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ABSTRACT We exam ine whether union dis so lu tion is asso ci ated with part ners’  
(mis)match on polit i cal pref er ences, defined as self-reported close ness, inten tion to 
vote, or reported vote for a spe cific party. Previous stud ies have shown that part ners’ 
het er og amy by eth nic ity, edu ca tion, and other dimen sions increases the risk of union 
dis so lu tion because of dif fer ences between part ners in life styles, atti tudes, and beliefs 
or because of dis ap proval from fam ily and com mu nity mem bers. We posit that sim i lar 
argu ments can apply to polit i cal het er og amy and test this hypoth e sis using UK data 
from the Brit ish Household Panel Study and the UK Household Longitudinal Study. 
The data offer a unique oppor tu nity to assess the role of het er og amy by polit i cal pref-
er ences while con trol ling for het er og amy in other domains and for other part ners’ 
char ac ter is tics over a long period (1991–2019). The data also facil i tate a more spe cific 
anal y sis of the ref er en dum on the United Kingdom’s per ma nence in the Euro pean 
Union (known as the Brexit ref er en dum). We find a pos i tive asso ci a tion between polit-
i cal het er og amy and union dis so lu tion, which is as strong as some other forms of het-
er og amy. The role of diverg ing opin ions on the Brexit ref er en dum in union dis so lu tions 
appears to be even more impor tant than the role of part ners’ dif fer ing party pref er ences.

KEYWORDS Union dis so lu tion • Divorce • Heterogamy • Political pref er ences •  
United Kingdom

Introduction

Social sci en tists have iden ti fied var i ous fac tors that influ ence union sur vival (for 
reviews, see Lyngstad and Jalovaara 2010; Mortelmans 2020), includ ing part ners’ 
(mis)match on sev eral dimen sions, such as socio eco nomic sta tus (Musick et al. 2020; 
Qian 2017; Schwartz and Mare 2012; Theunis et al. 2018), social ori gin (Henz and 
Mills 2018), reli gion (Wright et al. 2017), race and eth nic ity (Feng et al. 2012; Smith 
et al. 2012; Wong 2016; Zhang and Van Hook 2009), age (England et al. 2016), 
health (Torvik et al. 2015), and per son al ity traits (Arpino et al. 2022). These stud ies 
have typ i cally found that cou ples in which the part ners have dif fer ent char ac ter is tics 
(het er og a mous) have a higher risk of break ing up than homog a mous part ner ships 
(Schwartz 2013).
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Our study expands the lit er a ture on union sta bil ity and dis so lu tion by inte grat ing 
polit i cal het er og amy into an area of research tra di tion ally dom i nated by a focus on 
sociodemographic char ac ter is tics, such as age, edu ca tion, and eth nic ity. Unlike pre vi-
ous research that has largely focused on these dimen sions, we exam ine how polit i cal 
pref er ences inter act with union sta bil ity and dis so lu tion. The inclu sion in the anal y sis 
of union sta bil ity of polit i cal sim i lar ity as a form of homog amy reflects cur rent soci-
e tal trends of the increas ingly per sonal and polar iz ing role of pol i tics, suggesting that 
polit i cal align ment among part ners could be as crit i cal to part ner ship sta bil ity as other 
well-established fac tors.

Our study aligns with the emerg ing field of polit i cal demog ra phy, which explores 
the inter sec tion of demo graphic pro cesses and polit i cal behav iors (Teitelbaum 2005). 
Notable exam ples of polit i cal demog ra phy research include stud ies on how demo-
graphic changes influ ence elec toral out comes (Teixeira 2018), the impact of age 
struc ture on polit i cal sta bil ity (Goldstone et al. 2012), the role of migra tion in shap-
ing polit i cal land scapes (Hamp shire 2013), and the influ ence of polit i cal ideology on 
fer til ity inten tions (Arpino and Mogi 2024).

Our research has impli ca tions for the emerg ing field of polit i cal demog ra phy by 
high light ing the inter play between indi vid ual-level part ner ship dynam ics and larger 
polit i cal struc tures. By exam in ing dis so lu tion risks among polit i cally het er og a mous 
cou ples, our study not only under scores the impor tance of polit i cal align ment for indi-
vid ual rela tion ships but also hints at the macro-level impli ca tions, such as how polit-
i cal homog amy might con trib ute to soci e tal polar i za tion. In the con text of the United 
Kingdom, where polit i cal pref er ences are sharply divided, our work sheds light on 
the poten tial demo graphic con se quences of these divi sions, pro vid ing insights into 
how polit i cal affil i a tions can influ ence broader pat terns of social cohe sion. Studies on 
union dis so lu tion have focused rel a tively lit tle on dis cord among part ners in val ues 
and atti tudes. Although our focus is on polit i cal het er og amy, our study can stim u late 
fur ther research on part ners’ dis cord on other value dimen sions.

In increas ingly divided times (e.g., see Duffy et al. 2019; Hobolt et al. 2021; Layman  
et al. 2006; Pew Research Center 2014, 2019), it is impor tant to under stand how pol-
i tics and union dis so lu tion inter sect. Several recent stud ies have con sid ered part ners’ 
mat ing in terms of polit i cal ideology or pref er ences (e.g., Alford et al. 2011; Hersh 
and Ghitza 2018; Horwitz and Keller 2022; Klofstad, Sokhey, and McClurg 2013). 
These stud ies have mostly exam ined the extent to which agree ing on pol i tics pos-
i tively affects a cou ple’s rela tion ship qual ity, but they have not directly addressed 
whether it influ ences the like li hood of stay ing together. Our study exam ines whether 
hav ing dif fer ent polit i cal views plays a role in cou ples’ break ing up, which is impor-
tant to under stand because pol i tics is a salient dimen sion in many individuals’ lives 
and can influ ence rela tion ships. Politics, in fact, is often a topic of con ver sa tion or 
a joint activ ity for part ners (Daenekindt et al. 2020). Even indi vid u als who are not 
directly inter ested in pol i tics are often confronted with the need or oppor tu nity to 
adopt polit i cal posi tions. Even indi vid u als who do not actively search for polit i cal 
news are exposed to it, for exam ple, via (social) media (Fletcher and Nielsen 2018).

Individuals might feel pas sion ate about polit i cal issues, and con ver sa tions about 
pol i tics often become heated. Opposing polit i cal views can lead to dif fi cult inter ac-
tions. Although polit i cal argu ments can be avoided at work or with friends, con stantly 
avoiding hot polit i cal top ics at home is much more dif fi cult and exhausting. Research 
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that exam ined part ners’ matching on polit i cal atti tudes and pref er ences seems to 
sup port the idea that indi vid u als try to avoid forming a union with part ners who 
have dif fer ent polit i cal views (Alford et al. 2011; Hersh and Ghitza 2018; Klofstad, 
McDermott, and Hatemi 2013), which might indi cate that they fore see risks of con-
flicts from polit i cal het er og amy. Although homog amy on other traits (e.g., eth nic ity) 
is stron ger, cou ples also tend to show a con sid er able degree of polit i cal homog amy 
(Huber and Malhotra 2017). In the United States, for exam ple, 70% of mar ried cou-
ples match on polit i cal affil i a tion (Hersh and Ghitza 2018). In the United Kingdom, 
up to three quar ters of cou ples are com posed of part ners who iden tify with the same 
party (e.g., Bélanger and Eagles 2007; Lampard 1997). In other sys tems with more 
polit i cal parties, these rates might be lower owing to the greater diver sity of polit i cal 
options avail  able.

One could con tend that any asso ci a tion between polit i cal het er og amy and union 
dis so lu tion might sim ply reflect the influ ence of other part ners’ dissimilarities (e.g., 
by socio eco nomic sta tus or reli gion). Instead, we argue that polit i cal het er og amy 
might have an inde pen dent role in union dis so lu tion.

We focus on the United Kingdom, an inter est ing case study for the high level of 
polit i cal polar i za tion that char ac ter izes its polit i cal sys tem, which is dom i nated by a 
few big parties (Conservatives, Labour, Liberal Democrats). Following prior research 
(Tilley 2015), we operationalize polit i cal homog amy as a match in party pref er ence 
or vote and define polit i cal het er og amy as a mis match. In addi tion, we expand the 
rep re sen ta tion of part ners’ polit i cal con ver gence by using an emerg ing dimen sion 
that is increas ingly more salient than party posi tions (Hobolt et al. 2021) in the polit-
i cal debate in the United Kingdom: Brexit. Research has found that Brexit iden ti ties 
are prev a lent, are per son ally impor tant, and cut across tra di tional party lines (Hobolt 
et al. 2021). For part ners with dif fer ent opin ions, the ref er en dum might have trig gered 
stress and con flict, affect ing part ner ship sta bil ity.

