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MARRIAGE PARADOXES

Bruno S. Frey and Reiner Eichcnbcrgcr

ABSTRACT

Empirical research reveals that marriage decisions systematically devi
ate from the predictions based upon the conventional nco-ciassicai 
approach in four respects: (1 ) people search surprisingly little for avail
able marriage partners; (2) the characteristics of a potential partner arc 
evaluated in a strongly biased way; (3) individuals take little advice for 
their marriage decision; and (4) the likelihood of one’s own marriage 
ending in a divorce is strongly underestimated. These marriage para
doxes can be integrated into the rational-choice approach: individuals 
arc aware of the possibility of falling prey to such paradoxes, and 
therefore take precautions al individual and institutional levels.

I. The Neo-classical Theory of M arriage and Beyond

The economic 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 choose to form a family. This 
constitutes a great step forward compared with the previous notion in 
economic theory that households arc a ‘black box’ and act as if they were 
individuals.

This economic theory of the family (championed by Becker, sec, c.g., 
1960, 1988, 1991) assumes that individuals act rationally and maximize 
their utility (but not necessarily their selfish interests as altruism among 
family members is explicitly allowed for). As decisions arc made under 
uncertainty, following the von Neumann and Morgenstern (1947) 
axioms, each person’s maximand is subjective expected utility. Uncer
tainty itself is reduced by searching for information until the marginal 
benefit exceeds the marginal cost. Individuals arc thus taken to act 
according to the same principles within the family as in any other area. 
This unified theory is one of the main attractions of the economic 
approach (see Becker 1976; Frey 1992), especially in comparison with 
other social sciences, in particular psychology, where explanations tend 
to rely on a set of isolated theories. It may well be argued that there arc 
particularly good reasons for applying the economic model of behavior 
to the family because the incentives to act rationally arc particularly
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strong. For most individuals family decisions arc of central importance 
and the cost of wrong decisions may be extremely high (c.g. having a 
child instead of remaining childless binds the lime and financial 
resources of the parents for about 20 years, perhaps even for the rest of 
their lives).

Becker’s ground-breaking work has induced many economists to 
enter the field.1 However, much of this work has been highly theoretical 
and more concerned with demonstrating the applicability of formal 
economic analysis to a new, unusual subject than with providing new 
insights into how individuals act in the specific context of a family. 
Most importantly, empirical studies have been sadly neglected in favor 
of abstract formalisms.2 Among the many examples is Mortensen 
(1988) who applies the theory of matching the supply for, and demand 
of, jobs to the marriage choice. While the analogy is well taken (though 
not much more than common sense, see, in general, Blaug 1980, Ch. 14) 
Mortensen makes no effort to inquire into the differences between the 
job and the marriage ‘markets’; rather, his interest is to prove under 
what (abstract) conditions an equilibrium exists. Another pertinent 
example is Cigno (1991), who develops a theoretically rigorous text on 
the economics of the family, thereby advancing a considerable number 
of theorems, lemmas and proofs. But neither of the two authors (unlike 
Becker) show much interest in looking at real-world issues of the 
family, in relating their theories to empirical facts, or in subjecting them 
to an econometric analysis; nor do they look at the vast literature on the 
family produced in the other social sciences?

(1) people search surprisingly little for suitable marriage partners;
(2) the characteristics of potential partners arc evaluated in a 

strongly biased way;
(3) individuals lake astonishingly little advice in their marriage 

decision; and
(4) the likelihood of one’s own marriage ending in a divorce is 

strongly underestimated, and therefore loo few precautions for 
the ease of a break-up arc taken.

Our point of reference is the type of strict and orthodox neo-classical 
theory just mentioned. ‘Surprisingly’ in this context means that the four

This literature suggests that systematic and significant aspects have 
been disregarded in the economics of the family. We concentrate on 
four empirical observations with respect to marriage which seem to 
contradict the economic theory of marriage. In this sense, they appear to 
be paradoxical:

observations would not have been predicted ex ante4 by neo-classical 
theory. We submit that the new developments in decision theory based 
on the work of both cognitive psychologists and economists (see, c.g. 
Kahneman and Tversky 1979; Thaler 1980; Kahneman, Slovic and 
Tversky 1982; Schocmakcr 1982; Machina 1987; Sugden 1986; Shapira 
1986; Frey and Eichcnbcrgcr 1989a, 1989b; Eichcnbcrgcr 1992) help to 
explain such paradoxical observations. It seems to be fruitful to 
integrate these new findings falling between economics and psychology. 
However, we do not give up the rational-choice view of human 
behavior. We believe that individuals to some extent fall prey to 
psychological anomalies in their marriage choice (and to that extent act 
‘irrationally’), but they arc rational enough to try to overcome these 
paradoxes. This view also provides us with an explanation of the 
emergence and functioning of several marriage institutions, which 
would otherwise have to be treated as exogenous.

The remainder of this paper is organized as follows. Section II is 
devoted to the four above-mentioned paradoxical observations concern
ing marriage. Possible standard neo-classical explanations arc discussed 
and rejected, and solutions arc offered using elements of cognitive 
psychology. Section III identifies why, and in what respect, marriage 
decisions differ from other decisions in life. The institutional reactions 
to the marriage paradoxes observed arc the subject of section IV. 
Section V offers concluding remarks.

II. What is Paradoxical about Marriage?

1. Lillie Search for Marriage Partners

Following the strict neo-classical economic model, one would expect to 
find that individuals undertake an extensive search before they commit 
themselves to marriage, as the costs of choosing an unsuitable partner 
are normally high. Circumstantial evidence suggests, however, that 
surprisingly little time and few resources arc devoted to finding the 
‘right’ partner. Most importantly, a considerable number of men and 
women marry their first reasonably serious partner.

