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in the United States: Evidence  

from the Civil War Pension
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Under the Civil War pension act of 1862, Union Army widows were entitled to 
pensions; however, they lost these pensions if they remarried. Using a database 

of remarriage by 25 percent, which implies an increase in the median time to 
remarriage of 3.5 years. Among older women, the effect is greater. These results 
suggest that many Union Army widows faced highly unfavorable marriage 
prospects.

The American Civil War had large and lasting demographic impacts. 
The Civil War was associated with tremendous loss of life: mili-

tary deaths were the greatest in American history, exceeding those in 

Pension, which altered retirement behavior, family living arrangements, 
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consequence of the Civil War was a reduction in the male-female ratio, 
which, in principle, would have adversely affected women’s marriage 

widows from remarrying. My results suggest that, despite the frequency 
of remarriage, these women did not value marriage very highly; this 
raises the possibility that the absence of a decline in the quantity of 

of marriages. 
The Civil War pension was a federal program introduced in 1862 to 

compensate wounded Union Army veterans and their dependents. A 
widow was entitled to receive a pension if her husband died as a direct 
result of his military service; however, she lost her right to the pension if 

being married, thus raising a woman’s reservation match quality. Under 
random matching, this will lower the probability that any given proposal 
of marriage is deemed suitable, which will tend to delay marriage.1 The 
magnitude of this effect depends in part on how the value of the income 

if marriages are typically much more valuable than a pension, then 
receiving a pension should not dramatically change the rate of remar-

2 

among widows who applied for relief, this is informative about the 

1

marriage rates.
2

multiplied by the probability of encountering an acceptable match. The more probability mass is 
contained between a person’s pre- and post-pension reservation match qualities, the greater the 
effect of the pension on the rate of remarriage.
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marriage prospects these women faced. At eight dollars per month, the 
pension was less than half the monthly income of a typical farm laborer 

a family. Thus, a large effect of this pension on the remarriage rate 
suggests that these women were routinely entering into marriages of low 
value. This, in concert with other related literature, is informative about 
marriage in the aftermath of the Civil War. The large number of male 
casualties lowered the ratio of marriageable men to marriageable women. 

-

-
ally had poor outside options. A substantial negative effect of receiving 

Army widows who applied for pensions did not, as a rule, value the 
marriages available to them very highly; thus, the relatively high remar-

good economic alternatives.
The notion that Union Army widows faced both poor marriage pros-

-
sion, unmarried widows typically relied on extended family for support; 
failing that, many found low wage employment in domestic service 

the prospect of placing them in alternative care, such as orphanages, due 

it is conceivable that these women faced especially poor marriage pros-

marry poorer men. 

at the National Archives in Washington, DC. To assess the extent to 

the timing of pension decisions, or pension processing times. Because 
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-

remarriage is allowed to shift at the moment a pension is granted. As 

claim to having an accepted claim. Because of discounting and uncer-
tainty about the eventual outcome of a claim, having a claim granted 

that accompanied an accepted pension application. 
One concern with this approach is the possible endogeneity of pension 

processing times to marital outcomes. This is largely due to sample selec-
tion, which is generated by the decision to apply for a pension. Women 

ambiguous claims, and those who chose to incur the cost of applying 
for a pension even though their claims were ambiguous may have been 
systematically different from those who applied with straightforward 

duration variable, which provides more information than is available in 

holds, then apparent changes in the effect of covariates on the rates of 

of the joint distribution of these unobserved heterogeneity terms allows 

25 percent, implying an increase in the median time to remarriage of 3.5 

pension increases in magnitude with the widow’s age and number of chil-
dren. The results suggest that some widows—particularly older widows 
with more young children—were entering into marriages of very low value 

could be for certain women during this period is a major contribution 
of the article. My results also raise the possibility that, while the Civil 
War did not substantially lower marriage rates, it may have lowered the 
quality of marriages many women entered into, particularly poor women 
with the fewest alternatives. This is another potential demographic cost 
of the Civil War, which has received little attention in the literature to  
date.
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This article contributes to a literature on the relationship between 
women’s income and marriage rates. Upon marriage, men have histori-

been attributed to declining land availability, which increased the cost of 

offers evidence from the 1860 census that women tended to marry later 
in areas in which economic opportunities for women were greater; this is 
measured by local unmarried female labor force participation. Marianne 

nineteenth century, with a focus on fertility within marriage. While 

marriage by noting a tendency for women’s education and marriage to 

-
tieth century, noting that approximately half of women graduating in 

their marital outcomes is challenging, due to the possibility of reverse 
causality. As such, much of the empirical literature on this topic is 
descriptive, demonstrating a negative correlation between women’s 
income or career opportunities and marriage rates. An article that deals 
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evidence to assess the impact of women’s income on their propensity to 

winning the lottery reduces the probability of marriage for single women. 

