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Abstract

Objective: This study investigated the association between
individuals’ economic situation and divorce among the
population aged 60+ in Sweden, with a focus on the role
of gender and potential changes across cohorts.
Background: Previous research on divorce has mainly con-
sidered individuals of working age or all ages combined,
although late-life divorce is increasing in several Western
countries. Economic considerations regarding divorce may
differ for older members of the population, who often have
a more restricted economic situation and fewer possibilities
to respond to the consequences of a dissolution.

Method: Using Swedish population registers, this study
investigated late-life divorce among cohorts born 1930-
1956. Discrete-time event-history analysis was employed
to study the relationship between income (recent and accu-
mulated individual income, and spouses combined income
levels) and divorce across gender and cohorts.

Results: For women, the results showed a shifting pattern
from a positive to a slightly negative gradient of the two
individual income measures for divorce. Men had an
increasingly negative income gradient in divorce across
cohorts. The results for combined income levels for cou-
ples corroborate these patterns. Late-life divorce has
become increasingly linked to low income over cohorts.
Conclusion: The novel findings for older individuals mirror
previous findings on trends in the general population,
although those studies used other socioeconomic measures.
As the association between income and divorce becomes
increasingly negative among older women and men, and
as the divorce rate increases, there is a growing need to
understand different aspects of couple dynamics in
later life.
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INTRODUCTION

Over time, the increase in divorce has been particularly evident, although thus far understudied,
for older members of the population. The links between individuals’ socioeconomic situation,
gender, and divorce are well established in the North American and European literature, but
these associations have changed over time (Harkonen, 2017; Héarkonen & Dronkers, 2006;
Hogendoorn & van den Berg, 2024; Sandstrom et al., 2014). In this study, we examine the rela-
tionship between economic resources and divorce across genders and cohorts among people
aged 60 and older.

In the past, women with higher socioeconomic status were most likely to divorce, perhaps
because they had more resources to rely on after divorce. Since the 1990s, there has been a shift
such that (working-age) women from lower socioeconomic strata have the highest likelihood of
divorce (Harkonen & Dronkers, 2006; Hoem, 1997; Sandstrom et al., 2014). In the Western
context, men and women have experienced similar changes over time. However, this shift
started earlier for men, and for many decades, higher socioeconomic status among men has
been a stabilizer of marriages (Jalovaara, 2001, 2003, 2013). The pattern for women has thus
become increasingly similar to the pattern for men. In earlier studies, socioeconomic status was
predominantly measured by partners’ educational level or sometimes occupation, but many of
the mechanisms discussed related to the economic situation. Overall, little is known about the
role of partners’ actual economic situation in relation to the risk of divorce, especially over the
last 20 years. Conclusions from studies on education or occupation may not necessarily corre-
spond completely with the role of economic resources in divorce. The ability of socioeconomic
factors such as education or occupation to serve as a proxy for economic situation most likely
differs across gender and over time due to structural labor market changes, educational expan-
sion, and changing gender roles.

Previous research on divorce has focused mainly on individuals of working age, whereas the
older population has largely been ignored (Harkonen, 2017). The few previous studies on late-
life divorce, which have mainly been conducted in the United States, have recognized that eco-
nomic resources, such as couples’ economic assets and home ownership, are negatively related
to divorce in later life (Brown et al., 2021; Lin et al., 2018). It seems that income may have
gained importance between the first and second decades of the 2000s, and mid-income couples
currently have the highest risks of divorce (Brown & Lin, 2012; Brown & Lin, 2022). With
respect to the economic consequences of divorce, both men and women experience declines in
their standard of living after divorce, but this decline is more severe for women (Lin &
Brown, 2020). Both the role of economic resources in the risk of divorce and the economic con-
sequences of divorce for men and women may differ substantially by context. To date, the asso-
ciation between individual income and divorce for older couples has not been investigated in
the European context.

An important reason to focus on divorce in later life is that older individuals’ economic situ-
ation changes when they retire or near retirement. Compared with their younger counterparts,
older adults are often in a different and more constrained economic situation (Jansson, 2020),
although they usually do not have children that they must provide for financially. Another rea-
son for focusing on economic resources rather than other socioeconomic measures among older
couples is that in early or mid-working life, education and occupation are forms of capital that
can be transformed into income (Dahl et al., 2020; Golsteyn & Stenberg, 2017), whereas older
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couples have most or all of their working life behind them, and their economic situation is
established (Brydsten et al., 2025; Schmauk & Kridahl, 2024). A divorce in later life may thus
lead to greater economic consequences because of fewer possibilities to respond to the economic
situation at hand (Stenstrém et al., 2023). At the same time, the majority of older adults in
Sweden receive, at least, a minimum pension, whereas the younger population is at risk of being
unemployed, on sick leave, or facing other work disruptions that may negatively influence the
current and future economic situation (Hagen, 2017).

This study aims to investigate whether the association between economic situation (current
and accumulated income) and divorce is positive or negative among the population aged 60+
in Sweden. The primary focus is the role of gender and potential changes across cohorts. We
use Swedish population register data for cohorts born between 1930 and 1956. The major
strengths of this study are the large study population and the use of fine-grained measures to
observe where in the income distribution there may be a higher or lower risk of divorce and
how this pattern may have shifted across cohorts.

During the last 20-30 years, several European countries, including Sweden, have witnessed
an increasing proportion of older individuals who divorce (Brown & Lin, 2012; Brown &
Wright, 2019; Franklin & Creighton, 2014; Kennedy & Ruggles, 2014; Solaz, 2021; Tosi & van
den Broek, 2020; Wu & Penning, 1997). In Sweden, divorce at age 60+ has gradually increased
from 1.4 out of 1000 marriages ending in divorce in 2000 up to 2.6 out of 1000 marriages in
2020 (Statistics Sweden, 2025: own calculations). At the same time, the share who were married
at age 60 decreased across cohorts born 1930-1956, for women from 67.7% to 54.9% on behalf
of an increasing share of divorced (14.3%-22.1%) and never married (6.3%-19.0%) at age,
although widowhood also decreased (11.7%-4.0%). Men had similar developments over these
cohorts (Statistics Sweden, 2025: own calculations). Those categorized as divorced or never
married may be in a non-marital cohabiting union or live alone. Marriages may be first or
higher-order marriages, although many who have experienced marital dissolution opt for
cohabitation rather than remarrying (Bildtgard & Oberg, 2017). However, explanations for the
increase in late-life divorce are lacking. A key contribution of this study is that it examines
the development of new demographic behavior among older individuals in a country with early
growth of female labor force participation and economic independence among women.

