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Abstract

This paper investigates the first-marriage divorce patterns of Swedish women with a gymnasium 
education. We have used a hazard regression model to investigate the impact of a number of varia
bles on divorce risks. Our general findings are consistent with previous studies: divorce risks have a 
strong negative relationship with age at marriage and with parity, and those who have premarital chil
dren or are pregnant at marriage have higher divorce risks than those who do not. The divorce risk 
increased over the cohorts bom between 1948 and 1963. Important new findings are (i) that the risk 
of divorce varies with educational orientation, (ii) that within educational groups, women from an 
academic gymnasium have a lower divorce risk than those from a vocational gymnasium, (iii) that in 
each educational group, the risk varies inversely with the proportion of women employed.
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Introduction

There are many studies which investigate the effect of educational attainment on 
family disruption or divorce (see for example, Bumpass and Sweet 1972; Houseknecht 
and Spanier 1980; Maneker and Rankin 1985; Bracheretal 1993; Blossfeld et al. 1993; 
Hoem 1995a). Most of them have found a relatively strong effect of education on di
vorce. The extent and the direction of the effect vary according to social context. It is 
a shortcoming that almost all of these studies of divorce have represented educational 
attainment only through educational level. The effects of the other side of education,
i.e. its orientation, have been neglected and our knowledge about its effect on divorce 
is quite limited. From a comprehensive perspective, the effect of education on the risk 
of divorce may work through both the level of education and the orientation of educa
tion. The level of education is often regarded as a proxy of earning power, opportuni
ty, and social status. On the other hand, educational orientation is closely related to 
occupation, working environment, sector of employment and occupational competi-
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tion in the labor market and all of these aspects may cause problems in the family and 
affect marriage stability (Philliber and Hiller 1983).

The present paper aims to investigate the impact of educational orientation on the 
risk of divorce (i.e. the legal end) of a first marriage and. in particular, on whether it 
is an important explanatory factor of divorce for Swedish women with a gymnasium 
education. This investigation is an extension of a study by Hoem (1995b). who focuses 
on the divorce risk of Swedish women with a postgymnasium education.

According to the life-cycle approach which we follow, marriage is affected by dif
ferent factors and marriage itself may serve a different purpose at different stages of 
a marriage. Empirical studies suggest that the risk of divorce varies correspondingly 
over the duration of marriage (Maneker and Pankin, 1985; South and Spitze 1986). In 
line with this, I investigate whether the effects of other factors change with the dura
tion of marriage by examining the effect of marriage duration in conjunction with other 
factors used in this study. I also do the same to the effect of birth cohort since the 
process of growth of different birth cohorts is associated with different social and eco
nomic environments, which may also modify the effect of other factors on the risk of 
divorce.

The main focus of this paper is on the effects of educational orientation on the 
risk of divorce. The mechanisms of “self-selection” into a particular kind of educa
tion and of the “protection” of the professions corresponding to the educational orien
tations were suggested by Hoem ( 1995b) as a first explanation of the finding that the 
risk of divorce depends more strongly on educational orientation than on the level of 
education for Swedish women with a postgymnasium education. In the present study, 
I further test this explanation by analyzing how divorce risks vary across educational 
orientations according to whether the orientation leads to an occupation that is tradi
tionally dominated by women, and also according to whether it is a vocational educa
tion or an academic education. The effect of the length of gymnasium education is 
also taken into account.

I have paid much attention to the gender composition of those pursuing various 
kinds of gymnasium education, in particular whether the schooling itself is dominated 
by women or by men. Philliber and Hiller (1983) divided occupations into traditional
ly and nontraditionally female according to whether the occupations were primarily 
dominated by men or by women. In this study I adopt their distinction and expect to 
find that women who have been trained for typically female jobs, such as a caring pro
fession, have lower divorce risks, and that women trained for typically male occupa
tions, such as technicians and transportation workers, have higher divorce risks. This 
expectation is mainly based on the consideration that the educational orientation should 
be closely related to the sector of employment and occupation, and the fact that whether 
a woman is employed in a traditionally female occupation has been found to affect 
the probability of divorce even more strongly than the status of the wife’ s job (which 
is generally regarded as a proxy for educational level) in the United States (Philliber 
and Hiller 1983). It is also possible that a woman in a male-dominated occupation has 
a better chance of meeting a new irresistibly attractive man. which may hurt the cur
rent marriage.

