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Abstract
The exploration of the drivers of interpersonal alignment processes in romantic part-
ners is particularly relevant to policies that promote green behavior because social
anchoring in families and relationships can undermine effective behavioral change.
The present paper aims to investigate the role important life events, such as child-
birth, marriage, and the acquisition of real estate, in explaining the alignment of
pro-environmental behavior within couples over time. The adoption of a life-course
perspective is a novelty. We draw on a representative longitudinal panel data set to
investigate the significance of important life events and the distribution of economic
power within a relationship for green alignment. The empirical results are double
edged. They show that partners who are expecting the birth of their first child are more
similar than partners who are not expecting children. After childbirth, partners become
significantly more dissimilar. Furthermore, we find evidence of a reconciliation effect.
Over time, partners who divorce and continue cohabiting alignmore than partners who
do not divorce.
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1 Introduction

Romantic relationships are often the center of the social life of the individual. Prior
studies of spousal correlations identify similarities in, among others, risk preferences
(Di Falco and Vieider 2018; Kimball et al. 2009), stock-market participation (Hell-
ström et al., 2013), and the uptake of smoking (Clark and Etilé, 2006).While numerous
cross-sectional studies also reveal similarities in pro-environmental behavior (Grønhøj
and Ölander, 2007; Grønhøj and Thøgersen 2011; Longhi 2013; Thøgersen and Grøn-
høj, 2010), only a few address timing and the question whether alignment processes
are punctuated by important life events.

This paper concerns similarities in the pro-environmental behavior of couples and
examines the extent to which partners become more similar empirically. The invest-
ment model of partnership attachment (Leonhardt et al. 2021; Rusbult et al. 2012)
suggests that relationship quality is an economic good that partner co-produce by
aligning their behaviors in a life-cycle process of preference socialization through
daily interaction (Grønhøj, 2006; Moschis 1987). It predicts that partnership commit-
ment is expressed as a reduction in intrahousehold preference heterogeneity, because
highly committed partners renounce personal preferences in order to accommodate
each other’s interests (Rusbult et al., 2012). This psychological model fits with and
informs economic models of intrahousehold resource allocation, which assume that
the preferences of household members are heterogeneous and emphasize the depen-
dence of household consumption on the weighted utility functions of all household
members (Browning et al. 1994; Browning and Chiappori 1998).

Moreover, the empirical literature on investment model of partnership attachment
shows that the strength of commitment depends on the relationship stage of a couple
(Leonhardt et al., 2021; Rusbult et al., 2012). This entails that the level of align-
ment regardingpro-environmental behaviors should change throughout the life-course.
Hence, the paper adopts a life-course perspective, which is a novelty. We consider the
impact of significant life events, such as marriage, the birth of a first child, and prop-
erty acquisition, on the alignment process. Considering important life events is also
warranted because they might present windows of opportunity for behavioral change.
Many pro-environmental behaviors are habitual. Important life events allow habits to
be reviewed and new practices to be established. Those practices, in turn, can develop
into new routines (Spaargaren, 2003). The paper inquireswhether life-changing events,
such as the birth of a first child, marriage, or the purchase of a home, change the degree
of similarity that partners exhibit in their pro-environmental behavior.

Using twowaves of the UKHousehold Longitudinal Study (UKHLS), we observed
absolute difference in the green behavior indices of couples to identify within-couple
similarities. The indices are derived from eleven pro-environmental behaviors. We
employed a basic difference-in-differences (DiD) approach to estimate changes in the
differences between partners’ pro-environmental behavior. If partners align their pro-
environmental behavior, the difference between them should decrease over time; if the
partners diverge, the difference should increase. Our results show that the differences
between partners only decreasemarginally over time. The results also provide evidence
of a double-edged window-of-opportunity effect in pro-environmental partnership
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alignment. One of our findings is that partners become more similar in their pro-
environmental behavior before the birth of their first child. After the child is born,
they become more dissimilar. Similarly, we find evidence of a reconciliation effect.
Divorced partners who remain in the same household align more closely.

Our empirical findings add to the literature on similarities in individual pro-
environmental behavior by providing a longitudinal analysis of life-changing events
as an explanation of pro-environmental alignment between partners. Some studies
examine the similarities between the pro-environmental preferences and behaviors of
partners (Grønhøj and Ölander, 2007; Grønhøj and Thøgersen 2011; Longhi 2013;
Thøgersen and Grønhøj, 2010). While it is possible to draw inferences about these
similarities from previous studies, the channels that underlie the correlations have
not yet been examined. Instead of studying cross-sectional correlations, we focus
on whether couples become more similar in their green behavior over time, and we
consider important life changing events as possible turning points.

