
CHAPTER EIGHT 

Women's Work, Women's Worry? 
Debt Management in Financially Distressed Families 

Deborah Thorne 

Traci and Rick were in their late thirties when they filed for bankruptcy. At 
the time, they lived in a modestly furnished older home, drove a high-mileage 
station wagon, and had three children. Rick had spent most of his adult life 
as a salesman for various auto parts stores; unfortunately, when his most 
recent employer went bankrupt, he was out of a job. Rick eventually found 
part-time employment at Costco and also worked nights and weekends out 
of his garage as a mechanic. Traci had an associate's degree in business from 
a local community college and worked as an office assistant and delivery 
driver for an auto parts store. 

Traci had always managed the family's bills . Rick would thumb through 
them when they came in the mail, but figuring out how to pay them and 
eventually dealing with debt collectors was his wife 's job. As they edged to­
ward bankruptcy, the stress of unmanageable debts, collection calls, threats 
of wage garnishment, and the possibility of losing their home in foreclosure 
became virtually unbearable for Traci. Her feelings of despair over their 
financial situation left her wishing for death: 

When I went in for surgery, I prayed to God that I didn't wake up . That I 
never came out of it. I just didn ' t want to come home .... I wanted to have 

an easy suicide. I really, l was to that point where I hoped they'd get in there 
and something bad would go wrong and it would be done. I remember wak­
ing up and thinking "Oh shit! I'm still here." ... I didn't want to live. I didn ' t 

want to wake up .... I wanted rhem to wheel me away and I'd never have to 

come home. And that was a lazy, easy, selfish way our [she begins crying], but 
that was the only way. For me . 

Rick acknowledged that he was unfamiliar with their finances: "I guess 
I just never realized before how much it costs . .. for everyday stuff." Con­
sequently, his emotional distress did not begin until Traci told him that, 
from her perspective, bankruptcy was their only option. Mostly, he was 
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angry that she had not shared the extent of their financial problems with 
him sooner. "I never realized how bad it really was, until it was horrible," 
he said. "All I knew is, I went to work and I was making money working on 
cars on the side and doing everything I could, and I thought everything was, 
well, that at least we were staying afloat. And that wasn't the case at all." 

Rick and Traci both talked openly about the ways in which the strain 
of the debts taxed their marriage. "I'd have to say that things were not nice 
around here at that time," Traci said. "It wasn't fighting, but Rick hid in the 
garage and I hid in the house and we never talked. It was safer that way. We 
don't fight, we just suffer." Rick concurred: "Things were horrible. Yeah, 
oh, there was a lot of times of sleeping on the couch, things like that. It just 
caused a lot of stress .... July was our fifteenth wedding anniversary and 
we've been through a lot, but that [the bankruptcy] was probably, by far, 
absolutely the most horrible thing." 

Traci and Rick told me their story in 1999, when I interviewed nineteen 
recently bankrupt couples in Spokane, Washington, to explore whether the 
experience of bankruptcy was gendered and how it affected marital rela­
tionships. Three-quarters of these couples described a gendered division of 
household financial labor similar to Traci and Rick's: before they filed for 
bankruptcy, the wives paid the bills and managed the household debts. I 
Furthermore, wives, much more than their husbands, reported that pre­
bankruptcy financial difficulties caused them considerable emotional dis­
tress. And finally, similar to Traci and Rick, the strain of the debts severely 
undermined many of the couples' relationships. 

In this chapter, I analyze data from the 2007 Consumer Bankruptcy 
Project (CBP) to determine how accurately these earlier qualitative findings 
reflect the experiences of the hundreds of thousands of American couples 
who file for bankruptcy each year. 2 For example, among couples who are on 
the cusp of consumer bankruptcy, who manages the chore of paying bills? 
My earlier research suggests that most couples who file for bankruptcy use 
a wife-only configuration for paying bills, rather than equally sharing this 
chore or adopting a husband-only configuration. Evidence of a wife-only 
bill-paying configuration would expand the existing literature that con­
cludes that in lower income households, but not necessarily those that are 
severely indebted, women are disproportionately responsible for managing 
the money. 3 

Existing literature also suggests that during financial hardship and when 
debts are in default, feelings of stress and anxiety are elevated.4 Findings 
discussed in this chapter probe whether wives experience emotional distress 
before bankruptcy more than husbands, and if so, whether greater rates of 
emotional distress are associated with bill-paying responsibilities. On the 
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one hand, Traci's story, as well as the stories of many of the other women I 
interviewed in 1999, suggests that unmanageable debt burdens are particu­
larly emotionally distressful for women. Furthermore, women's primary role 
as bill payers may be associated with their emotional distress. Researchers 
have found that low-control chores correlate with psychological distress,

