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MARRIAGE PARADOXES

Bruno S. Frey and Reincer Eichenberger

ABSTRACT

Empirical rescarch reveals that marriage decisions systematically devi-
ate from the predictions bascd upon the conveational nco-classical
approach in four respects: (1) people scarch surprisingly little for avail-
able marriage partners; (2) the characteristics of a potential partner arc
cvaluated in a strongly biascd way; (3) individuals take littlc advice for
their marriage decision; and (4) the likclihood of onc's own marriage
cnding in a divorce is strongly undcrestimated. Thesc marriage para-
doxcs can be integrated into the rational-choice approach: individuals
arc awarc of the possibility of falling prey to such paradoxcs, and
therefore take precautions at individual and institutional levels.

I. The Neo-classical Theory of Marriage and Beyond

The cconomiic theory of the family has given us many valuable and novel
insights about how individuals act within a family (c.g. about the
division of labor), and also how they choosc to form a family. This
constitutcs a great step forward comparced with the previous notion in
cconomic theory that houscholds arc a *black box” and act as if they were
individuals.

This cconomic theory of the family (championed by Becker, sce, c.g.,
1960, 1988, 1991) assumes that individuals act rationally and maximize
their utility (but not nccessarily their sclfish intcrests as altruism among
family members is explicitly allowed for). As decisions arc madc under
unccrtainty, following the von Ncumann and Morgenstern (1947)
axioms, cach person’s maximand is subjective expected utility. Uncer-
tainty itself is reduced by scarching for information until the marginal
benelit exceeds the marginal cost. Individuals arc thus taken to act
according to the samc principles within the family as in any other arca.
This unificd thcory is onc of the main altractions of the cconomic
approach (scc Becker 1976; Frey 1992), especially in comparison with
other social scicnces, in particular psychology, where cxplanations tend
to rcly on a sct of isolaled theorics. It may well be argucd that there arc
particularly good rcasons for applying thc cconomic model of behavior
to the family because the incentives to act rationally are particularly
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strong. For most individuals family decisions arc of central importance
and the cost of wrong dccisions may be extremely high (c.g. having a
child instcad of remaining childless binds the time and financial
resources of the parents for about 20 ycars, perhaps cven for the rest of
their lives).

Beeker's ground-breaking work has induced many cconomists to
enter the ficld.! However, much of this work has been highly theorctical
and more concerned with demonstrating the applicability of formal
cconomic analysis to a new, unusual subjcct than with providing new
insights into how individuals act in the specific context of a family.
Most importantly, cmpirical studics have been sadly neglected in favor
of abstract formalisms.> Among thc many cxamples is Mortcnscn
(1988) who applics the theory of matching the supply for, and demand
of, jobs to the marriage choice. While the analogy is well taken (though
not much morce than common scnse, scc, in general, Blaug 1980, Ch. 14)
Mortensen makes no cffort to inquire into the differences between the
job and the marriage ‘markets’; rather, his interest is o prove under
what (abstract) conditions an cquilibrium cxists. Another pertinent
cxample is Cigno (1991), who devclops a theorctically rigorous text on
the cconomics of the family, thereby advancing a considerable number
of thcorcms, lemmas and proofs. But ncither of the two authors (unlike
Becker) show much interest in looking at rcal-world issucs of the
family, in relating their theorics to empirical facts, or in subjecting them
to an cconomctric analysis; nor do they look at the vast literature on the
family produccd in the other social scicnces.?

This litcrature suggests that systcmatic and sigaificant aspects have
been disregarded in the cconomics of the family. We concentrale on
four empirical obscrvations with respect to marriage which scem to
contradict the cconomic theory of marriage. In this sensc, they appear to
be paradoxical:

(1) people scarch surprisingly little for suitable marriage partners;

(2) the characteristics of potcential partners arc cvaluated in a
strongly biascd way; '

(3) individuals take astonishingly little advice in their marriage
decision; and

(4) the likclihood of onc's own marriage cnding in a divorce is
strongly undcrestimated, and therefore too few precautions for
the casc of a break-up arc taken.

Our point of reference is the type of strict and orthodox nco-classical

theory just mentioncd. ‘Surprisingly’ in this context mcans that the four
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obscrvations would not have been predicled ex ante* by nco-classical
thcory. We submit that the new developments in decision theory based
on the work of both cognitive psychologists and cconomists (scc, c.g.
Kahneman and Tversky 1979; Thaler 1980; Kahneman, Slovic and
Tversky 1982; Schocmaker 1982; Machina 1987; Sugden 1986; Shapira
1986; Frey and Eichenberger 1989a, 1989b; Eichenberger 1992) help to
cxplain such paradoxical obscrvations. It scems to be fruitful to
integrate these new findings falling between economics and psychology.
Howecver, we do not give up the rational-choice view of human
behavior. We belicve that individuals to somc cxtent fall prcy to
psychological anomalics in their marriage choice (and to that extent act
‘irrationally’), but they arc rational cnough to iry to overcome these
paradoxcs. This vicw also provides us with an cxplanation of the
cmergence and functioning of scveral marriage institutions, which
would otherwisc have o be treated as exogenous.

