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Abstract 

A negative association between socioeconomic status (SES) and divorce has been established 

for most Western nations after 1960, yet we know little about this relationship further back in 

time when divorce was rare. In low divorce contexts, we expect a positive association 

between SES and divorce because higher social strata are better equipped to overcome 

barriers to divorce. According to socioeconomic growth theory, this relationship reverses with 

industrialization and modernization since the economic and normative barriers to divorce 

diminish for many. We investigate SES and other micro-level determinants of divorce among 

men and women in Sweden, 1880-1960, making use of longitudinal data from parish registers 

covering Västerbotten County. Results confirm a positive association between SES and 

divorce, which shifted to a negative association among couples who divorced from the mid-

1930s onwards. This reversal resulted in an increase in the divorce rate as it extended to 

broader layers of the population. 

 

Keywords: socioeconomic status (SES), divorce, Sweden, modernization, female 

independence, event history analysis 
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Divorce increased dramatically during the 20th century across the Western world. 

Explanations for this increase include economic and cultural factors, with one strand of the 

literature, based on William Goode’s socioeconomic growth theory, emphasizing that 

industrialization and its concomitant modernization implied socioeconomic and cultural 

change through altered modes of production (e.g. the growth of wage work done first by men, 

then by women) which had implications for living standards, gender relations, and family 

roles. A negative association between socioeconomic status (SES) and divorce has been 

established for many Western countries after 1965. These contexts also show a negative 

correlation between education and divorce and between income and divorce. Yet we know 

little about this relationship in the past when divorce was rare. 

 

In low divorce historical contexts, we would have expected a positive association between 

SES and divorce. This expectation is based not on the assumption that individuals belonging 

to the higher social strata in the past had marriages that were worse than for members of other 

social groups but rather on the fact that they were better equipped, both financially and 

socially, to overcome barriers to divorce. In low divorce contexts, such barriers were legal as 

well as economic and normative, and thus divorce was costly in many ways. Individuals 

belonging to higher social groups had the financial means to cover monetary costs related to 

separation and divorce, and were probably better able to navigate the legal system and make 

informed choices that minimized the social costs of marital dissolution. According to Goode’s 

socioeconomic growth theory (1951, 1963), this positive relationship should be reversed in 

line with industrialization and modernization as the ability to divorce extended to the broader 

layers of the population. In this study, we investigate who were the demographic forerunners 

in the transition from low to high divorce rates by focusing on the association between SES 

and divorce and seeing whether this changed over time. We investigate SES and other micro-
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level determinants of divorce among men and women in Sweden who married in 1880-1954 

and whom we observe up to 1960, making use of longitudinal data based on parish registers 

drawn from the POPLINK-database covering Västerbotten County in northern Sweden. 

Results confirm that there was initially a positive association between SES and divorce, which 

then shifted to a negative association in the mid-1930s. The inverse association between SES 

and divorce not only is a feature of contemporary society but also dates further back in time, 

at least in those societies that early on emphasized the principles of egalitarianism along class 

and gender lines. This reversal coincided with an increase in the aggregate divorce rate as 

broader layers of the population were able to divorce. 

 

Background 

Socioeconomic status (SES) and divorce 

The issue of how individual socioeconomic status affects the risk of divorce has been 

extensively investigated for many western contexts after 1970. For contexts including 

Scandinavia, the UK, the United States, and Japan, various indicators of the socioeconomic 

position held by men, such as occupation, education, stable employment, and income, have 

been found to be negatively associated with divorce (e.g. Ross and Sawhill 1975; Becker, 

Landes and Murphy 1977; Cherlin 1979; Haskey 1984; Murphy 1985; Bracher et al. 1993; 

Ono 1998, 2009; Jalovaara 2001, 2003, 2013; Lyngstad 2004; Raymo et al. 2004; De Graaf 

and Kalmijn 2006; Kreager et al. 2013; Boertien and Härkönen 2018), while the results for 

women’s education, labour market attachment, and income are less conclusive (see Spitze 

1988; Sayer and Bianchi 2000; Lyngstad and Jalovaara 2010 for reviews). Cross-country 

comparisons indicate, however, that SES gradients in divorce vary across national contexts – 

in terms of, say, how common divorce is (e.g. Härkönen and Dronkers (2006) – through a 

positive SES gradient, particularly for women, in contemporary societies characterized by low 
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rates of divorce), though the differences have become less marked (Matysiak, Styrc and 

Vignoli 2014). 

 

Scholars have argued that these patterns may be understood by William Goode’s predictions 

of changes in the determinants of divorce over the course of the transition from a low to a 

high divorce regime. An element of diffusion is implicit in this reasoning. In societies where 

divorce is uncommon due to legal, economic and normative barriers, divorce may be a 

cultural innovation. Usually the educated, financially comfortable upper classes are early 

adopters, partly because they can marshal enough resources to overcome the extant barriers to 

divorce (Goode 1962, 1993). Thus, according to Goode’s socioeconomic growth theory 

(1951, 1963), there should be a positive relationship between SES and divorce in the early 

industrialization period, which is characterized by low divorce rates (cf. Phillips 1991). As the 

different barriers to divorce are overcome through change in legislation and social norms, 

improved living standards, and economic independence among women, the adoption of this 

innovation should extend to broader groups in the population. According to Goode, divorce 

among the lower classes was explained in terms of the greater economic hardship and social 

problems – strain – facing lower-class families. Goode argued that the association between 

SES and divorce would reverse over time, thereby gaining momentum as a social convention. 

