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Partner Market Opportunities and Relationship Stability

Ingmar Rapp, Thomas Klein, Sebastian Fronk, Johannes Stauder

Abstract: Although partner market opportunities are generally considered to be
important for relationship stability, they have never been measured accurately. In
order to be able to test the anticipated effects of partner market opportunities, this
study conceptualises them as individual opportunities for contact and interaction
in concrete social contexts, like the neighbourhood, the workplace, leisure activi-
ties, etc. Using data from the German Marriage Market Survey, we first examine the
impact of individual partner market opportunities on the risk of separation. Second,
we examine to what extend the most frequently studied determinants of divorce
and separation depend on partner market opportunities. Our results show that the
number of opposite sex contacts increases the probability of separation. Sharing
the same contacts with one’s partner decreases the risk of separation. Our results
indicate further that reducing opposite sex contacts in the course of the relationship
is partly responsible for the higher stability of longer-lasting relationships. Having a
migration background is associated with fewer opposite sex contacts. This means
that having a migration background would be more destabilising if these individu-
als did not have less opposite sex contacts than individuals without a migration
background. In contrast, joint home ownership, church attendance, higher educa-
tion and residing in western Germany would generally be more stabilising if these
factors were not connected with more opposite sex contacts.

Keywords: Marriage market - Partner market - Relationship stability - Divorce -
Separation

1 Introduction

Using a social exchange framework, Lewis and Spanier (1979) suggested that the
stability of a relationship does not only depend on the quality of the relationship
itself, but also on external pressures to remain partnered and on alternative at-
tractions (e.g. an alternative partner). Low quality relationships may be quite stable
as long as there are few alternatives and high barriers to dissolution. In contrast,
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even couples who find their relationship rewarding may separate if their perceived
alternatives are better and if the barriers are low (Lewis/Spanier 1979: 287-288). In
a similar way and based on an economic approach, Becker, Landes and Michael
(1977: 1142) assumed that “couples separate when the utility expected from remain-
ing married falls below the utility expected from divorcing and possibly remarry-
ing”. Again, relationship stability does not only depend on the gain from the current
relationship, but also on the perceived costs of separation and on the perceived
opportunities on the partner market. To summarise, the most commonly used theo-
ries of relationship stability consider partner market opportunities as an important
factor in explaining marital and non-marital separations.

Despite their importance for explaining relationship (in-) stability, only few stud-
ies examined the influences of partner market opportunities on the risk of separa-
tion. Previous studies showed that unbalanced sex ratios — which indicate that at
least one partner has numerous alternatives — are associated with higher risks of
separation. This applies to unbalanced sex ratios in the whole society (K/ein 1995)
as well as to unbalanced sex ratios in local marriage markets (South/Lloyd 1995;
South et al. 2001) and at the workplace (Aiberg 2009; McKinnish 2004, 2007; South
et al. 2001; Svarer 2007). White and Booth (1991) reported that better perceived
remarriage prospects reduce marital stability. The same applies for measures of
perceived alternatives that consider both the prospect of re-partnering and of be-
ing single (Felmlee et al. 1990; Udry 1981). In sum, previous studies underlined
the importance of partner market opportunities in explaining relationship stability.
However, only crude measures of individual’s opportunities to establish a new rela-
tionship (such as perceived remarriage prospects) were used.

This study uses data from the German Marriage Market Survey which allows for
a more accurate measurement of partner market opportunities. By assessing and
aggregating the opportunities for contact and interaction from concrete social con-
texts in which heterosexual individuals are embedded, the German Marriage Market
Survey offers a very detailed picture of (heterosexual) individuals’ partner market
opportunities. On this basis, we first examine the impact of various aspects of in-
dividual partner market opportunities on the risk of separation. In this regard, the
supply of opposite sex contacts and their availability on the partner market will be
considered. Moreover, the occasions for communication with potential alternative
partners and the fluctuation of contact opportunities will be included. Additionally,
it will also be taken into account whether contacts are shared with the partner or
not. Second, our analysis turns to frequently studied determinants of divorce and
separation (relationship duration, the existence of children, joint home ownership,
relationship status, age at the start of the relationship, employment status, educa-
tional attainment and church attendance), and to the question whether and how
these factors are linked to partner market opportunities.
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2 A concept of partner market opportunities

In this paper, the partner market is conceptualised as a market of potentially suit-
able partners for intimate (and in our case: heterosexual) relationships. Individuals’
opportunities for finding a new partner are restricted, first, by the macrostructural
distribution of social positions and, second, by mesostructural aspects of individu-
als’ immediate social environment (Stauder 2008).

