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Chapter 1
Introduction

Introduction to the research problem
Major setbacks in life affect well-being. This dissertation examines to what extent
the impact of major setbacks differs by one’s socio-economic position. More
specifically, I investigate the impact of five life course transitions on well-being
and psychological distress: parental divorce, one’s own divorce, becoming
disabled, involuntary job loss, and the death of a parent. People know from
personal experience or through their social circle that these transitions may have a
large impact on well-being. These transitions may lead to feelings of unhappiness,
worrying, and psychosomatic symptoms, like sleeping problems. Most people,
however, do not expect socio-economic variation in these effects. And research
does not pay much attention to socio-economic variation either. By studying socioeconomic variation in the impact of these transitions, this dissertation contributes to
a greater understanding of the impact of major setbacks in different segments of
society. From a scientific perspective, this dissertation integrates two extensive but
quite distinct fields: First, the literature in sociology and social epidemiology that
examines well-being and mental health over the life course and the related
literature on stressful life events. And second, the literature that documents large
socio-economic disparities in (mental) health.
One of the key findings in the field of life course sociology is that negative
life course transitions may decrease well-being on both the short and long term.
The five setbacks examined in this dissertation fundamentally alter one’s role,
position, and resources and may therefore lead to a decrease in well-being. On the
short term, the transition may be stressful and people may find it hard to adapt to
new circumstances. Furthermore, people may face decreased opportunities and
resources, which may lead to an enduring decrease in well-being.
1
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Research shows that negative life course transitions are -on averageassociated with lowered well-being. Children whose parents divorced have lowered
well-being compared to children who grew up in intact families (Amato 2010;
Cherlin et al. 1991; McLanahan and Sandefur 1994; Sigle-Rushton, Hobcraft, and
Kiernan 2005). The negative effect even extends into adulthood, as research shows
worse mental health for adults whose parents got divorced (Amato 2010; Amato
and Cheadle 2005). However, not all children may be as negatively affected
(Amato 2010; Cherlin 1999). With respect to one’s own relationships, numerous
studies consistently show that divorce decreases well-being when compared to
people who remain married (Wade and Pevalin 2004; Williams and Dunne-Bryant
2006; Wu and Hart 2002). The negative effects of people's own divorce decrease
over time and may be mitigated by remarriage (Johnson and Wu 2002; Waite, Luo,
and Lewin 2009). The onset of a disability has been found to lead to large
decreases in well-being (Lucas 2007; Turner and Noh 1988). People who acquire a
disability may not recover and as such the decrease in well-being may endure. The
counter claim advanced in the ‘set point theory of happiness’ that over time people
always revert back to their ‘set-point’ regardless of major difficulties, such as
becoming disabled, appears to be unfounded (Lucas 2007; Oswald and Powdthavee
2008). The extensive literature that investigates links between labor market
position and mental health finds that unemployment and job loss are associated
with negative effects on mental health too (Burgard, Brand, and House 2007; Paul
and Moser 2009; Stevens 1997). Re-employment, however, may nullify the
negative effects of job loss and unemployment (Paul and Moser 2009). The death
of a parent has also been shown to decrease well-being (Marks, Jun, and Song
2007).
Related to the literature on life course transitions, there is a huge body of
research, mainly in social epidemiology, that documents the negative impact of
stressful life events on mental health (George 1993; Kessler 1997; Thoits 2010).
These studies use indices of the number of stressful life events, which include (but
are not limited) to the life course transitions discussed above. These indices also
include experiences such as being the victim of a crime, or having experienced a
natural disaster. Studies show that people who have recently experienced more
stressful life events have worse mental health (George and Lynch 2003; Kendler,
Thornton, and Gardner 2000; Kessler 1997; Thoits 2010; Turner, Wheaton, and
Lloyd 1995).
The second body of research this dissertation engages with is the study of
socio-economic inequalities in (mental) health (Lorant et al. 2003; Mackenbach et
2
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al. 2008). Numerous studies show that people with more socio-economic resources
have higher well-being, fewer depressive symptoms and are less distressed (Kim
and Durden 2007; Knesebeck, Pattyn, and Bracke 2011; Lorant et al. 2003;
Meertens 2004; Miech, Power, and Eaton 2007; Sacker and Wiggins 2002), are
healthier (Dupre 2008; Kim and Durden 2007; Mackenbach et al. 2008), live
longer (Mackenbach et al. 1997; Mackenbach et al. 2008), and are happier (Yang
2008). Socio-economic factors have even been dubbed 'fundamental causes of
health' as the differences in health associated with socio-economic factors are
pervasive and not limited to place or period (Link and Phelan 1995; Link et al.
2008). There are many complementary explanations for the socio-economic
gradient in health (Ross and Wu 1995). One mechanism may be that people with a
higher socio-economic status experience fewer setbacks in life, such as job loss and
divorce (Dupre 2008; Hatch and Dohrenwend 2007; Lantz et al. 2005; Stansfeld,
Head, and Marmot 1997; Turner, Wheaton, and Lloyd 1995) because they have
more psychological, cognitive, social, and material resources that help to avert such
negative experiences. This dissertation examines the second mechanism, namely
the buffering effect these resources may have when such setbacks do occur
(Burgard, Brand, and House 2007; Hatch 2005; McLeod and Kessler 1990;
Wheaton 1990). The first mechanism is sometimes referred to as 'differential
exposure' and the second one as 'differential vulnerability'. Both these mechanisms
limit the potential harmful influence of negative events for people with more socioeconomic resources and may therefore help explain why socio-economic
differences in health grow wider over the life course (Dupre 2008; Kim and
Durden 2007).
Socio-economic variability
Given the large inequalities in health and the importance of life course transitions
for mental health and well-being, surprisingly little research examines socioeconomic differentials in the impact of life course transitions. Most of the research
focuses on ‘the’ overall average effect of a transition, but such an approach ignores
potential variability. And it masks the possibility that the effect may be larger for
some than for others. To date only a modest amount of research has examined
sources of variability in the impact of life course transitions, although numerous
scholars call for more research (Amato 2000, 2010; for divorce cf. Kalmijn and
Monden 2006; for job loss cf. Paul and Moser 2009). In case research does
examine variability, this is usually limited to exploring differences in the timing or
by characteristics of a transition (e.g. quality of the marriage) or by main
3
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demographic indicators of age, sex, and race (e.g. George and Lynch 2003;
Kalmijn 2010; Kalmijn and Monden 2006; Kelley-Moore and Ferraro 2005;
Wheaton 1990; Williams and Dunne-Bryant 2006). So, two sources of variability
can be distinguished in the studies that do report it; variation related to
characteristics of the transition itself and of the person who experiences the
transition (Wheaton 1990).
Such research into variability in the impact of transitions along
demographic indicators, such as sex and race, offers some insight into possible
socio-economic variation. This literature employs arguments that are really about
socio-economic differentials. For example, studies on the psychological impact of
divorce argue that the impact of divorce is worse for women compared to men
because they have fewer economic resources (Williams and Dunne-Bryant 2006).
Similar arguments are employed to argue for ethnic differences. In the USA, white
people may be less susceptible to the impact of stressful life events (George and
Lynch 2003) and disability (Kelley-Moore and Ferraro 2005) compared to black
people. The little previous research that does directly examine socio-economic
differentials shows some mixed findings, but the general pattern appears to be that
a higher socio-economic status buffers the psychological impact of negative
transitions. I will briefly discuss some of the findings for the transitions studied in
this dissertation and highlight issues that may explain the contrasting results.
Socio-economic variation in the consequence of parental divorce has
mainly been investigated for the child’s socio-economic outcomes and the findings
were mixed (Fischer 2004). Only a study by Cavanagh and Huston (2006), on
family instability and children’s early problem behavior, reports socio-economic
variation for a well-being outcome. They found that the child’s ‘wealth’, in terms
of toys and other commodities in the home, buffered the effect of family instability
on negative behavior towards teachers, and a higher income reduced negative
behavior towards peers. For one’s own divorce, an interesting study by Liu and
Chen (2006), shows that mothers who were poor during the union suffered more
depressive symptoms after divorce than non-poor mothers. And in a sample of
divorced persons, those with a higher income adjusted better to divorce (Wang and
Amato 2000). I am aware of only one study that examined socio-economic
variation in the impact of disability on well-being. Smith et al. (2005) show in a
sample of older adults that financial wealth matters. Persons with an above-median
net worth showed a smaller decrease in well-being following the onset of disability
than persons below the median. For job loss and unemployment a number of
studies show moderation by socio-economic position, but there are some
4
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conflicting findings: in a study on unemployment, it is found that higher socioeconomic groups suffer more (e.g. Clark, Georgellis, and Sanfey 2001), whereas
other studies find the opposite regarding job loss (e.g. Kuhn, Lalive, and
Zweimüller 2004) and unemployment (e.g. Andersen 2009). For parental death,
these issues have not been studied yet.
More research should examine socio-economic differentials in the impact
of transitions, as the scant research shows that socio-economic resources buffer the
negative impact of transitions, even though sometimes the findings are more
mixed. There are a couple of reasons that may explain mixed findings. First of all,
there is little research on this topic and most of these studies only explore
interactions with socio-economic resources and do not make it the focus of
research. Hence, studies that report socio-economic variation often do not use
appropriate controls for suppressing variables. For instance, when examining
socio-economic variation in the impact of parental divorce it may be important to
simultaneously examine the socio-economic resources of both parents, as these are
highly correlated and may have opposing effects (Fischer 2004). The father's
resources are often lost to the child following parental divorce, so the child is more
likely to experience a drop in resources and thus lower well-being. The mother's
resources may compensate for the loss, however. Most research only examines
variation by either the mother’s or father’s socio-economic resources, and so mixed
findings may occur. And second, research on transitions is often based on a small
number of people who experience a transition, which makes it hard to find
statistically significant variation.
Research question
The aim of this dissertation is to gain more insight into socio-economic
differentials in the impact of life course transitions. The research question is: To
what extent does the impact of life course transitions on well-being differ by socioeconomic status? I will investigate this question in three domains of life, namely
relationships, employment, and health, for a range of five important and widely
studied transitions that are found to decrease well-being (i.e. ‘negative’ transitions).
These transitions are: parental divorce, one’s own divorce, becoming disabled, job
loss, and parental death. In doing so, this dissertation integrates the two fields
reviewed above, the first one on the impact of life course transitions and life events
on mental health and the second one on socio-economic disparities in mental
health. The main hypothesis is the following: people who have a higher socioeconomic status experience a smaller decrease in well-being following a negative
5
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life course transition. The logical corollary hypothesis for positive transitions, such
as getting married, would be that people higher on the socio-economic ladder
experience increased mental health benefits.1 The focus of this dissertation is on
negative transitions, so I will leave this issue to future research. As a secondary
objective I investigate how socio-economic differentials can be explained. This
issue is not addressed for each transition because of data limitations.
Choice of transitions
Here I will further outline the choice of transitions under study, which also sheds
more light on the societal relevance of this dissertation. This study has a broad
scope by examining very different transitions in the relationship, health, and work
career. I pay particular attention to parental divorce, one’s own divorce, disability,
and job loss, by devoting a chapter to each of these transitions. The broad scope is
intentional because this way I may demonstrate that socio-economic variation is a
consistent feature of life course transitions. And in addition, this way it may yield a
greater contribution to understanding mental health inequalities than a focus on one
area would.
An important topic in social stratification and mental health research is the
influence of the family background on children’s well-being and also the influence
of the family background that extends into adulthood. Especially parental divorce
is of profound interest as this early life experience influences people’s later life
(Amato 2000, 2010; McLanahan and Sandefur 1994). I study socio-economic
variation in the impact of parental divorce on child well-being. Parental divorce is
one of the first life course transitions people can experience. Nowadays, children
face a high risk of parental separation. In the Netherlands about a quarter of all
marriages end in divorce (SCP 2011). About 33.000 children experience parental
divorce each year (CBS 2011). Children of divorce with lower educated parents
may face a double burden as they have lower socio-economic resources to start
with and the impact of divorce may be more hard felt. In addition, children of
lower educated parents run a greater risk of parental divorce and this difference is
increasing (McLanahan 2004), so the problems associated with family instability
may increase in the future.
The next transition is related to this theme. I investigate the effects of
people's own divorce in adulthood and examine whether people with an adverse

1

e.g. getting married and the beneficial effects partners with more socio-economic resources may
have on each others' career (Verbakel, 2008).
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family background are more vulnerable to the psychological impact of divorce than
those from more favorable backgrounds.
The psychological consequences of becoming disabled may be severe as
disabled people may face social exclusion and isolation (Burchardt 2003). I study
the impact of becoming disabled in young adulthood. And I investigate to what
extent the impact depends on educational level. Young people who become
disabled are of special interest as the onset of a disability is more of an unexpected
event at a younger age and they face the prospect of many years of life in poor
health. In the Netherlands, only about 3% of the people between 18 and 25 have
one or more functional disabilities (CBS, 2011). Socio-economic differentials in
the impact of disability at a young age may be especially important for explaining a
widening socio-economic gap in mental health, as people who become disabled at
a young age have a long life ahead.
In the work career, the involuntary loss of a job is an important transition
to study. Job loss often marks the start of unemployment and can have long term
repercussions for one’s career (Arulampalam, Booth, and Taylor 2000). I
investigate whether the psychological consequences of job loss depend on
educational level. It is well known that educational level shapes people’s career
chances (including the risk of job loss), but little is known about how the
psychological impact of job loss depends on such moderators (Paul and Moser
2009).

Theoretical framework
This dissertation examines a range of life course transitions in different domains of
life. The main recurring explanations for an association between life course
transitions and well-being and the mechanisms behind socio-economic variation
will be shortly discussed here. The specific mechanisms for each transition are
discussed in the respective chapters in greater detail. There are basically two causal
explanations why a life course transition leads to a decrease in well-being. The
issue of selection will be discussed below. The first explanation is that the turmoil
accompanying a transition causes a decline in well-being and people may have
adaptation problems in the new role following a transition. The second explanation
is that life course transitions may cause a loss of resources, which in turn may lead
to a decrease in well-being. These mechanisms are displayed in figure 1.

7
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Stress and adaptation problems
As it is beyond the scope of the introduction to fully discuss the stress and
adaptation problems that may come in the wake of each particular life course
transition, I will illustrate these mechanisms only for divorce and job loss. Divorce
is an inherently stressful experience (Johnson and Wu 2002); fights and arguments
with the ex-partner, feelings of loss, difficulties in arranging a new place to live,
financial troubles, arranging child custody etc. may lead to a decrease in wellbeing. People may also need time to adapt to the new role of being single. Men, for
instance, may have to learn how to prepare meals and women to do odd jobs in and
around the house.
People who lose their jobs may report lower levels of well-being because
being fired may be a blow to one's identity and status (Pearlin et al. 1981). Job loss
often leads to unemployment. People may find it hard to deal with unemployment
as they lose the positive functions that work may provide (work gives a sense of
purpose, lets people share in collective goals, and provides a way to structure time)
(Jahoda 1982).

Figure 1. Conceptual framework

Loss of resources
Life course transitions may decrease social and material resources and as a result
lead to a decrease in well-being. Divorce for example may hurt people's well-being
because it means the loss of social support and control of the partner on health
related behaviors (e.g. alcohol consumption) (Wu and Hart 2002). In addition,
people lose the benefits of economies of scale of sharing the cost of a household
and the partner's income. Following job loss, people may become unemployed and
8
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often become downwardly mobile. As a result people may suffer a drop in income
and status. In addition, job loss may also reduce or cut off contacts with former
colleagues.
Socio-economic differentials
The central hypothesis of this dissertation is: people who have a higher socioeconomic status experience a smaller decrease in well-being following a negative
life course transition. This hypothesis on the moderating effect of socio-economic
status is portrayed by arrow A in figure 1. In case people higher on the socioeconomic ladder experience a negative transition, they may benefit from higher
socio-economic resources, such as a higher income, stable job, and higher wealth.
In addition, they have more social, cognitive, and psychological resources at their
disposal. Research shows that they have a higher sense and locus of control (Ross
and Wu 1995; Schieman and Plickert 2008), have higher levels of social support
(Bartley 2004; Ross and Wu 1995), use more active coping strategies (Christensen
et al. 2006), and have a healthier lifestyle (Ross and Wu 1995; Stronks et al. 1996).
These resources may cushion the negative effects on the short and long term. The
main indicator of socio-economic status throughout the dissertation is educational
level, which I will discuss in more detail below.
This diverse array of resources may enable people with a higher socioeconomic status to better deal with stress and adaptation problems that are
connected with a negative transition. This is depicted by arrow B in figure 1. They
may, for example, be less likely to start heavy drinking as a (harmful) way of
coping with the stress and problems attached to job loss and divorce. Socioeconomic resources, such as having higher savings and a stable job, may ease the
mind and reduce worries in times of financial turmoil like the period of divorce.
These resources may also help to better adapt to new circumstances and new roles
following the transition. Well-to-do people may be more flexible and more quickly
learn new skills.
Furthermore, the array of resources of people with a higher socio-economic
status may help to diminish or avoid a loss of resources following a negative
transition (arrow C). For instance, divorce and job loss may force people to sell
their house and to move to a worse neighborhood. Those higher on the socioeconomic ladder may not have to resort to these measures at all because they have
a higher income and/or higher savings. People with a higher socio-economic status
may be more attractive on the marriage market as well as on the labor market. They
may therefore more easily find a new partner following divorce. And the new
9
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partner may help offset some of the negative consequences of the divorce. On the
labor market, they are more attractive to potential employers because they have
more human capital. They may suffer less from job loss because they are more
likely to find re-employment and can thus avoid the negative consequences of
unemployment. And a higher financial buffer may also allow individuals to have
more time to find suitable re-employment (Gallo et al. 2006).

Research design
The research questions are answered throughout the empirical chapters 2 to 6. Each
chapter deals with a particular life course transition and in chapter 6 I study several
transitions simultaneously. The chapters cover transitions in all domains of life
(relationships, employment, and health). Before discussing the research design for
each transition in more detail I go into three over-arching issues that apply to all
chapters, namely: a) the dependent variable of well-being, b) the type of data
required to study life course transitions, and c) educational level as an indicator of
socio-economic status.
Mental health and well-being
There is an extensive debate on what constitutes mental health and well-being and
how best to measure it (Aneshensel and Phelan 1999; Horwitz and Wakefield
2007; Kessler 2002; Meertens 2004; Mirowsky and Ross 2002; Payton 2009; Ryff
and Keyes 1995). Three perspectives can be discerned (Payton 2009). The first two
perspectives dominate mental health research and focus on the negative side of
psychological functioning. The first of these two perspectives uses a categorical
approach to mental health and investigates psychiatric disorders (e.g.
schizophrenia), the second one is a continuous approach and focuses on indicators
of overall well-being and mental health (e.g. depressive symptoms) (Kessler 2002;
Mirowsky and Ross 2002). The categorical approach is favored in psychiatry and
psychiatric epidemiology, as clinicians view psychopathological symptoms as
manifestations of the presence or absence of a disease (e.g. schizophrenia, major
depressive disorder). Sociologists and social epidemiologists take a different stance
and use continuous scales based on the presence or absence of psychopathological
symptoms to measure the overall level of mental health and well-being (e.g. scales
of depressive symptoms, psychological distress). There is a mental health
continuum: At the bottom of the spectrum one finds the most psychologically
10
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distressed people who may harbor serious psychiatric illnesses and have very low
well-being. At the top end are the most psychologically healthy and happy people.
However, a high level of psychopathological symptoms does not necessarily
indicate the presence of a mental disorder (such as depression), as it can also be a
normal reaction to stress (Horwitz and Wakefield 2007), which may be the case for
the setbacks studied in this dissertation.
Well-being is mainly conceptualized as the absence of psychopathological
symptoms in these two perspectives. The third perspective takes a broader view of
mental health and well-being and sees several (mainly positive) distinct dimensions
of mental health and well-being (e.g. sense of mastery, purpose in life, and more)
(Ryff and Keyes 1995). The approach is related to the second perspective as it
examines continuous outcomes. Sense of mastery, happiness, and life satisfaction
are prime examples and are widely studied in psychology, sociology and
economics. The drawback of this approach is that it largely ignores psychological
distress (Payton 2009).
In this dissertation, I use a broad conceptualization of mental health and
well-being for substantive and practical reasons. I consider a range of items about
overall well-being, deviant behavior, and on anxious, depressive, and
psychosomatic symptoms. As such, the approach taken to mental health and wellbeing can be placed within the second perspective, sketched above. I discuss the
properties of these measures in more detail in the respective chapters2.
First I discuss the substantive reasons: I am interested in the potential
suffering caused by the examined negative life course transitions and especially in
potential variability therein. People react differently to the problems caused by
these transitions; some people report unhappiness, others sleeping problems. An
expansive view of well-being and distress ensures that I do not fail to observe
negative psychological consequences for some people. In addition, a continuous
measurement is the better way to measure the mental health consequences of social
arrangements, because it provides more information than simple yes/no diagnoses
(Mirowsky and Ross 2002). Continuous measures are sensitive to changes for the
whole range of mental health and are better indicators of psychological suffering in
the general population. The continuous approach is able to examine effects on the
top end and on the lower end of the mental health continuum, whereas diagnoses
are only sensitive to moves towards the bottom (Mirowsky and Ross 2002). Some
people may become severely depressed following divorce, which may make them
2

Please see the appendix for a list of the items used in each chapter.
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eligible to a formal diagnosis, but certainly not everybody will. However, most
people will experience some effect. As it is my objective to assess variability I am
interested in small and large effects alike.
Then there are practical reasons for taking a broad view of well-being. The
main aim of this dissertation is to examine variability in the impact of life course
transitions on a measure of mental health. Variability is easier ascertained on
continuous scales than on dichotomous diagnoses. I use interactions in regression
models to test whether for instance the effect of divorce varies by educational level.
Continuous outcomes allow working within a linear regression framework, which
can easily incorporate interactions. Dichotomous outcomes would require more
complicated models, such as the logistic model, in which interactions are much
more complicated to interpret. Statistical power is also a concern when one wants
to study variability in the effect of a transition. In order to say something sensible
about variation one needs a sizeable number of observed transitions, for instance
divorces (Kalmijn and Monden 2006). That is the independent variable side of the
story, on the dependent variable side, one also needs good variation. Prevalence for
most psychiatric disorders is quite low, e.g. 3.9% 1-month prevalence for a
common disorder such as major depressive disorder in the Netherlands (Bijl,
Ravelli, and van Zessen 1998). The transitions under study in this dissertation are
not very common either, so one would need exceptionally large datasets to do such
research.
The psychological impact of life course transitions is examined in a
number of different datasets and age groups. As a consequence the measurement of
well-being differs from transition to transition. Each empirical chapter uses wellknown scales and inventories to assess well-being. In some chapters the measure of
well-being is better termed psychological distress, as the items, making up the
scale, have a stronger focus on negative psychopathological symptoms. There are
conceptual differences between well-being and psychological distress (or ill-being)
but they both provide good indications of overall mental health and well-being.
Each of these scales indicate well-being and psychological distress as
research shows high correlations between the used measures of well-being and
psychological distress with other indicators of mental health (Berwick et al. 1991;
Cuijpers et al. 2009; Goldberg et al. 1997; Rodgers et al. 1999). Note that a number
of measures were actually developed as screening instruments (e.g. the GHQ-12).
Respondents who score above a certain cut-off point on these screening
instruments are often considered eligible for a more extensive psychiatric interview
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using diagnostic criteria or for referral to a mental health professional. As such, the
continuous and categorical approaches to mental health are not that far apart.
Longitudinal data
The study of life course transitions and well-being is a study of change. A study of
change implies that information is present on the current as well as on the previous
state of the respondent’s life and on the level of well-being. In principle it is
possible to use cross-sectional data to study for instance the effects of divorce.
Studies using such designs usually report lower levels of well-being for people who
are divorced compared to those who are married (e.g. Meertens, Scheepers, and
Tax 2003). However, such designs cannot make the claim that divorce causes a
decrease in well-being as there is the possibility that people were already distressed
before the divorce took place. In fact, a low level of mental health as such may be a
cause of a divorce as it may be hard to stay married to a distressed and mentally ill
person (Butterworth and Rodgers 2008; Fu and Goldman 1996). Such arguments
about health selection can be made for the other transitions studied here as well. In
order to better disentangle causation and selection one needs a pre-divorce measure
of well-being. As it is not possible to reliably retrospectively assess well-being, the
need for longitudinal data is born. The selection of data for this dissertation was
driven by the search for data with good prospective measures of well-being.
Besides this issue of selection (Y is also a cause of X), the association
between a negative transition and well-being can be the result of a third variable
that is related to both the transition and well-being. For instance, people who have
a bad physical health may be more likely to divorce and also to suffer from lower
levels of well-being (Fu and Goldman 1996). For these reasons, I include controls
for a range of characteristics that are known to affect well-being and psychological
distress. Unfortunately, one can never be sure that these controls fully capture all of
the potentially important characteristics (termed 'omitted variable bias', 'unobserved
heterogeneity' and 'selection on unobservables' in the literature).
This dissertation draws upon two types of large British and Dutch
longitudinal datasets. The first are birth cohort studies that follow respondents from
birth into adulthood. These studies are somewhat peculiar as all respondents are of
the same age (actually born in the same week; so “of the same week”). The birth
cohorts are therefore not representative of the overall population. For my purposes,
however, this does not matter much as long as enough socio-economic variation
exists within these cohorts. This characteristic makes it actually easier to
investigate socio-economic variation, as a major force of noise -age differences13
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are already controlled by design. The second type of study is formed by panel
studies that follow a random cross-section of respondents through time.
These datasets differ in the time-interval between the waves, from yearly to
an interval of almost 10 years, with such long time intervals the datasets also gather
retrospective information on events in-between the waves. Life course transitions
are constructed based on the current state of respondents and on retrospective
information. Work by Manzoni (2010) suggests that even with longer time
intervals retrospective information given by respondents can be used to construct
reliable information on life course transitions.
Educational level
The main indicator of socio-economic status used in this dissertation is educational
level. Educational level is one of the most predictive socio-economic indicators for
health and well-being (Link et al. 2008; Ross and Mirowsky 1999; Ross and Wu
1995). The health benefits may extend to the highest level of educational
attainment, as data for Sweden shows that holders of PhD have an even lower
mortality than university graduates (Erikson 2001). There is also evidence that the
impact of education on health is causal (Silles 2009). The literature offers many
explanations for the positive association (Lynch 2003; Ross and Wu 1995). The
link between education and health may in part be due to the better (relative) socioeconomic position in society that a higher educational level indicates. Moreover,
the higher educated have healthier lifestyles, and have more cognitive,
psychological, and social resources. However, the host of explanations for the
health benefits to education also forms a slight drawback, as associations with
educational level do not directly reflect a mechanism (unlike for instance income or
occupation) and are therefore harder to interpret.
Education is not merely an indicator of socio-economic status; it precedes
income and occupational status, the two most frequently used alternative socioeconomic indicators (Ross and Wu 1995). Furthermore, once attained, educational
level does not change very much over the life course, unlike income or
occupational status. Education is attained fairly early in life, so it may be less
influenced by adulthood health (Erikson 2001). For this study, these aspects make
educational level an ideal indicator of socio-economic status, as I study changes
over long stretches of time.
Some more complications arise with interpreting the impact of education
because the resources associated with educational level may not be constant over
the life course (Lynch 2003); a higher educational level may, for instance, have a
14
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stronger association with material resources at older ages than at younger ages.
Furthermore, educational systems are notoriously hard to compare (Schneider
2008), which may hamper the ability to generalize the findings. The educational
system differs between countries and also within a country the benefits to
education may be different for cohorts born at a different point in time (Lynch
2003).
Parental divorce
In chapter 2 I examine whether the impact of parental divorce on child well-being
and problematic behavior depends on the mother’s and father’s educational level.
As briefly discussed above, previous research on socio-economic variation in the
impact of parental divorce on child outcomes is scarce. The findings are also
inconsistent, which may be attributed to the fact that very few studies consider the
resources of the mother and father simultaneously (Fischer 2004). A higher
educated mother may be better able to give her children a safe and stable
environment following divorce. A higher educated father may be beneficial too,
but a negative effect is conceivable as well because the father’s resources are often
lost to a child following divorce. In that case, children with more highly educated
fathers may experience a larger drop in resources. It is important to have
information on both the mother’s and father’s resources in order to tease out these
conflicting hypotheses.
I investigate parental divorce using the British Cohort Study (BCS). The
BCS follows the lives of about 17,000 children born in 1970 in the United
Kingdom. The dataset is ideally suited for this question as it offers information on
a large number of children followed from birth onwards with good measures of
well-being, of both parents’ educational level and a wide range of control variables.
The large size of this birth cohort study ensures that I observe enough parental
divorces to be able to investigate variability in its effects. The other major British
cohort study, the National Child Development Study (NCDS), which follows a
sample of children born in 1958, and which I use in chapter 3 and 4, could not be
used for this chapter. The NCDS lacks appropriate measures of educational level
for the mother and father. Note that the measure of well-being used in this chapter
is reported by the child’s mother as (young) children are less able to do so
themselves. The measure of well-being was specifically adapted to measure wellbeing of children; compared to measures of adults there is a strong focus on signs
of deviant and problematic behavior (see the appendix).
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This chapter analyses the impact of parental divorce on child well-being
and problematic behaviors in two time periods: divorce between age 5 and 10, and
between age 5 and 16. This design allows me to study the impact of parental
divorce in middle childhood and in adolescence.
Divorce
An adverse family background (such as parental divorce and poverty in childhood)
may have negative ramifications throughout the life course. Moreover, an adverse
family background may make people more vulnerable to negative transitions in
adulthood, such as their own divorce. People who come from an adverse
background may be less able to turn to their parents for help and they may have
fewer socio-economic resources. I look into this issue in chapter 3 where I
investigate to what extent the impact of divorce depends on family background and
on one's own educational level. Family background is conceived as the family
structure during childhood and various measures of socio-economic status.
Previous research that investigated family background usually relied on
retrospective reports collected in adulthood. And only a couple of studies examined
the extent to which socio-economic resources condition the impact of divorce on
mental health.
The analyses are again based on a birth cohort study, this time the NCDS,
as it provides prospective information on family background and contains a large
number of respondents. The NCDS follows about 18,000 children since birth in
1958. This investigation is limited to the experience of divorce in middle adulthood
between the age of 33 and 42. The NCDS has the advantage that it provides good
prospective childhood data on family background, the disadvantage is the large
time period between the waves. Unfortunately, that also means that the only other
available wave at the time was at age 23. That wave could not be used because at
age 23 people are right in the middle of the formation of stable relationships and it
may therefore not be a good baseline.
Disability
There is a large literature on healthy aging and a large field that studies how well
people cope with specific diseases, such as cancer and diabetes. These areas of
study focus on older populations or populations of patients. Relatively few studies
investigate the impact of health decline at younger ages and no study I am aware of
examined socio-economic variation.
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In chapter 4, I investigate the impact of becoming disabled on
psychological distress in a sample of young adults and I also examine whether
educational level buffers the impact of disability on psychological distress.
Furthermore, I study whether the protective effect of educational level is due to
higher ability (intelligence) or to the higher economic resources of the higher
educated. This is the second chapter to be based on the NCDS, namely the two
waves in early adulthood at age 23 and 33. The NCDS provided very detailed
information on the type of disability at age 33, unfortunately I could not analyze
other waves of the NCDS or BCS because these did not provide sufficient
information on the type of disability people experienced.
Job loss
In chapter 5 I turn to an important negative transition on the labor market, namely
job loss. I study to what extent involuntary job loss leads to psychological distress
on the short and longer term and whether the impact of job loss differs by
educational level. Most research in the relationship between employment and
mental health investigates the effects of unemployment. I focus on job loss because
that circumvents a source of selection bias. People who become unemployed form
a selective subgroup of those who experience job loss. Especially, people with a
higher educational level may be better able to avoid such outcomes. A further
contribution is that I incorporate information on the socio-economic position of the
lost job. Previous research either examined whether job loss/unemployed varied
with characteristics of the previous job (e.g. blue versus white collar work, Strully
2009) or with characteristics of the person (e.g. by educational level, Clark,
Georgellis, and Sanfey 2001), but not of both simultaneously. It is important to
separate between these two influences because educational level is associated with
more prestigious and better paying jobs. So, the higher educated may have more to
lose following job loss. Finally, I also investigate the role played by re-employment
processes and downward mobility following job loss. To what extent do they
explain differences between the higher and lower educated?
This chapter analyses the impact of job loss for the psychological distress
of men and uses data from the British Household Panel Study (BHPS). This
chapter is limited to the analysis of men's careers because women (still) have more
socially acceptable alternatives to work and a simultaneous analysis of both sexes
would be too complicated. The BHPS is a large yearly panel study conducted
between 1991 and 2008. The long period covered by the BHPS ensured ample
observations of men who lost their jobs and also provided sufficient observations
17
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of the time following job loss. In addition, the BHPS has extensive labor market
information so that a good measure of job loss could be constructed.
Additive or escalating effects
This dissertation thus far follows the main approach taken in the literature to model
the impact of life course transitions in isolation, i.e. most studies focus on either the
impact of divorce or unemployment. However, some people will experience
periods with negative transitions in multiple domains of life (e.g. divorce and
shortly thereafter unemployment or the death of a parent and divorce). This
becomes even more likely as research documents that negative transitions are
related; unemployment for instance heightens the risk of divorce, and vice versa
(Covizzi 2008; Hansen 2005; Kalmijn 2005). Coinciding transitions may have
especially profound negative consequences for psychological distress and wellbeing, i.e. escalating effects. The first occurring negative transition may decrease
people’s resources and ability to cope with subsequent negative transitions. In
chapter 6 I therefore examine whether the impact of simultaneously occurring life
course transitions have additive effects versus escalating effects on well-being.
This question also has a bearing on the large literature on stressful life events; it
implies that life events may have non-linear effects (e.g. exponential), which is a
possibility that has not received much scrutiny.
Besides the question of additive versus escalating effects, chapter 6 also
examines whether the impact of transitions varies by age, sex, and educational
level. The studied transitions are partner loss, unemployment, the onset of a
disability, and parental death. This chapter will extend the span of this dissertation
to the Netherlands as it is based on Dutch data unlike the other chapters which use
British data. No study so far I am aware of has reported on variability in the impact
of life course transitions in the Netherlands, except for a recent study on divorce
and whether marital conflict moderates the impact on well-being by Rokven and
Monden (2011). Another novelty of the chapter is that it investigates the impact of
parental death, which is an important transition that has been neglected in the
literature (Marks, Jun, and Song 2007). This chapter is based on two waves of the
Netherlands Kinship Panel Study (NKPS). The NKPS is well suited for this
investigation as it is a very large study and one of the few longitudinal studies in
the Netherlands that carries a good measure of well-being.
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Outline of thesis
To recapitulate: This dissertation examines socio-economic variability in the
impact of life course transitions on well-being and psychological distress, namely
parental divorce, divorce, the onset of a disability, job loss, and parental death. The
next chapter will investigate the impact of parental divorce on child and adolescent
well-being and problematic behavior. It examines the question whether this impact
differs by mother’s and father’s educational level. The following third chapter
moves on to investigate one’s own divorce and whether the psychological
consequences differ by family background and one’s current socio-economic
resources. In the fourth chapter I focus on socio-economic differentials in the
psychological impact of the onset of a physical disability. In the fifth chapter I
investigate involuntary change on the labor market, namely job loss, more
specifically whether the impact of job loss depends on educational level. The sixth
chapter examines whether two transitions that occur simultaneously have a stronger
effect on well-being than the sum of the transitions (additive versus escalating
effects). The final chapter presents the conclusion of this dissertation. It answers
the main research question, summarizes the findings and discusses limitations of
this research and possibilities for future research.
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Appendix: Measurement of the dependent variables
Chapter 2 Well-being and problematic behavior (Rutter A scale):
You child…
1) is very restless
2) is squirmy/fidgety
3) often destroys belongings
4) frequently fights with others
5) is not much liked by others
6) is often worried
7) is rather solitary
8) is irritable, quick to anger

9) often appears miserable/unhappy
10) sometimes takes others’ things
11) is often disobedient
12) cannot settle to do things
13) is fearful/afraid of new things
14) is fussy or over particular
15) often tells lies

Chapter 3 and 4 Psychological distress (Malaise inventory):
1)
2)
3)
4)
5)
6)
7)
8)
9)
10)
11)
12)

often have back ache
feel tired most of the time
often miserable or depressed
often have bad headaches
often get worried about things
usually great difficulty sleeping
usually wake unnecessarily early
worry about health
often get into violent rage
people often annoy and irritate
twitching of face, head, shoulders
often suddenly become scared

Chapter 5

13)
14)
15)
16)
17)
18)
19)
20)
21)
22)
23)

scared to be alone
easily upset or irritated
scared to go out alone
constantly keyed-up and jittery
suffer from indigestion
suffer from upset stomach
poor appetite
things get on your nerves
heart often races like mad
often have pains in the eyes
troubled with rheumatism, etc.

