused by entering the pool of candidates for top posts, but are not additionally affected by the 

promotion that we study.   

For men, the results show a clear and positive interaction effect, which is also statistically 

significant in all specifications.  The promotion appears to increase the probability of remaining 

married by about 6 percentage points for men with children. This result indicates that the gender-

based specialization that occurs in families with children compounds the stabilizing role of child 

investments in men's families and allow families to draw more gains from the increased consumption 

afforded by the promotion.    

 

 

5. Beyond the Political Sector: CEOs, Medical Doctors, etc.  

In this section we broaden the view from the political sector and expand the scope of our study to 

various other occupations. The section is divided into two parts. The first uses within individual 

variation in promotions and the other uses cross-sectional variation between men and women who 

have reached to the highest relative wages within their occupations.  

5.1 Within-individual variation in CEO and mayor promotions 

In the first analysis we identify another occupation for which we can clearly identify the timing of the 

promotion, the CEO occupation. Within any firm, the position as the CEO is clearly the most 

prestigious, and is typically the end point of the career within that organization. In our data we have 

information on the appointment of all CEOs in all Swedish firms between 2002 and 2012. We limit 

the sample to firms with more than 100 employees to make sure that we capture top positions in the 

economic structure of Swedish society. The average annual earnings of these CEOs lie at the 99th 

percentile of distribution of earnings in the working population (authors' own calculations). For this 

position we cannot observe the counterfactual outcome for individuals that sought, but failed to get 

the promotion. Instead we will turn to an individual level event study. 

To make our individual level event study of CEOs comparable to the political promotions we 

will complement the analysis with an individual level event study for the politicians. For every 

individual who received a political promotion or a CEO promotion we choose a time window around 
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the promotion event. We select the two years before the promotion and the three years following 

the promotion, giving us five yearly observations for each individual. For the persons who were 

married in the first year of this period, we move year by year forward in time and compute the 

proportion of individuals who remain married to their partner.28 Figure 6 shows how the proportion 

of persons who continue to be married evolves for men and women separately.  

 

  
Figure 6. Event study of promotions and remaining married for politicians (left) and CEOs (right). 

 

The trends in Figure 6 shows a strikingly similar divorce patters for both types of promotions.  For 

both sectors, promoted women are more than twice as likely as the promoted men to have divorced 

three years after the promotion. Naturally, this individual level event study does not allow us to draw 

inference about the causal effect of CEO promotions on the divorces. This is evident from the fact 

that we see a gender difference in divorce rates prior to the promotion. One reason could be that 

women who anticipate a divorce work extra hard to get promoted. 29 Another is that promoted 

women share some other characteristics that make separation more likely, and/or vice-versa for 

men. However, although the causal interpretation is limited, these results still provide important 

evidence on the external validity of our finding from the political sector. 

 

5.2 From pharmacists to priests: Descriptive data across occupations 

To further examine the external validity of our finding we will turn to four additional occupations. 

These are all occupation where, arguably, persons with the same education type have career paths 

are comparable between individuals and occur within the same type of organizations. These chosen 

                                                           
28 We also drop individuals who retire at any time during the sample period in order to not confound 
promotion and retirement effects. 
29 Johnson and Skinner (1986) find that women who anticipate a future divorce are more likely to participate in 
the labor market. 
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occupations are medical doctors, police, priests, and pharmacists.30 Although we cannot measure the 

exact timing promotion events for these occupations we can use income to measure who has had a 

successful career or not.  

This analysis proceeds as follows. From our dataset that covers the full Swedish working 

population we select all individuals who graduated from the relevant education programs in any year 

between 1989 and 1993. In order to only compare the career trajectories of persons who remain in 

the occupation we drop persons who get a new type of education at any point until year 2012. We 

also remove individuals who retire before this year. 

Divorce rates and career outcomes are measured within occupation-gender groups when 20-

23 years have passed since graduation. Within each occupation we compute the median of yearly 

earnings in 2010-2012. We then benchmark each individual's average annual earnings to his or her 

peers. We denote persons who have reached a level of annual earnings above the median as having 

had a "High" career performance, and those below the median as having had a "Low" performance.  

We compute the proportion of divorced persons in each gender and occupation, divided by 

their career performance (high or low) and report these proportions in Figure 7. As a comparison, we 

also report the proportions of divorced men and women in the occupations analyzed above: CEOs, 

mayors and parliamentarians. 

 

                                                           
30 We use industry codes for the post-graduation period to check if this is the case. The data show that for 
medical doctors, 92% of the year-individual observations have industry codes within medical care (2-digit SNI92 
of 85). For the Police Academy, 93% of the observations are found in the police force industry code (4 digit 
SNI92 of 7425). Priests are found in religious organizations, as 75% of the observations occur in the 4 digit code 
of 9131. Finally, for pharmacists, 57% of the data is found in the 3 digit code 244 (medical companies) or the 5 
digit code of 52310 (pharmacies). 
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Figure 7. Proportion of divorced by sex, occupation, and career performance. 