Specifically, using data from two pop u la tion-rep re sen ta tive Brit ish sur veys—the 
Brit ish Household Panel Study (BHPS) and the UK Household Longitudinal Study 
(UKHLS)—we con sider three mea sures of polit i cal het er og amy. First, we cat e go-
rize cou ples as polit i cally homog a mous or het er og a mous by whether part ners sup-
port the same or dif fer ent polit i cal parties. In this first set of ana ly ses, we group 
all  homog a mous cou ples together and all  het er og a mous cou ples together, regard less 
of the spe cific party supported (party het er og amy). Second, we use the same par-
ty-based defi  ni tion of homog amy/het er og amy but dif fer en ti ate cou ples within each 
group according to the spe cific party pref er ences (party het er og amy–refined). Third, 
we define homog amy/het er og amy using a dif fer ent dimension: part ners’ posi tions 
on the 2016 Brexit ref er en dum (Brexit het er og amy), which might not align with  
party-based clas si fi ca tions.

Background

Partnerships and Political Views

This study exam ines the con se quences of homog amy and het er og amy that have not 
been stud ied in con nec tion to union dis so lu tion: part ners’ polit i cal pref er ences. To 
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under stand the pos si ble impli ca tions of het er og amy by polit i cal pref er ences, it is 
worth first discussing the rea sons part ners tend to share sim i lar char ac ter is tics.

The pro cesses that pro duce assortative mat ing can be divided into two broad 
categories: pref er ences and con straints (Huber and Malhotra 2017; Kalmijn 1998, 
2005; Lichter and Qian 2019; McPherson et al. 2001; Schwartz 2013). First, indi-
vid u als select part ners on the basis of shared inter ests or char ac ter is tics, a pro-
cess often driven by per sonal pref er ences (Kalmijn 1998; Lichter and Qian 2019). 
A pref er ence for polit i cally sim i lar part ners might reflect a gen eral ten dency to 
pre fer sim i lar ity for any given per sonal char ac ter is tic (Kalmijn 1998; Luo 2017; 
Schwartz 2013). In this view, polit i cal homog amy might mir ror a pref er ence for 
sim i lar oth ers, just as with other social iden ti ties for which sorting is wide spread, 
such as eth nic ity (Fu and Heaton 2008; Wimmer and Lewis 2010) or edu ca tion 
(Skopek et al. 2011).

Second, indi vid u als choose their part ners from a pool of sim i lar can di dates 
because of preexisting homo ge ne ity in their social envi ron ment, which is influ-
enced by the con straints of the mar riage mar ket (Kalmijn 1998). For instance, 
indi vid u als might form unions with like-minded part ners because of polit i cally seg-
re gated social net works (Liben-Nowell et al. 2005). Also, indi vid u als might form 
unions with part ners with whom they share other char ac ter is tics, such as reli gion 
or eth nic ity, which are cor re lated with polit i cal views (Anderson et al. 2014). In 
this respect, shared polit i cal beliefs could be a by-prod uct of other com mon al i ties 
(Huber and Malhotra 2017).

Finally, part ners might influ ence each other’s views while dat ing and liv ing 
together (con ver gence) because polit i cal atti tudes are mal lea ble over time (Arránz 
Becker and Lois 2010). In roman tic rela tion ships, part ners influ ence each other’s 
polit i cal beliefs because of sim i lar inter ests (e.g., shar ing a socio eco nomic con di-
tion ori ents sup port for spe cific polit i cal instances), com mon envi ron ments (e.g., liv-
ing in the same area leads to sym pa thiz ing with sim i lar com mu ni ties), or per sua sion 
because part ners are the most fre quent tar gets of polit i cal dis cus sions (Daenekindt 
et al. 2020; Stoker and Jennings 1995, 2005). Partners’ atti tudes might also con verge 
over time because part ners expe ri ence the same life events, which shape their polit i-
cal beliefs (Huber and Malhotra 2017).

Literature on polit i cal homo ge ne ity iden ti fied more con gru ence between house-
hold mem bers than among other social aggre ga tions. Spouses tend to become polit i-
cally like-minded not only because of the selec tion pro cess that brings them together 
but also through social i za tion (Johnston, Propper et al. 2005; Klofstad et al. 2012; 
Nickerson 2008; Stoker and Jennings 2005). In non-UK (Hersh and Ghitza 2018; 
Zuckerman et al. 2005) and UK con texts (Bélanger and Eagles 2007; Johnston, Jones 
et al. 2005; Lampard 1997), esti ma tes of polit i cal homog amy regard ing party pref er-
ences in two-voter house holds range from 40% to 75%.

Recent research has chal lenged the idea that spouses only rein force each oth-
er’s beliefs, indi cat ing that it is com mon for peo ple to hold dif fer ent polit i cal views 
(Daenekindt et al. 2020; Kan and Heath 2006). Individuals who are polit i cally 
engaged tend to dis cuss pol i tics sim ply because they enjoy polit i cal dis cus sions 
(Huckfeldt and Mendez 2008), even if it leads to dis agree ments. However, research 
in polit i cal psy chol ogy sug gests that polit i cal dis agree ments can be uncom fort-
able for some, lead ing them to steer clear of sit u a tions where such dif fer ences are  
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5Partners’ Heterogamy by Political Preferences and Union Dissolution

evi dent (Huber and Malhotra 2017; Mutz 2002), espe cially in close social rela tion-
ships (Levinsen and Yndigegn 2015). It is there fore plau si ble that cou ples who do not 
share polit i cal views might expe ri ence ten sion, poten tially put ting their rela tion ships 
at risk (Arránz Becker and Lois 2010).

Couples’ Heterogamy and Union Dissolution

Our study con trib utes to the social sci ence lit er a ture on the con se quences of cou-
ple het er og amy. This research has gen er ally observed that part ners’ sim i lar ity is 
asso ci ated with higher qual ity rela tion ships and a lower risk of union dis so lu tion. 
Specifically, cou ples with dif fer ences in race, eth nic ity, nation al ity, edu ca tion, or  
reli gion—referred to as het er og a mous cou ples—are more likely to expe ri ence union 
dis so lu tion, a pat tern that is more pro nounced in dat ing and cohabiting rela tion ships 
than in mar riages (e.g., Blackwell and Lichter 2004; Hwang et al. 2021; Wang et al. 
2006). Partners’ sim i lar ity on per sonal char ac ter is tics, such as per son al ity and atti-
tudes, is often con sid ered cru cial for rela tion ship sat is fac tion and lon gev ity. How-
ever, the evi dence for this idea is var ied, with some stud ies supporting it and oth ers 
presenting null find ings (e.g., Luo and Klohnen 2005).

The rela tion ship between polit i cal agree ment among part ners and their union 
sta bil ity has not been thor oughly inves ti gated. Limited research, pre dom i nantly 
from the United States, has explored how cou ples’ polit i cal views cor re late with 
their rela tion ship qual ity or some of its prox ies. Wang (2020) documented reduced 
hap pi ness in rela tion ships between Republican and Democratic part ners rel a tive to 
those in which both part ners are Republican. Wilcox and Wolfinger (2015) reported 
greater mar i tal sat is fac tion among Republican vot ers than Democratic vot ers.  
Similarly, Wolfinger (2017) and Twyman (2016) found that right-wing vot ers in the 
United States and the United Kingdom claim to have more fre quent sex ual activ-
ity than their left-wing coun ter parts. This related lit er a ture, par tic u larly from the 
United States, has pre dom i nantly exam ined the rela tion ship between indi vid u als’ 
polit i cal views and rela tion ship qual ity (e.g., Fangmeier et al. 2020) and has not 
directly inves ti gated the asso ci a tion with union sta bil ity. However, if indi vid u als’ 
polit i cal views influ ence rela tion ship qual ity, polit i cal sim i lar ity might influ ence 
union lon gev ity. Still, pre vi ous research has not directly assessed the asso ci a tion 
between polit i cal het er og amy and union dis so lu tion. Our study aims to fill this spe-
cific gap by quan ti ta tively assessing the risk of union dis so lu tion in the con text of 
part ners’ polit i cal het er og amy, expanding on research focus ing more on sub jec tive 
mea sures of rela tion ship qual ity.

According to the assortative mat ing lit er a ture (Kalmijn et al. 2005; Zhang and 
Van Hook 2009), two main mech a nisms explain the pos i tive asso ci a tion between 
het er og amy and union dis so lu tion. The cul tural dis tance argu ment pos its that dif-
fer ences in reli gion, eth nic ity, and other char ac ter is tics imply a diver gence in tastes, 
val ues, and com mu ni ca tion styles (Kalmijn 1998). Such dif fer ences are an obsta cle to 
the for ma tion of shared daily rou tines and deci sions (e.g., child-rearing) and reduce 
mutual under stand ing, shared inter ests, and inti macy (Mahoney et al. 1999; Waite and  
Lehrer 2003). Therefore, het er og a mous cou ples are more prone to mis un der stand ings 
and con flicts. Conversely, homog a mous cou ples likely face lower dis so lu tion risks 
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because of shared traits that make deci sion-mak ing and life together smoother, ulti-
mately enhanc ing sat is fac tion and reduc ing stress.