The remainder of this paper is organized as follows. Scction I is
devotcd to the four above-mentioned paradoxical obscrvations concern-
ing marriage. Possible standard nco-classical explanations arc discusscd
and rcjected, and solutions arc offered using clements of cognitive
psychology. Scction III identifics why, and in what respect, marriage
decisions differ from other decisions in life. The institutional rcactions
to the marriage paradoxcs obscrved arc the subject of scction IV.
Scction V offers concluding remarks.

II. What is Paradoxical about Marriage?

1. Little Scarch for Marriage Partners

Following the strict nco-classical cconomic model, one would cxpect to
find that individuals undertake an cxtensive scarch before they commit
themsclves to marriage, as the costs of choosing an unsuitable partner
arc normally high. Circumstantial cvidence suggests, however, that
surprisingly litde time and few resources arc devoled to finding the
‘right’ partncr. Most importantly, a considerable number of men and
women marry their first rcasonably scrious partncr.,

Table 1 shows the pereentage sharce of first unions that became formal
marriages (in contrast to cohabitation) for thc USA. For 84 percent of
the male, and 93 percent of the female Amcricans of age 50 to 60,
marriage is identical with the first union (for morc cvidence scc also
Catc and Lloyd 1992). Whilc this percentage dropped for both scxcs, the
general obscrvation still holds for morc than onc third of Americans of
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age 20-30. Studics for Europc reveal the same pattern (Michacl et al.
1994, 101).

Table 1. Percentage of first unions that were formal marriages by birth
cohort and gender

Birth datcs Men Women
1933-1942 84 93
1943-1952 70 78
1953~1962 47 58
1963-1974 34 36

Source: Lauman ct al. (1994, 207).

Certainly, there is a “marriage market’ (social psychologists take this
to be a matter of coursc), but the term is somewhat mislcading if it is
understood to mean that access is open, and that the participants have a
large choice of partners to marry. Rather, market entry is characterized
by considcrable barricrs, and the choice is strongly dominated by social
and traditional factors. The marriage market is thus highly scgmented
and characlcrized not by vast choice possibilitics but by high transaction
costs shaping behavior. The authoritative study on *Sex in Amcrica’
(Michacl ct al. 1994) aptly remarks

The vast popularity of school and work as marketing places is part of the social
gamic, whereby the firm hand of socicty incvitably guides us toward people that we
and our stakcholders would view as acceptable sex [and marriage] partners. One
rcason why so many pcople met their partners at school or work is that most pcople
spend so much time there, going to school for ycars, then working for decades. The
total time spent in school and at work far overshadows the time spent in such
places as a bar or on vacation or in a health club. (p. 74)

For similar rcasons, marriages between persons living in the same
ncighborhood arc frcquent (Kerckhoff 1974). As a conscquence, the
marriage market is strongly segmented and many participants have a
very restricted choice, only:

The myth is that cach person has the whole world to choosc from. The reality is
that when we finish excluding cveryonce that we consider unsuitable or unobtain-
ablc and when we finish dividing the market into sex for recreation or scx for
possible marriage, there arc very few people left for cach of us to scriously
consider, (Michacl ct al, 1994, 64)

This docs not mcan that no marriage market cxists. We want to
cmphasizc that the cmpirically intcresting aspects of forming marriages
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arc not capturcd by an abstract analysis of thc matching problem in
analogy to any other market (3 la Mortensen 1988) but the particular
characteristics and forces that shape the marriage process. To know that
it is a ‘market’ (though delightful for an cconomist to hcar) cxplains
little; what helps us lo gain insights is a scrious analysis of the
restrictions (or transaction cost) typical for this market.

A main characteristic of marriage decisions is that more intensive
scarch docs not nccessarily improve marriage quality. Considerable
cmpirical cvidence reveals that more information, gaincd lor cxample
by cohabitation before marriage, docs not raisc the subjective quality of
marriage. Having lived with the samc partner beforc marriage is
according to many studics negatively corrclated with the self-cvaluated
quality of marriage (c.g. Watson 1983, Dc Maris and Leslic 1984); the
samc is truc for expericnce acquired by having lived with previous
partners (Newcomb and Bentler 1980) and also for romantic involve-
ments prior o commitment (Kelly and Conley 1987). Morc recent
studics indicate that these cffects cannot fully be attributed to sclection
cffccts according to which thosc who cohabit prior to marriage may be
Icss committed or may be poorcr marriage prospects (c.g. Thomson and
Colclia 1992).