5 

and paying bills in a severely indebted household is inarguably a low-control 
activity that permits little discretion or economic empowerment. On the 
other hand, since bankruptcy remains stigmatized,6 husbands may feel that 
the financial failure of bankruptcy implies an inability on their part to pro­
vide for their families; thus, husbands may be more likely to experience 
emotional distress. Another possibility is that among couples who share 
the bill-paying responsibilities equally, the proverb "many hands make light 
work" may serve to effectively equalize the emotional distress that wives 

and husbands experience. 
In contexts other than bankruptcy, researchers have documented that 

financial problems take a considerable toll on marital relationships .? Among 
scholars who study consumer bankruptcy, there is consensus that the fi­
nancial problems that typically precede bankruptcy correlate with marital 
discord and divorce. 8 The current study confirms that the pressures of debts 
that occur before bankruptcy cause extreme marital strain. It also extends 
these findings to explore whether husbands and wives experience marital 
strain equally, whether bill-paying responsibilities are correlated with mari­
tal satisfaction, and whether marital satisfaction improves with bankruptcy 
and debt relief. Finally, the results presented in this chapter suggest a causal 
relationship between prebankruptcy financial pressures and separation and 
divorce. This chapter's data illuminate the human costs of financial distress 

on women and men. 

BILL PAYING IS WOMEN'S WORK 

Over the past two decades, studies on the household division of labor have 
focused chiefly on the amount of time spent on, and sex-typing of, house­
hold chores. Two enduring patterns have emerged. First, although men 
have slightly increased the amount of time they spend on household chores, 
women continue to do the lion's share. 9 Second, chores remain doggedly 
sex-typed. 10 Specifically, women tend to be responsible for low-control 
chores that have limited discretion or autonomy. Low-control chores must 
be "performed under the pressure of time and urgency; the evening meal, 
for example, has to be prepared and cleaned up after work, regardless of 
how tired one is-it cannot be postponed until the weekend. " 11 In contrast, 
high-control chores, such as home, car, and lawn maintenance, are more 
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discretionary, are performed less frequently and often on weekends, and are 
generally the domain of men. 

Managing the bills, especially in households on the precipice of bank­
ruptcy, exemplifies a low-control chore. Since virtually every dollar is spo­
ken for before it is earned in such households, there is little discretion or 
autonomy over where and how to spend or invest. Payment due dates are 
nonnegotiable, as the phone calls and dunning letters from debt collectors 
remind people. Late or missed payments often result in increased interest 
rates, fees, wage garnishments, discontinuation of utilities, repossession of 
property, or foreclosure . 

Scholars whose research is not limited to financially distressed families 
conclude that paying bills is gender neutral and generally equally shared­
women and men are similarly likely to have responsibility for this chore. 12 

Other scholars suggest that when household income is limited or inadequate, 
the financial labor becomes gendered and shifts to women. 13 This transition 
from an equally shared to a wife-only chore configuration is consistent with 
the expectation that within financially distressed households paying bills is 
a low-control chore. 

Data from the CBP suggest that before bankruptcy, when debts routinely 
outstrip income, it is overwhelmingly wives who are responsible for the chore 
of paying the bills: more than half of the respondents (52.0 percent) reported 
a wife-only configuration. One-quarter (25 .1 percent) described a husband­
only configuration, while the remaining couples (22.9 percent) reported that 
they share the bill-paying responsibilities equally. Consequently, women 
alone are twice as likely to shoulder the bill-paying responsibilities during 
the period before bankruptcy-when debt collectors are calling; income is 
far short of debt burdens; and couples are at risk of lawsuits, wage garnish­
ments, or repossession of their property. These findings suggest that within 
these severely financially strained households, the low-control chore of pay­
ing bills is not gender neutral; instead, it is overwhelmingly women's work. 

The data also suggest that the struggle to meet financial obligations is 
frequently a protracted one-despite (erroneous) assumptions that bank­
ruptcy is a first course of action for indebted households. Seven of ten cou­
ples (70.8 percent) seriously struggled with their debts for one year or more 
before they filed for bankruptcy. The time they spent trying to repay the 
debts does not differ by bill-paying configuration; women and men who 
paid the bills alone and couples who shared this chore were equally likely 
to have worked hard for at least a year to avoid bankruptcy. However, since 
wives are most often in charge of paying the bills, it is their labor, much more 
than their husband's, which is exacted in a lengthy, but eventually futile, 
financial battle. 
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THE EMOTIONAL DISTRESS OF FINANCIAL PROBLEMS 

IS WOMEN'S WORRY 

Numerous studies have concluded that unmanageable debt is associated 
with increased emotional distress. Robert Peirce and colleagues report that 
financial hardship is a leading source of stress .14 Patricia Drentea asserts 
that when payments are in default and debt loads increase, debtors' anxiety 
is elevated. 15 Still other research concludes that financial strain is positively 
correlated with depression. 16 

At the time of couples' bankruptcies, their financial circumstances were 
abysmal. For example, they had a median unsecured debt-to-income ratio 
of 1.27. ln other words, these families owed unsecured debts, such as credit 
card bills and medical bills, equal to approximately sixteen months of their 
pretax income. The median total debt-to- income ratio, which also included 
secured loans such as mortgages and car loans, was 3.53. Thus, if they put 
all of their pretax income toward repaying their debts, reduced ongoing 
expenses to zero, and incurred no additional debt whatsoever, it would take 
three and a half years for these families to repay what they owed. This level 
of financial hardship suggests that these couples were exceptionally vulner­
able to severe emotional distress before bankruptcy. 