Theoretical concepts

The basic idea of Blau’s macrostructural theory is that the social differentiation of
a population forms patterns of individuals’ relationships because the opportunities
for contact with other individuals occupying certain social positions are constrained
by the macrostructural distribution of these social positions and by relative group
sizes (Blau 1977a: 40, 1977b). But macrostructural conditions will influence real con-
tact opportunities only when the individual’s social environment — the “substruc-
tures” (s)he is embedded in — actually represents the macrostructure (B/au 1977a:
46-50, 1994: 144-145; Schwartz 1990).

Individuals do not only participate in one substructure, but in many different “foc/
of activity” (Feld 1981). Feld (1981: 116) defines foci as social, psychological, legal or
physical entities around which joint activities are organised (e.g. workplaces, volun-
tary associations, hangouts, families). Since social activities are organised around
foci, individuals do not meet completely randomly within the constraints of a given
macro-social structure. Relative group sizes within substructures will depend heav-
ily on the specific organisational needs of the focal social activity. A focal activity
may attract individuals with attributes relevant for the respective activity and thus
enforce characteristic distributions of attributes within this context (Fe/d 1982; see
also Fischer et al. 1977; Marsden 1990). For example, many jobs require contact
with both men and women (as co-workers or clients); by contrast, other jobs and
especially many voluntary associations are segregated by sex (Popielarz 1999). This
concept of contact opportunities is confined to an individual’s immediate social en-
vironment, i.e. those foci of activity which the individual is actually affiliated with.
Hence, in contrast to Blau’s macrostructural perspective, contact opportunities in
an individual’s social environment can be counted and their absolute number will
vary across society members. But the sheer (co-) presence of relevant other indi-
viduals (the quantitative opportunities for contact) is only a necessary condition for
the emergence of relationships within a focus. In addition, the probability of a new
relationship between two individuals depends on the extent of positively valued
interaction produced within the focus (Fe/d 1981, referring to Homans 1950).

Interaction with other individuals can provide important resources for individ-
ual action. In the literature, these resources are conceptualised as social capital.
Following Esser (2000: 241-260), two forms of social capital can be distinguished:
“relational capital” and “system capital”. “Relational capital” results from those re-
sources controlled by others in a network and may eventually be mobilised in favour
of the realisation of ego’s goals. By contrast, “system capital” refers to emergent
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properties of a network or focus, for instance the existence and amount of social
control, trust or enforcement and adherence to norms.

Based on this distinction, Blau’s structural theory and Feld’s concept of foci of
activity, the actor’s social environment can be conceptualised as a set of potential
relational capital that forms the space of opportunity for the development of new
relationships. Against this background, opportunities for contact and opportunities
for interaction can be distinguished (Stauder 2008, 2014a).

Opportunities for contact

Opportunities for contact refer to the total number of regular contacts in the indi-
vidual’s foci of activity and the social composition of those contacts. They should be
regarded as the “potential” relational capital of an actor. Although contact opportu-
nities essentially are a macro-sociological concept, it is possible to use this concept
within the individualistic model of sociological explanation if we consider contact
opportunities as potential relational capital. In order to conceptualise opportuni-
ties for contact, first, bridging assumptions about the potential relational capital
of the relationships eventually emerging from a focus must be formulated. Only
with these assumptions it can be determined which dimensions within the so-called
Blau-space of social positions (Blau 1977b: 28) are relevant and shall be analysed.
Regarding a specific goal of interaction, an ego will look for alters’ with desirable
traits that are suitable for attaining that goal. All suitable alters sum up to the po-
tential relational capital of ego, the actor. In other words, we have to consider the
alters’ relevance regarding the specific goal of interaction. In terms of heterosexual
intimate relationships, it is clear that only people of the opposite sex are relevant.
Off course, there might be many other traits of relevance, like age, education or the
favourite football team. Second, if individuals are looking for a (new) partner, they
have to evaluate whether relevant, i.e. opposite sex contacts, are available for an
intimate relationship. In many cultures, choosing a partner is the starting point of
a highly exclusive relationship. And people who already maintain an exclusive inti-
mate relationship are only available for a new exclusive relationship within narrow
limits (Stauder 2006). Thus, the chance to meet a potential (new) intimate partner
varies by the number of opposite sex contacts and by their commitment in intimate
relationships.