Thesc obscrvations arc consistent with an cconomic cxplanation of
our claim that potential marriage partners cngage in much less scarch
than formal nco-classics would have predicted. What nceds to be
considercd is that there is littlc or no scarch because the marginal
benefits of information arc low, and/or the cost is high. Such an
‘cxplanation’ is, however, purcly ex post and tends to become tautologi-
cal if no rcasons arc adduccd why marginal bencefits arc low and cost is
high.

The benelits of scarch arc reduced by asymmetric information lcading
to thc undesired ‘lemons’ outcome (Akerlof 1970). Individuals who
‘offer’ themsclves in the ‘marriage market” may be interpreted by others
to be ‘lemons’, i.c. people with hidden *defects’ obviously not liked by
others. In other markets, supplicrs faced with such asymmectric informa-
tion may overcome the problem by building up a good reputation—a
mcasurc not availablc at lcast in the casc of first marriagc.

Satislicing thcory (Simon 1957) may also cxplain the limited amount
of scarch undertaken before marrying. The weighty decision of choos-
ing a partner ‘for lifc’ cannot be solved by cxplicit maximization
because it transcends the cognilive restrictions of human problem-
solving. The marriage decision opens up ncw aspects not normally

+ considercd in standard nco-classical theory. In particular, onc’s prefer-
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cnces about the type of partner and marriage may strongly and
unpredictably change during onc’s lifctime, for cxample, love may fade
away, or in contrast, may incrcasc during marriage. Morcover, the
quality of the choscn partncr itsclf may unpredictably change during the
coursc of marriage. Becausc of such uncertaintics (which always cxist to
some cxtent but which are much more important in the casc of marriage)
the information gathered during the scarch is of limited value, so that
individuals cut the process short, thus conforming to the model of
boundcd rationality.

Additional, non-conventional rcasons for the short duration of the
scarch can be deduced from cxperimentally bascd decision theory:

(i} The search process itsclf creates special psychic cost. Informing
oncsclf on the marriage market before making a choice is problematic.
The usc of the market may, under identifiablc conditions, undcrmine the
intrinsic motivation nceded for a successful partnership (Deci and Ryan
1985; Lanc 1991; Frcy 1994), because the usc of a mechanism which
works with cxtrinsic induccments (i.c. cxploiting the opportunitics
prescated by the marriage market) tends to crowd out the intcrnal valucs
of trust and love on which modcrn marriages arc based (scc Clark and
Mills 1979; and Mills and Clark 1982). Explicit cxchange in a
rclationship may thus destroy the bonds on which marriage is built.
Openly, or cven furtively, cvaluating the pros and cons of a prospective
spousc in comparison (o the altcrnatives available on the marriage
market is strongly condemncd in a romantic rclationship. The same
holds for any attcmpt to openly offer matcrial compensation in order to
find an optimal match.

This result, of course, is compatible with nco-classics—increasing
scarch cost lcads to a reduction of the intensity and time spent in
scarch—but the point madc here is that orthodox nco-classics docs not
take into considcration that scarch tends to undermine the intrinsic
motivation requircd for a successful partnership, and thus increase the

cost of scarch.

(ii) Endowment and sunk cost ¢ffects. Once onc has choscen a partner,
onc lends to get attached to him or her. In other words, a pronounced
cndowment cffcct (Thaler 1980) cmerges: once a partner has been
chosen, he or she is valued morc highly rclative to other possible
partners simply because the rclationship cxists. A wcalth of cmpirical
cvidence shows that partnership Icads to an cendowment cffect (see, c.g.,
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Simpson 1987). In particular, it has been obscrved that a scparation
gencrally Icads to an intensc fecling of loss. Morcover, even when the
perccived quality of the relationship was low both partners arc subject to
a sunk cost cffect. There is a pronounced tendency to maintain a
relationship cven when its continuation is considered costly by both
partners, becausc they do not want to give up the past investments in the
rclationship (Rusbult 1983; and Rusbult, Johnson and Morrow 1986).
Hill, Rubin and Peplau (1976) cven go so far as lo consider ‘an
unwillingncess to discngage onesclf from a relationship in which onc has
invested heavily’ to be a ‘gencral human tendency’. According to H.
Becker (1960), investment of time and cnergy as well as forgoing an
alternative rclationship commits onc to remain in a relationship, cven if
it turns out to bec a painful onc. It is important to nolec that the
cndowment and sunk cost cffccts represent distortion factors, above and
beyond the changed objective circumstances, i.c. the accumulation of
rclationship-specific investments (Becker ct al. 1977; Becker 1991).
Both cffccts are specific to the persons involved, and arc difficult if not
impossible to understand for outsiders. Often, when fricnds obscrve the
cost imposcd on cach other in a relationship they advisc a scparation,
suggesting that the scarch for a suitable partner in the marriage market
should be continucd. In most cascs, the persons alfected feel offended
because they are subject to the endowment and sunk cost effects, and arc
therefore unwilling to scparate (Hill, Rubin and Peplau 1976, 148). Such
behavior clearly violates the standard nco-classical optimizing view that
past cost should be irrclevant to current decisions relevant for the
future.