Results from Traci and Rick's interview, as well as from many of the 
other interviews in my 1999 study, suggested a trend: women, much more 
than men, asserted that the couples' financial circumstances caused them sub­
stantial emotional distressY The large, national sample of the 2007 CBP al­
lowed for a more rigorous examination of experiences of emotional distress. 
Since low-control chores genera ll y correlate with psychological distress,18 I 
hypothesized that, regardless of gender, the spouse who was responsible for 
the bills would experience the most emotional distress. Another plausible 
hypothesis, however, was that the distress affiliated with the financial failure 
of bankruptcy may be gendered: that is, the norm of male-as-breadwinner 
may increase the likelihood that husbands felt shame and thus more distress. 
Finally, I anticipated that couples who shared the financial chores would 
report the lowest levels of emotional distress because the financial respon­
sibilities and associated strain were diffused between the couple rather than 
shouldered by only one spouse. 

In order to measure emotional distress before bankruptcy, CBP respon­
dents were asked: 

• How stressed were you about your household finances immediately be­
fore bankruptcy? 

• How likely were you to lie awake at night and worry about your finan­

cial situation immediately before bankruptcy? 

• How depressed did you feel immediately before bankruptcy? 19 
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These questions were asked of all coupled CBP respondents: those who were 
solely responsible for paying bills (wife-only and husband-only configura­
tions), those who shared the chore equally with their spouses (equally shared 
configuration), and those who were not at all involved with paying bills 
because their spouses handled the chore. 

Collectively, the findings across all three measures of emotional dis­
tress-stress, insomnia, and depression-were unexpected. First, on virtu­
ally all of the emotional distress variables, and regardless of sex, levels of 
emotional distress were not significantly affected by debt-paying configu­
rations. Second, wives, regardless of their debt-paying configuration, were 
significantly more likely than husbands to report that household financial 
circumstances caused them considerable emotional distress before bank­
ruptcy. Put another way, the distress associated with severe indebtedness 
is gendered, with wives disproportionately reporting stress, insomnia, and 

depression. 

Stress 

Along with shockingly high debt burdens, results suggest that stress is 
one of the most commonly shared characteristics among people who :,.:..:k 

bankruptcy relief, regardless of their sex. Before filing for bankruptcy, 
87.4 percent of all coupled respondents reported being very stressed over 
their finances; another 10.2 percent were somewhat stressed. Only a very 
small percentage (2.4 percent) reported that their household finances did 
not cause them any stress at all. Clearly, the year before bankruptcy is 
highly stressful. 

When reports of stress are parsed by bill-paying configuration and sex, 
significant differences exist only between the sexes. Specifically, 92 .9 per­
cent of women, versus 79.4 percent of men, reported being very stressed (see 
Table 8.1)-a difference of 13.5 percentage points. These results strongly 
suggest that, among couples, women are considerably more stressed about 
finances before bankruptcy than are men. 

Although stress levels for neither >vomen nor men differed significantly 
by bill-paying configuration, it is interesting that women who managed the 
debts with their husbands were the most likely to report being very stressed. 
This unexpected result challenges the hypothesis that working as a team 
alleviates the stress of paying bills, especially for women. Among women, 
those who were not involved with the bills (husband-only configuration) 
were most likely to report not being stressed at all-although it was only a 
modest 4. 7 percent who were not stressed. With their husbands solely re­
sponsible for paying bills, women may be less aware of the severity of their 
financial problems and therefore less likely to experience stress. 
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TABLE 8.I 

Level of stress over finances before bankruptcy, by sex and 
bill-paying configHratiorz 

Very stressed Somewhat No t at all 

All respondents by sex • .. 

Women 

Men 

(%) 

92.9 

79 .4 

stressed (%) stressed (%) 

5.2 1.9 

17.4 3.2 

Bill-paying configurarion 
Female respondenrs ' level of stress 

Wife pays bills 

Wife and husband both pay bills 

Wife does nor pay bills 

92.9 

97.0 

86 .0 

Husband pays bills 76.1 

Husband and wife both pay bills 78 .9 

Husband does not pay bills 84.1 

so u RcE: Consumer Bankru ptcy Project 2007. 

NOTE: N = 541. 
• • • p < 0.001 , ordinal regression. 

5.7 

1.5 

9.3 

Male respondenrs' level of stress 

20. 7 

17.5 

13.0 

1.4 

1.5 

4. 7 

3.3 

3.5 

2.9 

When asked about their stress levels, many respondents volunteered 
derails of how the stress was manifested in their lives. Some described it as 
one of the worst things rhey had ever experienced. For example, a fifty-five­
year-old woman compared the stress of her family's financial situation ro a 
death sentence: "I hope I am never put in that position again .... It was like 
I had been handed a death sentence. I don't know if I could pull myself out 
again. It was like self-destruction. I don't want to ever be there again, or put 
myself there again. It was the hardest thing I ever went through." For many 
other people, the stress caused psychological and physical ailments. A small­
business owner was prescribed medications and experienced unmanageable 
psychological problems because of rhe stress of his financial situation: "I'm 
on four different medications. I went into deep depression, anxiety attacks, 
sleeplessness. One month ago I was rushed to the hospital with all kinds of 
different symptoms ... they ran all kinds of tests and they all came back 
negative and it was attributed to stress, worrying about the family and losing 
the house and what the future might bring and not being able to get a new 
job, even a minimal retail job." 