Our findings yield new insights into central aspects of couple stability and living standards
by linking late-life divorce to partners’ economic situation. Although we study women and men
aged 60 and older, our findings and conclusions may contribute to research on socioeconomic
status and divorce overall. The focus on gender and change across cohorts may be especially
informative for understanding the drivers of divorce trends, particularly the increasing divorce
rates in the older segment of the population in North America and Europe. Studying individ-
uals aged 60 and older provides a focus on an often overlooked but growing and potentially
vulnerable demographic group. Determining which economic strata are most prone to divorce
also has implications for potential economic vulnerabilities after divorce.

A BRIEF REVIEW OF THE SOCIO-ECONOMIC CIRCUMSTANCES OF
THE STUDIED COHORTS (1930-1956)

During the lifetimes of women and men born in the decades before and after World War II,
many high-income countries have undergone major societal changes. This is particularly true
for Sweden and the cohorts studied here, where the general expansion of higher education dur-
ing the second half of the 1900s was combined with the implementation of family-friendly poli-
cies that were particularly beneficial for women’s labor force attachment. Some examples are
individual taxation (introduced in 1971), the right to gender neutral income-replacement paren-
tal leave (from 1974), and the expansion of subsidized public childcare during the 1970s—-1990s.
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These policies gradually transformed society from a male-breadwinner to a dual-earner society
(Laun & Palme, 2017). Concurrently, gender-equal attitudes became particularly widespread
(Grunow et al., 2018). The central role of husbands’ income for the family weakened and men’s
involvement in childcare and household work increased as part of the so-called gender revolu-
tion, although at a slower pace (Goldscheider et al., 2015). Consequently, the composition of
couples has changed as the number of traditional couples has decreased over time (Stanfors &
Goldscheider, 2017). The share of mothers (with children aged 0-16), who were in the labor
force, increased from under half in the 1960s (primarily cohorts born in the 1930s and early
1940s) to almost 90% in the 1980s (roughly cohorts born in the late 1940s and the 1950s)
(Stanfors & Goldscheider, 2017).

This study focuses on divorce at age 60 and older, a life stage when most individuals are
dependent on their pension. In 2000, Sweden launched a new pension system; thus, the cohorts
in this study receive pension from two systems. Both systems are individual-based. In the previ-
ous system, the benefit was calculated on the 15 years with the highest earnings, and in the cur-
rent system, the benefit is based on work history over the entire life course, including periods of
exits (Hagen, 2017). Cohorts born in 1938 were the first to receive pension also from the new
system, and those born in 1954 and later only receive from the new system (ibid). Thus, over
the cohorts we study, it has become increasingly important to have many active years on the
labor market for receiving an adequate pension, and those who have not accumulated sufficient
pension entitlements (due to low or no income during their working years) can receive a guaran-
tee pension. The latter is a tax-funded safety net to ensure that all retirees receive a minimum
income which helps secure a basic standard of living in retirement. Cohorts who retire before
the launching of the new system in 2000s had a mandatory retirement age of 65, with some
options for early retirement. For the latter-born cohorts, the minimum age for receiving an
income-based pension was 61 during the period 2000-2019 and increased continuously thereaf-
ter (e.g., age 62 in 2020) (ibid). The average retirement age has increased over time from 63 for
cohorts born in the mid-1930s to close to 65 for those born in 1956 (Laun & Palme, 2017; Swed-
ish Pension Agency, 2023). There are a few welfare benefits that older adults can receive to
cover difficult economic situations that are sometimes caused by divorce. In particular, the
housing supplement is a tax-free supplement for retirees with low pensions and is estimated at
the household level.

Although women in Sweden have historically high labor force participation and relatively
high economic independence, the economic situations of older women and men today differ
greatly (Stahlberg, 1985; Wetterberg, 2013). Among women born in 1930, only about a third
were in the labor force at age 30 and almost two-thirds at age 40. In contrast, women born in
1950 had approached the male participation rates (men born in 1930 and 1950), at close to 90%
at ages 30 and 40 (Statistics Sweden, 2011). Annual statistics indicate a large decrease in the
wage gap, which follows women’s increasing labor force participation by cohort (Gustafsson &
Jacobsson, 1985). The wage gap was 17% in 1994, and decrease to 10% in 2023 (Statistics
Sweden, 2024). However, the gender person gap has been stable around 30% over the last
30 years (Statistics Sweden, 2014a). Other gender differences include women’s more frequent
work in part-time positions and low-income occupations as well as longer periods of work dis-
ruptions, often for the purpose of caring for children (Statistics Sweden, 2014b).

THEORIES ON INCOME AND DIVORCE RISKS

In the literature, we identify four central theoretical perspectives that predict whether economic
resources, primarily income, are positive or negative for the likelihood of divorce: the income
effect, economic independence, gender specialization, and doing gender. These perspectives are
predominantly used to explain the risk of divorce and marital stability among couples in general
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or couples in early to mid-adulthood, but we apply them to divorce at age 60 and older. These
theories do not explicitly address developments over time or cohorts; therefore, we propose a
fourth hypothesis regarding change over cohorts based on existing empirical findings and the
backdrop of contextual changes in Sweden at the end of the literature review.

The gender-neutral income effect perspective assumes that for partners who pool their
incomes, their higher income level relieves economic stress and pressure on their marriage and
increases economic wellbeing (Hannan et al., 1978; Ross et al., 1975). Two employed spouses
buffer the household against economic uncertainty, including job loss, sick leave, and financial
strain. The income effect predicts that both wives’ and husbands’ economic resources decrease
the risk of divorce; the higher their income is, the lower the risk (Hannan et al., 1978;
Oppenheimer, 1997). Although we cannot measure income pooling in this study, it is estimated
that approximately half of all older Swedish couples pool their incomes (Kridahl & Duvander,
2022). We postulate the following hypothesis regarding late-life divorce:

Hypothesis 1. The income of both the wife and the husband are negatively associated
with the risk of divorce (i.e., higher income indicates a lower risk of divorce).

The three gendered perspectives of economic independence, gender specialization and doing
gender differ from the income effect perspective, but their predictions are similar to each other.
They are, however, based on somewhat different underlying mechanisms. The main argument
from the economic independence perspective is that with increasing income, a woman has less to
gain from marriage, which increases her willingness and ability to exit marriage (Ross
et al., 1975). When the traditional normative expectations of marital roles are challenged, the
marital power balance may also be altered. As a result, wives may want to renegotiate gender
arrangements, which can increase marital conflict and, consequently, the risk of divorce. This
perspective (and the empirical studies that test it) focuses primarily on wives’ economic situa-
tion. Therefore, we propose the following hypothesis:

Hypothesis 2. The wife’s income is positively associated with the risk of divorce.