Opportunities for interaction
Whether or not opportunities for contact can turn into opportunities for interaction

depends on the foci’'s potential to transform mere contact opportunities into inter-
action. Those properties of a focus that foster this transformation task can be called

1 The terms “ego” and “alter(s)” are not used in the usual sense here. “Ego” denotes the individual

whose action shall be analysed; “alters” are all people sharing at least one focus of activity with
ego, regardless of whether there is a tie (a relationship) between ego and alter or not.
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system capital. Foci vary to the extent they provide system capital. For example,
they vary according to patterns of communication, fluctuation of participants and
norms.

The activity organised around a focus may require certain patterns of communi-
cation and may impede others. There may be patterns of communication within a
focus that foster interaction and the development of a relationship (high efficiency
to transform opportunities for contact into opportunities for interaction). However,
there may also be patterns of communication that obstruct interactions (low trans-
formative efficiency).2

Social activities organised around foci require different degrees of regular par-
ticipation. If there is no fluctuation of a focus’ participants, the opportunities to es-
tablish relationships in this focus are restricted to the current participants. Hence,
if there is more fluctuation, the focus provides better opportunities for interaction
with novel contacts (high transformative efficiency). On the other hand, if the par-
ticipants of a focus change very rapidly, there are fewer opportunities for repeated
interaction after the first contact; therefore, the consolidation of interaction and the
development of a relationship might be obstructed (low transformative efficiency).

The norms that apply within a focus may encourage or obstruct the development
of a special kind of interaction and a resulting relationship. If interaction in the focus
is highly regulated and norms obstruct any interaction that is not congruent with the
focal activity, the focus is not suitable for establishing a dyadic relationship. When
analysing relationship instability, social norms about the exclusivity and stability of
intimate relationships will especially obstruct the development of a new intimate
relationship if the current partner takes part in ego’s social activities. If a couple
mainly shares the same contacts, flirting with these contacts will not stay secret
and is widely controlled and negatively sanctioned by the current partner and by
others in the focus. Especially, potential new partners might restrain themselves
from destroying ego’s relationship with his or her current partner. As shared friends
feel committed to both partners, the impact of such norms will particularly obstruct
finding a new partner within a shared network of friends and acquaintances.3

2 This list is the result of a conceptualisation by Stauder (2014a). It does not claim to be exhaus-
tive.

3 Visiting online dating portals grows more and more popular in many countries. Given this con-

cept of a partner market, online dating portals are virtual foci of activity with special properties
that help to find an intimate partner: Those portals can be accessed at low cost, people access-
ing the portal are potentially available for an intimate relationship, relevant information about
potential partners is readily available (but not necessarily true), communication of the members
is supposed to be focused on relevant information for partner choice, there are no norms that
obstruct forming a relationship, and there is little social control from the individuals’ network
because the focus is separated from the individuals’ other foci. In total, online dating portals op-
timise potential relational capital (opportunities for contact) and provide optimal system capital
for partner choice (opportunities for interaction). Nevertheless, people will only visit an online
dating portal when opportunities for contact and interaction in their already existing foci of
activity are inefficient to find a partner.
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3 Further determinants of divorce and separation

Besides partner market opportunities, there are numerous other factors affecting
relationship stability. Both the social exchange framework of relationship stability
and the economic approach of relationship stability expect that individuals only
separate if they expect greater advantages than disadvantages from being sepa-
rated (and potentially start a new relationship with someone else). If one asks for the
determinants of relationship stability, one has, therefore, to look for the factors that
affect the gains from being in a relationship and the costs of separation.

The costs of separation should increase in particular with investments in the
relationship that will be less valuable after a separation (so called “relationship-
specific capital”). A prominent example of such investments are common children
of both partners (Becker et al. 1977: 1152). After a separation, at least one of the
partners usually has less contact to his children than before. As expected, numer-
ous studies showed that common children lower the risk of separation, albeit the
stabilising effect becomes weaker when the children grow older (Andersson 1997;
Béttcher 2006; Heaton 1990; Ka/mijn et al. 2004; Liu/Vikat 2004, Lyngstad 2004;
Waite/Lillard 1991; Wu/Penning 1997) and diminishes when the children leave home
(Hiedemann/Suhomlinova 1998; Klein/Rapp 2010; Sauvain-Dugerdil 2006). Besides
referring to their character as “relationship-specific capital”, it has been suggested
that common children stabilise the relationship because the partners are more mu-
tually dependent (Heaton 1990: 56) or because children increase the cohesion of the
couple (Brines/Joyner 1999). Moreover, the causality between relationship-specific
capital and relationship stability may also run in the opposite direction, because
couples who anticipate dissolution may hesitate to invest in children (Becker et al.
1977: 1142).

