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The Reversal of the Gender Gap in Education and Its Consequences for Divorce: 
A Matter of Alternatives?

Until the 1970s, the vast 
majority of students in 
higher education were 
men.

In recent years, more 
women than men 
successfully complete 
higher education.

As a result, there are 
more highly educated 
women than men on the 
marriage market.

The reversal of the gender gap has affected pattern s 
of educational assortative mating and divorce

With the increase in 
female education, 
educational hypogamy 
as become more 
common in marriages. 

In the US, hypogamous 
marriages used to be 
more likely to end in 
divorce than 
hypergamous 
marriages, but today 
there is no difference in 
divorce risks anymore.

One possible reason 
that has been 
suggested: as 
hypogamy has become 
more common, it might 
have become less non-
normative. Having a 
higher educated wife 
might therefore not 
pose a threat to men’s 
gender identity 
anymore, thereby 
reducing the divorce 
risk.

The gender gap in educational attainment has 
reversed to the advantage of women1
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• Reconstruction and projections of populations by age, sex, and level of educational 
attainment for 120 countries for 1970-2050 by the International Institute for Applied Systems 
Analysis/Vienna Institute of Demography.

• European Social Survey Rounds 5 and 6.
• European Community Household Panel Waves 1 to 8.

Data sources

Simulation outcomes suggest that divorce risks can 
converge as a result of changing opportunities5Do we need to assume that norms have changed?

An agent-based computational model of European
marriage markets
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Source: UNESCO Institute for Statistics (http://data.uis.unesco.org/#, accessed on 23.10.2015).

Source: Reconstructions based on results presented in Schwartz, C. R., & Han, H. (2014). The Reversal of the 
Gender Gap in Education and Trends in Marital Dissolution. American Sociological Review, 79(4), 605–629.

People find partners with 
similar education 
attractive and potentially 
divorce their spouses 
when they find ‘a better 
match’. 

With the reversal of the 
gender gap in education, 
the re-partnering 
opportunities improved for 
highly educated men and 
worsened for highly 
educated women. 

Men might thus have 
become more likely to 
leave hypergamous 
marriages and women 
less likely to leave 
hypogamous marriages. 
This might lead to a 
convergence in the 
divorce risks.

Source: Own calculations based on data from the International Institute for Applied Systems Analysis/Vienna 
Institute of Demography.

In our explanation, divorce rates are based on complex 
macro-micro interactions. With agent-based 
computational modeling, we can specify theoretically 
motivated rules for partner search and divorce and study 
their implications in large populations under realistic 
marriage market conditions.

Males and females 
prefer partners with 
similar educational 
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Males prefer partners 
who are in their mid-

twenties; females prefer 
partners who are slightly 
older than themselves

Males and females 
look for partners with 
high subjective mate 

value

Importance of 
dimensions can 
differ between 

males and 
females

Males and females 
prefer partners with 

high earning potential
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Simulation steps

The outcomes of our 
simulation experiments 
support our intuition.

The divorce risks of 
hypergamous and 
hypogamous marriages 
become more similar as 
men and women become 
more similar educated. 

As a consequence, the 
divorce risks of 
heterogamous marriages 
converge over 
successive marriage 
cohorts. When women 
have an educational 
advantage, the difference 
in divorce risks even 
reverses.

The exact magnitude of 
these changes over time 
varies across countries, 
due to variation in 
changes in the relative 
educational attainment of 
men and women.

Taken together, the 
mechanism that we 
describe might contribute 
to changes in divorce 
risks, next to changing 
norms.

Source: Simulation outcomes combined with own calculations based on data from the International Institute 
for Applied Systems Analysis/Vienna Institute of Demography.

Explanation that we suggest in this paper

Changing divorce 
risks

Changing re-
partnering 

opportunities

Female 
educational 
advantage

Analytical focus

Source: Own calculations based on data from the International Institute for Applied Systems Analysis/Vienna 
Institute of Demography.