The household gender specialization perspective assumes that the mutual dependence of
spouses is a major benefit to being married (i.e., interdependence, joint welfare maximization),
particularly when the division of breadwinning and household work is along gender lines
(Becker, 1973; Becker et al., 1977). In a similar vein, the doing gender perspective explains the
gendered dynamics within couples with the basic idea that spouses are most satisfied when they
follow traditional gender roles where the wife takes care of the household and the husband is
the main breadwinner (West & Zimmerman, 1987). Both perspectives highlight the significance
of gendered income dynamics in predicting marital dissolution. In the gender specialization per-
spective, the wife’s income poses a threat to the benefits of specialization, which in turn predicts
a greater risk of divorce (Becker et al., 1977). According to doing gender, couples who do not
follow traditional gender lines where the husband is the main breadwinner, are the least stable
(West & Zimmerman, 1987). Many empirical studies that apply these two theories focus on the
relative income positions within the couple, for example the share of the income that each
spouse contributes to the household (e.g., Ferrari et al., 2024; Kalmijn et al., 2007). In this
study, we do not investigate relative dynamics of spouses’ incomes on divorce, but the spouses’
absolute income levels, more precisely, the level of their separate incomes. This reflects their
individual purchasing potential outside of their marriage. The theoretical mechanisms of spe-
cialization (in both gender specialization and doing gender) suggest that, for example, couples
in which the wife has high income and the husband low, should be more prone to divorce
because the wife has less to lose by separating from her husband (Becker et al., 1977; Cherlin,
1978) or because they deviate from traditional gender roles (West & Zimmerman, 1987).
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Following these two theoretical arguments, we develop a hypothesis about how the combina-
tion of spouse’s income levels (and not relative differences) may associate with late-life divorce:

Hypothesis 3. The risk of divorce is highest among couples where the wife has high
income and the husband has low, and the risk is lowest among couples where the wife
has low income and the husband has high.

DEVELOPMENT OF DIVORCE RISKS BY ECONOMIC RESOURCES

In contrast to educational level and occupation, the association between partners’ economic
resources and the risk of divorce has been less frequently studied. Moreover, most studies on
partners’ socioeconomic status, including economic resources, and divorce risk either do not
include older couples or do not distinguish them from other age groups (Hirkénen &
Dronkers, 2006; Jalovaara, 2013; Sandstrom & Stanfors, 2023). In addition, most studies on
partners’ economic resources and divorce risks cover only the 1980-2000 period (Liu &
Vikat, 2007; Schwartz & Gonalons-Pons, 2016), in which it is often difficult to disentangle spe-
cific patterns for birth cohorts. Overall, considering that these earlier studies primarily focus on
working-age men and women, they cover roughly the same cohorts that we study (born 1930-
1956), but at an earlier stage in life. Nevertheless, those studies do not differentiate between
cohorts or time periods. Below, we summarize previous empirical findings on how economic
resources relate to the risks of divorce. We conclude with a hypothesis about how the role of
income in late-life divorce may change over birth cohorts and across gender.

The patterns of economic resources and divorce risks for men follow other socioeconomic
status measures, such as (mainly) educational level, employment, and occupation. For women,
however, the patterns are more elusive and do not follow similar trends as other measures of
socioeconomic status (for a review, see Spitze 1988; Sayer & Bianchi 2000; Lyngstad &
Jalovaara 2010; Ozcan & Breen 2012). Still, there is limited research on how the association
between earnings and divorce has developed over time or cohorts. Because we are explicitly
interested in studying these associations across birth cohorts, our review adopts this lens by
explicitly identifying which years or cohorts (when possible) were covered in previous studies.
As mentioned, we argue that changes in women’s and men’s roles over cohorts matter for the
relationships between income, gender, and divorce.

Men’s income was found to decrease the propensity to divorce in the Nordic region during
the 1980-2000 period (Jalovaara, 2001, 2003, 2013) and in the United States during the late
1960s to early 2000s (Burgess et al., 2003; Teachman, 2010). Jalovaara (2001) also reported this
pattern among Finnish couples who had been together for 30-39 years from 1991 to 1993 and
thus were of a similar age range as our study population, but likely belonging to slightly older
cohorts (who married in the 1950s and early 1960s). Other studies have reported a U-shaped
pattern (i.e., highest divorce risk among both the lowest and highest income groups, with the
lowest risk observed in the middle-income groups) for husbands’ income during the late 1990s
and early 2000s (Lyngstad, 2004, for Norway). However, to our knowledge, no study has exam-
ined the link between income and divorce propensity during the first two decades of the 2000s.
Instead, other socioeconomic measures, such as education, employment, and occupation, are
often used to fill this gap (e.g., Sandstrom & Stanfors, 2023). Overall, previous research pro-
vides support for the theoretical perspectives that suggest that men’s income stabilizes marriage:
the perspectives of economic independence, gender specialization, and doing gender.

For women, American studies covering the period of 1968-1983 have found that wives’
income decreased the propensity of divorce (Greenstein, 1990), supporting the income hypothe-
sis. For a concurrent period (1968-1985), some studies have, however, reported a U-shaped
association (i.e., divorce risk peaks at income extremes and is lowest in the middle) between
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wives’ income and divorce in the United States (Ono, 1998), whereas other studies focusing on
the same period, especially studies from the US, reported that the higher the wives’ income was,
the greater the likelihood of divorce (Burgess et al., 2003; South, 2001). Similarly, in studies of
the 1980-2000 period, wives’ income was positively related to the risk of divorce in Norway
and Finland (Jalovaara, 2001, 2003, 2013; Lyngstad, 2004), West Germany, and the
United States (Cooke, 2006; Teachman, 2010). In a cross-European study with 29 countries,
women’s income was positively related to dissolution over the 2004-2014 when estimated as a
continuous measure (Gonalons-Pons & Gangl, 2021). Although findings from the earliest
period (late 1960s to early 1980s) are quite mixed, most studies on women’s income seem to
support gendered perspectives, particularly the economic independence perspective and perhaps
the gender specialization or doing gender perspective (Ferrari et al., 2024; Gonalons-Pons &
Gangl, 2021; Jalovaara, 2001, 2003, 2013; Lyngstad, 2004). Similar to research on men, little
research has been conducted on women in this area over the last 20 years.