Until now, there have been few empirical tests of Goode’s theory, and the evidence is limited 

as to whether there was a positive SES gradient in divorce to begin with, whether it reversed 

over the course of industrialization, and if so when this shift occurred. We contribute to the 

literature by answering these questions in the case of Sweden. 

 

Previous research on historical data from the Netherlands and Flanders shows a positive 

association between social class and divorce during the early stages of the divorce transition 
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(Van Poppel 1997; Kalmijn, Vanassche and Matthijs 2011). Similarly, a cross-sectional study 

on Swedish census data shows a positive correlation between mean income and within-

occupation divorce risk in Sweden during the 1920s and 1930s (Sandström 2011). For later 

periods, De Graaf and Kalmijn (2006) and Teachman (2002) analysed long-term trends in the 

determinants of divorce among marriage cohorts. In the Netherlands, the impact of education 

among those who married in 1942-1999 became more negative across cohorts (De Graaaf and 

Kalmijn 2006), while in the United States Teachman (20002) found stability in the association 

between education and risk of divorce for marriage cohorts in 1950-1984. South (2001) also 

found stability in the impact of the wife’s education over time for those who married between 

1969 and 1993. Using Swedish register data and comparing marriage cohorts in Sweden that 

corresponded to those studied by South in the case of the US, Hoem (1997) found few 

differences with respect to education and divorce risk in the years preceding the 1974 reform 

that boosted the divorce risk. Of note, this reform triggered a trend toward an increase in 

divorce for all educational groups, though this was stronger for lower educational categories 

which over time saw an increasingly strong association between woman’s education and the 

risk of divorce. 

 

In summary, though the increasingly negative documented trends over time between 

indicators of SES and divorce seem to be in line with Goode’s theory, few studies have 

actually established a positive association between SES and divorce in the past, verifying that 

the upper classes were early adopters of divorce. The finding that otherwise negative SES 

gradients are positive in low divorce societies further supports Goode’s thesis. We believe 

that extending the historical scope further, while capturing the whole period of 

industrialization and modernization and including the early phase of industrialization which 

was at the core of Goode’s conjectures, will be useful. In the case of Sweden, this means 
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extending the time period back to the 1870s/1880s (Schön 2012).1 By doing so (because the 

data allow us to, which is rare), we need to keep in mind that we are not able to fully separate 

between different trends such as those in industrialization and modes of production, in 

modernization (including egalitarianism, female independence, new family roles and 

propensity to marry, see Cherlin 2004, 2014) or in divorce in itself, these being parallel 

processes. Our long-term perspective of 1880-1960 does, however, allow us to capture what 

Gillis (1985) labelled the “era of mandatory marriage” (which lasted from 1850 to 1960 in the 

UK and in other countries such as Sweden). 

 

Female independence and divorce 

Another influential strand of the divorce literature of relevance for the present study 

emphasizes the role of female independence primarily in relation to the dramatic increases in 

married women’s labour force participation during the past century, notably since the 1960s. 

Historical data on trends support a link between married women’s increased labour force 

participation and the rising divorce rate throughout contexts. It has therefore become common 

for both theory and empirical analysis to see female independence as a root cause of the 

increasing divorce rate. 

 

The hypothesis that married women’s employment destabilizes marriage is found in both 

economics and sociology. In brief, both economic and sociological theories of the family 

argue that specialized, differentiated marital roles provide the foundation for a marriage both 

efficient and stable (Parsons 1949; Becker 1974, 1981). Subsequently, women’s decreased 

specialization in childrearing and housework together with their increased time in paid work 

have reduced the gains from marriage and increased the propensity for couples to divorce 

(Becker 1974, 1981; Becker, Landes and Michael 1977). Married women’s paid work outside 
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of the home has also increased their bargaining power in terms of either affecting the 

allocation of household work and economic resources or making it possible to exit the 

marriage through divorce (Lundberg and Pollak 1996; England 2003). The total effect of a 

married woman’s economic resources on divorce is known as the “independence effect” 

(Ross and Sawhill 1975). This impact, commonly measured as the wife’s relative earnings, is 

supposed to outweigh the positive, protective income effect that stems from the wife’s 

contribution to household income (Ross and Sawhill 1975; Oppenheimer 1997). A married 

woman’s higher income has also increased her ability to exit marriage, especially where 

public support is provided for single mothers (England 2003). 

 

The independence hypothesis has been contested (e.g. Sayer and Bianchi 2000). For modern-

day contexts, there are both theoretical and empirical reasons to believe that women’s 

economic independence may not be as destabilizing for marriage as suggested by expectations 

embedded in the separate spheres. The specialization model is primarily a valid 

characterization of the male breadwinner/female homemaker household, which dominated in 

many Western countries in the immediate post-war period up to the 1960s. However, as 

pointed out by Lam (1988), this model assumes that household goods are produced in the 

home. The greater the tendency to buy these goods and services – childcare included – in the 

market, the greater the gains to be had (in both economic and emotional terms) by both 

partners working (Spitze 1988; Oppenheimer 1994, 1997). Hence, cases where partners adopt 

more similar roles may decrease the likelihood of divorce (England and Farkas 1986; 

Goldscheider and Waite 1991) in contemporary contexts. 

 

In this period of study, gender roles were highly traditional and complementary regarding 

lines of specialization, and married women’s economic dependence on their husbands was 
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typically high. The labour force participation rate among married women was less than one 

per cent in 1880, increasing slowly over the decades to 1960 when it reached 23 per cent. 

