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Introduction  

Single parent families, the majority of which are mothers with children, are disproportionally affected 

by income poverty in almost all countries (European Commission, 2013; Hübgen, 2018). In the 

Netherlands, the at-risk-of-poverty-rate is almost twice as high for single mothers as it is for the overall 

population (Hübgen, 2018). An important explanation for the vulnerable position of many single parents 

is the financial penalty of union dissolution (e.g. Mortelmans & Defever, 2018; Poortman, 2000).  

The literature has focussed on two main coping strategies to overcome the loss of income after 

union dissolution: repartnering1 and employment (e.g. de Regt, Mortelmans, & Marynissen, 2013; 

Jansen, Mortelmans, & Snoeckx, 2009; Mortelmans & Defever, 2018). Evidence shows that both 

strategies lead to financial benefits for single parents. However, the existing studies on the effects of 

repartnering have looked at household income, which tells us very little about parents’ economic 

independence. In a way, repartnered parents remain vulnerable if they depend on their new partner 

financially. In contrast to repartnering, the strategy of increasing activity on the labour market does 

contribute to single parents' economic independence (e.g. Jansen et al., 2009; Mortelmans & Defever, 

2018).  

Although some prior studies have assessed both strategies side by side (e.g. Jansen et al., 2009), 

no study has investigated the effect of repartnering on one’s labour market position, even though 

interdependencies between the two are very likely. Furthermore, the literature has largely failed to 

address the geographic mobility that is involved with union formation, which is likely to have an 

independent effect on labour market outcomes. From the perspective of single parents' economic 

(in)dependence, this paper studies the consequences of repartnering for individual labour market 

outcomes – labour income and participation in particular. Those who moved a long distance (i.e. 

migrated) at the time of repartnering are distinguished from those who did not.  

 

Theoretical background and hypotheses  

The most common situation among Dutch couples with young children is for the mother to work part-

time, while the father works full-time (Statistics Netherlands, 2019). As in most other countries, single 

mothers have lower labour market participation rates than their partnered counterparts (Beckers & Van 

der Valk, 2005; Coumans, 2008). Those single mothers who do work, work on average more hours per 

week than partnered mothers, and more often in a full-time or a large part-time job (Beckers & Van der 

Valk, 2005; Coumans, 2008).  

A new partner relationship has the potential to improve single mothers' labour market position, 

by facilitating them to enter the labour market, increase their working hours or achieve higher earnings 

at work. For many single mothers, the degree to which they are willing and able to participate in the 

labour market is influenced by difficulties they experience in combining the care for their children and 

the household with work (Coumans, 2008). The ability to share some of these responsibilities with a 

partner allows them to invest more time in work. Furthermore, a partner can provide mental support, a 

network and social resources that can improve the mother’s success at work, or at finding work. For 

these reasons, the hypothesis is that repartnering is associated with improved labour market outcomes 

(working more, higher earnings)2. This hypothesis is denoted as the support hypothesis. 

 However, the ability to divide tasks and responsibilities with a new partner could have a negative 

rather than a positive effect on mothers’ labour market position. That is, most Dutch families with 

children adhere to a traditional, gendered division of tasks, with women spending more time on 

caregiving responsibilities and the household and men spending more time on paid work (Traag, 2020). 

Mothers who worked full-time or close to full-time to support their family when they were single might 

 
1 Defined here as the formation of a new co-residential couple after separation from a prior partner. 
2 Comparing the effect of repartnering without migrating with the reference category of neither repartnering nor 

migrating.  
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reduce their working hours when their new partner adopts the role of breadwinner. Therefore, the 

alternative hypothesis – denoted as the specialisation hypothesis – is that repartnering is associated with 

worsened labour market outcomes (working less, lower earnings).  

 Another aspect of union formation that has the potential to affect one’s labour market position 

is moving. This aspect has been largely overlooked in the literature. Research has shown that long-

distance moves tend to weaken the labour market position of the so-called tied or trailing migrant within 

a family, i.e. the one who follows his or her partner, but who would not have migrated if single. Similar 

to migrating with a partner, migrating towards a partner might negatively affect one’s career due to the 

severing of local ties to work and to one’s professional network. Therefore, the hypothesis is that 

repartnering by migrating is associated with worse labour market outcomes than repartnering without 

migrating. This hypothesis is denoted as the migration hypothesis.  

 

Data and methods 

Annual data from the System of social statistical datasets (SSD) of Statistics Netherlands is used. The 

study population comprises all mothers (anchors) aged 25-55 who separated from a prior partner 

between 2005 and 2012 and who have at least one minor child living with them (N=104,396). These 

women are followed longitudinally, resulting in a person-year file. Observation starts two years after 

separation. In this way, those who repartner immediately and do not experience the usual post-separation 

income loss are excluded. Also, the direct shock effect of separation has likely subsided after two years. 

Observation ends two years after repartnering, if the co-resident child moves out or turns 18, if the 

anchor emigrates, or after the last register year available (if no repartnering occurs).  