In contrast, studies that consider the wife’s education or occupation have generally shown a
shift from a positive to a negative gradient in divorce in recent decades (e.g., Hiarkonen &
Dronkers, 2006). In Sweden, working-age women with lower education and occupational status
had the highest likelihood of divorce from the 1990s to early 2000s (Hoem, 1997; Sandstrom
et al., 2014). In this study, which focuses on cohorts born between 1930 and 1956 and divorce
risk between 1990 and 2018, we assume that the association between income and late-life
divorce has evolved in a similar manner.

The exact timing of when the role of economic resources in divorce shifted for women likely
depends on whether the period or the cohort drives the change. In this study, we assume that
the cohort plays a greater role than the period in shaping the lives of these women. In line with
life course theory perspectives (Elder et al., 2015), we assume that the changes over time are
driven by cohorts due to socialization into certain gender roles regarding the division of labor
and views on marriage and divorce during adolescence and early adulthood that shape their
work and family life. In addition, the policy changes and related societal developments shaped
the landscape in which different cohorts entered adulthood. Specifically, we cover the cohorts
who became adults before, during, and after the substantial growth of women’s participation in
education and the labor force as well as the growing social acceptance of divorce. Women born
in the 1930s entered adulthood in a male breadwinner society, whereas women born in the
1950s came of age during a period of changing gender roles, with larger female economic inde-
pendence and newly increasing divorce trends. Thus, we expect to see a gradual shift across our
cohorts of women, from a positive to a negative role of income on divorce risks.

Given what we know about actual income and late-life divorce from the United States,
among older couples who divorce during the first 20 years of the 2000s, high couple income
became increasingly linked to the lowest levels of divorce (Brown & Lin, 2012; Brown &
Lin, 2022), although the combined roles of women’s and men’s income are unclear. There are
few (quite mixed) findings on the likelihood of divorce by education level for older couples in
the United States, Canada, and Europe, including Sweden (Alderotti et al., 2022; Brown &
Lin, 2012; Kridahl et al.,, 2024; Lin et al., 2018; Wilson & Waddoups, 2002; Wu &
Penning, 1997, 2018). Most of these studies do not examine potential cohort effects or changes
over time. Based on current knowledge about actual income and late-life divorce and the Swed-
ish context, particularly in Sweden, we propose our fourth hypothesis about development across
birth cohorts:

Hypothesis H4. Husbands’ income is negatively associated with the risk of divorce for
all cohorts, and wives’ income shifts from being positively to negatively associated with
the risk of divorce across the cohorts studied.
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Data and population

The study is based on Swedish population registers, with prospective data, and includes the
entire population of women and men who were born from 1930 to 1956, who were married or
remarried (in different-sex marriages) at the time they turned 59 years of age and who resided
in Sweden. Of the total population of our cohorts, we excluded 18% women and 15% men who
were either divorced or widow/widower at age 59 in our cohorts. This age restriction implies
that there is a selection on survival until age 60, which we discuss in the study’ limitations. Indi-
viduals are followed until a divorce, death of one of the spouses, emigration, or December
2018, whichever comes first. Our study population comprises 46% women (in total 13,024,564
person years). We have multiple motivations to study divorce from age 60. When data on full
populations are available, it is possible to more freely choose the age groups and life stages to
study on the basis of demographic actualities, whereas studies based on survey data may need
to include younger ages to obtain a sufficiently large study sample. Individuals aged 60 and
older are nearing retirement or have retired and are in a less economically advantaged period of
life. At younger ages, such as 50-59 years, individuals often still have responsibility for family
and children, and most of them are still part of the labor force (Statistics Sweden, 2020). In our
analysis, the index spouses are aged 60 years or older, but their spouses can be younger. If the
analyses were restricted to couples in which both spouses were at least 60 years of age, they
would be less representative of actual late-life divorce, especially for men, who more often have
younger wives (Kridahl & Kolk, 2018).

Outcome variables

The dependent variable is divorce occurring in the period 1990-2018. We do not study cohabi-
tation or dissolution of such unions. For years before 2011, it was not possible to identify
coresident couples in the Swedish registers unless the spouses were married or had children
together. Although cohabitation is widespread among young and middle-aged individuals in
Sweden, it is less common at older ages. Unfortunately, data on the exact prevalence at older
ages 1s scarce, especially for older cohorts. However, among women at age 60 who were born in
19511956, the share of coresident women who were married decreased from 82.2% to 79.5%.
Similarly, for women at age 65 who were born in 1946-1956, the share of coresident women
who were married decreased from 85.6% to 80.7% (Statistics Sweden, 2025: own calculations).

Independent variables

We use three key independent variables to measure earnings: (1) recent disposable income,
(2) accumulated disposable income, and (3) a combination of the woman’s and the man’s recent
income levels. Disposable income includes essentially all income, such as income from work,
social benefits, allowances, and capital gains, with taxes and similar deductions. For the pur-
poses of this study, we use individual personal disposable income and not a measure based on
the household level (similar approach as others, e.g., Jansson, 2020). For the few allowances
that are paid to the household, the individual’s own share is included in the measure of individ-
ual disposable income. All earnings are adjusted by the consumer price index with an index year
of 2010. Important to note is that taxes are paid at the individual level in Sweden since 1971
when the country ended joint income taxation of married couples.
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Recent disposable income is divided into deciles based on the distribution in 2010 of all
women and men in Sweden aged 60-80 years and thus also among individuals who are not part
of our study population. The cutoff points between the deciles are adjusted according to
changes in the consumer price index for the other years. The rationale for this approach is that
we can make comparisons over birth cohorts as well as between women and men on the basis
of the same objective and absolute measure of income. The categories thus vary in size across
cohorts and gender (see Table 1 in the Appendix), for example, with smaller shares of women in
the older cohorts belonging to the high deciles due to their weaker labor-force participation and
lower paid occupations. If instead calculating deciles for each cohort, it would obscure such
developments across cohorts in absolute income levels and would only be able to reveal differ-
ences within cohorts. Because the income measure also covers capital gains (including property
sales), we attempt to reduce the risk of measuring income in a year when a property sale may
have occurred, for example, in relation to a divorce. Therefore, we use the income decile at year
t-1 or t-2, whichever is lowest.

Accumulated disposable income is summarized between the ages of 40-56 and partly serves
as a proxy for wealth, which is important for the economic and living conditions of retired peo-
ple. This means that we have information about disposable income from 1970 to 1986 for the
oldest cohort (born 1930) to 1996-2012 for the youngest cohort (born 1956). Wealth is not
available as a direct measure in the data for the years we study. Age 40 is used as the starting
point because labor-market attachment is less universal and more unstable before that age due
to, for example, education and caring for children. The end point is age 56 to avoid overlap
with the recent income measure.