Further examples of relationship-specific capital are material investments such
as joint home ownership (Levinger 1979) as well as immaterial investments such as
time spent together (Rusbult 1983: 102). It is well documented that the acquisition
of joint home ownership is associated with a lower risk of dissolution (Booth et al.
1985; Briiderl/Kalter 2001; South/Spitze 1986; South 2001), and virtually all existing
studies showed that this also applies to longer marriage and relationship durations
(Kulu 2014; Rapp 2008). Again, there are alternative mechanisms which could also
be responsible for the observed effects. For example, the higher stability of relation-
ships of home owners may also be caused by reverse causality (Briiderl/Kalter 2001;
South/Spitze 1986), and the lower dissolution risk of long-lasting relationships may
also be due to learning processes of the partners (Diekmann/Mitter 1984: 129-130).
When not only considering married couples, the establishment of a common house-
hold and marriage itself can also be seen as investments in relationship-specific
capital. Previous studies showed that marriages are more stable than non-marital
cohabitations and much more stable than dating relationships (Asendorpf 2008;
Boyle et al. 2008; Kalmijn et al. 2007; Lois 2008).

Previous research identified numerous other determinants of separation (for a
recent overview see Arranz Becker 2015). Among the most widely studied anteced-
ents of dissolution are socio-economic factors such as educational attainment and
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employment. These factors produced inconsistent results, probably because the
effects of education and employment changed in the past decades. Recent studies
indicate that both higher education of men and - this is new — also higher educa-
tion of women decrease the risk of separation (De Graaf/Kalmijn 2006; Harkénen/
Dronkers 2006; Rapp 2013). The change in women’s educational effect may have
several reasons (Rapp 2013: 56-57). Due to women’s generally improved chances to
earn a living, so-called independence effects may have become less important. Ad-
ditionally, recent societal processes, like the marketisation of housework, weakened
the advantage of the traditional male breadwinner and female homemaker model
(Kraft/Neimann 2009: 7; Oppenheimer 1997: 450; Ott 1998: 70). Furthermore, even
low educated women may have adopted more liberal attitudes towards divorce
and separation with some time lag (K/lages 1984: 126-127). Finally, due to the rising
shares of educational participation, the remaining group of low educated women
(and their relationships) may be increasingly characterised by other risk factors also
relevant to relationship stability, like poor economic conditions or poor social skills
(Hoem 1997: 25; Wagner 1993: 390). Turning to the role of the partners’ employ-
ment status, most studies showed that men’s employment reduces the probability
of divorce and separation, whereas women’s employment increases the dissolution
risk. However, it is possible that the effect of women’s employment changes in the
same way as women'’s educational effect (Arrdnz Becker 2015: 541).

Previous studies consistently showed that early marriages have a higher risk
of separation (Lyngstad/Jalovaara 2010; Wagner/Weil3 2003). Once again various
mechanisms may be responsible for this effect. Individuals that start a (marital)
relationship at a very young age were supposed to be less mature (Booth/Edwards
1985; Jalovaara 2002: 540; Lee 1977) or to be less informed about the partner mar-
ket (Becker et al. 1977: 1156). Additionally, previous research showed that religious-
ness (Boyle et al. 2008; Kalmijn et al. 2004; Lehrer/Chiswick 1993) and religious
practice (Amato/Rogers 1997; Call/Heaton 1997) decrease the risk of dissolution,
presumably because religiousness increases the threshold to dissolution (Lewis/
Spanier 1979).