Several other respondents said that the stress caused their blood pres­
sure to spike to dangerously high levels. A woman whose husband's hours 
at a beef-processing plant were cur during the mad cow disease scare insisted 
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that the stress of their bills affected her blood pressure: "I normally have 
high blood pressure, but right before we filed [for bankruptcy] my blood 
pressure went up from 160 to over 200 and they couldn't get it back down. " 
Other people experienced heart problems that they attributed to the stress 
of their debts. A man from Ohio, who was otherwise healthy, explained that 
stress caused him to have a heart attack: 

Well, I was focu~ed on how ro get out of the bills. I am a very moral person. 
That's wh y I put off declaring bankruptcy. But l was so far down that I could 
see no way out. l believe filing [for] bankruptcy is morally wrong and I still be­
lieve it. But they were going to garnish my wages at sixty-two, and they could 
garnish my wages for my whole life and I'd never be out of the hole. The stress 
contributed to my heart attack. I'm not overweight and I exercise regularly. 

Although women were significantly more likely than men to experi­
ence very high stress because of the worry over finances, the majority of 
coupled respondents, regardless of sex and bill-paying configuration, were 
highly stressed. For some, the stress was experienced as an overwhelming 
emotional burden. For others, the stress took a considerable physical toll. 

Insomnia 

A 2009 study by the National Sleep Foundation concluded that almost one­
third of Americans lose sleep because of worries over "money issues." 20 

As a result of this sleeplessness, Americans are "much less likely to work 
efficiently, exercise, eat healthy, and have sex." 21 People who file for bank­
ruptcy also report that they are losing sleep-but at considerably higher 
rates. As a group, just over 70 percent (71.7 percent) of coupled respondents 
said that before their bankruptcies they were very likely to lie awake at 
night and worry a bout their finances; only about one in ten ( 11.7 percent) 
reported no loss of sleep. 

Again, the significant difference is between women and men, rather than 
between those spouses who pay the bills and those who do not. 22 As shown 
in Table 8.2, the gender differences for insomnia are even greater than the 
gender differences for stress. More than three-quarters (78.4 percent) of 
women were very likely to lose sleep because of worry over the bills, whereas 
only six in ten men (61.0 percent) reported a similar reaction-a difference 
of 17 percentage points. A very small percentage of women, about seven 
out of every one hundred, was not at all likely to lose sleep over the finances. 
In contrast, men were more than twice as likely to report no lost sleep; sev­
enteen of every one hundred men indicated they did not lie awake at night 
worrying. These results suggest that before bankruptcy, wives, significantly 
more than husbands, lie awake at night worrying about the couples' dire 
financi a l situation. 
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TABLE 8.2 

Likelihood of lying awake at night worrying about finances, 
by sex and bill-paying configuration 

All respondents by sex • • • 

Women 

Men 

Bill -paying configuration 

Wife pays bills 

Wife and husband both pa y bills 

Wiie does nor pay bills 

Husband pays bills 

Husband and wife both pay bills 

Husband does nor pa y bills 

Very likely 
(% ) 

78.4 

61.0 

Somewhat likely 
(% ) 

13.9 

21.6 

N ot at all lik ely 
(%) 

7.7 

17.4 

Female respondents ' likelihood of lying awa ke 

81.6 12.3 6.1 

76.1 17.9 6.0 

65.1 16.3 18.6•. 

M ale respondents' likelihood of lying awake 

56.5 26.1 17.4 

64.9 

63.8 

14.0 

21.7 

21.1 

14.5 

s o u RCE: Consumer Bankruptcy Project 2007. 
N 0 T E : ;\1 = 541. 

•• p < 0.01 , • •• p < 0.001; ordinal regression. 

Again, some respondents were willing to describe the insomnia that re­
sulted from their financial worries. For example, a police officer said: "It was 
the stress of it all. It really affected me, always thinking about it. I couldn't 
sleep. I still don't sleep too well because of [the debts and the bankruptcy]." 
Others described physical effects from the sleep deprivation. A middle-aged 
woman from Chicago who filed for bankruptcy primarily for medical reasons 
said: "I lost a lot of weight. My hair fell out. I wasn't sleeping. My nerves. I 
was so ashamed." A father of five talked about how the lack of sleep made 
him sick: "When you can't meet your bills and obligations, the stress makes 
you sick. You can't sleep or eat right." A thirty-two-year-old administrative 
assi stJnt indicated that insomnia undermined her effectiveness at work, as 
well as her health: "The stress caused lack of sleep, which caused lack of 
focus at work. It also caused me not to eat, and when l don't eat then I get 
sick." Still other respondents said that when the worry about the debts be­
came unbearable, they relied on sleeping pills. Assuming that the medications 
were effective, the frequency of insomnia might actually be underreported. 