Investigating dynamic social interaction effects in adults also contributes indirectly
to the literature on the transmission of green behaviors across generations. So much is
suggestedby recent researchon endogenizingpreference formation in children through
intergenerational transmission (see Bisin and Verdier 2010; Hellström et al., 2020).
Several studies also emphasize the relevance of the intergenerational transmission
of preferences and behaviors to the socialization of environmental concerns among
children (Gotschi et al., 2009;Grønhøj andThøgersen 2009, 2012;Matthies et al. 2012;
Moschis 1987). The socialization of sustainable development into children is assumed
to be more effective when it is reinforced by parents with matching preferences. A
study of themechanisms bywhich important life events change the degree of similarity
that partners exhibit in their pro-environmental behaviors is thus warranted.

The remainder of the paper is structured as follows: Sect. 2 briefly describes the
data set and the variables that are included in the empirical analysis. The econometric
approach is also presented. Section 3 describes and discusses the estimation results,
and Sect. 4 concludes.

2 Data, variables, and econometric approach

2.1 Data

We used the UKHLS, a long-run panel of nationally representative, randomly sam-
pled married and cohabiting individuals, for the empirical analysis of couple-level
alignment.Wave 1 (2009–2010) andWave 4 (2012–2013) contained questions on pro-
environmental behaviors and preferences. We combined the two waves, which yielded
a total of 98,151 responses from 67,557 distinct individuals. Among the 50,994 indi-
viduals who were observed in the 2009–2010 wave, 30,594 were still present in the
2012–2013 one, corresponding to an attrition rate of approximately 40%, which is in
line with attrition levels in comparable household surveys. We then excluded respon-
dentswho did not have a partner in either of the twowaves orwho had changed partners
between waves. This reduction yielded a total of 8,249 constant couples (16,498 indi-
viduals). In the last step, we also excluded all couples for which there were missing
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2104 A. Köbrich León, J. Schobin

dependent-variable values in either of the two waves. This procedure resulted in a
balanced panel of 6,349 couples (12,698 individuals) that had been observed on two
different occasions. We imputed the independent variables through Markov chain
Monte Carlo procedures for handling missing cases. Those procedures are premised
on the assumption that all variables in the imputation model follow a joint multivariate
normal distribution.

2.2 Variables

Ourmain dependent variable is based on 11 questions on environmental behavior.1 We
used the answers to create a mean pro-environmental behavior scale, as proposed by
Binder andBlankenberg (2017). In our scale, higher values indicatemore environment-
friendly behavior. Our aim was to measure alignment between partners. Accordingly,
we created the variable “Green behavior” to capture the absolute differences between
the pro-environmental behavior scores of partners and the changes in those differences
between the two waves.

We consider important life events (changes in marital status, childbirth, and real
estate acquisition) to be our main explanatory variables. Previous work demon-
strates that individual characteristics drive pro-environmental behaviors (Stern 2000).
Accordingly, we also account for attitudinal factors, such as beliefs in the necessity
of climate action, and for socioeconomic factors, such as age, education, and income.
Since differences in these factors are likely to influence couples’ pro-environmental
behavior, we also consider differences in the corresponding level variables.

Appendix 1 contains a detailed description of the variables in the data set. Table 1
overviews the main variables of interest. The couples in the sample overwhelmingly
exhibited green behavior and medium-to-strong agreement with the proposition that
something needs to be done about climate change, a proxy for pro-environmental
attitudes. On average, the differences in green behavior were small, and the differences
in green attitudes were even smaller.

About 83%of the couples inWave 2009/10 and 88%of the couples inWave 2012/13
were married. A small fraction of respondents (4.7%) married between the waves, as
Table 2 indicates. In bothwaves,most couples did not have children but owned a house.
Between the waves, the number of couples that faced a transition to parenthood was
equal to the number of couples that entered the empty nest phase. Most respondents
reported income above the median. Income distribution tended to be unequal in both
waves.

2.3 Econometric approach

The effect of interest is the change in the absolute difference between the environmental
behavior scale scores of partnerswho had experienced an important life event and those
who had not experienced such events. Therefore, we adopted a basic DiD estimation
technique with several categories of contextual factors j and two time periods that

1 Appendix 1 contains a list of the environmental behaviors considered.
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Table 2 Descriptive statistics: change in contextual factors

Observations Mean Std.
dev

Change in marital status (base category: unmarried in both
waves)

Entered into marriage between waves 12,698 0.042 0.200

Divorced between waves 12,698 0.004 0.060

Married in both waves 12,698 0.836 0.370

Change in number of children

(base category: no children in both waves)

First child enters HH 12,698 0.044 0.205

Last child leaves HH (empty nest) 12,698 0.053 0.223

Children in HH in both waves 12,698 0.334 0.472

Change in house ownership (base category: no house ownership
in both waves)

Bought a house 12,578 0.022 0.145

Sold a house 12,578 0.013 0.112

Owned house in both waves 12,578 0.789 0.408

represent Wave 2009/10 (t = 0) and Wave 2012/13 (t = 1). Our econometric model
is as follows:

Green di f f erencect = β0 + β1Wavet + β2Li f eEvent j
+ β3Li f eEvent j × Yeart + δ′Xct + εct (1)

whereGreen di f f erencect is the absolute difference in the pro-environmental behav-
ior scale score for couple c at time t.Wavet denotes time, and the vector Li f eEvent j
denotes exposure to important life-changing events. Xct includes attitudinal factors
at the relationship level, such as beliefs about the necessity of climate action (climate
attitudes) and socioeconomic controls, such as income, education, age, and place of
residence. εct is the error term.Wavet represents time effects, regardless of the occur-
rence of life changing events. Li f eEvent j is equal to 1 if the couple in question
experienced a life-changing event (for instance, if they married between t = 0 and t =
1), regardless of the value of t, and it is equal to 0 if the couple did not experience such
an event. The interaction term Li f eEvent j ×Wavet reveals evidence of the effect of
these life-changing events on changes in the difference between the pro-environmental
behavior of the partners.

3 Effects of life-changing events on differences in pro-environmental
behavior in couples

Table 3 presents parameter estimates (including robust cluster t-statistics) from the
DiD estimation that we used to evaluate the differences between the pro-environmental

123



2108 A. Köbrich León, J. Schobin

Ta
bl
e
3
Im

pa
ct
of

im
po
rt
an
tl
if
e
ev
en
ts
:D

iD
pa
ra
m
et
er

es
tim

at
es

(i
nc
lu
di
ng

ro
bu
st
cl
us
te
r
t-
st
at
is
tic
s)
;d

ep
en
de
nt

va
ri
ab
le
:d

if
fe
re
nc
e
in

pr
o-
en
vi
ro
nm

en
ta
ls
ca
le

(1
)

(2
)

(3
)

C
ha
ng

e
in

m
ar
ita

ls
ta
tu
s

C
ha
ng

e
in

nu
m
be
r
of

ch
ild

re
n

C
ha
ng

e
in

ho
us
e
ow

ne
rs
hi
p

W
av
e

−
0.
00

3
W
av
e

−
0.
01

5*
*

W
av
e

0.
01

2

(−
0.
17

)
(−

2.
09

)
(0
.7
9)

C
ha

ng
e
in

m
ar
it
al

st
at
us

(b
as
e

ca
te
go
ry
:
un
m
ar
ri
ed

in
bo
th

w
av
es
)

C
ha

ng
e
in

nu
m
be
r
of

ch
il
dr
en

(b
as
e

ca
te
go

ry
:
no

ch
il
dr
en

in
bo

th
w
av
es
)

C
ha

ng
e
in

ho
us
e
ow

ne
rs
hi
p(
ba

se
ca
te
go
ry
:
no

ho
us
e
ow

ne
rs
hi
p
in

bo
th

w
av
es
)

E
nt
er
ed

in
to

m
ar
ri
ag
e
be
tw
ee
n

w
av
es

−
0.
00
7

Fi
rs
tc
hi
ld

en
te
rs
H
H

−
0.
05

3*
**

B
ou

gh
ta

ho
us
e

0.
00

4

(−
0.
30

)
(−

2.
94

)
(0
.1
2)

D
iv
or
ce
d
be
tw
ee
n
w
av
es

0.
10
6

L
as
tc
hi
ld

le
av
es

H
H
(e
m
pt
y
ne
st
)

−
0.
00

3
So

ld
a
ho

us
e

−
0.
02

1

(1
.1
2)

(−
0.
13

)
(−

0.
51

)

M
ar
ri
ed

in
bo
th

w
av
es

−
0.
00

2
C
hi
ld
re
n
in

H
H
in

bo
th

w
av
es

0.
00

9
O
w
ne
d
ho

us
e
in

bo
th

w
av
es

−
0.
00

5

(−
0.
13

)
(0
.7
7)

(−
0.
41

)

W
av
e
x
C
ha

ng
e
in

m
ar
it
al

st
at
us

(b
as
e
ca
te
go
ry
:
un
m
ar
ri
ed

in
bo
th

w
av
es
)

W
av
e
x
C
ha

ng
e
in

nu
m
be
r
of

ch
il
dr
en

(b
as
e
ca
te
go

ry
:
no

ch
il
dr
en

in
bo
th

w
av
es
)

W
av
e
x
C
ha

ng
e
in

ho
us
e

ow
ne
rs
hi
p
(b
as
e
ca
te
go

ry
:
no

ho
us
e
ow

ne
rs
hi
p
in

bo
th

w
av
es
)

W
av
e
x
E
nt
er
ed

in
to

m
ar
ri
ag
e

be
tw
ee
n
w
av
es

−
0.
01

2
W
av
e
x
Fi
rs
tc
hi
ld

en
te
rs
H
H

0.
07

3*
**

W
av
e
x
B
ou

gh
ta

ho
us
e

−
0.
05

1

(−
0.
37

)
(3
.0
3)