they identify through the removal of marriage penalties from the public 

and widowers delayed remarriage until after the age of 60 due to the 

 

-
dents of soldiers who had fought honorably for the Union and who had 

pension system expanded into a form of old-age security for Union Army 

on three main criteria. A widow was entitled to a pension if she did not 
remarry and her husband had served honorably in the Union army and 
died of a disease or injury sustained in the service. The qualifying widow 
of a private in the Union Army was entitled to eight dollars per month 

3

3

the Union Army database contains only privates.
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for a common laborer in the north was approximately one dollar in 1860 

a pension. Entitlement to the pension then passed to the soldier’s minor 
children, who were allowed to receive it until the youngest turned 16.

The pension law as applied to widows was amended at various times. 

allowed widows to claim pensions if their husbands had served honor-

1862, widows permanently lost their right to a pension if they remarried. 

allowed to be restored to the pension rolls after her new husband died, 
provided she had never divorced this second husband, and she was needy. 

The process of applying for pensions was costly and time consuming. 

be examined by a surgeon; however, they were required to provide a great 
deal of evidence in support of their claims. A widow had to appear before 

a form in the presence of witnesses. The instructions attached to this form 
outline the information and documents she was required to furnish:

She must prove the legality of her marriage, the death of her husband, and that she 
is still a widow. She must also furnish the names and ages of her children under 
sixteen years of age, at her husband’s decease, and the place of their residence... 

This evidence was mailed to the pension bureau in Washington, DC, 
where claims were adjudicated. This adjudication process involved 
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widow could not prove that she was legally married to the soldier or that 
his death was a direct result of his military service, her claim would be 
rejected. 

The quality of the attorney could have a dramatic effect on the speed 
with which a claim was processed; there are ample instances of claims 

the pension board. The 1883 annual report of the pension commissioner 
condemns the behavior of these pension lawyers: 

There are certain ignorant, unscrupulous, and useless persons, whose only object 

assiduously dun the claimant until the ten-dollar fee is secured, and thereafter 

 

regardless of whether or not the claim had any merit; this could be quite 
lucrative. Attorneys would regularly advertise their services as pension 
agents in newspapers, which is one way that widows and veterans learned 

-
National Tribune in 1877, which devoted large 

amounts of space to describing pension eligibility requirements in the 

A challenge associated with using information about marital status 
from pension records is accuracy. Widows had a clear incentive to hide 
remarriages from the pension board, since disclosing this information 
would result in loss of pension. The incentive to fabricate marriages to 
veterans also existed. As the 1872 annual report of the pension commis-

ex parte, so long frauds will 

evidence to sustain a widow’s or dependent’s case is purely ex parte. As 
a result of this, a very considerable percentage of those cases are wrong-

-

cohabitation for marriage. 
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they would send a special examiner to the widow’s place of residence 

of the pensioner’s community. There are a handful of examples in my 
sample of both sources reporting frauds.
pension bureau’s concerns about fraud, there is little evidence that hidden 
remarriages were a frequent occurrence. Women receiving pensions regu-
larly interacted with the pension board throughout their lives; yet, in only 

-
cation of an investigation into pension fraud. Moreover, only a few of 
these cases resulted in the widow being stripped of her pension. Still, to 

federal censuses of 1870 and 1880. Unless a large number of women were 
engaged in an elaborate fraud involving hiding second husbands from 

DATA

Pension and Military Records

Data used in this article come from three main sources, two of 

 A letter of instruction to a special examiner in the case of Catherine Matthews describes 

same chirography, with the one hereto attached, none having a signature, all about equally dirty, 

the penitentiary immediately. The next, breathing undying attachment of enormous dimensions, 

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0022050717000067 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0022050717000067


Salisbury10

5

800 women who were married to soldiers in the UA database. Useful for 
this study, this database provides information about soldiers’ families, 
including when, where, and to whom they were married, as well as the 

-

be most representative of the unmarried female population; they will be 

the 1880 census.6

The second restriction is that the widow had to apply for a pension 

-

who died before 1880, all such information comes from dependents’ 
pension applications, the vast majority of which are widows’ applica-

for a pension.7

after widowhood will be those who had not applied earlier and had not 
remarried during those ten years. This will be a highly selected sample of 
all 

certain amount of selection that is unavoidable; however, excluding late 
applicants should alleviate this problem. 