A sec ond mech a nism explaining why cou ples might be more likely to split up if 
the part ners have dif fer ent social char ac ter is tics relates to the social bound ary argu
ment. Forming a union with some one with a dif fer ent reli gion, eth nic ity, nation al ity, 
or social class implies cross ing a social bound ary in soci ety. Relationships out side 
the group are often nor ma tively disapproved, lead ing het er og a mous unions to receive 
less prac ti cal and emo tional sup port from the social net works of each part ner rel a tive 
to other cou ples (Hohmann-Marriot and Amato 2008; Killian 2001).

Both pre vi ous the o ret i cal argu ments lead to the same pre dic tion: het er og amy 
makes union dis so lu tion more likely because of a higher prob a bil ity of con flicts 
as a result of cul tural dis tance and less sup port from the extended fam ily or social 
net work. The afore men tioned the o ret i cal argu ments applied to het er og amy by 
polit i cal pref er ences lead to the expec ta tion that part ners with dif fer ent polit i cal 
pref er ences are more likely to split up than part ners with the same polit i cal pref er
ences (Hypothesis 1).

Political Heterogamy and Union Dissolution Within the UK Political Context

In the United Kingdom, divorce rates peaked in the early 1990s and then grad u ally 
declined (Office for National Statistics 2012b, 2020). The risk of marital dissolu-
tion within five years of mar riage is roughly 8%, approaching 20% within 10 years. 
Cohabiting unions are less sta ble, with one in three end ing within five years and 
roughly 40% dissolving by the 10th year (Office for National Statistics 2012a).

Here we ask, What is the role of part ners’ polit i cal pref er ences in union sur vival 
in the United Kingdom? The coun try’s polit i cal sys tem, which is divided into con-
stit u en cies that elect the most pop u lar can di date, tra di tion ally ben e fits the two main 
national parties: the right-lean ing Conservatives (also called Tories) and the left-wing 
Labour Party. The cen trist Liberal Democrats (LibDems) saw a rise in vote share until 
2010, when they formed a coa li tion gov ern ment with the Conservatives, which lasted 
until 2015. Despite the pres ence of other parties, such as regional parties and the far-
right UK Independence Party (UKIP), the polit i cal land scape in the anal y sis period 
of 1991–2019 has largely been a Tory–Labour binary.

Recent UK sur veys sug gest a shift in neg a tive atti tudes toward polit i cally mixed 
part ner ships. Ibbetson (2019) reported that the share of Labour vot ers who would 
dis ap prove of their child mar ry ing a Conservative sup porter had dou bled from 2008 
to 2019 (39% vs. 19%; Khomami 2016). Additionally, another recent poll docu-
mented that Labour sup port ers were less open to date Conservatives than the other 
way around (35% vs. 49%; Ibbetson 2021). Notably, 40% of indi vid u als who voted 
against the UK leav ing the Euro pean Union in the 2016 Brexit ref er en dum expressed 
dis ap point ment at the pros pect of their child mar ry ing some one who voted in favor, 
a sen ti ment sim i lar to the rate of Labour–Conservative mar riage dis ap proval (39%).

The cul tural dis tance and social bound ary argu ments presented ear lier fur ther lead 
to the expec ta tion that the big ger the cul tural dis tance or the stron ger the bound ary 
between the two groups represented in the cou ple, the greater the risk of union dis so-
lu tion (Zhang and Van Hook 2009). Thus, unions between Conservatives and Labour 
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7Partners’ Heterogamy by Political Preferences and Union Dissolution

sup port ers, who are ideo log i cally dis tant (Kan and Heath 2006), are hypoth e sized to 
be at a greater risk of end ing than unions between the Liberal Democrats and either 
of the other two parties (Hypothesis 2).

In June 2016, the United Kingdom under went a major polit i cal event: the Brexit 
ref er en dum, which decided its con tin ued per ma nence in the Euro pean Union (EU). 
This ref er en dum, favor ing the depar ture from the EU, caused the emer gence of a new 
polit i cal cleav age and sig nifi  cantly influ enced polit i cal party plat forms in sub se quent 
years (Hobolt et al. 2021; Sanders 2017).

Public sen ti ment toward the EU fluc tu ated con sid er ably between 2004 and 2016, 
with sup port rang ing from a high of 52.3% in June 2005 to a low of 34.7% in June 
2011 (Janmaat et al. 2018). In recent years, the num ber of peo ple who strongly iden-
tify with polit i cal parties has declined. Instead, stud ies have shown that a grow ing 
share of the Brit ish pop u la tion has adopted a strong Brexit iden tity (Curtice 2018; 
Duffy et al. 2019; Hobolt et al. 2021). This shift signifies that Brexit sen ti ments have 
transcended tra di tional party lines, cat a lyz ing a dis tinct polit i cal divide, which moti-
vates our deci sion to include opin ions on Brexit as a poten tial indi ca tor of homog amy 
and het er og amy within cou ples. The social bound ary argu ment might be espe cially 
appli ca ble in spe cific polit i cal con texts where opin ions are pub licly shared and 
debated, such as Brexit. Therefore, this back drop leads us to expect a greater risk 
of dis so lu tion for cou ples with dif fer ent views on Brexit (i.e., Remain–Leave), as 
opposed to part ner ships with aligned views (Hypothesis 3).

Method

Data and Analytical Samples

In this study, we employ a dis crete-time event-his tory logit model to ana lyze the 
asso ci a tion between polit i cal het er og amy and union dis so lu tion. This model allows 
us to assess the tim ing of union dis so lu tions and incor po rate time-vary ing covariates, 
pro vid ing a robust frame work for exam in ing the dynam ics of rela tion ship sta bil ity 
over time.

Our ana ly ses are based on two Brit ish annual, face-to-face, pop u la tion-rep re sen ta tive  
sur veys that pro vide data on indi vid u als and house holds: the BHPS, cov er ing 1991–
2008; and the UKHLS, for 2009–2019. These sur veys focus on aspects such as house-
hold com po si tion, labor mar ket par tic i pa tion, and other eco nomic and socio log i cal 
aspects, includ ing polit i cal opin ions and vot ing behav ior.

We com piled two cou ple-year datasets: the first, for the anal y sis of party het er og-
amy (and its refined ver sion), includes 28,173 het ero sex ual cou ples in 1991–2019; 
the sec ond, focus ing only on opin ions on Brexit as gath ered in Wave 8 of the UKHLS, 
con sists of 14,857 het ero sex ual cou ples interviewed from 2016 to 2018. We con-
sider only cou ples in which both part ners are 18 or older and at least one part ner has 
appeared in the sur vey for at least two suc ces sive waves.

Start dates for unions are mea sured by the year the cou ple began cohabiting or 
got mar ried, which ever came first. Union dura tion is cal cu lated from this start date to 
either the year of union dis so lu tion or the end of the obser va tion period. Each house-
hold mem ber is indi vid u ally interviewed annu ally to gather com pre hen sive data on 
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8 B. Arpino and A. Di Nallo

their sociodemographic char ac ter is tics, polit i cal pref er ences, and union sta tus. Note 
that proxy interviewing is not employed; indi vid u als directly pro vide their responses 
to ensure accu racy and reli abil ity.

Dependent Variable

Our out come is the dis so lu tion of cohabiting or mar i tal unions, which we iden tify 
through annual reports from respon dents about whether their part ner is pres ent in the 
house hold. A cou ple is clas si fied as sep a rated if one part ner leaves the house hold. If 
a part ner dies or both indi vid u als drop out of the sur vey, the cou ple is not con sid ered 
sep a rated, and the data are treated as right-cen sored.

Explanatory Variables

We gauge respon dents’ polit i cal pref er ences through their party sup port using three 
widely accepted ques tions in the UK con text (Tilley 2015). The first asked whether 
respon dents con sider them selves to be “sup port er[s] of any polit i cal party.” Those 
who said no were asked whether they think of them selves as “a lit tle closer to one 
polit i cal party than to the oth ers.” Those who answered no again were asked, “If there 
were to be a gen eral elec tion tomor row, which polit i cal party do you think you would 
be most likely to sup port.” In essence, these ques tions are prox ies for vot ing behav ior 
in years with no elec tions. In elec tion years, these ques tions can be complemented by 
the ques tion, “Which party did you vote in the last elec tions?” For exam ple, indi vid-
u als interviewed in 2010 (an elec tion year) might be asked to recall their vote in May 
and the party they supported in the autumn. When ques tions on both polit i cal pref-
er ence and vote were asked, we fol low Tilley (2015) in giv ing pref er ence to vot ing 
inten tion (although we run a robust ness test with the alter na tive spec i fi ca tion).1 For 
instance, 90% of respon dents who voted Labour in May 2010 reported supporting 
Labour later in the year. The equiv a lent per cent ages for the Conservatives and Liberal 
Democrats are 89% and 84%, respec tively.