Table 1 shows the percentage share of first unions that became formal 
marriages (in contrast to cohabitation) for the USA. For 84 percent of 
the male, and 93 percent of the female Americans of age 50 to 60, 
marriage is identical with the first union (for more evidence see also 
Cate and Lloyd 1992). While this percentage dropped for both sexes, the 
general observation still holds for more than one third of Americans of
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age 20-30. Studies for Europe reveal the same pattern (Michael ct al. 
1994, 101).

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

Birth dates 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 course), but the term is somewhat misleading 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 considerable barriers, and the choice is strongly dominated by social 
and traditional factors. The marriage market is thus highly segmented 
and characterized not by vast choice possibilities but by high transaction 
costs shaping behavior. The authoritative study on ‘Sex in America’ 
(Michael ct al. 1994) aptly remarks

The vast popularity of school and work as marketing places is part of the social 
game, whereby the linn hand of society inevitably guides us toward people that we 
and our stakeholders would view as acceptable sex {and marriage] partners. One 
reason why so many people met their partners at school or work is that most people 
spend so much lime there, going to school for years, 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 reasons, marriages between persons living in the same 
neighborhood arc frequent (Kcrckhoff 1974). As a consequence, the 
marriage market is strongly segmented and many participants have a 
very restricted choice, only:

The myth is that each person has the whole world to choose from. The reality is 
that when we finish excluding everyone that we consider unsuitable or unobtain
able and when we finish dividing the market into sex for recreation or sex for 
possible marriage, there arc very few people left for each of us to seriously 
consider. (Michael cl al. 1994,64)

This docs not mean that no marriage market exists. We want to 
emphasize that the empirically interesting aspects of forming marriages
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arc not captured by an abstract analysis of the matching problem in 
analogy to any other market (a 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 economist to hear) explains 
little; what helps us to gain insights is a serious analysis of the 
restrictions (or transaction cost) typical for this market.

A main characteristic of marriage decisions is that more intensive 
search docs not necessarily improve marriage quality. Considerable 
empirical evidence reveals that more information, gained for example 
by cohabitation before marriage, docs not raise the subjective quality of 
marriage. Having lived with the same partner before marriage is 
according to many studies negatively correlated with the self-evaluated 
quality of marriage (c.g. Watson 1983, De Maris and Leslie 1984); the 
same is true for experience acquired by having lived with previous 
partners (Newcomb and Bcntlcr 1980) and also for romantic involve
ments prior to commitment (Kelly and Conley 1987). More recent 
studies indicate that these effects cannot fully be attributed to selection 
effects according to which those who cohabit prior to marriage may be 
less committed or may be poorer marriage prospects (c.g. Thomson and 
Colella 1992).

These observations arc consistent with an economic explanation of 
our claim that potential marriage partners engage in much less search 
than formal nco-classics would have predicted. What needs to be 
considered is that there is little or no search because the marginal 
benefits of information arc low, and/or lite cost is high. Such an 
‘explanation’ is, however, purely ex post and tends to become tautologi
cal if no reasons arc adduced why marginal benefits arc low and cost is 
high.

The benefits of search arc reduced by asymmetric information leading 
to the undcsircd ‘lemons’ outcome (Akerlof 1970). Individuals who 
‘offer’ themselves 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, suppliers faced with such asymmetric informa
tion may overcome the problem by building up a good reputation— a 
measure not available at least in the ease of first marriage.

Satisficing theory (Simon 1957) may also explain the limited amount 
of search undertaken before marrying. The weighty decision of choos
ing a partner ‘for life’ cannot be solved by explicit maximization 
because it transcends the cognitive restrictions of human problem- 
solving. The marriage decision opens up new aspects not normally 
considered in standard neo-classical theory. In particular, one’s prefer-
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cnees about the type of partner and marriage may strongly and 
unprcdictably change during one’s lifetime, for example, love may fade 
away, or in contrast, may increase during marriage. Moreover, the 
quality of the chosen partner itself may unprcdictably change during the 
course of marriage. Because of such uncertainties (which always exist to 
some extent but which arc much more important in the ease of marriage) 
the information gathered during the search is of limited value, so that 
individuals cut the process short, thus conforming to the model of 
bounded rationality.

Additional, non-convcntional reasons for the short duration of the 
search can be deduced from experimentally based decision theory:

(7) The search process itself creates special psychic cost. Informing 
oneself on the marriage market before making a choice is problematic. 
The use of the market may, under identifiable conditions, undermine the 
intrinsic motivation needed for a successful partnership (Deci and Ryan 
1985; Lane 1991; Frey 1994), because the use of a mechanism which 
works with extrinsic inducements (i.c. exploiting the opportunities 
presented by the marriage market) tends to crowd out the internal values 
of trust and love on which modern marriages arc based (see Clark and 
Mills 1979; and Mills and Clark 1982). Explicit exchange in a 
relationship may thus destroy the bonds on which marriage is built. 
Openly, or even furtively, evaluating the pros and, cons of a prospective 
spouse in comparison to the alternatives available on the marriage 
market is strongly condemned in a romantic relationship. The same 
holds for any attempt to openly offer material compensation in order to 
find an optimal match.

This result, of course, is compatible with nco-classics— increasing 
search cost leads to a reduction of the intensity and lime spent in 
search— but the point made here is that orthodox nco-classics docs not 
take into consideration that search tends to undermine the intrinsic 
motivation required for a successful partnership, and thus increase the 
cost of search.