Psychological distress (GHQ-12)

Here are some questions regarding the way you have been feeling over the last few weeks. For each
question please tick the box next to the answer that best describes the way you have felt. Have you
recently....
g)
been able to enjoy your normal day-toa)
been able to concentrate on whatever
day activities?
you're doing?
h)
been able to face up to problems?
b)
lost much sleep over worry?
i)
been losing confidence in yourself?
c)
felt that you were playing a useful
j)
been thinking of yourself as a worthless
part in things?
person?
d)
felt capable of making decisions
k)
been feeling reasonably happy, all
about things?
things considered ?
e)
felt constantly under strain?
f)
felt you couldn't overcome your
difficulties?
Chapter 6

Well-being (MHI-5)

A How often have you felt particularly tense in the past 4 weeks?
B How often have you felt so down in the dumps in the past 4 weeks that nothing could cheer you up?
C How often have you felt calm and peaceful in the past 4 weeks?
D How often have you felt downhearted and miserable in the past 4 weeks?
E How often have you felt happy in the past 4 weeks?
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Do mother’s and father’s education condition the impact of
parental divorce on child well-being1

Abstract
We use the British Cohort Study to investigate to what extent parental resources
moderate the association between parental divorce and lowered child and
adolescent well-being. We argue that children of mothers with more years of
education suffer less when their parents split up because better educated mothers
may be better able to provide a safe and stable environment for their children after
divorce. In addition, we argue that having a better educated father could either
aggravate or reduce the effects of parental divorce. Our analyses indicate that the
effect of parental divorce is reduced for those with better educated mothers, but
only after adjusting for the (interaction) effects of father’s education. A moderator
effect for fathers is only observed in childhood and seems to work in the other
direction: stronger divorce effects when fathers are more highly educated.

1

This chapter was co-authored with Matthijs Kalmijn and has been submitted to an international
journal.
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Introduction
There is a large body of research showing that children with divorced parents
experience more unfavorable developmental outcomes than children of intact
families. Negative effects are found for a range of outcomes in childhood and
adulthood, including well-being, behavioral problems, school grades, delinquency,
and educational attainment (Amato 2000, 2010). Increasingly, research focuses on
factors that may increase or reduce the effects of parental divorce, i.e., questions of
moderator (interaction) effects. For example, studies have examined whether the
effects of parental divorce depend on the quality of the parents’ marriage (Hanson
1999; Morrison and Coiro 1999; Strohschein 2005), the number of siblings (Sun
and Li 2009), race and ethnicity (Fomby and Cherlin 2007; Kalmijn 2010;
McLanahan and Sandefur 1994; Osborne and McLanahan 2007; Wu and Thomson
2001), and socio-economic resources of the parents (Albertini and Dronkers 2009;
Biblarz and Raftery 1993; Cavanagh and Huston 2006; Elliott and Richards 1991;
Fischer 2007; Jonsson and Gahler 1997; McLanahan and Sandefur 1994). A review
by Hetherington and Stanley-Hagan (Hetherington and Stanley-Hagan 1999) calls
for more research into diversity in outcomes and possible protective factors. This
call is echoed about ten years later in a recent review by Amato (2010) who argues
that “researchers should focus less attention on mean differences (…) and more
attention on the factors that produce variability” (p. 658) (2010). The present study
contributes to this literature by examining whether the impact of parental divorce
on child and adolescent well-being depends on the educational level of mother and
father.
Researchers have since long recognized that parental resources (social and
economic) play a key role in understanding the impact of parental divorce on child
well-being (McLanahan and Sandefur 1994). Most of these studies are studies of
mediation; they posit that parental divorce causes a decline in child well-being
because a divorce leads to a decline in parental resources available to the child
(e.g., Sun and Li 2002; Thomson, Hanson, and McLanahan 1994). However, the
loss of resources may depend on the pre-divorce levels and parents with more predivorce resources may be better able to provide a safe and stable environment for
children even despite a divorce. A few studies have examined such interaction
effects, although all of these have focused on the child’s socio-economic outcomes,
not on well-being. In Italy, for example, Albertini and Dronkers (2009) found that
divorce had a large negative impact on children’s educational attainment for those
with low educated mothers while there was no difference in educational attainment
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between children from divorced and intact families when the mother was better
educated. Findings from the National Child Development Study in Britain showed
that the effect of parental divorce on children’s reading test scores was stronger for
manual class fathers than for non-manual class fathers (Elliott and Richards 1991).
Biblarz and Raftery (1993), however, found the opposite results. Using data for the
US, they found that at the high end of the socio-economic spectrum the negative
impact of parental divorce on the child’s socio-economic attainment is greater.
These mixed findings may be explained by the fact that these studies took
the resources of only one parent into account. Following divorce the mother
usually remains with the children and the father leaves the household. A mother
with high resources may be quite beneficial to the child, but the father’s resources
may not have such favorable effects, as these are often lost to the child following
divorce. As father’s and mother’s resources are highly correlated, studies that use
information on only one parent may give an incomplete picture. The loss of a high
resource father may overshadow the benefits of having a high resource mother in
such studies. We are aware of only two studies that examine effects of parental
divorce while incorporating information about the resources of both the parents.
Using Swedish registry data, Jonsson and Gähler (1997) found that the effect of
parental divorce on the child’s educational career was most unfavorable if a high
resource father and a low resource mother broke up. In the Netherlands, Fischer
showed that the impact of parental divorce on the child’s educational level is lower
when levels of mother’s education are higher whereas the impact is larger when
father’s education is higher (Fischer 2007). Clearly, these studies illustrate the
importance of looking at the resources of the mother and father simultaneously.
Little research has examined the interaction between parental socioeconomic resources and parental divorce for child and adolescent well-being. To
our knowledge, only two studies shed some light on this issue. The study of Elliot
and Richards (1991) in the UK also investigated child behavioral problems, but
they did not find significant interactions between parental divorce and socioeconomic resources. In a study of family instability and children’s early problem
behavior, Cavanagh and Huston (2006) found that a greater “HOME score,” a
measure of child toys and other commodities in the home, decreased the effect of
family instability on negative behaviors towards teachers and a higher income
reduced negative behaviors towards peers.
The present study contributes to this literature by examining whether the
impact of parental divorce on child and adolescent well-being depends on the
educational level of mother and father. We use educational level as our indicator of
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parental socio-economic resources, as educational level is the best indicator of the
social, economic, and cognitive resources a person possesses in modern societies.
Moreover, educational level is the most comparable socio-economic indicator for
men and women and is relatively fixed over time, which makes it ideal when
studying the impact of divorce (i.e., a parent’s education is not affected by his or
her divorce). The data we use come from the British Cohort Study (BCS). This
panel data set makes it possible to investigate the impact of parental divorce on
well-being of children (age 10) and adolescents (age 16). The BCS has the
advantage that it is a very large dataset, so that we observe sufficient parental
divorces in order to be able to detect variability in the impact of divorce. We only
investigate children living with their mothers before and after the marital split
because the number of children living in other arrangements was too small and
would blur the results. An additional advantage is that the predictions regarding the
effects of mother’s and father’s resources are less ambiguous in these cases.

Background and hypotheses
The effects of divorce on children’s outcomes have often been explained in terms
of a decline or loss of parental resources after divorce (McLanahan 1985). Usually,
a distinction here is made between economic and social resources. Following
divorce, the household in which the child remains (usually the mother’s) faces a
marked loss of economic resources (Jarvis and Jenkins 1999; McLanahan and
Sandefur 1994). This decline following divorce is the result of a loss of economies
of scale and the loss of the father’s income. State welfare benefits for single
mothers, child support and alimony payments by fathers, and modest increases in
labor force participation by mothers are unlikely to compensate fully for the losses
caused by divorce (Damme, Kalmijn, and Uunk 2009; Jarvis and Jenkins 1999;
Jenkins 2008). Socio-economic resources are important to child well-being, as
these buy better living conditions, better neighborhoods, schools, and various
goods and services that benefit children (Strohschein 2005; Turney 2011). Ample
research shows that (declining) socioeconomic resources explain a considerable
part of the effect of parental divorce on well-being and behavioral problems for
children (Artis 2007; Cavanagh and Huston 2006; McLanahan and Sandefur 1994;
Sun and Li 2002; Thomson, Hanson, and McLanahan 1994).
Social resources are believed to decline as well after divorce. Research
shows that the quality of the relationships with parents as well as the quality of
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parenting is negatively affected by divorce (Cheadle, Amato, and King 2010;
Seltzer 1991). Because the parent-child relationship is very important to child wellbeing, this is an important explanation of the divorce effect (Amato and Gilbreth
1999; King and Sobolewski 2006). Most often the father leaves the household
which reduces the amount of contact with the child. Occasionally it leads to a
departure of the father from the child’s life (Cheadle, Amato, and King 2010;
Seltzer 1991). Not only does the father leave, the mother may have less time and
energy available for the child too, as she may be forced to work more. In addition,
the parents may have to cope with their own (psychological) problems which may
lead to less attention to the child. Research shows that social resources are
important in explaining why a parental divorce has negative effects on children’s
well-being and behavior (Artis 2007; Sun and Li 2002; Thomson, Hanson, and
McLanahan 1994).
To formulate hypotheses about the moderating impact of education, we
need to assume that the loss of resources differs depending on the mother’s and
father’s level of education. Below we explain various ways in which this may
occur, using the notions of economic and social resources as a starting point. We
start with hypotheses on mother’s education and then discuss hypotheses on
father’s education. Because mother’s and father’s education are highly correlated,
we base our predictions on net interaction effects, i.e., moderator effects of
mother’s education while controlling for the moderator effect of father’s education.
Mother’s education
There are a number of reasons to suspect that children of better educated mothers
experience smaller declines in economic resources following their parents’ divorce.
Better educated mothers may be better able to negotiate the divorce so that they get
more child support and alimony. In line with this, research shows that men are
more likely to pay more child support when the mother has a higher educational
level (Seltzer 1991). Amato and Gilbreth (1999) show in a meta-analysis that
children of divorce have higher well-being if absent fathers pay more child support.
Mothers with higher levels of education are also more likely to work during the
marriage, and they may in turn have better chances on the labor market which
means they are more likely to keep their job (following divorce) and to find a wellpaying job (Damme, Kalmijn, and Uunk 2009). Based on these findings, we expect
that a higher level of mother’s education reduces the negative impact of divorce on
the well-being of their children.
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Are there reasons to suspect that the change in social resources differs for
higher and lower educated mothers? Better educated mothers may be more aware
of the risks of divorce because they are more likely to read books, magazines and
newspapers (Werfhorst and Kraaykamp 2001). As a result, they may be more
familiar with (popularized) psychological and sociological knowledge on this topic.
To counter such risks, better educated mothers may then give extra attention to the
children, despite the problems they themselves may have with the divorce.
Research on several large panel studies in the US shows higher levels of
involvement of mothers following divorce when the mother has a higher
educational level (Cheadle, Amato, and King 2010; Seltzer 1991). Second, better
educated mothers may be less likely to be forced to move to a different
neighborhood after the divorce and this also reduces the loss of the child’s social
capital embodied in the neighborhood (and school) (Hagan, MacMillan, and
Wheaton 1996). Third, research shows that mothers with more socio-economic
resources experience fewer psychological problems following divorce than those
with fewer resources (Liu and Chen 2006; Mandemakers, Monden, and Kalmijn
2010). Because the psychological problems that mothers face also affect child wellbeing (Turney 2011) and the parent-child relationship negatively (Kiernan and
Huerta 2008), this may be an additional route through which educational level
moderates the impact of divorce on well-being.
Father’s education
How would father’s education affect the economic and social resources after
divorce? In our view, the predictions here are less clear and there may even be
opposing effects. One argument is that because children are less likely to maintain
regular contact with the father after divorce, the status of the father will be less
influential in children’s lives. The father cannot serve as an economic role model as
he did during marriage and he may be less likely to transfer his insights and
knowledge to the child. This would imply a weaker effect of father’s educational
level after divorce (Biblarz and Raftery 1993), or what is the same interaction, a
more negative effect of parental divorce for children of better educated fathers. In
the literature, this line of reasoning has typically been applied to status outcomes of
children such as educational attainment and school grades (Fischer 2007; Jonsson
and Gahler 1997). These predictions are inspired by the literature on social
stratification in which it is shown that the father’s occupational and educational
status has strong effects on children’s education and occupation (Grusky and
DiPrete 1990). Later research generalized the effect of father’s status to other
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indicators, such as the health and well-being of young and adolescent children
(Reynolds and Ross 1998). Hence, we could expect a negative interaction effect of
father’s education and parental divorce on child well-being as well, with the effect
of parental divorce on child well-being being more negative for better educated
fathers.
In contrast to this line of reasoning, it can also be argued that there is a
reverse interaction effect for fathers. Even though there are more resources to lose
when a child has a better educated father, better educated fathers may also be better
able to transfer such resources if they are separated from the child. Research has
shown that better educated married fathers are more strongly involved in the
upbringing of their children than lower educated fathers (Kalmijn 1999; Sayer,
Gauthier, and Furstenberg 2004). Other research shows that a similar pattern exists
for non-resident fathers. For example, Seltzer (1998), analyzing the National
Survey of Families and Households in the US, has shown that better educated
divorced fathers are more likely to obtain joint custody over their children after
divorce after controlling for the effect of the quality of the pre-divorce relationship
with the child (Seltzer 1998). Cooksey and Craig (1998), analyzing the same data
but this time focusing on non-resident father’s relationships with their children (018 years of age), have shown that better educated non-resident fathers are more
likely to see their children at least once month and more likely to talk at least once
a week with their children than lower educated non-resident fathers (Cooksey and
Craig 1998). Hence, it seems that higher educated fathers are better able to
maintain the relationship they have with their child after divorce, and in doing so,
be also more strongly involved in parenting. Because continued parenting by the
non-resident father has a clear positive effect on child well-being (Amato and
Gilbreth 1999), one could expect a positive interaction effect, with the effects of
parental divorce being less negative for children of better educated fathers.
In sum, we propose three hypotheses: (1) The effect of parental divorce on
child well-being is less negative the higher the education of the mother. (2a) The
effect of parental divorce on child well-being is more negative the higher the
education of the father. (2b) The effect of parental divorce on child well-being is
less negative the higher the education of the father. All hypotheses assume that the
educational level of the other parent is constant, hence, they apply to what we call
‘net’ interaction effects.
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Data and methods
To examine the hypotheses, we use data from the British Cohort Study (BCS). The
BCS follows the lives of nearly all children born in a certain week of April in 1970.
The original sample provides information on about 17,000 births. Very little
information on the parents is available at the first wave (around the child’s birth) so
we start at the second wave (age 5). Childhood follow-ups took place when the
children were 5, 10, and 16. At age 5 13,071 of the original cohort participated. We
selected all children who were still living with both parents at age 5 as they are still
at risk of experiencing divorce in childhood (11,791 children). We limited the
sample to children who, at the second measurement, were either living with their
mother and father (when parents were still together) or were living with their
mother (when the parents separated). Mothers who lived with a new partner are
included in this second group. We analyzed two samples; the first is comprised of
the children followed from age 5 to age 10 (N=9,158), the second of the children
followed from age 5 up to age 16 (N=5,900). The samples were reduced due to
panel attrition and missing values on the main variables of interest. Too few
children were living in other arrangements to do a sensible analysis.
Well-being
At age 5, 10 and 16 the mother answered a battery of questions on the child’s
behavior and well-being, the so-called Rutter A scale. Previous research on
parental divorce and child well-being makes extensive use of these items (cf.
Cherlin, Chase-Lansdale, and McRae 1998; Cherlin et al. 1991; Elliott and
Richards 1991; Kiernan 1997; Sigle-Rushton, Hobcraft, and Kiernan 2005). At age
5 19 yes/no questions were asked, at age 10 the same questions but then on a 0-100
range, and at age 16 on a 3-point scale (0=never, 1 sometimes, 2=almost all of the
time). Examples of items are “the X is very restless”, “the X is often worried”, and
“the X bullies others” (see the complete list in the appendix to chapter 1). Factor
analyses showed that these items measured an underlying factor of child wellbeing/behavioral problems. We excluded the following three items: “twitches
mannerisms”, “sucks thumb or finger”, “bites nails, fingers”. These items reflected
rare, or not necessarily deviant behavior and the factor analyses confirmed that
these items were very dissimilar to the other items. To derive a comparable scale
over time based on the 16 remaining items, we standardized each item at each age
and took the sum of the items. The correlation between the summed scores between
5 and 10 was .43 and between 5 and 16 it was .41. Alpha was .76 at age 5, .82 at
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age 10, and .82 at age 16. We reversed the scales so that a higher score indicates a
higher level of child well-being and fewer problematic behaviors.
Parental divorce and family disruption
The BCS does not directly ask about parental divorce, instead we derived
information on the parental divorce from questions about the child’s mother and
father figures (cf. Sigle-Rushton, Hobcraft, and Kiernan 2005). We did not
differentiate between marital and non-marital dissolutions because too few nonmarital dissolutions were observed. Information at age 10 and 16 on the mother and
father figure of the child and the reasons for a lack of natural mother/father were
used to define parental divorce and family disruptions for other reasons (death of
father or mother were the main reasons). Between age 5 and 10 we observed 486
divorces (5.3%). Between age 5 and 16 we observed 620 divorces (10.5%). Of the
620 observed divorces occurring between age 5 and 16, 300 occurred before or at
age 10 (based on information at age 10), 251 after, and for 69 the timing was not
known.
Educational level
Educational level was measured as the age of leaving full-time education, reported
at age 5. This variable ranges from age 10 to 25. The correlation between mother’s
and father’s educational level was .60, which is fully consistent with research on
educational assortative mating (Schwartz and Mare 2005).
Controls
We employed controls for a variety of characteristics of the child and the shared
social and economic resources of the family prior to divorce (at age 5 of the child).
We controlled for the child’s sex, academic test scores at age 5 (by combining their
score on a vocabulary test and a copying designs test (cf. Sigle-Rushton, Hobcraft,
and Kiernan 2005), and the child’s well-being at age 5. Unfortunately, the BCS
does not include information on the family’s income at age 5 so we resorted to
alternative measures of the shared economic resources available to the child. These
were whether the parents lived in council rented housing and a composite index of
economic deprivation of the household (a scale comprised of ‘crowding’, the ratio
of people per room in the household and a list of amenities (ownership of
telephone, car, refrigerator, washing machine, and spin drier, alpha =.50). Social
resources available to the child were captured by a dummy variable that indicates
whether the mother or father read to the child in the past week. The mother’s age at
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birth of the child and the number of siblings were held constant as well, as these
may affect the resources available to the child before and after their parents’
divorce. The mother’s psychological distress (factor score derived from Malaise
inventory (cf. Rodgers et al. 1999)) at the child’s age 5 wave was included as that
may be a relatively good proxy for parental conflict and problems that existed in
the family prior to a divorce.
Analysis strategy
We used OLS regression of the child’s well-being in childhood (age 10) and in
adolescence (age 16) regressed on a baseline measure of child well-being (age 5,
before separation), parental divorce, parental educational level, and controls. We
used interaction terms of mother’s and father’s educational level with parental
divorce to test our hypotheses. The independent and dependent variables were
standardized so that they can be interpreted as effect sizes.
We used multiple imputation to deal with missing values. Multiple
imputation is a viable strategy under the condition that the missing values are
missing at random. We decided to only impute missing values on the control
variables to be on the safe side. We proceeded as follows. We used the ICE
subcommand in Stata 10 (Carlin, Galati, and Royston 2008) to create 10 imputed
datasets. ICE uses data augmentation to create multiply imputed datasets. We used
the target sample (respondents from an intact family at age 5 (N=11,791)) because
information from the entire sample may help to obtain better imputations. Next, we
dropped the observations which in the original data did not fit our selection criteria
(not living with mother at age 10/16) and the observations with missing
information on variables other than the controls, i.e., dependent variable, change in
family structure between 5-10/5-16, and mother’s and father’s educational level.
Finally, we used the MIM subcommand in Stata 10 (Carlin, Galati, and Royston
2008) to fit linear regression models in each imputed dataset and to combine the
estimates using Rubin’s rules. Please see table 1 for descriptives of the variables
used in the analyses.
Numerous studies report differences between boys and girls in the effects
of parental divorce, although more recent studies do not appear to find such
differences (Amato 2010). However, it could be that the loss of the father’s
resources is most harmful for boys and the mother’s resources may be more
protective for girls. We therefore decided to explore whether the impact of divorce
and possible moderating effects of mother’s and father’s educational level differ by
the child’s gender.
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-.03
.70
.30
.19
.81
15.8
16.0

parental shared resources, age 5:
economic deprivation
owner-occup., priv. rented (ref.)
council rented housing
child not read to by parent (ref.)
a parent read to child last week
mother’s educational level (age)
father’s educational level (age)

N

.93
.05
.02

-.08
.06
.48
.52
1.56
26.2
.01

controls (measured at age 5):
child well-being
child academic test score
female (ref.)
male
number of siblings
mother age
mother’s psych. distress

family remains intact (ref.)
parental divorce
other disruption

-.08

dependent variable
child well-being at 10/16

Mean

1.70
2.14

.79

1.11
5.27
.90

7.34
1.60

8.20

9,158

0
0
0

10
10

-1.73
0
0
0
0

-11.3
-5.49
0
0
0
15
-.97

-15.5

1
1
1

24
25

8.11
1
1
1
1

41.4
4.65
1
1
13
49
4.52

56.0

Childhood analyses (5-10)
s.d.
min
max

Table 1. Descriptives (unstandardized variables)

100
100
100

100
100

100
99.8
99.8
97.7
97.7

99.2
93.5
100
100
100
99.9
99.5

100

% nonmissing

.87
.11
.02

15.8
16.1

-.06
.72
.28
.17
.83

-.32
.15
.51
.49
1.51
26.1
-.02

-.21

mean

1.73
2.16

.77

1.07
5.28
.88

7.11
1.61

7.92

5,900

0
0
0

10
10

-1.73
0
0
0
0

-11.3
-5.35
0
0
0
15
-.97

-7.46

1
1
1

24
25

8.11
1
1
1
1

41.4
4.65
1
1
13
49
4.52

69.3

Adolescence analyses (5-16)
s.d.
min
max

100
100
100

100
100

100
99.8
99.8
98.0
98.0

99.4
93.6
100
100
100
100
99.5

100

% nonmissing
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Results
First, we present analyses of the impact of parental divorce in early childhood; the
analysis of the effect of divorce between age 5 and 10 on well-being at age 10.
Then we move on to adolescence to investigate the impact of parental divorce
between age 5 and 16 on well-being at age 16. Each analysis first presents a base
model in which we investigate the impact of parental divorce on child well-being.
These base models replicate previous research on parental divorce using similar
datasets. Then we estimate models that add interactions of parental divorce with
mother’s and father’s educational level separately. Finally, we investigate
interactions with the educational level of the parents simultaneously. These models
test in a stepwise fashion whether parental educational level conditions the impact
of divorce.
Childhood
Table 2 investigates the impact of parental divorce between age 5 and 10 on the
child’s problem behavior at age 10. As we control for baseline child well-being, we
interpret the effects of parental divorce as the change in well-being. Children
whose parents divorce experience a decrease in well-being at age 10 by about .15
standard deviation compared to children whose families stay intact. Children of
families that were disrupted for other reasons do not differ significantly from intact
families. These effects hold after we took a range of controls related to
characteristics of the child and his/her family into account. The control variables
show expected results. The mother’s report of well-being at age 5 predicts wellbeing at age 10; a 1 standard deviation higher level of well-being at age 5 increases
the score at age 10 by .36 standard deviation. Children who exhibit higher
academic skills at age 5 have a higher well-being at age 10. Furthermore, boys
show more problem behavior and lower well-being at age 10 than girls. Children
whose mothers were more psychologically distressed at baseline show lower levels
of well-being. Mother’s age was not related to well-being and problem behavior.
As expected, the indicators of the parent’s shared economic and social resources
protect child well-being: children from economically deprived backgrounds had
lower well-being five years later and children whose parents often read to them at
home had higher well-being. The effects of the controls in subsequent models are
similar so these will not be discussed in more detail. Net of the parental shared
economic and social resources, a higher educational level of the father increases
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child well-being. No direct effect on child well-being is found for the mother’s
educational level.
Table 2. OLS results, parental divorce between 5-10 and child’s well-being (std.) at age 10.
Base

controls (measured at age 5):
child well-being (std.)
child academic test score (std.)
female (ref)
Male
number of siblings
mother age (std.)
mother’s psych. distress (std.)
parental shared resources (at age 5):
economic deprivation (std.)
owner-occupied, private rented
(ref.)
council rented housing
child not read to by parent (ref.)
a parent read to child last week

mother’s
education

father’s
education

both parents’
education

.355***
.067***

.355***
.067***

.355***
.067***

.355***
.067***

-.131***
-.018~
.004
-.099***

-.130***
-.018~
.004
-.098***

-.131***
-.018~
.004
-.099***

-.131***
-.019~
.004
-.098***

-.034**

-.034**

-.034**

-.035**

-.016

-.016

-.016

-.015

.056*

.056*

.056*

.056*

mother’s educational level (std.)
father’s educational level (std.)

-.005
.029*

-.007
.029*

-.005
.031**

-.010
.033**

family remains intact (ref.)
parental divorce between 5-10
other disruption between 5-10

-.154***
.055

-.153***
.055

-.155***
.055

-.154***
.056

-.041

.106*
-.093~

mother’s educ. level * parental divorce
father’s educ. level * parental divorce
Constant
2

.061
.063*

.063*

.064*

R
.214
.214
.214
N
9158
9158
9158
legend: ~ p<.10; * p<.05; ** p<.01; *** p<.001, two-sided
Note: Combined estimates from imputed datasets (10 imputations) using Rubin’s rules.

.063*
.215
9158

The second and third models investigate whether the impact of divorce depends on
the mother’s and father’s educational level. The interaction effect of the mother’s
educational level in model 2 is positive, whereas that of the father’s in model 3 is
negative. These separate interaction terms however are not significantly different
from zero (p=.192 for mothers and p=.384 for fathers). In the final model,
however, once we include both parents’ education, the interaction effect of
mother’s educational level and parental divorce is significant and quite strong. A
one standard deviation in educational level of the mother decreases the negative
impact of divorce by about two thirds, i.e., the interaction effect divided by the
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main effect (.106 / -.154). Because the variables are standardized, the main effects
refer to the effect for a parent with an average level of education, and this is the
same main effect as in the model without the interaction.
The moderator effect of mother’s education only becomes apparent once
we control for the interaction with father’s education. This is plausible, given the
positive correlation between father’s and mother’s education. However, there also
is a negative interaction effect of parental divorce and father’s education which
helps to produce this result (-.093). Note that this interaction is on the border of
statistical significance (p=.083) and it is in the direction of our second hypothesis
which argues that a parental divorce is worse for children when the father is better
educated. We suppose that at age 10, the loss of resources of better educated
fathers may increase the impact of divorce, therefore suppressing the beneficial
influence of mother’s educational level.
These interaction effects are graphically depicted in figure 1. The figure is
based on the predicted scores of the final model in table 2. Figure 1a (the left
panel) shows the effect of mother's education for children of divorced and married
parents and figure 1b the same for father's educational level. The difference
between the two lines at the mean age of leaving education (at age 15.8 for the
mothers and at age 16 for the fathers) reflects the overall mean divorce effect. It is
clear that the effect of divorce (this difference) depends on educational level
because the slopes for children of married and divorced parents do not run parallel.
Note that the dashed line for the divorced does not cover the full range because
there are fewer observations of children who experienced divorce and so the range
in mother's and father's educational level is limited.
Figure 1a shows that the size of the divorce effect for children of lower
educated mothers is large. The difference in well-being between children of
divorced and married parents is about .25 standard deviation in this range, which is
considerable. This difference becomes smaller as mothers are more highly
educated. For mothers who leave education after they are about 18 years old
(which is more than one standard deviation above the average of 15.8 years), there
is no effect of parental divorce on child well-being anymore. For the highest
educated mothers, there even is a slight positive effect of parental divorce. That the
effect is positive may be interpreted in terms of the escape hypothesis, i.e., the
notion that a divorce may release children from being in a situation with much
conflict at home (Hanson 1999). Note though that there are not enough
observations of children with such highly educated mothers to statistically confirm
this notion.
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Figure 1a and b. The effect of parental divorce on child well-being by mother's and father's age
of leaving full-time education. Predicted scores based on full models shown in
table 2.

The analysis showed that the father's educational level on child well-being has
quite opposite effects to that of the mother's. Comparing figure 1a and b illustrates
this clearly, as figure 1b shows that the effect of having a higher educated father for
children in intact families is positive and quite strong, whereas the line for the
mother's educational level in figure 1a is nearly flat. In addition, for children who
experienced divorce having a higher educated father is detrimental to their wellbeing, and the difference with children of married parents becomes larger as
father's educational level increases. However, please be reminded that the
interaction effect for the father's educational level is on the brink of statistical
significance, so this figure should be interpreted with caution.

35

Chapter 2

Adolescence
Table 3 investigates the impact of parental divorce (between age 5 and 16) on
adolescent’s well-being at age 16. Adolescents whose parents divorced between
age 5 and 16 (about 10%) show a decrease in well-being at age 16 by about .17
standard deviations compared to adolescents whose parents stayed together. The
effect of family disruptions for other reasons is similar to that of parental divorce.
The effects of the control variables are fairly similar to those in the analysis of
earlier well-being. Well-being across waves is strongly associated (beta = .283).
Brighter children at age 5 show higher well-being in adolescence. Contrary to the
results for age 10, in adolescence we do not find a difference between boys and
girls. Again we find that the number of siblings and the mother’s age was not
related to problem behavior. Adolescents whose mothers were more
psychologically troubled at baseline do show lower levels of well-being. Parental
social and economic resources reported at age 5 have a weaker influence on wellbeing in adolescence than in childhood. Adolescents whose parents were poorer
when they were 5 had lower levels of well-being.
The second and third models show that a higher parental educational level
is—net of the controls—not associated with changes in well-being in adolescence.
The interaction terms of parental divorce and the educational level of the mother is
significant, however. In this model it appears that the direct effect of mother's
educational level is slightly negative, but the effect borders significance (p=.068).
The interaction effect with the educational level of the father is marginally
significant (p=.077). The effects are also quite large: a one standard deviation
increase in educational level of the mother decreases the negative impact of divorce
on well-being by about three fourths (.115 / -161) and for the father by half (.081 /
.161). In the final model, once we include the interaction effects of parents’
educational levels simultaneously, we see that the interaction with the father’s
education is reduced considerably whereas the interaction with the mother’s
education is reduced only slightly. Moreover, the interaction effect with the
mother’s education is still significant (p=.046) whereas the interaction effect with
the father’s education is far from significance (p=.598). This leads us to conclude
that only the mother has a moderating impact on the divorce effect.
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Table 3. OLS results, parental divorce between 5-16 and adolescent well-being (std.) at age 16.
base

controls (measured at age 5):
child well-being (std.)
child academic test score (std.)
female (ref.)
male
number of siblings
mother age (std.)
mother’s psych. distress (std.)

mother’s
education

father’s
education

both parents’
education

.283***
.105***

.283***
.105***

.283***
.105***

.283***
.105***

-.013
-.016
.008
-.071***

-.012
-.015
.008
-.071***

-.013
-.015
.008
-.071***

-.012
-.015
.008
-.071***

-.033*

-.034*

-.033*

-.034*

.001

.001

.002

.003

-.003

-.003

-.003

-.002

mother’s educational level (std.)
father’s educational level (std.)

-.018
.021

-.028~
.021

-.018
.014

-.027~
.019

family remains intact (ref.)
parental divorce between 5-16
other disruption between 5-16

-.166***
-.177*

-.161***
-.178*

-.161***
-.178*

-.160***
-.178*

parental shared resources (at age 5):
economic deprivation (std.)
owner-occupied, private rented
(ref.)
council rented housing
child not read to by parent (ref.)
a parent read to child last week

mother’s educ. level * parental
divorce
father’s educ. level * parental divorce

.115**

.102*
.081~

.028

.053

.051

.142
.143
.143
R2
N
5900
5900
5900
legend: ~ p<.10; * p<.05; ** p<.01; *** p<.001, two-sided
Note: Combined estimates from imputed datasets (10 imputations) using Rubin’s rules.

.143
5900

constant

.054

.051

The interaction effect of divorce and mother's educational level for adolescent
well-being is shown in figure 2 (based on the final model of table 3). It illustrates
that children of lower educated mother's suffer more from parental divorce.
Compare with figure 1a to see that the difference in the slopes in adolescence, i.e.
the interaction effect, resembles the one for childhood. The effect for father's
educational is not depicted because both the main effect and the interaction effect
were not significantly different from zero in the final model of table 3.
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Figure 2. The effect of parental divorce on adolescent well-being by mother's age of leaving fulltime education. Predicted scores based on full models shown in table 3.

Gender differences
We ran a number of additional analyses (not shown, available upon request) to
investigate whether the impact of divorce and the moderating factors of mother’s
and father’s educational level had different effects for boys and girls. These
analyses revealed that the effects are broadly similar although it appears that the
protective effects of mother’s and father’s educational level was somewhat stronger
for girls. These differences, however, were not statistically significant.
Sensitivity
We carried out a number of additional analyses to test the robustness of our results.
First, the analysis of the impact of parental divorce occurring between age 5 and 16
on adolescent well-being spans a long period and therefore collapses short- and
long-term effects. We tested whether late divorce and divorces of unknown timing
are different by incorporating interaction effects with the timing of divorce. These
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analyses did not reveal substantial differences related to timing. The interaction
effects of parental education remain strong and significant. Second, we investigated
whether the results were sensitive to the choice of items to include in the wellbeing scale. Analyses in which we reran the regressions and excluded one of the
items at a time did not show substantial differences. Third, the measure of wellbeing at age 16 was quite skewed. Analyses based on a square root transformation
of the well-being measure that greatly reduced the skew show similar results.