Our key inde pen dent var i ables focus on polit i cal pref er ences. Following  
Huckfeldt et al. (2004), we define polit i cal homog amy (het er og amy) as par ti san 
agree ment (dis agree ment) as self-reported by each part ner, reduc ing the poten tial 
biases in respon dents’ per cep tions (Foos and de Rooij 2017; Frödin Gruneau 2020). 
In this frame work, accord in polit i cal views is achieved when two peo ple—a cou ple 
in our anal y sis—express the same pref er ence for the same party. This approach reg is-
ters an absence of agree ment when part ners’ pref er ences dif fer but does not  quan tify 

1 The Brit ish elec toral sys tem is based on the First Past the Post prin ci ple and gen er ates some tac ti cal vot-
ing (Bratsberg et al. 2019; Green and Prosser 2016). Voters are incen tiv ized to vote for an ideo log i cally 
sec ond-best party that is stron ger in their elec toral col lege rather than for an ideo log i cally first-best party 
that is less likely to win in their col lege. Tilley (2015) argued that our mea sure of party sup port is essen-
tially a mea sure of vote inten tion that is free of tac ti cal con cerns and is more rep re sen ta tive of indi vid u als’ 
pref er ences.
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9Partners’ Heterogamy by Political Preferences and Union Dissolution

the degree of dis agree ment.2 For instance, two part ners favor ing Labour and the 
LibDems, respec tively, might be ideo log i cally closer than those supporting Labour 
and the Tories. However, both cou ples are cat e go rized as het er og a mous in our first 
operationalization.

First, Party het er og amy identifies whether part ners have homog a mous (same) or 
het er og a mous (dif fer ent) party views (homog amy = 0, het er og amy = 1). To avoid 
drop ping obser va tions from our ana ly ses, we also account for resid ual cou ple types. 
Second, Party het er og amy–refined delves into the spe cifi cs of party-level homog amy. 
Our sam ple cov ers England, Scotland, Wales, and Northern Ireland, which dis play a 
vari ety of polit i cal parties. We sep a rate regional parties because of their asso ci a tion 
with spe cific national iden ti ties with the United Kingdom’s smaller countries. For 
clar ity, in the sec ond spec i fi ca tion, we con sider three main parties (Conservatives,  
Labour, and Liberal Democrats) and cat e go rize all  other parties as “Other.” The 
resulting cat e gor i cal var i able cap tures party homog amy (both part ners are Tory, 
Labour, LibDem, or Other), het er og amy (cou ples are Tory–Labour, Tory–LibDem, 
Labour–LibDem, or Other mixed), and resid ual cou ple types (with at least one non-
af fil i ated part ner or with miss ing val ues on party pref er ence). The num ber of cou ple-
year obser va tions and cou ples for each cat e gory are shown in Table 1.

Third, Brexit homog amy is based on respon dents’ answers to the fol low ing ques-
tion in Wave 8 (2016–2018): “Should UK remain in the EU?” This var i able reflects 
part ners’ homog a mous (Remain or Leave) or dis cor dant (Remain–Leave) views on 
Brexit. Also, in this case, spe cific categories are cre ated to address miss ing responses 
and indi vid u als with no opin ion on Brexit. The num ber of cou ple-year obser va tions 
and cou ples for each cat e gory are shown in Table 2. Information on Brexit opin ions 
was not avail  able in Wave 9, and we do not use data from Wave 10 because, at the 
time of writ ing, we could not observe union dis so lu tions after that point, given that it 
marks the end of our obser va tion period.

Figure 1 dis plays the prev a lence of cou ple types according to the first two clas si-
fi ca tions, and Figure 2 dis plays the prev a lence for the third one. As shown in Figure 
1, roughly a third of cou ple-obser va tions are cat e go rized as homog a mous (dif fer ent 
types of homog a mous cou ples are in dif fer ent shades of red) based on the first same-
party cri te rion, and 13% are cat e go rized as het er og a mous (dif fer ent types of het er og-
a mous cou ples are in dif fer ent shades of blue). Our sec ond mea sure of homog amy, 
which cap tures spe cific party affin i ties, shows that Labour-affil i ated cou ples are the 
most prev a lent homog a mous cou ple, representing 14.7% of all  obser va tions. Among 
cou ples with dif fer ent party pref er ences, Tory–Labour cou ples are the most prev a lent, 
representing 3.4% of all  cou ples and 26.8% of cou ples within the group of het er og a-
mous cou ples (Figure 1). Regarding Brexit homog amy, 14% of all  cou ples reported 
oppos ing opin ions on Brexit (Figure 2). Tables S1 and S2 (shown in the online appen-
dix, along with all  other tables and fig ures des ig nated with an “S”) report the yearly 
tran si tion prob a bil i ties for two of our main explan a tory var i ables (Party het er og amy 

2 This con cep tu al i za tion dif fers from that of Mutz (2006), who pro posed a method to mea sure the level of 
dis agree ment. Her approach is to cre ate an index of dis agree ment that com bines infor ma tion from a large 
set of var i ables. Our study is data-constrained because polit i cal pref er ences are expressed only as affil i-
a tion to a spe cific party, with no pos si ble indi ca tion of par ti san ship scale or gra di ent. However, see the 
Additional Analyses and Robustness Checks sec tion.
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10 B. Arpino and A. Di Nallo

and Party het er og amy–refined). Political homog amy shows some sta bil ity: cou ples 
reporting the same-party pref er ence at one point have approx i ma tely a 70% like li-
hood of maintaining the same sta tus in the fol low ing year (Table S1), espe cially for 
Tory and Labour cou ples (Table S2).

Control Variables

Previous empir i cal stud ies have exam ined the deter mi nants of party iden tity  
(Dassonneville 2016; Evans and Tilley 2012) and opin ions on the Brexit ref er en dum 
(Alabrese et al. 2019; Becker et al. 2017; Hobolt 2016). Older indi vid u als and those 
with less edu ca tion, with lower skills, and liv ing in poorer house holds are more likely 
to sup port “Leave,” whereas young indi vid u als and women are more likely to favor 
“Remain.” Consequently, we con trol for these fac tors, which are also deter mi nants 
of union dis so lu tion (Boertien and Härkönen 2018; Matysiak et al. 2014). Specifi-
cally, we use infor ma tion on both part ners’ age, edu ca tion, and occu pa tional class 
to con struct indi ca tors of homog amy and het er og amy (Grow et al. 2017). Likewise, 

Fig. 1 Percentage of couple types for Party heterogamy and Party heterogamy–refined. Different types 
of homogamous couples are in different shades of red. Different types of heterogamous couples are in 
different shades of blue. The residual couple types are in different colors. Percentages sum to 100%. We 
obtain the distribution of the variable Party heterogamy by summing the percentages for homogamous and 
heterogamous couples (with aggregated percentages reported on the right side of the figure).
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11Partners’ Heterogamy by Political Preferences and Union Dissolution

we con sider eth nic ity and reli gi os ity, dimen sions fre quently exam ined in pre vi ous  
stud ies on union dis so lu tion (Wong 2016; Wright et al. 2017). Considering these 
factors enables a com par a tive anal y sis of the asso ci a tions of the newly con sid ered 
het er og amy regard ing polit i cal pref er ences against pre vi ously stud ied dimen sions. 
Following pre vi ous stud ies, we con trol not only for homog amy and het er og amy in 
cer tain dimen sions but also for the lev els of these var i ables.