In addition, the above expectation is also generated by the assumption that wom
en who choose to be trained for a typically male occupation may have stronger gen- 
der-equality norms and have less fear than others of competition with men in the labor 
market, and conversely for those who are trained for typically female occupations. The 
type of education women choose, and corresponding occupational experiences, may 
in turn strengthen their original norms. The difference of values and norms may fur
ther contribute to the risk of divorce, since the cost of divorce for a woman w ith stronger 
traditional values may be higher.
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Presumably, a more educated woman may be more attractive to a partner, at least 
so long as we only consider education up through the gymnasium level. Hence a higher 
divorce risk is expected for women who have graduated from a two-year gymnasium 
stream than for women from a corresponding three-year stream. This hypothesis is also 
based on the fact that a negative divorce-risk gradient by educational attainment ex
ists for Swedish women for at least some of our period of observation (Blossfeld et 
al. 1993; Hoem 1995b).

Choosing an academic stream or a vocational stream for one’ s education seems to 
be related to a woman’ s socioeconomic background. Girls from working-class fami
lies are more likely to choose vocational training, and girls from upper classes are more 
likely to select the academic streams (SCB, 1995). Previous studies have found that 
for Swedish women in the 1970s and early 1980s, the risk of divorce rose with the 
socioeconomic status of the family (Trussed, Rodriguez and Vaughan 1992). This 
should work toward a higher risk of divorce for women who have graduated from an 
academic stream.

Finally I expect to find a less dramatic effect of educational orientation on divorce 
risk for women with a gymnasium education than that found by Hoem (1995b) for 
women with a postgymnasium education because the connection between education 
and occupation is weaker at the gymnasium level.

Although whether a marriage ends in divorce or not depends on a wide range of 
factors, the final decision is generally made through rational estimation aiming to reach 
the best possible self-interest (in both the material and psychological sense). In this 
paper I adopt the general cost-benefit approach to explain the divorce behavior of Swed
ish women with a gymnasium education. The microeconomic theory of marriage holds 
that a couple will divorce if the value of staying married is lower than the sum of out
side opportunities (Becker 1981; Weiss 1993). The sociological approach, based on 
the sociological exchange theory of rational action, views a couple as rationally try
ing to get what they need by exchanging valued resources with each other. Divorce 
will be pursued if the disadvantages of current marriage exceeds its advantages (Le- 
vinger 1979). According to these two approaches, divorce may be viewed as a result 
of a rational calculation of the costs and benefits o f continuing the current marriage 
versus alternatives (including non-marriage) and in the light of marriage-specific cap
ital investment. Factors that may play a role in the process of rationality include the 
couple’ s own characteristics, experiences before marriage, circumstances surrounding 
marriage, and the barriers to and predicted consequences of divorce.

Method and data

Our method of analysis is a piecewise-constant proportional-hazard regression mod
el. In the current study, exposure is measured as the number of months since first- 
marriage formation, and the impact of other variables on divorce is measured by means 
of their relative risks of divorce. In some cases, interactions between factors are in
cluded to improve our understanding of the forces at work.

The data are derived from two registers, both organized by Statistics Sweden. The 
first is the Fertility Register, which contains the month and year of occurrences of all 
registered demographic events, such as marriage, childbearing, divorce and death, during 
the period 1961-1991 for all women bom after 1924 who were Swedish citizens and 
domiciled in Sweden in 1960, and for the Swedish-born daughters of these women. 
The divorce records are reliable from 1968 on. The second data set is the Register of 
Education, which contains detailed information about each individual’ s certificates and 
degrees as well as the specialization as recorded in 1990. The target group contains
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about 255,000 women, which constitutes 46.8 percent of the total number of marri
ages derived from the two data sets.

The covariates included in the analysis are summarized below:

Covariates Levels
Time-fixed covariates

Cohort (year of birth) 1944-1963, in
Age at marriage 20-23, 24-28,
Educational orientation 27 groups (see
Premarital birth no, yes
Pregnant at marriage no, yes

Time-varying covariates
Parity 0, 1,2, 3+;
Duration of marriage
(in ordinal years) 1-2, 3-4, 5-7,

I restrict the investigation to women bom in the years from 1944 to 1963 who com
pleted their education with a gymnasium degree. Women who married after the age 
of 35 have been omitted from the analysis because those who married at unusually 
high ages may have special patterns of divorce. Because Swedes normally finish their 
gymnasium education in their late teens. 1 have also excluded those who first married 
before age 20, in order to reduce any possible effect of reverse causation. For exam
ple, women who first married as teenagers may have had to divorce in order to con
tinue their education (Hoem 1995c).

In the Swedish educational system, the gymnasium degree includes both academ
ic and vocational streams. Most of the streams take two or three years to complete. 
This analysis is restricted to women who stopped their education after these two or 
three years of gymnasium. Education has been classified into twenty-seven groups, 
taking into account both the years of education and educational orientation.