Archives in Washington, DC. The CPE project focuses on soldiers’ 
outcomes, so the UA database does not follow widows and children after 

5

6

7
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Because these data are compiled from historical records and not from 
surveys designed to avoid selection bias, the source of every piece of 

my most important variables come from.
The pension information is largely straightforward to collect, as any 

-

in a widow’s pension application, including her application form and 

of the pension, the effective start date, the date on which the pension 
was granted, the agency she was to be paid from, and the name of her 
attorney.8

the date of and reason for rejection; however, during the years immedi-
ately following the Civil War, information about rejection merely consists 

impossible to determine the reason for or date of rejection. Similarly, if a 

in my sample. After applying for a pension, a widow may remarry or die 
before her claim is adjudicated.  Otherwise, she will receive a decision 
from the pension board, which may be favorable or not. After receiving 
this decision, the widow may or may not remarry. The outcome of a 
pension application is always certain; however, in 20 percent of cases it 
is impossible to determine whether or not the widow ever remarried.10 

pension claim or she applied to be restored to the pension rolls under the 

8

numbers were issued chronologically, the approximate date of application and issuance of the 

her widowhood to the date of her remarriage, provided she had applied for the pension before 
remarrying.

10 After 1880, the pension bureau started including records of pensioners being dropped from 

pensions some time before 1880.
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-

this information may come from minors’ pension applications or other 
correspondence with the pension board. Marital status is not observable 
if the widow stopped communicating with the pension board some time 

later on.

Selection of Union Army Pension Applicants

into pension application. A good starting point is to establish the frac-
tion of eligible widows married to men in the UA database that actually 
applied for pensions. A complication is that, among men who died before 
1880, information on marital status almost always comes from widows’ 
pension applications. Thus, if there is no widow’s application attached 

or if his widow simply did not apply for a pension. Moreover, among 
men who died after the war ended, information about date of death often 

Apply Pension
Decision

Accepted

Remarriage
233 (29%)

None
244 (31%)

Rejected
Remarriage

19 (2%)
None

20 (3%)

Death
17 (2%)

Remarriage
92 ( 12%)

FIGURE 1

Note

Source
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comes from widows’ pension applications; so, a man with a missing 
death date may have died before 1880 and left a widow who simply 
failed to apply. Thus, to estimate an application rate among widows, 

date of observations with missing data. Table 1 contains such estimates. 
According to the most conservative estimate, 17 percent of widows of 
men who died before 1880 applied for pensions. A more reasonable esti-
mate is that approximately half of widows of soldiers who died during 
the war applied for pensions.11 Thus, while many eligible women applied 
for pensions, a substantial number did not.

understand how applicants compare with non-applicants. Comparing 
women who did and did not apply for pensions is not straightforward, 
as women who did not apply for pensions do not appear in the UA data-

allow me to observe some women who were married to soldiers but do 

based on position in the household, using a procedure similar to Ruggles 

-

had the least favorable marriage prospects. 

Sample Characteristics

average age when widowed is 32; however, this ranges from 15 to 73. 
There are 625 women for whom remarriage status is certain, meaning 

11 This estimate assumes that the overall Union Army casualty rate prevailed in the UA 

approximately half of the war dead, or 3,311 men, were married. Thus, the presence of 1,755 
applications from widows whose husbands died during the war implies an application rate of 
approximately one-half. 
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TABLE 1

Panel A: Distribution of UA Database Observations by Veteran’s Date of Death and Marital Status

Category: Total
Total

Married Unmarried Married Unmarried Married Unmarried

N: 3,102 3,777 1,755 572

 Assumption  
Reference group:

Died before 1880 A1: Everyone with missing death date died before 1880, and everyone with missing marital 
status was married.

before 1880 were married.