(ii) Endowment and sunk cost effects. Once one has chosen a partner, 
one lends to get attached to him or her. In other words, a pronounced 
endowment effect (Thaler 1980) emerges: once a partner has been 
chosen, he or she is valued more highly relative to other possible 
partners simply because the relationship exists. A wealth of empirical 
evidence shows that partnership leads to an endowment effect (see, c.g., 

Simpson 1987). In particular, it has been observed that a separation 
generally leads to an intense feeling of loss. Moreover, even when the 
perceived quality of the relationship was low both partners arc subject to 
a sunk cost effect. There is a pronounced tendency to maintain a 
relationship even when its continuation is considered costly by both 
partners, because they do not want to give up the past investments in the 
relationship (Rusbult 1983; and Rusbult, Johnson and Morrow 1986). 
Hill, Rubin and Pcplau (1976) even go so far as to consider ‘an 
unwillingness to disengage oneself from a relationship in which one has 
invested heavily’ to be a ‘general human tendency’. According to H. 
Becker (1960), investment of time and energy as well as forgoing an 
alternative relationship commits one to remain in a relationship, even if 
it turns out to be a painful one. It is important to note that the 
endowment and sunk cost effects represent distortion factors, above and 
beyond the changed objective circumstances, i.c. the accumulation of 
relationship-specific investments (Becker ct al. 1977; Becker 1991). 
Both effects arc specific to the persons involved, and arc difficult if not 
impossible to understand for outsiders. Often, when friends observe the 
cost imposed on each other in a relationship they advise a separation, 
suggesting that the search for a suitable partner in the marriage market 
should be continued. In most eases, the persons affected feel offended 
because they arc subject to the endowment and sunk cost effects, and arc 
therefore unwilling to separate (Hill, Rubin and Pcplau 1976, 148). Such 
behavior clearly violates the standard neo-classical optimizing view that 
past cost should be irrelevant to current decisions relevant for the 
future.

The endowment effect produced by knowing each other results in 
breaking off the search earlier than if no such effect existed. The 
endowment effect is further strengthened by the fact that the cost of 
searching for an alternative partner is typically high in close relation
ships. As a consequence, the probability of breaking off an unmarried 
relationship decreases, and for a married couple the probability of 
divorce is reduced. Consequently, the number of marriages is higher 
than if there was no endowment effect, and, most importantly, their 
average (independently evaluated) quality is lower because more mar
riages arc entered and fewer marriages dissolved than psychologically 
uncommitted outsiders would optimally advise. The endowment effect 
may thus be able to simultaneously explain both the negative correlation 
between cohabitation and quality and the positive correlation between 
cohabitation and stability of marriage, a phenomenon that has so far not 
yet been satisfactorily explained (White 1987).
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2. Partial Evaluation o f Marriage Partners

In today’s western industrial countries the great majority of young 
couples considers romantic love5 to be an absolute prerequisite for 
marriage. Someone who marries a person explicitly for material or even 
‘practical* reasons (such as a particular adeptness at certain household 
chores) risks being chided by others. However, a partnership based on 
romantic love leads to a systematic overemphasis of a partner’s 
characteristics related to love (c.g. tenderness and generosity in finan
cial matters), while other characteristics important for marriage arc 
undcrcmphasizcd, or sometimes even completely ignored (sec the 
survey by Rubin 1973). Thus, few lovers arc much concerned whether 
his or her partner is well integrated in a family, ambitious with respect to 
a life career, and able to run a joint household.

This systematic bias in decision-making for marriage based on 
romantic love or autonomous marriage6 is best visible when it is 
compared with arranged marriages. Lee and Stone (1980) provide an 
extensive account of the difference between autonomous and arranged 
marriages, based on cross-section observations in many different cul
tures. Predictably, love is more important, the more autonomous the 
marriage decision is, the more nuclear the family structure is, and the 
more freely the marriage partners can choose 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 relationship.

One rather sad fact found by empirical research on marriage is that, in 
general, love tends to fade over time (Cimbalo, Faling and Mousaw 
1976; Driscoll, Davis and Lipetz 1972). It is therefore interesting to ask 
why romantic love nevertheless plays such a dominant role in marriage 
decisions today. One hypothesis is that it serves as a reliable signal for 
other characteristics which arc more relevant for the quality and stability 
of marriage. One would then be inclined to attribute a related impor
tance to love in arranged marriages. However, parents and other persons 
arranging marriages obviously pay much less attention to love than the 
prospective partners themselves. Again, another hypothesis is based on 
the endowment effect. The ‘paradox’ of the great role love plays for 
(autonomous) marriage is explained when love is considered a good 
yielding high utility in the first phases of a partnership. Over time the 
partner is included in one’s endowment; indeed, according to empirical 
evidence, ‘commitment to and satisfaction in adult romantic relation
ships increase as outcome levels increase’ (Clark and Reis 1988, 645; 
also Rusbult, Johnson and Morrow 1986; Simpson 1987). The choice of 

a marriage partner based on romantic aspects results in non-optimal 
outcomes. Such biasing effects of autonomous marriage choice arc 
supported by empirical observations (Howard, Blumstcin and Schwartz 
1987). Complementary traits (c.g. similar interests and viewpoints) arc 
more important in the earlier phases of a relationship than substitutive 
traits (such as the capacity to perform certain chores of which the 
partner is not capable).7 Increased preferences for trails which arc more 
important at an earlier phase such as physical attractiveness arc 
negatively correlated 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 because the parents, rela
tives or professionals arranging the marriage arc not subject to the 
endowment effect and arc able to take all aspects into consideration 
which they deem relevant respective to marriage. Considerations such 
as these arc not part of the standard neo-classical model of marriage.

3. Little Advice Sought

In marriage decisions based on romantic love the (potential) partners 
seek little or no advice from professionals who arc experts on the 
determinants of successful marriage, nor do they seriously consult 
parents or other relatives who arc experienced in marriage. Behavior 
thus differs markedly from that regarding the choice of education and 
career, where one seeks advice on the suitability of a particular line of 
study or profession. It is even less comparable with the advice sought 
when buying durable goods such as a car or a house or when investing 
in the financial markets. In a romantic marriage, the two individuals 
involved reject the advice by others because they believe that they arc a 
special ease which cannot be judged by outsiders: what they consider 
‘average’ experience is of no relevance to them.