(−
1.
32

)

W
av
e
x
D
iv
or
ce
d
be
tw
ee
n
w
av
es

−
0.
19
3*
*

W
av
e
x
L
as
tc
hi
ld

le
av
es

H
H

(e
m
pt
y
ne
st
)

0.
03

7
W
av
e
x
So

ld
a
ho

us
e

0.
05

0

(−
2.
45

)
(1
.4
6)

(0
.8
9)

123



Romance and the ozone layer: panel evidence on green behavior… 2109

Ta
bl
e
3
(c
on

tin
ue
d)

(1
)

(2
)

(3
)

C
ha
ng

e
in

m
ar
ita

ls
ta
tu
s

C
ha
ng

e
in

nu
m
be
r
of

ch
ild

re
n

C
ha
ng

e
in

ho
us
e
ow

ne
rs
hi
p

W
av
e

−
0.
00

3
W
av
e

−
0.
01

5*
*

W
av
e

0.
01

2

(−
0.
17

)
(−

2.
09

)
(0
.7
9)

W
av
e
x
M
ar
ri
ed

in
bo
th

w
av
es

−
0.
01

0
W
av
e
x
C
hi
ld
re
n
in

H
H
in

bo
th

w
av
es

−
0.
00
5

W
av
e
x
O
w
ne
d
ho
us
e
in

bo
th

w
av
es

−
0.
03

0*

(−
0.
56

)
(−

0.
41

)
(−

1.
88

)

Fu
rt
he
r
co
nt
ex
tu
al
fa
ct
or
s

Y
es

Fu
rt
he
r
co
nt
ex
tu
al
fa
ct
or
s

Y
es

Fu
rt
he
r
co
nt
ex
tu
al
fa
ct
or
s

Y
es

A
tti
tu
di
na
lf
ac
to
rs

Y
es

A
tti
tu
di
na
lf
ac
to
rs

Y
es

A
tti
tu
di
na
lf
ac
to
rs

Y
es

So
ci
oe
co
no

m
ic
co
nt
ro
ls

Y
es

So
ci
oe
co
no

m
ic
co
nt
ro
ls

Y
es

So
ci
oe
co
no

m
ic
co
nt
ro
ls

Y
es

G
re
en

be
ha
vi
or

(m
ea
n
at
t=

0)
Y
es

G
re
en

be
ha
vi
or

(m
ea
n
at
t=

0)
Y
es

G
re
en

be
ha
vi
or

(m
ea
n
at
t=

0)
Y
es

R
eg
io
na
ld

um
m
ie
s

Y
es

R
eg
io
na
ld

um
m
ie
s

Y
es

R
eg
io
na
ld

um
m
ie
s

Y
es

123



2110 A. Köbrich León, J. Schobin

behavior scale scores of couples across the twowaves. The analysis accounts for impor-
tant life-changing events. We expect that couples that experience climactic events
should exhibit a more pronounced tendency to change their routines, and thus to align
or diverge, than couples that do not. We first considered changes in marital status as
determinants of differences in pro-environmental behavior. Specification (1) shows
that the pro-environmental behavior scale scores of couples that were not married
in either wave exhibit no significant change over time. Similarly, marital status in
Wave 2009/10 did not, in and of itself, produce statistically significant variations
in behavioral differences. In addition, being married in both waves did not accel-
erate the alignment effect significantly, as compared to being unmarried in Wave
2012/13. However, changes in marital status between waves did. While marrying was
not found to exert a statistically significant influence on the alignment process, the
pro-environmental behavior scale scores of partners who had divorced became more
similar than those of couples that were unmarried in Wave 20,012/13. Thus, couples
that divorced but did not change households (otherwise, they would not have entered
the sample) became more similar than unwed couples. It must be noted that the recon-
ciliation effect that we observed is most likely a result of our selection procedure: we
compared couples that had continued to cohabit after divorcing, with couples that had
not divorced. It stands to reason that the divorced couples under observation were very
different from the (unobserved) divorced couples inwhich one or both partners had left
the family home after divorcing. The observed effect is thus not attributable to divorce
but, more likely, to a reconciliation that facilitated the continuation of the relation-
ship (and selection into the sample). Studies on divorce and reconciliation show that
partners who are interested in reconciliation after divorce often cite differences in atti-
tudes, beliefs, and tastes (“growing apart”), as well as economic problems, as the main
reasons for the divorce. Divorced partners who are not interested in reconciliation cite
abuse and/or adultery as the main reason for the end of the marriage (Hawkins et al.
2012; Pearce Plauche et al. 2016). These findings suggest that couples that reconcile
often address divergences in attitudes, beliefs, and tastes by realigning themselves to
each other to address the perceived cause of their divorce. This realignment, in turn,
leads to a reduction in the difference between their preferences for environmental
behaviors, explaining our finding.