The classification o f the educational groups was carried out as follows. First, edu
cation was divided into two groups according to the length of study (two years and 
three years). Second, the academic and the vocational streams were separated, and the 
three-year academic streams further subdivided into two groups: (i) natural science and 
(ii) the other curricula (mainly social science and languages). Finally, the vocational 
educational stream was classified into different orientations according to the content 
of their curricula and the features of the occupations which the education can be ex
pected to lead to, such as artists, technicians, nurses, postal employees and so on. Some 
educational groups that have very few respondents and that are too different from other 
groups to be combined with them were omitted, for instance, women educated to be 
ministers of a faith, customs officers or military officers.

General findings

Basic findings from the multiplicative model

Table 1 contains the relative divorce risks for each o f the factors derived from a 
multiplicative model in which there are no interaction terms. The relative risks of every 
factor can be regarded as standardized for all the other factors taken together. In this 
section I focus on explaining the effects of age at marriage, parity and premarital preg-
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T a b l e  1. Relative risks of divorce in first marriage for Swedish women bom in 1944- 
1963 with a gymnasium education, 1968-1991.

Cohort Parity
1944—45 1.000 0 1.000
1946-47 1.005 1 0.442
1948-49 0.999 2 0.229
1950-51 1.063 3+ 0.181
1952-53 1.094
1954-55 1.195
1956-57 1.318 Age at marriage
1958-59 1.373 20-23 1.000
1960-61 1.503 24-28 0.762
1962-63 1.624 29-35+ 0.688
Duration of marriage
Ordinal years Absolute risk per 1,000
of marriage woman-months Premarital birth?
1-2 0.961 no 1.000
3-4 2.945 yes 2.427
5-7 3.721
8-10 3.746 Pregnant at marriage?
11-14 3.611 no 1.000
15-20 3.849 yes 1.470
Educational orientation Relative risks Respondents

2 years 3 years 2 years 3 years
Academic streams

1 general gymnasium 1.000 0.989 19,557 16,654
2 natural science 0.799 3,249

Vocational streams
3 arts 1-362 1.338 993 340
4 driving & riding instructors 1.412 1.516 138 140
5 commerce & administration 0.979 0.926 65,373 22,351
6 technicians 1.352 1.101 10,462 2,617
7 transportation 2.085 1,422
8 postal work 1.003 0.873 3,774 733
9 junior nurse 0.813 1.185 22,604 936

10 nurse’s assistant etc. 1.042 17,225
11 child & youth care 0.782 22,339
12 dental assistant 0.672 5,998
13 medical technician 0.983 13,895
14 social insurance 1.025 3,039
15 agriculture, etc. 1.119 0.911 1,780 497
16 hotel & restaurant etc. 0.990 1.254 14,337 413
17 beauticians etc. 1.135 0.982 488 4,370
Sum 203,424 52,300
Total 255,724
Notes

1. Two-year general gymnasium education. Three-year humanist (liberal-arts) and social-science ed
ucation, economics, etc.

2. Three-year natural-science education.
3. Education for work in the performing, visual, and musical arts.
4. Education for instructors of physical training (two-year course) and of riding (three-year course). 

Both two-year and three-year courses include driving-instructor training.
5. Education for secretaries or clerks, or for sales work, computer operators or accountants.
6. Education for skilled workers or technicians in mechanical, manufacturing and forest industries, 

etc.; also includes laboratory assistants.
7. Education for work in communication and transportation.
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8. Education for work in the post office.
9. Education for lower-grade nurses.

10. Education for hospital and social service.
11. Education for care for children and young teenagers.
13. Education for work as assistants in pharmacies and medical laboratories, or other medical services.
14. Education for general social-insurance services.
15. Education for work in agriculture, horticulture, forestry or fishing.
16. Education for household maintenance, food preparation and restaurant and hotel service and man

agement.
17. Education for hairdressers or beauticians, or for clothes maintenance.

nancy and births, and leave the effects of marital duration, cohort and educational ori
entation to later sections.