Only in the 1940s did the gainful employment of married women surpass 10 per cent. We 

acknowledge that these figures are undercounting married women’s paid work, especially that 

of farmers and the working class. Though the gender wage gap narrowed, it was still 30 per 

cent in 1960. The trends are very similar to those documented for the United States (Stanfors 

and Goldscheider 2017). In the context of the present study, however, we have reason to 

believe that female independence mattered for divorce (if only to a limited extent) in that 

married women became better able to overcome the economic barriers to divorce. Access to 

own income – either directly through employment (which was rare among married women) or 

indirectly through work experience (which was common) – improved their opportunities of 

opting out of a dysfunctional marriage. Over time, the increasing acceptance of married 

women in work as well as that of divorce also eased the normative consequences of leaving 

an unhappy marriage. From this perspective, divorce became more “affordable” (Goode 1963, 

1993; Phillips 1991). At the same time, the woman was the primary caregiver for children and 

other dependants. In the event of divorce, she would be both the main breadwinner and the 

caregiver. Unlike in the United States, alimony was not common. As early as in 1920, the 

Swedish marriage code stated that spouses were equally responsible for the family’s 

provision, and, when separated, the woman was expected to provide for herself since the only 

allowances available were for the children. In the present study, we have included the 

woman’s SES as an indicator of her socioeconomic status and of female independence. 

 

Data and methods 

We explored longitudinal data on couples who married in 1880-1954 in Västerbotten County 

in northern Sweden. The POPLINK data are based on parish registers. The database is rich in 
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information, covering approximately 350,000 individuals. The data consist of detailed, 

individual-level, longitudinal information including basic demographic information for 

individuals and households and records of vital events including divorce. Administrators of 

the parish records were also required to keep track of the occupational status of all 

individuals, and they updated the information at the time of vital events such as moves, 

marriages, births/baptisms – information which provides us with the occupational histories of 

both men and women. For a detailed discussion of the POPLINK demographic database, see 

Westberg et al. (2016). 

 

We have requisite information on 48,342 married couples, of which 731 experienced divorce 

in their first marriage during the period of observation. We decided to exclude higher order 

marriages from the analysis due to selection bias since mechanisms leading to higher order 

divorce could be different from those for first marriage. Descriptive characteristics of couples 

included in the analytical sample are displayed in Table 1. From the distributions, we see 

proof of marriage at quite an early age, because in about half of the couples belonging to the 

marriage cohorts studied the woman was under 25 when she married. Moreover, there is 

evidence of industrialization when looking at the occupational distributions of both men and 

women. For each marriage cohort, a small share is labelled farmer whereas larger shares are 

categorized as either unskilled or skilled workers, particularly among men. The middle class 

was also growing over time. Among women, the share with occupation recorded at marriage 

remains stable around 60 per cent though most women left the labour force upon marriage or 

when they had their first child. There is a geographical displacement whereby a smaller share 

of the couples studied lived in rural parishes and the number of those living in urban parishes 

was growing. 
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Table 1 about here 

 

Compared to other regions, northern Sweden was a laggard in terms of a demographic process 

such as fertility transition and the increase in divorce. Both marital fertility and illegitimacy 

rates were high in the North (Sundbärg 1910). Nevertheless, the region adhered to the general 

trend in the demographic shifts in Sweden during the 20th century. In the present study, the 

case of Västerbotten County serves as an example of a region undergoing economic 

development in terms of industrialization and urbanization, albeit outside the metropolitan 

areas of Stockholm, Malmo and Gothenburg. As in the rest of the country, there were large 

gender differences regarding work intensity (i.e. the total number of those in gainful 

employment in relation to the population), though Västerbotten, together with its 

neighbouring counties, was among the top ten in terms of female labour force participation 

between 1870 and 1930, after which these counties dropped to the bottom (Clivemo, Stanfors 

and Önnerfors 2019). We used data from 10 parishes in Västerbotten County, including the 

urban areas of Skellefteå and Umeå and the surrounding rural areas. Figure 1 shows the 

locations of the Västerbotten parishes that were included. 

 

Figure 1 about here 

 

The main event of interest for the purpose of analysis is (formal) divorce. (We do not have 

information on informal separation, though this was known as ‘poor man’s divorce’). Using 

the POPLINK data, we analysed 48,342 first marriages entered between 1880 and 1954. 

Couples were followed from start of marriage until death, out-migration, the year 1960, or the 

event of divorce, whichever occurred first. To estimate the impact of SES on divorce, we used 

occupational status as a time-varying covariate coded into socioeconomic strata using the 
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HISCO classification system for occupations and the social stratification system Social Power 

Scheme developed by Van de Putte and Miles (2005). 

 

Analytic strategy 

First, we described the increase in divorce in Sweden from a period perspective and across the 

marriage cohorts included in the present study. Second, we used non-parametric Kaplan-

Meier survival analysis to estimate how the risk of divorce varied with time at risk for 

different social strata across three broad marriage cohorts (1880-1919, 1920-1929, 1930-

1954). We have shown the divorce patterns for men and women separately, without adjusting 

for other factors. Third, we estimated semi-parametric Cox proportional hazard regression 

models, focusing on the association between SES and divorce because we were interested in 

the net impact on divorce of the man’s SES, the woman’s SES, independent of each other and 

taken together when holding the SES of the spouse constant. To the best of our knowledge, no 

previous study covering such a long historical period for capturing industrialization and 

modernization has been able to explore the impacts of both husband’s and wife’s SES or the 

role of female economic independence during this time. We controlled for age at marriage, 

number of children (at time t), and parish-level context (essentially differentiating between 

individuals living in urban and rural parishes). To analyse the temporal dimension, we also 

ran separate models for the three periods established for the marriage cohorts. For robustness 

checks, we estimated models with SES at time of marriage instead of time-varying across 

time and tested alternative measures of wife’s SES (for example, her father’s SES). We also 

performed the analysis estimating a shared frailty on the parish level to control for time 

invariant unobserved heterogeneity across parishes. 