Died during war
A3: 16 percent casualty rate, and everyone with missing marital status was married. 31.1

married. 53.0

Notes

. 
Sources  
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TABLE 2
 

 t test for Equality of Means  OLS Regression

Mean: Wife 
Observed in  
Pension Data

Mean: Wife  
Not Observed in 

Pension Data
 

in Pension Data

Wife’s age 26.857

Soldier’s age 33.086

Wife literate

Soldier literate

Wife immigrant 0.136

Soldier immigrant 0.180 0.0107

0.171 0.673

Soldier farmer 0.305 0.308

Soldier professional or proprietor 0.068

0.075

Soldier laborer 0.215 0.263

Solder no occupation 0.007 0.008 0.1013

Urban county 0.187

Northeast 0.353 0.060 0.0000

Midwest 0.515 0.616

South 0.066 0.030 0.036

N 685 133   801

Notes
and who appear to be married based on the composition of their household in 1860. Regression 
model includes a constant, and R2

Source
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TABLE 3

Variable: Mean Median SD Min Max N

Pension Variables

 Applied within one year 0.82 1.00 0.00 1.00
0.68 0.01 5.77
0.88 1.00 0.33 0.00 1.00

 Processing time of accepted gen law claim 2.25 0.07 50.50

Age/Marriage Variables

 Age widowed 32.12 31.00 15.00 73.00
20.00 5.23 750

 Age at remarriage 32.23 31.00 7.50 18.00 65.00 332
2.56 2.00 2.15 0.00 13.00

0.72 1.00 0.00 1.00

 Remarried 0.55 1.00 0.50 0.00 1.00 625
 Remarried without pension 0.17 0.00 0.37 0.00 1.00 672
 Time to remarriage:
  All 3.38 0.23

 Remarried with pending claim 0.23 8.78 110
 Remarried after pension 0.86 230
 Time to remarriage following pension 2.61 3.68 0.00 225

Calendar Years
1856.00 1822.00 778

 Widowhood 1865.51 1861.00

 Remarriage 1867.00 1863.00

 Pension application 1866.21 1865.00 1862.00 1883.00
1866.00 1862.00

Region of Residence

 New England 0.11 0.00 0.32 0.00 1.00 778
 Mid Atlantic 0.31 0.00 0.00 1.00 778
 East North Central 0.00 0.00 1.00 778
 West North Central 0.00 0.00 1.00 778
 South Atlantic 0.02 0.00 0.15 0.00 1.00 778
 East South Central 0.03 0.00 0.18 0.00 1.00 778
 West South Central 0.00 0.00 0.00 1.00 778
 Mountain 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 778

0.00 0.00 0.00 1.00 778

Notes: Sample includes women who were widowed before 1880 and who applied for a pension within 

Sources
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evidence that the other 166 women either remarried or died. Of these 625 
women, 55 percent remarried at some point in their lives, which implies 

percent. Of the 672 women for whom this information is available, 16.5 
percent remarried before receiving a pension.12 On average, a woman 

average is much lower among women who remarried before getting a 

the average time that elapsed between receiving a pension and remarriage 
is 3.7 years, which is much greater than 2.5 years.13 

The average amount of time that elapsed between the soldier’s death 

claim accepted is 0.88; however, fewer than 80 percent of women were 

average processing time for a pension is more than two years, although 

and were widowed during the war. These women tend to come from the 

The major challenge associated with measuring the effect of widows’ 
pensions on the timing of remarriage is locating an appropriate source 
of variation in pension income to exploit. Because pension amounts are 

Moreover, it is not straightforward to compare women who had pensions 

pension applications. As such, there are two usable sources of variation 
in pension income: the pension board’s decision and the timing of this 
decision.

12 ever
remarry with a pending claim if she communicated with the pension board subsequent to her 
claim being granted.

13
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The pension board’s decision is not an ideal source of variation for a 

remarried while their claims were pending. A simple comparison between 
women with accepted and rejected claims will discard this potentially 

-
nical issue has to do with accuracy: it is often unclear when or why a 
claim was rejected. 

board’s decision, rather than the outcome, to estimate the effect of 

effect of having a pension claim granted, or of transitioning from having 
a pending claim to an accepted claim. So long as there is uncertainty 
about if and when a pension claim will be approved—and discounting 
of future income—having a claim accepted will represent a real positive 

claim to experience a processing delay, some predictable and some not. 

straightforward claim, for example, could be delayed if it was neglected 
by a pension lawyer, or if evidence was delayed or lost in the mail, or if 

 

of uncertainty, widows with accepted claims will have higher reserva-
tion match qualities and will spend less effort searching for mates than 

R2 from a regression of pension processing time on 

within one year to pensions processed within 25 years. Covariates can explain up to 30 percent 

covariates do a good job of explaining the difference between, say, a processing time of one year 
and a processing time of ten years; however, much of the short-run variation in processing times 
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widows with pending claims. As such, the rate of remarriage should shift 
discontinuously downward at the moment a pension is granted. As Raj 

in which the marginal incentive to search for a mate is reduced by the 

constrained women expend great effort and accept suboptimal matches 

between the lifetime income of a woman with an approved claim and a 

discernible changes in behavior that occur upon the approval of a pension 
claim are driven by liquidity constraints on the part of the widow.