Specifically, the base line con trol var i ables (in Model 1) include both part ners’ 
age (lin ear and qua dratic) and birth cohort (five-year groups); a func tion of union 
dura tion with a lin ear, a qua dratic, and a cubic term; and two part ner ship char ac ter-
is tics, the pres ence of chil dren in the house hold and mar i tal sta tus (cohabiting vs. 
mar ried). We also con sid ered an alter na tive spec i fi ca tion of union dura tion (using a 
set of dummy var i ables) and obtained very sim i lar results. We then com ple ment the 
base line spec i fi ca tion with a step wise approach, adding mea sures of part ners’ homog-
amy on dimen sions other than polit i cal pref er ences: part ners’ age gap (up to two-year 
age gap [ref er ence], female part ner is two or more years older, or male part ner is two 
or more years older) in Model 2; the highest level of edu ca tion between the part-
ners (lower sec ond ary or less [ref er ence], upper sec ond ary, or degree or higher) and 
edu ca tional homog amy (same edu ca tion [ref er ence], male part ner is more edu cated, 
or female part ner is more edu cated) in Model 3; eth nic ity homog amy (same eth nic-
ity [ref er ence] or dif fer ent eth nic ity) in Model 4; reli gion homog amy (same reli gion 
[ref er ence] or dif fer ent reli gion) in Model 5; and occu pa tional class (NSSEC-5: man-
age ment and pro fes sional [ref er ence], inter me di ate, small employers/own account, 
lower super vi sory/tech ni cal, semi-rou tine/rou tine, or both part ners are out of the 
labor force) and occu pa tional homog amy (same job class [ref er ence]; both part ners 
work ing, male part ner’s occu pa tional class is higher; both part ners work ing, female 
part ner’s occu pa tional class is higher; female part ner is out of the labor force; or male 

Fig. 2 Percentage of couple types among the Brexit homogamy sample. Each bar (and color) corresponds 
to a different category of the Brexit homogamy variable. Percentages sum to 99.9% because of rounding.
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12 B. Arpino and A. Di Nallo

part ner is out of the labor force) in Model 6. Missing cases are also reported in flag 
categories for each mea sure of homog amy. All regres sors are mea sured with a one-
year lag. Table S3 describes the con trol var i ables at cou ples’ sur vey debut by part ner-
ship out come and anal y sis sam ple.

Model

We esti mate ran dom-effect, dis crete-time event-his tory logit mod els. The model is 
represented as fol lows:

log
P(Y ) jt
1− P(Y ) jt

⎛
⎝⎜

⎞
⎠⎟
= γ (t) + βX jt + ν j + ε jt ,

where Y is a dichot o mous indi ca tor for the union sta tus of a cou ple j (0 = intact, 1 = 
dissolved) at time t, and P(Y)jt is the prob a bil ity of a union sep a ra tion dur ing the inter val 
(t, t + 1). The term t rep re sents the time in the union, and γ(t) is a func tion of time elapsed 
since union for ma tion up to the cubic term. Our spec i fi ca tion links the prob a bil ity of 
dis so lu tion in the inter val (t, t + 1) with inde pen dent var i ables mea sured at t. Xjt is a vec-
tor of covariates that can vary across unions and over time; νj cap tures unob serv able 
cou ple-spe cific char ac ter is tics assumed to be uncor re lated with the inde pen dent var i-
ables, normally dis trib uted with a mean of 0 and a var i ance that is esti mated; and εjt is 
the idi o syn cratic error term. All event-his tory mod els con sider right-cen sor ing of data.

Although a fixed-effects model would allow for the con trol of time-invari ant 
con found ers, we opted for a ran dom-effect model because of the sta bil ity observed 
in cer tain cou ple types, par tic u larly in the polit i cal party com bi na tions of part ners, 
over time. This approach exploits dif fer ences between cou ple types rather than only 
within-cou ple changes, which is appro pri ate given the rel a tively high sta bil ity in 
polit i cal affil i a tions over time (see Tables S1 and S2). Nonetheless, we esti mated 
fixed-effects mod els, which address whether changes in the con cor dance of spouses’ 
polit i cal affil i a tion are asso ci ated with dis so lu tion, as a robust ness check (see the 
Additional Analyses and Robustness Checks sec tion).

To enhance the inter pre ta tion of the sub stan tive sig nifi  cance of the results, we 
report esti mated odds ratios in the tables and graph i cally dis play predicted yearly 
prob a bil i ties of sep a ra tion by cou ple types. The predicted prob a bil i ties are cal cu lated 
using the model’s esti mated coef fi cients applied to the observed val ues for the con-
trol var i ables. This approach involves com put ing indi vid ual predicted prob a bil i ties 
and then aver ag ing them, which pro vi des a sum mary mea sure of the effect of the 
inde pen dent var i able on the prob a bil ity of the out come, aver aged across all  obser-
va tions in the sam ple (Williams 2012). Predicted prob a bil i ties are presented graph i-
cally with con fi dence inter vals for pairwise com par i sons. Following meth od o log i cal 
stud ies (e.g., Goldstein and Healy 1995), we cen ter the con fi dence inter vals on the 
esti mated aver age pre dic tions with an 84% con fi dence level. Doing so allows us to 
test sta tis ti cal dif fer ences between any pair of pre dic tions at the 5% level, anal o gous 
to conducting a t test for spe cific pairwise com par i sons. Nonoverlapping con fi dence 
inter vals sug gest sig nifi  cantly dif fer ent pre dic tions, whereas overlapping con fi dence 
inter vals indi cate no sig nifi  cant dif fer ence between the predicted val ues.
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13Partners’ Heterogamy by Political Preferences and Union Dissolution

Results

Tables 1 and 2 report the inci dence of union dis so lu tion by party and Brexit homog-
amy, respec tively. Couples with the same party pref er ences have a yearly inci dence 
of dis so lu tion of 0.71% (Table 1). This rate is 0.97% when part ners belong to dif-
fer ent parties. Among the three most com mon homog a mous com bi na tions of party 
pref er ences (Tory, Labour, and LibDem), the inci dence of sep a ra tion does not exceed 
0.84%. Heterogeneous polit i cal com bi na tions exhibit sep a ra tion inci dences rang ing 
from 0.94% to 1.08%. Notably, Labour–Tory cou ples do not have the highest rates 
of divorce, which is incon sis tent with Hypothesis 2. The inci dence of sep a ra tion 
in rela tion to Brexit opin ions, as recorded in Wave 8 of UKHLS (Table 2), ranges 
from 0.87% (part ners both adopt a Remain opin ion) to roughly 1.8% (cou ples with 
Remain–Leave and Leave–Don’t know opin ions). These fig ures sug gest that cou ples 
with het er og a mous polit i cal beliefs are more likely to sep a rate.

Party Heterogamy and Union Dissolution

Here, we dis cuss the asso ci a tion between party homog amy/het er og amy and union 
dis so lu tion. The com plete esti ma tes of the six event-his tory logit mod els that vary 
for the set of con trols are reported in Table S4. Given that the esti mated asso ci a tions 
of party het er og amy are very sim i lar across the sev eral spec i fi ca tions, we focus on 
Model 6, which includes all  con trols. Couples with the same party pref er ence are less 
prone to break ing up than those with het er og a mous pref er ences (dif fer ent party), sup-
porting Hypothesis 1. Specifically, esti ma tes from the fully adjusted model (Model 

Table 1 Incidence of sep a ra tion: Party homog amy/het er og amy

Couple Type
Number of 

Couple-Years
Yearly Incidence

(%)
Number of Couples

(at least once)

Homogamous (same party) 77,907 0.71 17,322
 Tory 27,115 0.59 6,295
 Labour 34,066 0.84 8,471
 LibDem 5,640 0.62 1,980
 Other party 11,086 0.62 3,097
Heterogamous (dif fer ent party)
 Any dif fer ent party 29,372 0.97 10,478
 Tory–Labour 7,903 0.94 3,517
 Tory–LibDem 4,652 0.97 2,091
 Labour–LibDem 6,066 1.00 2,678
 Other mixed 10,778 0.99 5,096
 Some party/no affil i a tion 41,231 1.08 14,652
Other/Missing
 No affil i a tion 19,007 1.13 7,628
 Some party/miss ing 34,559 0.88 12,342
 No affil i a tion/miss ing 12,265 1.00 5,906
 Missing 17,166 0.92 12,798
Total 231,507
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14 B. Arpino and A. Di Nallo

6) indi cate that the odds of union dis so lu tion for both types of polit i cally het er og a-
mous cou ples are roughly 39% higher than for cou ples who pre fer the same party 
(Table S4). Results from the full model are represented graph i cally in Figure 3, which 
shows the yearly predicted prob a bil ity of union dis so lu tion. The predicted prob a bil-
ity of sep a ra tion for cou ples with homog a mous polit i cal pref er ences (same party) is 
slightly below 0.8% per year, which is sig nifi  cantly lower (p < .05) than that for polit-
i cally het er og a mous cou ples (1.1%).