Divorce risks decline as age at marriage increases. This has been shown before 
for Swedish women by Hoem and Hoem (1992) and Andersson (1994). We also see 
that women who married at ages 24-28 and ages 29-35 have 24% and 32% lower di
vorce risks, respectively, than those who married at ages 20-23. Three explanations 
of the consistent effect of youthful marriage have been suggested in previous studies. 
One explanation holds that people who marry at an early age are still seeking inde
pendence from the family of orientation. This results in subsequent changes in young- 
adult role perceptions. Both independence seeking and role changing and their inter
action affect the stability of young marriages (Bumpass and Sweet 1972). In contrast. 
Maneker and Rankin (1985) argue that youthful marriages may have a higher divorce 
rate not because they have lower marital satisfaction than later marriages, but because 
they may have more alternatives to the existing marriage and fewer barriers to im
pede divorce. Becker (1981) assigns this to imperfect information and uncertainties in 
the marriage market; that is, young people cannot get complete information about their 
partners’ traits and potential earning power and other characteristics that may influence 
the satisfaction of marriage. Later marriage may imply a longer search period and better 
information accumulation, which raises marital stability by improving the quality of 
marital choices. All in all. people who marry young may get less benefit from the cur
rent marriage, suffer smaller costs of divorce and have more alternatives outside the 
marriage,and, hence face a higher divorce risk.

Generally, children are found to be associated with a lower risk of divorce. In terms 
of economic theory, children are a kind of marriage-specific capital. The accumula
tion of such capital increases the costs of separation. Sharing collective goods of a 
marriage such as children may also increase the gains or happiness from marriage. On 
the other hand, childbearing itself may imply a more stable marriage since a couple 
with a higher expected probability of divorce may reduce their investment in marriage- 
specific capital, such as children, and hence raise the risk of divorce (Becker 1981; 
Weiss, 1993). In this analysis, the inverse relationship between parity and the risk of 
divorce also strictly holds. The effect of having the first child reduces the divorce prob
ability to virtually half. Further children have similar but diminishing effects.

Premarital childbearing and premarital pregnancy are common in Sweden nowa
days, mainly because very few marry without cohabiting first. Such behavior is found 
to be a strong predictor of first-marriage disruption in all studies o f divorce in Swe
den (Hoem 1989; Hoem and Hoem 1992; Hoem 1995b; Andersson 1994), as it is also 
in the current study. Women who have premarital births have a remarkably higher risk 
of divorce (143%) than those who do not have any. Pregnancy at marriage also raises 
the risk of divorce by 47%. These phenomena may be attributed to two common rea
sons. First, an unplanned premarital pregnancy or birth may force a couple to marry, 
even if they are not well matched. Secondly, a woman with a premarital child may be 
in an unfavorable position in the marriage market if she wants or needs to search for a
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new partner. Her lowered attraction is directly associated with lower perceived rewards 
from the marriage and thereby a higher probability of marriage dissolution. We also 
note that a premarital birth has a much stronger effect on divorce than pregnancy at 
marriage. This is most probably attributed to whether the child is born in the union, a 
factor that has also been found to influence the risk of divorce (Hoem and Hoem 1992; 
Bracher et al. 1993). A marriage formed because of pregnancy means a continuation 
of the same union while woman with a premarital child may marry a man who is not 
the child’ s father. Even if it is the same man, the fact that they did not marry before 
the birth of the child may indicate an unstable relation between the spouses.

The effect o f marriage duration

Duration itself is an important factor affecting the risk of divorce. The divorce risk 
may decline with the increase of marital duration due to “growing acceptance” , that 
is, couples become increasingly tolerant of each other’ s faults (Trussell et al. 1992). 
With Becker’ s theory, the longer the marital duration, the greater the accumulated mar
riage-specific capital, the higher the cost of divorce, and hence the lower probability 
of marriage disruption. There also exists another possibility that the divorce risk rises 
with the increase of marriage duration because of “accumulated irritation” (Trussell 
et al. 1992). However, previous Swedish studies support the hypothesis that divorce 
risks decline with increasing duration of marriage after some years of marriage (Hoem 
1995a,b; Andersson 1994).

The life-cycle perspective posits that the effects o f causal factors vary with mar
riage duration (Maneker and Rankin 1985; South and Spitze 1986; Bracher et al. 1993). 
Divorce may reflect in part the changes in the life cycle. The utility and expectations 
o f marriage may differ at differing stages in the life cycle, and decisions to terminate 
marriage should also vary accordingly. So, the importance of factors that affect the 
instability of marriage may change at different stages of marriage. To get a better grasp 
of possible differentials in the effects of marriage duration across subgroups, I have 
fitted some hazard regression models with interactions between marriage duration and 
other factors separately.

The finding from the multiplicative model is surprising because the risk of divorce 
is nearly constant after the first five years o f marriage (Table 1). Within the first five 
years of marriage, the divorce risk rises rapidly and thereafter remains remarkably stable. 
To probe into this problem, another multiplicative hazard regression model was fit with
out controlling the factor of parity. The divorce risks over duration from the new model 
(not shown here) show a clearly declining trend after the first few years of marriage. 
Therefore the stable characteristic of the overall risk is attributed to a changing com
position o f marriages over parities.