 

Notes. For the first four occupations, career performance and divorce is measured in the 20-23rd year of the 

career. Parliamentarians and mayor is a pooled sample of the 1991-2010 election periods. CEOs in firms with 

above 100 employees is a pooled sample for 2002-2012.  

 

The descriptive statistics indicate that our baseline findings reach beyond the political sector. 

Among all the professions, women are more likely to be divorced. But there is a striking gender 

difference between persons who have reached high and low levels of earnings. For men, the divorce 

rate is consistently higher among those with below-median earnings and across all four occupations. 

For women, divorce is instead more common among high-earners than low-earners within the same 

profession. The only profession that does not show this pattern for women is pharmacists.  

6. Conclusions 

We have found that job promotions have diametrically different impacts on men's and women's 

probability of divorce. In three years after a promotion, the promotion event has caused promoted 

women to be 200%, or 8 percentage points, more likely to be divorced than promoted men. This 

finding sheds new light on women's absence from, and men's presence at, the top positions in 

society.  

Although our main results come from the political sector our conclusions apply to top positions 

also in business, and the professions. They represent positions that are reached via continuous prior 

career investments. The men and women who become candidates for these posts are a select 

CEO Priest Mayor Parliament Pharmacist Police Medical  

Doctor 
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sample of career-oriented persons. Our descriptive data for the political sector showed large gender 

differences in the family structure of these men and women. Most men have single-career 

households where the joint energy of the two spouses can be directed toward his career progress. 

Most women have dual earner families. But given that the politicians we examine are in the upper 

90th percentiles of the income distribution, a certain proportion of women also out-earn their 

husbands, and we can trace the divorces to these families in particular.  

There are strong social norms against women's single earner families that can explain our result. 

Another explanation is that women enforce a more equal split of parental responsibilities by means 

of a divorce. The women who divorce upon promotion are not only those who out-earned their men 

the most, they also did more of the unpaid care work relative to their spouses, and has a larger 

average number of children. These facts show a revealed preference for "having it all" and contradict 

the idea that women who divorce upon promotion were more narrowly focused on their own career 

progress. Nor were their divorces triggered by the possibilities to find a new partner who is more 

supportive. The divorced promoted women rarely find a new partner. They are about half as likely to 

find a new partner compared both to divorced women who were not promoted and divorced men 

(irrespective of if they were promoted or not).  

The positive impact of promotion on men's marriages comes largely from couples that have 

children. This suggests that the gender-based specialization that takes place as couples have children 

has a positive impact on men's opportunities to "have it all". For women, we cannot tie an increased 

divorce risk to the presence of children per se, likely because of lack of variation as this group of 

women already have the highest baseline probability to be divorced out of any of the groups in our 

sample.  

Our results show that the family unit plays a fundamental role shaping men's and women's 

trade-offs between family life and career investments. In this way, it complements previous research 

about the role of children and norms on relative earnings for the gender pay gap. Our results suggest 

the presence of strong demonstration effects from the fates of the intimate relationships for top 

men and women on the career ambitions of men and women further down in organizational 

structures. Because divorce is the end-point of marital struggles and generally lowers the well-being 

of both adults and children, these demonstration effects are likely larger than what is indicated by 

the divorce number alone. A message to women that they should "aim for a career so that you can 

rid yourself of your family!" is unlikely to attract society's most talented women (and men) to strive 

for successful careers.    
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The fact that we use Sweden as a case has some relevance for their external validity. In many 

ways, Swedish welfare state policies and gender egalitarian norms should provide an ideal 

environment for equal career opportunities. Home production is more equally split than in most 

other countries, and public affordable care of children and elderly relieves career-oriented families 

from the largest time demands. On the other hand, generous programs for parental leave could 

facilitate large gender-differences in take-up of programs. On balance, however, we would argue that 

having found our results in a country that strongly favors egalitarian family structures means that the 

results are likely to also exist in other, more traditional, contexts.  

In conclusion, as long as norms on family formation and the division of household labor does 

not allow women to form single-career families that grow stronger as she climbs up the corporate 

ladder, women are unlikely to reach the top in similar quantities as men. Making top jobs less time 

consuming or more flexible is not likely to make up for is fundamental inequality in career conditions.  

Future research could further examine the mechanisms whereby promotions impact on 

marriage stability. For example, our findings suggest that the impact of promotions on earnings is not 

necessarily a main driver of the gender difference. One possible explanation could be the status 

difference between the spouses is more challenging to gender norms than earnings alone. Another 

avenue for future work could be to trace a longer life-time career progressions of women and men to 

potentially tie differential selection into occupations or jobs to career pre-conditions that stem from 

their family structure and incentives to protect their intimate relationships.  
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