The cndowment cffect produced by knowing cach other results in
breaking off the scarch carlicr than if no such cffcct cxisted. The
cndowment cffcct is further strengthened by the fact that the cost of
scarching for an alternative partner is typically high in closc rclation-
ships. As a conscquence, the probability of breaking off an unmarried
rclationship dccreascs, and for a marricd couple the probability of
divorce is rcduced. Conscquently, the number of marriages is higher
than if there was no cndowment cffcct, and, most importantly, their
average (independently cvaluated) quality is lower because morc mar-
nages arc cntcred and fewer marriages dissolved than psychologically
uncommitled outsiders would optimally advisc. The endowment cffcct
may thus be able to simultancously cxplain both the negative corrclation
between cohabitation and quality and the positive corrclation between
cohabitation and stability of marriage, a phcnomenon that has so far not
yet been satisf{actorily cxplained (White 1987).
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2. Partial Evaluation of Marriage Partners

In today's western industrial countrics the great majority of young
couples considers romantic love® to be an absolute prercquisite for
marriage. Somconc who marrics a person explicitly for matcrial or even
‘practical’ rcasons (such as a particular adeptness at certain houschold
chores) risks being chided by others. However, a partnership bascd on
romantic love lcads to a systcmalic overemphasis of a partner’s
charactcristics related to love (c.g. tenderness and gencrosity in finan-
cial maters), whilc olher characteristics important for marriage arc
underemphasized, or somctimes cven completely ignored (scc the
survey by Rubin 1973). Thus, few lovers are much concerned whether
his or her partner is well integrated in a family, ambitious with respect to
a lifc carcer, and ablc to run a joint houschold.

This systcmalic bias in deccision-making for marriage bascd on
romantic love or autonomous marriage® is best visible when it is
comparcd with arranged marriages. Lec and Stone (1980) provide an
cxtensive account of the difference between autonoimous and arranged
marriages, bascd on cross-scction obscrvations in many different cul-
turcs. Predictably, love is morc important, the morc autonomous the
marriage decision is, the morce nuclear the family structure is, and the
morc freely the marriage partners can choosc where they want to live. In
arranged marriages, on the other hand, love is of less importance as a
precondition for a successful and lasting rclationship.

Onc rather sad fact found by empirical rescarch on marriage is that, in
general, love tends to fade over time (Cimbalo, Faling and Mousaw
1976; Driscoll, Davis and Lipctz 1972). 1t is therefore interesting to ask
why romantic love ncvertheless plays such a dominant role in marriage
decisions today. One hypothesis is that it scrves as a rcliable signal for
other characteristics which arc morc relevant for the quality and stability
of marriage. Onc would then be inclined to attribute a rclated impor-
tance to love in arranged marriages. However, parcnts and other persons
arranging marriages obviously pay much lcss attention to love than the
prospective partners themselves. Again, another hypothesis is based on
the endowment cffcct. The ‘paradox’ of the great role love plays for
(autonomous) marriage is cxplaincd when love is considered a good
yiclding high utility in the first phascs of a partncrship. Over time the
partner is included in onc’s endowment; indecd, according to cmpirical
cvidenee, ‘commitment to and satisfaction in adult romantic rclation-
ships incrcasc as outcomc Icvels incrcasc’ (Clark and Rcis 1988, 645;

also Rusbult, Johnson and Morrow 1986; Simpson 1987). The choicc of
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a marriagc partncr bascd on romantic aspccts results in non-optimal
outcomes. Such biasing cffects of autonomous marriage choice arc
supported by cmpirical obscrvations (Howard, Blumstein and Schwartz
1987). Complementary traits (c.g. similar intcrests and vicwpoints) arc
morc important in the carlicr phascs of a relationship than substitutive
traits (such as thc capacity to perform certain chores of which the
partner is not capablc).7 Increased preferences for traits which are more
important at an carlicr phasc such as physical altractivencss arc
negatively corrclated with the subjective satisfaction from a partnership
(marriage) in the long run. In arranged marriages, on the other hand, the
complementary traits arc not overweighted becausc the parents, rcla-
tives or profcssionals arranging the marriage arc not subject to the
cndowment cffcct and arc ablc to take all aspects into consideration
which they deem relevant respective to marriage. Considerations such
as these are not part of the standard neo-classical modcl of marriage.