Conclusion and discussion
We used the British Cohort Study to investigate to what extent parental resources
moderate the association between parental divorce and lowered child and
adolescent well-being. We argued that better educated mothers may be better able
to provide a safe and stable environment for their children after divorce. Children
of mothers with more years of education may therefore suffer less when their
parents split up. Furthermore, we argued that having a better educated father could
either aggravate or reduce the effects of parental divorce. We tested these
assertions on a large prospective dataset that followed children from age 5 to age
10 (N=9,158) and to age 16 (N=5,900), respectively. Between age 5 and 10 about
5% of the parents divorced (486 children) and between age 5 and 16 about 10%
(620).
We have found reasonably strong evidence that the mother’s educational
level interacts with parental divorce. In childhood, we found a strong positive
interaction effect, showing that a parental divorce is less detrimental to child wellbeing if the mother is better educated. For the best educated mothers, there may
even be a small positive effect, but for lower educated mothers, the effect is quite
negative. In adolescence, we found an even stronger positive interaction effect for
the mother. Hence, for this age too, we can conclude in favor of our hypothesis.
For father’s education, we had opposite predictions and the results are
more uncertain. When we focus on child well-being at age 10, we see a negative
interaction effect but this borders significance. This interaction is only found after
we include mother’s educational level. The direction of the effect suggests that for
children of higher educated fathers, a parental divorce is more detrimental. At age
16, we see no significant interaction effect when the interaction effect with the
mother is included. It is possible that at higher ages of the child, positive and
negative effects operate together, leading to an insignificant interaction effect, but
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this needs to be tested more directly in future studies. For the results at age 10, the
evidence is more in favor of a loss of resources perspective.
Theoretically, we suggested several mechanisms to understand the
interaction effects. For the mother, we argued that better educated mothers would
be less likely to fall into poverty after divorce. We also argued that better educated
mothers would be more aware of the possible harm that a divorce can mean for
children, and hence, would be more likely to make additional investments in their
children after divorce. Finally, we argued that better educated mothers would suffer
less psychologically from a divorce compared to lower educated mothers. This too,
could have a positive outcome for children. Although these mechanisms have been
studied and confirmed in other research before, it remains to be seen which of these
mechanisms is most responsible for the interactions that we found. We welcome
analyzes which directly test such explanations. Our purpose now was to establish
that there was an interaction effect in the first place. We established this, especially
for mothers, and we await further explanatory research.
The consequences of our findings are complex. At first, the finding seems
to have a positive implication. As the population of most western societies
continues to become better educated, we would expect that the effects of divorce
on children in general would also become less negative in society. At the same
time, however, there is evidence that in some societies, divorce has become
relatively more common among the lower educated than among the better educated
(Graaf and Kalmijn 2001; Hoem 1997; Martin 2006). This would run counter to the
previous, more optimistic conclusion. Finally, and more importantly, we could
argue that the interactions that we found imply a cumulative disadvantage.
Children of lower educated parents have worse life chances in the first place and
when their parents divorce or separate, they are affected more negatively. This
suggests that the problem of divorce may become more rather than less important
over time. It also means that issues of family life and social stratification remain
closely linked in modern societies (McLanahan 2004).
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Are the effects of divorce on psychological distress modified
by family background?1

Abstract
This study investigates whether an adverse family background amplifies the
distressing effects of divorce. We use several waves (at age 0, 7, 11, 16, 33, and
42) of the British National Child Development Study to study the effect of divorce
on psychological distress in middle adulthood (between ages 33 and 42). We
measure family background with indicators such as father’s social class, poverty
and parental divorce. We find a pattern of significant interactions between divorce
and indicators of disadvantage consistent with the idea that an adverse family
background amplifies the distressing effects of divorce. The family background
influence remains even if we take current socio-economic resources into account.
Especially, women with fewer socio-economic resources (own and parental) appear
to be vulnerable to divorce.
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Introduction
In the research tradition examining the effects of life course transitions, the
consequences of divorce for psychological distress takes a prominent position
(Amato and Cheadle 2005; Wade and Pevalin 2004; Willitts, Benzeval, and
Stansfeld 2004; Wu and Hart 2002). Studies generally find that divorce leads to
psychological distress. Recent research recognizes a number of sources of
heterogeneity in the consequences of divorce: transitions might be modified by the
quality of the relationship that one leaves (Hawkins and Booth 2005; Kalmijn and
Monden 2006; Liu and Chen 2006; Waite, Luo, and Lewin 2009; Wheaton 1990),
by the level of socio-economic resources (Liu and Chen 2006; McLeod and Kessler
1990; Wang and Amato 2000), by the presence and age of children in the
household (Williams and Dunne-Bryant 2006), and by norms and values regarding
marriage (Simon and Marcussen 1999). The effects of marital transitions over the
life course may also differ between men and women (e.g.: Simon 2002; Williams
and Dunne-Bryant 2006).
A second strand of research in the life course literature, namely that into
the “long arm” of childhood adversity, shows that people from an adverse family
background suffer more psychological distress later in life (Gotlib and Wheaton
1997). Evidence suggests that children whose parents are in lower social classes
(Cheung 2002; Gilman et al. 2002; Harper et al. 2002), whose parents are lower
educated (Harper et al. 2002), who are from poor families (Sadowski et al. 1999),
or whose parents divorced (McLeod 1991; Rodgers 1994; Ross and Mirowsky
1999; Sigle-Rushton, Hobcraft, and Kiernan 2005; Storksen et al. 2007), suffer
more psychological distress later in life than individuals with a more advantageous
family background.
The study of effects of life course transitions and of disparities in
psychological distress may be integrated if an adverse family background makes
people more vulnerable to the effects of transitions later in the life course, such as
divorce. Family background may affect vulnerability because it influences the level
of available adulthood resources that may help in buffering the disruptive
influences of a divorce. First, people’s adult social position is to a considerable
extent determined by their family background. As a consequence, people with an
adverse family background tend to have fewer resources to buffer the effects of a
setback. Studies showing a link between people’s own socio-economic resources
and vulnerability to negative life events (Liu and Chen 2006; McLeod and Kessler
1990; Wang and Amato 2000) are in line with this argument, as they indirectly
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point to the importance of the family background. Second, in adulthood people
with an adverse background are less likely to benefit from social capital embodied
in their parents. Parents remain an important source of support to their adult
children (McIlvane, Ajrouch, and Antonucci 2007; Rossi and Rossi 1990; Spitze et
al. 1994), especially when their children are in need. People with an adverse family
background (in terms of economic and social resources) benefit less from their
parents, even in adulthood. Studies show, in particular, that people whose parents
divorced, or who grew up with a single parent have less contact with both parents
and can count less on their (step)parent(s) later in life (Amato 2000; Amato and
Cheadle 2005). Parental support, in part determined by the family background, may
thus lessen the negative impact of a divorce.
Few studies have investigated whether family background conditions the
effect of disruptive life events, such as divorce. Moreover, these studies yielded
mixed findings. Landerman, George, and Blazer (1991) find for a representative
community sample in the USA that people whose parents divorced or separated
during childhood suffered more from the effects of negative life events in the past
year (more alcohol problems and psychiatric disorders) than people whose parents
stayed together. Rodgers (1994) investigated whether an interaction effect existed
between parental divorce and the experience of a number of life events on mental
health in a UK birth cohort followed since 1946. He found that women whose
parents divorced suffered more from their own divorce than women whose parents
did not divorce. He did not find such an interaction effect for men. Storksen et al.
(2007), however, present opposite results using Norwegian data. They find no
interaction effect for women but an interaction effect for men (parental divorce
worsens own divorce). Mcleod (1991) using a sample of married people in the US
did not find significant interactions between parental divorce and parental death in
childhood with the effects of own divorce on mental health. Comijs et al. (2007)
investigate whether childhood adversity modifies the effect of negative life events
on depression in a panel study of Dutch older adults and do not find interaction
effects.
These studies mainly focused on parental divorce or growing up in a single
parent family. No study we are aware of links childhood socioeconomic conditions
to psychological vulnerability to divorce later in the life course. Furthermore, a
potential interaction effect of parental divorce would be better investigated if
childhood socio-economic conditions were simultaneously interacted, as there is a
strong association between parental divorce and childhood economic conditions.
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Both in turn, may influence socio-economic attainment and the parent-child
relationship in adulthood.
We investigate the modifying effect of family background for life course
transitions in more detail. The research question we pose is: To what extent does an
adverse family background make people more vulnerable to the effects of a
divorce? We expect that an adverse family background increases the effects of
divorce on psychological distress. We put this hypothesis to the test using the
National Child Development Study (NCDS), one of the large UK birth cohort
studies. In addition, we test whether current socio-economic resources (educational
level) can explain heterogeneity in the effect of divorce by family background. We
investigate the effects of divorce on psychological distress in middle adulthood
(between ages 33 and 42).
The NCDS has extensive prospective information on the childhood
circumstances of respondents. Our study covers measures of socioeconomic
circumstances and whether the family remained intact and examines their potential
interplay with divorce. Family background measures are described in more detail in
the methods section.

Background and hypotheses
Effect of divorce on psychological distress
Many studies document the negative effects of a divorce on well-being. These
associations may be explained by selection mechanisms (psychologically distressed
people are predisposed to union dissolution) and/or by a causal effect (divorce
causes psychological distress). Two theories argue for a causal effect of divorce on
distress. They both predict a negative effect of divorce on psychological well-being
but they differ with regard to the causes and, in particular, the duration of the
effect. The crisis model of divorce posits that divorce leads to a temporary increase
in psychological distress due to the stresses and difficulties surrounding the process
of divorce (feelings of loss, stress of separation, difficulties in finding new
accommodation, arranging custody for children, etc.). The chronic strain or role
theory perspective argues that a divorce affects people’s life course so that it
changes people’s position to one with fewer resources and more stress (Johnson
and Wu 2002; Waite, Luo, and Lewin 2009; Williams and Dunne-Bryant 2006).
More specifically, divorce may lead to psychological distress, because it entails the
loss of social support, of social influence and control by the partner on health
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related behavior, and of economies of scale (Wu and Hart 2002). Those who
remarry after a divorce experience a decline in distress, as the level of resources
(material and emotional) is restored (Johnson and Wu 2002). Divorcees who
remain without a partner may continue to experience higher levels of psychological
distress. In our analysis we, therefore, also consider remarriage.
Family background may affect the impact of divorce on distress in two
ways: first family background influences parental support that adult children may
receive in adulthood and, second, it influences children’s socio-economic
attainment and thus the resources adult children have. Below we discuss both
mechanisms. We spent most attention on the first mechanism – parental support –
as we are not aware of prior studies that investigate whether parental support
moderates the influence of divorce on psychological distress. The influence of
family background on the impact of divorce via people’s own socio-economic
resources is subsequently discussed.
Divorce & parental support
People who can turn to their parents in times of crises are better off than those who
cannot or whose parents can only provide little support. However, little research
investigates whether parental support is related to adult children’s psychological
distress; most research addresses the well-being of young children, young adultchildren or elderly parents. Umberson (1992) is an exception, she reports that more
exchange of social support with the mother, less relationship strain with the father
and mother, and a higher frequency of contact with the mother, was related to
lower psychological distress of their adult children.
Support from parents may be helpful in coping with the problems people
face during the period surrounding the divorce and afterwards (when the adult child
has become a lone parent, for instance). A number of studies in the USA with small
samples of parents with divorced/divorcing adult children show that parents help
their divorced children ranging from advice, emotional support, to financial and
practical help (Greenberg and Becker 1988; Hamon 1995; Johnson 1988). In the
UK, Kiernan (1997) explored whom people mostly relied on for emotional and
financial support in retrospective accounts of marital and non-marital break-ups in
young adulthood (between 23 and 33) using the same data as we do. People
received emotional support in 86% of the break-ups: of these people, 44% relied
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mostly on their parents and 36% mostly on friends. Half of them received financial
assistance; the two primary sources were parents (40%) and social security (24%).2
Besides, studies showing that parents help over the course of the divorce,
research into intergenerational support and contact shows that parent-child
relationships for married and divorced adult children differ markedly (Dykstra
1997; Sarkisian and Gerstel 2008; Spitze et al. 1994). Findings from these studies
indicate that parents can be seen as a resource to divorcing children. After a
divorce, adult children may move back in with their parents, as is suggested by
studies in the USA that show that divorced adult children are much more likely to
co-reside with their parents compared to married adult children (Sarkisian and
Gerstel 2008; Spitze et al. 1994; Ward, Logan, and Spitze 1992). Returning to the
parental nest may not be the ideal situation from the point of view of the adult
child, but it nonetheless demonstrates the relevance of parents for adult children.
These surveys further show that the divorced have more contact (Sarkisian and
Gerstel 2008; Spitze et al. 1994; Ward, Logan, and Spitze 1992), receive more
emotional support (Sarkisian and Gerstel 2008), more instrumental support
(Sarkisian and Gerstel 2008; Spitze et al. 1994) and more financial help (Sarkisian
and Gerstel 2008) than adult children who are married. These findings suggest that
parental support is important for people dealing with the consequence of a divorce.
Family background & parental support
Little is known about which characteristics of the family determine whether parents
actually provide support for their divorced children (most research uses adult
children’s marital status as an independent variable and does not present stratified
analyses or interactions). We expect that an adverse family background decreases
the support that adult children receive. We consider two aspects of family
background: socio-economic resources and parental divorce/single-parenthood.
Each is shortly discussed below.
Recent surveys in the USA and the UK offer insight into the role of
parental socio-economic resources in parental support of adult children. Parents
who have more economic resources (Ermisch 2004; Furstenberg, Hoffman, and
Shrestha 1995; Grundy 2005; McGarry and Schoeni 1995; Sarkisian and Gerstel
2008), who are better educated (Ermisch 2004; McGarry and Schoeni 1995), and
who are homeowners (Grundy 2005) give their adult children more financial
assistance. For other types of assistance the geographical distance between parents
2

Own calculations based on table 22, page 35.
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and children is important. A more advantaged family background tends to increase
the geographical distance between parents and children, as children move away
from the parental home to pursue higher education and they may accept jobs
further away. A greater distance in turn, may decrease the flow of support. Ermisch
(2004) shows that in the UK, parental economic resources increase the likelihood
of parents to give instrumental support to their adult children controlling for the
distance between parent and child, otherwise there does not appear to be a
relationship. Parental education did not influence support giving, regardless of
distance. Grundy (2005) shows that home-owning parents are more likely to
provide instrumental support to their adult children (childcare, domestic help,
paper/maintenance, lifts and shopping) in the UK (she did not control for distance).
In sum, people from more affluent family backgrounds may expect more parental
instrumental and financial support in their adult life.
Clear evidence regarding the effects of parental divorce and separation on
intergenerational relationships exists. Adult children have less contact and fewer
supportive exchanges with divorced and single parents than with married parents
(Amato 2000; Dykstra 1997; Ermisch 2004; Furstenberg, Hoffman, and Shrestha
1995; Grundy 2005; Lye 1996; Sarkisian and Gerstel 2008; Spitze et al. 1994).
Kiernan (1997), for NCDS data, shows that parental divorce decreased support in
case of adult child relationship break-up: women with divorced parents relied in
49% on their parents, but only 36% did so if the parents were divorced. For men
there were no such differences. Concerning financial support from the parents,
fewer parents supported their children when the parents were divorced (21% versus
15%) and more adult children relied on government income assistance in that case
(12% versus 16%). The last finding may indicate that the divorced parents were
less willing, less able to help, and/or the children were unwilling to ask for help.
Unfortunately, Kiernan did not consider socio-economic circumstances of the
parents.
Family background & own resources
The negative consequences of divorce can be partly cushioned by own socioeconomic recourse. Numerous studies report links between own socio-economic
resources (education, income, occupational status) and psychological distress (e.g.:
Kim and Durden 2007; Miech, Power, and Eaton 2007). Resources supposedly
insulate people against shocks and resources available to those higher on the socioeconomic ladder make life less stressful. A number of studies investigate whether
socio-economic resources moderate the effects of divorce on psychological distress
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(Liu and Chen 2006; McLeod and Kessler 1990; Wang and Amato 2000), but few
are longitudinal (Johnson and Wu 2002). These studies suggest that lower socioeconomic status increases the impact of divorce on psychological distress. Liu and
Chen (2006), for instance, find that mothers who were poor during the union
suffered more depressive symptoms after divorce than non-poor mothers. In
addition, they find that poor mothers who exit a marriage with high marital conflict
experience increased symptoms after a break-up, whereas non-poor mothers exiting
such a marriage experience reduced symptoms (which is consistent with other
studies into marital quality and divorce). Apparently, socio-economic resources can
be a strong moderator of the impact of divorce. As parental background has a
substantial effect on a person’s resources in adulthood, we expect people from
more adverse backgrounds to experience larger increases in distress from divorce.
In order to exclude the possibility that interactions with family background
are mainly driven by the strong link between family background and socioeconomic resources in adulthood, we will also present models that include
interactions with the respondent’s own socio-economic resources in the form of
personal educational level.
Gender differences
The effects of divorce and of interactions with family background may differ
between men and women. A number of research findings indicate that men and
women may differ in the type of support needed surrounding a divorce and in helpseeking behavior. Women are most in (financial) need after a divorce, as they tend
to suffer the most losses in income compared to men, and women are more often
the custodial parent (Williams and Dunne-Bryant 2006). Research reports a
difference between men and women in receiving support: women are more likely
to receive help than men. Probably because they are most in need of (financial)
help and women in general are more likely to seek outside help. Men are more in
need of emotional support but may be less likely to seek it. Spitze et al. (1994)
report that divorced daughters who had custody had more contact with their parents
and received more parental help with childcare than married daughters. Sarkisian
and Gerstel (2008) report a better parent-child relationship quality for divorced
daughters but not for sons. Kiernan (1997) further analyzed whether received help
differed by sex. In 92% of the break-ups women reported to receive emotional
support (48% of them relied on parents), only 80% of the men who broke up relied
on support (40% on parents). For financial support the differences between the
sexes in received help are larger (women 61%, men 32%), but if they receive help
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men and women are as likely to turn to their parents (both 41%). We have no a
priori expectations for differences in the effect of divorce and/or interactions with
family background, but in light of these findings we decided to analyze men and
women separately.

Data and methods
The National Child Development Study (NCDS) follows a sample of nearly all
children (>98%) born in England, Wales and Scotland in the week of 3 to 9 March
1958 (Power and Elliott 2006). Information on 17.634 children was gathered at age
0. Follow-ups took place when the respondents were 7, 11, 16, 23, 33 and 42.
Immigrants born in the same week have been added to the sample at ages 7, 11 and
16. This study targets respondents who were living in the UK by age 11
(N=16,879), so later migrants were excluded.
The analysis focuses on middle adulthood and uses the 9,802 respondents
who participated at both the age of 33 and 42. Considering the very long periods of
follow-up, attrition in the NCDS has been low. Respondents who did not
participate at some age were re-contacted at later ages. Permanent refusal to
participate was very low in the NCDS (just 13% by the age of 42).
Respondents who experienced the death of a partner during or before the
study period were excluded from the analyses (N=77). So, we observe 9,725
respondents. This amounts to 61% of those alive and not permanently emigrated by
42. In a second step, we select all respondents who were married at baseline (at 33)
and who had a valid score on the dependent variable (further missing information
will be imputed, see below for details). The analytical sample is reduced to 6,884
respondents (3,632 women and 3,252 men).
Ancillary analyses of the probability of being observed in the 33-42 period
using childhood predictors revealed that respondents from the more advantaged
segments of British society are overrepresented.
Psychological distress
Psychological distress is measured in the NCDS with the Malaise Inventory. The
Malaise Inventory contains 24 statements on symptoms of anxiety, depression and
psychosomatic distress with which respondents either agree or disagree. Examples
of items are: “Do you often feel miserable or depressed?”, “Do you often get
worried about things?”, and “Are you scared to be alone when there are no friends
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near you?”. The inventory is administered at the ages of 33 and 42 (at age 33 a selfcompletion questionnaire hand-out, at age 42 self-completion on a computer). The
item whether respondents ‘ever had a nervous breakdown’ has been excluded
because that item can logically only increase over time and is therefore not a good
measure of overall change in psychological distress.
Rodgers et al. (1999) found that one general factor of psychological
distress underlies the Malaise scale (for 24 items). We calculated tetrachoric
correlations (correlation for dichotomous items, assuming normally distributed
latent variables) between the 23 items at each age and performed factor analysis
(principal components) on the correlation matrices. Results yield clear one-factor
solutions, factor loadings vary between .3 and .8 (also see Rodgers et al. 1999).
The factor scores have been computed at each age. For those respondents who
answered fewer than the 23 items, but answered at least 20 items, we extrapolated
their scores to 23 items. Kuder-Richardson reliabilities (Cronbach’s alpha for
dichotomous items) were .80 at age 33 and .83 at age 42.
The change in psychological distress between the waves is measured by
looking at the difference in the malaise scores between two subsequent waves. A
higher change score indicates an increase in psychological distress.
Divorce and remarriage
Information given by respondents when they were 33 and 42 was used to
reconstruct the marital career. We considered marriages that lasted for at least half
a year. At age 42 (in 1999/2000) respondents participated in a CAPI interview,
which asked about their relationships back to 1991 (when they were 33).
Information from this interview was used to create a relationship history for the
period 33-42.
The long time interval between the ages 33 and 42 waves of the NCDS (9
years) complicates the analyses. Research using panels with shorter intervals
suggests that the effects of marital dissolution on life satisfaction and psychological
distress may change over time (Andress and Brockel 2007; Johnson and Wu 2002).
We therefore decided to differentiate between recent divorces and marital
dissolutions more distant in time. In addition, it could be that the moderating effect
family background changes over time as people’s needs after a divorce may
change.
We define ‘recent divorces’ as the divorces occurring in the past five years
(so about age 37 or older, five years before being interviewed at age 42) and the
‘distant divorces’ occurring before that period (between 33 and 37). 89.5 % of the
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sample remained continuously married, so about a tenth divorced. 7.9% divorced
recently (termed ‘recent divorce’), of which 8.6% had remarried. 2.6% divorced
longer ago (‘distant divorce’), of which 26.4% had remarried.

Family background
We use the following family background indicators: whether the family stayed
intact during childhood and three measures of socio-economic resources (mother's
educational level, father's social class, and economic deprivation). Mother's
educational level provides information on resources attributable to the mother,
father's social class to that of the father, and the economic deprivation index
provides a general measure of socio-economic standing. The four measures
combined provide a comprehensive picture of family background.
Parental divorce and broken family
For ages 7, 11, and 16 information is available of both the ‘mother figure’ and the
‘father figure’ (whether a natural parent, adoptive, stepfather, foster-parent, an
uncle etc.). At the age of 0 we just know whether there was a father present or not.
At ages 11 and 16 questions were asked about why the mother/father figure was
not the natural or adoptive one. At the age of 33 respondents were asked whether
their parents ever divorced and how old they were at the time of divorce. These
sources were used to categorize the respondents into three groups: first those from
an intact family with two natural/adoptive parents until the age of 16; second those
who ever experienced parental divorce before their 17th (a divorce reported at wave
11, 16, and/or 33 using the age of divorce information); and third those from a
broken family (at wave 0, 7, 11 or 16 a family form other than two natural/adoptive
parents, but no evidence of divorce at wave 11, 16, and 33). The third group,
termed ‘other broken family’, forms a mixture of children who experienced less
favorable family circumstances, such as those children who were ever put into
care/custody, who were raised by a single parent after parental death, etc.
Mother’s educational level
Mother’s educational level was measured whether the mother continued in
education past the minimum age of school leaving age (reported at age 0). The
minimum age of leaving full-time education was raised from 14 to 15 in 1944 in
the United Kingdom.
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Economic deprivation
Information from the NCDS wave at the age 16 was used to create an index of
economic deprivation. The following items were used:
1) Crowded housing. The family resided in housing with more than 1.5
people per room.
2) Received assistance. The family received government welfare assistance
(the “national assistance benefit” was listed as a source of income in the
last year).
3) Financial hardship. The family suffered financial hardship in the last
year.
4) Free school meals. Any child received free school meals.
Respondents scored a point for each circumstance that hinted at economic troubles.
This resulted in an index, ranging from 0 to 4. This index was standardized as an
indicator of economic deprivation.
Father’s/male head’s social class
The NCDS contains information on the current or most recent occupation of the
father/male head when the respondent was 16 years old. The father’s social class is
classified according to the UK Registrar General’s Office classification of
occupations, which is based on the skill needed for the job (Rose 1995). The
classes are: I professional, II intermediate (managerial/technical), IIIa skilled nonmanual, IIIb skilled manual, IV semi-skilled manual and V unskilled. In order to
observe a sufficient number of divorces per group, we collapsed the social classes
into non-manual (I, II and IIIa) versus manual (IIIb, IV and V).
Controls
We control for deteriorations in the respondent’s health between waves, as
disability has been shown to affect mental health (e.g., Turner and Noh 1988) and a
worse health of one of the partners may increase the risk of divorce (Meadows,
McLanahan, and Jeanne 2008; Wilson and Waddoups 2002). The interviews at 33
and 42 asked the respondents whether they suffer from any longstanding disability
or illness that limits their daily activity and when it started. Dummy variables were
coded to capture transitions between not being disabled to becoming disabled and
back.
Changes in respondent’s employment between waves are also taken into
account, as many studies show strong links between leaving and entering
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employment on the one hand and mental health on the other hand (Montgomery et
al. 1999; Thomas, Benzeval, and Stansfeld 2005). The respondent’s employment
status was coded into active and idle categories. The active state includes
employment and full-time study. Idle varies from domestic workers, women on
pregnancy leave to unemployment. Dummy variables were created to indicate
whether people stay active, become idle, stay idle, and become active.
Table 1 provides information on the distributions of the variables used in
the analysis.

Table 1. Descriptives of the variables and % imputed.
mean

range

change in psychological distress

.019

(-4.37 – 4.87)

female (ref.)
male

.472

continuously married (ref.)
recent divorce, in past 5 years
distant divorce, > 5 years ago
remarried, recent divorce
remarried, distant divorce
family background:
intact family (ref.)
parental divorce
“other broken” family

s.d.

% imputed

.602

0

(0 – 1)

-

0

.079
.026
.007
.007

(0 – 1)
(0 – 1)
(0 – 1)
(0 – 1)

-

< .1
< .1
< .1
< .1

.096
.078

(0 – 1)
(0 – 1)

-

30.8
30.8

mother continued education past min. schoolleaving age (ref.)
mother did not continue

.262

non-manual class father (ref.)
manual class father

.620

-

-

(0 – 1)

-

4.4

(0 – 1)

-

30.7

economic deprivation (std.)

0

(-.413 – 5.53)

1

27.6

educational level (std.)

0

(-1.43 – 1.91)

1

2.0

.096
.029
.024

(0 – 1)
(0 – 1)
(0 – 1)

-

.2
.2
.2

.063
.057
.135

(0 – 1)
(0 – 1)
(0 – 1)

-

.6
.6
.6

controls:
no disability -> no disability (ref.)
no disability -> disability
disability -> no disability
disability -> disability
active -> active (ref.)
active -> idle
idle -> idle
idle -> active
Note: s.d. not displayed for dummy variables.
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Analytic strategy
We model the effect of divorce on psychological distress over time. We use as the
dependent variable the difference in psychological distress between two waves and
our main independent variable refers to changes that occurred between the two
time points. The models include time invariant predictors (family background
indicators and educational level of the respondent) on the right hand side of the
regression equation.3 This variant is chosen because we want to include family
background also as main effects in the models, to control for the possibility that
people with different backgrounds are on different mental health trajectories
(Finkel 1995).
We start with a base model, which includes the effects of life course
transitions. In a second step, we estimate five models that include the main effects
of one indicator of family background and its interaction with divorce. In a third
step, we estimate models that include all the indicators of family background and
interactions with divorce simultaneously. In a fourth step, we control for the
respondents’ current educational level.
Family background information was taken from the NCDS childhood
waves (wave at age 16, except whether the family remained intact and mother’s
educational level). A substantial number of respondents lack complete information
at age 16 (about 30%, see table 1), but very detailed information is available in
other childhood waves (at age 0, 7, and 11). We therefore imputed missing values
using information from the earlier waves (for a description of the technique, see
Buuren, Boshuizen, and Knook 1999). We generated 10 imputed complete data
sets using the ICE multiple imputation package in Stata for young and middle
adulthood (ICE, see: Carlin, Galati, and Royston 2008) (see the appendix for
details). The models are estimated separately for men and women using OLS
regression. Estimates from the imputed datasets are combined according to Rubin’s
rules for multiply imputed data using the MIM package in Stata (MIM, see: Carlin,
Galati, and Royston 2008).
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Results
We first state the incidence of divorce and remarriage by respondent’s sex (note
that we start with an all married sample). 7.2% of the women experienced a divorce
in the last 5 years, 8.6% of the men. Of the recently divorced, 6.5% of the women
had remarried and of the men 10.7%. More distant divorces occurred for 3.0% of
the women and 2.2% of the men. In this group, about a quarter of the women were
remarried and almost a third of the men.
Main effects
Table 2 shows the OLS models of change in psychological distress for women. The
OLS models for the men are depicted in table 3. The first model shows the basic
model of change regressed on marital changes, family background variables,
personal educational level, and the controls. Model 2 to 5 add interactions of
divorce and an indicator of family background separately. Model 6 shows the
model with the interactions added simultaneously. Tables 4 and 5 present, for
women and men respectively, models that also include interactions with personal
educational level.
We first discuss the effect of relationship transitions for women (table 2,
model 1) and for men (table 3, model 1). Women who recently divorced
experienced an increase in psychological distress. More distant divorces do not
significantly raise psychological distress. However, this is an average effect that
may hide considerable heterogeneity. Remarriage is not associated with a reduction
in distress for women. For men, relationship transitions do not seem to influence
change in psychological distress as the main effects of divorce and remarriage are
not significant. Note again that these are average effects.
Before we move on to investigate possible heterogeneity in the effect of
divorce related to family background we discuss the other main effects of model 1.
Women and men who experienced the onset of a disability suffered a marked
increase in psychological distress. Those who were no longer disabled at 42 but
who were at 33 reported a decrease in distress, but women experienced a sharper
decline than men. People who remained disabled over the period from 33 to 42
reported an increase in distress but this was somewhat smaller than becoming
disabled. Moves between active (employed or full-time study) or idle (unemployed
or out of the labor force) states were associated with change in psychological
distress. Women and men who moved from being active to idle suffered an
increase in distress. People who moved from idle to active state and those who
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stayed idle did not experience changes in psychological distress compared to
people who stayed active. The family background main effects indicators hardly
influence the change in psychological distress; only women whose family
background was characterized by more economic deprivation experienced a
decrease in distress over the period of 33 to 42. Men and women who had a higher
level of education at 33 report a slight increase in psychological distress over time.
Heterogeneity: Women
The full and separate family background models that include interactions with
recent and distant divorce for women are shown in table 2 and 4. All four
indicators of an adverse family background significantly moderate the impact of a
recent divorce. In line with our main hypothesis, women from a ‘broken family’
suffer more from a recent divorce than women from intact families. Women whose
mothers did not continue education after the minimum school leaving age suffer
more from their own recent divorce. Further support for our main hypothesis
comes from the finding that women whose fathers were manual workers suffered
more from recent divorce than women with non-manual fathers. In addition,
women from more economically deprived backgrounds suffered more from recent
divorce. The magnitude and significance of these moderating effects diminishes in
the full model (model 6) compared to the separate models for each indicator,
probably because these indicators are correlated measures of family background.
Mother’s educational level and father’s social class appear to be the more robust
indicators, as the main effect of recent divorce is not significant, i.e. the effect of
divorce for women with mothers who continued in school or with fathers who had
non-manual occupations (models 3 and 4). Interactions with divorces more distant
in time are all insignificant, so for women distant divorces do not seem to influence
psychological distress in general and also not for subgroups defined by family
background.
Table 4 shows similar models but now also includes an interaction with
personal educational level to test the possibility that family background indicators
are merely proxies for personal socio-economic resources. Model 7 shows that
better educated women suffer less from recent divorces. Again, we do not find an
interaction with distant divorces. Models 8 to 11 show that the addition of
educational level does not really affect the family background interactions: the
separate interactions are only slightly reduced. Interestingly, in model 9 and 10 the
interaction effect of educational level is reduced and no longer significant, so
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personal educational level no longer buffers when mother’s education or father’s
occupation are added.
Table 2. OLS Regressions of change in psychological distress for women (all married sample at
baseline).
model 1

model 2

continuously married (ref.)
recent divorce, in past 5 years
distant divorce, more > 5 years ago
remarried, divorce in past 5 years
remarried, divorce > 5 years ago

.16***
-.03
-.23
.14

.10**
-.01
-.21
.13

-.04
-.12
-.19
.14

.01
-.07
-.24
.14

.17***
-.03
-.23
.15

-.12
-.11
-.19
.14

controls:
no disability -> no disability (ref.)
no disability -> disability
disability -> no disability
disability -> disability
active -> active (ref.)
active -> idle
idle -> idle
idle -> active

.24***
-.23***
.12*
.12***
.03
-.00

.24***
-.23***
.12
.12***
.03
-.00

.24***
-.24***
.11
.13***
.02
-.00

.24***
-.23***
.12*
.12***
.02
-.00

.24***
-.23***
.12*
.12***
.03
-.00

.24***
-.23***
.12
.12***
.02
-.00

-.03
.01
-

-.05
-.00
-

-.03
.01
-

-.03
.01
-

-.03
.01
-

-.04
-.00
-

.01
-.01
-.04***

.01
-.01
-.04***

.01
-.01
-.04***

.01
-.03
-.04***

.01
-.01
-.05***

-.01
-.02
-.05***

.02**

.02**

.03**

.02**

family background:
intact family (ref.)
parental divorce
“other broken” family
mother continued education past min.
school-leaving age (ref.)
mother did not continue
non-manual class father (ref.)
manual class father
economic deprivation (std.)
educational level (std.)
interactions with divorce:
parental divorce * recent divorce
“other broken” fam. * distant divorce
parental divorce * recent divorce
“other broken” fam. * distant divorce

model 3

model 4

.02*

.17
.26**
-.02
-.20

mother did not cont. * recent divorce
mother did not cont. * distant divorce

.27***
.11

econ. depr. (std.) * recent divorce
econ. depr. (std.) * distant divorce

.15
.05
.14**
.03

-.02

.02*

.20*
.09
.24***
.07

-.03

model 6

.10
.20
-.03
-.22

manual class father * recent divorce
manual class father * distant divorce

constant

model 5

-.01

-.01

N
3632
3632
3632
3632
.031
.033
.033
.033
R2
legend: * p<.1; ** p<.05; *** p<.01, two-tailed
Note: Combined estimates from imputed datasets (10 imputations) using Rubin’s rules.

.09
.04

-.03

-.00

3632
.034

3632
.037
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Table 3. OLS Regressions of change in psychological distress for men (all married sample at
baseline).
model 1

model 2

model 3

model 4

model 5

model 6

continuously married (ref.)
recent divorce, in past 5 years
distant divorce, more > 5 years ago
remarried, divorce in past 5 years
remarried, divorce > 5 years ago

.03
-.12
-.10
.07

-.01
-.14
-.10
.07

.00
-.13
-.11
.07

.10
-.19*
-.10
.08

.02
-.15*
-.10
.12

.05
-.13
-.09
.12

controls:
no disability -> no disability (ref.)
no disability -> disability
disability -> no disability
disability -> disability
active -> active (ref.)
active -> idle
idle -> idle
idle -> active

.21***
-.11*
.19***
.32***
-.09
.02

.21***
-.11*
.19***
.32***
-.09
.01

.21***
-.11*
.19***
.32***
-.09
.02

.21***
-.11*
.19***
.32***
-.09
.02

.22***
-.11**
.19***
.32***
-.10
.02

.22***
-.11*
.19***
.32***
-.10
.02

-.04
.03
-

-.06
.00
-

-.04
.03
-

-.04
.03
-

-.04
.03
-

-.05
.00
-

-.01
-.00
-.01

-.01
.00
-.01

-.01
-.00
-.01

-.01
.01
-.01

-.01
.00
-.02

-.01
.01
-.02

family background:
intact family (ref.)
parental divorce
“other broken” family
mother continued education past min.
school-leaving age (ref.)
mother did not continue
non-manual class father (ref.)
manual class father
economic deprivation (std.)
educational level (std.)

.02**

interactions with divorce:
parental divorce * recent divorce
“other broken” fam. * distant divorce
parental divorce * recent divorce
“other broken” fam. * distant divorce

.02**

.02**

.02**

.30**
.15
.07
.08

mother did not cont. * recent divorce
mother did not cont. * distant divorce

.03
.01

.04
-.05
-.11
.12

econ. depr. (std.) * recent divorce
econ. depr. (std.) * distant divorce
.00

.00

-.00

N
3252
3252
3252
3252
R2
.041
.043
.041
.042
legend: * p<.1; ** p<.05; *** p<.01, two-tailed
Note: Combined estimates from imputed datasets (10 imputations) using Rubin’s rules.
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-.14*
.05
.06*
.12*

.00

.02**
.29**
.09
-.02
.01

manual class father * recent divorce
manual class father * distant divorce

constant

.02**

.06*
.12*

.00

-.00

3252
.044

3252
.047
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Table 4. OLS Regressions of change in psychological distress for women (all married sample at
baseline). Interaction with educational level added.
model 7

model 8

model 9

model 10

model 11

model 12

continuously married (ref.)
recent divorce, in past 5 years
distant divorce, more > 5 years ago
remarried, divorce in past 5 years
remarried, divorce > 5 years ago

.14***
-.05
-.23
.14

.09*
-.03
-.21
.13

-.02
-.10
-.20
.14

.03
-.06
-.23
.14

.15***
-.05
-.22
.14

-.09
-.06
-.19
.14

controls:
no disability -> no disability (ref.)
no disability -> disability
disability -> no disability
disability -> disability
active -> active (ref.)
active -> idle
idle -> idle
idle -> active

.24***
-.24***
.11
.12***
.03
-.00

.24***
-.24***
.11
.12***
.03
-.00

.24***
-.24***
.11
.13***
.02
-.00

.24***
-.23***
.12
.12***
.02
-.01

.24***
-.24***
.12
.12***
.02
-.00

.24***
-.24***
.11
.12***
.02
-.00

-.03
.01
-

-.05
-.00
-

-.03
.01
-

-.03
.01
-

-.03
.01
-

-.04
.00
-

.01
-.01
-.04***

.01
-.01
-.04***

-.01
-.01
-.04***

.01
-.02
-.04***

.01
-.01
-.05***

-.00
-.02
-.05***

family background:
intact family (ref.)
parental divorce
“other broken” family
mother continued education past min.
school-leaving age (ref.)
mother did not continue
non-manual class father (ref.)
manual class father
economic deprivation (std.)
educational level (std.)