As far as childbirth is concerned, Specification (2) demonstrates that differences in
pro-environmental behavior declined significantly over time among couples that were
childless ex post. The differences between partners in couples that reported childbirth
between the two waves but did not have children inWave 2009/10 were lower than the
same differences in couples that did not have children in either wave but also in the
two groups of couples that had children in Wave 2009/10 (the results on the impact
of the presence of children in Wave 2009/10 on differences in couple behavior are
not statistically significant and are very close to being zero). The implication is that
partners probably align their behavior before the birth of their first child. Furthermore,
we found a significant decrease in alignment following the birth of a first child.

These findings largely mirror the results of family psychological studies of changes
in couples’ relationship quality and attachment during the transition to parenthood.
The current literature identifies the birth of a first child as an especially dynamic phase
in the development of a couple’s division of labor and in the allocation of economic
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goods, such as leisure time. The antenatal phase is typically associated with practical
preparation processes, such as childproofing, relocating to a larger home, or transition-
ing to homeownership (Kley and Drobnič, 2019), which entail changes in household
tasks and leisure activities. These practical adjustments are accompanied by invest-
ments into relationship quality that take the form of shared leisure activities, practices,
and routines. Recent research into the typical course of the decline in relationship
quality after the transition to parenthood (Doss et. Al 2009; Kluwer 2010; Adamsons
2013) show that the decline in question is mitigated significantly by higher antena-
tal relationship quality and relationship attachment (Leonhardt et al. 2021; Ter Kuile
et al. 2021). This literature suggests that most couples invest in relationship quality
and attachment before childbirth in order to buffer the decline in relationship quality
that follows it. Overall, these findings show that the period of preparing for a first
child is characterized by very strong commitment to the partnership, with no marked
tendency to divergence in the division of labor between the genders (Goldberg et al.
1985; Yavorsky et al. 2015). This can explain the high concordance between the green
behaviors of antenatal couples in the UKHLS: according to the investment model of
partnership attachment (Leonhardt et al. 2021; Rusbult et al. 2012), shared routines
and beliefs are means of expressing attachment and stabilizing relationship quality.

Conversely, the studies that focus on the postnatal phase describe a very different
dynamic. First, that phase is marked by a substantial change in the division of labor in
couples. New parents spend considerably more time on family work after childbirth
(Gauthier and Furstenberg 2002). This results in a strong reduction in the availability
of leisure time (Cantwell and Sanik 1993; Kluwer 2010; Yavorsky et al. 2015). The
redistribution of the increased volume of labor and the reduced amount of leisure
time is often gendered, leading to a divergence in temporal and economic constraints.
According to economic models of intrahousehold resource allocation, that divergence
increases preference heterogeneity (Browning et al. 1994; Browning and Chiappori
1998). This point can be illustrated through one of the environmental behaviors that
we included in our environmental behavior scale: using public transportation often
is much less convenient for the partner who does most of the childcare, even if both
partners preferred it prior to childbirth.

In conclusion, our results are concordant with the findings that show that the birth
of a first child puts pressure on the availability of time and on the observance of
environmental practices. This pressure may suppress alignment, causing couples that
have recently had their first child to diverge more than childless couples. To simplify
somewhat, Specification (2) suggests a two-step process. Partners align their pro-
environmental behaviors to each other before childbirth (nestmaking).After childbirth,
they diverge in order to readapt to the exigencies of parenting (role differentiation).
As the estimation results depicted by Specification (3) show, we found several null
effects, which must be interpreted with caution. They run counter to our theoretical
expectations. Family scientific studies report that the transition to home ownership is
regularly linked to family formation (Mulder and Smits 1999; Pearce Plauche et al.
2016; Wiik et al. 2009). That process should be expected to follow the same pattern
as that observed around the birth of a first child, that is, couples should invest in the
relationship prior to the acquisition of a home, aligning their behaviors. Afterward,
they should diverge until they settle into stable family roles. The (non-significant)
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effects in the data cannot rule out such an effect, and it must be noted that the effects
of the acquisition of a home point into the expected direction. Moreover, from the
perspective of the investment theory of attachment, differences in behavior should
remain rather stable or increase very slowly in couples that own homes, mirroring the
typical slow long-termdecline in relationship quality that is observed inmarriages after
family formation (Adamsons 2013; Doss et al. 2009; Kluwer 2010). This theoretical
expectation is also at odds with the data. While no time effect could be demonstrated
for either non-houseowners or for respondents whose ownership status changed, the
difference in pro-environmental behavior decreased among couples that owned a house
in both waves (compared to non-houseowners). However, the effect that we found is
only marginally significant and might therefore reflect a chance finding.