Depression 

Like stress and insomnia, bankruptcy also appears to be correlated with de­
pression. Half of all coupled respondents indicated that before they filed for 
bankruptcy they were very depressed; just over one-third (36.5 percent} were 
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somewhat depressed. Only one in eight ( 12.6 percent) were not at all de­
pressed. Comments from respondents suggest that a sense of failure is often 
at the heart of their depression, and sometimes that sense of failure stems 
from an inability to provide for the family. For example, a married woman 
with two children, one of whom was born with a terminal genetic illness that 
led to overwhelming medical bills, said: "I felt like I couldn't do the things I 
was supposed to do, like paying bills and taking care of my family. I wanted 
to do those things, but I felt like I wasn't. I felt really bad about that." A 
forty-six-year-old father also believed that he had let his family down: "I had 
been promising my oldest boy that we would get our own house and nobody 
would tell us to leave again. But here I was, back under somebody's thumb. 
Feelings of failure and of letting my family down." 

Other comments suggest that feelings of failure result from respondents' 
inability to repay their debts. A seventy-four-year-old man who filed for 
bankruptcy because the payment on his adjustable-rate mortgage had dou­
bled said: "I thought I was a man of integrity. And when I couldn't pay my 
debts and bills, I was very depressed." 

Many people described how their depression grew from feelings of de­
spair and the futility of their situations; they concluded that regardl ro ec n f 

how long or hard they worked to repay their debts, their efforts would be 
pointless and they would never regain their financial footing. For example, 
a college-educated mother of a toddler said that she was depressed because 
it seemed that she "was never going to get out of the hole." A man from the 
Midwest who filed primarily because of medical bills associated with his 
wife's diabetes said: "I felt like I was sinking and there was nothing I could 
do about it. The income didn't match the debt. I could never level off and 
reverse the process." 

Finally, many people insisted that the shame associated with bankruptcy 
was central to their depression. A wife and mother in her mid-forties said 
that she was depressed because she thought that "people were going to 

think I was a bad person." A retired woman who had worked as a media­
tor, teacher, and psychotherapist also explained her depression as a result 
of poor self-esteem because of financial failure: "It was something I didn't 
want people to know about and it was completely foreign to how I felt 
about myself and how I had lived my life." A middle-aged man who lived 
on disability benefits reported being very depressed for similar reasons: "We 
felt ashamed-and having to have family know [about the bankruptcy) and 
my wife's family looking down on us." A thirty-two-year-old insurance 
salesman echoed this connection between depression and shame: "You are 
ashamed. Again, who do you talk to or lean on? Because there is a stigma 
with bankruptcy! You feel it's 100 percent your fault. So who do you go to 

for sympathy?" 



146 Thorne 

TABLE 8.3 
Level of depression, by sex and bill-paying configuration 

All respondents by sex• • • 

Women 

Men 

Bill -paying configu ration 

Wife pays bills 

Wife and husband both pay bills 

Wife does nor pay bi lls 

Husband pays bills 

Husband and wife borh pay bills 

Husband does nor pay bills 

Very depressed 
(%) 

57.1 

42.2 

Somewhat 
depressed (%) 

33.6 

40.4 

Not at all 
depressed (%) 

9.3 

17.4 

Female respondents' likelihood of lying awake 

56.7 

58.1 

28.4 

27.9 

14.9 

14.0 

Male respondenrs' likelihood of lying awake 

37.0 39.1 23 .9 

40.4 43.9 15.8 

50.7 39. 1 10.1 

sou RcE : Consumer Bankruptcy Project 2007. 
NOTE: N = 541. 
..... p < 0.001; ordinal regression. 

As with the two previous indicators of emotional distress-stress and in­
somnia-the findings suggest that depression is a strongly gendered response 
to severe indebtedness. As Table 8.3 illustrates, women, regardless of bill­
paying responsibility, were significantly more likely to experience high levels 
of depression before bankruptcy than were men: 57.1 percent of women, 
but only 42.2 percent of men, reported being very depressed. Conversely, 
men (17.4 percent) were almost twice as likely as women (9.3 percent) to say 
that they did not experience any depression at all. Like women, men's rate of 
self-reported depression was not associated with bill-paying configuration. 

MARITAL STRAIN AND BANKRUPTCY RELIEF 

As Rick and Traci's story at the beginning of this chapter illustrates, finan­
cial strain can critically undermine marital relationships. Indeed, research 
over the past thirty years has consistently demonstrated that financial hard­
ship is a powerful destabilizing element in couples' relationships.23 For 
example, David Caplovitz reported that the recession and inflation of the 
1970s increased marital strain, especially for blue-collar and poor families. 24 

Results from the Iowa Youth and Families Project reached a similar conclu­
sion about the detrimental effects of the farm crisis of the 1980s: economic 
pressures damaged emotional well-being, often resulting in marital instabil­
ity and dissatisfaction, increased conflict, and deceased warmth and support 
between couples. 25 More recently, Jeffrey Dew concluded that consumer 
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debt predicts increased marital conflict.26 Studying marital satisfaction 
among bankrupt couples provides an unprecedented opportunity to extend 
our understanding of how extraordinary, but increasingly more common, 
debt loads can affect couples' relationships. 