J. Little Advice Sought

In marriage decisions bascd on romantic love the (potential) partners
scck little or no advice from professionals who arc cxperts on the
determinants of successful marriage, nor do they scriously consult
parcnts or other relatives who arc expericnced in marriage. Bcehavior
thus differs markedly from that regarding the choice of cducation and
carcer, where onc sccks advice on the suitability of a particular linc of
study or profcssion. It is cven less comparable with the advice sought
when buying durable goods such as a car or a housc or when investing
in the financial markets. In a romantic marriage, the (wo individuals
involved reject the advice by others because they belicve that they arc a
special casc which cannot be judged by outsiders: what they consider
*average’ cxpericence is of no relevance to them.

Another reason why outside advice is scldom sought is that it is
incompatible with the notion of romantic love as a basic requircment for
modern marriages. To scck advice from profcssionals or cven from
parcts is interpreted as an obvious sign of mistrust towards the partner,
and is therefore shunned. Standard nco-classical analysis, on the other
hand, following the principle of the division of labor would predict that
the advice and help of professionals or at lcast of relatives is sought
before making onc of the most important decisions in life.

In reality, the dircction of influcnce (advice) docs not go 30 much
from parcnts to offspring as in the reverse dircclion (for cmpirical

cvidence sce Leslic, Huston and Johnson 1986). Young people planning
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to get marricd actively try to make their chosen partner attractive to their
parents. The morc agrecable the parents find the chosen partncr, the
morce the new couple can hope to be matcrially supported by them.
Owing to the filtered information the parcntls reccive from  their
offspring, thcy do not and cannot scrve as objective advisers. The
situation is different when the parents reccive indcpendent information
from othcr sources, in particular within closc-knit rcligious or social
groups: the children then reducce their cffort to filter information becausc
such cffort is meaningless. Parents are given the chance of advising, and
marriage decisions arc morc arranged than autonomous. Conversely, in
autonomous marriages bascd on romantic love the individuals who
cxpericnce an cndowment cffect towards their partner teud to disregard,
or outrightly rcject, the advice proffercd by their parents who are
unalfected by the endowment cffect. The advice of the parcnts only
stands a chance of being accepted if it has been given before a partner
has been chosen. This is the casc for arranged marriagcs.

4. Underestimation of the Likelihood of One's Own Divorce

Empirical rescarch testifics that a blatant discrepancy cxists between the
ipsative and the objcctive view of the cxpected success of marriage
(Wecinstein 1980): individuals strongly underrate the probability of their
own marriage f{ailing, cven if they arc fully aware of the high average
divorce risk. Individuals tend to systcmatically undcrestimate their
ipsative probability (i.c. the probability considered relevant for ficm-
sclves) compared (o the objective onc (sce Frey 1989) by placing
themsclves in a special category to which the avcrage high divorce ratc
is taken not to apply. When a white upper-class woman, for cxamplc,
decides to marry a black, working-class man, and it is pointed out to her
that such marriages have a very high divorce risk (for cvidence, sce,
c.g., Norton and Glick 1979; for other diffcrences in traits, Becker,
Landes and Michacl 1977, 1167) she will reply that this may well be
truc in general or on average, but not in her special case. She feels that
the gloomy prediction docs not apply to her as she is marrying a
particular man who is outside the basc on which the prediction is
founded. Such a vicw cannot be faultcd because a happy marriage
between any type of partners is indeed a logical possibility. :

Another reason why the objective chance of divorce is rejected in the
casc of onc’s own marriage is that onc falls prey to the ‘illusion of
control’ (Langer 1975). Pcople tend to think that they can influcnce the