4 Conclusion and discussion

Do important life events affect the similarities in the pro-environmental behavior
of romantic partners? The paper investigated the alignment of pro-environmental
behavior in relationships by using two waves of UKHLS data. We adopted a DiD
approach to analyze the effects of important life events on pro-environmental behav-
ior. Our results furnish some evidence of a window of opportunity for the alignment
of pro-environmental behavior. As an important life event, the birth of a child disrupts
established behaviors and forces couples to review their common pro-environmental
behaviors in a two-stage process. First, in the nestmaking phase that precedes child-
birth, partners grow closer in their pro-environmental behaviors. Second, in the role
differentiation phase, the scarcity of time and practical constraints cause divergence.
Notably, in our sample, partners who divorced and continued cohabiting aligned more
closely than unmarried couples, suggesting an (unexpected) reconciliation effect.

In summary, we provided correlational evidence for the proposition that impor-
tant life events drive alignment in the pro-environmental behavior of partners, at least
to some extent, and we made progress toward establishing causality through a DiD
approach. This finding accords with field experimental evidence of the alignment of
spousal risk preferences (Di Falco and Vieider 2018). However, all of the observed
effects are small. The initial similarity between couples was already high. One expla-
nation of the limited explanatory power of the results may be that alignment predates
cohabitation and marriage. However, the periods before cohabitation are not captured
by most longitudinal data sets. Observing the first years of a relationship is particu-
larly important to understanding alignment. Furthermore, our estimates may be biased
due to the challenges of estimating social interaction effects from observational data,
which result from the absence of exogenous variation. Direct influencing effects,
assortative mating, selection effects (Becker 1974), and common social-environment
factors (Manski, 2003) can lead to correlation, though biased, between peers’ prefer-
ences and their behavior in both space and time (Powdthavee, 2009). The extensive
literature on assortative mating documents the selection of partners on the basis of
similarities in preferences (for risk preferences, see Dohmen et al. (2012); for social
preferences, see Tognetti et al. (2014)), personal characteristics, such as education and
income (Di Domingue et al. 2014; Greenwood et al. 2014), and the pursuit of public
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goods (Lam 1988). It is conceivable that individuals who behave in an environmentally
friendlymanner tend to select partners who act similarly. Similarities in environmental
behavior can also emerge when partners share the same social environment.

It is possible that the estimation results suffer from simultaneity bias. Most house-
hold surveys that measure environmental behavior follow an annual rhythm. However,
influence processes among partners likely operate on a shorter time scale—most part-
ners interact every day. From a modeling perspective, the processes of alignment
between partners must be treated as being simultaneous (Breznau, 2018). If that is
the case, the environmental attitudes and behaviors of partners must be analyzed as
endogenous variables. Dynamic simultaneous causation models that include unob-
served fixed individual and couple effects can potentially account for simultaneity
bias. However, while such estimations are feasible in theory, they are often impractica-
ble. For instance, dynamic panel approaches commonly suffer from weak instruments
because second lags are often poor predictors of lagged first differences. Two strate-
gies are commonly employed to resolve these problems: the addition of further lags
and lagged differences as instruments and the estimation of the more efficient GMM
estimators proposed by Arellano and Bond (1991) and Blundell and Bond (1998).
However, this is only feasible for T > 3, and T > 10 is more realistic in practice.
Regrettably, high-quality panel data with a sufficient number of waves that measure
pro-environmental behaviors do not, as far as we know, exist.

The last limitation concerns selection bias. Since only cohabitating and married
couples are observed in a household panel, the estimates for alignment over time
may be biased by the filtering process that unfolds during early couple formation and
the transition to cohabitation and marriage. For instance, individuals who are very
prone to transitioning to cohabitation or marriage might also be more susceptible to
aligning their behavior to that of their partner. All these limitations notwithstanding,
our results show that further research on alignment processes in couples is worthwhile
and warranted. The results also highlight the need for dense, high-quality panel data
on pro-environmental behaviors. This data may be gathered through novel collection
approaches, such as multi-actor panels, which are better suited to the observation of
couples before cohabitation.
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Appendix 1: Variable description

See Table 4.
Table 4 Variables description

Variables Description

Pro-environmental behavior scale

Green behavior (mean) Mean green behavior of the couple based on the individual
pro-environmental behavior scale built using 11 questions
on several domains of pro-environmental behaviors

The following questions on the frequency of individual
pro-environmental behavior, which were asked on a
6-point Likert scale (1 = "Always", 2 = "Very often", 3 =
"Quite often", 4 = "Not very often", 5 = "Never" and "Not
applicable, cannot do this") are taken into account:

“Switch off lights in rooms that aren’t being used”;

“Put more clothes on when you feel cold rather than putting
the heating on or turning it up”;

“Decide not to buy something because you feel it has too
much packaging”,

“Buy recycled paper products such as toilet paper or tissues”;

“Take your own shopping bag when shopping”;