 

Results 
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Figure 2 serves as the backdrop of the descriptive results from this study. It presents the 

development of the crude divorce rate in Sweden in 1911-2019 and a three-year moving 

average of the crude divorce rate in Västerbotten. Of relevance for the present study, 

developments at national and regional levels match when it comes to trend, though 

Västerbotten is consistently at a lower level. The fact that the trend in both settings are highly 

similar makes us believe that determinants of divorce were the same.  

 

No fault divorce was introduced in 1915. Regarding the trend over time, it is important to note 

that the long-term development is characterized by two periods of marked increase during 

which most (80%) of the growth in divorce occurred. The first increase took place during the 

1940s and continued into the mid-1950s. During this period, the divorce rate more than 

doubled over a decade, after which it stabilized. The other marked increase started in the mid-

1960s. The divorce rate spurted in the mid-1970s with the introduction of the unilateral 

divorce law in 1974. 

 

Figure 2 about here 

 

Of relevance for the present study, Figure 2 shows the Swedish transition from a low-divorce 

to a high-divorce society. It also shows that the period of high divorce falls outside of the 

scope of the present study which ends in 1960. Our results should be assessed against the 

backdrop of a slowly yet consistently increasing divorce rate over the decades until there was 

a more distinct increase during the 1940s and early 1950s across the country. 

 

Figure 3 shows the risk of divorce as a function of time since marriage, using Kaplan-Meier 

survival estimates for the analytical sample based on Västerbotten data. The pattern is one of 
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a gradual and steady increase in the risk of divorce over time, with each marriage cohort 

experiencing higher divorce intensities than the previous one. There is a marked shift towards 

higher divorce intensity for couples who married after 1920. The majority of those who 

belonged to this marriage cohort and divorced experienced divorce during the period 1932-

1943, which means that they contributed to the increase in the divorce rate both in 

Västerbotten and at the national level, a matter we will return to below. 

 

Figure 3 about here 

 

Figure 4 completes the picture by displaying non-parametric Kaplan-Meier estimates of the 

risk of divorce as a function of time since marriage for men who married in 1880-1954 (and 

were followed until 1960). In this set of graphs, we separated men who married in 1880-1919, 

1920-1929, and 1930-1954, and focused on the differentiation according to SES across 

marriage cohorts. Among men who married in 1880-1919, those who were middle-class 

white-collar workers were most likely to divorce. Of note, these men did not belong to the 

most privileged upper class and were neither landed gentry nor capitalists in the sense of large 

business owners. They were predominately white-collar professionals such as teachers, 

lawyers, bank tellers, clerks, editors, or they had another (at the time) higher-status occupation 

requiring secondary or tertiary education. We did not find that high-SES men belonging to the 

elite (predominantly consisting of the nobility, business proprietors, and the highest echelons 

of professional ranks including professors and medical doctors) exhibited high rates of 

divorce compared to the working-class men in this cohort. This indicates that factors specific 

to the middle class, other than economic resources, played an important role in determining 

divorce. It is possible that for this group, unlike for the elite, cultural and social capital 

acquired through education and occupation was more important than economic capital. 
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Middle-class men holding new and growing occupations, and basing their status on attaining 

higher levels of cultural rather than economic capital, had more individualistic or modern 

values compared to men belonging to the elite who lived and worked in more conservative 

contexts that were not yet as accepting of divorce, and thus the potential scandal of a divorce 

served as a disincentive for them. 

 

Figure 4 about here 

 

Looking at men who married in the 1920s, the pattern is different compared to that of 

previous marriage cohorts, in that all SES groups except for farmers caught up with the 

middle class. This catching up was noticeable in the case of both skilled and unskilled 

workers who constituted large groups. The coordinated change in behaviour is an important 

part of the explanation for the increase in the divorce rate in the 1940s and early 1950s. 

Moreover, those who married after 1930 also contributed to the increase in divorce in the 

1940s and early 1950s. The third graph confirms that, with the exception of farmers,  all SES 

groups including those who married after 1930 had similar divorce risks to middle-class men. 

Why farmers had a consistently lower divorce risk might be explained not only by the group’s 

identity but also by the function of the family farm over time. Some would argue that the 

group could be characterized as more traditional, but the division of labour subject to a high 

degree of gender specialization is probably more important because it made farming highly 

dependent on the joint efforts of an intact couple well into the 1930s. After that there followed 

a period when Swedish agriculture was highly regulated with national production goals 

alongside larger units, mechanization and increased efficiency. With agricultural change, 

there was of course a selection of those who stayed in the sector but also a trend towards 

farms becoming large business enterprises that are generally difficult to divide between 
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partners in the case of divorce (Flygare 2008; Martiin 2012). Higher divorce risks among 

working-class men, particularly after 15-20 years of marriage, are visible from the graph 

though not statistically significant. There are thus indications of a shift from a positive to a 

negative association between SES and divorce. 

 

Turning to the results for women, much of the same pattern of change as described for men 

emerges in Figure 5, which shows Kaplan-Meier estimates of divorce intensities as a function 

of time at risk for women by their socioeconomic status. For women, we included those with 

no occupation because about 40 percent of the women in the first marriage cohort (i.e. those 

married in 1880-1919) had no occupation recorded at the time of marriage. A large share of 

the women in our sample shifted from employed, typically in agriculture or domestic service, 

to non-employed and homemakers upon marriage, which was in line with the spirit of the era. 

For women, we also collapsed the two top SES categories – middle class and elite – due to the 

small number of women in the elite category. 