Another reason why outside advice is seldom sought is that it is 
incompatible with the notion of romantic love as a basic requirement for 
modem marriages. To seek advice from professionals or even from 
parents is interpreted as an obvious sign of mistrust towards the partner, 
and is therefore shunned. Standard neo-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 least of relatives is sought 
before making one of the most important decisions in life.

In reality, the direction of influence (advice) docs not go so much 
from parents to offspring as in the reverse direction (for empirical 
evidence see Leslie, Huston and Johnson 1986). Young people planning
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to get married actively try to make their chosen partner attractive to their 
parents. The more agreeable the parents find the chosen partner, the 
more the new couple can hope to be materially supported by them. 
Owing to the filtered information the parents receive from their 
offspring, they do not and cannot serve as objective advisers. The 
situation is different when the parents receive independent information 
from other sources, in particular within close-knit religious or social 
groups: the children then reduce their effort to filter information because 
such cllort is meaningless. Parents arc given the chance of advising, and 
marriage decisions arc more arranged than autonomous. Conversely, in 
autonomous marriages based on romantic love the individuals who 
experience an endowment effect towards their partner tend to disregard, 
or oulrighlly reject, the advice proffered by their parents who arc 
unaffected by the endowment effect. The advice of the parents only 
stands a chance of being accepted if it has been given before a partner 
has been chosen. This is the ease for arranged marriages.

4. Underestimation o f (he Likelihood o f One's Own Divorce

Empirical research testifies that a blatant discrepancy exists between the 
ipsativc and the objective view of the expected success of marriage 
(Weinstein 1980): individuals strongly underrate the probability of (heir 
own marriage failing, even if they arc fully aware of the high average 
divorce risk. Individuals tend to systematically underestimate their 
ipsativc probability (i.c. the probability considered relevant for them
selves) compared to the objective one (see Frey 1989) by placing 
themselves in a special category to which the average high divorce rale 
is taken not to apply. When a while upper-class woman, for example, 
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 evidence, see, 
c.g., Norton and Glick 1979; for other differences in traits, Becker, 
Landes and Michael 1977, 1167) she will reply that this may well be 
true in general or on average, but not in her special ease. She feels that 
the gloomy prediction docs not apply io her as she is marrying a 
particular man who is outside the base on which the prediction is 
founded. Such a view cannot be faulted 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 
ease of one’s own marriage is that one falls prey to the ‘illusion of 
control’ (Langer 1975). People tend to think that they can influence the 
outcome of their marriage more strongly than is the ease in actual fact.

The concept of ipsativc probabilities for guiding one’s choice in 
marriage creates a major problem for the standard neo-classical theory of 
marriage and divorce based on the von Neumann and Morgenstern 
(1947) axioms, and therewith on expected utility theory. According to 
that approach, individuals evaluate their future marriage outcome by 
using subjective probabilities8 of success and failure.9 As the ipsativc 
probabilities of divorce lend to be systematically lower than the sub
jective and objective ones, too many marriages arc concluded, and too 
few precautions are taken against failure than would be ‘rational’ in the 
von Neumann and Morgenstern (1947) sense. Despite the substantial 
commitment to one another (promised for a lifetime), usually no mar
riage contract is made specifying the duties and rights of each partner,10 
which makes a dissolution costly (Cohen 1987, 272). Major reasons for 
not using marriage contracts arc not only the systematic discounting of 
the riskiness of one’s own marriage but also dial such a formal agreement 
is taken to be a sign of mistrust (one speaks about divorce even before the 
marriage is closed). Moreover, a formal contract which constitutes an 
external intervention is likely to crowd-out intrinsic motivation. In par
ticular, trust may be undermined. Owing to the many uncertainties 
inherent in such a complex relationship which cannot be fully regulated 
by formal contract, trust is, however, indispensable.

The ipsativc view of the world docs not necessarily approach the 
objective facts. Learning is severely limited or absent, and in some eases 
may even be perverse. In the context of marriage, this may be called the 
‘Elizabeth Taylor Effect’. Whenever this actress has got married (and 
this has happened many times)11 she has solemnly declared that this time 
it was for life, only to get divorced some months or years later— an 
outcome easily predicted by even casual observers not burdened with her 
ipsativc view. That learning with respect to issues of marriage and 
divorce is generally difficult, or docs not happen at all, is supported, for 
example, by Monahan’s (1958) analysis of divorce records in the slate of 
Iowa for 1953-5, where the probability of divorce increases sharply for 
persons previously divorced.12 Quite generally, despite the failure of past 
marriages, over 75 percent (United Stales) of divorced people remarry at 
least once (Cohen 1987, 278). Moreover, there is evidence that the 
probability of remarriage is higher for those who have been divorced than 
for widowed persons (Becker, Landes and Michael 1977, 1175). Empiri
cal observation that children from a divorced marriage tend to be more 
favorably inclined to courtship relations (Booth, Brinkerhoff and White 
1984), and that their age at marriage is lower (Keith and Finlay 1988) can 
be interpreted as a ease of perverse learning. The same interpretation may
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be applied (with some caution) to the observation that search time before 
a second marriage is shorter than for a first marriage (O’Flaherty and 
Eclls 1988).

III. Why is Marriage Different?

The previous part of this paper discussed four specific aspects of 
marriage choice where the decision-making process and outcome 
systematically deviate from what is predicted by the standard (neo
classical) economic theory of the family, and in this sense arc para
doxical. The reasons why the marriage decision is different from oilier 
decisions can be summarized in four points.