.03***

interactions with divorce:
parental divorce * recent divorce
“other broken” fam. * distant divorce
parental divorce * recent divorce
“other broken” fam. * distant divorce

.00

.00

.00

.00

.15
.25**
-.03
-.23

mother did not cont. * recent divorce
mother did not cont. * distant divorce

.03**
.09
.20
-.03
-.23

.22**
.06

manual class father * recent divorce
manual class father * distant divorce

.18
.04
.19**
.01

econ. depr. (std.) * recent divorce
econ. depr. (std.) * distant divorce

.13
.00
.13**
.01

.09
.02

educational level (std.) * recent
divorce
educational level (std.) * distant
divorce

-.10**

-.10**

-.07

-.07

-.09*

-.04

-.09

-.10

-.08

-.09

-.09

-.08

constant

-.02

-.02

-.01

-.02

-.02

-.01

3632
.035

3632
.038

N
3632
3632
3632
3632
R2
.033
.035
.034
.034
legend: * p<.1; ** p<.05; *** p<.01, two-tailed
Note: Combined estimates from imputed datasets (10 imputations) using Rubin’s rules.
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Table 5. OLS Regressions of change in psychological distress for men (all married sample at
baseline). Interaction with educational level added.
model 7

model 8

model 9

model 10

model 11

model 12

continuously married (ref.)
recent divorce, in past 5 years
distant divorce, more > 5 years ago
remarried, divorce in past 5 years
remarried, divorce > 5 years ago

.03
-.11
-.10
.06

-.00
-.12
-.10
.07

-.03
-.09
-.11
.06

.09
-.17
-.10
.07

.03
-.14*
-.10
.12

.02
-.13
-.10
.12

controls:
no disability -> no disability (ref.)
no disability -> disability
disability -> no disability
disability -> disability
active -> active (ref.)
active -> idle
idle -> idle
idle -> active

.21***
-.11**
.19***
.33***
-.09
.01

.21***
-.11*
.19***
.32***
-.09
.01

.21***
-.11**
.19***
.32***
-.09
.01

.21***
-.11**
.19***
.33***
-.09
.01

.21***
-.12**
.19***
.33***
-.10
.02

.21***
-.12**
.19***
.33***
-.10
.02

-.04
.03
-

-.06
-.00
-

-.04
.02
-

-.04
.02
-

-.04
.03
-

-.05
.00
-

-.01
-.00
-.01

-.01
-.00
-.01

-.02
-.00
-.01

-.01
.00
-.01

-.01
-.00
-.02

-.02
.01
-.02

.00

.00

.00

.00

.02

family background:
intact family (ref.)
parental divorce
“other broken” family
mother continued education past min.
school-leaving age (ref.)
mother did not continue
non-manual class father (ref.)
manual class father
economic deprivation (std.)
educational level (std.)

.02*

interactions with divorce:
parental divorce * recent divorce
“other broken” fam. * distant divorce
parental divorce * recent divorce
“other broken” fam. * distant divorce

.30**
.15
.05
.07

mother did not cont. * recent divorce
mother did not cont. * distant divorce

.28*
.08
-.02
.01
.08
-.02

manual class father * recent divorce
manual class father * distant divorce

.08
-.05
-.08
.10

econ. depr. (std.) * recent divorce
econ. depr. (std.) * distant divorce
educational level (std.) * recent
divorce
educational level (std.) * distant
divorce

.07*

.07*

.08**

.06

-.12
.05
.07**
.12*

.07*
.12

.09**

.08**

-.05

-.05

-.05

-.04

-.00

-.00

.00

.01

.01

-.00

.00

.00

N
3252
3252
3252
3252
R2
.043
.045
.043
.043
legend: * p<.1; ** p<.05; *** p<.01, two-tailed
Note: Combined estimates from imputed datasets (10 imputations) using Rubin’s rules.

3252
.046

3252
.048

constant
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Heterogeneity: Men
Even though, on average men do not appear to suffer from divorce (model 1), the
other models of table 3 tell a different story. They reveal striking heterogeneity in
the effect of a recent divorce. Men with divorced parents appear to do suffer from
their recent divorce, whereas men from an intact family do not. In the full model
with the other family background indicators this effect remains. Furthermore, the
significant positive interactions (be it only at the 10% level) between recent and
distant divorce with economic deprivation show an additional source of
heterogeneity.
The full model shows that men whose fathers had a manual occupation
who experience a recent divorce suffer less when we control for the other family
background interactions, which contradicts our main hypothesis. The effect is only
at the 10% level and not found in the separate model. Overall, these findings lend
support to our hypothesis: On average men do not suffer from divorce, but those
from divorced families and those with a poorer background do appear to suffer
from divorce.
Models that also include the interaction with personal educational level for
men are shown in table 5. Model 7 shows that better educated men suffer more
from recent divorces, contrary to the findings for women. We do not find an
interaction with distant divorces. The addition of educational level does not really
affect the family background interactions similar to what we saw for women, as
can be seen by comparing models 8 to 12 with models 2 to 6. Only the interaction
effects between distant divorce and economic deprivation and the interaction
between recent divorce and father’s social class disappear in the full model.

Conclusion and discussion
We investigated whether family background moderates the effect of divorce on
psychological distress. The analysis brought together the study of life course
transitions and social stratification. We used a large prospective cohort of
individuals in the UK followed from birth to their early forties to study the effect of
divorce in middle adulthood (33-42). The large number of respondents ensures that
enough divorces are observed to estimate reliable interaction effects. Additionally,
the NCDS data contained prospective information on a broad range of family
background indicators. We differentiated between recent divorces (occurring in the
past 5 years) and more distant divorces.
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We find that the experience of divorce is associated with an increase in
psychological distress for women, but not for men. Furthermore, the distressing
effect of divorce was limited to recent divorces. These are average effects,
however, which may hide considerable heterogeneity and we tested whether family
background moderates the effect of recent and distant divorces on psychological
distress.
In our examination of possible interactions of divorce with family
background a clear pattern emerges. In line with our main hypothesis, people from
an adverse family background suffered more psychological distress from divorce
than people from a more favorable family background. These effects, however,
were restricted to recent divorces (those occurring in the past 5 years), as the
moderating impact of an adverse family background was not found for divorces
more distant in time. For recent divorce, we found an effect for all indicators of a
more adverse family background: those who grew up in a non-intact family
(parental divorce and for other reasons), whose mothers did not continue school
after the minimum school leaving age, whose fathers were manual workers, and
those from an economically deprived background. While we failed to find support
for our hypothesis for divorces more distant in time, we find strong evidence
regarding recent divorces in support of our hypothesis.
Furthermore, we explored whether moderating effects differed by sex. For
women, the average effects of a divorce are stronger than for men. There appear to
be some differences between men and women in the extent to which family
background moderates the impact of recent divorces. An adverse family
background moderates the impact of divorce for both sexes, but the moderating
effects seem to be stronger for women than for men. Both women and men suffer
more from divorce if they come from a non-intact family. A family background of
lower socio-economic resources (lower educated mother, father manual worker,
poverty) appears to be especially negative for women if they divorce but not so
much for men. Women are more geared towards family and suffer larger socioeconomic set-back after divorce, which may explain the greater importance of
family background for them.
In addition, we tested whether current socio-economic resources were the
driving force behind the moderating influence of family background. The inclusion
of educational level did not really change the influence of family background.
Interestingly, higher educated women suffered less from divorce, whereas higher
educated men suffered more. Taken together with the finding that family
background mattered more for women than for men, this lends more support to the
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idea that women with fewer socio-economic resources (own and parental) are more
vulnerable after divorce. The opposing findings of women and men regarding
educational level are not so easily explained and are an interesting opportunity for
further research.
Our analysis has important strengths, such as the prospective design and
the large number of divorces, but it also has a few drawbacks that leave open a
number of possible improvements. The long time interval between the ages 33 and
42 waves of the NCDS (9 years) complicates the analyses. We differentiated
between recent and distant divorces to take the long time interval into account, but
this cannot fully solve the problems introduced by the wide spacing of
measurements in time. Perhaps parental resources are mainly helpful to soften the
direct short-term effects of divorce. In addition, the NCDS lacks detailed
information on the current situation of the parents and on the current relationship of
the respondent with his/her parents. Such information would have allowed us to
test the potential buffering effects of family background through parental support
and resources more directly. We leave it to future research to address these
questions.
This study has tried to shed more light on heterogeneity in the effect of
divorce on psychological distress by exploring whether a more adverse family
background makes people more vulnerable to the effects of divorce. The findings
help to widen our understanding of why divorce has a greater impact for some than
for others. In addition, the evidence presented in this study suggests that
differential vulnerability related to family background to the effects of negative
events, such as divorce, may be a pathway through which disparities in mental
health come about. The study offers some evidence for differential vulnerability,
but more research is needed. For example: using data with a shorter time interval
between waves and more direct measurements of current contact with parents. It is
also important to look for other possible factors, which may moderate the effects of
negative life events, for instance the respondents’ own expectations.
We started out with a simple and, in our view, compelling hypothesis:
people from an adverse family background suffer more from a divorce than people
from a more favorable family background. We find that the experience of divorce
is a traumatic experience, especially for men and women with an adverse family
background. It is up to future research to find out why and how family background
shapes the impact of divorce.
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Appendix
Table A1. Information on missing values of family background variables (N=6,684), per
variable N and % non-missing)
age 0
N

age 7
%

N

age 11
%

N

age 16
%

complete fam. history up until 16
(divorce, ‘other broken’ family)
mother unmarried

N

age 33
%

6601 96
6175

90

whether current divorce

5956 87
8353
87

5244 76
7280
76

retrospective parental divorce

6810 99
5138 75

6583 96

father’s min. education
social class father

6329 92

social class mother’s grandfather

5449 79

social class father’s grandfather

5072 74

5968

87

5034 73

5989

87

5756 84

4772 69

5361

78

5768 84

5120 74

5868 85

5163 75

5514

80

5821 85

5209 76

4983 72

economic deprivation index
financial hardship
free school meal
national assistance

%

4762 71

whether current broken family

mother’s min. education

N

5919 86
5936 86
5177 75
crowded housing
6441 94
bold = variable used in analysis, except for “complete fam. history up until age 16” and the economic deprivation
index, both of which are constructed after the imputation process (constructed from relevant variables in italics).
All other variables used in imputation process.

Table A1 lists selected variables relevant to family background in the NCDS in the
different childhood waves. For most missing information at age 16, we have
information in earlier waves. Correlations between socio-economic indicators on
the same dimension between different childhood waves average around .60, with
waves more distant in time showing lower correlations. This suggests that using
other childhood waves to impute missing information is a valid strategy (Buuren,
Boshuizen, and Knook 1999). There is very few missing information on the adult
variables, so they are not listed (these are imputed too).
We proceeded as follows. We used the ICE subcommand in Stata (Carlin,
Galati, and Royston 2008) to create 10 imputed datasets. ICE uses data
augmentation to create multiply imputed datasets. We used the target sample
(respondents who were living in the UK by age 11 (N=16,879)) because
information from the entire sample may help to obtain better imputations of the
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family background variables. We included the family background indicators
(described in the operationalisation section; see the variables in bold from table
A1), a number of additional childhood variables to improve the imputations (see
table A1), and the variables in adulthood for each of the age 33 and 42 waves
(dependent variable, relationship status and history, and the controls). Next, we
dropped the observations which in the original data did not fit our selection criteria
(missing information on dependent variable, not married at baseline). And in each
of the imputed datasets we created the family background indicators, as described
in the operationalisation. Finally, we used the MIM subcommand of Stata (Carlin,
Galati, and Royston 2008) to fit linear regression models in each imputed dataset
and to combine the estimates using Rubin’s rules.
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Chapter 4
Does education buffer the impact of disability
on psychological distress?1

Abstract
This study investigates whether education buffers the impact of disability on
psychological distress. It further investigates what makes education helpful, by
examining whether cognitive ability and occupational class can explain the
buffering effect of education. Two waves of the British National Child
Development Study are used to test the hypothesis that the onset of a disability in
early adulthood (age 23 to 33) has a smaller effect on psychological distress among
higher educated people. 423 respondents (4.6%) experienced the onset of a
disability between the ages of 23 and 33. We find that a higher educational level
cushions the impact of disability. Cognitive ability and occupational class protect
against the effect of a disability too. The education buffer arises in part because
individuals with a higher level of education have more cognitive abilities, but the
better social position of those with higher levels of education appears to be of
greater importance. Implications of these findings for the social gradient in health
are discussed.

1

A slightly different version of this chapter was published as Mandemakers, Jornt J. and Christiaan
W.S. Monden (2010) "Does education buffer the impact of disability on psychological distress?"
Social Science & Medicine 71(2):288-297.
An earlier version was discussed at the Annual Meeting of the American Sociological Association in
San Francisco, August 2009.
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Introduction
The onset of a physical disability is a major event in the lives of individuals.
Becoming disabled often results in an increase in psychological distress (Burchardt
2003; Choi and Marks 2008; Llena-Nozal, Lindeboom, and Portrait 2004; Manor,
Matthews, and Power 2001; Turner and Noh 1988). It negatively affects job
opportunities and can seriously impact one’s relationships and social network. In a
given year in the UK, depending on the definition used, about 13 to 47 per 1,000
people of working age experience the onset of a disability (Burchardt 2003; Jenkins
and Rigg 2004). On average, people who faced a structural decline in physical
health because of a disability, report lower well-being and more depressive
symptoms. However, not everyone who experiences the onset of a physical
disability becomes psychologically distressed, and those who are negatively
affected by disability differ considerably in the magnitude of the psychological
impact (Sharpe and Curran 2006; Stanton, Revenson, and Tennen 2007).
Relatively little is known about the factors that cause some people to be
affected very strongly by a disability whereas others appear to cope well and
experience no or only small changes in psychological distress. Previous research
found that a lack of social support could exacerbate the negative effects of a
disability, whereas a supportive social network may alleviate stress (Turner and
Noh 1988). Also psychological resources, such as sense of mastery and locus of
control, seem to cushion the impact of a disability (Bisschop et al. 2004; Turner
and Noh 1988).
To our knowledge, no studies so far have examined the moderating role of
education. This is surprising as education is an important social determinant of
health and well-being (Dupre 2008; Link et al. 2008; Ross and Wu 1995; Zimmer
and House 2003). We argue that there is ample reason to expect that education
buffers the impact of a disability because education provides people with
behavioral, material, and psycho-social resources that are positively related to
health (Link et al. 2008; Ross and Wu 1995; Stronks et al. 1996). Education
enables and motivates people to take control over their lives.
Some of the beneficial effects ascribed to education, may be due to the
better socio-economic standing of higher educated people. Education is not just an
indicator of socio-economic status; it precedes socio-economic status (Ross and
Mirowsky 2006) and the benefits that a higher education bestows on an individual
are permanent (Ross and Mirowsky 2006), unlike the benefits to a better job.
Education indicates human capital, both innate ability and learned skills. The more
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motivated and able may be selected into higher levels of education, which in part
may drive the education-health connection. To get a better grip of why educational
level may differentiate the impact of disability, we will examine the role of
education simultaneously with measures of ability and economic resources.
To sum up, our main research question is: To what extent does a higher
level of education buffer the impact of the onset of a physical disability on
psychological distress? Furthermore, in case we find that education buffers the
impact of a disability, we aim to find out what it is about education that buffers the
negative effects of the onset of a disability. That leads to our second research
question: To what extent do buffering effects of education remain if we control for
ability and economic resources? We investigate these questions using the National
Child Development Study (NCDS), one of the large UK birth cohort studies. We
study the effects of disability on psychological distress in early adulthood, between
ages 23 and 33.
We aim to contribute to the literature in three respects. First, this study
integrates two largely distinct literatures on the effect of disability on mental health
and on educational disparities in health. By doing so, it improves our understanding
of how disparities in health take shape over the life course and how social
inequalities influence the relationship between health and well-being. There has
been relatively little attention for socio-economic factors in the literature on
disability onset and mental health; we found only one longitudinal study (Smith et
al. 2005). Smith et al. (2005) found that, among older people, those who were
wealthier prior to the onset of a disability suffered a smaller decrease in well-being
than those below the median wealth level. Our second contribution is that we study
the non-elderly general population. A number of longitudinal studies has
investigated the well-being of samples of patients and disabled people in relation to
their socio-economic circumstances (e.g.: Waltz et al. 1988), but these studies lack
control groups and are hard to generalize to the general population. Most previous
research that looked into possible moderators focused on the elderly (for an
exception see: Turner and Noh 1988; e.g.: Yang 2006). The onset of a disability,
however, is a negative and often unexpected event, especially for younger people.
People who become disabled at a young age have many years of bad health
awaiting them. Gaining insight into the consequences of early disabilities is thus of
high importance. Third, we aim to make an empirical contribution. The NCDS
contains detailed information on health and socio-economic resources of a large
cohort of individuals; as a result we observe a sizeable number of people who
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become disabled. As such, the NCDS offers a unique opportunity to examine
variation in the effect of becoming disabled on psychological distress.

Background and hypotheses
Compelling evidence shows that the onset of a disability is a source of
psychological distress (Choi and Marks 2008; Lucas 2007; Manor, Matthews, and
Power 2001; Oswald and Powdthavee 2008). People who become disabled have to
deal with the loss of bodily function, irrespective of physical pain, and this can lead
to a sense of loss and to mourning. Being disabled is associated with numerous
related stresses in social life and daily hassles (Friedland and McColl 1992; Turner
and Noh 1988). A disability may severely limit people in performing their daily
social roles, such as the role of partner, parent, and bread-winner (Friedland and
McColl 1992). Furthermore, the impact of becoming disabled on psychological
distress may be mediated by the loss of job and income and by an increase in
expenses (Burchardt 2003; Jenkins and Rigg 2004). The loss of social roles, such
as job loss, is well known to be associated with psychological distress (Dooley,
Fielding, and Levi 1996; Llena-Nozal, Lindeboom, and Portrait 2004; Wheaton
1990) and material deprivation is a strong psychological burden (Stronks et al.
1998). In addition, the threat that a disability poses to future prospects may have
psychological repercussion too.
How does education moderate the impact of disability on psychological
distress? Note that we start with the basic premise that a decline in physical health
may confront anyone. We acknowledge that those with lower levels of education
are more likely to experience such declines (e.g.: Burchardt 2003; Zimmer and
House 2003), but given a major decline in health we hypothesize that those with
higher levels of education are better able to deal with the consequences. Therefore
education acts as a buffer to deteriorations in well-being due to the onset of a
disability.
First, education may moderate the effects of a disability on functioning and
health. People with higher educational levels are known to display more healthy
behaviors (Lantz et al. 1998; Ross and Wu 1995) and have more medical
knowledge. Furthermore, those who are stricter in keeping up with doctor’s
instructions may increase their chances of recovery and/or lessen the disabling
effects of an illness (but see Zimmer and House (2003)). Moreover, people with
higher educational qualifications may get superior treatment because they may be
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better able to communicate with their doctors (Willems et al. 2005) and know their
way in the medical system.
Second, the stressful aspects of a disability may be better dealt with by
people who have more psychological resources and higher levels of social support
(Turner and Noh 1988). People with a higher educational level are known to have
more psychological resources, such as a stronger sense of mastery and an internal
locus of control (Stronks et al. 1998). In addition, they have higher levels of social
support (Ross and Wu 1995). Turner and Noh (1988) found a beneficial
moderating effect for the level of social support but not for sense of mastery in a
longitudinal sample of younger people.
Third, the negative socio-economic consequences of a disability may be less
harmful for more educated people because they have more secure jobs, and even if
they loose their jobs they may be better able to put their lives on a different footing.
They can more easily learn new skills, and therefore change jobs or
sector/professional fields if the disability interferes with the current job. So, a
higher level of education allows people to adjust and/or they may be better able to
adapt work and family circumstances (e.g.: arrange a flexible work schedule, work
from the home). Furthermore, on a more basic level, the higher educated, enjoy
better living circumstances and have more material resources and so they can more
easily avoid stresses and hassles that a disability may bring. In sum, we expect that
those with a higher level of education suffer less psychological distress from a
disability.
Ideally, we would like to investigate these mechanisms directly, but the
NCDS lacks information on social and psychological resources. We have,
however, detailed information on cognitive ability and economic resources, which
may help to get a grasp of why education may act as a buffer. Those with a higher
level of education generally are more cognitively able and attain better positions in
life (Link et al. 2008). Thus, it may in part be ability and economic resources that
drive the education-health connection. If controlling for ability or economic
resources indeed reduces the buffering effect of education, this would indicate that
part of the effect of education may be attributable to the higher ability of those with
a higher level of education or their better economic resources. The remaining effect
of education may be interpreted as a sign of the importance of skills and knowledge
acquired in the educational system, and of other socio-cultural benefits to a better
education (including social and psychological resources). We label this as ‘sociocultural resources’ (see figure 1). The moderating effect of education may thus
occur because of higher abilities, more economic resources, and higher socio71
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cultural resources. The above outlined mechanisms of the moderating influence of
education are hard to separate.
We use childhood cognitive ability to take the selection of more able people
into higher levels of education into account. Occupational class and employment
status prior to onset of a disability capture the effect of economic resources.

Figure 1.

Ability

EDUCATION

Economic
resources

Socio-cultural
resources

Disability onset

-

-

+

Change in
Psychological Distress

Data and Methods
Data
The National Child Development Study (NCDS) follows a sample of nearly all
children (>98%) born in England, Wales and Scotland in the week of 3 to 9 March
1958 (Power and Elliott 2006). Information on 17,634 children was gathered at age
0. Follow-ups took place when the respondents were 7, 11, 16, 23, and 33.
Immigrants born in the same week have been added to the sample at ages 7, 11 and
16. At age 23 12,537 respondents participated. The 9,810 respondents who
participated at both the waves at the age of 23 (1981) and 33 (1991) were selected
for this study (60.0% of those still alive and not permanently migrated by the age
of 33; 78.3% of those participating at 23). Taking missing information into account
reduced the number of respondents in our sample to 9,543 (listwise deletion). As
we study the impact of the onset of a disability, respondents who were already
disabled at the age of 23 (N=265) were excluded from the analyses. We used to
following criteria to define disability at 23: 1) physical illness and limited in daily
activities, 2) registered as disabled, 3) health limited choice of work, and/or 4)
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difficulty in work or could not work at all. Our final analytical sample contains
9,278 respondents.
Disability onset
We define a disability as a physical illness or disorder that leads to a limitation of
daily activities. The interview at 33 asked the respondents whether they suffer from
(up to four) long-standing illnesses, disabilities or infirmities and whether these
limit their daily activities compared to people of their own age. A dummy was
coded whether respondents suffered from such a non-mental illness, disability or
infirmity at age 33; this in effect indicates onset of a disability as those already
disabled at 23 were excluded from the sample. We excluded mental disorders
based on ICD (9th revision) codes, in order to better asses the possible impact of a
disability on psychological distress. Obviously, there will be variation in the
severity of the disabilities, unfortunately the NCDS does not contain additional
information, such as an ADL scale. We deal with this issue by carrying out an
ancillary analysis where we included proxies for severity (discussed in detail
below).
Psychological distress
Psychological distress is measured in the NCDS with the Malaise Inventory (at 23
and 33). The Malaise Inventory contains 24 statements on symptoms of anxiety,
depression, and psychosomatic distress with which the respondents either agrees or
disagrees. Examples of items are: “Do you often feel miserable or depressed?”,
“Do you often get worried about things?”, and “Are you scared to be alone when
there are no friends near you?”. The item whether respondents ‘ever had a nervous
breakdown’ has been excluded because that item can logically only increase over
time.
Rodgers et al. (1999) found that one general factor of psychological distress
underlies the Malaise scale (for 24 items). We calculated tetrachoric correlations
(correlation for binary items) among the items at both ages and performed factor
analysis (principal components) on the correlation structures for each age
separately. Results yield clear one-factor solutions. The factor loadings of the
solutions have been used to compute sum scores of psychological distress at each
age. We extrapolated the scores if fewer than the 23, but at least 20 items were
answered. Kuder-Richardson reliabilities (Cronbach’s alpha for dichotomous
items) were .78 at age 23 and .80 at age 33.
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The change in psychological distress is measured by taking the difference
between the two waves (33 minus 23). A higher change score indicates an increase
in psychological distress, and vice versa.
Education, cognitive ability, occupational class and controls
We distinguish five levels of educational attainment at the age of 23: (1) no
qualification; (2) up to O-level or equivalent; (3) A-level or equivalent; (4) higher
qualifications; (5) degree or higher than degree.
At the age of 16, 11, and 7 respondents completed reading and math tests at
school. Our measure of cognitive ability takes the mean of the most recent
available reading and math score (standardized score in each year). For 78.6% it is
the mean score at 16, for 18.8% at 11, and for 2.7% at 7. The thus computed scores
were again standardized. We assume that cognitive ability is a stable trait.
The NCDS contains the UK Registrar General’s Office 1980 classification
of the current or last occupation that respondents reported at 23. We group the six
classes into four categories: 1) “I professional and II managerial/technical”, 2) “IIIa
skilled non-manual”, 3) “IIIb skilled manual”, 4) “IV semi-skilled manual and V
unskilled”. Respondents with a job in the armed forces (.5%) and those with
missing information (1.9%) are set to the missing category.
Parental background is measured with the last known occupational class of
the father (reported at 16, 11, 7 or 0), which uses the same categorization.
We created dummies indicating whether respondents were living with a
partner (marriage and cohabitation) at 23, and whether respondents were
employed/self-employed/in full time education at 23 (2% were still students). Nonemployment comprises the unemployed and homemakers. General health at 23 was
measured with a dummy for self-reported fair/poor health.
Table 1 provides information on the distributions of the variables used in
the analysis. Table 2 illustrates to what extent cognitive ability, economic
resources, and disability onset vary with the level of education. For each step on
the educational ladder the mean level of cognitive ability, the percentages
employed/studying, and the percentages of people in the higher occupational
groups rises steeply, whereas the percentage of people in semi-skilled and unskilled
jobs decreases. Only the two highest educational groups do not differ substantially
in economic resources; cognitive ability, however, does differ. The relatively low
percentage of employed/studying among the lower educated arises because of high
male unemployment rates at that time (1981) and low female labor participation.
The column for disability onset shows that there are sufficient observations in each
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educational category. Furthermore, the percentages indicate that the crude rate of
disability onset decreases as education goes up.

Table 1. Descriptives of the variables used in the analysis (N=9,278)
mean
change in psychological distress
onset of a disability
high psychological distress at 23
male
partner
fair/poor health
father social class:
unknown
semi-skilled (IV) and unskilled (V)
skilled manual (IIIm)
skilled non-manual (IIIn)
professional (I), managerial and technical (II)
educational level:
no qualification
up to O-level
A-level
high qualification
degree+
cognitive ability (std)
employed/full time student
occupational class:
missing
semi-skilled (IV) and unskilled (V)
skilled manual (IIIm)
skilled non-manual (IIIn)
professional (I), managerial and technical (II)

s.e.

.002
.046
.200
.483
.517
.076

max

.629

min

-3.68
0
0
0
0
0

4.93
1
1
1
1
1

.009
.151
.436
.097
.268

0
0
0
0
0

1
1
1
1
1

.244
.385
.173
.090
.108
0
.784

0
0
0
0
0
-3.19
0

1
1
1
1
1
2.62
1

0
0
0
0
0

1
1
1
1
1

1

.024
.185
.237
.336
.219

Table 2. Cognitive ability, economic resources, and onset of disability by educational level
cognitive
ability (std.)
mean
-1.40
.03
.95
1.04
2.34
1774.3***

employed or
student
%
61.5
78.5
90.5
90.1
86.8

educational level:
no qualification
up to O-level
A-level
high qualification
degree+
F-test (4, 9273)
Χ2(df)
628.8***(4)
* p<.05; ** p<.01; *** p<.001

occupational class

onset of a disability

% I and II
5.2
10.8
20.5
66.2
64.1

N
123
171
58
36
35

% IV and V
42.2
15.7
8.4
3.5
4.2

4030***(4)

%
5.4
4.8
3.6
4.3
3.5
10.47*(4)
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Analytic strategy
We employ a so-called semi-first difference panel model. This is a first-difference
model because the dependent variable is the change in psychological distress and
our main independent variable refers to the change in disability status (onset)
between the two time points. The regression models we estimate include time
invariant predictors on the right hand side of the regression equation and therefore
are semi-first difference models. This variant is chosen as we wanted to include the
indicators of the respondent’s resources also as main effects in the models, to
control for the possibility that people with different resources are on different
trajectories (Finkel 1995).
We use interaction terms of the onset of a disability with education, and in
further steps with cognitive ability, occupational class, and initial employment
status to uncover whether these moderate the disability-psychological distress
relationship.
In addition, we add a number of controls. In particular, we control for sex
and having a partner. Previous research shows that men and women differ in
trajectories of mental health (e.g. Llena-Nozal, Lindeboom, and Portrait 2004) and
that the partner can be important in shaping the impact of a disability on well-being
(Choi and Marks 2008). We allow the effect of a disability to differ by sex and
partner status. In addition, we control for fathers’ occupational class to take the
influence of parental background on educational and occupational attainment into
account. Furthermore, we include self-perceived general health at 23 to control for
pre-existing health differences. Finally, we control for possible ceiling effects. The
onset of a disability has a greater potential to cause psychological stress in a
relatively psychologically healthy person (Finkel 1995). Therefore, we add a
dummy variable indicating whether people already had high levels (top 20%) of
psychological distress at 23. This indicator is also interacted with disability onset.
Previous research found that psychological distress may predict the onset of
disability (Armenian et al. 1998).
Sample attrition
Health selection may be a problem for this study: If the less healthy at age 23 and
those whose health deteriorates are more likely to drop out of the sample, we are
likely to underestimate the effect of disability. To deal with possible selective
attrition we estimated a Heckman selection regression model (Heckman 1979). As
instruments for the selection equation we used variables indicating interest and
commitment to the NCDS study and variables capturing participation in society at
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large measured in the age 23 wave. The selection instruments predicted
participation at age 33, but were not related to the change in psychological distress
(see table 5 of the appendix).
The results of the Heckman model hardly differ (see table 6 of the
appendix). For ease of presentation we will only discuss the regression results. The
Heckman selection variable predicted an increase in psychological distress. So,
those likely to experience an increase in distress were more likely to drop out. A
high level of distress at age 23 did not influence future participation; neither did
having a poor/fair health at age 23. This bolsters our assumption that health
selection did not affect our results substantially. Males were more likely to attrite,
whereas respondents with more resources were less likely to drop out.

Results
The onset of a disability
About 1 in 20 respondents (n=423) experienced the onset of a disability between
the ages of 23 and 33. Table 3 depicts the models of change in psychological
distress depending on the onset of disability. The first column shows the main
effects model (model 1). The results confirm our expectation that the onset of a
disability increases distress (b=.260). Furthermore, with regard to the baseline level
of distress, we observe a regression to the mean; respondents in the highest 20%
bracket of psychological distress at age 23 tend to become less distressed over
time, whereas the reference group of those who had a normal to low psychological
distress become somewhat more distressed over time (b constant =.143). The effect
of becoming disabled does not significantly differ between the two groups.
There is no main effect of education on the change in psychological distress
given that we control for the main effects of cognitive ability and economic
resources. Note, however, that in a model without these controls, those with higher
levels of education experience a decrease in distress over the investigated period.
In other words, the existing educational disparities in distress at the age of 23
appear to widen over the 10-year period if we do not take the level of cognitive
ability and economic resources within each educational group into account (see
Table 2). We further find that people with a higher cognitive ability experience a
decrease in psychological distress over time. Those in work or full time education
at 23 experience a decrease in distress over time. Occupational class has no
significant effect.
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A number of the control variables in the model 1 show significant effects.
Men experience a small increase in psychological distress over time, but the effects
of disability do not differ by sex. People with a partner at the age of 23 do not
differ from those without, and having a partner does not protect against the effects
of a disability. Those with a fair/poor health at 23 show a decrease of distress over
time. Father’s occupational class does not affect the change in distress. The effects
of the controls are consistent across the different models.

Table 3. Regression of change in psychological distress between 23 and 33
onset of a disability
high psychological distress at 23
high psychological distress at 23 * disability
male
male * disability
partner
partner * disability
fair/poor health
father social class:
not known/ missing
semi-skilled and unskilled (IV and V) (ref.)
skilled manual (IIIm)
skilled non-manual (IIIn)
prof., managerial and tech. (I and II)
educational level:
no qualification (ref.)
up to O-level
A-level
higher education
degree+
cognitive ability (std)
employed/full time student
occupational class:
not known/ missing
semi-skilled and unskilled (IV and V) (ref.)
skilled manual (IIIm)
skilled non-manual (IIIn)
prof., managerial and tech. (I and II)

Model 1
b
.260***
-.621***
-.093
.038**
-.048
.011
.110
-.097***
-.022
.006
.024
.020
.004
.006
-.002
-.007
-.028***
-.041**
-.062
-.029
-.023
-.040

se
(.057)
(.016)
(.065)
(.014)
(.059)
(.013)
(.058)
(.023)
(.063)

.143***

N
9278
.170
R2
legend: * p<.05; ** p<.01; *** p<.001, 2-sided; interactions 1-sided
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se
(.080)
(.016)
(.068)
(.014)
(.059)
(.013)
(.059)
(.023)

(.016)
(.024)
(.019)

-.023
.006
.024
.021

(.016)
(.024)
(.019)

(.017)
(.023)
(.028)
(.030)
(.008)
(.016)

.010
.011
.011
.005
-.028***
-.041**

(.018)
(.023)
(.028)
(.030)
(.008)
(.016)

(.043)
(.020)
(.019)
(.023)

interactions with disability:
educational level
no qualification (ref.)
up to O-level
A-level
higher education
degree+
constant

Model 2
b
.414***
-.619***
-.156*
.039**
-.061
.013
.082
-.097***

(.026)

(.063)

-.063
-.028
-.023
-.040

(.043)

-.119*
-.104
-.309**
-.322**

(.072)
(.095)
(.115)
(.116)

.136***
9278
.171

(.020)
(.019)
(.023)

(.026)
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Does education buffer?
The second column of Table 3 shows our main model (model 2), which includes
interaction terms of educational level with the onset of disability. These interaction
terms evaluate our central hypothesis whether education moderates the impact of a
disability on psychological distress.
The first thing to note is that the effect of the onset of a disability on
psychological distress now reflects the effect of a disability for the reference group
of those with no qualifications. As expected, model 2 shows that there is a
significant interaction between level of education and onset of a disability on
distress. Those with up to O-level and A-level education appear to suffer about a
quarter less from a disability than the reference group with no qualifications (e.g.:
.104/.414). People with higher education and with a degree or higher appear to deal
with a disability even better (effect is about 75% smaller ((.414-.309)/.414) than for
people with no qualifications). The difference between people with no
qualifications and those with A-levels is not statistically significant, probably due
to the relatively low number of cases of disability (see table 2). In a model with
education collapsed in three groups (no qualifications; up to A-level; and higher
than A-level) all differences are statistically significant.
Figure 2 shows the predicted change in psychological distress by education
and the onset of a disability for the low distress at baseline group (estimates of
model 2). The protective effect of education for those who become disabled is
clearly visible, but for those who remain physically healthy there is no significant
relation of education with the change in distress. These results lend support for our
main hypothesis that a better education buffers the impact of disability. A higher
educational level does not offer general protection against an increase in
psychological distress (given that we control for main effects of cognitive ability
and occupational class), i.e. both the lower and higher educated experience, on
average, similar change in distress, but a higher level of education does buffer the
impact of a disability.
In contrast to model 1, it appears now that people who reported high levels
of psychological distress at age 23 compared to those with low levels of distress
suffered less from the onset of a disability, as the interaction is negative and
statistically significant. This suggests that there is, in fact, a ceiling effect.
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Figure 2. Predicted change in psychological distress by the onset of disability and educational
level for the low distress group (model 2).

no qualifications up to O-level

A-level

higher educ.

degree+

stays healthy (main educ. effect)
becomes disabled (interaction)

Possible mechanisms
In an effort to better understand why education acts as a buffer for the impact of
disability, we examined the role of cognitive ability and economic resources. We
added interactions of education, cognitive ability, and economic resources at 23
(employment status and occupational class) with the onset of a disability separately
and in combinations to model 1 (a model including all the main effects and
controls). Table 4 only shows the estimated interaction terms, as the main effects
and controls are very similar to coefficients of model 2. The second column of
table 4 shows the estimated interactions if they are added separately (note that the
effect of the education indicators is the same as in model 2). Model 3 and 4 show
what happens to the moderating effect of education if we control for interactions
with either cognitive ability or economic resources. The last column shows results
from model 5 that investigates whether the moderating effect of education remains
when the interactions of both cognitive ability and economic resources are added
simultaneously.
The estimated interactions of the separate models in the second column of
table 4 indicate that, as expected, cognitive ability and economic resources also
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protect against the distressing effect of becoming disabled. When we just consider
the three models with one resource interacted at a time, the effects of occupational
class and education are similar; the highest levels of education and occupational
class experience much smaller increase in distress due to disability compared to the
lowest groups (about 75% for education and about 70% for occupational class).
Whether one worked or was full-time student at 23 does not affect the impact of
disability. One standard deviation change in cognitive ability is about one fifth of
the main disability effect (.059 of .276).