 

Figure 5 about here 

 

For women in the first marriage cohort, there is a clear positive SES gradient in divorce. 

Women in the middle-class and elite strata were more likely to divorce than those in other 

SES groups. The results for women also confirm that farmers were least likely to divorce. For 

later marriage cohorts, women who were skilled workers were considerably more likely to 

divorce than other groups. Among those who married in 1930-1954 there was an increase in 

divorce propensities among women who were unskilled workers, but otherwise the patterns 

are similar to those of the previous cohort. For women, as for men, there is a shift in the SES 

gradient in risk of divorce with the largest increases among the working class. This suggests 
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that socioeconomic growth, not only among men but also among women, was an integral part 

of increasing divorce rates. The spread of divorce to broader layers of the population was an 

important contributor to the increase in divorce during the 1940s and early 1950s. It is also 

worth noting that the results for women suggest that wife’s occupation as an indication of her 

economic activity (i.e. female independence) was significantly related to the increased risk of 

divorce in comparison to non-employed women for all SES groups (except for farmers who 

were distinctly different throughout much of the analysis). 

 

Turning to the multivariate results, Table 2 shows the results from Cox regressions, taken 

separately by marriage cohorts. Stepwise modelling provides evidence on how different 

variables modulate the association between SES and divorce. Model 1 is a baseline model for 

man’s SES and divorce. Model 2 includes covariates of relevance for the association between 

SES and divorce. In Model 3, we estimated the impact of the socioeconomic status of husband 

and wife net of each other, controlling for a number of potentially confounding factors. Of 

note, the association between SES and divorce is robust. 

 

Table 2 about here 

 

The estimates from Model 1 confirm that there was a positive association between (man’s) 

SES and divorce among those who married in 1880-1919, with the middle class being 

significantly more likely to divorce than other groups, particularly farmers. For later marriage 

cohorts (1920-1954) there was no such positive association. Instead, the pattern observed is 

indicative of a negative association between SES and divorce. Farmers always had a 

significantly lower divorce risk compared to unskilled workers (and to other SES groups, as 

the result is robust irrespective of reference category). The addition of covariates such as 
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woman’s age at marriage, number of children and parish of residence adjusts the coefficients 

downwards but does not affect the results in any meaningful way. All covariates render results 

in line with expectations. Age at marriage is negatively associated with divorce and so is the 

number of children. Those living in other parishes than Skellefteå rural had significantly 

higher divorce risks than those living in the most rural parishes. Model 3 estimates show that 

woman’s SES also mattered for divorce. The addition of this variable to the model further 

adjusts the coefficients, indicating the association between husband’s SES and divorce. The 

negative association coefficient for farmers becomes insignificant, but otherwise the results 

do not change. Woman’s SES is interesting. The coefficients confirm what could be inferred 

from Figure 5: a positive association between SES and divorce for the 1880-1919 marriage 

cohort, which becomes insignificant among later marriage cohorts (1920-1954). There is also 

evidence that skilled workers were more likely to divorce than those with no occupation 

recorded at the time of marriage. Farmers were less likely to divorce. Woman’s SES thus not 

only supports a shift from a positive to a negative association between SES and divorce but 

also supports the female independence hypothesis. For women who married in 1880-1954, 

having an occupation and work experience in the growing industrial sector affected their 

independence and decision-making in family transitions, including divorce. 

 

In sum, the regression results confirm the results of the non-parametric analysis discussed 

above. Additional analysis, where we estimated the full model (3) for all marriage cohorts 

pooled, including an interaction between SES and marriage cohort, confirms the temporal 

dimension of the shifting association between SES and divorce and shows that there was 

significant change over time in the divorce-SES gradient (see Table 3). When we set the first 

marriage cohort (1880-1919) and white-collar middle class as the reference category for men 

and women, we find strong positive interactions for all SES categories married after 1930. 
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This illustrates a process of socioeconomic growth and diffusion of divorce to broader layers 

of the population and coincides with an increase in divorce risks at the aggregate level. 

Additional analysis for reasons of robustness, where we estimated the association between 

SES and divorce based on occupation at marriage, renders similar yet somewhat weaker 

results (based on Akaike and Bayesian information criteria) compared to those based on time-

varying SES as presented above. This finding applies to both men’s and women’s SES and 

the relationship of each to divorce risk. Father’s SES had a weak impact on the divorce risk 

compared to the wife’s own social status. Further, we introduced a shared frailty on the parish 

level to control for time invariant unobserved heterogeneity across parishes, but this did not 

change the results in any meaningful way and did not affect the conclusions drawn.2 Thus, we 

choose to present the more parsimonious specification (i.e. without a random effect). 

 

Table 3 about here 

 

In order to address the implications of the results presented above, we opted for a period 

perspective of SES and divorce. We were interested in seeing how the shift in the association 

between SES and divorce translated into increased divorce, and, if this was the case, when it 

happened. We wanted to know the extent to which the spread of divorce to broader layers of 

the population (i.e. the working class) contributed to the increasing divorce rate. Again, we 

studied men and women in Västerbotten who married between 1880 and 1954 and followed 

them until 1960. The period covered by our analysis thus spans the 1940s and 1950s, the 

decades when the divorce rate for the first time increased more markedly in Sweden. Figure 2 

above shows that the crude divorce rate in Västerbotten was similar, though at a consistently 

lower level, to that of the national aggregate. Both regional and national divorce rates trended 

upwards throughout the period of study with a marked increase in the 1940s and 1950s. 
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The changing association between SES and divorce from a positive to an indicative negative 

one implies that divorce had become more common among the growing working class, 

distinguishing marriage cohorts after 1920 from earlier marriage cohorts. To what extent did 

this shift contribute to the increase in divorce rates? Figure 6 illustrates the times when most 

instances of divorce took place among the marriage cohorts studied. We see that among those 

who belonged to the marriage cohort 1880-1919 and divorced the majority experienced 

divorce prior to the first major increase in the divorce rate that occurred in the early 1940s. As 

seen by the interquartile range (IQR) of the event times, 50% of these couples divorced 

between 1918 and 1935, the peak year being 1924. Couples from the second marriage cohort, 

i.e. those who married in 1920-1929, experienced divorce primarily in the years between 1932 

and 1943. Thus, they partly contributed to the marked increase in the divorce rate in the early 