Increased Tension and More Frequent Arguments 

Findings from the 2007 CBP suggest that the period before bankruptcy is 
exceptionally trying for many marriages, causing elevated tension, increased 
arguments, and even separation and divorce. Indeed, eight of every ten cou­
pled respondents (80. 7 percent) stated that, because of the financial pres­
sures that preceded their bankruptcies, they experienced increased tension 
and more frequent arguments with their spouses. For example, a wife and 
mother of a teenaged daughter said that she and her husband "couldn't sleep 
because we were always arguing and yelling about money. We don't do this 
in front of our daughter, but it can certainly make you stay awake worry­
ing." A male respondent in his mid-sixties who worked as a newspaper 
reporter described how the strain of the debts taxed his relationship with 
his wife: "It was harder for us to talk to each other. We were stressed out. 
Our fuses were shorter so things bothered us to a greater degree than they 
normally would have. We ended up being at odds over trivial things." 

There were no significant differences between women and men on this 
measure: both sexes were equally likely to report that the financial distress 
before their bankruptcies caused increased tension and arguments with their 
spouses. Consequently, while the emotional distress before bankruptcy is 
unquestionably gendered, men and women experience similar levels of mari­
tal distress before they file for bankruptcy. For couples, financial distress is 
undeniably a household event: even if only one spouse suffers emotional 
distress from the pressure of the debts, the strain spills over into the couple's 
interactions, potentially threatening marriages. 

Marital Satisfaction before and after Bankruptcy 

A notable percentage of all coupled respondents reported being dissatisfied 
with their marriages before bankruptcy. Specifically, 41.8 percent were ei­
ther somewhat or not at all satisfied in their relationships, while fewer than 
six out of ten (58.2 percent) reported they were very satisfied (see Table 8.4). 
Not surprisingly, there is a significant negative correlation between marital 
satisfaction before bankruptcy and the amount of financial stress that re­
spondents reported experiencing; specifically, marital satisfaction decreased 
as the reported level of stress associated with the debts increasedP 

Although women and men were similarly likely to report that the debts 
caused increased tension and arguments with their spouses, levels of mari -
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TABLE 8 . 4 
Marital satisfaction before and after bankruptcy for 

all respondents combined and by sex 

Response in relation to the Very satisfied Som ewhat 

bankruptcy (%) satisfied (%) 

All respondents 

Before* .. 58 .2 27.4 

Afrer• • * 78 .0 19.0 

Women 

Befo re• * • 52.0 29.6 

Afrer • 74.6 23 .0 

Men 

Before*** 67.0 24.3 

Afrer • 82.8 13.3 

sou Rc E: Consumer Bankruptcy Project 2007. 
" o T E : N; 522 (before bankruptcy); N ; 432 (a fter bankruptcy). 

•p < 0.05, •• p < O.Ot ,•••p < 0.00 1; ordinal regression. 

Not at all 
satisfied (%) 

14.4 

3.0 

18.4 

2.4 

8. 7 

3.9 

tal satisfaction before bankruptcy were significantly gendered: women were 
much less likely to be satisfied with their marriages than men. Specifically, 
women (18.4 percent) were more than twice as likely as men (8.7 percent) 
to say that they were not at all satisfied with their marriages. Conversely, 
whereas more than two-thirds of men (67 .0 percent) were very satisfied with 
their marriages, only about half of women (52.0 percent) were similarly sat­
isfied-a 15 percentage point difference. This gendered difference in marital 
satisfaction does not appear to be sensitive to bill paying, as bill-paying 
configuration by sex does not produce significant differences between men 
and women. Regardless of solo or shared bill-paying responsibility, across 
the board, women reported lower levels of marital satisfaction before the 

couple filed for bankruptcy. 
On a positive note, however, there appears to be a strong correlation be­

tween the debt relief that results from bankruptcy and improved marital sat­
isfaction. Among those respondents who were still living with their spouses 
approximately a year after bankruptcy, more than three-quarters (78 .0 per­
cent) were very satisfied with their marriages, whereas only 3.0 percent were 
dissatisfied. Inarguably, the most optimistic finding here is that before filing 
for bankruptcy, 14.4 percent of all respondents reported being not at all satis­
fied in their marriages; however, after filing, only 3.0 percent were not at all 
satisfied. Put another way, among couples who are still together a year after 
bankruptcy, filing reduces the likelihood of being not at all satisfied with 
one's marriage by more than 400 percent. 28 This would suggest that filing 
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for bankruptcy may indeed provide couples with the dual benefits of both a 
financial fresh start and a marital fresh start. 

However, marital satisfaction after bankruptcy is significantly gendered. 
While both sexes are about equally likely to report being not at all satisfied 
in their marriages, women are 10 percentage points more likely to be only 
somewhat satisfied and 8 percentage points less likely to be very satisfied. 
But again, there is a considerable uptick in respondents' reported marital 
satisfaction, regardless of sex. It does appear that bankruptcy is highly cor­
related with improved marital satisfaction for both men and women. 

