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Motivation, background and hypotheses 

Relationship dissolution is generally accompanied by a move of one or both ex-partners. Who 

moves out and whether one keeps the joint home are some of the most important questions that 

ex-partners have to decide upon and after separation. Separation is shown to increase the 

likelihood of moving well beyond the immediate moment of household dissolution (Evandrou et 

al., 2010; Feijten & van Ham, 2007; Gram-Hanssen & Bech-Danielsen, 2008; Mikolai & Kulu, 2018). 

A growing body of literature shows that the housing consequences of separation can be profound, 

especially for women (Dewilde, 2008; Feijten & Mulder, 2005; Feijten & van Ham, 2007). Existing 

research is however biased towards younger individuals, while we know very little about the 

housing consequences for older separating couples. Yet, a boom in grey divorce (separation or 

divorce of individuals aged 50 or above) means that more and more older couples face the 

situation that one or both need to leave their home.  In Belgium, the proportion of divorced 

couples in which at least one ex-partner was older than 50 among all divorced couples increased 

from 21% in 2002 to 40% in 2018 (Statbel, 2020). This paper draws attention to these couples 

divorcing separating at ages 50 to 70 after a marriage duration of 15 or more years and 

investigates whether it is the man or the woman who is more likely to move from the joint home 

upon separation and in the first years after separation. Additionally, we investigate the role of ex-

couple characteristics on the likelihood of leaving and staying.  

Many of the existing studies on post-divorce mobility focus on the question of who moves out and 

the distance of the move (e.g. Mulder & Malmberg, 2011; Mulder & Wagner, 2010, 2012; Thomas 

et al., 2017). The focus is then on the movers and less attention is paid to those who are labelled 

as stayers. However, it may just be that the consequent move of the stayer takes a longer time, for 

example when the couple owned their home, as the selling procedure may be particularly time-

demanding. Moreover, it might not be feasible to keep the home in the longer run. Yet, the ability 

to stay in the home and neighbourhood might mitigate the negative consequences of divorce. The 

question of who remains in the marital home is of societal relevance: in view of increasing divorce 

rates among the older population, gendered economic consequences of separation may 

accentuate ongoing trends of feminization of old-age poverty (Peeters & De Tavernier, 2018). 

We contribute to the existing literature at least in three ways. First, we focus on a fast-growing 

but rarely studied subpopulation of divorcees and identify the characteristics of the most 

vulnerable ones in terms of housing consequences of divorce within this age group. Second, we 

extend the observation window to follow the consequences of separation beyond the initial move 

and address the timing of the move. Third, by employing the register data we are able to provide 

more precise estimates of the who moves out question than in the case of surveys as we are able 

to keep track of individuals who moved after separation. 

A widely used theoretical framework explaining who moves out at separation is the cost-benefit 

framework as developed by Mulder and Wagner (2010). The decision is based on the monetary 

and nonmonetary costs of moving and staying of each of the ex-partners (Mulder & Wagner, 2010, 

2012). Monetary costs refer to the ability to afford the cost of housing, nonmonetary costs may 

include disruption of housing career, efforts related to the move, and emotional distress (Mulder 



& Wagner, 2010). The ex-partner is inclined to move if his/her monetary and nonmonetary costs 

of moving are lower than his/her costs of staying. If for both costs of staying exceed costs of 

moving, both partners move out. If for both partners the costs of staying are lower than costs of 

leaving, two additional principles could be employed in the decision process: relative bargaining 

position (an ex-partner with more resources stays) and the principle of fairness or justice (an ex-

partner whose costs of moving are higher stays) (Mulder & Wagner, 2010; Thomas et al., 2017). 

The theoretical arguments on resources, bargaining power and fairness in the cost-benefit 
framework lead to different expectations about which gender is staying in the ex-marital home at 
and after separation following a grey divorce.  

The cost-benefit framework, especially the importance of resources and bargaining power, largely 
portraits women as leavers. Less personal financial resources and the weaker bargaining position 
of women due to gendered marital household tasks division and traditional assortative mating 
should result in women being less likely to stay than men. More concretely, we expect that women 
are more likely to move at separation (H1a) especially if they are less educated or younger than 
their ex-partner, and if the home is owned or of high quality. It is possible that women may be 
staying initially, building on the principle of fairness, especially if the couple has children who are 
still living at home. However, women should be more likely than men to leave the home after 
separation (H2a), as costs of staying may finally exceed women’s resources; and the benefits of 
staying may decrease especially if children move out of the household. 

Gendered aspects of the fairness principle and repartnering however reverse this picture and put 
men forward as leavers. Building on the fairness principle, men should be more likely to move out 
at separation (H1b), as the costs of moving tend to be higher for women (disruption of housing 
career, limited resources to find alternative housing). In case men are staying initially, they may 
have more resources to afford to stay, but also more incentives to move. As men are more likely 
to repartner and repartnering often triggers a move, we can also hypothesize that men are more 
likely to move from the ex-marital home after separation (H2b).  