The pat tern for other mea sures of part ner ship homog amy/het er og amy is also in 
the expected direc tion: het er og amy is always asso ci ated with a higher risk of union 
dis so lu tion (Table S4). Notably, the odds ratios for polit i cal het er og amy are sim i lar 
to or big ger than those for other established forms of het er og amy. For exam ple, the 
odds of dis so lu tion for cou ples with dif fer ent reli gious beliefs are 34% higher than 
for those shar ing the same reli gious views. Heterogamous cou ples by edu ca tion face 
higher odds of union dis so lu tion (17% or 19% higher, respec tively, when the male 
or female part ner has the highest edu ca tion) than homog a mous cou ples. Figure S1 
shows the predicted prob a bil ity by groups based on dimen sions of het er og amy other 
than the polit i cal one, confirming that het er og a mous cou ples tend to be at higher risk 
of dis so lu tion than homog a mous cou ples. For exam ple, het er og a mous cou ples by 
eth nic ity or reli gi os ity exhibit predicted annual dis so lu tion prob a bil i ties of roughly 
1.1%, paralleling val ues found for polit i cally het er og a mous cou ples.

Party Heterogamy–Refined and Union Dissolution

We now inves ti gate in more detail the com bi na tions of party pref er ences (full esti ma-
tes are presented in Table S5). Heterogamous cou ples (Tory–Labour, Tory–LibDem, 
Labour–LibDem, and Other mixed) are sta tis ti cally more likely to sep a rate than the 
homog a mous Tory cou ples (Table S5), again supporting Hypothesis 1. Because of 
the more gran u lar clas si fi ca tion, the esti ma tes in Figure 4 have wider con fi dence 
inter vals than those in Figure 3, lead ing to sev eral pairwise com par i sons that are not 
sta tis ti cally sig nifi  cant (see Table 1 for the cat e gory-spe cific num ber of obser va tions). 

Table 2 Incidence of sep a ra tion by Brexit opin ions

Couple Type Number of Couples Yearly Incidence (%)

Homogamous
 Remain 4,608 0.87
 Leave 3,378 0.94
Heterogamous
 Remain–Leave 2,112 1.78
Other/Missing
 Leave–Don’t know 2,141 1.79
 Remain–Don’t know 1,532 1.61
 At least one miss ing 1,087 0.97
Total 14,857

Note: Estimates are based on Waves 8–10 of the UKHLS.
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15Partners’ Heterogamy by Political Preferences and Union Dissolution

Nevertheless, Figure 4 con firms that all  types of het er og a mous cou ples are at higher 
risk of dis so lu tion than all  types of homog a mous cou ples.

The esti mated odds ratio of union dis so lu tion is greater for Tory–LibDem than 
for Tory–Labour (odds ratio = 1.54 vs. 1.38 in the fully adjusted Model 6; Table S5), 
but a direct com par i son between these two groups reveals no sta tis ti cally sig nifi -
cant dif fer ence in the prob a bil ity of union dis so lu tion (Figure 4). In fact, predicted 
yearly prob a bil i ties of union dis so lu tion are sim i lar across all  types of het er og a mous 
cou ples, and dif fer ences are never sta tis ti cally sig nifi  cant. These find ings do not sup-
port Hypothesis 2, which expected the highest risk of dis so lu tion for Tory–Labour 
cou ples.

Among homog a mous cou ples, Labour cou ples exhibit a mar gin ally higher like li-
hood of dis so lu tion rel a tive to Tory cou ples, but this dif fer ence is sta tis ti cally sig nif-
i cant only at the 10% level in the fully adjusted model (odds ratio = 1.19; Model 6, 
Table S5). The prob a bil ity of union dis so lu tion for Tory cou ples does not sta tis ti cally 
dif fer from that of homog a mous LibDem and Other party cou ples.

Brexit Homogamy and Union Dissolution

Finally, we address the role of homog amy on Brexit views on union dis so lu tion. 
The anal y sis focuses on a sub set of cou ples who disclosed their opin ions on Brexit 
in Wave 8 of the UKHLS. We esti mate the tran si tion to union dis so lu tion over the 

Fig. 3 Predicted probability of union dissolution by party heterogamy, with confidence intervals for 
pairwise comparisons at the 5% level. We calculate the predicted probabilities by averaging predictions 
obtained using observed values for the independent variables. Confidence intervals for pairwise compari-
sons at approximately the 5% level are displayed (Goldstein and Healy 1995). A nonoverlap of the confi-
dence intervals indicates that the corresponding predictions are significantly different. Figure S3 displays 
predicted probabilities for couples with at least one nonaffiliated partner. Complete estimates are available 
in Table S4.
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16 B. Arpino and A. Di Nallo

sub se quent waves using the same set of con trol var i ables as in the ear lier ana ly ses. 
Consistent with the pre vi ous find ings, part ners’ con cor dance on Brexit is asso ci ated 
with lower odds of union dis so lu tion, cor rob o rat ing Hypothesis 3 (full esti ma tes are 
reported in Table S6). The influ ence of Brexit het er og amy on dis so lu tion is mark-
edly pro nounced. Specifically, the odds of dis so lu tion are 2.3 times as high for cou-
ples with oppo site Brexit opin ions (Remain and Leave) than for Brexit-homog a mous 
cou ples (Table S6). Homogamous Remain and Leave cou ples dis play a sim i lar pre-
dicted prob a bil ity of union dis so lu tion, which is as low as 1.1% annu ally (Figure 5).  
Couples reporting diver gent views on Brexit (Remain–Leave) lie sub stan tially above 
this rate, with a predicted prob a bil ity of dis so lu tion of 1.8% per year. Note that Table 
2 shows that Leave cou ples have higher dis so lu tion rates. This find ing indi cates that 
con trol ling for other var i ables—such as edu ca tion, which is lower among Leave vot-
ers and asso ci ated with higher dis so lu tion rates—is cru cial for accu rately iso lat ing 
the asso ci a tion between Brexit opin ions and union sta bil ity.

The asso ci a tion of Brexit het er og amy with union dis so lu tion is sub stan tial rel a tive 
to other forms of het er og amy. Figure S2 shows the predicted prob a bil i ties of union 
dis so lu tion by groups based on dimen sions of het er og amy other than the polit i cal 
one, esti mated on the Brexit sam ple. Couples in which the woman is older than the 
man dis play a con sid er ably high yearly predicted prob a bil ity of dis so lu tion—as high 
as 2.8%. However, predicted prob a bil i ties for the other types of het er og a mous cou-
ples are con sis tent with or smaller than for Brexit het er og a mous cou ples.

Fig. 4 Predicted probability of union dissolution by party heterogamy (refined), with confidence intervals 
for pairwise comparisons at the 5% level. We calculate the predicted probabilities by averaging predictions 
obtained using observed values for the independent variables. Confidence intervals for pairwise compar-
isons at an approximate 5% level are displayed (Goldstein and Healy 1995). A nonoverlap of the confi-
dence intervals indicates that the corresponding predictions are significantly different. Figure S4 displays 
predicted probabilities for couples with at least one nonaffiliated partner. Complete estimates are available 
in Table S5.
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17Partners’ Heterogamy by Political Preferences and Union Dissolution

The asso ci a tion of Brexit het er og amy also appears stron ger than those of the two 
mea sures of party het er og amy. To bet ter com pare these asso ci a tions, we imple ment 
addi tional regres sion ana ly ses simul ta neously test ing the role of Party het er og amy 
(Table S7) or Party het er og amy–refined (Table S8) and Brexit het er og amy. These 
mod els are tested on the same set of cou ples used in the main anal y sis of Brexit from 
Waves 8–10 of UKHLS, ensur ing con sis tency in sam ple selec tion. The results from 
these ana ly ses indi cate that the odds ratios asso ci ated with Brexit het er og amy are 
indeed larger in mag ni tude than those asso ci ated with any form of party het er og-
amy. For instance, the odds ratio for the Remain–Leave cat e gory shows a more pro-
nounced risk of union dis so lu tion than those for any com bi na tion of het er og a mous 
party pref er ences, such as Labour–LibDem.

Results for Residual Couple Types

Our mod els also include categories for non af fil i ated mem bers and for indi vid u als 
with a miss ing value on party iden ti fi ca tion or no opin ion on Brexit. Although find-
ings for the resulting cou ple types are not cen tral to our study, we briefly men tion the 
most inter est ing esti ma tes. Couples in which one part ner sup ports a spe cific party but 
the other does not (non af fil i ated) and those in which both part ners are non af fil i ated 
have a higher risk of union dis so lu tion than homog a mous cou ples (with both part ners 
supporting the same party; Table S4 and Figure S3). Similarly, the Brexit ana ly ses 

Fig. 5 Predicted probability of union dissolution by Brexit homogamy, with confidence intervals for 
pairwise comparisons at the 5% level. We calculate the predicted probabilities by averaging predictions 
obtained using observed values for the independent variables. Confidence intervals for pairwise compari-
sons at approximately the 5% level are displayed (Goldstein and Healy 1995). A nonoverlap of the confi-
dence intervals indicates that the corresponding predictions are significantly different. Figure S5 displays 
predicted probabilities for couples with a partner who has no opinion or a missing opinion on Brexit. 
Complete estimates are available in Table S6.
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18 B. Arpino and A. Di Nallo

reveal that cou ples in which only one part ner declares an opin ion on Brexit have a 
higher risk of dis so lu tion than homog a mous cou ples (Table S6 and Figure S5).