Two dependent variables are used as indicators of economic (in)dependence. The first is annual 

personal income from labour, including wages and profits from self-employment, measured in thousands 

of euros. The second is the labour participation factor, calculated as the number of full-time working 

days divided by 365; this measure equals 1 if the anchor worked full-time for the entire year, and 0.5 if 

the anchor worked half-time. These economic outcomes refer to calendar year t and are predicted based 

on two main variables. The first main variable indicates whether and which event took place in the year 

before (t-1), with four categories: not migrated and not repartnered (reference category); repartnered 

without migrating; repartnered by migrating; migrated without repartnering. The fourth category is a 

residual category that needs to be taken into account but is not of main interest. The second main 

predicting variable is the anchor’s income and labour participation factor two years before (t-2; one year 

before the potential event). As such, changes in parents’ labour market outcomes are modelled from the 

year before an event (t-2) to the year after an event (t). The event years themselves are excluded from 

the analyses, as the interest lies in the change following the event. The focus is on the short-term effects 

of repartnering and migrating only, because changes on the longer term may not or only indirectly be 

related to the new partnership and/or migration.  

The other independent variables are the anchor’s age, educational attainment, socio-economic 

status, pre-separation household income, economic dependence prior to separation (contributing less 

than half of household income), years since separation, duration of prior union, type of prior union, local 

ties to parents, age of the youngest co-resident child, and whether the anchor has two or more co-resident 

children as opposed to one. In a later stage, the following variables will be further added: number of 

prior unions, years of working experience, whether changed employer, urbanity of anchor’s 

municipality, and number of jobs within a 50-kilometre radius of the anchor’s municipality. 

Two main models were estimated: the first uses linear regression to model personal primary 

income, the second uses Tobit regression to model the labour participation factor. The second model 

excludes those who are self-employed. Additional models will be estimated that apply an instrumental 

variable (IV) approach, using substitutes for migration. These IV models will account for the potential 

endogeneity of migration. Migration is a selective process, with individuals who have better job 

prospects elsewhere being more likely to migrate. In these IV models, the focus will be on the population 

of single parents who repartnered, with a binary variable for migration as predictor. With two dependent 

variables, “naïve” and IV models for men and women separately, eight models in total will be estimated 

using linear regression. 
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Preliminary results 

Table 1 shows the preliminary findings from the “naïve” models; Model 1 shows the results for 

Y=personal primary income, Model 2 shows the results for Y=labour participation factor. Both models 

indicate a negative effect of repartnering on single mothers’ labour market outcomes. The effect of 

repartnering is especially negative for those women who moved a long distance when they started co-

residence, but is also significantly negative for those who repartnered without migrating and stayed 

local. As a sensitivity check, the analyses were also performed using two alternative measures: time 

spent in unemployment and one’s part-time quotient averaged over the year; these measures tell a similar 

story. In line with previous research, our data show that repartnering, with or without migrating, leads 

to a higher equivalised household income (results not shown). It thus seems that while single mothers’ 

economic well-being generally improves as a result of repartnering, they also become more 

economically dependent, namely on their new partner.   

 

Table 1. Regression results for mothers’ personal primary income and labour participation. 

    Model 1   Model 2 

    Y=personal primary inc   Y=labour participation 

    B   t   B   t 

Event t-1 (ref. not repartnered, not migrated)               

  Repartnered without migrating -1.77 *** -13.97   -0.03 *** -22.90 

  Repartnered by migrating -5.16 *** -8.62   -0.10 *** -13.07 

  Migrated without repartnering 0.21   0.31   0.02 † 1.80 

                  
Y at t-2 0.80 *** 695.61   0.56 *** 421.11 

                  
Age 0.10 *** 14.33   0.00 ** 3.23 

                  
Completed education (ref. intermediate vocational training or lower)           

  Undergraduate degree 0.80 *** 12.57   0.01 *** 9.52 

  Graduate degree 5.65 *** 20.37   0.03 *** 9.26 

                  
Socio-economic status (ref. employed)               

  Self-employed -2.25 *** -21.29   -0.56 *** -446.79 

  Recipient unemployment or welfare benefits -13.93 *** -166.31   -0.54 *** -125.57 

  Recipient other social provision -10.86 *** -42.75   -0.78 *** -89.15 

  Other no income -14.79 *** -41.65   -0.02 *** -13.46 

                  
Pre-separation household income 0.00   -0.35   0.00   1.18 

                  
Economically dependent before separation (ref. independent) -2.42 *** -35.51   -0.04 *** -50.26 

                  
Years since separation 0.25 *** 16.33   0.00 *** 10.46 

                  
Duration of prior union (<5 years)               

  5-9 years 0.02   0.20   0.00 *** -2.83 

  10+ years -0.35 ** -3.45   0.00 *** -2.45 

                  
Prior union marriage/registered partnership (ref. cohabitation) 0.45 *** 7.47   0.00 *** 5.94 

                  
Local ties to parents (ref. none nearby or co-resident)             

  At least one parent co-resident -0.71 † -1.82   0.00 *** 0.68 

  Parent nearby (>5 km) -1.31 *** -22.72   -0.01 *** -18.89 
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Age of youngest co-resident child (ref. <4 years)               

  4-10 years 0.16   1.03   0.02 ** 12.08 

  11+ years 0.28 † 1.68   0.05 * 24.18 

                  
Two or more co-resident, own children (ref. one child) 0.11 † 1.82   0.00 *** -4.34 

                  
Constant 6.81 *** 22.16   0.34 *** 89.17 

SSD Statistics Netherlands (own calculations)               

†p < .10; *p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001               
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