“Use public transport (e.g., bus, train) rather than travel by
car”;

“Walk or cycle for short journeys less than 2 or 3 miles”;

“Car share with others who need to make a similar journey”;

“Take fewer flights when possible”;

“Leave your TV on standby for the night”;

“Keep the tap running while you brush your teeth”

For those questions, where the scale was reverse coded in
the questionnaire, we have consistently recoded the
answers so that higher values represent higher levels of
pro-environmental behavior. We have also recoded the
answer “not applicable” to missing

Difference in pro-environmental scale Absolute difference in partners regarding their individual
pro-environmental behavior scale: 0 (“No Difference”) –4
(“Completely Opposite Answers”)
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Table 4 (continued)

Variables Description

Contextual factors

Relationship quality (mean at t = 0) Mean perceived relationship of the couple based on the
individual scale for the quality of the relationship (only in
wave 1) built using 8 questions on several domains of the
relationship

The following questions on relationship quality, which
were asked on a 6-point Likert scale (1 = “Never”; 2 =
”Rarely”, 3 = “Occasionally”, 4 = ”More often than
not”, 5 = ”Most of the time”, 6 = ”All of the time”) are
taken into account:

“Please indicate on each question which best describes your
relationship with your partner at the moment:

Have a stimulating exchange of ideas?

Calmly discuss something?

Work together on a project?

How often do you discuss or have you considered divorce,
separation or terminating your relationship?

Do you ever regret that you married or lived together?

Do you kiss your partner?

How often do you and your partner quarrel?

How often do you and your partner “get on each other’s
nerves?”

Marital status Marital status: 0 = “Unmarried”; 1 = ”Married”

Change in marital status Change in marital status between waves: 1 = ” Entered into
marriage between waves”; 2 = ”Divorced between
waves”; 3 = ”Married in both waves”; 4 = ”Unmarried in
both waves” (base category)

Number of children Number of children in household

Change in number of children Change in number of children in household between waves:
1 = ”First child enters HH”; 2 = ”Last child leaves HH
(empty nest)”; 3 = ”Children in HH in both waves”; 4 =
”No children in both waves” (base category

House ownership Ownership of home: 0 = “No”; 1 = ”Yes”

Variables Description

Change in house ownership Change in ownership of home between waves: 1 = ”Bought a house”; 2
= ”Sold a house”; 3 = ”Owned house in both waves”; 4 = “No house
ownership in both waves” (base category)

Attitudinal factors
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Table 4 (continued)

Variables Description

Belief scale averaged over couple. Interpreted as level of belief in the
necessity to act on climate change of the couple

Climate attitude (mean) Average over the dichotomous answers: 0 = ”No”(No belief in the
necessity to act on climate change); 1 = ”Yes” (Strong belief on the
necessity to act on climate change) to the following questions

“The so-called environmental crisis facing humanity has been greatly
Exaggerated.”

“Climate change is beyond control—it’s too late to do anything about it.”

“The effects of climate change are too far in the future to really worry
me.”

“It’s not worth me doing things to help the environment if others don’t do
the same.”

“It’s not worth Britain trying to combat climate change, because other
countries will just cancel out what we do.”

Climate attitude (diff) Absolute difference between partners regarding the climate “belief scale:
Min = 0 “No difference – Max = 1 “Completely opposite answers”

Variables Description

Socioeconomic controls

Median income Gross household income above sample mean: 0 = ”No”; 1 = ”Yes”

Income ratio Absolute income ratio between partners in couple calculated as:
∣
∣
∣0.5− incomepartner

coupleincome

∣
∣
∣

0.5 : 0 = ”Both have same income”;—1 = ”One Partner

has all income

Education (mean) Average of highest educational attainment ever reported over couple: 0 =
No qualification”; 1 = Other qualification”; 2 = “GCSE, etc.”; 3 =
A-level, etc.”; 4 = Other higher degree”; 3 = “Degree”

Education (diff) Absolute Difference of highest educational between partners in couple:
Min = 0, Max = 5

Age (mean) Average age of partners in couple

Age (diff) Absolute difference of age between partners in couple

Country Country of residence: 1 = England, 2 = Wales, 3 = Scotland, 4 =
Northern Ireland

Appendix 2: Additional tables

See Tables 5, 6 and 7.
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Table 5 Impact of change in marital status: DiD parameter estimates (including robust cluster t-statistics);
dependent variable: difference in pro-environmental scale

Change in marital status

Wave − 0.003

(− 0.17)

Change in marital status (base category: unmarried in both waves)

Entered into marriage between waves − 0.007

(− 0.30)

Divorced between waves 0.106

(1.12)

Married in both waves − 0.002

(− 0.13)

Wave x Change in marital status (base category: unmarried in both waves)

Wave x Entered into marriage between waves − 0.012

(− 0.37)