As can be seen from the short overview above, previous research has iden-
tified numerous factors that affect relationship stability. Often there are different
mechanisms that could be responsible for the observed effects, and their relative
importance is unclear. And there is yet another mechanism that may play a role for
all the above mentioned antecedents of dissolution, namely differences in partner
market opportunities. For example, it is obvious that being employed may provide
additional contacts and therefore may improve partner market opportunities. The
same may apply to church attendance. Education and age at the start of the relation-
ship might also be connected with partner market opportunities, possibly because
higher educated individuals have larger networks (Roberts et al. 2009) or because
individual's partner market opportunities may affect the timing of mate choice.
And finally, it is conceivable that the aforementioned investments in relationship-
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specific capital do not only affect the costs of separation, but also affect partner
market opportunities.4

4 Data and Methods
Data

For the empirical analyses we used data of the German Marriage Market Survey
(Partnermarktsurvey, see Klein et al. 2010; Woll et al. 2014). This survey comprises a
random sample of 2002 heterosexual individuals of the German resident population
aged 16 to b5 years. The sample has been stratified by sex, age group and region
(western and eastern Germany). Respondents were first interviewed by telephone
in 2009. To account for seasonal variation of the assessed social activities, the first
part of the sample was collected in January, February and March 2009, the second
part in June, July and August 2009. In 2012, 734 respondents could be surveyed a
second time. Out of these, 560 individuals had a heterosexual relationship at the
time of the first interview and may therefore be at risk of having been separated
during the subsequent 3-year period. After excluding 23 cases with missing values
for any of the analysed variables the remaining sample contained 537 individuals.
Based on Feld’s (1981) theoretical concept of foci of activity, the German Marriage
Market Survey conceptualised partner market opportunities as individual oppor-
tunities for contact and interaction in concrete social contexts, like the neighbour-
hood, the workplace, leisure activities, etc. (Woll et al. 2014). By assessing and
aggregating the opportunities for contact and interaction from the various foci of
activity in which the individual is embedded, the German Marriage Market Survey
offers a very detailed picture of the individual’s partner market opportunities.

Measures

The main dependent variable “dissolution of the relationship” indicates if a relation-
ship existing at the time of the first interview has been dissolved within three years
(up to the date of the second interview). It must be mentioned that the data do not
allow distinguishing between relationships being dissolved by separation or by the
death of the partner. Nonetheless, the sample-population is aged 16-55 years and
therefore exhibits age-specific mortality rates much less than one percent (Statis-
tisches Bundesamt 2012: 17). Therefore, “dissolution of the relationship” is a quite
reliable measure of separation.

All of the following variables were assessed at the time of the first interview. Our
indicators for the respondent’s partner market opportunities are:

4 There may be more determinants of divorce and separation that may be connected with partner

market opportunities, such as income, health and community size. Measures of these factors
are, however, not available in the data.
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“Log (number of regular opposite sex contacts)” was built by summing the
number of opposite sex contacts over all foci of activity of an individual and
logarithmising this sum score. Thanks to logarithmising, an additional sec-
ond or third opposite sex contact is given more weight than an additional
hundredth-and-second or hundredth-and-third contact, and the indicator is
approximately normally distributed (see Stauder 2014b).

“Most acquaintances are in a relationship” was measured as a dummy-var-
iable and indicates whether the respondent agreed with the statement that
most of his opposite sex acquaintances are partnered (=1, 0 otherwise).

“Opportunities for communication” were measured by the degree of agree-
ment with the statement “There are opportunities to have a talk with others”
(mean over all foci of the respondent, possible responses were 0 = “com-
pletely disagree” to 10 = “completely agree”).

“Fluctuation of contact opportunities” was measured by the question “How
often do you meet new people” (mean over all foci of the respondent, possi-
ble responses were 0 = “never”, 1 = “rarely”, 2 = “sometimes”, 3 = “often”).

“Mainly the same acquaintances as the partner” was measured as a dummy-
variable and indicates if the respondent agreed with the statement that he/
she and his/her partner have “mainly” the same friends and acquaintances.

Our measures for frequently studied determinants of separation are:

“Relationship duration” was measured in years and indicates the duration
since the start of the relationship.

“Children” indicates if the respondent cohabited with one or more biological
children at the time of the first interview (=1, 0 otherwise).

“Joint home ownership” indicates if the partners bought a shared freehold
flat or a joint house (=1, 0 otherwise).

Two dummy-variables show whether the couple was “married” (=1, 0 oth-
erwise) or lived in a “non-marital cohabitation” (=1, 0 otherwise). The refer-
ence group includes couples who did not live together (“dating relationship”).
All married couples were included in the “married” category regardless of
whether the partners currently shared a common household or not.

The employment status was measured using a set of three dummy-variables.
“Part-time employed” indicates that the respondent was employed less than
full time (including part-time employed, marginally employed, “one-Euro-
job” which are public service jobs that do not affect unemployment benefits,
military or civilian service or voluntary social year, occasionally employed
and partial retirement). “Not employed” signalises if the respondent was nei-
ther in work (including unemployed) nor in education. “St//l in education” in-
dicates if the respondent was in education. The reference category indicates
if the respondent was full-time employed.