1940s, though most of them divorced earlier in the 1930s. Among the third cohort, who 

married between 1930 and 1954, most couples divorced from the early 1940s onwards and 

thus contributed to the first major increase in the divorce rate in Västerbotten during the 1940s 

and early 1950s. The convergence in divorce risks and the spread of divorce to broader social 

groups are thus an important part explanation for the increasing divorce rate in twentieth 

century Sweden, at least for the period up to 1960 when Sweden transitioned from a low to a 

high-divorce country. 

 

Figure 6 about here 

 

Concluding discussion 

In the present study we set out to test Goode’s theory of socioeconomic growth. Basing our 

research on individual-level longitudinal data for men and women who married between 1880 
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and 1954 in Västerbotten County in northern Sweden, we explored the association between 

socioeconomic status (SES) and divorce. During this period, Sweden became industrialized 

and underwent considerable change in terms of socioeconomic modernization, but was not yet 

the frontrunner in terms of family dynamics and gender equality for which the country is now 

well-known. In terms of divorce, Sweden is best characterized during the period of study, 

1880-1960, as a low-divorce country. 

 

We contribute to the literature on SES and divorce by first establishing a positive association 

between socioeconomic status and divorce in the past, verifying the fact that the upper 

classes, particularly those in the middle class who had a white-collar occupation, were early 

adopters of divorce. We then found a change, though not an altogether significant reversal, in 

the association between SES and divorce among those who married in the 1920s and 

thereafter. We see a tendency towards the evolution of a negative SES gradient in terms of the 

highest estimates of the hazard among working-class men, while for women, skilled workers 

had high divorce risks across marriage cohorts. This reversal coincided with industry and 

services crowding out agriculture as the dominant sector of the Swedish economy.3 With 

industrialization, wage work in factories included a growing segment of the working class. 

Family size in association with industrialization and urbanization diminished and it became 

more common for families to live independently of their extended family and traditional 

network. Moreover, the role of marriage had changed (cf. Cherlin 2012), though marriage 

itself was still widespread (cf. Gillis 1985). For the overwhelming majority, marriage was at 

this time primarily based on love and companionship. It is within this context we find support 

for Goode’s conjectures. 
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We believe that extending the historical scope further back to the 1880s, thereby capturing the 

full period of industrialization and modernization in Sweden including the early phase of 

industrialization, which was at the core of Goode’s conjectures, is important. Furthermore, the 

reversal of the association between SES and divorce is important in understanding the divorce 

transition more generally. In the case of Sweden, the spread of divorce to broader layers of the 

population contributed to the first marked increase in divorce rates, from the mid-1940s 

through the early 1950s. This period was the first upshot in an otherwise slowly upward-

trending divorce rate, but, unlike the second and major upshot that followed in the late 1960s 

and early 1970s, this was unrelated to legislative reform relating to divorce or comprehensive 

state support for families and working parents. We interpret this result as evidence of divorce 

becoming less costly and thus more of an option than before for those who wanted to exit 

marriage. Worth noting is that the first marked increase in the divorce rate took place in a 

context where married women’s labour force participation was low (lower than in the United 

States, for example). Most women worked outside the family household when young and 

single, but the low participation rates of married women suggest that most women left the 

labour force in connection with their getting married. Estimates show that almost all women 

in the early 1900s and more than half of all working women in 1960 would have left the 

labour force in connection with their getting married (Stanfors 2014). 

 

We find clear evidence that socioeconomic growth provides an explanation for the increasing 

divorce rate in our analysis of the association between SES and the risk of divorce among 

men and women in Sweden in 1880-1960. Our findings can be summarized as follows. There 

was a shift in the association between SES and divorce from a clearly positive to an 

increasingly negative one, starting with the couples who experienced divorce after the mid-

1930s. For couples marrying in 1880-1919, the divorce risk was significantly higher among 
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middle-class men and among middle-class and elite women. For those who married later, a 

positive SES gradient was reversed as working-class men and women caught up with the men 

and women belonging to the higher social strata. Towards the end of our study period, when 

the divorce rate had reached substantially higher levels than before, we find a tendency for 

higher rates of divorce among the working-class than in other SES groups. Also of note, at the 

end of our study period farmers had also started to converge in terms of divorce risks. This 

reversal coincided with the upshift in the divorce rate in the early 1940s. It indicates that 

economic or normative constraints to divorce eased as couples with a lower SES could 

respond more often than before to the demand for divorce. This is not only an important 

finding; it also helps us understand the temporal pattern of decades of modest growth 

followed by a period of more marked increase during the 1940s when divorce spread to much 

larger tiers of the population. 