outcome of their marriage more strongly than is the casc in actual fact.
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The concept of ipsative probabilitics for guiding one’s choice in
marriagc creales a major problem for the standard nco-classical theory of
marriage and divorce bascd on the von Neumann and Morgenstern
(1947) axioms, and therewith on expected ulility theory. According to
that approach, individuals cvaluate their future marriage outcome by
using subjective probabilitics® of success and failure.’ As the ipsative
probabilitics of divorce tend to be systematically lower than the sub-
jective and objcctive oncs, 0o many marriages arc concluded, and too
few precautions are taken against failure than would be ‘rational® in the
von Ncumann and Morgenstern (1947) scnse. Despite the substantial
commitment to onc another (promiscd for a lifclime), usually no mar-
riage contract is made specifying the dutics and rights of cach partner,'®
which makes a dissolution costly (Cohen 1987, 272). Major rcasons for
not using marriage contracts arc not only the systcmatic discounting of
the riskiness of onc’s own marriage but also that such a formal agrecment
is taken Lo be asign of mistrust (one speaks about divoree even before the
marriage is closed). Morcover, a formal contract which constitutes an
cxternal intervention is likely to crowd-out intrinsic motivation. In par-
ticular, trust may bc undermined. Owing to the many unccrtaintics
inhcrent in such a complex relationship which cannot be fully regulated
by formal contract, trust is, however, indispensable.

The ipsative view of the world does not nccessarily approach the
objective facts. Learning is scverely limited or absent, and in some cascs
may cven be perverse. In the context of marriage, this may be called the
‘Elizabeth Taylor Effcct’. Whencever this actress has got marricd (and
this has happened many times)"! she has solemnly declared that this time
it was for life, only to get divorced some months or ycars later—an
outcome casily predicted by even casual obscrvers not burdencd with her
ipsative vicw. That lcarning with respect to issucs of marriage and
divorcce is gencrally difficult, or docs not happen at all, is supported, for
cxample, by Monahan's (1958) analysis of divorce records in the state of
Iowa for 1953-5, where the probability of divorce incrcascs sharply for
persons previously divorced.' Quite gencrally, despite the failurc of past
marriages, over 75 pereent (United States) of divoreed people remarry at
lcast oncc (Cohen 1987, 278). Morcover, there is cvidence that the
probability of remarriage is higher {or thosc who have been divorced than
for widowed persons (Becker, Landes and Michacl 1977, 1175). Empiri-
cal obscrvation that children [rom a divorced marriage tend to be more
favorably inclined to courtship rclations (Booth, Brinkerhoff and Whitc
1984), and that their age at marriage is lower (Keith and Finlay 1988) can
be interpreted as a casc of perversc learning. The same interpretation may
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be applicd (with some caution) to the obscrvation that scarch time beforc
a sccond marriage is shorter than for a first marriage (O'Flaherty and
Eclls 19838).

I1I. Why is Marriage Diffcrent?

The previous part of this paper discussed four specific aspects of
marriage choice where the decision-making process and outcome
systematically deviatle from what is predicted by the standard (nco-
classical) cconomic theory of the family, and in this scnsc arc para-
doxical. The rcasons why the marriage decision is different from other
dccisions can be summarized in four points.

(a) For many individuals marriage is probably the single most
important decision in their lives. At the same time it is fac morc complex
than most other dcecisions, because the conscquences cxtend over an
unknown period of time; onc’s own preferences with respect to the type
of marriage as well as the type of partner may shift, and the character
and behavior of the partner as well as the relevant social conditions may
change in unpredictable ways. Morcover, soinc kinds of behavior which
would be rational, such as an cxtensive scarch for a marriage partner,
matcrial or pccuniary compensation for differences in the valuc of the
partners (sce Cohien 1987), or marriage contracts, with a finite period of
validity, arc not chosen by the marriage partners because the love and
trust in the relationship would thereby be undermined.

(b) The marriage decision is, for the vast majority of people, designed
to be unigue. Learning is thercfore difficult or impossible as one cannot
look back on onc's own, but only at other pecoplce’s cxpericnces, which is
quilc a different thing. The nccessary requircmcents for successful
individual lcarning arc abscnt (sce Einhorn and Hogarth 1981; or Paync
1982, 347). Evcn in the casc of sccond and third ctc. marriages it is
difficult to lcarn from one’s own cxpcericncc, as has alrcady been pointed
out. Morcover, no compcetitive processes cxist which would force
individuals to act rationally, at lcast not in the scnse of a well-
cstablishcd cconomic market in which irrational bchavior Icads to
bankruptcy and cnforced cxit from the market.

(c) The dccision process is accompanicd by a strong involvement of
the participants (the prospective marriage partners) which causcs prefer-
ence changes in the form of cndowment and sunk cost cffccts, as well as
illusions of control.

(d) Elements of stratcgic interaction cxist between the marriage
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partners themsclves and between the marriage partners and the outside
world, most importantly the parents. The reaclions of the prospective
marriage partners as well as thosc of the parents arc of a special nature
and arc Icss known (or cven unknown) than the oncs in other arcas of
decision-making. Thus, available information is dcliberately distorted
and thus often (rationally) disrcgarded.