We include both recent and accumulated income as they complement each other and both
may play a role for the economic possibilities of divorcing. In addition, divorce is a process,
and it is possible that the couple has already separated a year or more before the finalized
divorce, which would mean that the economic situation a year or two before the divorce actu-
ally captures the economic situation after the separation of the couple. The measure of accumu-
lated income, during ages 40-56, avoids the potential endogeneity issue of recent income for the
divorce process.

For the combination of women’s and men’s recent income levels, we combine the deciles for
income at year #-1 into three groups for women and men, as well as their spouse. Deciles 1-3
are defined as “low income” deciles 4-6 as “middle income” and deciles 7-10 as “high income.”
When matching our index person’s income level with the one of their spouses, produces a
gender-specific variable with nine different combinations of income: she low-he low, she low-he
middle, she low-he high, she middle-he low, and so forth. This variable is the index person’s
economic situation in relation to the spouse.

Because this study primarily investigates differences across cohorts, we interact our income
measures with cohorts in the analyses. Cohorts are categorized into five-year intervals: 1930-
1934, 1935-1939, 1940-1944, 1945-1949, and 1950-1956. We assume that within a five-year
span, individuals are part of birth cohorts’ with similar life course experiences. Because the reg-
isters cover 2018 at the latest, divorce among the youngest cohorts born in 1956 can be followed
only up to age 62.

The models include a set of adjusted variables that are often important for the stability and
quality of unions in Sweden and other Western countries: Age, Couple’s age composition, Mari-
tal duration, Spouse’s recent income, Couple’s educational composition, Family complexity, Cou-
ple’s country of birth composition, and Workinglretirement status of both spouses (Alderotti
et al., 2022; Brown & Lin, 2012; Crowley, 2019; Karraker & Latham, 2015; Kridahl
et al., 2024; Lin et al., 2018; MacDonald & DeMaris, 1995; Wu & Penning, 1997). Most of
these variables are self-explained; however, Family complexity refers to different ties to the chil-
dren of the couple, including stepties: the couple’s joint children and/or children to whom only
one of the spouses is a parent. Family constellations have become increasingly complex over
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cohorts, and such complexity is associated with divorce risks among older couples (Kridahl
et al., 2024). The categorizations and descriptive statistics of the adjusting variables are pres-
ented in Table 1.

As expected, we can conclude from Table 1 that men have higher income than women,
whether measured as recent or accumulated income, and this is reflected in both individual and
couples’ combination of income levels. Table 1 in the Appendix shows how income levels have
increased over cohorts, but especially so for women, where, for example, very few among the
oldest cohorts had high-income levels.

Overall in Table 1, any differences in the distribution between the situation at age 59 (the
year before entering the observation window) compared to at a potential divorce are probably
driven by differential divorce patterns across subgroups or the fact that divorces occur at higher
ages than 59. We do not discuss this further here, but refer to the regression results in the results
section and the appendix. Moreover, there is a substantial share belonging to each cohort,
although a somewhat larger share to the two youngest. This primarily reflects the fact that more
children were born in the late 1940s and early 1950s and that the youngest category covers
seven birth-years instead of five. The reason for the underrepresentation of divorces in the
1950s cohort is probably that we follow them for fewer years (see discussion in the results sec-
tion). Divorce primarily occurs when the spouses are in their 60s, but a non-negligible part also
occurs at older ages. In most of the couples, the man is more than 3 years older than his spouse,
or there is a very small age difference. Most of the couples have been married for at least
20 years and have joint children, although a substantial share also has stepchildren. In a large
part of the couples, both spouses are born in Sweden, but homogamy in terms of education is
lower, as in a majority of the couples one spouse has tertiary education but not their spouse. It
is most common that both spouses are still working around the time of entering the study, and
this is particularly the case for the male subpopulation because they often have a younger
spouse, whereas women often have an older spouse. At the time of divorce, at least one of the
spouses is usually retired.

Analytical strategy

Our analytical strategy includes a set of discrete-time event-history analyses, specifically com-
plementary log-log models. We analyze women and men separately in three models where we
test our hypotheses and detect patterns across levels of income, gender, and cohorts. Each
model includes one of the three income measures interacted with the cohort. In all models, we
include all the adjusted variables. In our findings, we do not present tests of statistical signifi-
cance because we use a full study population and not a sample. Additionally, we conduct multi-
ple sensitivity analyses, which we discuss at the end of the results section.

RESULTS FROM EVENT-HISTORY ANALYSIS

In the first part of the results, we addressed Hypotheses 1, 2, and 4. To reiterate, Hypothesis
1 predicted that the higher the income among both women and men, the lower the risk of
divorce. Conversely, Hypothesis 2 suggested that the higher the income for women, the higher
the risk of divorce. Hypothesis 4 introduced a temporal dimension, proposing that men’s
income was consistently negatively related with divorce risk across all cohorts, while the rela-
tionship between women’s income and divorce risk shifted from positive to negative across the
studied cohorts. Figure 1 showed the risk of divorce across recent (individual) disposable income
in deciles interacted with cohort. The figure was based on two multivariate complementary log—
log models for women and men. Figure 2 in the Appendix displayed an identical setup of
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TABLE 1 Descriptive statistics (%) of the independent variables in the study for women and men, measured at age
59 and at the time of the divorce (for those who divorce after age 59).