 

We also found evidence supporting the female independence hypothesis. There were 

significant impacts of wife’s SES as indicated by class, based on own occupation with 

positive parameters for all economically active women apart from women categorized as 

farmers. For those who married after 1920, in contrast to those who married earlier, it was not 

the middle-class and elite women who exhibited the highest risk of divorce but rather the 

skilled working-class women who had by far the highest divorce risks compared to women 

who had no occupation. Being economically active strongly increased the risk of divorce 

among women, particularly at the end of the study period. This points to the importance of the 

female independence hypothesis in the context of a traditional division of labour and role 

specialization among spouses. It also suggests that the slowly changing economic roles of 

women during the first half of the 20th century mattered for divorce. During the early stages of 

the divorce transition, with divorce becoming an option for broader groups, women who were 
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able to support themselves through market work were able to act more independently. The 

possible mechanism was most likely the fewer economic and normative constraints on acting 

on a demand for divorce among working-class women who were participating in the labour 

market or had had previous work experience. Furthermore, the reversal of the association 

between SES and divorce, driven by divorce extending to the working class, also coincided 

with the first major breakthrough of the Swedish welfare state which meant improved 

economic security for individuals engaged in wage labour, thereby reducing individual 

dependence on the family for risk pooling and income security in the event of health 

problems, unemployment and other shocks to individual economic security. 

 

The similar association between men’s and women’s SES and divorce over the period of our 

study could be taken as an indication of homogamy based on SES. This is not, however, the 

case. When we assess the degree of homogamy among couples for which we have a recorded 

occupation at marriage for the woman (approximately 60 per cent of the sample), we find a 

modest correlation between spouses’ SES (about 0.2 irrespective of marriage cohort). Even 

though women belonging to higher socioeconomic strata based on own occupation were few, 

and even though they had a large pool of potential husbands with the same SES to choose 

from, we do find heterogamy in that about half of all the women in the middle class and elite 

categories married men with lower SES. This means that we interpret the similar association 

between SES and divorce for men and women respectively as reflecting similar factors 

associated with occupation and social mores, rather than income, for both men and women. 

 

This and the fact that female independence increased divorce risks, all else equal, should be 

assessed in context, which nevertheless emphasized as of 1920 the partners’ equal 

contribution to the household and did not extend income support to women in the case of 
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divorce (dependent children did, however, get an allowance and primary education was free 

of charge). As part of the change during the 1920s, women gained suffrage as of the general 

election in 1921. The role of the welfare state as we know it today was limited during this 

period of study. Public social expenditure was growing, as seen, for example, with the 

pension reform in 1913, but grew more markedly during the post-war years than before. There 

was, however, an early emphasis on female independence, in that single mothers were 

expected to be able to support themselves and their children through market work rather than 

alimony or public support. Over the course of time, increasing public non-defence 

expenditure came to be an important determinant of divorce in Sweden, particularly after the 

1960s (Stanfors, Andersson and Sandström 2020). The present study captures the importance 

of socioeconomic growth and increasing economic and social opportunities for the many 

before the comprehensive welfare state came into being. 
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Figure 1. Study area in Västerbotten county. 
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Figure 2. Crude divorce rate in Sweden and three-year moving average of crude divorce rate 

in Västerbotten 1911-2019. 

Source: Statistics Sweden. Befolkningsrörelsen 1911-1966; Folkmängdens förändringar 1963-

1966; Befolkningsförändringar 1967-1992, Statistikdatabasen 1993-2019. 
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Figure 3. Divorce risks by 10-year marriage cohorts as function of time since marriage for 

couples married 1880-1954 in Västerbotten county. 

Source: POPLINK-database, Demographic Database, Umeå University. 
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Figure 4. Divorce risks by socioeconomic status for men married 1880-1954. 

Source: See Figure 3. 
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Figure 5. Divorce risks by socioeconomic status for women married 1880-1954. 

Source: See Figure 3. 
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Figure 6. Histograms showing intensities in divorce by year for groups of marriage cohorts 

1880-1954. 

Source: See Figure 3. 
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Table 1. Descriptive statistics of couples in analytical sample. 

  1880-1919 1920-1929 1930-1954 All 

     
 

Marriage cohort        

      1880-1889 14.5% 0 0 5.1% 

      1890-1899 21.3% 0 0  7.6% 

      1900-1909 28.9% 0  0  10.2% 

      1910-1919 35.3% 0  0  12.5% 

      1920-1929 0 100.0% 0  15.0% 

      1930-1939 0 0  41.5% 20.5% 

      1940-1954 0 0  58.5% 29.0% 

Age at marriage (woman)     

      -20  5.9% 4.9% 5.6%  5.6% 

      20-24 40.7% 41.0% 46.0% 43.4% 

      25-29  33.3% 33.5% 30.6% 32.0% 

      30-34  12.5% 12.8% 10.5% 11.6% 

      35-39 4.6% 4.7% 4.0%  4.3% 

      40-44  1.9% 1.8% 1.9% 1.9% 

      45- 1.1% 1.3% 1.4% 1.3% 

Number of children     

Childless 11.4% 15.2% 21.2% 16.8% 

One 10.7% 19.6% 28.8% 21.0% 

Two 12.4% 22.8% 26.1% 20.8% 

Three or more 65.5% 42.4% 23.9% 41.4% 

Socioeconomic position man     

      1. Unskilled workers 29.5% 34.6% 41.1% 36.0% 

      3. Skilled workers 11.2% 14.4% 17.5% 14.8% 

      4. Middle class: Farmers 39.9% 25.3% 13.2% 24.5% 

      5. Middle class 12.3% 16.8% 17.6% 15.6% 

      6. Elite 7.0% 8.9% 10.6% 9.1% 

Socioeconomic position 

woman 

    

      No occupation 37.1% 44.3% 43.5% 41.4% 
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      Unskilled and semi-skilled 30.6% 22.7% 30.0% 29.1% 

      Skilled workers 2.1% 4.6% 6.9% 4.9% 

      Middle class: Farmers 26.6% 22.5% 11.0% 18.2% 

      Middle class and elite 3.5% 5.8% 8.6% 6.4% 

Parish     

      Skellefteå rural 60.2% 50.2% 47.8% 52.5% 

      Skellefteå urban 4.7% 11.0% 13.2% 9.9% 

      Umeå rural 22.5% 20.0% 20.5% 21.1% 

      Umeå urban 12.7% 18.8% 18.5% 16.5% 

 

Number of couples 17,143 7,258 23,941 48,342 
 

 

Source: POPLINK-database, Demographic Database, Umeå University.