“Years of education” indicates the years usually required for completing the
respective level of education. The degrees of the German general school
system were coded as follows: no certificate = 8 years, “Berufsschulreife”
(vocational school certificate) = 9 years, “Mittlere Reife” (equal to General
Certificate of Secondary Education) = 10 years, “Fachhochschulreife” (uni-
versity of applied sciences entrance certificate) = 12 years and “Hochschul-
reife” (university entrance certificate) = 13 years. If an individual was still in
general education this variable was set to 10, because the respondents were
at minimum 16 years old and therefore had usually already obtained “Mit-
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Tab. 1: Scale, mean values and standard deviations of all analysed variables
Scale Mean (SD)

Dissolution of the relationship 0/1 0.1
Log (number of regular opposite sex contacts) 0 to 6.63 3.48 (1.00)
Most acquaintances are in a relationship 0/1 0.89
Occasions for communication 0to 10 7.16 (1.94)
Fluctuation of contact opportunities Oto4 2.72 (0.49)
Mainly the same acquaintances as the partner 0/1 0.76
Relationship duration 0to 39 17.87 (10.86)
Children 0/1 0.66
Joint home ownership 0/1 0.50
Relationship status

Married 0/1 0.74

Non-marital cohabitation 0/1 0.12

Dating relationship 0/1 0.14
Age at the start of the relationship 13 to b5 25.92 (8.65)
Employment status

Full-time employed 0/1 0.50

Part-time employed 0/1 0.32

Not employed 0/1 0.12

Still in education 0/1 0.06
Years of education 9to 18 14.60 (2.46)
Church attendance 0/1 0.20
Residing in western Germany 0/1 0.78
Migration background 0/1 0.12
Man 0/1 0.36

SD = standard deviation

Source: own calculation based on the German Marriage Market Survey

tlere Reife”. Upper secondary or tertiary educational degrees were assessed
separately and set as follows: no certificate (including those still in the vo-
cational education system) = 0 years; apprenticeship or certificate from a

vocational school = 3 years; university = 5 years. The variable “years of

education” was then calculated by adding both generated metric variables

of education.

*  “Age at the start of the relationship” was measured in years and indicates the
age of the respondent at the start of the relationship.

*  “Church attendance” indicates if the respondent went to church at least once

a month (=1, 0 otherwise).
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Our control variables are:
*  “Residing in western Germany” indicates if the respondent lived in western
(=1) or eastern (=0) Germany.

e “Migration background” indicates whether the individual or at least one of
his or her parents was born abroad (=1, 0 otherwise).

*  “Man” indicates if the respondent was male (=1) or female (=0).

Table 1 presents the scale, means and standard deviations of all analysed vari-
ables.

Statistical analyses

This study uses logit regression analyses to examine the effects of individual part-
ner market opportunities and the effects of some frequently studied determinants
of relationship stability on the probability of separation within a three year period.
Different models are estimated: The first model only includes some frequently stud-
ied determinants of relationship stability; all further models also include measures
of partner market opportunities. Additionally, logit and ordinary least squares (OLS)
regression analyses are used to examine the impact of these frequently studied de-
terminants of relationship stability on those individual partner market opportunities
that turned out to be significant.

5 Results

Model 1 of Table 2 presents the effects of some frequently studied determinants
of relationship stability on the risk of separation within a three year period. Of all
included variables, only relationship duration and relationship status significantly
affect the risk of separation. As expected, longer relationship duration and being in
a non-marital cohabitation or being married reduce the odds of separation.

Models 2 to 6 of Table 2 additionally account for individual partner market oppor-
tunities of the respondent. Model 2 shows that the higher the logarithmised number
of regular opposite sex contacts, the greater is the risk of separation (OR 1,59).
Whether most acquaintances were in a relationship as opposed to being single
does not affect relationship stability (Model 3), and the same applies to occasions
for communication with the contact opportunities (Model 4) and to the fluctuation
of contact opportunities (Model 5). The fact whether the respondent had mainly the
same friends and acquaintances as his or her partner does not initially affect the
odds of separation (Model 6). However, the effect turns significant when all partner
market indicators are included in the same model (Model 7): In this case, the prob-
ability of separation is reduced significantly (OR 0,47).