Table 4. Regression coefficients for the simultaneous moderating effects of education,
cognitive ability and economic resources (N=9278)

educational level
no qualification (ref.)
up to O-level

Separate
models
b (se)

Model 3

Model 4

Model 5

b (se)

b (se)

b (se)

-

-

-

-.119*
(.072)
-.104
(.095)
-.309**
(.115)
-.322**
(.116)

-.112
(.079)
-.092
(.110)
-.297**
(.127)
-.306*
(.140)

cognitive ability (std)

-.059*
(.029)

-.008
(.037)

employed/full time student

.061
(.071)

.072
(.072)

.072
(.072)

.252
(.245)
-

.355
(.250)
-

.353
(.250)
-

-.075
(.087)
-.160*
(.081)
-.249**
(.091)

-.054
(.088)
-.120
(.085)
-.117
(.106)

-.053
(.088)
-.124
(.087)
-.121
(.108)

.171

.171

A-level
higher qualification
degree+

occupational class:
not known/ missing
semi-skilled and unskilled (IV and V) (ref.)
skilled manual (IIIm)
skilled non-manual (IIIn)
prof., managerial and tech. (I and II)

R2
Note these models control for the main effects (see model 1 and 2).
legend: * p<.05; ** p<.01; *** p<.001, 1-sided

.171

-.097
(.074)
-.077
(.101)
-.269*
(.132)
-.299**
(.128)

-.102
(.080)
-.086
(.113)
-.278*
(.139)
-.312*
(.147)
.007
(.039)
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To what extent can the buffering effect of education be explained by differences in
cognitive ability? The model in the third column shows that adding cognitive
ability to the model as a moderator decreases the effect of education somewhat (the
effects are reduced, and the difference between “up to O-level” and “no
qualifications” is no longer significant). The interaction effect of cognitive ability
is much reduced and no longer significant. These results show that the protective
effect of education is not solely due to the higher cognitive skills of people with a
higher level of education.
Does the education buffer remain if we control for the buffering effect of
economic resources? The third column of table 4 shows that adding occupational
class and employment status to model 2 reduces the interaction effect of education.
The interaction effect of occupational class is no longer significant in a model with
simultaneous interactions. This suggests that education has an independent
buffering effect even if we take the strong association between the level of
education and social position into account. In a model with buffering effects for
cognitive ability and economic resources, cognitive ability was no longer
significant (not shown). When cognitive ability and economic resources are added
simultaneously the education effect remains. In the full model, economic resources
do not significantly moderate the effect of disability.
Alternative explanation: severity of the disability
We measured disability as a dichotomous indicator whether an illness limits daily
activities. Unobserved heterogeneity may be a problem because those who report to
be disabled may differ in the extent and severity of their limitations. As discussed
above we carried out an ancillary analysis where we included proxies for severity.
It could be that more educated people suffer from less severe disabilities and the
buffering effects are therefore spurious. Educational differences in the chance to
become ill and the extent to which an illness leads to limitations, however, would
be perfectly in line with our hypothesis.
We tested this alternative explanation in the following way. The NCDS
collects information on the number and type of illnesses that limit daily activities
reported at age 33. This information was used to create two proxies for the severity
of the disability. First, we followed the approach of Burchardt (2003) by creating a
dummy variable that measured whether respondents experienced the onset of two
or more disabilities (40 respondents). A second proxy for the severity of disability
was derived based on the type of illness of the first reported disability (based on
main ICD-9 groupings). Exploratory analyses identified a split in the psychological
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consequences of disability related to the type of illness. The half that was afflicted
with respiratory, muscular-skeletal, or injury/accidental/poisoning related
disabilities suffered significantly less than those afflicted by an illness related to the
nervous system, with sensory impairments, an unknown/ill-defined illness, or those
in a heterogeneous group of all remaining infrequent illnesses (<25 respondents per
category).
Our estimates of the buffering effects hardly change when we add these
proxies (results available upon request), even though we find that those who
experience the onset of two or more disabilities and those whose first disability is
in a ‘bad’ category suffer much more from the onset of a disability. Apparently, to
the extent that our proxies are reliable indicators of disability severity, the
buffering effects of education are not due to spurious relationships.

Conclusion and discussion
Main findings
Does education buffer the effect of the onset of a disability on psychological
distress? To our knowledge this study is the first to investigate that question. In a
large cohort of young British adults followed from their 23rd to their 33rd year of
age, about 1 in 20 experienced the onset of a disability. In line with previous
research, we found that the onset of a disability leads to a sharp increase in
psychological distress. The results support our hypothesis that a higher educational
level lessens the impact of the onset of disability on psychological distress.
In addition, we investigated to what extent the beneficial buffering effects
of education could be ascribed to the higher cognitive abilities of people with a
higher level of education or to their better economic resources. As expected, people
with higher cognitive ability and higher occupational class suffered less from the
impact of a disability. People who had a job at baseline did not do better; it is the
kind of job that matters. In simultaneous analyses, the buffering effect of education
is reduced somewhat if we control for cognitive ability or occupational class. The
education buffer remains significant and substantial, however, even if we control
for cognitive ability and occupational class simultaneously. A further striking
finding is that the buffering effect of cognitive ability completely disappeared once
we controlled for buffering effects of education or economic resources.
We conclude that education buffers the impact of a disability. The
buffering effect of education probably arises only in part because the higher
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educated have better economic resources and to an even lesser extent because they
have higher cognitive abilities. Furthermore, there remained a substantial direct
education buffer. That is the part of the education buffer that cannot be ascribed to
the higher levels of cognitive ability and economic resources of better educated
people. This suggests that acquired skills and knowledge, and other benefits of
education (socio-cultural resources) are of great importance to people who
experience the onset of a disability. For example the better educated may be better
able to verbalize their needs to health professionals and to mobilize the resources in
their social network.
This study has shown the importance of personal resources in shaping the
psychological impact of health decline in young adulthood. The onset of a
disability is a major distressing event, but for people with a higher level of
education this appears to be much less the case. Interestingly, we find that
education offered a general protective effect (disparities along educational
boundaries in psychological distress widened over time). On top of this general
effect, education was more beneficial for people who became disabled. This shows
that a protective factor such as education may be more beneficial under specific
circumstances. Researchers should thus be careful in dismissing or adopting a
protective factor based on average effects. The onset of a disability is a rare event,
but many people will suffer the onset of a disability during their adult life, as such
the buffering effect of education may contribute to health disparities even though
the overall effect of education appears to be moderate.
Limitations
Some limitations of this study should be discussed as well. First, it is important to
note possible selective non-response and attrition in subsequent waves of the
NCDS. In preliminary analyses we found that those who reported a poorer health at
age 23 were more likely to experience the onset of a disability in the period to the
subsequent wave. Disabled people and those who reported a poorer health at age 23
also had a lower chance to participate in the subsequent wave. This suggests that
individuals who became disabled in between waves were less likely to continue to
participate (health selection). Respondents with a higher level of education were
more likely to participate in subsequent waves and less likely to become disabled
in the continuously-observed sample. We tried to remedy a possible bias by
including an indicator for baseline self-reported health and to differentiate between
those with high and low levels of psychological distress at age 23. Furthermore, we
applied a Heckman selection model to account for remaining bias; the Heckman
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corrected-estimates hardly differed. We are further reassured that within those with
poorer health at baseline there were no differences in non-response at the
subsequent wave by the level of education. Any lingering bias probably leads us to
underestimate the effect of disability on psychological distress and to
underestimate the buffering effects, as the physically and mentally worst-off
individuals with fewer resources tend to attrite. We are therefore more likely to err
on the conservative side in our estimates of the buffering effect of education,
cognitive ability, and occupational class.
Second, the study may be criticized for treating the onset of a disability as a
uniform event. People may differ in the timing, process and severity of their
illnesses. The 10-year time interval between the waves of the NCDS makes us
lump together distant and recent disability onsets, although the effects of a recently
started disability may be quite different from a disability that started longer ago
(Lucas 2007; Oswald and Powdthavee 2008; Stanton, Revenson, and Tennen
2007). The disabilities we investigated are probably the result of on the one hand
older chronic illnesses and more recent illnesses. As such, we possibly did not
observe some disabilities that occurred in the intervening period, but of which
people fully recovered before they were 33. This may lead to an underestimation of
the buffering effects because people with more resources may be more likely to
recover.
Furthermore, the NCDS contains little information on the severity of
disablement. This leaves room for an alternative explanation of our findings: The
buffering effect of education may occur because of an education gradient in the
severity of disability: the most severely disabled persons were those with a lower
level of education and they suffered the most psychological distress. We tried to
rule out this explanation by incorporating two proxies for severity (number of
disabilities and a split by the type of underlying illness). Including these proxies
did not change the findings. Self-reports have obvious advantages and
disadvantages, we therefore would like to repeat this study for more objective
measures of disability.
Directions for future research
This study focused on the role of education. Investigations into other potential
buffers that positively correlate with education, such as social capital, income,
wealth and socio-psychological resources, should be on top of the research agenda.
Part of the beneficial effects of education may operate because those with a higher
level of education have more of these resources. Further study of potential
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buffering factors and possible mediators for the educational buffer can go hand-inhand. In addition, it would be interesting to replicate this study for other countries
because educational level might be a stronger determinant of health and social
position in societies that are less class-based than the United Kingdom. The
buffering effect of education may be even stronger in other countries.
This study has demonstrated that people’s economic resources moderate the
impact of a disability on psychological distress in young adulthood. The striking
variability in the psychological effects of disability should be of prime interest to
policymakers, as it gives hope on the one hand that the future of disabled people
may be malleable to interventions, and on the other a warning that there are large
social inequalities in the effects of disability for well-being. Pursuing this line of
research will shed new light on how the large social disparities in well-being and
health take form over the life course.
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Appendix

Table 5. Multivariate analyses of change in psychological distress and of full response given
participation at age 23.
linear regression: change in
psychological distress 23-33
1
2
3
instrumental variables:
# of visits to address at 23
# of calls made at 23
participated in wave at age 16
ever youth club member at 23
voted in 1979 elections
union member at 23
church attendance at 23
model variables, except
disability and interactions:
high distress at 23
male
partnered
fair/poor health
father social class:
not known/ missing
semi-skill. & unskill. (IV
and V) (ref.)
skilled manual (IIIm)
skilled non-manual (IIIn)
prof., managerial and tech.
(I and II)
educational level
no qualification (ref.)
up to O-level
A-level
higher qualification
degree+
cognitive ability (std)
employed
occupational class:
not known/ missing
semi-skilled and unskilled
(IV and V)
skilled manual (IIIm)
skilled non-manual (IIIn)
prof., managerial and tech.
(I and II)
constant

-.011
-.001
.015
-.004
.013
-.001
.003

-.002

.003
-.004
.010
-.015
.006
-.011
.002

logistic regression:
being in sample (1=yes)
4
5
6
-.196***
-.086***
.516***
.215***
.192***
.154***
.117***

-.201***
-.094***
.375***
.145***
.156***
.153***
.084***

-.633***
.036*
.014
-.081***

-.632***
.038**
.015
-.081***

.006
-.371***
.110*
-.166*

.031
-.343***
.186***
-.129

-.031
-

-.031
-

-.315
-

-.239
-

.007
.023
.019

.007
.023
.019

.006
.004
-.002
-.008
-.029***
-.045**

.007
.005
-.001
-.008
-.028**
-.043**

-.066
-

-.072
-

-.031
-.029
-.042

-.031
-.030
-.043

.159***

.162***

N
9278
9278
9278
r2
.000
.162
.162
legend: * p<.05; ** p<.01; *** p<.001, two-sided p-values

.017
.067
.143*

.008
.068
.161*

.253***
.294***
.324**
.228*
.158***
.333***

.205***
.237**
.243*
.219
.142***
.329***

-.114
-

.868***
11927

-.100
-

.178**
.149*
.058

.172*
.143*
.066

.837***

.751***

11927

11927
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Table 6. Heckman selection model of change in psychological distress (continued on next page)
onset of a disability
high psychological distress at
23
high psych. distr. at 23 *
disability
male
male * disability
partnered
partner * disability
fair/poor health
father social class:
not known/ missing
semi-skilled and unskilled
(IV and V) (ref.)
skilled manual (IIIm)
skilled non-manual (IIIn)
prof., managerial and
tech. (I and II)
educational level
no qualification (ref.)
up to O-level
A-level
higher qualification
degree+
cognitive ability (std)
employed or full-time student
occupational class:
not known/ missing
semi-skilled and unskilled
(IV and V)
skilled manual (IIIm)
skilled non-manual (IIIn)
prof., managerial and
tech. (I and II)
interactions with disability:
educational level
no qualification (ref.)
up to O-level
A-level
higher qualification
degree+
cognitive ability (std) †
employed/ student
occupational class:
not known/ missing
semi-skilled and unskilled
(IV and V)
skilled manual (IIIm)
skilled non-manual (IIIn)
prof., managerial and
tech. (I and II)
constant
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education
buffer
.408***
-.628***

cognitive
ability
.273***
-.629***

-.163*

-.141*

.038**
-.059
.011
.096
-.097***

occupation.
Class
.360***
-.629***

education
& cogn.
.403***
-.628***

educ &
occ class
.421***
-.628***

full model

-.125

-.165*

-.157*

-.155*

.038**
-.048
.010
.101
-.096***

.040**
-.093
.010
.115
-.097***

.038**
-.059
.011
.095
-.097***

.040**
-.094
.011
.102
-.097***

.040**
-.096
.011
.104
-.097***

-.027
-

-.025
-

-.028
-

-.027
-

-.028
-

-.028
-

.005
.024
.021

.005
.025
.020

.005
.024
.020

.005
.024
.021

.005
.024
.020

.005
.024
.020

.430***
-.628***

.010
.009
.009
.004
-.028**
-.042**

.004
.004
-.004
-.010
-.025**
-.042**

.004
.004
-.004
-.010
-.028**
-.044**

.010
.009
.009
.003
-.028**
-.042**

.009
.008
-.007
-.003
-.028**
-.045**

.009
.008
.008
.003
-.028**
-.045**

-.060
-

-.060
-

-.064
-

-.060
-

-.069
-

-.069
-

-.028
-.024
-.041

-.028
-.024
-.041

-.024
-.017
-.030

-.028
-.024
-.041

-.025
-.019
-.036

-.025
-.018
-.035

-.114
-.103
-.295*
-.301*
-.008

-.097
-.084
-.269*
-.295*

-.121
-.114
-.306**
-.317**
.050

.061

-.104
-.095
-.279*
-.311*
.009
.061

.256
-

.358
-

.356
-

-.044
-.121*
-.107

-.044
-.126
-.111

-.061*

-.066
-.162*
-.239**
.138***

.145***

.141***

.138***

.137***

.137***

Disability
Table 6 (CONTINUED). Heckman selection model of change in psychological distress
selection equation:
model variables, except
disability onset and
interactions:
high psychological distress
at 23
male
partnered
fair/poor health
father social class:
not known/ missing
semi-skilled and unskilled
(IV and V) (ref.)
skilled manual (IIIm)
skilled non-manual (IIIn)
prof., managerial and tech.
(I and II)
educational level:
no qualification (ref.)
up to O-level
A-level
higher qualification
degree+
cognitive ability (std)
employed/student
occupational class:
not known/ missing
semi-skilled and unskilled
(IV and V)
skilled manual (IIIm)
skilled non-manual (IIIn)
prof., managerial and tech.
(I and II)
instrumental variables:
# of visits to address at 23
# of calls made at 23
participated in wave at age
16
ever youth club member at
23
voted in 1979 elections
union member at 23
church attendance at 23
constant

.018

.018

.018

.018

.018

.018

-.193***
.109***
-.078

-.193***
.109***
-.078

-.193***
.109***
-.078

-.193***
.109***
-.078

-.193***
.109***
-.078

-.193***
.109***
-.078

-.144
-

-.144
-

-.144
-

-.144
-

-.144
-

-.144
-

.007
.042
.092*

.007
.042
.092*

.007
.042
.092*

.007
.042
.092*

.007
.042
.092*

.007
.042
.092*

.121***
.139**
.140*
.126
.082***
.188***

.121***
.139**
.140*
.126
.082***
.188***

.121***
.139**
.140*
.126
.082***
.188***

.121***
.139**
.140*
.126
.082***
.188***

.121***
.139**
.140*
.126
.082***
.188***

.121***
.139**
.140*
.126
.082***
.188***

-.055
-

-.055
-

-.055
-

-.055
-

-.055
-

-.055
-

.104**
.088*
.044

.104**
.088*
.044

.104**
.088*
.044

.104**
.088*
.044

.104**
.088*
.044

.104**
.088*
.044

-.120***
-.054***
.220***

-.120***
-.054***
.220***

-.120***
-.054***
.220***

-.120***
-.054***
.220***

-.120***
-.054***
.220***

-.120***
-.054***
.220***

.084***

.084***

.084***

.084***

.084***

.084***

.082***
.090***
.048***

.082***
.090***
.048***

.082***
.090***
.048***

.082***
.090***
.048***

.082***
.090***
.048***

.082***
.090***
.048***

.467***

.467***

.467***

.467***

.467***

.467***

-.001

.000

-.001

.000

-.558***
2649
9278

-.558***
2649
9278

-.558***
2649
9278

-.558***
2649
9278

rho (correlation of error
.001
-.001
terms)
inverse Miller ratio
-.558***
-.558***
N censored observations
2649
2649
N uncensored observations
9278
9278
legend: * p<.05; ** p<.01; *** p<.001, two-sided p-values
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Chapter 5
Does the effect of job loss on psychological distress
differ by educational level?1

Abstract
We examine the impact of involuntary job loss on psychological distress and
investigate whether the impact differs by educational level using a sample of men
drawn from the British Household Panel Study. We expect higher educated men to
suffer less from job loss because they have more resources and better reemployment chances. Alternatively, it could be that, in the long run, lower
educated men adapt better to continued unemployment or downward mobility.
Fixed effects regression analyses show that job loss increases distress, but over
time the effect wears off and is limited to non-employed men. We find that higher
educated men experience less distress following job loss. These educational
differences in the impact of job loss become smaller over time and are mainly
driven by re-employment chances.

1

This chapter was co-authored with Christiaan W.S. Monden and is accepted for publication in Work
Employment and Society. An earlier version was presented at the European Population Conference in
Vienna, September 2010.

Chapter 5

Introduction
Losing one’s job can be one of the most stressful events happening to an individual
over the life course (Paul and Moser 2009). It is often the start of a spell of
unemployment, and can have long term negative effects ("scarring") on a person’s
labour market career (Arulampalam, Booth, and Taylor 2000; Gangl 2006; Stevens
1997). A long tradition of sociological research has examined the relationship
between job loss, unemployment and mental well-being. Since the seminal work of
Jahoda (Jahoda, Lazersfeld, and Ziezel 1972) many studies have documented the
negative effect of job loss and unemployment on health and well-being (Bartley
2004; Burchell 1994; Paul and Moser 2009; Warr 1987). Jahoda’s deprivation
model stresses the latent functions of paid labour, such as structure and regular
activity, identity and status. Unemployment deprives individuals of these functions
(Burchell 1994; Nordenmark and Strandh 1999) and this has a negative impact on
well-being. Another perspective puts more emphasize on the financial
consequences of losing one’s job (Fryer 1992; Fryer and Payne 1986; Gershuny
1994). These explanations are not mutually exclusive and can operate
simultaneously.
Although the proposed mechanisms linking unemployment and mental
health offer a lot of room for individual and group differences in the impact of job
loss, most previous research has treated job loss as a homogeneous event (Paul and
Moser 2009) At least two divergent arguments about socio-economic differences in
the impact of job loss can be distilled from the literature. On the one hand, it can be
argued that a higher social position confers psychological, social and financial
resources that may buffer the impact of job loss (Burgard, Brand, and House 2007).
Higher educated people may have better re-employment chances (Barbieri,
Paugam, and Russel 2000; Mooi-Reci 2008) which reduces the likelihood and/or
duration of being deprived of the positive functions of employment. On the other
hand, unemployment and downward mobility could hurt higher educated people
more if work is more important for their status and identity (Burgard, Brand, and
House 2007; Turner 1995). Some studies report findings on socio-economic
differences in the impact of job loss and unemployment on mental health
(Andersen 2009; Clark, Georgellis, and Sanfey 2001; Dooley, Prause, and HamRowbottom 2000; Gallo et al. 2006; Kuhn, Lalive, and Zweimüller 2004; Strully
2009; Turner 1995; Whelan 1994) but few make it the focus of research. Moreover,
these studies show mixed and even conflicting findings. Some studies find stronger
negative effects among higher socio-economic groups, for instance: Clark et al.
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(2001), Dooley et al. (2000), and Whelan (1994). Others find stronger effects
among lower groups: Andersen (2009), Gallo et al. (2006), Kuhn et al. (2004), and
Strully (2009). Still others find no differences at all.
This is an important issue to study as socio-economic variation in the
impact of job loss may have ramifications for inequalities in health and may shed
light on the workings of the labour market. We investigate this issue by addressing
the following two questions: To what extent do the short term and long term effects
of job loss differ between lower and higher educated people? And how can these
educational differences by explained? We focus on educational level because it is a
prime indicator of human capital and of one's social position. Furthermore, it is not
directly affected by job loss, contrary to for instance social class or income. We
will study the impact of job loss using 18 waves of the British Household Panel
Study (BHPS).
We aim to make four contributions.
First and foremost, since few
studies explicitly investigate variability in the experience of job loss, we formulate
competing hypotheses about the moderating effect of educational level and
examine the role of re-employment processes. And in doing so, we contribute to
the two lines of research mentioned above; the literature on unemployment and
mental health and the literature on the socio-economic gradient in health.
Second, we focus on job loss rather than unemployment, which is the focus
of the few research that examines variability (but see Gallo et al. 2006; Kuhn,
Lalive, and Zweimüller 2004; Strully 2009). We prefer to focus on job loss because
it rules out an important source of selection bias. Unemployment as an outcome of
job loss may become less likely with increasing educational level. Individuals who
become unemployed and remain so long enough to be observed in a survey form a
selective subset of those who involuntarily lost their jobs (Stewart 2001). We
therefore study all individuals who lose a job regardless of successive employment
or unemployment duration.
Third, we extend the literature by incorporating non-employment and job
mobility in the analysis of the moderating effect of education. The information in
the BHPS makes it possible to differentiate between characteristics of the lost job
and of the person losing that job. That is a feature lacking from previous research
but important as education is positively correlated with occupational status, income
and employability. We investigate the role of successful re-employment and
downward mobility by incorporating information on the lost job’s social status and
relative income.
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Fourth¸ we study the impact of job loss over a period of six years. Previous
research was restricted to shorter periods (but see Clark, Georgellis, and Sanfey
2001). It is important to study the longer term as well because both negative and
positive buffering effects of education are conceivable.

Background and hypotheses
The psychological impact of job loss
Job loss may have instantaneous and long term repercussions on psychological
distress. Job loss can increase psychological distress in at least three ways: first
through stress because of involuntarily losing one’s job (irrespective of what
follows), second through effects related to being out of employment for those who
do not find re-employment, and third, for those who find re-employment, through
downward job mobility. We expect that the impact eventually wear off. It is an
open question, however, how soon this occurs. Below, we first discuss the
mechanisms in more detail. In a second step, we discuss why educational
attainment may influence the effects of job loss. Figure 1 gives a schematic
overview.
First, the process of job loss itself is inherently stressful. Traditionally there
has been little attention to the effect of the event itself as one focused on the
subsequent state of unemployment (Jahoda 1982). However, uncertainty about the
future and the (initial) blow to one’s identity and self-esteem may cause stress (see
also Jahoda 1982, for the importance of status and identity; Pearlin et al. 1981). In
addition, people lose returns to job specific investments and contacts with their
colleagues. These losses can be offset by a new job, but settling into and adapting
to a new work environment and building new relationships can be stressful too,
especially because the change was involuntary.
Second, an unwanted job loss often leads to unemployment or labour
market exit (Arulampalam, Booth, and Taylor 2000; Burgard, Brand, and House
2007; Stevens 1997; Strully 2009). As mentioned above, the literature on
unemployment and mental health (Burchell 1994; Hanisch 1999; Jahoda 1982;
Paul and Moser 2009; Warr 1987) shows how the unemployed lose the positive
functions that work may provide (and how becoming re-employed provides these
functions anew). Work connects people with society at large, gives a sense of
purpose, lets people share in collective goals, provides a way to structure time and
is important for identity and status(Hanisch 1999; Jahoda 1982; Paul and Moser
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2009). All of these are positively related to mental health. Traditionally, much less
attention has been paid to the financial consequences of job loss (Fryer 1992; Fryer
and Payne 1986). However, Pearlin et al. (1981) show that part of the relationship
between job loss and depressive symptoms is mediated by increases in economic
strain.
The third factor concerns the type of employment after job loss. Metaanalyses suggest that, in general, re-employment nullifies the negative effects of
unemployment on mental health (Hanisch 1999; Paul and Moser 2009; Strandh
2000). Re-employed individuals regain the positive functions of work and, in
general, improve their financial situation. However, the quality of the new job may
be lower than before because people may experience downward mobility (Burgard,
Brand, and House 2007; Dooley, Prause, and Ham-Rowbottom 2000). In various
respects, from commuting time to job security, the new job may be less attractive
and lead to lower well-being. Burchell (1994), for instance, shows that people who
found insecure re-employment were worse off psychologically than those who
were securely re-employed. As a consequence, even people who find reemployment may experience increased levels of psychological distress.

Figure 1. Conceptual framework

Why education softens job loss
The outlined effects of job loss on psychological distress may depend on the level
of educational attainment (dashed arrows in figure 1). First, education may
decrease the effects of the direct stress of job loss (A). Second, education decreases
the chances of negative employment outcomes after job loss (B). And, third,
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education may influence the impact of non-employment and downward mobility on
psychological distress (C).
Higher educated individuals may be better able to deal with the stress of
job loss (A) because they have a stronger internal locus of control (Schieman and
Plickert 2008), have higher levels of social support (Bartley 2004; Ross and Wu
1995), use more active coping strategies (Christensen et al. 2006), and have higher
socio-economic resources (Bartley 2004; Ross and Wu 1995; Stronks et al. 1996).
Socio-economic resources, such as higher savings and investments, may make
daily life easier and reduce worries in a period of financial crisis and uncertainty
about the future.
The higher educated may be better able to avoid negative employment
outcomes after job loss (B). Gallo et al. (2006) suggest that a bigger financial
buffer, which the higher educated tend to have, allows individuals more time to
find suitable re-employment. In general higher educated people are more attractive
to potential employers (Mooi-Reci 2008). We expect the higher educated to suffer
less from job loss as they are less likely to become non-employed and experience
downward mobility. However, as the higher educated are also more likely to have a
job with a higher social standing and income, they may be more likely to
experience a sharper drop in status and income when they lose their job. The
positive relationship between educational level and social position may suppress
the supposed buffering effect of educational level. Fortunately, we can take these
counteracting mechanisms into account by controlling for the level of the lost job.
The way people deal with the negative consequences of non-employment
or downward mobility after job loss may also depend on educational level (C). The
income drop may be felt less hard for higher educated people because they have
more savings. Furthermore, the higher educated may be better able to deal with the
stresses associated with being unemployed or non-employed through the resources
mentioned above. Moreover, higher educated people may have more alternative
options to find purpose in life other than paid work as they are more likely to do
volunteer work (Wilson 2000), so they may be more able to avoid the negative
effects of idleness and the loss of daily routine. In sum, we expect the higher
educated to experience less psychological distress following job loss because they
have more resources to deal with stress and negative employment outcomes, and
have better re-employment chances.
There is an alternative view of how educational level moderates the effect
of job loss. The basis for this competing view lies in the higher aspirations among
higher educated people (Turner 1995). Having higher aspirations on the labour
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market may make it harder to accept being unemployed or moving to a new job on
a lower level. Furthermore, the stigma of unemployment may be felt stronger by
the higher educated. Findings with German panel data are in line with this view, as
they show that over time the lower educated adapt to unemployment but the higher
educated do not (Clark, Georgellis, and Sanfey 2001). These mechanisms would
lead to a contrasting expectation, namely that education increases the negative
effects of job loss for those who become unemployed or downwardly mobile. We
expect that such negative effects of educational level are limited to the longer term
because people are likely to consider unemployment and downward mobility in the
short term as temporary concessions in a search for adequate re-employment.

Data and methods
Sample
We used data from 18 waves of the British Household Panel Survey (1991-2008)
(BHPS 2010). We selected men aged 25-54. The employment careers of men and
women differ markedly and women have more socially acceptable alternatives to
employment, which complicated a simultaneous analysis. Observations of
individuals younger than 25 were excluded because young people may be less
attached to the labour market (job hopping, temporary student jobs). The upper age
cap excluded (involuntary) early retirement as an alternative form of job loss. This
produced 52,914 observations of 7,691 men with face-to-face interviews (we
discarded proxy and phone interviews).
We followed individuals from the point in time at which they become at
risk of job loss (i.e. are employed). Individuals were included in the sample if they
had at least two observations of which the first was in employment. We used an
unbalanced panel design as individuals can temporarily exit the observation
window if they have not been interviewed for one or more waves. Individuals exit
permanently once they turn 55 or once they leave due to sample attrition. The 918
respondents who reported job loss were followed for five subsequent waves (i.e.
about one to six years post job loss). We discarded observations after that period.
The number of observations after six years became too low (only about 50% of the
men who originally lost their jobs remained, see bottom row of table A-2 in the
appendix). In the analyses we have limited ourselves to observations with full
information. The final sample comprised 40,509 observations of 5,348 men (more
details in the appendix).
97

Chapter 5

Psychological distress
Our dependent variable was measured with the 12 item General Health
Questionnaire (GHQ-12). The GHQ-12 was originally developed as a screening
instrument for psychiatric illness (Goldberg et al. 1997) and is frequently used as a
general measure of psychological distress (e.g. Thomas, Benzeval, and Stansfeld
2005). The self-completion questionnaire included six negatively and six positively
worded statements about how people had been feeling the last few weeks.
Examples of negatively worded items are: “lost much sleep over worry”, “felt
constantly under strain”, examples of positively worded items are “been able to
concentrate on whatever you're doing“ and “been able to face up to problems”.
Responses were given on a 4-point scale ranging from 0 to 3, with 0 being the best
score (e.g. “not at all” for a negatively worded item). We created a scale ranging
from 0 to 36 by summing the individual items (Cronbachs’ alpha 0.89). We
extrapolated the score based on the answered items in case one or two items were
missing (<.5% of observations).
Job loss
Respondents reported on their current labour market status and retrospectively on
previous spells from the previous year to the present. We adapted Stata programs
written by Maré (2006) to construct job histories. Respondents can cite one the
following reasons for a job ending: promoted, other job, made redundant,
dismissed/sacked, temporary job ended, health reasons, retirement, and other
reasons (includes family care, education). We considered those who were made
redundant or dismissed as having involuntarily lost their jobs. Ancillary analyses
that included additional indicators for job changes due to these other reasons gave
similar results.
For reasons of simplicity and parsimony, we considered only the first
reported job loss. Moreover, people may be more at risk of job loss after the first
job loss (Stevens 1997). Therefore, if we included the effect of additionally
reported job losses we might underestimate the effect of the first reported job loss.
Job endings occurring before the first wave of observation were not considered (i.e.
reported in the first observed wave) because the design required a pre-job loss
observation of psychological distress. Furthermore, in the wave prior to a job loss
the respondent had to be employed and not report another job loss. We observed
918 involuntary job endings: 811 redundancies and 107 dismissals.
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Educational level prior to job loss
We distinguished four levels of academic educational attainment: (1) no
qualification; (2) some qualifications (an O-level, GCSE, CSE, etc.); (3) A-level or
equivalent; (4) higher qualifications, degree or higher.
Characteristics of the lost job
We use two measures for characteristics of the lost job; a social prestige and a
relative income measure. Social status was measured using Treiman's SIOPS
(ISCO-88 coding frame, Ganzeboom and Treiman 1996). This scale measures the
social attractiveness of a job. The relative income (in percentiles) of the lost job is
based on the annual income distribution of all employed/self-employed BHPS
respondents aged 18-65. Both measures were standardized to the sample
distribution of job characteristics. Respondents who did not experience job loss
were assigned a score of zero.
Employment after job loss
We used two measures for the employment situation after job loss. First, we
differentiated between the people who became unemployed/non-employed versus
those who became employed/self-employed. Second, we incorporated interactions
with downward mobility. We used two measures of downward mobility: in terms
of social status if the current job had a prestige score at least 5 points lower than
the lost job and in terms of income if the drop in relative income was at least 5
percentage points.
Controls
We controlled for the number of physical health problems, as deteriorations in
physical health may affect labour market opportunities as well as psychological
distress (see chapter 4; Mandemakers and Monden 2010). In addition, we
controlled for non-employment due to long term illness. Relationship status was
controlled for with a set of dummy variables (single, cohabitating,
separated/divorced/widowed). The analyses included standardized age (divided by
10) and its square. We also included interactions between age and job loss because
the impact of job loss may depend on age and age is correlated with labour
experience, type of work, and educational level. We included dummy variables for
regions in the UK, and year of interview to take into account spatial and time
variation in labour market opportunities. See table 1 for descriptive statistics (table
A-1 in the appendix provides information on the control variables).
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Model
We used fixed effects to model the impact of job loss on psychological distress.
These models control for unobserved time-invariant differences between people
that may affect the chance of job loss and psychological distress (e.g. personality
traits or ambition). Fixed effects models take into account that individuals who
involuntarily lose a job may be more distressed in the first place. We hypothesised
that job loss increases psychological distress but that the effect levels off over the
following six years. We modelled this process with a dummy variable that
indicates whether people had experienced job loss and a second variable that
counts the number of years since job loss (which ranges from 0-6; 0 before job
loss, 1 in the wave in which job loss is reported, 2 in the wave after that, etc., to 6).
The ever job loss variable captured the supposed increase in distress after job loss
and a the number of years since job loss allowed for a levelling off effect. This setup proved to give an adequate and parsimonious reflection of the process of job
loss (see the appendix for details). We tested our hypotheses by including
interactions with educational level and characteristics of the lost job. As these
variables are time constant the main effects drop out of the models. Interactions
with ever job loss affect the overall size of the job loss shock and interactions with
years since job loss affect how the effect of job loss changes over time.
Selection of unhealthy individuals into job loss poses a threat to studying
the impact of job loss on psychological distress. Our design thwarts this threat in
three ways: 1) we used fixed effects models, so the effects of job loss reflect interindividual psychological distress changes; 2) we were able to control for the type
of job loss. Job loss due to health reasons was an answer category offered to
respondents in the BHPS, which may be more socially acceptable than dismissal or
redundancy. We therefore feel that it is quite unlikely that people who lost their
jobs due to health reasons said that they were dismissed or made redundant. Health
selection may thus be less of a problem in this study (Burgard, Brand, and House
2007). Still, it is possible that employers choose less healthy individuals to fire; 3)
we incorporated controls for change in physical health. The number of health
problems reported and whether people were long term ill covers health selection.
In preliminary analysis, we noticed that psychological distress increases in
the wave before job loss is reported. This suggests an anticipation effect of losing
one’s job and measurement inaccuracy. We included a dummy variable to indicate
the wave before job loss to avoid underestimating the effect of job loss on
psychological distress. Results without this dummy variable do not differ
substantially (results available upon request).
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Table 1. Descriptives of main variables (N respondents = 5,348, N observations = 40,509).
Mean/N
all observations:
psychological distress
job loss process:
observations at risk of job loss* (ref.)
next wave job loss reported
ever job loss
years since job loss

11.41
.90
.02
.10
.31

Std. dev.

Min

Max

4.86

0

36

1.07

0
0
0
0

1
1
1
6

1
0
0
-1.66
-2.34

6
1
1
1.85
2.42

-2.36
0
0
0
0

1.30
1
1
1
1

0
0
0
0
1

1
1
1
1
6

only for post job loss observations
(N observations = 3,986)**:
years since job loss
3.12
1.69
redundancy/lay-off (ref.)
.88
dismissal
.12
social status (std.) of lost job
.17
.94
relative income (std.) of lost job
-.15
.90
characteristics respondent:
age (std.) at time of job loss
-.10
.89
no qualifications (ref.)
.22
some qualifications
.32
A-level
.27
higher qualifications and degree
.19
situation following job loss:
not employed (ref.)
.16
re-employed
.84
downwardly mobile (prestige)
.22
downwardly mobile (income)
.31
Post job loss observations per respondent
4.34
1.87
N of respondents that experience job loss
918
N of observations post job loss
3986
*includes next wave is a job loss, so percentages do not add up to 100.
**standardized variables are standardized to sample distribution.