Empirical Approach: Details

allowing the rate of remarriage to shift at the moment a pension is 
granted. Variation in processing times allows me to observe women with 
and without pensions at every point in time, which allows me to esti-

the postal service, clerical errors, or unexpectedly capricious behavior 
on the part of pension attorneys certainly affected processing times in 

with poor marriage prospects may have been more invested in getting a 

marriage prospects, not because of a causal effect of the pension. 
Another concern is that processing times are highly correlated with the 

than acceptances. This may introduce bias through the decision to apply. 
Applying for a pension is costly: a widow will choose to incur this cost if 

for a widow with an ambiguous claim, as the probability of ever receiving 
a pension is low. Thus, women who apply with ambiguous claims may 
be systematically different from women who apply with straightforward 
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remarriage is unclear: women with poor alternatives might receive fewer 
proposals per unit of search effort; however, they might also be less 
selective.

to identifying treatment effects in the presence of an endogenous treat-
ment when both the treatment and outcome are duration variables. The 

remarriage, allowing for correlation between the unobserved heteroge-
 t refers to the probability 

t, conditional on not 

θ λ βλλ X vβ +β( | , ) ( )t exp( ),p p( | , p pβ( ) p( p

θ
λ β
λ β δ

=
+

+ +δ

≤⎧
⎨
⎪⎧⎧
⎨⎨
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X v t
v

v

t t≤

t t>
( |t , ,v )

),

),
.m m( | , p

m mβ m

m mβ m

p

p
,

i  {p, m}, i -
X is a matrix of explanatory variables 

tp represents the time at which a 
pension is granted, and vi represents unobserved heterogeneity. 

vm and vp
particular, if vm and vp are negatively correlated, the estimate of  may 
be negative even if the true -
neity generates bias in a similar fashion to omitted observable controls. 

vp, they 
will also tend to have small values of vm

-
vm and vp

exclusion restrictions or assumptions about the functional form of the 

from variation in observables. To see this, consider the rate of pension 

X p
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X p
 tp

vp

general, the distribution of vp, conditional on t, depends on observables, 
which allows its distribution to be pinned down.

in the rates of remarriage and pension receipt? Using the same example, 
suppose that the quality of pension attorney has no direct effect on the 
rate of remarriage, so women with good and bad pension attorneys have 
the same X m.15 This means that we should not expect to see a system-

recall that, conditional on t, the distribution of vp is not independent of 
lawyer quality. So, if vm and vp are correlated, the distribution of vm will 
also depend on pension lawyer quality. 

vm and vp are negatively correlated, and recall that, 
t vp

with good lawyers. This means that, among women observed at time 
t, those with good lawyers will tend to remarry fastest, because these 
women tend to have higher vm. Similarly, if vm and vp are positively corre-

other words, different joint distributions of vm and vp will be observation-
ally distinct. Once the correlation between vm and vp has been corrected 

15 This example is used for clarity and does not imply the necessity of an exclusion restriction 
X m X p

there exists some X, X’ such that X m m  but X p p

m, p
vm and vp are independent of observables. This dependency 

variables included in X

report p values from chi-squared tests of the hypothesis that covariates affect the rate of remarriage 

time to elapse between a widow’s husband’s death and her initial pension application—appears 
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for, the remaining difference between the marriage rate before and after 
a pension is granted can be interpreted as a causal effect of the pension.16

points for the distribution of the unobserved heterogeneity terms. This 

the least restrictive set of parametric assumptions for this type of model. 