(a) For many individuals marriage is probably the single most 
important decision in their lives. At the same lime it is far more complex 
than most other decisions, because the consequences extend over an 
unknown period of lime; one’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. Moreover, some kinds of behavior which 
would be rational, such as an extensive search for a marriage partner, 
material or pecuniary compensation for differences in the value of the 
partners (see Cohen 1987), or marriage contracts, will) 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 unique. Learning is therefore difficult or impossible as one cannot 
look back on one’s own, but only at other people’s experiences, which is 
quite a different thing. The necessary requirements for successful 
individual learning arc absent (see Einhorn and Hogarth 1981; or Payne 
1982, 347). Even in the case of second and third etc. marriages it is 
difficult to learn from one’s own experience, as has already been pointed 
out. Moreover, no competitive processes exist which would force 
individuals to act rationally, at least not in the sense of a well- 
established economic market in which irrational behavior leads to 
bankruptcy and enforced exit from the market.

(c) The decision process is accompanied by a strong involvement of 
the participants (the prospective marriage partners) which causes prefer
ence changes in the form of endowment and sunk cost effects, as well as 
illusions of control.

(d) Elements of strategic interaction exist between the marriage 

partners themselves and between the marriage partners and the outside 
world, most importantly the parents. The reactions of the prospective 
marriage partners as well as those of the parents arc of a special nature 
and arc less known (or even unknown) than the ones in other areas of 
decision-making. Thus, available information is deliberately distorted 
and thus often (rationally) disregarded.

IV. Reactions to Paradoxes

Individuals arc often aware that they arc subject to paradoxical 
behavior. They know that under certain circumstances their decisions 
concerning marriage deviate to a smaller or larger degree from what 
rational persons would choose. As this lapse from rationality imposes 
cost, individuals therefore make an effort to devise strategics to avoid 
such paradoxa, or at least to reduce their cost (for a general analysis see 
Frey and Eichcnbcrgcr 1994). These strategies may take place on both 
the individual and the collective, or institutional, level.

1. Individual Level

Marriage paradoxes can be completely eliminated, or at least their cost 
can be reduced, by committing oneself in advance to appropriate types 
of behavior. One can, for example, prearrange a stay abroad in order to 
prevent the endowment effect from prevailing. One can also build up 
human capital in order to reduce the cost of a paradoxical marriage 
choice. Thus, overstressing complementary traits can partly be evaded 
by investing more in substitutive traits (men may, for instance, learn to 
cook so that choosing a wife who cannot docs not affect the marriage 
quality to the same extent).

2. Institutional Level

At the collective level, a number of norms and laws may be interpreted 
as an effort by rational individuals to overcome the pervasive existence 
of paradoxical behavior with respect to marriage. Some important 
instances follow.

(a) Arranged marriages. In many societies, men and women of 
marriageable age subject themselves voluntarily and by custom to the 
will of parents or relatives whom they believe to be capable of selecting 
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. Parents indirectly arrange marriages when they steer their 
offspring’s choice of a spouse (a form of indirectly arranging) by 
sending them to ‘appropriate’ schools and universities, or by getting 
them to join clubs (such as tennis clubs or riding schools), where, from 
the parents’ point of view, they arc likely to meet suitable partners. In 
most marriages, the wife’s status, income and chances in life arc far 
more dependent on her husband’s than vice versa. Parents in almost all 
societies arc thus observed to be more concerned with finding appro
priate 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 men and women living together have evolved which arc more 
flexible, not necessarily designed to last a lifetime, and where the cost of 
separation is therefore reduced. It is no accident that the rise of romantic 
love is correlated with the search for new institutional forms of 
partnership, in particular cohabitation. Another institutional change is 
that the presumption of marriage being for life is effectively relin
quished by allowing and facilitating divorce. Indeed, in most western 
industrial countries today, divorce by mutual consent is comparatively 
easy, and often sought.

(c) Marriage contracts. Romantic feelings and the endowment effect 
curb the opportunity of Ilie (potential) partners to talk openly about the 
possibility of divorce prior to marriage, and, owing to this, many do not 
conclude a formal marriage contract. As a substitute, the law steps in 
and provides basic rules for separation. Some of the rights and 
obligations of Ilie parties arc defined by law and cannot be waived even 
by mutual consent (see, extensively, Cohen 1987). Among other things, 
marriage laws determine how die wealth brought into, and accumulated 
during marriage, as well as future income earned, is to be distributed 
upon divorce. Anodicr institution which interferes in individual mar
riage decisions is the Cadiolic church. In many countries, it requires 
couples who intend to marry to attend a course before marriage in which 
the partners have to discuss dicir 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 eliminate some of 
the paradoxes discussed. Empirical evidence (Becker, Landes and 
Michael 1977, 1159; Booth and Edwards 1985) indeed suggests that a
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higher marrying age has a positive effect both on the quality and 
stability of marriage. In Switzerland, a related purpose is served by a 
law forbidding widows to remarry within 1 year after their husband’s 
death.

V. Concluding Remarks

Neo-classical economics has greatly improved our insights into the 
decisions taken in the family and with respect to marriage. Nevertheless, 
the rational view of marriage is in important respects not obviously 
compatible, and in some eases even in outright conflict, with what is 
empirically observable. We have identified four aspects where today’s 
real-life marriage decisions in western industrial countries system
atically deviate from what is predicted by conventional neo-classical 
theory. Romantic love tends to lead to the following paradoxical aspects 
of marriage decisions:

• little search for marriage partners;
• biased evaluation of the characteristics of potential partners;
• little advice in marriage decision; and
• underestimation of the likelihood of one’s own marriage ending in 

a divorce.

To accept that such paradoxes or underlying behavioral anomalies exist 
does not mean that the rational-choice approach is dropped; rather, 
individuals arc considered to be rational enough to react to the 
possibility of succumbing to paradoxical behavior when making mar
riage decisions. Precautions may be taken at the individual level— 
mainly by precommitting oneself— or at the collective level. Various 
institutional devices existing in the context of marriage decisions can be 
interpreted as a response to the existence of marriage paradoxes. Our 
approach thus stays within rational choice, but is applied at a higher 
level, recognizing that romance alone is not the best basis for making a 
rational marriage choice.