The effects of premarital birth and age at marriage do not vary much with the du
ration of marriage. By contrast, the effects of the number of children exhibit trends 
that are totally different between the lower parities and higher parities (Figure 1). The 
divorce risk for women of parity zero and parity one increases quickly in the first phase 
of marriage and arrives at a peak almost at the same time, although the peak of parity 
zero is twice as high as that of parity one. After that they show a continued decline 
and the divorce risk of parity zero approaches the level o f parity one. On the other 
hand, the divorce risks of parities two and three and more show more stable develop
ment and have slightly increasing trends all the time. This suggests that children slow 
the pace at which dissatisfaction is translated to divorce, particularly at the early stage 
of marriage, but do not prevent divorce entirely. Or, perhaps, those in more stable mar
riages are more likely to have children. Childless marriages that survive a period of
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elimination have much lower divorce risk during the remaining time o f marriage. This 
may be due mainly to a selective process: the unstable childless marriages are more 
likely to dissolve during the first few years of marriage; hence, the more stable mar
riages last longer, providing the basis for selectivity over longer marital duration. It is 
also possible that some couples in durable but childless marriages may adopt one or a 
few children and lower their risk of divorce to that of the corresponding parity. All in 
all, the convergence o f the divorce risks across parity in later years o f marriage indi
cates that the effect of marital-specific capital (children) becomes weaker with mari
tal duration. This result partly supports the expectation that marriage serves different 
purposes at different stages.

The cohort divorce-risk profile

In a classic paper, Ryder (1965) emphasized the role of cohort analysis in the study 
of social change. Because of its unique location in the stream of history, each cohort 
is different from all others in every aspect related to their socialization. The specific 
composition and historical location of birth cohorts are regarded as important varia-

F i g u r e  1. Divorce risk in first marriage by duration, for each parity: Swedish women 
with gymnasium education, 1968-91

Divorce risk per 1,000 person months

Ordinal year of m arriage  
Note: Standardized for cohort, educational orientation, age at marriage, 
premarital birth, and pregnancy at marriage



52

bles in forming values and norms (Van Rijsselt 1989). Changing values, such as in
creasing emphasis on individual fulfilment and decreasing emphasis on obligation to
wards family and children are associated with higher divorce risks (England and Far- 
kas 1986. 60-61). Previous studies from Sweden have found an increasing trend of 
divorce risks over birth cohorts (Hoem and Hoem 1992; Hoem 1995a). But when the 
study is restricted to women with a postgymnasium education, the divorce risk fluctu
ates between cohorts, and for different parities the divorce risks show totally different 
trends by cohorts (Hoem 1995b).

In contrast to the postgymnasium subgroup, the overall trend of divorce risk across 
cohorts for the gymnasium subgroup conforms with the general trends: it remains sta
ble for the cohorts bom in 1944-1949, then increases regularly over subsequent co
horts (Table 1). Decomposing the trend, we find that among the ages at marriage, the 
younger the age, the higher and more quickly the divorce risk rises over cohorts. (De
tails are not shown here.) The risk o f childless women shows a strongly increasing 
trend, while the risk of women with two and more children remains relatively stable 
and even shows a slight decline for the cohorts bom before 1955 (Figure 2). This sug
gests that attitudes and norms concerning obligations to children have not changed dra
matically during recent decades in Sweden for women with a gymnasium education, 
and that marriage cohesion has declined primarily among childless women.

F i g u r e  2. Divorce risk in first marriage by cohort, for each parity; Swedish women 
with gymnasium education, 1968-91

Relative risk

Y ear o f birth
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Now we turn to the main interest of this analysis. 1 will first give a brief descrip
tion of the findings from the hazard regression models. Then two multiple linear re
gression models are used to further elucidate the patterns of divorce risk across the 
group with a gymnasium education.

Findings from the hazard regression models

Besides a multiplicative model in which there are no interactions between the co- 
variates, I have fitted two other models with two-way interactions separately, namely, 
between educational orientation and marriage duration, and between educational ori
entation and birth cohort. (They are not shown in this paper.) The effects of educa
tional orientation on divorce risk do not show any consistent patterns o f change across 
birth cohorts, and the patterns according to marriage duration are consistent with the 
overall trend of divorce risk over duration.

However, the results of the multiplicative model (Table 1) show that, having con
trolled the effects o f birth cohorts, age at marriage, parity, premarital birth and preg
nancy at marriage, divorce risks do vary by educational orientation. The results partly 
support our expectations: women who are educated to work in the arts and for male 
occupations such as transportation (their divorce risk is the highest), or as driving and 
riding instructors or technicians, have higher divorce risks than women who are edu
cated for typically female occupations such as nursing (two-year course), child and 
youth care, social insurance, or as dental assistants (their divorce risk is the lowest), 
and so on. But some counter-examples also exists. For instance, the divorce risk for 
nurses with a three-year course is about 8% higher than that for technicians with a 
three-year course.