IV. Reactions to Paradoxes

Individuals arc often awarc that they arc subjcct to paradoxical
behavior. They know that under certain circumstances their decisions
concerning marriage deviate to a smaller or larger degree from what
rational pcrsons would choosc. As this lapsc from rationality imposcs
cost, individuals therefore make an cffort to devisc strategics to avoid
such paradoxa, or at Icast to reduce their cost (for a gencral analysis sce
Frey and Eichenberger 1994). These strategics may take place on both
the individual and the collective, or institutional, level.

1. Individual Level

Marriage paradoxes can be completely climinated, or at lcast their cost
can be reduced, by committing onesclf in advance to appropriate types
of behavior. One can, for cxample, prearrange a stay abroad in order to
prevent the endowment cffcct from prevailing. Onc can also build up
human capital in order to reduce the cost of a paradoxical marriage
choice. Thus, overstressing complementary traits can partly be cvaded
by investing morc in substitutive traits (imcn may, for instance, Icarn to
cook so that choosing a wife who cannot does not affcct the marriage
quality to the same cxtent).

2. Institutional Level

At the collective level, a number of norms and laws may be interpreted
as an cffort by rational individuals to overcomc the pervasive existence
of paradoxical behavior with respeet lo marriage. Some important
instanccs follow.

(a) Arranged marriages. In many socictics, men and womcn of
marriagcable age subjcct themsclves voluntarily and by custom to the
will of parents or relatives whom they belicve to be capabice of sclecting
a suitable partner for them. The utility from an arranged marriage is
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therefore expected to be satisfactory to both partners on average and in
the long run. Parcnts indircctly arrange marriages when they steer their
offspring’s choice of a spousc (a form of indircctly arranging) by
sending them to ‘appropriale’ schools and universitics, or by getling
them to join clubs (such as tennis clubs or riding schools), where, from
the parents’ point of vicw, they arc likely to mect suitable partncrs. In
most marriages, the wife’s status, income and chances in lifc arc far
morc dependent on her husband’s than vice versa. Parents in almost all
socictics arc thus obscrved to be more concerned with finding appro-

priatc mates for their daughters than for their sons (Hill, Rubin and
Pcplau 1976, 163).

(b) Alternatives to marriage. Apart from marriage, other institutional
forms of mcn and womcn living together have evolved which arc more
flexible, not nceessarily designed to last a lifetime, and where the cost of
scparation is therefore reduced. Itis no accident that the risc of romantic
love is corrclatcd with the scarch for new institutional forms of
partnership, in particular cohabitation. Another institutional change is
that the presumption of marriage being for life is clfcctively relin-
quished by allowing and facilitating divorce. Indced, in most western
industrial countrics today, divorce by mutual conscnt is comparatively
casy, and often sought.

(c) Marriage contracts. Romantic feclings and the endowment cffect
curb the opportunity of the (potential) partncrs to talk openly about the
possibility of divorce prior to marriage, and, owing to this, many do not
conclude a formal marriagc contract. As a substitute, the law steps in
and provides basic rules for scparation. Somc of the rights and
obligations of the partics arc defincd by law and cannot be waived cven
by mutual conscat (sce, cxtensively, Cohen 1987). Among other things,
marriage laws determine how the wealth brought into, and accumulated
during marriage, as well as futurc income carncd, is to be distributed
upon divorce. Another institution which interferes in individual mar-
riage decisions is the Catholic church. In many countrics, it requircs
couples who intend to marry to attend a coursc before marriage in which
the partners have to discuss their relationship and its prospects.

(d) Minimum age. As romantic love is, on average, strongest among the
young, a minimum age limit for marriage may help to climinatc some of
the paradoxcs discusscd. Empirical cvidence (Becker, Landes and

Michacl 1977, 1159; Booth and Edwards 1985) indced suggests that a ’
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higher marrying agc has a positive cffect both on the quality and
stability of marriage. In Switzerland, a related purposc is scrved by a
law forbidding widows to remarry within 1 ycar after their husband’s
death.

V. Concluding Remarks

Neco-classical cconomics has greatly improved our insights into the
decisions taken in the family and with respect to marriage. Nevertheless,
the rational vicw of marriage is in important respects not obviously
compatible, and in somc cascs cven in outright conflict, with whalt is
cmpirically obscrvable. We have identificd four aspccts where today’s
rcal-lifc marriage dccisions in western industrial countrics systcm-
atically deviate from what is predicted by conventional nco-classical
theory. Romantic love tends to Icad to the following paradoxical aspects
of marriage decisions:

littlc scarch for marriage partncers;

» biascd cvaluation of the characteristics of potcntial partncrs;

« little advice in marriage decision; and

« undcrestimation of the likclihood of onc’s own marriage cnding in
a divorce.