In an ideal world, where the individual and collective level reactions 
were complete, one would no longer observe any marriage paradoxes. 
Information and transaction costs of such individual and institutional 
responses prohibit that the paradoxes arc completely eliminated. We 
thus empirically observe the simultaneous existence of both marriage 
paradoxes and reactions to overcome them.
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NOTES

Wc arc grateful Io Gary Becker, Iris Bohnet, Mary Brinton, Isabelle Busenhart, Lilian 
Ghandchi, Sandra Keller, Felix Obcrholzcr and Hannelore Wcck-Hanncmann for helpful 
comments, without implying that they share our analysis. Margaret Stroebe and Wolfgang 
Slrocbc of the department of social psychology of the University of Utrecht guided us 
through the psychological literature.

1. A different route is taken by economists critical of nco-classics, see, c.g., Ferber and 
Birnbaum (1977). Hannan (1982).

2. Tins is not the ¡dace to go into the reasons for this tendency, which quite generally 
applies in present-day economics. The phenomenon has recently been documented 
and analyzed by Mayer (1993), and an explanation is attempted in Frey and 
Eichenbcrgcr (1993).

3. See, for example, innumerable recent articles in the Journal o f Marriage and the 
Family, Demography, the American Sociological Review and the American Journal o f 
Sociology, or the extensive treatments by England and Farkas (1986), or, somewhat 
more narrowly focused, Oppenheimer (1988).

4. Neo-classical theory is flexible enough to come up with an ex post explanation, but 
then it gives up its claim to be able to provide empirically testable propositions. One 
such partial explanation is that marriage partners actually expect (heir marriage to be 
of a limited time period and that they only make believe that they form a partnership 
for life. While (his argument may be consistent with the first and the second 
observations, it docs in no way account for observations three and four. Moreover, it 
is inconsistent with the fact that many marriages end in very expensive divorces in 
terms of both monetary and psychic cost.

5. For an extensive analysis of various kinds of love, among them romantic love, see, for 
example, the survey by Clark and Reis (1988, 638-45) or Hendrick, Hendrick and 
Adler (1988).

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

7. Il is generally considered to show a lack of love, and to be incompatible with a 
romantic based marriage if, for example, a woman states as the reason for marriage 
that her partner is good al doing repairs around the house, while she is good at 
cooking.

8. Subjective probabilities can be interpreted in this context as the actor’s awareness of 
objective probabilities. In the ease of marriage, this is the perceived likelihood of 
divorce under the given circumstances, for example, in a marriage between two 
people of different color and class. In econometric research, these subjective 
probabilities arc often substituted by the respective objective probabilities, see, for 
example, Ehrlich (1973, 1975) for research on crime.

9. It follows that in an ideal world of frictionlcss certainty, as often modelled in the 
economic theory of marriage (in particular, Mortensen 1988), i.c. in the absence of 
transaction-cost and information problems, matches arc stable and socially efficient. 
Divorce is a disequilibrium phenomenon that occurs as a result of mistakes made. 
This model is a far cry from today’s reality in industrial cities where about half the 
marriages end in a divorce.

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

11. This article was written when Elizabeth Taylor married for the 7lh or 8lh time 
(according to how you calculate), and proclaimed that this marriage would be for life. 
She then filed for divorce before wc had even received the proofs.

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

REFERENCES

Akcrlof, George A. 1970. ‘The Markel for “ Lemons": Quality Uncertainty and (he 
Market Mechanism.' Quarterly Journal o f Economics 84. 488-500.

Becker, Gary S. 1960. ‘An Economic Analysis of Fertility, Demographic and Economic 
Change in Developed Countries.’ In The Economic Approach to Human Behavior 
(1976), 171-94. Chicago: Chicago University Press.

--------- . 1976. The Economic Approach to Human Behavior. Chicago: Chicago University 
Press.

--------- . 1988. ‘Family Economics and Macro Behavior.’ American Economic Review 78 
(March): I-13 .

--------- . 1991. A Treatise on the Family, 2nd cdn. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 
Press.

Becker, Gary S.. Elisabeth M. Landes and Robert T. Michael. 1977. ‘An Economic 
Analysis of Marital Instability.’ Journal o f Political Economy 85(6): 1141-87.

Becker, Howard. 1960. ‘Notes on the Concept of Commitment.’ American Journal of 
Sociology 66, 32-40.

Blaug, Mark. 1980. The Methodology o f Economics; Or How Economists Explain. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Booth, Alan and John N. Edwards. 1985. ‘Age at Marriage and Marital Instability.' 
Journal o f Marriage and the Family 47 (February): 67-75.

Booth, Alan, David B. Brinkerhoff and Lynn White. 1984. 'The Impact of Parental 
Divorce on Courtship.’ Journal o f Marriage and the Family 46 (February): 85-94.

Cate, Rodney M. and Sally A. Lloyd. 1992. Courtship. London: Sage.
Cigno, Alessandro. 1991. Economics in the Family. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Cimbalo, R.S., V. Faling and P. Mousaw. 1976. ‘The Course of Love; A Cross-sectional 

Design.’ Psychological Reports 38: 1292-4.
Clark, Margaret S. and Judson Mills. 1979. 'Interpersonal Attraction and Exchange in 

Communal Relationships.’ Journal o f Personality and Social Psychology 37: 12-24.
Clark, Margaret S. and Harry T. Reis. 1988. 'Interpersonal Processes in Close Relation

ships.’ Annual Review of Psychology 39: 609-72.
Cohen, Lloyd. 1987. 'Marriage, Divorce and Quasi Rents; or, “ I Gave Him the Best Years 

of My Life” .’ Journal o f Legal Studies 16 (June): 267-303.
De Maris, Alfred and Gerald R. Leslie. 1984. 'Cohabitation with the Future Spouse; Its 

Influence upon Marital Satisfaction and Communication.’ Journal o f Marriage and the 
Family 46 (February): 77-84.