Women Men
Variable AtageS59  Atdivorce AtageS59  Atdivorce
Recent income First decile 17 20 7 13
Second decile 10 13 3 7
Third decile 8 10 3
Fourth decile 7 4
Fifth decile 10 9 7
Sixth decile 12 12 10
Seventh decile 14 10 16 12
Eighth decile 12 10 17 12
Ninth decile 7 16 11
Tenth decile 4 4 14 12
Accumulated income 0-< 1,000,000 6 1 2
(Swedish currency, SEK) 1,000,000—< 1,500,000 8 8
1,500,000—< 2,000,000 16 17 7
2,000,000-< 2,500,000 22 25 10 14
2,500,000—< 3,000,000 20 19 20 21
3,000,000—< 3,500,000 13 13 20 18
3,500,000—< 4,000,000 7 6 15 12
4,000,000-< 40,000,000 7 7 29 23
Combination of the Low low 7 11 11
woman’s and man’s Low mid 10 11 9 10
recent income levels
Low high 14 14 14 13
Mid low 4 6 3 6
Mid mid 8 8 7 7
Mid high 16 12 19 12
High low 3 5 6
High mid 5 6 4
High high 33 26 35 29
Cohort 1930-1934 12 13 12 15
1935-1939 14 16 13 17
1940-1944 16 23 18 23
1945-1949 25 25 26 25
1950-1956 33 23 30 20
Age 60-64 44 42
65-69 27 26
70-74 18 19
75-79 8
80 and older 3
Age composition Homogamous, up to 2 years 44 41 42 24
age difference
Woman 3+ years older 9 23 7 5
(Continues)
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Women Men
Variable Atage59  Atdivorce Atage59  Atdivorce
Man 3+ years older 47 36 51 71
Marital duration 0-5 years 3 3 5 4
6-10 years 4 7 5 8
11-15 years 4 8 6 9
16-20 years 6 8 7 9
21-25 years 19 11 20 11
26-30 years 21 14 23 14
31+ years 23 50 35 44
Spouse’s decile of First decile 5 10 13 18
recent income Second decile 4 8 9
Third decile 4 7
Fourth decile 5 7 7 6
Fifth decile 7 10 8
Sixth decile 11 10 13 10
Seventh decile 14 11 15 12
Eighth decile 16 11 13 12
Ninth decile 16 12 9 9
Tenth decile 18 17
Educational composition ~ Both tertiary 16 17 17 18
One tertiary and one primary/ 60 58 58 54
secondary
Both primary or secondary 24 25 25 28
Family complexity Joint children 65 42 64 40
Joint children and stepchildren 14 17 15 24
Stepchildren but no joint 15 34 15 31
children
Childless 6 6 6 5
Country of birth Both born in Sweden 86 71 85 63
composition One born abroad 9 16 10 18
Both born abroad 5 13 5 19
Working/retirement Both spouses retired 7 33 3 19
status of both spouses One working and one retired 24 21 15 24
Both spouses working 39 13 58 20
One partly working/partly 4 12 2 11
retired, one retired
One partly working/partly 14 8 10 8
retired, one working
Both partly working and partly 2 3 5 2
retired
Both not working (other inc. 3 5 2 7

source), one retired
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TABLE 1 (Continued)

Women Men
Variable Atage59  Atdivorce Atage59  Atdivorce
One working, both not retired 5 3 8 6
(other inc. source)
Both not working or retired 1 1 1 3
(other inc. source)
Number of observations 623,641 20,533 662,913 36,657
Women Men

2.7

2.2

1.7

1.2

0.7 0.7
12 3 4 5 6 7 8 910 -2 3 4 5 6 7 8 910

1930-1934 1935-1939 ===1940-1944 = = 1945-1949 ==—=1950-1956

FIGURE 1 Divorce risk across recent individual disposable income (deciles) by cohort among women and men
aged 60+ in Sweden (separate analyses by gender)!. Superscript 1 indicates hazard ratios are derived from two
complementary log-log sex-stratified models, including all the adjusted variables. Reference group: decile 5 and cohort
1930-1934.

analyses, where instead the variable of interest was accumulated (individual) disposable income
(in SEK) over ages 40-56. We only presented results for the recent disposable income as the
two figures revealed similar findings for the role of income and are therefore discussed together.
The income levels constituted the x-axes, and the cohorts were represented by the lines in the
graph. We grouped the two lowest and highest deciles at the two ends of the spectrum as they
may be affected by random variation as well as outliers. To facilitate a smoother reading experi-
ence, we summarized our findings in relation to the hypotheses at the end of the section.

Starting with the findings for women (left) in Figure 1 (and Figure 1 in Appendix), we
observed a shifting pattern across cohorts. There was a positive gradient between income (both
recent and accumulated) and divorce among women born in the early and late 1930s, where the
risk of divorce increased with income level. For women born in the 1940s, there seems to be no
clear association between income and divorce, whereas for women born from 1950 to 1956, a
somewhat negative gradient appeared, such that the risk of divorce seemed to decrease with
income level (at least up to the fifth decile in Figure 1, but in Figure 1 in the Appendix, primar-
ily from mid-low accumulated income to mid-high). Importantly, the cohort born in the 1950s
could be observed only until ages 62-68 at the most, whereas the older cohorts could be
followed to higher ages (which is addressed in the sensitivity analysis section).

We could not directly compare the estimates between women and men because they are ana-
lyzed separately, but we concluded that the role of income in the risk of divorce has undergone
similar developments across cohorts for women and men, although with different starting and
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Women Men
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FIGURE 2 Divorce risk interaction between women’s income decile and men’s income decile by cohort among
women and men aged 60+ in Sweden'. Superscript 1 indicates hazard ratios are derived from two complementary log—
log gender-stratified models including the adjusting variables. Decile 1-3 = low, decile 4-6 = mid, and decile 7—

10 = high. Reference group: Both spouses low income.

end points. The findings for men (right) revealed that over the cohorts, there was an increasing
negative gradient in divorce across both recent and accumulated income, meaning that lower
incomes become increasingly related to the risk of dissolving marital unions. For the measure
of recent income, there was almost no income gradient in the risk of divorce in the first cohort
born in the early 1930s, whereas the accumulated income measure (Figure 1 in the Appendix)
showed a slight negative gradient for this cohort.

Another striking finding was that for both women and men, the difference between cohorts
was greater at the lower income levels. Thus, the main shift over cohorts was a growing risk of
divorce at the lower end of the income distribution, whereas differences across cohorts were
much smaller at high-income levels. Over time, divorce became increasingly linked to low
income, and the gradient among women became more similar to that observed for men. Here,
we needed to keep in mind that the share with low income became smaller across cohorts for
women (Table 1 in the Appendix), in line with growing labor-force participation throughout
the life course over these cohorts.

Regarding our hypotheses, the findings for men are in line with Hypotheses 1 and 4, which
suggested that husbands’ income was negatively associated with divorce. The growing strength
of the role of income over time for men was, however, a finding that went beyond any of our
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hypotheses or previous research that we had discussed. For women, the positive gradient for
the 1930s cohort was in line with Hypothesis 2, which predicted that higher income for women
destabilizes marriage. The slightly negative association between income and divorce among
women born in the 1950s supported our first hypothesis (H1), which stated that higher income
for both men and women stabilized marriage. The zero association for the 1940s cohort did not
lend support to either Hypothesis 1 or 2. Rather, the gradual change over cohorts among
women, where income changes from being positively linked to negatively linked to divorce, was
in line with our final Hypothesis 4 of changing roles for women.