Additional Analyses and Robustness Checks

We conducted sev eral ana ly ses to assess the robust ness of the find ings with respect 
to the con sis tency of cou ples’ types over time; gen der com po si tion in the Party  
het er og amy–refined mea sure; the use of an alter na tive mea sure of polit i cal het er og amy 
based on a left–right scale; mea sur ing polit i cal het er og amy at the union for ma tion; the 
inclu sion of addi tional con trols for per son al ity traits and atti tudes toward gen der roles; 
the use of fixed-effects mod els; age, period, and cohort effects; and the inclu sion of 
addi tional con trols for both part ners’ edu ca tion lev els and job clas ses. Results from 
all  robust ness checks con firmed the find ings reported ear lier. A detailed descrip tion 
of these ana ly ses and the cor re spond ing tables and fig ures is in the online appen dix.

Discussion

This work con trib utes to the lit er a ture on assortative mat ing and part ner ship dis so lu-
tion (Kalmijn 1994; Schwartz and Mare 2005, 2012) by being the first to exam ine the 
influ ence of a pre vi ously neglected aspect of het er og amy—polit i cal pref er ences—on 
union sta bil ity. Analyzing data on up to 29,000 Brit ish cou ples, we con sid ered three 
indi ca tors of polit i cal het er og amy related to party pref er ences and Brexit opin ions. 
Our empir i cal approach dem on strated that cou ples in which part ners hold dif fer ent 
party pref er ences or diver gent Brexit opin ions are at higher risk of union dis so lu-
tion than homog a mous ones. The asso ci a tion between dif fer ent party pref er ences 
and union dis so lu tion is inde pen dent of the spe cific party con sid ered: any com bi na-
tion of dif fer ent parties tends to be (sim i larly) asso ci ated with a higher risk of union 
dis so lu tion.

In our ana ly ses, the impli ca tions of polit i cal het er og amy are impor tant and some-
times exceed those asso ci ated with other types of het er og amy exam ined in pre vi ous 
research, such as dif fer ences in age, edu ca tion, eth nic ity, reli gi os ity, and job class 
(e.g., England et al. 2016; Schwartz and Mare 2012; Wong 2016). These find ings 
chal lenge prior evi dence suggesting that polit i cal agree ment was con sid ered impor-
tant for rela tion ship suc cess by only a small frac tion of cou ples and ranked lower in 
impor tance than other homog amy dimen sions, such as social back ground and reli-
gion (Lampard 1997). Our find ings might reflect the pos si ble under es ti ma tion of pub-
lic per cep tion of polit i cal issues for a cou ple’s sta bil ity despite the high prev a lence of 
observed polit i cal homog amy.

Our find ings can be con tex tu al ized within the the o ret i cal frame work of assor-
tative mat ing (Kalmijn 1998; Schwartz 2013). In line with the cul tural dis tance 
argu ment, polit i cal homog amy can be con sid ered a marker of part ners’ cul tural 
homo ge ne ity, which is cor re lated with part ner ship sta bil ity inde pen dent of other 
prox ies for part ners’ homog amy. Partners with shared polit i cal val ues might have 
stron ger bonds than part ners with dif fer ent views. Based on the social bound ary 
argu ment, a sec ond gen eral mech a nism for the asso ci a tions of cou ples’ het er og amy 
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19Partners’ Heterogamy by Political Preferences and Union Dissolution

with union dis so lu tion, our results might sug gest that indi vid u als who part ner with 
some one with dif fer ent polit i cal pref er ences might suf fer from social dis ap proval 
by fam ily, friends, and the com mu nity. Compared with other, more vis i ble forms of 
het er og amy (e.g., based on age or eth nic ity), social dis ap proval might be less rel e-
vant for party pref er ence, which is socially revealed only when indi vid u als choose 
to. Although social dis ap proval might be a weaker deter mi nant of polit i cal het er og-
amy than other forms of het er og amy, the Brexit ref er en dum represented a unique 
socio po lit i cal event with mark edly polar ized and pub licly debated polit i cal views. 
The height ened vis i bil ity and salience of polit i cal atti tudes dur ing this period could 
have ampli fied the social dis ap proval mech a nism, explaining why Brexit het er og-
amy appears to be a more potent deter mi nant of dis so lu tion. Indeed, given that the 
polit i cal cli mate surrounding Brexit was char ac ter ized by a vocal pub lic dis course 
and height ened divi sions, cou ples with dif fer ing Brexit opin ions might have expe-
ri enced greater exter nal pres sure and con flict, increas ing the risk of dis so lu tion. 
Future research could explore these mech a nisms in depth or inves ti gate whether 
they con cur rently influ ence union dis so lu tion.

A key dif fer ence between polit i cal het er og amy and most of the pre vi ously exam-
ined forms of het er og amy must be acknowl edged. Unlike time-invari ant forms of 
het er og amy, such as those related to age and eth nic ity dif fer ences, polit i cal pref er-
ences can shift through out a union and adapt to those of the part ner, poten tially lead-
ing to a selected sam ple of cou ples when polit i cal het er og amy is assessed at any point 
after union for ma tion (Arránz Becker and Lois 2010). A cou ple’s polit i cal sim i lar ity 
might increase over time even if part ners do not actively influ ence each other because 
they might respond to com mon expe ri ences and shared envi ron ments (Stoker and 
Jennings 2005). Politically adapted and unadapted indi vid u als might also dif fer in 
their per sonal atti tudes, which could be the real fac tors of the observed asso ci a tions 
of polit i cal het er og amy. Analyses that con trolled for indi vid u als’ per son al ity traits 
and the dif fer ences between part ners revealed a sub stan tial robust ness of our find ings, 
which were also con firmed by ana ly ses focused on polit i cal het er og amy mea sured 
at union for ma tion. These find ings sup port the idea that although polit i cal pref er-
ences might con verge over time within a union, the role of polit i cal homog amy in 
union dis so lu tion is con sis tent, whether assessed at the begin ning of the union or after 
poten tial adap tive pro cesses.

Our study showed that union sur vival can be asso ci ated with gen eral diver gences 
between part ners’ polit i cal views as mea sured by party pref er ences. Negative asso ci-
a tions with union sta bil ity can also be found when con sid er ing punc tual mark ers of 
polit i cal cleav age, such as opin ions on the Brexit ref er en dum. Thus, polit i cal het er-
og amy is not lim ited to sta ble iden ti ties and long-stand ing val ues; it also aligns with 
emerg ing polit i cal dis courses. Notably, we found the asso ci a tion of Brexit het er og-
amy to be more pro nounced than het er og amy in party pref er ence. This find ing points 
to a demo graph i cally unin tended effect of Brexit: it ele vated the risk of dis so lu tion 
for polit i cally het er og a mous cou ples.

Contrary to our expec ta tions, we found that the risk of union dis so lu tion does 
not vary sig nifi  cantly among var i ous types of het er og a mous cou ples (Tory–Labour, 
Tory–LibDem, Labour–LibDem). One pos si ble expla na tion for this find ing could be 
the nuanced and evolv ing dif fer ences in polit i cal cul ture and social iden tity between 
these parties and their sup port ers. Whereas Labour and Conservative parties have 
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20 B. Arpino and A. Di Nallo

his tor i cally represented clear oppo site ends of the polit i cal spec trum, his tor i cally 
defin ing the Brit ish polit i cal land scape, the Liberal Democrats often attract vot ers 
who might lean con ser va tive on some issues and lib eral on oth ers (Sanders 2017). 
This ideo log i cal cross over could intro duce unique inter per sonal dynam ics and con-
flicts not pres ent in the more ideo log i cally coher ent Tory–Labour cou ples, poten tially 
increas ing dis so lu tion rates.

Furthermore, increas ing research has pointed to the chang ing nature of party pol i-
tics in Great Britain, where social or cul tural issues are becom ing as impor tant as eco-
nomic issues in the polit i cal land scape (e.g., see Wager et al. 2022). Since 2010, the 
Tory party has expe ri enced a dis con nect between its neo lib eral Members of Parlia-
ment and more cen trist vot ers on eco nomic issues. Simultaneously, the Labour Party 
sees dis agree ment on cul tural issues between its socially lib eral Members of Parlia-
ment and more author i tar ian vot ers. Party com pe ti tion has shifted away from class-
based and eco nomic cleav ages and toward cul tural and social issues (Brit ish Election 
Study Team 2016). These changes reflect long-term socio eco nomic devel op ments, 
includ ing the increas ing rel e vance of edu ca tion, increas ing geo graphic polar i za tion, 
and more diverse pop u la tions. Thus, whereas the Tory party has moved left ward on 
eco nomic val ues and become more author i tar ian on social val ues, Labour has moved 
right ward on eco nomic issues and become more socially lib eral. The con ver gence 
of the Conservative and Labour parties on cer tain ideo log i cal fronts might make it 
chal leng ing to pre dict union dis so lu tion based solely on party pref er ences. Histori-
cally, the Labour and Conservative parties have represented clear-cut left-wing and 
right-wing ideologies, respec tively. However, this dis tinc tion is increas ingly blurred 
(Duffy et al 2019).