When comparing the effects of the determinants from Model 1 (without control-
ling for individual partner market opportunities) to the models that control for indi-
vidual partner market opportunities, most coefficients remain similar. Nonetheless,
some changes are mentionable. The effect of relationship duration on the risk of
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separation is weaker and no longer significant if the logarithmised number of oppo-
site sex contacts is controlled for (compare Model 1 and 2). In contrast, the negative
effect of church attendance on dissolution gets stronger and turns significant after
controlling for the logarithmised number of opposite sex contacts (compare Model
1 and 2).

Tab. 3: Determinants of the logarithmised number of opposite sex contacts
(OLS-regression, unstandardised regression coefficients)

Relationship duration -0.02**
Children (Ref.. childless) 0.06
Joint home ownership (Ref.: no joint home ownership) 0.22*
Non marital cohabitation (Ref.: dating relationship) -0.33*
Married (Ref.: dating relationship) -0.37*
Age at the start of the relationship -0.03**
Part-time employed (Ref.: full-time employed) 0.06
Not employed (Ref.: full-time employed) -0.52%*
Still in education (Ref.: full-time employed) 0.17
Years of education 0.09%*
Church attendance (Ref.: no church attendance) 0.24*%
Residing in western Germany (Ref.: residing in eastern Germany) 0.40**
Migration background (Ref.: no migration background) -0.26*
Man (Ref.: woman) 0.10
Intercept 3.12%*
N 537
Adjusted R-Square 0.17

*p<.05; **p<.01

Source: own calculation based on the German Marriage Market Survey

Table 3 presents the effects of the determinants of separation from Table 2 on
the logarithmised number of opposite sex contacts. Thus, multiplying the regres-
sion coefficients by 100 approximately shows the percentage change of the number
of opposite sex contacts if the independent variable changes by one unit. For exam-
ple, each additional relationship year reduces the number of opposite sex contacts
by two percent. Results further show that being married or being in a non-marital
cohabitation, having a lower age at the start of the relationship, being not employed
and having a migration background also reduce the number of opposite sex con-
tacts significantly. In contrast, joint home ownership, years of education, church
attendance and residing in western Germany increase the number of opposite sex
contacts.
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Table 4 presents the effects of the determinants of separation from Table 2 on
the odds of having mainly the same friends and acquaintances as the partner. Be-
ing in a non-marital cohabitation (OR 4,12) or being married (OR 6,31) significantly
increases whereas being in education (OR 0,37) significantly reduces the probability
of having mainly the same friends and acquaintances as the partner.

Tab. 4: Determinants of having mainly the same friends and acquaintances as
the partner (Logit-regression, Odds Ratios)

Relationship duration 1.01
Children (Ref.: childless) 0.62
Joint home ownership (Ref.: no joint home ownership) 1.14
Non marital cohabitation (Ref.: dating relationship) 4.12%*
Married (Ref.: dating relationship) 6.31%*
Age at the start of the relationship 0.97
Part-time employed (Ref.: full-time employed) 1.16
Not employed (Ref.: full-time employed) 0.79
Still in education (Ref.: full-time employed) 0.37*
Years of education 0.94
Church attendance (Ref.: no church attendance) 0.85
Residing in western Germany (Ref.. residing in eastern Germany) 0.86
Migration background (Ref.: no migration background) 0.57
Man (Ref.: woman) 0.92
Intercept 6.24*%
N 537
-2*Log Likelihood 515.8

*p<.05; **p<.01

Source: own calculation based on the German Marriage Market Survey

6 Discussion

The first objective of this study was to investigate the impact of individual partner
market opportunities on relationship stability. Previous studies have underlined the
importance of partner market opportunities in explaining relationship stability but
empirical measures have only been rather general so far. As predicted in the social
exchange framework (Lewis/Spanier 1979) and the economic approach of relation-
ship stability (Becker et al. 1977) , respondent’s contact opportunities — measured
as the (logarithmised) number of regular opposite sex contacts from the various
social activities in which the individual is embedded - increased the probability of
separation. This result is in line with previous research that used more crude meas-
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ures of individual partner market opportunities (Fe/mlee et al. 1990; Udry 1981;
White/Booth 1991). Another central finding was that the risk of separation was re-
duced if both partners had mainly the same friends and acquaintances. Once again,
this result confirms previous research (Booth et al. 1985; Kneip 2008). Further as-
pects of individual partner market opportunities did not significantly affect the risk
of separation. In particular, our results do not support the expectation that “system
capital” of social contexts, such as patterns of communication and fluctuation, af-
fect the risk of separation. However, it is important to point out that the sample size
was relatively small. Therefore, it cannot be ruled out that these factors may have
substantial effects on relationship stability in a larger sample.