40 
 

Table 2. Cox regressions, relative hazard of divorce for couples married 1880-1954. Reference categories in parentheses. 
 

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 
 

1880-1919 1920-1929 1930-1954 1880-1919 1920-1929 1930-1954 1880-1919 1920-1929 1930-1954 

SES of husband 

(unskilled worker) 

ref ref ref ref ref ref ref ref ref 

Skilled worker 1.35 1.11 1.29 1.15 0.98 1.13 1.08 0.92 1.11 

Middle class: Farmer 0.20*** 0.28*** 0.52*** 0.22*** 0.36*** 0.68* 0.23*** 0.39*** 0.74 

Middle class 2.73*** 0.85 1.04 2.14*** 0.79 0.91 1.89** 0.75 0.90 

Elite 0.96 0.97 0.89 0.68 0.82 0.76 0.63 0.83 0.77 

SES of wife (no 

occupation) 

      ref ref ref 

Unskilled worker       1.13 0.97 1.14 

Skilled worker       2.47* 3.19*** 2.40*** 

Middle class: Farmer       0.82 0.69 0.54** 

Middle class/elite       3.39*** 1.72 1.36 

Age at marriage (< 20)    ref ref ref ref ref ref 

20-24    0.62 0.40*** 0.47*** 0.59 0.42*** 0.45*** 

25-29    0.53* 0.28*** 0.26*** 0.48* 0.28*** 0.25*** 

30-34    0.45* 0.15*** 0.22*** 0.36** 0.14*** 0.19*** 

35-39    0.37* 0.29** 0.15*** 0.31* 0.23*** 0.13*** 

40-44    0.11* 0.09* 0.10*** 0.09* 0.06** 0.07*** 



41 
 

45-    0.66 0.16 0.28** 0.54 0.11* 0.21*** 

Number of children 

(childless) 

   ref ref ref ref ref ref 

1 child    0.98 0.88 0.78 0.95 0.85 0.78 

2 children    0.58 0.55* 0.31*** 0.57* 0.54* 0.31*** 

3 or more children    0.39*** 0.55* 0.28*** 0.39*** 0.57* 0.29*** 

Parish (Skellefteå rural)    ref ref ref ref ref ref 

Skellefteå urban    1.20 2.17*** 1.82*** 1.24 2.17*** 1.74*** 

Umeå rural    2.52*** 1.56* 1.66*** 2.56*** 1.54* 1.60*** 

Umeå urban    2.31*** 2.11*** 2.82*** 2.25*** 1.93** 2.65*** 

 

Note: * p<.05; ** p<.01; *** p<.001. 

Source: See Table 1.
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Table 3. Cox regressions, relative hazard of divorce for men and women married 1880-1954, 

including interaction between marriage cohort and SES. Reference categories in parentheses. 
 

Exp(B) 

Period (1880-1919) ref 

1920-1929 0.38** 

1930-1954 0.39** 

SES of husband (middle class) ref 

Unskilled worker 0.51*** 

Skilled worker 0.56* 

Middle class: Farmer 0.13*** 

Elite 0.32** 

SES of wife (middle class and elite) ref 

No occupation 0.29*** 

Unskilled worker 0.31*** 

Skilled worker 0.70 

Middle class: Farmer 0.22*** 

Period*SES of husband  

1920-1929*Unskilled worker 2.80*** 

1920-1929*Skilled worker 2.27* 

1920-1929*Middle class: Farmer 4.22*** 

1920-1929*Elite 3.34* 

1930-1954*Unskilled worker 2.17* 

1930-1954*Skilled worker 2.23** 

1930-1954*Middle class: Farmer 5.99*** 

1930-1954*Elite 2.72* 

Period*SES of wife  

1920-1929*No occupation 2.14* 

1920-1929*Unskilled worker 1.92 

1920-1929*Skilled worker 2.66 

1920-1929*Middle class: Farmer 2.04 

1930-1954*No occupation 2.48** 

1930-1954*Unskilled worker 2.70** 

1930-1954*Skilled worker 2.44* 
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1930-1954*Middle class: Farmer 1.71 

 

Note: * p<.05; ** p<.01; *** p<.001. 

Model includes controls for age at marriage (man and woman), number of children and 

parish. 

Source: See Table 1. 
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1 Swedish industrialization began in the 1870s, lagging behind the UK and continental 

Northwestern Europe but ahead of Southern Europe. The country benefited from favourable 

resource endowments, innovations, and latecomers’ advantages with respect to technological 

and organizational advances made elsewhere. Some industry, such as textile production, 

started to grow as early as in the first half of the 19th century, stemming from increased 

domestic demand. This was an important preface to the real industrial breakthrough in the last 

quarter of the 19th century. 

2 Results not shown but available from authors upon request. 

3 In terms of employment, agriculture made up more than 50% until 1910 after which it 

declined to 16% in 1960. At the same time, industry expanded from 32 to 40% of the labour 

force (both sexes), while services increased from 19% in 1910 to 44% in 1960 (Stanfors and 

Goldscheider 2017: 190). 
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