To accept that such paradoxes or underlying behavioral anomalies exist
docs not mcan that the rational-choice approach is dropped; rather,
individuals arc considered to be rational cnough to rcact to the
possibility of succumbing to paradoxical bechavior when making mar-
riage dccisions. Prccautions may be taken at the individual level—
mainly by precommitting oncsclf—or at the collective level. Various
institutional devices cxisting in the context of marriage decisions can be
intcrpreted as a responsc to the cxistence of marriage paradoxes. Our
approach thus stays within rational choice, but is applicd at a higher
level, recognizing that romance alonc is not the best basis for making a
rational marriage choice.

In an idcal world, where the individual and collcctive lcvel rcactions
were complete, onc would no longer obscrve any mariage paradoxcs.
Information and transaction costs of such individual and institutional
responscs prohibit that the paradoxes arc complctcly climinated. We
thus cmpirically obscrve the simultancous existence of both marriage
paradoxcs and rcactions to overcome them.
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NOTES

We arc gratcful to Gary Becker, Iris Bohnet, Mary Brinton, Isabelle Buscnhant, Lilian
Ghandchi, Sandra Kclicr, Felix Oberholzer and Hannclore Weck-Hannemann for helplul
comments, without implying that they share our analysis. Margaret Strocbe and Wollgang
Strocbe of the departmient of social psychology of the University of Utrecht guided us
through the psychological litcrature.

1. A dilfcrent route is taken by cconomists critical of nco-classics, sce, ¢.g., Forber and
Birnbaum (1977), Hannan (1982).

2. This is not the place (o go into the reasons for this tendency, which quitc gencrally
applics in present-day cconomics. The phenomcnon has rccently been docummented
and analyzed by Mayer (1993), and an cxplanation is attcmpted in Frey and
Eichenberger (1993).

3. Sce, for example, innumcrable recent articles in the Journal of Marriage and the
Family, Demography, the Amcerican Sociological Review and the American Journal of
Sociviogy, or the extensive treatnents by England and Farkas (1986), or, somewhat
morc narrowly focuscd, Oppenhcimer (1988).

4. Nco-classical thcory is flcxible cnough to come up with an ex post cxplanation, but
then it gives up its claim to be able to provide cmpirically testable propositions. One
such partial cxplanation is that marriage partners actually expect their marriage to be
of a limited time period and that they only make belicve that they form a partnership
for lifc. While this argument may be consistent with the first and the sccond
obscrvations, it docs in no way account for obscrvations three and four. Morcover, it
is inconsistent with the fact that many marriages end in very expensive divorees in
tenns of both monctary and psychic cost.

5. For an cxiensive analysis of various kinds of love, among them romantic love, scc, for
cxample, the survey by Clurk and Reis (1988, 638-45) or Hendrick, Hendrick and
Adlcr (1988), '

6. This notion has been expressed forccfully by De Rougemont (1949) who sces
romantic Jove as a culprit, blinding lovers to all practical considerations.

7. It is gencrally considercd to show a lack of love, and 1o be incompatible with a
romantic based marriage if, for cxample, a woman states as the reason for marriage
that her partner is good at doing repairs around the housc, while she is good at
cooking.
Subjcctive probabilitics can be interpreted in this context as the actor’s awarcness of
objective probabilitics. In the casc of marriage, this is the perccived likelihiood of
divorce under the given circumslances, for cxample, in a marriage between two
people of different color and class. In cconomctric rescarch, these subjective
probabilitics arc oftcn substituted by the respective objective probabilitics, sce, for
cxample, Ehrlich (1973, 1975) [or rescarch on crime.

9. It follows that in an idcal world of frictionlcss certainty, as often modclied in the
cconomic thcory of marriage (in particular, Mortcnscn 1988), i.c. in the absence of
transaction-cost and information problems, matches arc stable and socially cfficicnt.
Divorce is a discquilibrium phenomenon that occurs as a result of mistakes made,
This modcl is a far cry from today’s rcality in industrial citics where about half the
marriages cnd in a divorce.

10. In the canton of Zurich, for cxample, in 1987 only 5 percent of all couples who
marricd signed a formal marriage contract.

L
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11. This articlc was written when Elizabeth Taylor marricd for the 7th or 8th time
(according to how you calculatc), and proclaimed that this marriage would be for lifc.
She then filed lor divorce before we had even reccived the proofs,

12. In 100 first marriages, 17 were divorced; in 100 marriages in which both spouscs had
previously been divoreed once, 35 were divoreed; and in 100 marriages where both
partners had previously been divoreed twice, 79 were divorced again.
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