 

Data and methods 

This research uses the Belgian register data (2002-2006) and Census data (2001). Our sample 

includes all married couples who were together in January of 2002 and separated during the year 

2002. We focus on married couples, as it allows us to use information on the duration of the 

partnership. We follow the moves of the individuals for the 3 years after the separation, to assess 

whether the spouse who stays at joint home at separation keeps the home temporarily (<3 years) 

or for a longer period (> 3 years). We restricted our sample to couples where the woman was aged 

50 to 70 at separation (N=2,217).  

We estimated multinomial logistic regression to model who moves out and who keeps the joint 

home. The categories of the dependent variable are (1) both move out at separation, (2) man 

moves out at separation, woman moves out after separation within 3 years; (3) woman moves out 

at separation, man moves out after separation within 3 years; (4) man moves out at separation, 

woman stays for at least 3 years; (5) woman moves out at separation, man stays for at least 3 

years. Independent variables include individual and couple characteristics, namely woman’s age, 

relative age, woman’s educational level, relative education, couple’s employment status, presence 

of children, marital duration, homeownership status, type of housing, living in the place of birth, 

and repartnering. 

 

Results and conclusions 



Our analysis has shown that in our sample of older long-term married couples, men are more 

likely to move at separation than women (Figure 1). The difference was non-negligible, equal to 7 

percentage points. This finding is in contrast to the findings among younger couples (Mulder & 

Malmberg, 2011; Mulder & Wagner, 2012; Theunis et al., 2018), but in line with samples restricted 

to either the older generation (Evandrou et al., 2010) or parents (Thomas et al., 2017). This seems 

to point to a principle of fairness between ex-partners who share stronger ties. As we argued in 

the theoretical section apart from the effect of (relative) resources and bargaining power, the 

fairness principle may affect the moving out decision. 

 

Figure 1 – Distribution of dependent variable (leaving the marital home at or after separation) 

Furthermore, women moved as likely as men in the immediate years after separation. Thus, 

women’s initial advantage at separation is maintained over the years. Again, this finding seems to 

contradict previous studies analysing younger samples (Feijten, 2005; Mikolai & Kulu, 2018). 

Nevertheless, even though we have not found a gendered pattern in the general tendency of 

moving out in the period after separation, we have observed a gendered pattern in the timing of 

the move. Compared to women, men had a higher probability of moving out shortly after 

separation. This could be because it usually falls in the man’s duties to arrange the sale of the 

house or the handing-over to the landlord and they move as soon as these matters are resolved.   

The results of the multinomial logistic regression (not shown here) point to some of the well-

established associations within the cost-benefit framework. We found a negative association 

between a woman’s level of education and her probability of moving out of the joint home. We 

also observed that the older ex-partner, with assumed greater bargaining power, was less likely 

to move. The relative resources seemed to also be at play in the situation of a woman being 

employed while her ex-partner was unemployed or inactive. Lastly, the one with stronger ties to 

the place was more likely to stay. 

Other associations between the couples’ characteristics pointed to the fairness principle. For 

example, if a woman was higher educated than her ex-partner, she was more likely to leave the 

marital home.  Further, if a man was employed while her ex-partner was not, a woman was as 

likely to stay as if both were employed or unemployed. In accordance with previous studies on 

couples with children (Thomas et al., 2017), women had also an advantage in staying if the home 

was owned. Lastly, the one who stayed living with the children (usually a woman) was also more 

likely to stay living in the joint home. We argue that especially within the older age group the 

fairness principle may be relevant for the moving out decision, nevertheless, we are not able to 

rule out that these associations might be a result of other principles or strategies (e.g. avoidance 

of conflict). Further research using survey data could develop this concept by using a more direct 

measure of fairness. 



To conclude, this paper underlines the importance to differentiate between older and younger 
couples in the discussion on housing consequences following divorce. Literature commonly 
identifies women as the disadvantaged gender in terms of post-separation housing. Increasing 
divorce rates may thus have social implications as it may increase women’s precarity in older ages. 
On the contrary, we found that older women have a relative advantage in keeping the home at 
separation and maintain the advantage even after the separation. Nevertheless, not all women 
benefit from this advantage. Most vulnerable are women who are significantly younger than their 
ex-husband, whose children remain living with the father, who live at their husband’s birthplace 
and rent rather than own the home. Furthermore, the housing circumstances of older men might 
be also threatened as they have a higher tendency of moving. This is especially the case among 
fathers whose children stay living with the mother. In sum, this study shows that the fairness 
principle within the cost-benefit framework is an important theoretical argument that should be 
considered in future research on post-separation housing trajectories.  
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