Compared with the findings for Swedish women with a postgymnasium education 
(Hoem 1995b, Table 2), the variation of the divorce risk over educational groups for 
women with a gymnasium education is smaller. This weaker effect fits with our ex
pectations and may be explained by a relatively weaker relationship at the gymnasi
um level between educational specialization and subsequent occupation, because women 
with a gymnasium education are often employed in occupations with a lower degree 
o f specialization, thus making it relatively easy for them to move between sectors or 
between occupations.

Despite some features that should work in the opposite direction, the risk of di
vorce for the academic streams seems to be lower in general than for the vocational 
streams. This finding will be further tested in later sections.

The evidence from the multiplicative model is not enough for us to see a system
atic pattern of the distribution o f the risk of divorce across the educational orienta
tions. We also cannot conclude whether the length of the gymnasium education di
rectly affects the risk of divorce because in some groups the divorce risk rises with 
the years of education, while in some other groups it decreases.

Four indices

To get a better description of the patterns of divorce risk across educational groups, 
four indices are introduced as a basis for multiple linear regression: (1) the percent
ages of females in each educational group; (2) the percent employed among women 
who graduated from the educational group; (3) the academic or vocational stream of 
gymnasium education; and (4)the length o f gymnasium education. The last two are

The impact of educational orientation
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T a b l e  2. Relative divorce risk in first marriage for Swedish women with a gymna
sium education by educational group. Corresponding percentage of females 
and percentage of women employed for each educational group. Also two 
dummy variables of the stream and the length of each educational group.

Educational Relative Percent Percent Stream** Length
groups* risks** employed* female*
Academic streams
natural science (3 years) 0.799 71.3 44.4 1 1
general gym. (3 years) 0.989 76.2 68.9 1 1
general gym. (2 years) 1.000 85.0 77.9 1 0
Vocational streams
Two years
technicians 1.352 84.8 8.6 0 0
agriculture, etc. 1.119 84.0 19.1 0 0
transportation 2.085 74.5 23.7 0 0
riding & driving instr. 1.412 82.1 43.7 0 0
arts 1.362 75.9 59.9 0 0
postal worker 1.003 89.9 65.6 0 0
commerce & admin. 0.979 89.4 75.5 0 0
beauticians etc. 1.135 81.3 79.4 0 0
medical technician 0.983 91.2 83.4 0 0
hotel & restaur, etc. 0.990 86.4 83.5 0 0
junior nurse 0.813 92.8 94.9 0 0
nurse’s assistant 1.042 89.7 95.4 0 0
child & youth care 0.782 92.4 95.7 0 0
social insurance 1.025 89.5 96.7 0 0
dental assistant 0.672 91.4 99.9 0 0
Three years
technicians 1.101 78.1 7.7 0 1
agriculture, etc. 0.911 86.3 25.2 0 1
arts 1.338 77.9 54.9 0 1
riding & driving instr. 1.516 80.7 56.3 0 1
commerce & admin. 0.926 87.5 61.4 0 1
hotel & restaur, etc 1.254 87.2 69.5 0 1
postal worker 0.873 97.4 69.6 0 1
junior nurse 1.185 89.6 82.4 0 1
beauticians etc. 0.982 85.6 91.1 0 1
* Arranged by increasing percentage of females within each of the three streams of education 
** From Table 1.
* Source: Calculated from the Swedish Population and Housing Census of 1990. Folk-och bostads- 

rakningen 1990, Del 6: Inskomst och utbildning, Table 17. SCB.
** The dummy variable of “stream” represents whether it is an academic or vocational education.The 

dummy variable of “length” indicates whether it is a three-year or a two-year gymnasium education.

dichotomies and are coded as in Table 2. For the first two numeric variables, I give 
more detailed explanations just below.

As we have noted earlier in this paper, whether an educational orientation and cor
responding occupation is traditionally female depends on whether it is primarily dom
inated by women. This gender feature of the educational group is supposed to relate 
to the degree of conflict between job and marriage, and thereby to influence the sta
bility of marriage. This relationship is expected to be captured by measuring the rela
tion between the percentage of females and the relative risks of divorce for each of 
the educational orientations.