Figure 2 showed the findings for the combination of spouses’ incomes, that is, the risk of
divorce by the two spouses’ recent income levels (low, medium, or high). This figure was based
on separate models for the women’s study population (the woman was the index person with a
male spouse) and the men’s study population (the man was the index person with a female
spouse). Make note that our sample included only couples where both spouses were over
60, and as age difference in couples more often tended toward an older man, the figures of
women as index person included somewhat older men than the figures where the men were the
index person. The five figures for each sex were derived from a single interaction between
the two spouses’ (her and his) income levels and cohorts. In this figure, each cohort had its own
graph, which displayed the 3 x 3 combination of the two spouses’ income levels. Importantly,
some groups were small, such as the group where the male spouse had low income and the
female spouse had high income, especially for the early cohorts.

As mentioned above, when comparing the graphs for women and men, it was useful to keep
in mind that the studied populations overlap, but they differed somewhat in that the men had
wives who were, on average, a few years younger, whereas the women had husbands who were
often older and thus also above age 60. This was further reflected in the fact that the male study
population had a much larger share of both spouses still working (see Table 1). These gender
differences in the study populations may have led to a few differences in the results, but we
interpreted the overall patterns for the findings of women and men together.

In the graphs for each cohort, the x-axis represented the male spouse’s income level and the
lines represented the female spouse’s income level. The slope of the lines thus represented
the role of the husband’s income, whereas the relative positioning of the lines represented the
role of the wife’s income. We interpreted the figure in two ways. We first looked at the overall
patterns across the cohorts of women and men and then discussed the role of the combination
of the two spouses’ income levels on divorce risk across the cohorts. First, we observed the same
patterns as in Figure 1 (and Appendix Figure 1). Starting with women born in the 1930s, the
risk of divorce was greater for high-income women (the dark line) than for lower-income
women. There was no clear pattern among women born in the 1940s; the lines overlapped sub-
stantially in the analyses of the female study population, and for the analyses of the male study
population, high-income women were between those with middle and low income. Among
women born 1950-1956, the divorce risk was highest among low-income earners, and there was
no clear difference between middle- and high-income earners. Looking at the slopes of the lines
that showed the role of men’s income, in the study populations of both women and men, we
observed that the lines hardly sloped at all for the first cohort (1930-1934), but they became
increasingly negative over the cohorts. These findings for women and men corroborated the
findings and conclusions for individual income (Figure 1 and Appendix Figure 1).

In our second interpretation of Figure 2, we focused on the combined roles of the spouses’
incomes and how together they shaped the (gendered) patterns of the risk of divorce. Here, we
add the third hypothesis where we expected that the risk of divorce was highest among couples
where the wife had high income and the husband had low, and the risk was lowest among cou-
ples where the wife has low income and the husband had high. The figure showed a well-defined
gradual shift in the risk of divorce across the cohorts. For cohorts born in the 1930s, the couples
with the highest divorce risk were those in which the woman had high earnings and the man
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had low earnings, whereas in the 1950s cohort, the risk was highest in couples where both
spouses had low earnings. Again, there was supported for gendered patterns (Hypotheses 2 and
3) only among the oldest cohorts and supported for Hypothesis 1 in the youngest cohorts. The
change over cohorts for women and the continuously negative role of income for men were in
line with our fourth hypothesis. All of our findings pointed to an increasingly negative role of
both men’s and women’s incomes over time, with the patterns for women undergoing the
greatest change over time from a positive to a negative gradient (Hypothesis 4).

Sensitivity analysis

We conducted a set of sensitivity analyses (Appendix Figures 2a-4b). First, we restricted our
study population to those aged 60-68 years. Second, we restricted the study population to cou-
ples in which both spouses were retired. The patterns in these analyses fluctuate more because
there were fewer cases in each category but were similar overall to those presented in the main
analyses. This indicated that the main results and conclusions were not sensitive to the exact
selection of study population. The conclusions of the main analyses were applicable both to
younger individuals (60-68) for whom the divorce risk was highest and a sizeable proportion of
people were still working as well as to the somewhat older, retired section of the study popula-
tion for whom labor-market factors were no longer important. This means that the observed
developments over cohorts were not driven by the fact that the youngest cohort could only be
followed to maximum age 68 or that income patterns were driven by whether the spouses were
working or retired.

DISCUSSION

The study investigated how spouses’ individual and combined incomes are related to the risk of
divorce among the population aged 60+ in Sweden and whether this association has changed
across cohorts. We followed the risk of divorce among individuals born from 1930 to 1956. We
adopted a multitheory approach based on theories commonly applied to the general popula-
tion, that is, the income effect, economic independence, gender specialization, and doing gen-
der. In different ways, these perspectives stress the in(ter)dependent role of wives’ and
husbands’ income on the risk of divorce. They also suggest how potentially gendered dynamics
within the couple may influence how spouses perceive the income of the wife and the husband.
Thus, it has been particularity valuable to start from these common perspectives to understand
how income in couples may be perceived and what (gendered) role it may have on divorce risk,
and how especially women’s income develops over cohorts. We synthesized these perspectives
into three hypotheses about the role of absolute income and the combination of the two
spouses’ income levels on the risk of divorce. Because these perspectives do not theorize on how
couple dynamics may change over time (cohorts), we formed a final hypothesis on the basis of
previous research and contextual changes relevant to the studied cohorts.

The analysis revealed several noteworthy patterns. We found that the role of income for
divorce risk has undergone similar developments across cohorts for women and men. However,
the starting and end points differ between the genders. For women, we found a shifting pattern
from a positive to a slight negative gradient for our income measures of divorce in later life
(where the middle cohorts had no clear association). In other words, for women of the oldest
cohort, higher income meant higher divorce risk, whereas for the younger cohorts, lower
income meant higher divorce risk. For men, income had an increasingly negative gradient in
divorce for all cohorts. We also found that the main shift over cohorts was a growing risk of
divorce at the lower ends of the income distribution, whereas the difference across cohorts was
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much smaller at high-income levels. Over time, divorce has become increasingly linked to low
income. Another important finding is that recent and past accumulated income reveal the same
story. Thus, it is just as valuable to use recent income as accumulated (lifetime) income, possibly
because they are correlated. In this case, recent income seems to be a reasonable proxy for past
income and is not notably affected by potential endogeneity issues, for example, temporary
changes such as increased work hours or increased withdrawal of pension benefits in anticipa-
tion of divorce. We also conclude that in a changing context, it is important to study the associ-
ation between economic resources and divorce over cohorts or calendar time; alternatively,
over only a few cohorts or years; otherwise, the findings may be muddled. More precisely,
instead of finding a positive association becoming negative over time for women, there would
have been only an average pattern where positive and negative associations cancel each
other out.