As with marital satisfaction before bankruptcy, bill-paying responsibil­
ity does not have a significant relationship in men's and women's reports 
of marital satisfaction after bankruptcy. These data do not support the hy­
pothesized relationship that those who are solely responsible for bills may 
be particularly likely to experience improved marital satisfaction when the 
stress of paying those bills is reduced through debt relief. It may well be that 
the emotional distress of debt problems overwhelms the additional burdens 
of paying bills, so that bankruptcy relief provides powerful improvements in 
quality of life to both men and women. 

Financial Strain, Divorce, and Separation: 
A Causal Relationship? 

Marriage is a venerated social institution in the United States. For example, 
in 2007, there were approximately 2.2 million weddings .29 That same year, 
three-quarters (or 56 million ) of the 75 million family households were mar­
ried couple households. 30 Despite the country's zeal for marriage, however, 
Americans also appear to have an affinity for divorce: Robert Schoen and 
Vladimir Canudas-Romo state that the rate of divorce in the United States 
exceeds that of all other Western countries. 31 Today, couples are more than 
twice as likely to divorce as in the 1950s. 32 Schoen and Nicola Standish con­
clude that 42 to 44 percent of American marriages end in divorce. 33 

Of course, couples divorce for myriad reasons, but the findings pre­
sented in this chapter and elsewhere strongly suggest that the financial strug­
gles that precede personal bankruptcy are highly correlated with marital 
strain and even divorce. However, the issue of causality remains unclear. 
For that reason, Jonathan Fisher and Angela Lyons have recently called for 
more research into the "role that financial distress plays within a marriage 
and how that affects the decision to divorce. " 34 

To explore the causal relationship between bankruptcy and divorce, 
the CBP asked coupled respondents, all of who were married or perma­
nentl y partnered in the year before their bankruptcies, whether prebank­
ruptcy financial pressures caused them to consider separation or divorce. 
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A disturbing 36 percent, or more than one-third of coupled respondents, 
said that the fallout from the financial distress before bankruptcy extended 
beyond tension and arguments and caused them to consider separation or 

divorce. 
Of course, thinking about leaving one's spouse is considerably different 

from actually doing it. Of the 541 coupled respondents, 98 (18 percent) 
said that in the year after their bankruptcies they had either divorced or 
permanently separated from their original partners. And of these divorces 
and separations, 68 percent were explicitly identified as due to the finan­
cial pressures that the couple experienced before bankruptcy. This means 
that one in eight couples ( 12.5 percent) in the sample separated or divorced 
because of the financial pressures they experienced before bankruptcy. For 
these couples, the fresh start of bankruptcy came at a substantial cost-their 
marriages. They may have discharged many of their debts without substan­
tial repayment, but they paid a very high cost in personal terms to do so. 

The survey data reveal that just over half (52 percent) of consumer 
bankruptcies are filed by married or permanently partnered couples. This 
suggests that of the approximately 822,000 households that filed for bank­
ruptcy in 2007,35 roughly 103,000 couples would have divorced or sep­
arated primarily because of the stress of the debts. Unfortunately, as the 
number of consumer bankruptcies continues to climb, surpassing the one 
million mark in 2009, it is likely that the number of divorces and separa­
tions caused by the financial strain that precedes bankruptcy will accelerate 

at a similar rare. 
Comments from respondents describe quite clearly how financial stress 

undermines and causes irreparable damage to relationships. A woman who 
worked as a school counselor and was a mother of a four-year-old boy said 
that because of the strain of the debts, she and her husband separated: "We 
didn't separate before the bankruptcy, but we did after we filed. It had re­
ally damaged our relationship and it could never be the same. I felt I had to 
move out and take my young son because it was affecting him so much too." 
A man who worked on an assembly line insisted that his divorce was the 
direct result of financial strain: "We were not divorced before we filed, but 
rhe money pressures caused us to separate and divorce after the bankruptcy 
was filed." In part because of their financial problems, and despite sharply 
eroding marital satisfaction, many couples may stay married until after their 

bankruptcy is filed. 
In a nutshell, the findings suggest that, particularly for women, the se­

vere indebtedness that precedes bankruptcy undercuts marital satisfaction. 
The strain of the debt causes increased tension and arguments and results in 
more than one in eight couples either divorced or separated in the first year 
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after bankruptcy. However, among couples who remain married, it appears 
that the debt relief of bankruptcy translates into increased marital satisfac­
tion for both women and men. 

DISCUSSION 

Data from this study show that among coupled respondents, regardless of 
sex or bill-paying responsibility, severe financial strain was highly corre­
lated with emotional distress, and the majority of both men and women 
experienced stress, insomnia, and depression before filing for bankruptcy. 
Virtually all respondents (98 percent) indicated that, because of their dire 
financial situations, they were very much or somewhat stressed; more than 
75 percent reported being very much or somewhat likely to lie awake at 
night worrying about the bills; and more than 85 percent were very much 
or somewhat depressed before filing for bankruptcy. The debt problems 
also negatively affected marriages, with more than eight in ten respondents 
saying that financial pressures caused increased tension and arguments with 
their spouses or partners, and one in eight couples divorcing or separat­
ing explicitly because of the financial pressures before bankruptcy. When 
it comes to emotional distress and marital discord before bankruptcy, h11<.­
bands and wives both suffer. 

