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Policy Abstract 
 
 Social Security provides spousal benefits in retirement to secondary workers in 
married couples based on the primary worker's earnings record.  In addition, Social 
Security pays spousal benefits to divorced secondary workers whose marriages lasted at 
least ten years.  However, if a marriage failed in less than ten years, no spousal benefits 
are paid.  The spousal benefit is particularly valuable to secondary workers in couples 
where there is a large disparity in earnings between the primary worker and the secondary 
worker.  We examine whether these couples, who have more to gain from extending their 
marriage to ten years, are more likely to delay divorce to the tenth year relative to a 
control group.  We find that vulnerable couples (those more likely to lose spousal 
benefits) are slightly more likely to delay divorce from year nine to year ten; however, 
the effect is statistically insignificant and small in magnitude.  While the "cliff"-vesting 
of retirement benefits for divorced spouses raises equity concerns, it does not appear to 
distort in any significant way the timing of divorce. 