 

Before presenting estimates of the model described in the previous 
-

rate of both pension decisions and remarriage, estimated non-parametri-
17 Panel A illustrates the rate of remarriage 

measured before and after a pension is granted; panel B illustrates the 
-

hood; however, individuals do not enter the sample until they apply for 

women who have not yet received a pension lies uniformly above that of 
women who have pensions. After four years, the two lines are close to 
one another, with the rate of remarriage slightly lower for women with 
pending claims. This may indicate that the pension only lowers the rate of 

controlling for observable or unobservable characteristics. 

with the estimated effect of covariates on the rate of pension receipt 

-

16

use the timing of transitions in home ownership status to identify the effect of home ownership on 

17
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age and year of widowhood. The reason is intuitive. Age at widowhood 
and year of widowhood are not independent: women widowed at a later 
date also tend to be older. Age at widowhood tends to lower the rate of 
remarriage. At the same time, year of widowhood tends to lower the rate 

her husband died as a direct result of his military service if he died years 
after the war ended. As such, excluding these two variables biases the 

0
.0

5
.1

.1
5

0 5 10 15 20 25
analysis time

pension = 0 pension = 1

Panel A. Empirical Rate of Remarriage

FIGURE 2

Note

Source

0
.2

.4
.6

.8

0 5 10 15
analysis time (years)

Panel B. Empirical Hazard Rate of Pension Decision
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TABLE 4

Outcome: Remarriage Pension  Remarriage Pension  Remarriage Pension

Effect of pension

Age at widowhood

Number of Children

Potential minor pension at widowhood

Year of widowhood

Time to pension application 0.056 0.136 0.061 0.136

No pension attorney 0.228 0.237

Washington pension attorney

0.017 0.018

0.220
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County male-to-female ratio

County percent urban 0.273 0.273

County population density

Mid Atlantic 0.202 0.211

East North Central

West North Central

South
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26TABLE 4 (CONTINUED)

Outcome: Remarriage Pension  Remarriage Pension  Remarriage Pension

vlow    (constant in columns 1–2) 3.316 3.317

vhigh

1

2 0.032
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Observations 770  688  688
Notes

low and vhigh are the two mass points in the distributions of vm and vp. Note that both mass points in the distribution 
of vp
Sources
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estimate from the full model can be interpreted to mean that receiving a 
18 This esti-

mate implies that, for a woman with median characteristics, immediately 
granting her a pension would raise her median time to remarriage from 5.7 

 This timing increase is consistent 
with the summary statistics from Table 1, although the implied medians 
are substantially higher than they are in this table, as they should be. These 
summary statistics are calculated using women who actually remarry. The 
medians implied by the model estimates incorporate information from 
women who never remarry, which will tend to raise them substantially. 

the two mass points in the distribution of vp converge to indistinguishably 
similar values, which means that it is impossible to calculate standard 
errors for the probability of observing each of these values. Because of 

unobserved heterogeneity in the rate of pension receipt is well controlled 
for by covariates and the duration dependence function, leaving little 
systematic unobserved heterogeneity. 

on the rate of remarriage by interacting the effect of the pension with 
different observable variables: age, number of children, county male-to-
female ratio, population density, a measure of the widow’s wealth, and 
region of residence. Continuous variables are demeaned, so the estimated 

18 This comes from the fact that θ
θ

θ θ
θ

= = = −e 0.75,so 0.25.
PEN

NOPENOO

PEN NOPENOO

NOPENOO
–0.283

S(t)—or probability of not 
having remarried by time t S(t) 

tmed: 0.5 = S(tmed |X, vm), where 
the function S(.) differs by pension status. X

vm and vp using estimates from the model. 
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TABLE 5

Age Number of Children Population Density Soldier 1860 Wealth

Pension

Pension X variable 0.153 0.122

Observations 688 688 688 688
New England Mid Atlantic East North Central West North Central South

Pension

Pension X variable 0.355 0.205

Observations 688 688 688 688 688

Notes

Sources
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rough measure of the widow’s wealth after the soldier dies. Only two-

There is some evidence of heterogeneity in the effect of the pension 
across regions, although there is no evidence of heterogeneity by 

that the rate of remarriage among wealthier widows may have been less 

wealthy women were less bound by liquidity constraints. The strongest 
result comes from interacting the effect of the pension with the widow’s 

effect on older women and women with more children. 

old woman, receiving a pension causes the median time to remarriage 

old woman, receiving a pension increases the median time to remarriage 
from 7.6 to 71.3 years.20 This can be interpreted to mean that the median 
35 year old woman who receives a pension is predicted not to remarry: 
receiving a pension lowers the probability that a 35 woman has remarried 
within ten years of widowhood from 0.52 to 0.30.