The second objective of this study was to examine to what extend some fre-
quently studied determinants of divorce and separation depend on individual’s
partner market opportunities. Results showed that the number of opposite sex con-
tacts decreased with increasing relationship duration, with being married or being
in a non-marital cohabitation, with age at the start of the relationship, with being
not employed and with having a migration background. Thus, reducing opposite
sex contacts in the course of the relationship is partly responsible for the higher
stability of longer-lasting relationships. When controlling for respondents opposite
sex contacts, the stabilising effect of relationship duration on separation even loses
significance. Similarly, a reduction of opposite sex contacts with increasing age
contributes to the well-documented higher stability of couples which were older at
the start of their relationships. Furthermore, the higher stability of marriages and
non-marital cohabitations compared to dating relationships is partly due to the fact
that married couples and cohabiting couples have fewer contact opportunities. In
case of employment, it can be concluded that being not employed would be more
destabilising if individuals who are not employed had the same contact opportu-
nities like the employed. The same applies to migration background. That is, the
instability of migrants’ partnerships is underestimated if their reduced opposite sex
contacts are not taken into account.

In addition, results showed that joint home ownership, years of education,
church attendance and residing in western Germany increased the number of op-
posite sex contacts. Especially in case of joint home ownership and church attend-
ance previous research consistently showed that both factors increase relationship
stability (Amato/Rogers 1997; Booth et al. 1985; Briiderl//Kalter 2001; Call/Heaton
1997; South/Spitze 1986; South 2001). Therefore, our results imply that joint home
ownership and church attendance would be even more stabilising if these factors
were not connected with more opposite sex contacts. As to church attendance, the
stabilising effect turned significant after controlling for the respondent’s opposite
sex contacts. Furthermore, partnerships in western Germany and among the higher
educated would be more stable if these factors were not associated with more op-
posite sex contacts.

Further results showed that being married or being in a non-marital cohabitation
increased the probability of having the same friends and acquaintances as one’s
partner. Apparently, acommon household comes along with common contacts and
this is another reason why cohabitations and marriages are more stable than dating
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relationships. In contrast, being in education reduced the probability of having the
same friends and acquaintances as the partner. Thus, intimate relationships of pu-
pils and students would be more stable if these couples would not have less shared
friends and acquaintances than other couples.

Remarkably, having children did neither significantly affect the number of oppo-
site sex contacts nor the probability of having the same friends and acquaintances
as the partner. Thus, the stabilising effect of children, as often found in previous
studies with larger samples as ours, cannot be explained by differences in partner
market opportunities.

The current study has some limitations. First of all, the present study is based
on only 537 intimate relationships of which only 58 separated within a three year
period. This is the most likely reason that we, in contrast to previous studies with
larger samples, did not find significant effects of children, joint home ownership,
age at the start of the relationship, employment status and education on the risk
of separation. Additionally, due to the small number of cases, it was not possible
to consider differences between various subgroups that might be important, such
as differences between men and women or between marriages, cohabitations and
dating relationships. This is particularly problematic when analysing the effect of
employment status on relationship stability, because previous research reported
different effects between men and women and between marriages and non-marital
cohabitations (Lo/is 2008).

Another shortfall of the current study is that the German Marriage Market Sur-
vey only comprises information on the respondent’s partner market opportunities.
Of course, relationship stability depends on the partner market opportunities of
both partners. Furthermore, all independent variables were assessed only at the
time of the first interview. Therefore, the data did not allow including time varying
independent variables. Nonetheless, at least for Germany there are no data avail-
able which are better suited for analysing the impact of individual partner market
opportunities on relationship stability.

In sum, our results underline the importance of individual partner market oppor-
tunities for explaining the stability of intimate relationships. Moreover, our results
suggest that some familiar determinants of relationship stability that were usually
discussed in terms of rewards of the current relationship and costs of separation are
also connected with individual’s partner market opportunities. In this regard, part-
ner market opportunities may either partially explain effects (as it was in the case of
relationship duration) or cover effects (as it was in the case of church attendance).
Future research on relationship stability should, therefore, ideally also consider in-
formation on individual partner market opportunities.
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