The conflict between job and marriage is related closely to the extent to which a 
woman is exposed to the pressure of employment, and the latter is in turn related to
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the activity level of labor force participation and to the sector in which she is employed. 
For instance, the pressure of a nontraditional job will disappear if a woman leaves the 
labor force or transfers to a traditional job. An index of “ percentage of women em
ployed” among those who graduated from the same educational group is introduced 
into this analysis in order to catch this feature. This is also done under the assumption 
that those who are trained for a certain occupation should be more likely to be em
ployed initially in that field than those who are not. A positive gradient in divorce 
risks according to this index is expected. This hypothesis is in line with the common
ly found positive relationship between women's labor force participation and their di
vorce risks.

Here we need to say some more about the two numeric variables (percent o f fe
males and percent employed). Both are derived from the 1990 census data. The per
cent of females is actually an average level for all the cohorts studied here. It may be 
overvalued for the old cohorts and undervalued for the younger generations. The per
cent employed, which is recorded just for the year of 1990, may be overestimated for 
the old cohorts. However, what we care about in this study is not the exact level of 
the variables but their general patterns of distribution among the educational groups.

Findings from two multiple linear regression models

I have used the data of Table 2 to run two separate multiple linear regression models 
(i) for all the educational groups with all the four independent variables, and (ii) for 
vocational streams only and without the variable "stream” . The results are presented 
in Table 3.

T a b l e  3. Results of two multiple linear regression models
Model 1* 
Parameters Percent Percent female

Variables
Length Stream Constant

Coefficient
employed
-0.029966 -0.001578 -0.082839 -0.422438 3.829969

Significance 
of T-value 0.0033 0.4175 0.3506 0.01144 0.0000

ModeI 2**
Parameters Percent Percent female Length Constant

Coefficient
employed
-0.035569 -0.001290 -0.037348 4.276603

Significance 
of T-value 0.0007 0.4834 0.6669 0.0000

All the 27 groups of education are included.
** Only the 24 groups of vocational education are included.

The regression that involves all groups shows again that women from academic 
gymnasium streams have significantly lower divorce risks than those from vocational 
streams. This might imply a changing pattern of divorce among women with different 
socioeconomic background since the early 1980s. but such a possibility needs to be 
tested further in a different analysis.

The length of education shows a negative but not significant relation to the risk of 
divorce in both of the two models. It seems that the length of education is not suffi- 
C1ently important to significantly influence the risk o f divorce. This may be because a
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single year’ s difference in educational attainment is too small to have any important 
effect on the divorce risk.

The coefficient of the percentage of females in each educational group has a neg
ative sign, but it is not statistically significant in either of the models. Perhaps this is 
because the supposed gender features of educational orientation and corresponding oc
cupation cannot be represented by a single indicator (percentage of females in each 
educational group in 1990), for their linkage may not be as strong as we have assumed. 
However, if we compare typically male occupations (percentage o f females lower than 
50%) with typically female occupations (percentage of females higher than 80%), the 
divorce risks are much higher for women educated for typically male occupations (the 
relative divorce risks are from 1.101 to 2.085 except for the 3-year agricultural course) 
than women educated for typically female occupations (the relative divorce risks are 
from 0.672 to 1.042 except for the 3-year nurse’ s training). So what makes the pattern 
complex are the “neutral” occupations. In these groups, for most o f the occupations, 
different statuses of the same occupation may have different gender features. For ex
ample, in hotel and restaurant work, the job of a kitchen worker may be dominated by 
men while other services are done mainly by women. So the vague effect of the gen
der features o f vocational educational groups may also result from an inexplicit gen
der orientation in these occupations as a whole.

To our surprise, we find a significantly negative relationship between the divorce 
risk and the percentage of women employed in each educational group, both when ac
ademic streams are included and when they are not. This is in contrast to a common 
hypothesis, which suggests a positive relationship between divorce and women’ s la
bor force participation. I can think of three possible explanations o f this negative re
lationship. First, women who are not employed may have more problems than others 
with their mental or physical health. Being a housewife in a society where most wom
en have a job may lead to loneliness and depression, and may make the woman feel 
that she can achieve greater control over her life if she divorces (Levinger 1979,57). 
Alternatively, primary personal problems may lead individuals to be out of the labor 
market and also to be more divorce-prone. Second, employed women may get a wider 
and wiser perspective on things than housewives do. They may also be more positive 
toward life as well as toward marriage. Third, because the Swedish public-policy sys
tem encourages married women to pursue gainful employment, and since Sweden com
bines a high rate of female labor force participation with a relatively high fertility (Sund
ström, 1992), the conflict between the roles of worker, on the one hand, and wife and 
mother, on the other hand, may be less for Swedish women than for other women. As 
a consequence, the effects found in other populations may be weaker in Sweden.