Results
Descriptive
We observed 918 respondents who involuntarily lost their jobs, which is 17.2% of
the sample. We followed them for maximally six years following job loss. In the
first year, 72% had found a new job and 28% had not. 55% of the men found a job
at an equal or higher prestige than the job they lost (44% in terms of relative
income), so 17% experienced downward mobility in terms of job prestige (28% for
income). In the second year after job loss, about 84% was re-employed, but more
men were downwardly mobile. The percentage of people who were re-employed
increased over time to 90%, whereas the percentage of downwardly mobile men
remained quite stable after the second year. For more details we refer to table A-2
in the appendix.
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The impact of job loss
Table 2 presents the results of the fixed effects regression. The first model includes
the dummy for ever job loss, years since job loss and a set of controls. The model
shows that job loss increases psychological distress and that the effect of job loss
wears off over time. Job loss increases psychological distress by 0.65 points
(=0.87-0.22*1). Time heals as after about 4 years there is no longer an effect on
psychological distress (=0.87-0.22*4). The significant increase in psychological
distress in the year before job loss suggests that people anticipate job loss. The
control variables show expected patterns and have consistent effects across the
models; they are not discussed further.
The second model investigates whether education buffers the effect of job
loss on psychological distress. We interacted educational level with ever job loss
and with years since job loss simultaneously, allowing for different trajectories by
educational level. The ever job loss effect now indicates the effect for respondents
with no qualifications and years since job loss captures the levelling off for men
with no qualifications. The significant negative interaction effects of A-level and
degree+ with ever job loss show that higher educated men suffer less from job loss
than those with lower levels of education. The lack of a significant interaction with
years since job loss indicates that the speed at which the impact of job loss on
psychological distress levels off does not differ significantly by educational level.
Figure 2a illustrates these results graphically. It shows the predicted change in
psychological distress due to job loss overall and by educational level (setting the
control variables to the mean and deducting the predicted pre job loss level of
psychological distress). The dark line for the overall job loss crosses zero on the yaxis after about 4 years, so after that period there is no longer an increase in
psychological distress compared to the situation before job loss. The wide spacing
between the lines for each educational level shows that there is indeed much
variation in the effect of job loss by educational level. It demonstrates that the
effect of job loss is limited to men with no qualifications and men with some
qualifications, as the lines for men with A-level and degree+ are close to zero
throughout.
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Table 2. OLS regressions of psychological distress on job loss and interactions with job loss
(40,509 observations of 5,348 respondents).
model 1
base

job loss process:
at risk of job loss (ref.)
wave prior to job loss (0-1)
ever job loss (0-1)
years since job loss (0-6)

.45***
.87***
-.22***

interactions with educational level:
ever job loss * some qualifications
years since job loss * some qualific.
ever job loss * A-level
years since job loss * A-level
ever job loss * degree
years since job loss * degree

model 2
job loss
* educ.
level

model 3
job loss
* further
controls

model 4
job loss
*
employ
ment

model 5
job loss
* drop in
social
status

model 6
job loss
* drop in
relative
income
.52***
3.95***
-.39***

.46***
1.46***
-.31***

.48***
1.72***
-.34***

.52***
3.99***
-.40***

.52***
4.01***
-.41***

-.21
.06
-1.02**
.17
-1.20***
.14

-.50
.10
-1.43***
.24**
-1.81***
.24*

-.26
.04
-.96**
.14
-1.45***
.14

-.26
.04
-.97**
.14
-1.48***
.15

-.22
.03
-.92*
.13
-1.31**
.11

-.19
.01
1.20**
-.18
.49**
-.12**
-.02
.06

-.33**
.02
.88*
-.13
.47**
-.10*
.06
.06

-.33**
.02
.89*
-.14
.49**
-.11**
.05
.07

-.35**
.03
.88*
-.14
.51**
-.11**
-.05
.09*

-3.32***
.27**

-3.28***
.25**

-3.63***
.34***

interactions with further controls:
ever job loss * age (std.)
years since job loss * age (std.)
ever job loss * dismissal
years since job loss * dismissal
job loss * soc. stat. of lost job (std)
years * soc. status of lost job (std.)
job loss * rel. inc. of lost job (std)
years * rel. income of lost job (std)
re-employment and downw. mobility:
ever job loss * employed
years since job loss * employed
ever job loss * drop in social status
years * drop in social status

-.18
.07

ever job loss * drop in rel. income
years * drop in relative income
controls:
long term illness
number of health problems
married (ref.)
cohabitating
divorced/separated/widowed
single
number of children
age /10
age squared (age /10)

.78**
-.18**
3.69***
.44***

3.68***
.43***

3.69***
.44***

3.38***
.43***

3.38***
.43***

3.38***
.43***

-.34***
1.17***
.13
.03
3.00***
-.30***

-.34***
1.16***
.12
.03
3.01***
-.30***

-.35***
1.16***
.12
.03
2.91***
-.29***

-.36***
1.12***
.10
.03
2.85***
-.28***

-.36***
1.12***
.10
.03
2.85***
-.28***

-.36***
1.12***
.10
.03
2.85***
-.28***

constant
4.13***
4.10***
Note: year and region dummy variables included in models.
legend: * p<.1; ** p<.05; *** p<.01 (two-tailed)

4.28***

4.42***

4.42***

4.44***
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Previous research failed to take into account both characteristics of the job
and the person that loses the job. Model 3 improves on that as it takes into account
the social position of the lost job. In addition, two other factors that may shape the
impact of job loss on psychological distress are investigated: dismissal vs.
redundancy, and age at time of job loss. Losing a well regarded job appears to be
especially bad compared to jobs held in less esteem; the effect of losing a job with
one standard deviation more prestige is about 0.5 points worse. The effect of losing
such a job levels off faster, but for the first four years (0.49/0.12=4) the effect of
losing such a job is still higher. The relative pay of the lost job does not matter
once job prestige is controlled for. The interaction with age is negative but not
significant. The type of job loss, however, is important. As may be expected, men
who were dismissed experience a 1.2 points higher increase in distress compared to
men who were made redundant. Being dismissed can be considered as a more
stressful experience than becoming redundant.

Figures 2a and 2b. Predicted change in psychological distress (higher=worse) after job loss by
educational level (based on models 2 and 3). (Note years since reported job loss).
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As expected, adding these interactions increases the buffering effects of
educational level (compare the interaction effects of model 2 and 3). The buffering
effect is more apparent now because we take into account the suppressor effects
that the higher educated tend to have better jobs and have therefore more to lose. In
addition, they are less likely to be dismissed (see table A-4 in the appendix). Figure
2b depicts the predicted job loss trajectories by educational level once we control
for these effects (constructed similarly to figure 2a). When we compare figures 2a
and 2b it becomes clear that models that do no control for reason of job loss, age at
time of job loss, and the social position of the lost job may show suppressed effects
of educational level. This is evident as the lines between the educational levels are
spaced wider apart in 2b compared to 2a.
Now we investigate reasons why educational level moderates the impact of
job loss. We expect that higher educated men experience less distress (in part)
because they are less likely to experience negative employment outcomes after job
loss. We show models that control for the post job loss employment situation. We
add interactions between being re-employed and job loss from model 4 onwards
(non-employment is the reference category). We first focus on re-employment
(model 4). We add interactions with downward mobility in terms of job prestige in
model 5 and in terms of relative income position in model 6. These interactions
may mediate the buffering effect of educational level.
In model 4, the main effect of ever losing a job increases because it now
reflects the effect of becoming non-employed. The changed coefficient of the job
loss effects and the interaction with re-employment show that men who become reemployed after job loss suffer much less from job loss than those who become nonemployed. In the first year after job loss the re-employed suffer an increase in
distress of about .5 points (3.99 -.40 -3.32 +.27), which is significantly different
from zero (F(1, 35122)=2.74, p=0.0981/2). The effect of job loss after three years
for those who are non-employed in that year is an about 2.8 points higher level of
psychological distress compared to pre-job loss (3.99 -.40*3=2.79), whereas for
those who are re-employed in that year it is only about 0.3 points higher (3.993.32+(-.40+.27)*3=0.28). This shows that the impact of job loss is mainly limited
to people who become non-employed; they suffer most in terms of psychological
distress. Note though that only a minority becomes non-employed after job loss
and the number decreases over time; in the first year about 28% is non-employed,
which stabilizes to about 10% after 4 years.
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Figures 3a and 3b. Predicted change in psychological distress (higher=worse) after job loss by
educational level controlled for re-employment (based on model 4). (Note years since
reported job loss).
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Controlling for re-employment clearly reduces the interaction term
between educational level and job loss (compare models 3 and 4). This is in line
with our expectation that higher education buffers the impact of job loss by
shielding people from negative employment outcomes. In the first year of job loss
75% is re-employed among those with A-levels, whereas only 64% among those
without qualifications. Re-employment increases over time, but the lesser educated
remain more likely to become non-employed. Figure 3a shows the predicted impact
of job loss by educational level based on model 4 (constructed similarly to figure
2). The lines are crooked because the composition in terms of non-employed and
re-employed men changes; the non-employed experience a larger increase in
distress than the re-employed but, overall, fewer people are non-employed over
time. In figure 3a, there is considerably less variation than in figure 2b, which
demonstrates that re-employment processes mediate the buffering effects of a
higher educational level. In figure 3b, we show the predicted change in
psychological distress by educational level and re-employment status
simultaneously. Figure 3b clearly shows that those who become non-employed
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suffer more psychological distress, as the lines are well above those of the reemployed. This figure also shows that the long term effects of job loss are limited
to the non-employed.
Note that controlling for re-employment diminishes the interaction of being
dismissed with job loss (model 4 compared to model 3). This implies that men who
were dismissed suffer more from job loss than men who become redundant in part
because they have lower re-employment chances. Controlling for re-employment
has the opposite effect for the interaction with age at time of job loss. Older men
appear to suffer less from job loss once we control for re-employment. This could
be because older men may have lower re-employment chances, but they may be
less attached to the labour market so that job loss hurts less.
In model 5 and 6 we investigate these re-employment processes further by
adding interactions with downward mobility (three-way interactions). Men who
find a job with lower prestige, i.e. who move down the social ladder, do not differ
from those who find a job with similar or higher prestige (model 5). In model 6 we
define downward mobility in terms of a drop in relative income (at least 5 points).
Unlike a loss of job prestige, a drop in relative income appears to be important. The
interactions are positive, so getting a job which pays less increases psychological
distress. The significant interaction with years since job loss indicate that this
disadvantage diminishes over time; after about 4 years the effect of having a lower
paid job is no longer apparent (.78/.18=4.3). Still, men who experience a drop in
income are better off than those with no earned income (non-employed); compare
3.95 for the non-employed to 3.95+(-3.63+.78)=1.1 for the downwardly mobile.
Note however that being downwardly mobile cannot fully compensate for the
negative effect of job loss (1.1 is significantly different from 0, F(1,35120)=6.5,
p=.01). The interaction effects of educational level are again diminished but remain
significant once we control for these compositional effects (compare model 6 with
4). This suggests that the buffering effect of education occurs in part because
higher education helps people to find a new job and prevents downward mobility.
Next we test the alternative view that claims that the higher educated suffer
more from job loss, in particular in the long term. Non-employment after job loss
would hurt the higher educated more because of their higher aspirations. We tested
this possibility using models in which we added interactions between reemployment and educational level, and models in which we also added interactions
between downward mobility and educational level (see table A-5 in the appendix).
The results show that educational level does not consistently moderate the impact
of re-employment or downward mobility. The lower and higher educated appear to
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benefit in equal measure from being re-employed after job loss. The impact of
downward mobility does not differ systematically by educational level either. In
sum, there appear to be no systematic differences along educational lines in how
the experience of re-employment, non-employment or downwardly mobility after
job loss affects psychological distress.

Conclusion and discussion
This study investigated the impact of being dismissed or made redundant on men’s
psychological distress. This study brings together two lines of research, the
literature on the relationship between job loss and unemployment with mental
health, and the literature on socio-economic inequalities in health, by investigating
to what extent the impact of job loss differs by educational level. We argued that
higher educated people will experience smaller increases in distress because they
have more resources to deal with stress and negative employment transitions, and
have better re-employment chances. For the longer term we formulated a
competing expectation, namely that higher educated people suffer more from job
loss if they experience non-employment or downward mobility because they attach
more value to work.
We tested our hypotheses on 5,400 men of working age in the BHPS of
which 918 experienced job loss. We examined the impact on psychological distress
during six years following job loss using fixed effects regression techniques. We
find that job loss increases psychological distress. The impact is largest in the first
year since job loss and decreases each year so that after about four years there is no
longer an overall effect on psychological distress. As expected, higher educated
men experienced smaller increases in distress. Educational differences in the
impact of job loss are largest shortly after job loss and diminish over time. So, we
do not find evidence for the idea that in the long run the higher educated suffer
more from job loss.
In a second step we investigated why educational level moderates the
effect of job loss. As expected, we find that re-employment processes play an
important role. Those who become non-employed suffer the most, followed by
those who become downwardly mobile and the successfully re-employed suffer the
least. In the longer term the effect of job loss is driven by men who become nonemployed and to a lesser extent by those who become downwardly mobile. These
findings illustrate again the importance of re-employment following unemployment
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and job loss (Paul and Moser 2009). As such the findings seem to support the
traditional Jahoda perspective of positive functions of work. Once we incorporate
information on transitions to non-employment and downward mobility the
buffering effect of educational level decreases substantially, which suggests that
education may shield people from negative labour market transitions after job loss.
Why do we find very strong effects in the short term but any hardly effects
in the long term (i.e. five or six years)? It is unlikely that statistical power explains
the lack of evidence for a long term effect as the number of cases in the BHPS
seems large enough. It is more likely that over time people "move on"; most of
them find new jobs, few remain unemployed. In the longer term, the event of job
loss is for most people only a small bump in the road, one that will be overcome.
The long term effects are limited to the relatively small group of people who may
be unable to pick up their lives.
To what extent are individual health responses to job loss socially
patterned? The BHPS allowed us to simultaneously investigate the buffering
effects of educational level and job characteristics. This set-up allowed for some
interesting findings. The higher educated tend to have better jobs in terms of
income and social status, therefore they may have more to lose from job loss. As
expected, the buffering effect of education increased when we took characteristics
of the lost job (job prestige and relative income) into account. This suggests that
the benefits of education are not only tied to their higher occupational standing, but
that education has independent buffering effects on psychological distress in case
of job loss. Furthermore, men who lost higher status jobs experienced a more
severe increase in psychological distress. Interestingly, losing a relatively well-paid
job was not that important. This, again, could be interpreted as evidence for the
importance of non-financial latent functions of work. For downwardly mobility, a
decline in income increased distress whereas a drop in status did not. Perhaps
having a job following job loss is most important for the status dimension, whereas
the generated income is important because it mitigates financial strain caused by
the job loss. We are not yet sure how to interpret these two divergent findings, but
they sure do highlight the complexities that are introduced once variability in the
impact of job loss becomes the subject of investigation.
For the short term, we showed that job loss increases psychological distress
even if we controlled for employment transitions. This illustrates the importance of
looking at job loss as an event in addition to studying the effects of being
unemployed or non-employed. These states are outcomes of job loss, a focus on
unemployment therefore does not tell the whole story, especially not as educational
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level shapes re-employment chances following job loss. The dominant deprivation
model for the effects of unemployment does not explicitly consider the event of
losing a job as such. Our findings suggest that here lies a challenge for further
research.
This research showed that the impact of job loss on psychological distress
was much worse for the lower educated than for the higher educated. The higher
re-employment chances of the higher educated played an important role in this
difference. The research also showed that having a job following job loss is better
than having no job at all. This implies that re-employment programs and social
plans have potential to reduce the burden of lay-offs especially for the lower
educated. It also has implications for our understanding of the social gradient in
health. Part of the health gap between socio-economic groups, especially in crosssections, can be attributed to differences in the occurrence and impact of negative
life events. Although life course approaches have become more popular over the
last ten years (Bartley 2004), job loss has hardly been studied in this context. The
recent increase in job losses due to the financial crisis makes this an even more
relevant issue for further research.
Finally, we need to discuss a number of limitations and possibilities for
future research. We focused on the role of educational level and employment
processes in the link between job loss and psychological distress. This overlooks
many other important areas and determinants that may also shape the impact of job
loss. One such area is that of social capital. It could well be envisaged that the
impact of job loss is structured by people’s networks. Also, the network of higher
and lower educated people differ, which would be interesting to investigate in that
regard. Furthermore, future research into job loss and unemployment should pay
more attention to variability in the effects of job loss and unemployment. There is a
need to bring the study of variability in the impact of negative events such as job
loss also to other relevant outcomes; such as physical health, and ‘softer’ outcomes
such as self esteem, and loneliness. Finally, it would be interesting to replicate this
type of analysis for other countries and, of course, it is high time to extend this
research to women.
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Appendix
Table A-1. Descriptives of controls (N respondents = 5,348, N observations = 40,509).
Mean
long term illness
number of health problems
married (ref.)
cohabitating
divorced/separated/widowed
single
number of children
age /10
age squared (age /10)

Std. dev.

.01
.63
.64
.16
.06
.14
.85
3.87
15.68

Min

.88

1.05
.83
6.51

Max

0
0
0
0
0
0
0
2.50
6.25

1
8
1
1
1
1
7
5.40
29.16

Greater London (ref.)
South & East Anglia
Midlands
Manchester, Mersey's & North West
Yorkshire & North
Wales
Scotland
Northern Ireland

.07
.25
.13
.08
.12
.12
.16
.07

0
0
0
0
0
0
0
0

1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1

1991-1993 (ref.)
1994-1996
1997-1999
2000-2002
2003-2005
2006-2009

.12
.13
.14
.21
.21
.18

0
0
0
0
0
0

1
1
1
1
1
1

Table A-2. Means of type of job loss, educational level, characteristics of lost job, situation after
job loss by years since job loss (year 1 is wave in which job loss was reported).
variable (range)
type of job loss:
redundancy/lay-off (ref.) (0-1)
dismissal (0-1)
characteristics respondent:
no qualifications (ref.) (0-1)
some qualifications (0-1)
A-level (0-1)
higher qualifications & degree (0-1)
age at time of job loss (25-54)
characteristics previous job:
duration in years (.5-36.9)
work hours in wave before job loss (0-60)
job prestige (SIOPS) (13-78)
relative income (3-100)
situation post job loss:
not employed (ref.) (0-1)
re-employed (0-1)
not downw. mobile (prestige) (ref.) (0-1)
downwardly mobile (prestige) (0-1)
not downw. mobile (income) (ref.) (0-1)
downwardly mobile (income) (0-1)
N respondents (who lost a job)

years since job loss
3
4

1

2

5

6

.88
.12

.88
.12

.88
.12

.89
.11

.89
.11

.88
.12

.22
.33
.26
.20
38.9

.21
.33
.26
.19
38.5

.22
.32
.27
.19
38.1

.22
.32
.27
.19
37.5

.21
.32
.28
.19
37.1

.21
.32
.29
.18
36.6

7.4
28.5
43.1
62.9

7.4
32.8
42.9
63.1

7.3
34.2
42.8
62.6

7.1
35.2
42.7
62.6

6.9
35.8
42.7
63.5

6.6
35.8
42.5
62.6

.28
.72
.55
.17
.44
.28
918

.16
.84
.61
.23
.51
.33
770

.14
.86
.63
.23
.54
.32
690

.11
.89
.67
.22
.57
.32
609

.10
.90
.65
.25
.57
.33
533

.10
.90
.69
.21
.59
.31
466
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Table A-3. Panel out-flow: whether present at short, medium, and long term (N respondents =
5,348).

follow-up
temporary exit
permanent exit
by design (55+
or last wave)
attrition

at risk of first job loss
(N observations = 36,523)
short term
medium term
long term
(wave + 1)
(wave + 2 or 3)
(wave + 4-6)
%
%
%
85.3
75.3
56.0
.7
.8
2.5

first job loss reported in current wave
(N observations = 918)
medium term
long term
(wave + 1 or 2)
(wave + 3-5)
%
%
86.6
68.2
.5
.4

7.5

15.6

31.7

8.2

22.6

4.7

8.4

11.6

4.7

8.8

Table A-4 Correlations of variables shown in table 2 for observations post job loss (N
observations = 3,986).
1 education ordinal (1-4)
2 dismissed (0-1)
3 age at job loss (std.)
4 re-employed (0-1)
5 down mob. prestige (0-1)
6 down mob. income (0-1)
7 duration of lost job
8 hours of lost job
9 prestige of lost job
10 rel. income of lost job
11 psychological distress
12 N obs. post job loss (1-6)

8 hours of lost job
9 prestige of lost job
10 rel. income of lost job
11 psychological distress
12 N obs. post job loss (1-6)
* p<.01
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1
1
-.105*
-.113*
.101*
.009
-.035
-.108*
.043*
.515*
.342*
-.014
.010
10
1
.060*
.109*
-.212*
.103*

2

3

1
-.132*
-.083*
-.018
-.047*
-.136*
-.053*
-.143*
-.148*
.039*
-.016

1
-.028
.064*
.123*
.392*
-.046*
.148*
.234*
-.004
-.149*

11

12

1
.487*
.013
-.204

1
-.033
.000

4

1
.231*
.295*
-.024
.884*
.109*
.127*
-.236*
.116*

1
-.045*

5

1
.172*
.064*
.195*
.241*
.026
-.044*
.030

1

6

1
.081*
.230*
.017
.259*
-.065*
.019

7

1
-.054*
-.001
.070*
-.047*
-.071

Job loss
Modelling job loss
We experimented with a number of alternative ways to model the impact of job loss: First,
by using dummy variables for each year post job loss (six dummy variables). Second, by
grouping the years (1st year post job loss, 2nd and 3rd combined, and 4th to 6th year
combined). And third, by adding a squared term for the years since job loss. It proved
unfeasible to include dummy variables for each year post job loss and incorporate
interactions with these dummy variables. Such an approach over specified the models and
was hard to interpret. The grouped years approach was feasible but lacked the (theoretical)
clarity of a shock and wear off effect, and the choice of the years to combine is quite
arbitrary. Results showed that the leveling off effect can be slightly better modeled with the
inclusion of an additional squared term, we felt, however, that it would make the analyses
too complicated. Finally, these alternative analyses revealed similar results and do not lead
to substantially different conclusions. The grouped and squared term analyses are available
upon request. See figure 1 for the overall impact of job loss for each of the approaches.

-.5

change in distress
0
.5

1

Fig 1. Predicted change in psychological distress

1

2

3
4
years since jobloss
dum
lin

5

6

yrgr
lin2
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Table A-5. Behavioral interactions added (40,509 observations of 5,348 respondents).
re-employment

job loss process:
at risk of job loss (ref.)
next wave is a job loss (0-1)
ever job loss (0-1)
years since job loss (0-6)
interactions with educ. level:
ever job loss * some qualifications
years since job loss * some qualifications
ever job loss * A-level
years since job loss * A-level
ever job loss * degree
years since job loss * degree
interactions with further controls:
ever lost a job * age (std.)
years since job loss * age (std.)
ever job loss * dismissal
years since job loss * dismissal
ever job loss * social stat. of lost job (std)
years * soc. stat. of lost job (std)
ever job loss * rel. inc. of lost job (std)
years since job loss * rel. inc.of lost job (std)
interactions with re-employment
ever job loss * employed
years since job loss * employed
ever job loss * employed * some qualific.
ever job loss * employed * A-level
ever job loss * employed * degree
years since job loss * employed * some qual.
years since job loss * employed * A-level
years since job loss * employed * degree
interactions with downward mobility
ever job loss * downward (prestige)
years since job loss * downward (prestige)
ever job loss * downw. (prestige) * some qual.
ever job loss * downw. (prestige) * A-level
ever job loss * downw. (prestige) * degree
years * downw. (prestige) * some qualif.
years * downw. (prestige) * A-level
years * downw. (prestige) * degree

.52***
3.99***
-.40***

re-employment
*education

.52***
4.30***
-.68***

reemploymen
t&
downward
mobility
(prestige)
*education

reemploymen
t&
downward
mobility
(rel income)
*education

.52***
4.33***
-.70***

.52***
4.29***
-.68***

-.26
.04
-.96**
.14
-1.45***
.14

-.32
.39
-1.75*
.75**
-2.12**
.26

-.33
.40
-1.78*
.77**
-2.19**
.27

-.29
.39
-1.70*
.74**
-2.15**
.26

-.33**
.02
.88*
-.13
.47**
-.10*
.06
.06

-.34**
.03
.88*
-.13
.49**
-.10**
.07
.06

-.36**
.03
.89*
-.14
.53**
-.12**
.05
.06

-.37**
.03
.88*
-.14
.54***
-.11**
-.03
.07

-3.32***
.27**

-3.63***
.58***

-3.48***
.50**

-3.76***
.61***

-.04
.85
.79
-.38
-.68**
-.15

-.28
1.01
.47
-.31
-.69**
.04

-.39
.67
.78
-.33
-.67**
-.06

-.70
.38
1.01
-.37
1.90
-.36
-.10
-.99***

ever job loss * downward (rel. income)
years * downward (rel. inc.)

.32
-.07

ever job loss * downw. (rel. inc.) * some qual.
ever job loss * downw. (rel. inc.) * A-level
ever job loss * downw. (rel. inc.) * degree
years * downw. (rel. inc.) * some qualific.

.83
.36
.50
-.13
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years * downw. (rel. inc.) * A-level
years * downw. (rel. inc.) * degree
controls:
long term illness
number of health problems
married (ref.)
cohabitating
divorced/separated/widowed
single
number of children
age /10
age squared (age /10)
constant
Note these models control for year and region.
legend: * p<.1; ** p<.05; *** p<.01 (two-tailed)

.00
-.38
3.38***
.43***

3.33***
.43***

3.33***
.43***

3.33***
.43***

-.36***
1.12***
.10
.03
2.85***
-.28***

-.36***
1.11***
.10
.03
2.85***
-.28***

-.35***
1.12***
.11
.03
2.86***
-.28***

-.36***
1.13***
.11
.03
2.85***
-.28***

4.42***

4.41***

4.40***

4.42***
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Chapter 6
Additive or escalating effects of
life course transitions?1

Abstract
This study focuses on the impact of four major life course transitions (divorce,
unemployment, disability, and parental death) on well-being. A long tradition of
research has documented negative effects of these transitions on well-being. We reexamine these effects using a large two-wave longitudinal dataset in the
Netherlands. In addition, we examine whether the simultaneous occurrence of
transitions has a stronger effect on well-being compared to the effects of the sum of
each transition. In the former case, effects can be regarded as escalating, in the
latter case, effects are additive. We present several theoretical arguments for these
competing hypotheses and we test these hypotheses using interaction effects. In a
second step, we examine variability in the effect of the four examined life course
transitions (divorce, unemployment, disability, and parental death) using
interactions with sex, age, and educational level. We find that the four delineated
life course effects all have an expected negative impact on well-being with divorce
and disability onset having the strongest impact. However, the effects are additive
and there is no evidence for escalating effects. We further find that men suffer less
from divorce than women and that the higher educated suffer less from the onset of
disability than the lower educated.

1

This chapter was co-authored with Matthijs Kalmijn and has been submitted to an international
journal.
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Introduction
There is ample research into the effect of life course transitions on well-being.
Research of transitions in the relationship, work, health, and family domains of life
indicate that a number of transitions lower well-being. Partner loss, in the
relationship domain, is well known to lower people’s well-being (Amato 2000;
Amato and Cheadle 2005). In the work domain, the loss of a job and the experience
of unemployment are important transitions that lower well-being too (Dooley,
Fielding, and Levi 1996; Kasl and Jones 2000; Paul and Moser 2009).
Furthermore, for people’s well-being their physical health is very important;
declines in physical health are associated with marked declines in well-being
(Kelley-Moore and Ferraro 2005; Lucas 2007; Oswald and Powdthavee 2008;
Turner and Noh 1988). In the family domain, the loss of close family members,
such as the death of a parent, also hurt well-being and mental health (Ballas and
Dorling 2007; Marks, Jun, and Song 2007; Umberson 1995).
The main approach taken by research on well-being is to consider life
course transitions in isolation. Studies typically focus on one life domain and one
transition at a time. Research into the life course, however, shows that life courses
in different domains are interconnected; a change in one domain of life may lead to
or at least coincide with a change in another domain. For example, the relationship
career and work career are intertwined; for example, a common finding is that
union dissolution heightens the risk of unemployment (Charles and Stephens 2004;
Covizzi 2008; Kalmijn 2005) and vice versa, unemployment increases the risk of
divorce (Hansen 2005). Interconnectedness also exists in other domains. For
example health transitions and transitions into and out of unemployment are clearly
associated (García Gómez and López Nicolás 2006; Mheen et al. 1999; Schuring et
al. 2007) and disability and divorce are associated as well (Kalmijn 2005; Wilson
and Waddoups 2002). Furthermore, the death of a parent is related to marital
problems (Umberson 1995) and because marital problems increase the risk of
divorce (Amato and Rogers 1997), parental death may also be associated with
divorce.
The interconnectedness of the various life domains and the synchronicity
of transitions imply that some people will experience multiple negative transitions
in a short period of time (e.g., divorce, unemployment, and the death of a parent).
Such periods may have especially profound negative consequences for well-being.
Although studies of specific life course transitions sometimes include controls for
‘other’ domains of life, the controls receive less attention. The particular transition
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is studied in detail, but such rigorous attention is not reserved for the ‘control
events’.
A second approach to well-being, which is more often applied in public
health and stress research, is to consider a range of life events simultaneously by
constructing cumulative measures of life events (Kessler 1997; Lantz et al. 2005;
Turner, Wheaton, and Lloyd 1995). In this approach, the life events cover a
broader set of events than the ones discussed above. For example, they also include
events like one's partner had an affair or one was a victim of a crime. Research
along these lines shows that people who experience several negative life events
have lower well-being and more depressive symptoms (Turner and Avison 1992;
Turner, Wheaton, and Lloyd 1995). These findings suggest that such 'turbulent'
periods in the life course may be especially harmful to well-being: The more
negative life events people experienced, the lower their well-being. The 'life event'
approach has the merit that life course transitions are no longer viewed in isolation.
A disadvantage, however, is that rather different events such as divorce, parental
death, and being a victim of a crime are treated as equivalent. Another limitation is
that the timing of events is often not clear: Lifetime events are sometimes mixed
with more recent events to create measures of total lifetime stress (e.g., Reynolds
and Turner 2008), which complicates the interpretation of the findings. More
importantly, in the life events approach a number of strains and events (e.g.,
financial problems, partner had an affair) that are associated with negative life
events (e.g., job loss and divorce) are treated as life events too (see for example
Turner, Wheaton, and Lloyd 1995). This practice may inflate the count of life
events.
In this study we try to combine the advantages of the 'one transition at a
time' and the 'life events' literatures by examining the combined impact of four
major life course transitions. We examine partner loss, unemployment, disability,
and parental death; all of these have been shown to lower well-being. We not only
examine the possible main effects of these transitions in one model, we also
explore whether the simultaneous occurrence of two or more transitions has more
(escalating effects) impact on well-being compared to the effects of the sum of
each transition (additive effects). The present study makes an additional
contribution by studying the effect of parental death on well-being, something that
has not often been studied before (Marks, Jun, and Song 2007).
We answer the following two questions: 1) To what extent do life course
transitions (partner loss, unemployment, disability, and parental death) affect wellbeing? 2) How does the experience of several transitions in a short time span
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compare to experiencing single transitions? In a third additional step, we will
explore whether the effect of transitions on well-being are moderated by sex, by
educational level, and by age. Research shows that the effects of divorce and
unemployment on well-being differ for men and women (Paul and Moser 2009;
Simon 2002; Williams and Dunne-Bryant 2006). We explore interactions with age
as people in our dataset range from people in young adulthood to people in their
fifties. For partner loss, disability, and unemployment modifying effects of
education have been shown before (Clark, Georgellis, and Sanfey 2001;
Mandemakers and Monden 2010; Mandemakers, Monden, and Kalmijn 2010). For
parental death, such interaction effects have, to our knowledge, not yet been
studied.
The possible escalating effects when negative life course transitions
coincide are of prime interest as people who experience such periods may face the
highest risk to become socially excluded, e.g., become homeless or enter
psychiatric institutions. Studies of these specific populations suggests that is the
case. For example, in a study of homeless people in Madrid, Spain, over half of the
homeless had suffered health problems in the two year period before becoming
homeless, a third had experienced the death of a child, parent or partner, three out
of ten had lost a job, and a third separated due to marital difficulties (Muñoz et al.
1999). In an American study of homeless people, Snow and Anderson (1993) also
point to the importance of life course problems for the risk of becoming homeless.
In their interviews, many homeless persons mention problems of unemployment
and disability in combination with family problems such as divorce or marital
discord, as a cause for homelessness. Although such findings suggest that when
negative life course transitions coincide they may have escalating negative effects
for well-being, we need representative longitudinal data to obtain more conclusive
evidence on such effects.

Background and hypotheses
The four life course transitions we study (parental death, unemployment, disability,
and partner loss) are known to lower well-being. Three general mechanisms may
play a role with regard to well-being: psychological feelings of loss and stress
surrounding the transition, a decreased level of resources, and adjustment problems
in the new role. First of all, the four outlined transitions have in common that
people experience stress and psychological loss to some extent. The loss of a parent
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and the loss of a partner may lead to feelings of loss and sadness and are inherently
stressful. Becoming unemployed implies the loss of job, hence people may
experience feelings of loss and sadness for no longer working in a particular job.
People who become disabled suffer the loss of good health. Second, the life course
transitions affect people’s social and material resources. The loss of a parent and/or
partner decreases people’s social resources as they lose a potential source of
support. Partner loss may especially hurt people’s material resources as people lose
the benefits of sharing the costs of a household and the partner’s income.
Becoming unemployed decreases resources as it leads to a drop in income and may
reduce or end contact with former colleagues. People who become physically
disabled often become unemployed, which implies a loss in income and a smaller
social circle. Third, partner loss (becoming single), becoming unemployed, and
disability may increase the level of stress and daily difficulties people experience
as they try to build a new life after the event. Especially becoming disabled may
make it hard and stressful to lead an independent life.

Table 1. Effect of single and simultaneous
transitions on well-being. Additive
(C=0), escalating (C>0) or decreasing
(C<0) effects?
Transition B

Transition A

no

yes

no

0

B

yes

A

A+B+C

We will outline alternative views of how respondents’ well-being may be affected
when they simultaneously face major transitions in several domains of life. Table 1
schematically depicts the (combined) effects of life course transitions on wellbeing. Life course transitions A and B affect well-being by amount A and B. In
case the two transitions coincide (lower right rectangle) three things can happen:
they can have additive effects (C=0), escalating effects (C>0) or decreasing effects
(C<0). We hypothesize that the impact on well-being of simultaneous transitions
has a more negative impact on well-being than the sum of individual effects (A+B),
which is indirectly supported by evidence on life events and homelessness. That is
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the escalating effects view; where C is larger than 0 (A+B<A+B+C). The
alternative views are that of additive effects (C=0) and of decreasing effects (C<0).
We first turn to discuss the escalating effects view.
There are two reasons to expect escalating effects on well-being of
coinciding negative life course transitions. First, each transition comes with a
psychological cost of feelings of loss and stress caused by the change. It may
therefore be harder to deal with a transition in one domain of life if there is also big
change in another if we assume that people have a fixed capability of dealing with
loss and stress. In a way, the first transition may have made them psychologically
more vulnerable which makes it more difficult to deal with the stress caused by the
second transition.
Second, the transitions we consider have in common that they decrease
people’s social and material resources. People’s resources (such as social support)
are important to buffer the effect of negative transitions. After the first transition, a
second transition will then hit the scene when people have fewer resources to
buffer its effects. For example, following the death of a parent it may be harder to
deal with divorce as one can no longer turn to a parent for help and the loss of a
parent may be harder to face without a spouse . Similarly, it may be more difficult
to deal with unemployment in combination with divorce as there is no longer a
spouse at home who can provide emotional support and former colleagues may be
less likely to be a source of support in dealing with the divorce. Similar negative
patterns are imaginable for the other combinations of life course transitions.
The additive effects view also posits that coinciding life course transitions
may lead to a drop in well-being that is larger than the effect of just one transition.
However, in the additive view, these effects are not escalating, they are simply the
sum of the individual effects (A+B, C=0). We may find additive effects if the
abovementioned mechanisms do not operate in the way we suggest. Additive
effects may also occur if there are other mechanisms at work that may actually
decrease the effects of coinciding negative events (C<0). We can think of a number
of mechanisms that may contribute to such scenarios.
People who experience multiple life course transitions in a short span of
time may be more likely to ask and receive support compared to people who
experience just one transition. When people receive more help, this may
counterbalance the negative escalating effects of experiencing several negative
transitions. Besides this effect of what we can call help mobilization, it could be
argued that help is often given for more than one problem at a time, which may
reduce the escalating effects of multiple events. For example, people may go into
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therapy to deal with their divorce, but it is likely that the therapy will also address
other problems and will try to help a person develop skills that are useful for
dealing with stress in a more general way. Finally, there may be a floor effect at
work as well. The first transition affects well-being in a negative way. For the next
transition, when life is already in turmoil, another change may have less damaging
potential. The possible floor effect may also counterbalance the escalating effects
of psychological vulnerability and decreased resources, so that the additive effects
or even decreasing effects become more likely.

