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Study background  

Explanations for increasing divorce across Western nations include changing macro-economic 

conditions, female independence, and welfare state expansion, suggesting positive associations 

between business cycle indicators, the economic position of women relative to men, public 

expenditure and the divorce rate, yet there are surprisingly few empirical tests of these associations in 

terms of macro-level data. 

 

Objectives 

We investigate the relationship between macro-level economic change and the rise in marital 

instability in twentieth-century Sweden, exploring the main explanations of increasing divorce rates 

over time. We contribute to the literature by adding to the few studies that use inferential methods to 

assess the relationship between long-term macro-level change and divorce. Moreover, we apply a 

century- long perspective on the impact of macro-level factors on the divorce rate in Sweden, which 

has not been explored, despite the country being a sociodemographic precursor, including divorce. 

 

Data and methods 

We test hypotheses using annual time series data including the divorce rate and a number of economic, 

demographic and social macro determinants available for 1915-2010. We use band spectrum 

regression, which separates between short-run, medium-run and long-run effects and provides more 

precise estimates than standard OLS estimates. 

 

Results  

We find that change in the divorce rate in Sweden 1915-2010 was a long-run process determined 

primarily by growth in welfare spending, supporting social inclusion and female independence. The 

Swedish case does not support a positive association between business cycles and divorce, rather the 

contrary, but such variations were only temporary. Growing public expenditure determined both 

divorce and female independence.  

 

Main conclusions 

We show that the long-term development of divorce in Sweden 1915-2010 was determined by 

economic restructuring through welfare state expansion and more even distribution of economic 

resources across gender and social class. This facilitated female individual independence and made 

divorce more accessible for all, allowing individuals to act on the demand for divorce independently of 

economic conditions. 
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