De Rougemont, Denis. 1949. 'The Crisis of the Modem Couple.’ In The Family: Its 
Function and Destiny, cd. R.N. Anshen, 110-15. New York: Harper and Row.

Deci, Edward L. and Richard M. Ryan. 1985. Intrinsic Motivation and Self-determination 
in Human Behavior. New York: Plenum.

Driscoll, Richard, Keith E. Davis and Milton E. Lipetz. 1972. ‘Parental Interference and



204 BRUNO S. FREY AND REINER EICHENBERGER

Romantic Love: The Romeo and Juliet Effect.' Journal o f Personality and Social 
Psychology 24(1): 1-10.

Ehrlich, Isaac. 1973. ‘Participation in Illegitimate Activities: A Theoretical and Empirical 
Investigation.’ Journal o f Political Economy 81: 521-65.

--------- . 1975. ‘The Deterrent Effect of Capital Punishment: A Question of Life and 
Death.’ American Economic Review 65 (June): 397-417.

Eichcnbcrgcr, Reiner. 1992. Vcrhaltcnsanomalien und Wirtschaftswissenschafi: Her- 
ausfordcrung, Rcaktioncn, Perspektiven. Leverkusen: Deutscher Univcrsitatsverlag.

Einhorn, Hillel J. and Robin M. Hogarth. 1981. ‘Behavioral Decision Theory: Processes 
of Judgement and Choice.’ Annual Review o f Psychology 32: 53-88.

England, Paula and George Farkas. 1986. Households, Employment, and Gender: A 
Social, Economic, and Demographic View. New York: Aldine de Gruytcr.

Ferber, Marianne A. and Bonnie G. Birnbaum. 1977. ‘Tire New Home Economics: 
Retrospect and Prospects.’ Journal o f Consumer Research 4 (June): 19-29.

Frey, Bruno S. 1989. ‘Ipsativc and Objective Limits to Human Behaviour.’ Journal o f 
Behavioral Economics 17: 229-48.

--------- . 1992. Economics as a Science o f Human Behaviour. Boston, MA: Kluwer.
--------- . 1994. ‘How Intrinsic Motivation Is Crowded Out and In.’ Rationality and Society 

6 (July): 334-52.
Frey, Bruno S. and Reiner Eichcnbcrgcr. 1989a. ‘Should Social Scientists Care About 

Choice Anomalies?' Rationality and Society 1: 101-22
--------- . 1989b. 'Anomalies and Institutions.’ Journal o f Institutional and Theoretical 

Economics 145 (September): 423-37.
--------- . 1993. ‘American and European Economics and Economists.' Journal o f Econ

omic Perspectives 7(4): 185-93.
--------- . 1994. ‘Economic Incentives Transform Psychological Anomalies.’ Journal o f 

Economic. Behavior and Organization 23: 215-34.
Hannan, Michael T. 1982. ‘Families, Markets and Social Structures: An Essay on Becker's 

A Treatise on the Family.’ Journal o f Economic Literature 20 (March): 65-72.
Hendrick, Susan S., Clyde Hendrick and Nancy L. Adler. 1988. ‘Romantic Relationships: 

Love, Satisfaction and Staying Together.’ Journal o f Personality and Social Psychol
ogy 54(6): 980-8.

Hill, Charles T., Zick Rubin and Letitia Anne Pcplau. 1976. ‘Breakups Before Marriage: 
The End of 103 Affairs.’ Journal o f Social Issues 32: 147-68.

Howard, Judith A., Philip Blumstcin and Pepper Schwartz. 1987. ‘Social or Evolutionary 
Theories? Some Observations on Preference in Human Mate Selection.’ Journal o f 
Personality and Social Psychology 53(1): 194-200.

Kahneman, Daniel and Amos Tversky. 1979. ‘Prospect Theory: An Analysis of Decision 
Under Risk.’ Economclrica 47 (March): 263-91.

Kahneman, Daniel; Paul Slovic and Amos Tversky, eds. 1982. Judgement under 
Uncertainty: Heuristics and Biases. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Keith, Vcma M. and Barbara Finlay. 1988. ‘The Impact of Parental Divorce on Children’s 
Educational Attainment, Marital Timing and Likelihood of Divorce.' Journal o f 
Marriage and the Family 50 (August): 797-809.

Kelly, Lowell E. and James J. Conley. 1987. ‘Personality and Compatibility: A 
Prospective Analysis of Marital Stability and Marital Satisfaction.’ Journal o f Person
ality and Social Psychology 52(1): 27-40.

Kcrckhoff, A.C. 1974. The social context of interpersonal attraction. In Foundations o f 
Interpersonal Attraction, cd. T.L. Huston, 61-78. New York: Academic Press.

MARRIAGE PARADOXES 205

Lane, Robert E. 1991. The Market Experience. Cambridge; Cambridge University Press.
Langer, Ellen J. 1975. ‘The Illusion of Control.' Journal o f Personality and Social 

Psychology 32: 311-28.
Laumann, Edward O., John H. Gagnon, Robert T. Michael and Stuart Michaels. 1994. The 

Social Organization o f Sexuality: Sexual Practices in the United States. Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press.

Lee, Gary R. and Lorenc Hemphill Stone. 1980. ‘Male-selection Systems and Criteria:
Variation According to Family Structure.' Journal o f Marriage and the Family 42 
(May): 319-26.

Leslie, Leigh A., Ted L. Huston and Michael P. Johnson. 1986. ‘Parental Reactions in 
Dating Relationships: Do They Make a Difference?’ Journal o f Marriage and the 
Family 48 (February): 57-66.

Machina, Mark J. 1987. 'Choice Under Uncertainty: Problems Solved and Unsolved.’ 
Economic Perspectives 1(1): 121-54.

Mayer, Thomas. 1993. Truth versus Precision in Economics. Cambridge: University 
Press.