Data and methods
This study uses data from two waves of the Netherlands Kinship Panel Study (the
first wave was carried out in 2002 – 2004, the second in 2006 – 2007, the mean
interval between waves was 3.5 years). Respondents were selected as follows:
First, primary respondents were drawn from a random sample of private addresses
in the Netherlands. The overall response rate of the primary respondents was 45%,
which is comparable to other family surveys in the Netherlands (Dykstra et al.
2005). Second, during the interviews, permission was asked to send selfcompletion questionnaires to secondary respondents, i.e., two randomly selected
children aged 15 and over (50% completed a questionnaire), and a randomly
selected sibling (38%). In addition, current partners of the primary respondents
completed a questionnaire (72%). For the second wave of the study both primary
and secondary respondents were contacted again. Follow-up rates for the second
wave were 74% for the primary respondents, 55% for partners, 44% for the
children, and 44% for siblings. We selected all the respondents who participated in
both waves. We analyze both primary and secondary respondents in order to
maximize statistical power. The standard errors are corrected for the clustering of
respondents in families using the cluster option in Stata 10. The clustering allows
for intra-group correlation (here within families), relaxing the usual requirement of
independent observations.
We further selected respondents who were at least 18 years of age at the
first wave and at most 55 at the second wave. Those older than 55 were excluded
because unemployment may be different for people approaching retirement age and
pensioners cannot become unemployed. In addition, as people age the number of
people who have live parents declines rapidly.
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We selected all the respondents with a valid score on well-being in the
second wave (the dependent variable). Missing information on other variables was
imputed using multiple imputation techniques (Royston 2005). The variable with
the most missing information, whether one has a degree, was missing for 6.8% of
the sample (see table 2 for descriptives and further details). The analytic sample
encompasses 7,051 respondents (3,682 primary respondents, 1,398 partners, 1,184
children, and 787 siblings), nested in 4,498 families.
Well-being
We measure well-being with the five-item mental health screening test MHI-5
(Berwick et al. 1991). This test consists of five questions about how the respondent
felt in the past four weeks: (a) how often the respondent was tense, (b) how often
the respondent was feeling so down that nothing could cheer him/her up, (c) how
often the respondent was calm and peaceful, (d) how often the respondent felt
miserable and depressed, (e) how often the respondent felt happy. Answers range
from 1 'all the time' to 6 'never'. The two positively worded items (c and e) were
reversed. The scale is the average of the items and the resulting scale was
standardized (mean=0, s.d.=1), which facilitates interpretation of the estimated
coefficients in the linear regression as effect sizes. The reliability of this scale is
good (alpha is .84 and .85 for wave 1 and 2 respectively). The correlation between
the two waves is .55. Cuipers et al. (2009) show that the MHI-5 is a good predictor
of mood disorders (major depression, dysthymia), but less so of anxiety disorders.
As such, the MHI-5 is often used as a measure of depressed mood and
psychological well-being (e.g., Giver et al. 2010).
Life course trajectories
Respondents are categorized in distinct life course trajectories for each domain
based on their status at wave 1 and wave 2. We focus on the changes in status in
between waves.
Respondents were asked for their relationship status at each wave. We
consider partnership as either cohabitation or marriage. We derived four
relationship trajectories: remains partnered (reference group), remains single, gains
a partner (enters marriage, starts living together in between wave 1 and wave 2),
and lost a partner. Partner loss is made up of people who divorce or separate and
includes people whose partner died. Death of a partner is uncommon (6 cases).
The main economic activity reported in both waves was used to classify
respondents into three groups: employed (includes pregnancy leave), unemployed
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(includes those on a disability benefit), and non-employed (ranging from
homemakers, students to pensioners). Receiving disability benefits was treated as
unemployment too because both states are negative and unwanted. In addition, it
has been suggested that about a quarter of the enrollment into disability benefits is
hidden unemployment (Koning and van Vuuren). We distinguish the following
employment trajectories: stays employed (reference group), stays non-employed,
becomes employed, becomes non-employed, and becomes unemployed.
Two questions in each wave were posed regarding disability. The first
screened for people who have a long standing illness or disability. The second asks
to what extent the disability limits people in their life: 'severe limitations', 'light
limitations', 'no limitations'. We define disability as having light or severe
limitations. We created the following disability trajectories: onset of disability, no
longer disabled, no disability at both waves (reference group), remains disabled.
We considered the following categories for parental death: both parents
alive at both waves (reference group), one parent dead at wave 1, both parents dead
at wave 1, and a parent died (one or both) between wave 1 and wave 2.
The effects of negative transitions were estimated by contrasting the
following categories: partner loss versus being partnered at both points, becoming
unemployed versus being employed at both points, becoming disabled versus not
being disabled at both points, and experiencing the death of a parent versus not
experiencing the death of a parent. To estimate the effect of coinciding negative
transitions, we included the main effects of the negative transitions and added an
additional variable indicating whether or not a respondent experienced more than
one negative transition (either partner loss, unemployment, disability onset, and a
parental death) (see table 3). We did not focus on specific combinations of
transitions as there is not enough statistical power to do so.
Controls
General Health at wave 1 was measured with the question: how’s your health in
general? The five answer categories ranged from 'very poor' to 'excellent'.
Education was recoded into a dummy variable whether one has a degree or higher
educational level. The main distinction in the Netherlands is between those with a
degree or higher (higher vocational education (HBO) and university degree or postgraduate) and those with less (ranges from incomplete elementary school to
intermediate vocational education/MBO). For child birth we made three groups:
has a child at wave 1, has a first child, and remains childless.
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Table 2. Descriptives of non-missing observations (N in sample = 7,051).
well-being (std.), wave 2
well-being (std.), wave 1
general health, wave 1
male (female = ref.)
age (std.)
degree + (less than degree = ref.)

mean
0
0
3.180
.404
0
.375

range
(-5.27 - 1.65)
(-5.25 - 1.67)
(0 - 4)
(0 - 1)
(-2.26 - 1.65)
(0 - 1)

s.d.
1
.992
.699
1
-

% non-missing
100.0
97.4
99.9
100.0
100.0
93.2

relationship to main respondent:
primary respondent (ref.)
current partner
Child
Sibling

.198
.168
.112

(0 - 1)
(0 - 1)
(0 - 1)

-

100.0
100.0
100.0

transitions between wave 1 and 2:
has child (ref.)
gets a child
remains childless

.094
.299

(0 - 1)
(0 - 1)

-

99.8
99.8

remains partnered (ref.)
remains single
gains a partner
partner loss

.174
.080
.028

(0 - 1)
(0 - 1)
(0 - 1)

-

99.9
99.9
99.9

stays employed (ref.)
stays non-employed
becomes employed
becomes non-employed
becomes unemployed

.139
.107
.036
.026

(0 - 1)
(0 - 1)
(0 - 1)
(0 - 1)

-

97.1
97.1
97.1
97.1

no disability (ref.)
remains disabled
no longer disabled
onset of disability

.089
.068
.065

(0 - 1)
(0 - 1)
(0 - 1)

-

99.7
99.7
99.7

both parents still alive (ref.)
both parents deceased at wave 1
one parent deceased at wave 1
parental death

.084
.246
.091

(0 - 1)
(0 - 1)
(0 - 1)

-

99.3
99.3
99.3

several negative transitions

.015

(0 - 1)

-

96.3

Analytic strategy
We model the level of well-being at wave 2 using OLS regression. The main
predictors of interest are the four possible negative transitions (partner loss,
unemployment, onset of disability, and loss of a parent) and a dummy that
measures whether people experienced several negative transitions in the 3 to 4
years in between the two waves. Variability in the effects of life course transitions
are modeled using interaction terms. The dependent variable is standardized so the
effects of dummy variables can be interpreted as effect sizes. The analyses control
for positive life course transitions in the relevant domains too (e.g. moving from
unemployment to work), in addition we control for child birth. We control for well126
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being at wave 1 and general health at wave 1 to take health selection into account.
Further controls include sex, age, educational level, and the type of respondent
(primary respondent, partner, child, or sibling). Sex, age, and educational level are
well known correlates of well-being, and we controlled for the type of respondent
because we pool information from related family members. As mentioned above,
missing values were imputed using multiple imputation. We carried out 10
imputations using the ICE and MIM packages in Stata (Carlin, Galati, and Royston
2008; Royston 2005).

Results
Occurrence of negative events
Table 3 shows the odds-ratios of experiencing the six possible combinations of the
four delineated negative transitions. Only two of the combinations had odds-ratios
that differed significantly from 1. It is clear that becoming unemployed and
becoming disabled are associated; one is about 85% more likely to observe the
onset of disability if someone becomes unemployed and vice versa. Also becoming
disabled and parental death seem to be somewhat related, but the odds-ratio is only
statistically different from 1 at the 10% level, and no longer after adjusting for
covariates. There are in total 109 respondents who experience more than one
negative life event between the two waves. This is sufficient to estimate the effect
of coinciding negative transitions. However, the sample size does not permit us to
examine the effects of specific individual combinations of life course transitions.

Table 3. The number of people who experience a combination of negative life course transitions,
unadjusted, and adjusted odds-ratio's (N=7,051).
N
partner loss * unemployment
partner loss * disability onset
partner loss * parental death
unemployment * disability onset
unemployment * parental death
disability onset * parental death

6
10
14
21
10
50

unadjusted odds-ratio’s
1.24
.78
.77
1.98***
.60
1.33*

adjusted odds-ratio’s
.97
.73
.75
1.84**
.58
1.16

several negative transitions
109
legend: * p<.1; ** p<.05; *** p<.0.01
Adjusted odds-ratio’s control for well-being at wave 1, general health at wave 1, male, age, degree, and whether
child, sibling or partner versus primary respondent.
Note: Combined estimates from imputed datasets (10 imputations) using Rubin’s rules.
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Table 4. OLS Regression of well-being at wave 2. Respondents between 21 and 55 at wave 2.
Standard errors adjusted for clustering in families (4,498 clusters). Table continues on
next page.
model 1
base model

model 2
escalating
effects?

model 3
base model &
interactions

model 4
full model

controls:
well-being (std.), wave 1
general health, wave 1
male (female = ref.)
age (std.)
degree + (less than degree = ref.)

.49***
.08***
.06***
.03**
-.02

.49***
.08***
.06***
.03**
-.02

.49***
.08***
.05**
.03**
-.04*

.49***
.08***
.05**
.03**
-.04*

relationship to main respondent:
primary respondent (ref.)
sibling
current partner
child

.02
.03
.08***

.02
.03
.08***

.02
.03
.08***

.02
.03
.08***

.07**
.03

.07**
.03

.08**
.02

.08**
.02

remains partnered (ref.)
remains single
gains a partner
partner loss

-.12***
-.01
-.41***

-.12***
-.01
-.41***

-.11***
-.01
-.44***

-.11***
-.01
-.45***

stays employed (ref.)
stays non-employed
becomes employed
becomes non-employed
becomes unemployed

-.10***
.01
-.01
-.12*

-.10***
.01
-.01
-.12*

-.09***
.01
-.01
-.12

-.09***
.01
-.01
-.12

no disability (ref.)
remains disabled
no longer disabled
onset of disability

-.18***
-.08*
-.31***

-.18***
-.08*
-.31***

-.18***
-.08*
-.40***

-.18***
-.08*
-.41***

both parents still alive (ref.)
both parents deceased at wave 1
one parent deceased at wave 1
parental death

.01
.03
-.10**

.01
.03
-.10**

.01
.03
-.14**

.01
.03
-.14**

transitions between wave 1 and 2:
has child (ref.)
gets a child
remains childless

several negative transitions
interactions with negative transitions:
male * partner loss
male * becomes unemployed
male * onset of disability
male * parental death

.00

-.02

.34**
-.10
.06
.03

.36**
-.05
.10
.05

age (std.) * partner loss
age (std.) * becomes unemployed
age (std.) * onset of disability
age (std.) * parental death

-.04
.05
.05
-.03

-.04
.03
.04
-.04

degree + * partner loss
degree + * becomes unemployed

-.16
.05

-.17
.03
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degree + * onset of disability
degree + * parental death

-.19*
-.12

male * several negative transitions
age (std.) * several neg. transitions
degree + * several neg. transitions
constant

-.18
-.11
.24
-.09
-.06

.21***

.21***

.20***

.32
.32
.32
R2
N
7051
7051
7051
legend: * p<.1; ** p<.05; *** p<.0.01
Note: Combined estimates from imputed datasets (10 imputations) using Rubin’s rules.

.20***
.32
7051

OLS regression
Table 4 shows the results of several OLS regression models in increasing order of
complexity. Model 1 is the basic model of well-being regressed on the four life
course domains, the four transitions and a set of controls. We first turn to the
controls and then to the transitions in the life course domains.
Respondents who had higher levels of well-being at wave 1 report a higher
well-being at wave 2. Healthier people have higher levels of well-being too. Men
have higher levels of well-being at wave 2 than women. Older people have higher
levels of well-being too, but note that the age measure is standardized and that the
age limit is at 55 (a squared term for age was not significant). The common finding
that as people age well-being declines may therefore not be discernable in this
sample. Children of primary respondents have a higher level of well-being, the
other type of respondents do not differ significantly. The effects of the controls are
stable across the models and will not be discussed in more detail.
Changes in the main life course domains will be discussed now. As we
control for the level of well-being at wave 1, we interpret the coefficients of a
transition between waves as reflecting a predicted change in well-being over time.
In the relationships domain, we find that people who experience partner loss (either
through divorce/separation/death) experience a decrease in well-being. The
coefficients of the dummy variables can be interpreted as effect sizes because the
dependent variable is standardized. Partner loss has an effect size of .41, which is
quite substantial. Transitions in the employment career also affect well-being.
Those who become unemployed in between waves, have, as expected, a
significantly lower level of well-being. This effect is only significant at the 10%
level and is also much smaller in magnitude. Health is important for well-being, as
the following findings show. People who experience the onset of disability over
time have lower well-being, with an effect size of .3 approaching the partner loss
effect. People who experience the loss of a parent (one or both) suffer an expected
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decrease in well-being. The effect size (.10) is small and comparable to becoming
unemployed. People who had lost one or both parents at wave 1 already do not
differ from those who still had two parents at wave 1.
Model 2 adds a dummy variable that measures whether people had
experienced two or more negative transitions in between waves 1 and 2. This tests
our hypothesis of escalating effects. There does not appear to be an escalating
effect as the effect of this dummy variable is not significant. So, the effects of the
negative transitions appear to be additive rather than escalating. It could still be that
there are escalating effects for a subset of people, i.e., heterogeneous escalating
effects. We will take a closer look at that possibility after we investigate variability
in the impact for each of the negative transitions.
In model 3 we simultaneously add interactions between each of the
negative transitions with sex, age, and whether one has a college/university level
degree. These interactions evaluate the possibility that a negative transition can
have different effects depending one’s sex, age, and educational level. The first set
of interactions between sex and each of the negative transitions, shows that men
appear to experience less impact of partner loss than women do. The effect is about
a quarter of the original (effect for women is -.44, effect for men -.44 + .34 = -.10).
The other negative transitions do not vary with sex. We can be short about
interactions with age: none of the interactions is significantly different from zero.
The next set of interactions between whether one has a degree or higher
educational level and the negative transitions shows that the onset of disability
appears to be less detrimental for those with a higher educational level. The effect
is only significant at the 10% level but the variation is quite remarkable: for the
higher educated the impact of a disability is about half as large (.19/-.40 = -.5).
Model 4 adds interactions between experiencing several negative
transitions between the two waves of the study. Even though we did not find
escalating effects of experiencing several negative transitions in model 2, this does
not preclude that for some sub-group escalating effects do exist. None of the
interactions, however, is significantly different from zero.

Conclusion and discussion
In this study we examined the question of whether experiencing several negative
life course transitions in a relatively short period of time has escalating detrimental
effects for well-being or whether the effects are merely additive. We argued that
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coinciding negative transitions can have escalating effects because people are
psychologically more vulnerable to the effects of a second negative transition after
just going through a negative transition. In addition, the first negative transition
may decrease people’s social and economic resources, which may make them more
vulnerable to future negative transitions. We tackled this question using a large
two-wave panel study in the Netherlands with about 3 to 4 years between waves.
We examined four transitions with potential negative consequences for well-being
in four important life course domains: partner loss in the relationship domain;
becoming unemployed in the work domain; the onset of disability in the health
domain; and death of a parent in the family domain.
Each of the delineated negative transitions had its predicted negative
consequence for well-being. For women, the loss of a partner had the greatest
effect, followed by the onset of disability, unemployment, and parental death. For
men, the onset of disability has the largest effect and the other three events have a
more or less shared second position. The experience of several of these negative
transitions in the short span of time between the two waves of the study did not
have an extra negative effect on well-being. Although experiencing more than one
transition is worse than experiencing only one transition, it is not worse than the
sum of these effects. For example, a man who separates and becomes unemployed,
experiences a decline in well-being that is similar to what one man experiences
who only separates plus what another man experiences who only becomes
unemployed. In other words, the effects are additive, not escalating.
In a second step, we examined variability in the effect of the four examined
life course transitions. We investigated whether the impact of the transitions on
well-being differed between men and women, differed by age, and by educational
level. Men appear to suffer less from the loss of a partner (due to
divorce/separation/death) then women do. These findings confirm previous
findings regarding sex differences in the impact of divorce for the first time to the
Netherlands (Kalmijn and Monden 2006; Simon 2002). People’s age does not
differentiate the impact of the negative life course transitions, probably because we
restricted the sample to a maximum age of 55. We further find that people with a
degree or higher educational level suffer about half as much from the onset of
disability than people with a lower educational level. This extends similar findings
for the United Kingdom (Mandemakers and Monden 2010) to the Netherlands. We
further did not find evidence that the effect of coinciding negative life course
transitions depended on age, sex, and educational level.
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Why did we not find support for our hypothesis of escalating effects?
There are both theoretical and methodological reasons that may shed light on this.
First, there are theoretical reasons. People may be more likely to ask for and
receive help in periods of crisis, help may be given for multiple problems at the
same time, and there may be a floor effect on well-being. All these considerations
suggest that a second transition has less damaging potential than the first transition,
which reduces the chance of escalation. Of course, it is also possible that the theory
behind escalation is not true. Second, there may be methodological reasons. Even
though, four important life course transitions were studied using a large prospective
dataset of over 7000 people, there still are a number of reasons that may have made
it more difficult to empirically establish escalating effects. It could be that
escalating effects are limited to the short term. The time interval between the two
waves was 3 to 4 years, which may have been too long a period to observe
escalating effects. Panel attrition may also play a role. It may well be that those
who experience the worst periods with the most negative life course transitions and
the largest drop in well-being, are also the ones who are most likely to exit the
panel. Finally, even though the panel was quite large, it may have been too small to
observe enough coinciding transitions in order to carry out a good test. In a sample
of over 7000 people we only observed about 100 people who experience multiple
negative life course transitions. We note, however, that the magnitude of the effect
is very close to zero, suggesting that statistical power is not the main problem.
Future research with even larger panel data sets could examine these issues further
and could also focus on the possibility that escalating effects are limited to specific
combinations of events, something which we were unable to examine here.

132

Chapter 7
Conclusion and discussion

Recapitulation of the research problem
This study set out to uncover socio-economic variability in the impact of life
course transitions on well-being. The focus was on ‘negative’ transitions, i.e. major
setbacks in life, which may increase psychological distress and reduce well-being.
The main research question was: To what extent does the impact of negative life
course transitions on well-being differ by socio-economic status?
There were two motives for investigating this question. First, there is
relatively little research that examines variability in the (psychological) effects of
life course transitions. Most research focuses on the average effects of a particular
life course transition, but these average effects may hide considerable
heterogeneity; e.g. the impact of divorce is large for some, but small for others. In
order to better understand the impact of these transitions, variability should be on
top of the research agenda. And second, there was ample reason to expect that the
impact of major setbacks in life may depend on socio-economic resources. A large
body of research on social inequalities in health show that people with more socioeconomic resources have higher mental and physical health (Mackenbach et al.
1997; Mackenbach et al. 2008). The social gradient in health appears to be
especially strong and stable along educational lines (Dupre 2008; Link et al. 2008;
Phelan et al. 2004). Those with higher levels of education have more social,
cognitive, psychological, and material resources (Ross and Wu 1995). Such
resources may shield people from negative psychological consequences of major
setbacks in life. The main hypothesis was therefore the following: People who have
a higher socio-economic status experience a smaller decrease in well-being
following a negative life course transition. Educational level was used as the main
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indicator of socio-economic status throughout this dissertation. As a secondary
objective, I investigated what mechanisms could explain socio-economic variation.
In chapters 2 to 6 I have put this hypothesis to the test for a range of five
transitions that are generally found to decrease well-being. These transitions were:
parental divorce, one’s own divorce, becoming disabled, job loss, and parental
death. In doing so, this dissertation brought together two lines of inquiry: the
sociological study of the relationship between the life course and mental health and
second, the study of socio-economic inequalities in (mental) health. I replicated
findings on the psychological impact of negative life course transitions and extend
previous research with an explicit focus on possible socio-economic variability in
these effects. Before turning to a general discussion, I will briefly discuss the main
scientific contributions and findings of each chapter.

Specific contributions and findings
Parental divorce (chapter 2)
Children increasingly face the risk of parental divorce and separation, and may thus
be given an unfavorable start in life. I studied the impact of parental divorce on
child well-being and problematic behavior in childhood and adolescence and tested
whether the impact depends on the mother’s and/or father’s educational level. After
parental divorce children experience a loss of social and material resources which
may account for the negative consequences of divorce (McLanahan and Sandefur
1994). Pre-divorce resources of the parents may however buffer these negative
effects. Higher educated mothers and fathers may be better able to provide a safe
and stable environment for their children after divorce. Previous literature on this
issue showed that the impact of parental divorce for child outcomes may indeed
depend on parental socio-economic resources but the findings were mixed (Fischer
2007). A reason for these mixed findings may be that the benefits of having a
father with more socio-economic resources may not be unequivocally positive. The
father’s resources are often lost to the child following divorce because children
usually stay with the mother, so children of higher educated fathers may actually
experience a larger loss in resources than children of less educated fathers (“loss of
resources hypothesis”). This poses a problem to research as the mothers’ and
fathers’ resources are highly correlated. Most previous research did not
differentiate between the mother’s and father’s resources simultaneously, so that
these issues could not be ascertained.
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I addressed this question using a large British birth cohort on the
consequences of parental divorce for child well-being and problematic behavior in
childhood (age 10) and adolescence (age 16). The results underlined the
importance of looking at both the moderating influence of the mother and the
father, as the results differed when the parental educational buffers were examined
separately or simultaneously. The results clearly supported the view that the impact
of parental divorce on well-being is less detrimental in childhood and adolescence
if the mother is better educated. The scope of the variability was remarkable: for
children of the highest educated mothers there was no longer an effect of the
divorce and for children of the lowest educated mothers the effect of divorce was
more than twice the average. The benefits of having a higher educated father were
not so clear, the findings were less strong and not consistent: in childhood there
was a weak negative effect and in adolescence a weak positive effect.
Divorce (chapter 3)
The study of the consequences of divorce and separation is increasingly moving its
focus: from average effects to recognizing variability as a key factor (Amato 2010).
I contributed to this expanding literature by examining two related potential
sources of variability of the psychological effects of divorce: family background
and attained educational level in adulthood. Previous research into the role of
family background produced the well-known finding that children of divorce are
more likely to experience divorce themselves in adulthood too. The question
whether an adverse family background (such as parental divorce and poverty in
childhood) also increases the detrimental effects of divorce in adulthood, however,
remained largely unanswered. People with an adverse family background may
suffer more from their own divorce in adulthood because they may be less able to
turn to their parents for help and may have fewer adulthood socio-economic
resources. The few studies that shed light on this issue produced mixed results and
relied for information on family background mostly on retrospective accounts
gathered in adulthood. And so far only a handful of studies have investigated
whether current socio-economic resources moderate the psychological impact of
divorce.
I used a large British birth cohort study to investigate whether family
background and attained educational level moderate the impact of divorce in
adulthood on psychological distress. I found that divorce hurt more when people
come from an adverse family background and the moderating influence of family
background remained if current socio-economic resources were taken into account.
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These patterns confirm the findings of the previous chapter that the family
background is important. A number of important other conclusions can be drawn.
First, the results differed for men and women. The average impact of divorce was
stronger for women and women's divorces were more susceptible to moderation by
family background than men's divorces. For current socio-economic resources I
found opposing results for men and women. Higher educated women suffered less
from divorce, whereas higher educated men suffered more. Second, I differentiated
between recent and divorces more distant in time; the negative impact of divorce
and the moderating effects were limited to recent divorces.
Disability (chapter 4)
Most research on the psychological consequences of disability onset and decline in
physical health either concerns older populations and examines healthy aging or
focuses on how people cope with specific diseases, e.g. cancer, and uses patient
samples. Variability is a key topic in these studies and especially the role of social
support as a buffer to the impact of disability is recognized. Surprisingly few
studies of the general population examine the relationship between physical health
and well-being at a younger age. Young people who become disabled are of special
interest as the onset of a disability is a more unexpected event at a younger age and
they face the prospect of many years of life in poor health. No studies that I am
aware of have examined the moderating role of educational level. Education may
be a key factor in shaping the psychological impact of disability because it may
give disabled people more opportunities to participate in society.
I added a new perspective to the study of disability by investigating a large
cohort of British young adults and examining whether the psychological impact of
disability onset depends on educational level. In addition to this, I investigated to
what extent the higher cognitive abilities and higher occupational status of the
higher educated may explain a possible buffer. The main findings were as follows:
the onset of a disability in young adulthood greatly increased psychological
distress, but those with a tertiary educational level experienced a much smaller
increase in distress than those with lower levels of education. Furthermore, I found
that cognitive ability and especially occupational status prior to the disability
explained part of the education buffer.
Job loss (chapter 5)
I studied the impact of involuntary job loss on psychological distress. There is an
extensive literature on the negative impact of unemployment and job loss on
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mental health. Most studies focus on issues of selection and causation and
relatively little attention is paid to heterogeneity in the effects of unemployment
and job loss (Paul and Moser 2009). The few studies reporting findings pertaining
to socio-economic variation in the psychological consequences of unemployment
and job loss are not conclusive: some find that those higher on the socio-economic
ladder suffer a weaker impact of unemployment/job loss and others report opposite
findings. These mixed findings do not come as a surprise as on the one hand the
higher resources of the higher educated may help them to better deal with the stress
of experiencing job loss and being unemployed and furthermore it may be easier
for them to find a new job. But on the other hand, the jobs the higher educated lose
tend to be better, so they may experience a larger income and status decline and
besides that, work may be more important for the identity of the higher educated.
I tried to resolve these issues by studying the impact of involuntary job loss
on the psychological distress of men for the short and longer term using a large
British panel study. In order to do so I made a number of improvements on
previous literature. First, I examined characteristics of the person (educational
level) and of the lost job (occupational status and income) simultaneously. Previous
research did not make this distinction and could therefore not separate the positive
effect of having a higher educational level and the possible negative effect of
losing a better job. Second, I focused on job loss and not on unemployment, as
unemployment can be considered a selective and unwanted outcome of job loss.
Third, I incorporated information on re-employment processes and downward
mobility following job loss. This enabled me to determine the role these processes
play in possible differences between the higher and lower educated.
The main findings can be summed up as follows. Job loss increased
distress but the effect wore off over time. The higher educated, as expected,
experienced a smaller increase in psychological distress following job loss. This
became especially apparent once I took into account that the higher educated tend
to lose better jobs. The impact of job loss and the educational differences in job
loss became smaller over time and the educational differences were accounted for
by re-employment processes. People who became non-employed suffered the worst
consequences, followed by those who became downwardly mobile and those who
found a new job. Over time, only those who became non-employed following job
loss experienced negative psychological consequences.
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Additive or escalating effects (chapter 6)
In each of the empirical chapters 2 to 5 my focus was on one particular transition.
This is the main approach taken in the sociological literature. There is a large field
in epidemiological and in stress research that also studies the impact of indices of
stressful life events. In chapter 6 I pose a new question relevant to these literatures:
whether life course transitions that occur in a short span of time have additive or
escalating effects on well-being. The effects could be escalating because the
studied transitions reduce people’s resources and take up a part of their capacity to
deal with setbacks. In case the transitions occur in a short span of time they may
reinforce each other and thus have escalating effects; e.g. the effect of experiencing
a divorce and becoming unemployed in a short span of time may be worse than the
sum of these events experienced in different periods of life with more time in
between. For the research using indices of stressful life events this would imply
that there are non-linear effects (e.g. exponential). In addition to this new question,
I examined whether the impact of transitions varies by age, sex, and educational
level. The studied transitions were partner loss, unemployment, the onset of a
disability, and parental death. The impact of parental death has not received much
attention before. The previous chapters were based on British longitudinal datasets,
this chapter expanded the range of this dissertation by re-examining variation in the
impact of life course transitions using Dutch data. In addition, variability in the
impact of life course transitions has not been investigated before in the
Netherlands.1
For each of the studied transitions I find the expected negative effects on
well-being. The experience of multiple negative life course transitions in a
relatively short span of time did not have the expected escalating effect. The effects
of the transitions were simply additive. With regard to variability in terms of age,
sex, and educational level I found fewer effects than in the previous chapters that
were based on British data. Only two effects were found: men suffered less from
divorce than women and the higher educated suffered less from becoming disabled.

Main conclusion and contribution
The main hypothesis advanced in this dissertation is that socio-economic resources,
in particular educational level, buffer the psychological consequences of negative
1

Except for the recent study on divorce by Rokven and Monden (2011).
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life course transitions. The evidence in favor of this hypothesis is clear. For each of
four life course transitions, parental divorce, one's own divorce, disability onset,
and job loss, there were large differentials by socio-economic resources in the
impact on well-being and psychological distress. Those with a higher educational
level and from a more advantaged family background suffered less from these
negative experiences. The socio-economic differentials were striking, in the range
of a quarter of the main effect to more than the main effect. This conclusion is
given more weight because for very different transitions and at different stages of
the life course, I find that those with more socio-economic resources are better off.
The socio-economic variation, however, was mainly limited to the four
studies based on British data, and was for the Netherlands only confirmed for the
impact of disability on well-being. There were large differences in design between
these studies, so the lack of socio-economic variation in the Netherlands should not
be taken for granted. Future research may establish whether socio-economic
variation in the impact of life course transitions is as strong and prevalent in the
Netherlands, as it is in the United Kingdom.
A secondary objective was to explain potential socio-economic
differentials. Data constraints limited the investigation of an explanation to the
study of the onset of a disability and to job loss. The findings showed that
especially the better labor market position of the higher educated helps them to
better deal with these two negative transitions.
This dissertation contributes to the emergent body of research into
variability in the consequences of life course transitions. The findings add to the
growing understanding that life course transitions do not have uniform effects;
instead the psychological impact of transitions is shaped by numerous factors.
Previous research demonstrated that characteristics of the transition itself, such as
the quality of the marriage for divorce, and personal characteristics, such as gender,
are important. This dissertation shows that socio-economic variation is a key
source of variation to consider as well.
The findings of this research advance our understanding of how social
inequalities in health come about. We already know that people lower on the socioeconomic ladder are more at risk of negative transitions, which may be an
important reason for a widening social gradient in health over the life course. This
dissertation gives the additional insight that people with fewer socio-economic
resources are actually more vulnerable to the psychological impact of these
transitions as well.
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Furthermore, this dissertation replicated previous research on the average
psychological consequences of the five studied transitions. Research should press
forward to ever more complicated questions, i.e. the move from a focus on average
effects to issues of variability, although the need to replicate results remains
important.

Implications for inequality
Throughout this dissertation I argued that the potential implications for social
inequality in mental health are a prime motivation for this study. Much
contemporary research investigates whether the social gradient in (mental) health
narrows or widens as people age and move through the life course. Life course
transitions may be important to social inequality in health for two reasons. Divorce
is nowadays more common in the lower social strata, the risk of disability is tied to
occupational status, and job loss is also more likely in lower echelons. So, socioeconomic resources partly determine the risk of negative life course transitions,
which in turn affect health. The second reason is differential vulnerability, the topic
of this dissertation, namely that people may differ in the (psychological) impact of
these transitions.
The findings in this dissertation suggest that differential vulnerability to the
impact of negative transitions may be an important factor in widening the social
gradient in mental health. There are large socio-economic differentials in the
impact of life course transitions on well-being and psychological distress. Socioeconomic differentials are found for very different transitions early and later in life.
Relatively few people experience these negative transitions in a given year, but this
dissertation shows that the variability is large and over time many people will
experience one or more of these transitions. So, differential vulnerability could
well be important in widening the social gradient in mental health.