Another likely possibility also exists, namely that our result does not contradict 
the common findings based on the data at the individual level where a woman’ s labor 
force participation makes her more likely to divorce. The negative relationship we find 
here is at the aggregate level and refers to the average divorce risk and average em
ployment level of each educational group. This means that it depends both on the in
dividual relation between employment and divorce risk, and on the distribution of in
dividuals within each educational group. We cannot simply transfer the relation we 
find at the aggregate level in support of a hypothesis that the same relation holds for 
the individuals. To do so would be to commit an “ecological fallacy” .

Even if a positive relation between female labor force participation and divorce 
risk holds at the individual level, the negative relation we find at the aggregate level 
may still be reasonable. The positive relation at the individual level results mainly from 
conflicts between job and marriage. These depend both on labor force participation 
itself, and also on the sector of employment or on occupation. Women who are em
ployed initially in nontraditionally female occupations are more likely to suffer con
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flicts between job and marriage. For these women, there are several alternatives: (1) 
stick to the current job but suffer a higher risk of divorce; (2) withdraw from the labor 
force to avoid divorce; (3) transfer to a traditionally female job in order to reduce the 
conflict. It is not possible for everybody to successfully carry out the last option, how
ever, because changing jobs is not costless and those who are not originally trained 
for traditionally female jobs will be at a disadvantage in that section of the labor mar
ket. Some women who fail to transfer to new jobs have to withdraw from the labor 
force if they want to protect their marriage. Therefore, women who are educated for 
nontraditionally female occupations may be more likely to withdraw from labor force 
and are also more likely to suffer a higher risk of divorce. This is consistent with the 
negative relation observed between the percent employed and the divorce risk.

Conclusions and discussion

The general patterns of first-marriage divorce risks for Swedish women with a gym
nasium education are consistent with previous studies: divorce risks decrease strongly 
with an increasing age at marriage and with increasing parity, and those who have pre
marital children or are pregnant at marriage have higher divorce risks than those who 
do not. The divorce risk increased over the cohorts bom during 1948-1963.

Having children strongly stabilizes marriage for women with a gymnasium educa
tion, but its effect becomes weaker as marriage duration increases. Norms concerning 
obligations to children have not changed dramatically during the decades under study, 
and marriage cohesion has declined primarily among the childless.

An important finding is that divorce risks vary by educational orientation, although 
not as much as what has been found for Swedish women with a postgymnasium edu
cation. There is no systematic pattern according to the length of the gymnasium edu
cation, but women who graduated from an academic stream seem to have lower di
vorce risk than women graduated from vocational streams.

A surprising finding is that women who have graduated from the gymnasium in a 
field with a relatively high female labor force participation are less likely to divorce 
than women graduated from the gymnasium with a relatively low level o f labor force 
participation. This may not contradict the common hypothesis based on individual in
formation that women’ s employment leads to a higher risk o f divorce, but may reflect 
some effect on the divorce risk of the orientations o f education and o f the correspond
ing occupations.

We cannot find a significantly negative relationship between the percentage of fe
males in each of the educational groups and the risk of divorce. However, there is ev
idence of some effects of the gender features of an educational group: for women ed
ucated for nontraditionally female occupations, the divorce risk is clearly higher than 
for women educated for traditionally female occupations. So we have reason to argue 
that, to some extent, a woman’ s choice of educational orientation may act as a visible 
influence on her risk of divorce. Women with stronger gender-equality norms are more 
likely to seek to be educated for occupations that are not traditional for women. But 
women in nontraditional jobs are also more likely to suffer conflicts between job and 
marriage. So they are more likely to be in a dilemma: to avoid divorce they may have 
to leave the labor force or move to a traditional job. Both leaving the labor force and 
changing occupations are costly and imply some kind of sacrifice for the woman. 
Whether the result o f the cost-benefit rationality is to sacrifice her career for the mar- 
r|age or the opposite ultimately depends partly on whether she is more family orient
ed or more career oriented. Thus the negative relationship between the divorce risk 
and the percent employed in each educational group may reflect the effect o f gender
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features of educational orientation on divorce risk more than the effect of employment. 
Even if it is the characteristics of the occupation that influence the risk of divorce, 
this process may start earlier -  it may start already at the time when a woman elects 
to be educated towards certain occupations.

The conclusion of this paper is suggestive rather than definitive. The difficulty in 
investigating the relationship between women’ s educational orientation and divorce 
risk results from the intermediate role of occupational experience. Due to limited in
formation in our data, we can only suggest that there seems to exist a relationship be
tween educational specialization and divorce risk for Swedish women with a gymna
sium education. This needs to be further tested by using additional information about 
the employment experiences of women after completion of gymnasium education.
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