However, the findings also reveal that personal bankruptcy is a gendered 
experience. Among the bankrupt couples, women were significantly more 
likely to be responsible for paying the household bills as the family struggled 
to make ends meet before bankruptcy, women were significantly more likely 
to experience emotional distress before bankruptcy, and women were signifi­
cantly more dissatisfied with their marriages before (and even after) bank­
ruptcy. Elizabeth Warren has argued that bankruptcy is a women's issue; 
specifically, she asserts that women are overrepresented in consumer bank­
ruptcy as a demographic matter. 36 My findings suggest that the experience 
of financial distress and bankruptcy is itself gendered: not only are women 
disproportionately more likely to go bankrupt, they appear to be dispropor­
tionately more likely to suffer from the experience. 

Scholars who study working-class households conclude that when money 
is limited, the chore of managing the bills is women's work. My results pro­
vide additional support for the prevalence of such a relationship. Bankrupt 
households reported a gendered division of bill-paying responsibilities. Be­
cause bankruptcy couples were in extreme financial distress-indeed, they 
had just declared their situations hopeless and asked for legal relief-some 
caution is warranted in generalizing the findings to households whose finan­
cial distress may be less acute, such as those who live paycheck-to-paycheck 
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or those with low incomes but little or no debt. And while bankrupt house­
holds divided the chore of paying bills in a gendered way, there were very 
few significant associations between bill-paying responsibility and emotional 
distress or marital satisfaction. Those phenomena were certainly gendered, 
but bill-paying responsibility did not appear to exacerbate such effects in 
measurable ways. 

In 2005, the bankruptcy laws were amended. As a result of these re­
forms, it became more expensive, difficult, and time-consuming to file for 
bankruptcy. Research suggests that the reforms had several deleterious 
consequences for consumers, not the least of which were significant in­
creases in the amount of debt that households accumulated before seeking 
bankruptcy relief and increases in the percentage of households that post­
poned filing for bankruptcyY Essentially, the reforms created barriers that 
caused couples to struggle for longer periods of time while trying to repay 
their debts. Ronald Mann argues that a primary objective of the reforms 
was to delay filings, thus increasing lenders' profits by trapping borrow­
ers in a "sweat box" of debt. 38 Given my findings, however, women and 
men do not sweat equally-women sweat more. When a family postpones 
bankruptcy, most often it is women who shoulder the burden of trying to 
make ends meet. And during this extended period of financial struggle, 
women are most likely to suffer emotional distress such as stress, insomnia, 
and depression and experience lower rates of marital satisfaction. These 
findings highlight the ways in which severe financial strain-the type of 
financial strain that often precedes bankruptcy-is a women's issue. The 
bankruptcy reforms may not have intentionally targeted women, but the 
data suggest it is women who suffer disproportionate harm as a result of 
the reforms. 

This chapter also reports on the ways in which the massive debt often 
associated with bankruptcy, and the act of filing for bankruptcy; appear 
to affect marriages. On the one hand, the data strongly suggest that the 
financial strain experienced by bankrupt households may weaken and even 
destroy marriages and partnerships. On the other hand, at least among those 
couples whose relationships can withstand it, filing for bankruptcy may ac­
tually improve marital satisfaction and even salvage some marriages that 
were initially in trouble because of financial distress. Unfortunately, if the 
bankruptcy reforms do indeed cause couples to postpone filing, one impli­
cation may well be delayed relief from marital discord-and an extended 
period of fighting and tensioq before bankruptcy may, tragically, exacerbate 
the connection between financial distress and marital dissolution. Conse­
quently, easing access to bankruptcy may actually reduce the number of 
marriages that are damaged past the point of repair from debt distress. 
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In many ways, the opening story of Rick and Traci is fairly representa­
tive of couples who file for bankruptcy, as measured by the CBP data. Like 
Traci, women tended to be responsible for managing the bills, and they 
were also more likely to report emotional distress. And Rick and Traci's 
marriage, like those of the majority of couples in the study, was assaulted by 
the strain of their unmanageable debts. For most couples, emotional distress 
and marital satisfaction improved after bankruptcy-their emotional lives 
and financial lives moved in tandem. However, Rick and Traci's story is a 
powerful reminder that for a considerable proportion of bankrupt couples, 
the fissures in their marriages that resulted from the unmanageable and 
overwhelming debts often caused irreparable damage. Traci wept when she 
explained that although she and Rick were still married, their relationship 
was in tatters, and they could not afford to divorce: "We're stuck .... We'll 
figure out what's left of this marriage and work from there. Because we can't 
afford to be apart or mean to each other at this point. We can't afford it . ... 
Every day, I want out .... You 're just kind of holding your breath. Status 
quo. It's not getting worse, but it's not going anywhere." 