Wave x Divorced between waves − 0.193**

(− 2.45)

Wave x Married in both waves − 0.010

(− 0.56)

Pro-environmental behavior scale

Green behavior (mean at t = 0) − 0.048***

(− 6.35)

Contextual factors

Relationship quality (mean at t = 0) − 0.033***

(− 3.95)

Number of children 0.005

(1.44)

House ownership − 0.022**

(− 2.37)

Attitudinal factors

Climate attitude (mean) 0.006

(0.35)

Climate attitude (diff) 0.035**

(2.34)

Socioeconomic controls

Median income 0.007

(0.89)

Income ratio 0.029

(1.37)
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Table 5 (continued)

Change in marital status

Median income 0.007

(− 2.58)

Education (diff) 0.002

(0.65)

Age (mean) 0.000

(− 0.54)

Age (diff) 0.001

(0.86)

Regional dummies (base category = England)

Wales − 0.004

(− 0.27)

Scotland 0.007

(0.52)

Northern Ireland 0.008

(0.48)

Constant 0.718***

(13.64)

The table reports the parameter estimates and the corresponding cluster-robust t-statistics for each explana-
tory variable in parentheses. The number of observations is 12,698. “*” (“**,” “***”) means that the
corresponding parameter is different from 0 at the 10% (5%, 1%) significance level

Table 6 Impact of empty nest: DiD parameter estimates (including robust cluster t-statistics); dependent
variable: difference in pro-environmental scale

Empty nest

Wave − 0.015**

(− 2.09)

Change in number of children (base category: no children in both waves)

First child enters HH − 0.053***

(− 2.94)

Last child leaves HH (empty nest) − 0.003

(− 0.13)

Children in HH in both waves 0.009

(0.77)

Wave x Change in number of children (base category: no children in both waves)

Wave x First child enters HH 0.073***

(3.03)

Wave x Last child leaves HH (empty nest) 0.037

(1.46)
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Table 6 (continued)

Empty nest

Wave x Children in HH in both waves − 0.005

(− 0.41)

Pro-environmental behavior scale

Green behavior (mean at t = 0) − 0.047***

(− 6.32)

Contextual factors

Relationship quality (mean at t = 0) − 0.033***

(− 3.93)

Marital status − 0.004

(− 0.43)

House ownership − 0.022**

(− 2.41)

Attitudinal factors

Climate attitude (mean) 0.006

(0.35)

Climate attitude (diff) 0.034**

(2.28)

Socioeconomic controls

Median income 0.006

(− 2.57)

Education (diff) 0.002

(0.67)

Age (mean) 0.000

(− 0.88)

Age (diff) 0.001

(0.9)

Regional dummies (base category = England)

Wales − 0.004

(− 0.29)

Scotland 0.007

(0.54)

Northern Ireland 0.008

(0.48)

Constant 0.729***

(13.74)

The table reports the parameter estimates and the corresponding cluster-robust t-statistics for each explana-
tory variable in parentheses. The number of observations is 12,698. “*” (“**,” “***”) means that the
corresponding parameter is different from 0 at the 10% (5%, 1%) significance level
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Table 7 Impact of change in house ownership:DiDparameter estimates (including robust cluster t-statistics);
dependent variable: difference in pro-environmental scale

Change in house ownership

Wave 0.012

(0.79)

Change in house ownership (base category: no house ownership in both waves)

Bought a house 0.004

(0.12)

Sold a house − 0.021

(− 0.51)

Owned house in both waves − 0.005

(− 0.41)

Wave x Change in house ownership (base category: no house ownership in both waves)

Wave x Bought a house − 0.051

(− 1.32)

Wave x Sold a house 0.050

(0.89)

Wave x Owned house in both waves − 0.030*

(− 1.88)

Pro-environmental behavior scale

Green behavior (mean at t = 0) − 0.048***

(− 6.38)

Contextual factors

Relationship quality (mean at t = 0) − 0.033***

(− 3.98)

Marital status − 0.004

(− 0.44)

Number of children 0.005

(1.45)

Attitudinal factors

Climate attitude (mean) 0.006

(0.35)

Climate attitude (diff) 0.035**

(2.31)

Socioeconomic controls

Median income 0.006

(− 2.60)

Education (diff) 0.002
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Table 7 (continued)

Change in house ownership

(0.63)

Age (mean) 0.000

(− 0.59)

Age (diff) 0.001

(0.88)

Regional dummies (base category = England)

Wales − 0.004

(− 0.29)

Scotland 0.007

(0.52)

Northern Ireland 0.008

(0.47)

Constant 0.708***

(13.54)

The table reports the parameter estimates and the corresponding cluster-robust t-statistics for each explana-
tory variable in parentheses. The number of observations is 12,698. “*” (“**,” “***”) means that the
corresponding parameter is different from 0 at the 10% (5%, 1%) significance level
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