Suggestions for policy research
On the basis of the findings of this research, it is possible to formulate some
interesting areas for future research into policy aimed at reducing health
inequalities. There may be little room for policy to reduce the chances that people
experience negative transitions because that would boil down to the hard task of
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reducing overall inequality in society (although some take a more optimistic stance,
cf. Thoits 2010). This research shows, however, that there is considerable socioeconomic variation in the impact of negative transitions. Policy research may be
able to come up with more small scale interventions to reduce the impact that
negative transitions have for the most vulnerable, and thereby also reduce the
potential of transitions to increase overall health inequalities. Based on the findings
of this dissertation I offer a couple of suggestions.
For parental divorce, this research shows that children of deprived
backgrounds face the largest risks of decreased well-being. Especially children of
low educated divorced mothers are at risk. Interventions directed at elevating the
position of these mothers may be most beneficial. The role of the father is also
highlighted. Policies that help to ensure that the father remains important in the life
of children may be successful. The finding that women who experience a divorce
in adulthood suffer more from it if they have an adverse family background, also
points out the importance of addressing childhood disadvantage.
Generally speaking, this research shows that there are large disparities by
educational level in the impact of the studied transitions. The findings on young
adults who become disabled show that the educational disparities in the impact of
disability remain even if differences in intelligence were taken into account. This
suggests that the differentials have a social and not an inherent basis, so they may
be malleable by policy interventions. The large educational differentials occur
despite the fact that they apply to two countries with highly developed social
security systems. Perhaps the higher educated are better able to navigate their way
through state subsidies and the like. Programs aimed at promoting benefit uptake of
the lower educated may be of use.
The study on involuntary job loss shows that re-employment is crucial both
for the higher and lower educated. It appears that any job will help as people who
were downwardly mobile were still better off than those who became nonemployed. This highlights the potential of re-employment programs and social
plans to reduce the burden of job loss and unemployment, as it may not be
necessary to find a perfectly matching job to attain the same mental health benefits.
This interesting finding should be further explored.
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Limitations and directions for future research
Like any study, this study has its limitations. It is important to reflect on these and
to suggest possible remedies. The limitations have also been discussed in detail in
the individual chapters, so I will discuss more overarching issues. I see possibilities
for improvement in three areas: First, the present study showed the existence of
strong socio-economic variation in the impact of transitions, but more knowledge
on the mechanisms behind socio-economic variation is needed and socio-economic
variation is just one source of variation. Second, the design of this study leaves
room for improvement. Third, future research should aim to generalize the findings
of this research. Opportunities exist by expanding the research to other populations,
to other dependent variables and to other transitions.
Mechanisms & sources of variability
Most importantly, future research should further pursue the investigation of (socioeconomic) variation in life course transitions. Based on the findings of this
dissertation I suggest two related ways of improving the study of variability.
First, I investigated mechanisms behind the occurrence of socio-economic
variation for disability onset and for job loss but not for the other transitions. I
hypothesized that the higher educated have a wide array of resources (social,
psychological, cognitive, and material) which may buffer the negative effects of a
transition, however this is quite a 'black box' story. Future research should try to
investigate these mechanisms in more detail and hopefully examine the contents of
the black box. A complicating factor is that the resources, which may explain
socio-economic variation, are also affected by negative transitions. For instance,
the socio-economic differentials in the impact of job loss and partner loss could be
partly explained by differential access to social support, but these transitions also
lead to a loss of social resources (colleagues, mutual friends). It is hard to tease out
such entangled processes and puts high demands on data. This next issue also
illustrates this.
Second, as Wheaton (1990) already noted 20 years ago, studies into
variability of life course transitions can be divided into two camps; research that
examines variability related to characteristics of the person (e.g. race, educational
level, gender) and characteristics of the previous role/transitions (e.g. type of job,
conflict in marriage). This division is still present, as most research only explores
variation. Progress can be made if hypotheses about these two sources of
variability are combined and investigated simultaneously. The chapter on job loss
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shows that the educational buffer increases once I take into account that the better
educated tend to lose better jobs (i.e. they may experience worse transitions). This
shows the importance of controlling for suppressing variables. For divorce, Liu and
Chen (2006) show another interesting example: Women in poverty suffered an
increase in depressive symptoms after breaking up a conflict-ridden marriage,
whereas more well-to-do women experienced a decline. This is an even more
complicated example because it is a three-way interaction (divorce* conflict*
poverty). Research that investigates multiple sources of variation has the potential
to yield more interesting knowledge about the mechanisms of the relationship
between life course transitions and well-being.
The general point to investigate several sources of variability
simultaneously is also important because the interpretation of the findings depends
to some degree on the assumption that severity of transitions does not vary by
socio-economic resources. There could be an alternative interpretation to the
pattern of socio-economic differentials, namely that the lower educated experience
worse events; divorce with more conflict, more severe disabilities, etc. I show that
the impact of disability varies with educational level regardless of the severity of
the disability. And as mentioned above, for job loss, it appears that the higher
educated actually experience worse transitions. For divorce, I did not rule out this
interpretation. Yet even if it the marriages of the lower educated were indeed more
conflict-ridden, this does not disqualify socio-economic variation, it would only
offer a reason why there are socio-economic differences.
Design
The findings are based on large scale longitudinal studies, which ensure that
statements about the psychological consequences of life course transitions have
more authority than if they were based on cross-sectional studies or on smaller
longitudinal studies. The large number of observed transitions in each study
enabled the investigation of socio-economic variability. A note of caution must be
given not to interpret the findings as causal. The empirical chapters all use good
baseline measures of the dependent variables and employ a wide range of controls;
still it is possible that some unobserved third factor influences both the outcome
and the likelihood of a transition. It is impossible to find experimental data on these
transitions, so social scientists must rely on observational studies such as these.
Except perhaps in the case of job loss, where factory closure studies may give
some quasi experimental evidence.
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Yet, the design leaves room for improvement. The time interval between
the observations varies from yearly to about 10 years and all studies except the one
for job loss are based on a two-wave design. Clearly, studies with multiple waves
with shorter time intervals are to be preferred because these allow for more refined
statistical techniques (e.g. fixed effects) and, most importantly, for more interesting
questions. In this dissertation the effects of divorce and job loss were shown to
depend on time since the event. As time passed the effects grew smaller and the
socio-economic variation also shrunk. Future research should examine such issues
in more detail. Fortunately, more and more large scale longitudinal studies are
becoming available.
Moreover, in many countries administrative data from public registries are
being made accessible. Such registry data could provide an additional avenue for
research into the effects of life course transitions and variability therein because
most major life course transitions studied can be observed using such data sources.
Registry data have the advantage of providing information on large samples, often
the entire population, and for long stretches of time, which ensures that enough
observations of transitions exist to investigate variation. For example, Bloemendaal
and van Gaalen (2010) have recently shown for the Netherlands that registry data
can successfully be used to study the economic consequences of involuntary job
loss, by studying mass lay-offs.
Registry data may be utilized to study health consequences of transitions,
such as job loss and divorce, by using information on the use of public health care.
Relevant mental health outcomes may be drugs prescriptions (e.g. sleeping pills)
and visits to psychologists and psychiatrists. A study by Kuhn, Lalive, and
Zweimüller (2004) shows an interesting example for Austrian insurance data. They
found that job loss increased mental health problems, as indicated by the use of
psychotropic and psychosomatic drugs, for people who lost blue-collar work, not
for white-collar work.
Of course, one of the drawbacks to registry data is that researchers have to
make do with what happens to be registered and made accessible. In the
Netherlands, for example, an endeavor to study socio-economic variation in the
impact of transitions would be hampered because information on educational level
does not cover the whole population. Only for recent cohorts there is
comprehensive information on educational level (Bakker 2010).
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Generalization of findings
The present study focused on socio-economic variation in the impact of negative
life course transitions for the impact on psychological distress and well-being.
First, this study was based on data from several longitudinal studies in the United
Kingdom and the Netherlands. It appears that there is more socio-economic
variation in the United Kingdom than in the Netherlands. I believe this difference
has mainly to do with differences in the design of the respective studies. However,
socio-economic variation is not a given fact; it may be stronger or weaker in some
countries than in others. As there is relatively little other research in this area,
future research should aim to replicate these findings to other settings than the
United Kingdom and the Netherlands. It remains to be seen to what extent socioeconomic variation in the psychological impact of life course transitions are a
general feature of modern societies. This is an especially prudent point because the
United Kingdom and the Netherlands have highly developed welfare states, which
may ease the consequences of transitions for the most vulnerable; perhaps socioeconomic variation is even stronger in less developed welfare states?
Second, this dissertation examined the dependent variables of well-being
and psychological distress. The transitions studied here have an impact on mental
health related outcomes because they affect numerous aspects of people's life, so
socio-economic variation is likely to be found for other qualitatively different
outcomes as well. The study of variability should therefore be expanded to all
outcomes that are studied in life course sociology, such as income, employment,
physical health, etc. Recent research on the economic consequences of divorce, for
instance, shows that higher educated women suffer weaker consequences of
divorce (van Damme 2010). And Vandecasteele (2011) shows that the higher
educated are less likely to enter poverty following job loss, child birth and
partnership dissolution compared to lower educated groups.
The measures of well-being and psychological distress used in this
dissertation were based on a variety of mental health related symptoms and
behaviors, ranging from depressive feelings to psychosomatic problems2. This
reflects a broad conceptualization of mental health and well-being. However, it is
sometimes argued that the effects may be specific to certain sub-domains of mental
health. For instance research into the impact of parental death on multiple
dimensions of well-being (depressive symptoms, happiness, self-esteem, among
others) showed different effects for men and women depending on the outcome
2

see the appendix to chapter 1 for a complete list.
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(Marks, Jun, and Song 2007). Perhaps socio-economic variations in the impact on
well-being is stronger for some dimensions of well-being than for others. Future
research should explore such matters.
In addition, other health and stress related outcomes are of significant
interest, such as increased alcohol consumption and dependence in the wake of
divorce (e.g. Power, Rodgers, and Hope 1999), increased smoking following
involuntary job loss (e.g. Falba et al. 2005), and problems of children with healthy
eating habits and being overweight, which are associated with parental divorce
(e.g. Yannakoulia et al. 2008).
Third, the scope of inquiry was limited to five transitions, which are
generally found to increase distress and decrease well-being, i.e. 'negative'
transitions. Besides parental divorce, one's own divorce, disability onset, job loss,
and parental death, other transitions and life events that have negative
repercussions may be of interest (e.g. death of a child; victim of a crime, death or
serious illness of a partner). The best opportunity to generalize the findings is
perhaps to investigate other types of transitions, namely the positive ones.
Marriage, getting a child, and getting a job are clear candidates. Do people with
more socio-economic resources reap more benefits from these transitions for their
health and well-being than people with fewer resources? Some studies on labor
market outcomes suggest that this may indeed be the case. Verbakel (2008) shows
that partners' careers may benefit from each others' socio-economic resources.
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Grote tegenslagen in het leven, zoals echtscheiding en ontslag, beïnvloeden het
welbevinden. Dit proefschrift onderzoekt in hoeverre de klap van een grote
tegenslag verschilt naar gelang de sociaal-economische positie. De psychische
gevolgen van vijf levenslooptransities, te weten echtscheiding van ouders, een
eigen echtscheiding, het oplopen van een ernstige fysieke handicap, ontslag uit een
baan, en het overlijden van een ouder, stonden centraal. Mensen weten uit eigen
ervaring of uit de tweede hand dat dergelijke gebeurtenissen een grote impact op
het psychisch welzijn kunnen hebben. Deze levenslooptransities kunnen onder
andere leiden tot depressieve gevoelens, somberheid, zich ernstig zorgen maken, en
psycho-somatische problemen, zoals slapeloosheid. De meeste mensen verwachten
echter niet dat deze psychische gevolgen zullen verschillen naar gelang iemands
positie in de samenleving. In het bestaande onderzoek naar levenslooptransities
wordt deze mogelijkheid ook onvoldoende onderkend. Dit proefschrift draagt bij
aan een grotere kennis over de gevolgen van levenslooptransities voor het
psychisch welzijn door rekening te houden met verschillen in de samenleving.
De focus ligt op 'negatieve' transities, grote tegenslagen in het leven, die
het psychisch welzijn kunnen verlagen. In dit proefschrift staat de volgende vraag
centraal: In hoeverre zijn er sociaal-economische verschillen in de mate waarin
negatieve levenslooptransities invloed hebben op het psychisch welzijn? Deze
vraag is onderzocht voor een breed scala aan transities in de drie hoofddomeinen
van het leven, namelijk transities met betrekking tot relaties, werk en gezondheid.
Bovendien is onderzocht in hoeverre eventuele sociaal-economische verschillen
tussen de in het onderzoek opgenomen personen zelf weer verklaard kunnen
worden.
Twee hoofdmotieven liggen ten grondslag aan deze vraagstelling. Ten
eerste is er tot op heden relatief weinig onderzoek geweest naar mogelijke variatie
in de (psychische) effecten van levenslooptransities. Veruit het merendeel van het
onderzoek richt zich op de gemiddelde ofwel algemene effecten van transities.
Deze gemiddelde effecten kunnen echter verhullen dat er aanzienlijke variatie
bestaat in de grootte van een effect. De gevolgen van bijvoorbeeld een
echtscheiding kunnen voor de ene persoon aanzienlijk harder aankomen dan voor
een andere persoon. Om een beter begrip te krijgen van deze transities is het
belangrijk om meer te weten te komen over mogelijke variatie in de effecten. Ten
tweede zou de (psychische) impact van negatieve ervaringen in de levensloop af
kunnen hangen van sociaal-economische status. Onderzoek naar sociaal147
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economische verschillen in de gezondheid laat zien dat mensen met een hogere
sociaal-economische status (bijvoorbeeld een hoger opleidingsniveau) een betere
mentale en fysieke gezondheid genieten (Mackenbach et al. 1997; 2008). Dergelijk
onderzoek laat met name zien dat de verschillen sterk zijn naar gelang
opleidingsniveau (Dupre 2008; Link et al, 2008; Phelan et al, 2004). Hoger
opgeleiden beschikken over meer materiële, sociale, cognitieve en psychologische
hulpbronnen (Ross en Wu, 1995), welke hen mogelijkerwijs in staat stellen om
beter om te gaan met negatieve levensloop transities. De belangrijkste hypothese
van dit proefschrift is daarom de volgende: mensen met een hogere sociaaleconomische status ervaren een kleinere daling van het psychisch welzijn als
gevolg van een negatieve levenslooptransitie. In dit proefschrift wordt als indicator
van sociaal-economische status voornamelijk het opleidingsniveau gehanteerd.

Vijf empirische hoofdstukken
Deze algemene hypothese is getoetst in vijf empirische hoofdstukken op basis van
vier grote longitudinale datasets. Deze datasets worden hieronder kort beschreven,
daaropvolgend zullen voor elk hoofdstuk de aanpak en de belangrijkste resultaten
worden samengevat.
Longitudinale data
Onderzoek naar sociaal-economische variatie in de impact van levenslooptransities
op het psychisch welzijn stelt de effecten van een verandering in levenslopen
centraal. Longitudinale datasets waarbij mensen over langere tijd gevolgd worden,
zijn het meest geschikt om dit soort vragen te onderzoeken. En met name voor
onderzoek naar psychisch welzijn is het nodig om mensen op meerdere momenten
te enquêteren, aangezien het niet goed mogelijk is om mensen te vragen hoe zij
zich op een eerder tijdstip voelden, zonder dat de mogelijkheid bestaat dat hun
oordeel wordt vertekend door hun huidige situatie. Ook moeten de datasets een
groot aantal personen bevatten, aangezien de onderzochte transities relatief
zeldzaam zijn en er een voldoende aantal mensen in een dataset aanwezig moeten
zijn die bepaalde transities meemaken, om statistisch zinvolle uitspraken te kunnen
doen over sociaal-economische variatie.
Voor dit proefschrift zijn uiteindelijk twee grote Britse geboortecohort
studies en twee grote representatieve panel studies, de één Nederlands, de ander
Brits, geselecteerd. In een geboortecohort studie worden kinderen vanaf hun
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geboorte (soms tot ver in volwassenheid) gevolgd. Het eerste geboortecohort
betreft de Britse National Child Development Study (NCDS) met kinderen die in
1958 zijn geboren. Het tweede cohort betreft de British Cohort Study (BCS) dat uit
1970 stamt. Deze cohorten zijn niet representatief voor de Britse samenleving maar
zolang er voldoende sociaal-economische variatie in de cohorten aanwezig is,
vormen deze cohorten een goede bron van informatie om de hypothesen te testen.
Bij panel studies wordt een representatieve steekproef van de samenleving voor
langere tijd gevolgd. Het betreft hier twee waves (2002-2004 en 2006-2007) van de
Netherlands Kinship Panel Study (NKPS) en alle achttien waves (1991-2008) van
de British Household Panel Study (BHPS).
Echtscheiding van ouders (hoofdstuk 2)
Kinderen lopen tegenwoordig een groot risico dat hun ouders uit elkaar gaan,
waarbij zij de kans lopen op een minder goede start in het leven. De invloed van
een echtscheiding van de ouders op het psychisch welzijn en problematisch gedrag
van jonge kinderen en adolescenten is onderzocht in hoofdstuk 2. Met name de
vraag of deze invloed afhangt van het opleidingsniveau van de moeder en/of de
vader kwam aan de orde. Het verlies van sociale en materiële hulpbronnen als
gevolg van een echtscheiding wordt gezien als een belangrijke verklaring voor een
daling van het psychisch welzijn (McLanahan en Sandefur, 1994). Hulpbronnen
aanwezig in het gezin vóór de echtscheiding zouden echter een schild kunnen
vormen tegen de negatieve effecten van een echtscheiding. Hoger opgeleide
moeders en vaders zijn wellicht beter in staat om een veilig en stabiele
leefomgeving voor kinderen te creëren dan lager opgeleide vaders, zelfs na een
scheiding. Voorgaand onderzoek op dit vlak laat zien dat de invloed van ouderlijke
echtscheiding op uitkomsten van het kind inderdaad afhangen van sociaaleconomische hulpbronnen van de ouders, maar de uitkomsten zijn niet eenduidig
(Fischer, 2007). Een reden hiervoor zou kunnen zijn dat het hebben van een
hoogopgeleide vader niet per se positief hoeft uit te pakken. De hulpbronnen van
de vader gaan met een scheiding van de ouders vaak verloren voor het kind,
aangezien de kinderen meestal bij de moeder blijven. Kinderen van hoogopgeleide
vaders zouden daarom zelfs een groter verlies van hulpbronnen ervaren door een
scheiding dan kinderen van lager opgeleide vaders. Deze theoretische mogelijkheid
vormt een probleem voor onderzoek, aangezien de hulpbronnen van moeders en
vaders sterk met elkaar samenhangen. Voorgaand onderzoek maakte over het
algemeen niet gelijktijdig onderscheid tussen de hulpbronnen van de moeder en
vader, zodat dit niet goed bekeken kon worden.
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De invloed van echtscheiding van de ouders op het psychisch welzijn van
kinderen (leeftijd 10) en adolescenten (leeftijd 16) is onderzocht met behulp van
een grote Britse geboortecohort studie (de BCS met kinderen geboren in 1970. De
resultaten laten vooraleerst zien dat ouderlijke echtscheiding een sterke negatieve
invloed heeft op het welzijn van kinderen en adolescenten. De resultaten
ondersteunen het idee dat de impact van een echtscheiding minder erg is voor
kinderen en adolescenten als de moeder hoger opgeleid is. De variatie naar gelang
opleiding van de moeder is opmerkelijk groot; kinderen van de hoogst opgeleide
moeders ondervinden in het geheel geen negatieve gevolgen van de echtscheiding
en voor kinderen van de laagst opgeleide moeders is het effect meer dan twee keer
zo erg als het gemiddelde effect. Verder onderstrepen de resultaten het belang van
het maken van het onderscheid tussen de hulpbronnen van de moeder en die van de
vader, aangezien de positieve invloed van het hebben van een hoger opgeleide
moeder pas echt duidelijk wordt, als rekening wordt gehouden met het negatieve
effect van de opleiding van de vader. Het eventuele voordeel van het hebben van
een hoger opgeleide vader is op zichzelf minder evident, want de variatie naar
gelang vaders' opleiding is minder sterk en niet consistent. Jonge kinderen wiens
ouders scheiden zijn slechter af met een hoger opgeleide vader, maar adolescenten
zijn juist wat beter af.
Echtscheiding (hoofdstuk 3)
Het onderzoek naar echtscheiding richt zich steeds meer op mogelijke variatie in de
gevolgen van echtscheiding (Amato, 2000). Dit proefschrift draagt hieraan bij door
twee mogelijke bronnen voor variatie in de psychische impact van echtscheiding te
onderzoeken: de sociaal-economische kenmerken van het ouderlijk milieu en het
bereikte opleidingsniveau. Uit voorgaand onderzoek naar de rol van het ouderlijk
milieu is onder meer bekend dat kinderen die tijdens hun jeugd de echtscheiding
van hun ouders meemaken later een groter risico lopen om zelf ook te gaan
scheiden. Het is goed mogelijk dat kinderen die uit een gedepriveerd ouderlijk
milieu komen (uit een gebroken gezin, armoede) later meer negatieve effecten
ondervinden als zij zelf gaan scheiden, omdat zij mogelijk minder steun van hun
(gescheiden) ouders kunnen verwachten en omdat zij zelf waarschijnlijk ook over
minder sociaal-economische hulpbronnen beschikken. Deze mogelijkheid is in
voorgaand onderzoek amper onderzocht. Bovendien is er überhaupt weinig
onderzoek gedaan naar de vraag in hoeverre sociaal-economische hulpbronnen de
(psychische) consequenties van echtscheiding conditioneren.
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Op basis van een grote Britse geboortecohort studie (de NCDS met
kinderen uit 1958) is onderzocht in hoeverre het ouderlijk milieu en behaald
opleidingsniveau van invloed zijn op de effecten van echtscheiding in
volwassenheid tussen de 33 de 42 op het psychisch welzijn. Uit de analyse blijkt
dat de negatieve invloed van echtscheiding sterker is voor mensen uit een lager
sociaal milieu onafhankelijk van het door hen behaalde opleidingsniveau. Dit
patroon bevestigt de bevindingen van het vorige hoofdstuk over de invloed van het
ouderlijk milieu. De volgende uitkomsten zijn ook van belang. Ten eerste
verschillen de resultaten tussen mannen en vrouwen. De algemene gemiddelde
impact van echtscheiding is sterker voor vrouwen en de invloed van echtscheiding
op het psychisch welzijn wordt voor vrouwen sterker bepaald door het ouderlijk
milieu dan bij mannen. Wat betreft het opleidingsniveau zijn er tegenovergestelde
resultaten: Hoger opgeleide vrouwen ondervinden minder last van echtscheiding,
terwijl lager opgeleide mannen juist meer last ondervinden. Ten tweede blijken
deze conditionerende effecten alleen te worden gevonden voor echtscheidingen die
relatief recent plaatsvonden ten op zichte van het meetmoment.
‘Gehandicapt raken’ (hoofdstuk 4)
Het leeuwendeel van het onderzoek naar de psychische consequenties van het
verlies van fysieke gezondheid waaronder het verkrijgen van ernstige fysieke
handicaps, concentreert zich op het thema gezond ouder worden (‘healthy aging’)
bij oudere populaties (‘bejaarden’). Daarnaast is er veel onderzoek naar hoe
mensen omgaan met specifieke ziekten, zoals kanker. Variatie is een belangrijk
thema in dergelijk onderzoek en met name de rol die sociale steun kan bieden bij
het omgaan met een ernstige lichamelijk handicap en het verlies van gezondheid
wordt onderkend. Er is echter verbazingwekkend weinig onderzoek naar deze
relaties bij jongeren in de samenleving. En juist bij jongeren is het van belang
onderzoek te doen, aangezien het verlies van gezondheid op jongere leeftijd een
erg onverwachtse gebeurtenis is en zij nog vele jaren in mindere gezondheid voor
de boeg hebben. Tevens zijn er voor zover bekend op dit gebied geen studies naar
de rol van opleidingsniveau. Het behaalde opleidingsniveau kan echter zeer
belangrijk zijn in het bepalen van de psychische impact van het ‘gehandicapt
raken’, omdat een hoger opleidingsniveau de kansen vergroot om actief deel te
nemen aan het maatschappelijk leven.
Dit hoofdstuk maakt gebruik van hetzelfde Britse geboortecohort (de
NCDS) als in het voorgaande hoofdstuk, ditmaal om te onderzoeken in hoeverre bij
jongeren (twintigers) verschillen in opleiding van belang zijn voor de psychische
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consequenties van het krijgen van een zware fysieke handicap. Bovendien wordt
onderzocht hoe deze verschillen in opleiding hun effect laten gelden. Zijn dit de
hogere cognitieve vermogens of is het de hogere sociale beroepsstatus van hoger
opgeleiden die verantwoordelijk zijn voor een mogelijke positieve invloed van
opleidingsniveau? De belangrijkste bevindingen zijn als volgt: jongeren die
gehandicapt raken rapporteren een sterke stijging in psycho-somatische klachten,
maar diegenen met een hogere opleiding (vergelijkbaar met HBO of universiteit)
melden veel minder klachten dan diegenen met een lager opleidingsniveau. Deze
grote verschillen naargelang opleidingsniveau kunnen deels verklaard worden
doordat hoger opgeleiden over meer cognitieve vaardigheden beschikken en omdat
zij betere banen hadden voordat zij gehandicapt raakten.
Ontslag (hoofdstuk 5)
Hoofdstuk 5 worden de psychische consequenties van onvrijwillig baanverlies
(ontslag) bestudeerd. Er is een zeer grote literatuur over de negatieve impact van
werkloosheid en baanverlies op mentale gezondheid. De meeste studies richten
zich op de vraag of werkloosheid en ontslag een causale invloed hebben op het
welbevinden en tonen weinig aandacht voor mogelijke variatie daarin (Paul &
Moser, 2009). De paar studies die sociaal-economische variatie laten zien in de
psychische impact van werkloosheid en ontslag zijn niet eenduidig. Enkele
onderzoeken laten zien dat mensen hoger op de sociaal-economische ladder minder
psychische hinder ondervinden van het werkloos zijn dan wel ontslagen worden,
andere studies rapporteren echter het tegenovergestelde. Deze met elkaar in
tegenspraak zijnde resultaten zijn niet verrassend, want er zijn twee tegengestelde
processen denkbaar. Aan de ene kant zouden mensen met een hogere status beter
om kunnen gaan met de stress van werkloosheid en ontslag, aangezien zij over
meer hulpbronnen beschikken en bovendien vinden zij wellicht makkelijker weer
een nieuwe baan. Maar aan de andere kant hebben zij ook een betere
arbeidsmarktpositie en dus meer te verliezen qua inkomen en prestige als gevolg
van werkloosheid en ontslag. Daar komt bij dat werk wellicht belangrijker is voor
de identiteit van mensen naarmate men hoger op de sociale ladder staat.
De invloed van onvrijwillig ontslag op het psychisch welzijn op de korte en
lange termijn (tot en met 6 jaar na ontslag) wordt bestudeerd met behulp van
informatie over de carrières van mannen in het Britse huishoudpanel (de BHPS
dataset). Dit hoofdstuk brengt drie verbeteringen toe aan de bestaande literatuur.
Ten eerste wordt er een onderscheid aangebracht tussen de sociaal-economische
kenmerken van een persoon (opleidingsniveau) en die van de baan waaruit men is
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ontslagen (beroepsprestige en inkomen). Voorgaand onderzoek liet dit in het
midden, waardoor er geen onderscheid gemaakt kon worden tussen de hierboven
geschetste mogelijke positieve en negatieve effecten van een hogere sociaaleconomische status. Ten tweede ligt de focus op ontslag en niet op werkloosheid,
omdat het optreden van werkloosheid als een consequentie van hetzelfde
baanverlies kan worden gezien. Omdat niet iedereen even snel weer een baan vindt
en deze kansen samenhangen met het opleidingsniveau, is het wel degelijk van
belang naast ontslag ook de effecten van werkloosheid op het psychisch welzijn in
het onderzoek op te nemen. Ten derde wordt daarom ook het optreden van
werkloosheid en inactiviteit en de mogelijke neerwaartse sociale mobiliteit als
gevolg van ontslag in de analyse opgenomen. Dit geeft inzicht in het belang van
verschillen tussen lager en hoger opgeleiden in de arbeidskansen na onvrijwillig
ontslag.
De belangrijkste bevindingen zijn als volgt: Ontslag vergroot psychische
problemen, maar de effecten nemen af over de tijd. Hoger opgeleiden hebben,
zoals verwacht, veel minder last van ontslag. De opleidingsverschillen worden nog
eens geaccentueerd als er rekening mee wordt gehouden, dat hoger opgeleiden
betere banen verliezen. De verschillen in de psychische gevolgen tussen de
opleidingsniveaus worden in de jaren na het ontslag kleiner. Dit betekent, dat de
geconstateerde verschillen grotendeels verklaard kunnen worden, doordat hoger
opgeleiden betere kansen hebben op de arbeidsmarkt na ontslag en niet werkloos
worden. Diegene die zonder werk kwamen te zitten na ontslag ondervinden de
grootste psychische problemen, gevolgd door hen die een baan met een lager
inkomen of beroepsprestige accepteerden. De lange termijn nadelige gevolgen van
ontslag blijven beperkt tot diegenen zonder werk.
Additieve of escalerende effecten (hoofdstuk 6)
De voorgaande empirische hoofdstukken (2 tot 5) hebben zich telkens op één
bepaalde transitie gericht. Deze aanpak sluit dicht aan op de algemene
sociologische praktijk, waarbij men maar één transitie tegelijk bestudeert,
bijvoorbeeld de effecten van echtscheiding. In de epidemiologische literatuur
bekijkt men de invloed van indices van stressvolle gebeurtenissen (life events) op
het psychisch welzijn (een soort optelsom dus). In hoofdstuk 6 wordt een nieuwe
vraag, die relevant is voor beide onderzoeksgebieden, bekeken: In hoeverre hebben
levensloop transities die in een kort tijdsbestek achter elkaar plaatsvinden additieve
of escalerende effecten op het psychisch welzijn? De effecten zouden escalerend
kunnen zijn, omdat de bestudeerde transities de hulpbronnen van mensen om met
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tegenslagen om te gaan reduceren en zij nemen een deel van de capaciteit om met
tegenslagen om te gaan in beslag. Indien de transities in een relatief kort tijdsbestek
plaatsvinden, zouden zij elkaar kunnen versterken en escalerende effecten kunnen
hebben. Voor het onderzoek naar de relatie tussen indices van stressvolle
gebeurtenissen impliceert dit dat er non-lineaire effecten zijn (bijv. exponentiële).
Naast deze nieuwe vraag, wordt ook bekeken of de impact van de bekeken
transities varieert naar leeftijd, geslacht en opleidingsniveau. De bestudeerde
transities zijn partnerverlies, werkloosheid, gehandicapt raken en sterfte van een
ouder. Er is tot op heden weinig onderzoek naar de impact van het verlies van een
ouder. De voorgaande hoofdstukken zijn allen gebaseerd op Britse data, dit
hoofdstuk breidt de reikwijdte van dit proefschrift uit door de variatie in de impact
van de reeds bestudeerde transities nu ook voor Nederlandse data te bekijken (met
de NKPS dataset). Tot op heden is er namelijk nog maar erg weinig onderzoek
geweest naar dergelijke variatie in Nederland.
Voor elk van de bestuurde transities is het verwachte algemene negatieve
effect op psychisch welzijn inderdaad ook gevonden. Het meemaken van meerdere
negatieve levenslooptransities in een relatief kort tijdsbestek kent echter niet het
verwachte escalerende effect. De effecten van de transities zijn simpelweg additief
en lijken elkaar dus niet te versterken. Met betrekking tot de conditionerende
invloed van leeftijd, sekse en opleidingsniveau zijn er minder effecten gevonden
dan in de vorige hoofdstukken gebaseerd op de Britse data. Slechts twee effecten
werden gevonden: mannen hebben minder last van een echtscheiding dan vrouwen
en hoger opgeleiden hebben minder last van het krijgen van een ernstige handicap
dan lager opgeleiden.

Conclusie en discussie
De belangrijkste hypothese in dit proefschrift is dat sociaal-economische
hulpbronnen, met name opleidingsniveau, een schild vormen tegen de negatieve
psychische gevolgen van negatieve levenslooptransities. Het bewijs voor deze
hypothese is sterk. Voor elk van vier levenslooptransities: ouderlijke echtscheiding,
de eigen echtscheiding, het krijgen van een ernstige fysieke handicap en ontslag,
waren er grote sociaal-economische verschillen in de impact op het psychisch
welzijn. Diegenen met een hoger opleidingsniveau en met een meer
geprivilegieerde sociaal-economische achtergrond ondervinden minder psychische
problemen van deze nadelige ervaringen. De sociaal-economische verschillen zijn
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opvallend groot; in de orde van grootte van een kwart van het hoofdeffect tot
tweemaal het hoofdeffect. Deze conclusie weegt des te zwaarder aangezien zij
opgaat voor in aard zeer verschillende transities en voor verschillende stadia van de
levensloop. Deze bevindingen suggereren daarmee dat sociaal-economische
verschillen ook te vinden zijn voor andere transities die niet direct het onderwerp
zijn van dit proefschrift.
De constatering van het effect van sociaal-economische verschillen geldt
echter vooral voor de vier studies op basis van Britse datasets en gelden voor de
Nederlandse data alleen voor de impact van het ‘gehandicapt raken’ op het
psychisch welzijn. Er bestaan echter grote verschillen in de opzet tussen deze
studies. Het uitblijven van duidelijke grote sociaal-economische verschillen in de
Nederlandse dataset betekent dan ook niet dat dit een specifiek Britse situatie zou
zijn en voor Nederland niet opgaat. Toekomstig onderzoek moet uitwijzen of en in
welke mate er sprake is van sociaal-economische variatie in de impact van
levenslooptransities in Nederland.
Als tweede doel van dit proefschrift is gepoogd om mogelijke sociaaleconomische verschillen in de effecten te verklaren. Vanwege beperkingen in de
beschikbaarheid van geschikte data is dit alleen voor het krijgen van een ernstige
fysieke handicap en voor het krijgen van ontslag onderzocht. De bevindingen laten
zien dat met name de betere arbeidsmarktpositie van hoger opgeleiden hen in staat
stelt om beter het hoofd te bieden aan de negatieve psychische gevolgen van
‘gehandicapt raken’ en ontslag.
Dit proefschrift draagt bij aan de opkomende wetenschappelijke literatuur
over variatie in de consequenties van levenslooptransities. Er is een groeiend
inzicht dat levenslooptransities geen uniforme effecten hebben, maar dat de
(psychische) impact wordt gevormd door tal van factoren. Voorgaand onderzoek
liet reeds zien dat kenmerken van de transitie zelf, zoals de kwaliteit van het
huwelijk bij een echtscheiding, en demografische kenmerken, zoals het geslacht,
belangrijk kunnen zijn. Dit proefschrift toont aan dat sociaal-economische factoren
tevens een zeer belangrijke bron voor variatie zijn.
De bevindingen van dit proefschrift vergroten het inzicht in hoe sociaaleconomische verschillen in geestelijke gezondheid ontstaan. Het is al langer
bekend, dat mensen die lager op de sociaal-economische ladder staan een groter
risico lopen op negatieve levenslooptransities dan degenen die hoger op de ladder
staan. Dit is waarschijnlijk ook een belangrijke reden voor groter wordende
sociaal-economische verschillen in gezondheid over de duur van de levensloop. Dit
proefschrift geeft het additionele inzicht dat mensen met minder sociaal155
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economische hulpbronnen ook kwetsbaarder zijn voor de negatieve psychische
gevolgen van deze transities. Deze verschillen tussen de sociaal-economische
groepen zijn groot en worden gevonden voor zeer verschillende transities, en voor
zowel vroege als latere momenten in de levensloop. Hoewel weinig mensen deze
transities in een bepaald jaar meemaken, zijn de sociaal-economische verschillen
sterk en over een langere periode zullen veel mensen één of meerdere van deze
transities meemaken en de nadelige effecten ondervinden. Het zou daarom goed
kunnen dat deze differentiële kwetsbaarheid voor transities bijdraagt aan het groter
worden van sociaal-economische verschillen in gezondheid over de levensloop.
Zoals elk onderzoek kent deze studie zijn beperkingen. Het is belangrijk
om op deze te reflecteren en mogelijke oplossingen te suggereren. Er liggen
verbeterpunten op drie vlakken: Ten eerste laat dit proefschrift grote sociaaleconomische variatie zien, maar meer inzicht in de mechanismen achter het
ontstaan van deze variatie is gewenst en tevens vormt sociaal-economische variatie
maar één aspect van algehele variatie. Vooral studies die tegelijkertijd naar
meerdere aspecten van variatie kijken verdienen aanbeveling. Bijvoorbeeld studies
die kenmerken van zowel de aard van de transitie als kenmerken van de persoon
die de transitie meemaakt in ogenschouw nemen. Dit is met name van belang
aangezien de interpretatie van de bevindingen van dit proefschrift ten dele afhangt
van de assumptie dat de zwaarte van de transities niet varieert met sociaaleconomische positie. De alternatieve interpretatie van sterke sociaal-economische
verschillen in de impact van negatieve levenslooptransities zou bijvoorbeeld zijn
dat mensen met minder sociaal-economische hulpbronnen ergere transities
meemaken, bijvoorbeeld: lager opgeleiden hebben meer conflictueuze
echtscheidingen. Voor de transitie van ‘gehandicapt raken’ blijkt dat de zwaarte
van de handicap de sociaal-economische verschillen in de psychologische impact
niet doet veranderen. Voor ontslag is het eerder omgekeerd, hoger opgeleiden
hebben meer te verliezen door ontslag, desondanks is hun psychisch welzijn niet
lager. Voor echtscheiding kan een dergelijke alternatieve interpretatie niet worden
uitgesloten. Het is mogelijk dat mensen met een lagere sociaal-economische positie
ten dele meer psychische hinder van echtscheiding ondervinden, omdat zij meer
conflictueuze echtscheidingen hebben.
Ten tweede zou het design verbeterd kunnen worden. Het tijdsinterval
tussen de meetmomenten in de gebruikte studies varieerde van één jaar tot tien jaar.
Het spreekt voor zich dat kortere tijdsintervallen te prefereren zijn. Helaas zijn er in
Nederland weinig longitudinale studies die groot genoeg zijn en geschikte
meetinstrumenten van psychisch welzijn hebben. Register data bieden wellicht een
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uitweg voor toekomstig onderzoek. Deze hebben het voordeel dat zij vaak de hele
populatie in beeld hebben en mensen voor langere tijd gevolgd kunnen worden,
waardoor ze erg geschikt zijn om variatie in de impact van transities mee te
onderzoeken. Met name informatie over voorgeschreven medicijnen (bijvoorbeeld
slaappillen) en over bezoek aan psychologen zijn interessant vanuit het perspectief
van dit proefschrift. Een aansprekend voorbeeld wordt gevormd door een studie
van Kuhn et al. (2004) op basis van Oostenrijkse zorgverzekeringsdata naar het
effect van onvrijwillig ontslag op het voorgeschreven krijgen van psycho-actieve
medicijnen.
Ten derde zou toekomstig onderzoek de bevindingen van dit proefschrift
verder moeten generaliseren. Dit proefschrift beperkte zich tot Britse en
Nederlandse datasets en tot enkele negatieve transities. Kansen voor toekomstig
onderzoek zijn daarom te vinden in het uitbreiden van onderzoek naar andere
landen, andere uitkomsten en andere transities.
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