Additionally, the rise in impor tance of the Brexit debate has fur ther changed the 
polit i cal land scape. The Liberal Democrats have con sis tently maintained a pro- 
Euro pean stance, diverg ing from Conservative and Labour posi tions, which have also 
var ied over time. This var i a tion was espe cially true dur ing Jeremy Corbyn’s lead-
er ship of the Labour Party, when the party’s stance on Brexit was often con sid ered 
ambig u ous or inde ci sive. Such a dynamic sce nario can make the EU debate a more 
salient fac tor in cou ple dynam ics than tra di tional party sup port.

These shifts make assessing the asso ci a tions of dif fer ent forms of polit i cal het-
er og amy on union dis so lu tion com plex. With Brexit emerg ing as a divi sive issue, it 
is plau si ble that dif fer ences in opin ions on the EU could pose a greater risk to union 
sta bil ity. In this con text, cou ples in which only one part ner man i fests sup port for the 
pro-EU Liberal Democrats could poten tially face more con flict because the EU issue 
cuts across tra di tional party lines (Hobolt et al. 2021), intro duc ing a new axis of polit-
i cal dis agree ment that could be more impactful on rela tion ship dynam ics.

Our anal y sis also included a com par i son of the risk of dis so lu tion for cou ples 
clas si fied as “resid ual,” whose polit i cal align ment did not fit neatly into our pri mary 
categories of homog amy or het er og amy. The find ings revealed that these resid ual 
cou ples had a higher dis so lu tion risk than homog a mous cou ples but gen er ally had a 
lower dis so lu tion risk than het er og a mous cou ples. Thus, although resid ual cou ples 
do not ben e fit from the sta bi liz ing effect of shared polit i cal align ment seen in homog-
a mous cou ples, they also do not face the same level of insta bil ity asso ci ated with 
pro nounced polit i cal dif fer ences observed in het er og a mous cou ples. These results 
high light the com plex ity of polit i cal align ment within rela tion ships, suggesting that 
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the diver sity within the resid ual cat e gory leads to a mod er ate impact on union sta bil-
ity. This find ing under scores the impor tance of con sid er ing var i ous degrees and types 
of polit i cal align ment when assessing their influ ence on union dis so lu tion.

All in all , mea sur ing polit i cal het er og amy among cou ples based on party iden ti fi-
ca tion might not ade quately cap ture poten tial con flicts among part ners aris ing from 
polit i cally diver gent views. Confirming this pos si bil ity, our addi tional ana ly ses based 
on the dis tance between part ners’ self-place ment on the left–right scale supported 
the pre dic tion that cou ples with more polit i cally dis tant part ners are at higher risk of 
union dis so lu tion.

Our ana ly ses revealed addi tional find ings that deserve future explo ra tion. The 
find ing that cou ples with one polit i cally ori ented part ner and one with out any affil-
i a tion or pref er ence show a greater risk of dis so lu tion than polit i cally homog a mous 
cou ples might reflect the role of polit i cal engage ment rather than just polit i cal stance. 
A lack of affil i a tion or sup port might sig nify polit i cal apa thy, which could be a source 
of con flict when such indi vid u als are paired with a polit i cally engaged part ner, lead-
ing to insta bil ity. Additionally, polit i cally non af fil i ated indi vid u als might lean toward 
antisystemic polit i cal atti tudes, which could also be a cause of con flict in a roman-
tic union with a per son affil i ated with a sys temic party. Unfortunately, the data did 
not allow us to dis tin guish among the dif fer ent rea sons for nonaffiliation or lack of 
sup port. Future stud ies could exam ine in more depth those cou ples in which one or 
both part ners are non af fil i ated. For instance, union dynam ics and sta bil ity might vary 
depending on whether part ners inten tion ally sought a part ner with sim i lar polit i cal 
views (pref er ences) or ended up with a polit i cally sim i lar part ner by coin ci dence 
(con straints). Understanding whether inten tional polit i cal align ment (pref er ences) 
ver sus coin ci den tal polit i cal align ment (con straints) has dis tinct effects on union sta-
bil ity could pro vide deeper insights into the mech a nisms driv ing these asso ci a tions.

Our anal y sis also revealed that cou ples with one mem ber lacking a stance on 
Brexit face a higher risk of dis so lu tion than those in which part ners share the same 
Brexit opin ion. This result might be attrib ut  able to the social sig nifi  cance of Brexit, 
which transcended tra di tional polit i cal bound aries and became a lit mus test of social 
and cul tural val ues. Apathy or avoid ance in expressing opin ions on Brexit might sig-
nal a broader dis en gage ment from pub lic debate and crit i cal social issues, con trib ut-
ing to part ner ship strain.

Our study has lim i ta tions. First, it is impor tant to con sider the poten tial role of 
selec tion bias in the asso ci a tions we found. Individuals might form unions with part-
ners who do not share their polit i cal views owing to unob served traits that might not 
be desir able in the mar riage mar ket. For instance, cer tain per son al ity traits or social 
cir cum stances might lead indi vid u als to cast a wider net, resulting in part ner ships dis-
playing polit i cal het er og amy. These unmea sured traits could also be asso ci ated with a 
higher risk of union dis so lu tion, suggesting that it is not only polit i cal het er og amy per 
se but also these under ly ing fac tors driv ing the observed asso ci a tions. Future research 
should aim to dis en tan gle these effects to bet ter under stand the impact of polit i cal 
het er og amy on union sta bil ity.

Second, the data did not allow us to mea sure the strength of party iden ti fi ca tion 
in the main ana ly ses. However, a robust ness check with a sub sam ple with avail  able 
infor ma tion on the self-posi tion ing on the left–right scale con firmed the main results. 
Future stud ies can use dif fer ent data to fur ther cor rob o rate our find ings.
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Future stud ies should explore the con di tions under which polit i cal het er og amy 
shapes union dis so lu tion. For exam ple, this rela tion ship might vary across his tor i cal 
and polit i cal peri ods, par tic u larly dur ing times of height ened polit i cal polar i za tion 
or sig nifi  cant events, such as elec tions or ref er enda. Further, a coun try’s polit i cal 
sys tem can influ ence this rela tion ship. Political het er og amy might be less impactful 
in mul ti party sys tems (e.g., in the Netherlands) than in two-party sys tems (e.g., in 
the United Kingdom), where polit i cal dif fer ences are more pro nounced. Addition-
ally, other salient polit i cal issues, such as con gru ence on COVID-19 pol i cies, could 
also influ ence union sta bil ity. Future stud ies should also inves ti gate the mech a nisms 
under ly ing the polit i cal het er og amy effect, such as the role of polit i cal engage ment 
lev els, polit i cal con flicts, shar ing of polit i cal activ i ties, and spe cific val ues.

Despite these lim i ta tions, our study con trib utes to the grow ing field of polit i cal 
demog ra phy (Goldstone et al. 2012), which has focused on the macro- and micro-
level inter re la tions between demo graphic and polit i cal changes (Arpino and Mogi 
2024; Mogi and Arpino 2022; Sommer 2018; Vogl and Freese 2020). In par tic u lar, 
our study offers new per spec tives on how polit i cal and demo graphic dimen sions can 
be inter re lated. Studies that relate union dynam ics and polit i cal polar i za tion have 
mainly explored the dynam ics of rela tion ship sorting (or part ner ship for ma tion; 
Anderson et al. 2014; Huber and Malhotra 2017). However, we showed that polit i cal 
sorting also con tin ues through out the rela tion ship. Couples who can not or choose not 
to rec on cile their polit i cal dif fer ences could be at higher risk of sep a rat ing over time. 
Thus, polit i cal sorting is appar ent not only in the for ma tion of roman tic part ner ships 
(e.g., Anderson et al. 2014) but also in their dis so lu tion, suggesting that con tem po rary 
trends of fam ily dynam ics might strengthen polar i za tion along the polit i cal dimen-
sion. Therefore, polit i cal homog amy could be another source of part ner ship sorting 
along side age, social class, edu ca tion, and eth nic ity. ■
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