Michael, Robert T., John H. Gagnon, Edward O. Laumann and Gina Kolata. 1994. Sex in 
America. A Definitive Survey. Boston, MA: Little, Brown.

Mills, Judson and Margaret S. Clark. 1982. 'Exchange and Communal Relationships.’ In 
Review o f Personality and Social Psychology (Vol. 3), cd. L. Wheeler, 121-44. New 
York: Sage.

Monahan, Thomas P. 1958. ‘The Changing Nature of Instability of Remarriages.’ Eugenics 
Quarterly 5(2): 73-85.

Mortensen, DalcT. 1988. ‘Matching: Finding a Partner for Life or Otherwise.' American 
Journal o f Sociology 94: 215-40.

Newcomb, Michael D. and P.M. Bcnllcr. 1980. ‘Cohabitation Before Marriage: A Com
parison of Married Couples who did and did not Cohabit.’ Alternative Lifestyles 3: 
65-85.

Norton, A.J. and P.C. Glick. 1979. ‘Marital Instability in America; Past, Present and 
Future.’ In Divorce and Separation, cd. G. Levinger and C. Moles. 6-19. New York: 
Basic.

O'Flaherty, Kathleen M. and Laura Workman Eclls. 1988. ‘Courtship Behavior of the 
Remarried.’ Journal o f Marriage and the Family 50(May); 499-506.

Oppenheimer, Valerie K. 1988. ‘A Theory of Marriage Timing.’ American Journal o f 
Sociology 94(3): 563-91.

Payne, John W. 1982. ‘Contingent Decision Behavior.’ Psychological Bulletin 92(2); 
382-402.

Rubin, Zick. 1973. Liking and Loving: An Invitation to Social Psychology. New York: 
Holt, Rinehart and Winston.

Rusbult, Caryl E. 1983. ‘A Longitudinal Test of the Investment Models: The Develop
ment (and Deterioration) of Satisfaction and Commitment in Heterosexual Involve
ments.' Journal o f Personality and Social Psychology 45(1): 101-17.

Rusbult, Caryl E., Dennis J. Johnson and Grcgoiy D. Morrow. 1986. 'Predicting 
Satisfaction in Adult Romantic Involvements: An Assessment of the Generalizability of 
the Investment Model.’ Social Psychology Quarterly 49(1): 81-9.

Schocmakcr, Paul J. 1982. ‘The Expected Utility Model: Its Variants, Purposes, Evidence 
and Limitations.’ Journal o f Economic Literature 20(Junc): 529-63.

Shapira, Zur. 1986. ‘On the Implications of Behavioral Decision Making Theory 
to Economics.’ In Economic Psychology: Intersections in Theory and Applica-



206 BRUNO S. FREY AND REINER EICHENBERGER

tion, cd. Alan J. MacFadycn and W. Heather MaeFadyen, 621-44. Amsterdam: 
Elsevier.

Simon, Herbert A. 1957. Models o f Man. New York: Wiley.
Simpson, Jeffrey A. 1987. ‘The Dissolution of Romantic Relationships: Factors Involved 

in Relationship Stability and Emotional Distress.’ Journal o f Personality and Social 
Psychology 53(4): 683-92.

Sugden, Robert. 1986. ‘New Developments in the Theory of Choice Under Uncertainty.’ 
Bulletin o f Economic Research 38: 1-24.

Thaler, Richard H. 1980. ‘Toward a Positive Theory of Consumer Choice.’ Journal of 
Economic Behavior and Organization 1 (March): 39-60.

Thomson, Elizabeth and Ugo Colella. 1992. ‘Cohabitation and Marital Stability: Quality 
or Commitment?’ Journal o f Marriage and the Family 54(May); 259-67.

Von Neumann, John and Oskar Morgenstem. 1947. Theory o f Games and Economic 
Behavior. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.

Weinstein, Neil D. 1980. ‘Unrealistic Optimism About Future Life Events.’ Journal o f 
Personality and Social Psychology 39: 806-20.

Watson, Roy E. 1983. 'Premarital Cohabitation vs. Traditional Courtship: Their Effects on 
Subsequent Marital Adjustment.' Family Relations 32: 139-46.

White, James M. 1987. 'Premarital Cohabitation and Marital Stability in Canada.' Journal 
o f Marriage and the Family 49( August): 641 -7 .

BRUNO S. FREY is Professor o f Economics al the University of 
Zurich. He is particularly interested in political economy and non
market economics. Recent books arc International Political Economics 
(1989), Muses and Markets: Explorations in the Economics o f the Arts 
(1990, with Werner W. Pommcrchnc), Economics as a Science of 
Human Behaviour: Towards a New Social Science Paradigm (1992), 
and Not Just fo r  the Money: An Economic Theory o f Personal 
Motivation (1996, forthcoming).

ADDRESS; Institute for Empirical Economic Research, University of 
Zurich, Bliimlisalpstrassc 10, CH-8006 Zurich, Switzerland.

REINER EICHENBERGER is research associate al the University of 
Zurich, Faculty o f Economics. His principal research interests arc in 
political economy and psychological economics. His recent papers 
include ‘The Benefits o f Federalism and the Risk of Ovcrccntralizalion' 
(Kyklos, 1994), 'Economic Incentives Transform Psychological 
Anomalies' (Journal o f Economic Behavior and Organization, 1994, 
with Bruno S. Frey) and 'Random Errors, Dirty Information, and 
Politics’ (Public Choice, 1996, with Angel Sema). A forthcoming 
paper is ‘To Harmonize Or To Compete— That’s Not The Question' 
(Journal o f Public Economics, with Bruno S. Frey).

ADDRESS: Institute for Empirical Economic Research, University of 
Zurich, Bliimlisalpstrassc 10, CH-8006 Zurich, Switzerland, [email: 
bsfrey @ icw.unizh.ch]