A concern is that the results may be sensitive to the source of informa-

contingent on her communicating in some way with the pension board. 

who remarry before and after obtaining a pension, and if the source of 
this information is correlated with marital outcomes, this might bias 

20
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evidence of remarriage in 71 percent of cases that occur before a pension 
is granted and 85 percent of cases that occur after a pension is granted. 
This means that my sample of women who remarry before receiving a 
pension must be disproportionately composed of childless women who 

-
tion, and thus better marriage prospects.

when they are widowed. So, these women’s remarriages are potentially 

are only observable for women who are on the pension at the time of 
their death. As such, all remarried women in this second sample had to 
have applied to be restored to the pension roles under the act of 3 March 

on the pension roles for the entire sample period. This restriction forces 
information on marital status to come from the same place for all women; 
moreover, it eliminates any systematic health differences between women 
who remarry before or after receiving the pension.

incentive to lie to the pension board about marital status; however, there 
should be no such incentive to lie to census enumerators. While this does 

contain a larger proportion of women who accurately report remarriage 

remarriages are biasing the estimated effect of the pension away from 

-
bution of time between widowhood and initial application, time to remar-

husbands died during the war. Dying during the war is arguably more 
random than failing to recover from a non-life-threatening injury or 
disease contracted during the war, so it is worth verifying that the results 
are robust to this sample restriction.

sample restrictions, and the results appear in Table 6.21 The baseline 

21 Only results that do not correct for unobserved heterogeneity are reported; results that do 
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TABLE 6

Panel A. Baseline

Pension

Pension X age at widowhood

Pension X number of children

Observations 688 688 688

Panel B. Women with Children under 16

Effect of pension on marriage rate

Pension X age at widowhood

Pension X number of children

Observations 583 583 583

Effect of pension on marriage rate

Pension X age at widowhood

Pension X number of children

Observations 253 253 253

Effect of pension on marriage rate

Pension X age at widowhood

Pension X number of children

Observations

Effect of pension on marriage rate

Pension X age at widowhood

Pension X number of children

Observations
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results are repeated in panel A. Results that include interactions between 
pension status and the widow’s age and number of children are also 
included. The remaining panels contain results under the sample restric-
tions outlined previously. The average effect of the pension is not partic-
ularly sensitive to these sample restrictions; however, the estimate often 

truly robust results are the interaction effects with age and number of 

causes the estimated effect of the pension to increase rather than decrease 

This article documents the large effect Civil War pension income had 
on the marital outcomes of Union Army widows during the mid-nine-

TABLE 6 (CONTINUED)

Effect of pension on marriage rate

Pension X age at widowhood

Pension X number of children

Observations 620 620 620

Effect of pension on marriage rate

Pension X age at widowhood

Pension X number of children

Observations 502 502 502
Notes

replicates the baseline results. Panel B restricts the sample to women who have children under 16 
at the time of initial pension application. Panel C restricts the sample to women who live at least 

Sources
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by 25 percent overall, implying an increase in the median time to remar-

32-year-old widow immediately received a pension, this would reduce 
the probability that she remarries within ten years by 20 percentage points 
relative to an identical widow with no pension. 

The heterogeneity in the effect of the pension is consistent with the 

spent searching for husbands. Older women with more children may 
have had less favorable marriage prospects, which could mean that they 
needed to expend more effort at the margin to procure an acceptable 
match. This should generate a larger response, in terms of search effort, 
to the increase in utility the pension afforded these women. Similarly, if 
younger women with fewer children faced a more favorable distribution 
of match qualities, their reservation match qualities may have been closer 
to the lower tail of this distribution. This should cause pension-induced 
changes in the probability of encountering a suitable match to be smaller 
for younger women. 

data demonstrates that women who married before and after receiving a 
pension did not marry systematically different spouses. While this may 

data, it may also be that the pension lowered the rate of remarriage by 
allowing women to opt out of remarriage entirely, rather than allowing 

may also be that the primary driver of the change in marriage rates was 

women who faced the worst marriage prospects; for instance, the pool of 
pension applicants is poorer on average than the pool of non-applicants. 

with more children—were entering into marriages that were not prefer-
able to an income stream barely above subsistence level. These results 

conditions for women, even if it did not meaningfully affect the number 
of women who were able to marry. More broadly, these results point to 
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