The analyses also revealed that the combination of the wife’s and the husband’s income
levels is important for the risk of divorce and that the patterns are not static across birth
cohorts. Overall, we found a shift where the highest risk of divorce in the oldest cohorts was
among couples where the wife had high income and the husband had low income. In contrast,
in the latter cohorts, the highest risk of divorce was found among couples in which both spouses
had low income. This shift stresses the importance of accounting for the composition of
spouses’ income levels when studying divorce risk. As we found that low income among women
becomes increasingly linked to divorce over cohorts, irrespective of the husband’s income level,
we tentatively speculate that low-income women seem to increasingly be able to “afford” to
divorce or at least perceive the alternative to an unhappy marriage as preferable. However,
more research is needed to further disentangle the links between women’s and men’s economic
position and marital stability.

How do these patterns relate to our theoretical framework and earlier studies? The negative
association for men is in line with theoretical expectations based on the income effect perspec-
tive (higher income stabilizes marriage) and previous findings for the general population, in
terms of the continuously negative role of income (and, predominately, education) on divorce.
The change over birth cohorts for women from a positive to a negative association goes from a
gendered pattern in line with the economic independence perspective (higher income destabi-
lizes marriage) toward the income effect perspective. The findings for the combination of
spouses’ income levels also support the gender specialization and doing gender perspectives for
the oldest cohorts (born in the 1930s). Deviating from traditional gender roles may be detrimen-
tal to relationships for older cohorts who were socialized into such norms during a time when
divorce was less socially acceptable. Importantly, as we found that low-income women seem
increasingly able to “afford” divorce, this suggests that as economic constraints ease, possibly
due to broader social support systems and evolving gender norms, divorce becomes a more pos-
sible option even for those with limited financial resources. Moreover, the changeover cohorts
when accounting for both spouses’ income levels strengthen these findings. The diffusion in
divorce risk follows the contextual changes in Sweden, that is, the development toward dual-
earner households. Although the theoretical perspectives are fruitful, they are not sensitive to
changes over time and therefore may need to be complemented to fit contemporary societal
developments. For example, by incorporating contextual circumstances, in line with the princi-
ple of “time and place” in life course perspective (Elder et al., 2015). While the studies cannot
be directly compared because they investigate different contexts and cohorts, our findings for
the youngest cohorts are in line with the observations in the United States during the early
2000s, where couples with higher combined incomes had a lower risk of divorce (Brown &
Lin, 2012; Brown & Lin, 2022).

This study’s research focus does not reveal whether the divorce trends of older populations
lag relative to those of the younger population. Nevertheless, our novel findings on the shifting
trends in the risk of divorce by income in the older population are in line with those of previous
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studies of the general population. They suggest that late-life divorce is not an isolated phenome-
non but rather follows overall demographic trends that are also observed in several other West-
ern countries. However, it is important to show the patterns for older population as this group
is in another life situation compared to the younger part of the population. Knowing the pat-
terns of the older population, it is possible to, for example, form welfare policies and policies
that are adopted to this age group. We further contribute to this research by focusing on indi-
vidual and combined income to measure the actual economic situation of individuals and cou-
ples. Most of the current knowledge on the reversed socioeconomic gradient in the risk of
divorce rests on the educational diffusion of divorce using (mainly women’s) educational level
or occupation (e.g., Hiarkonen & Dronkers, 2006; Hogendoorn & van den Berg, 2024; Matysiak
et al. 2014; Sandstrom & Stanfors, 2023). This study contributes to the literature by using a
long-term perspective in which we examine the late-life divorce risk across cohorts spanning
27 years of birth (1930-1956). These cohorts have had different life course experiences along
with shifting gender roles, norms, and attitudes, and increasing economic independence for
women. Overall, these societal changes are reflected in our findings.

This study has several limitations. First, it is important to note the selectivity into higher
ages in the study population. The study’s research design and the selectivity in mortality, sug-
gest that we exclude individuals (and spouses) who died before they turned 59. This is particu-
larly the case among the oldest cohorts and among men and those with low incomes
(or socioeconomic status) (Fors et al., 2021), resulting in a skew distribution in these aspects.
However, we could not evaluate potential selectivity in this current study, but it is worth noting
that previous studies on divorce patterns on the younger population has found similar patterns,
primarily on educational level. Second, disposable income is a useful measure of the economic
situation of individuals, but it could be valuable to examine other measures of
economic resources to fully understand the relationship between current or past economic situa-
tions and divorce in later life. For example, it could be helpful to study whether couples share
income and expenditures, which has been linked to relationship quality among older adults in
Sweden (Kridahl & Duvander, 2022). Third, it is also possible to discuss alternative economic
indicators. For example, another way to measure a wife’s independence relative to her husband
is by calculating her share of the couple’s joint income. This may be closer to the economic
independence hypothesis (Oppenheimer, 1997) as well as how concepts based on gender special-
ization and doing gender often are operationalized (e.g., Ferrari et al., 2024). However, it does
not reveal anything about the wife’s ability to act or her marital power because the absolute
level of income is unknown. For this reason, the current study considers the combination of
wives’ and husbands’ absolute income levels rather than relative income.

Fourth, it is possible that couples separated before divorce, which we would not be able to
identify using these registers. Fifth, the data do not include information on who filed for
divorce, but previous research indicates that women more often initiate divorce (Hogendoorn &
van den Berg, 2024). Knowing which spouse initiated dissolution would provide important
background information on the role of her money versus his in the case of divorce. Sixth, the
models are adjusted for several important predictors of divorce; however, health is not included
because the registers on which this study is based do not cover such information. Health issues
may be particularly common at older ages and may affect both income levels and divorce pro-
pensities. Seventh, we are not able to investigate dissolution among cohabiting couples, which
has become an increasingly common type of union, although it is still much less prevalent than
marriage in late life.

Despite these limitations, the findings of this study lay the groundwork for future research.
One aspect of couples’ economic situation and marital quality that was not addressed in this
study is private savings. Private savings or assets (e.g., money, summerhouses, funds, or other
forms of capital) may be critical issues that make divorce possible, particularly in later life when
earnings predominantly come from pensions and the possibility to increase earnings is limited.
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It would be particularly interesting to investigate whether such assets relate to the likelihood of
divorce similarly to (disposable) income. The Swedish registers do not include data on private
savings, but accumulated income could be seen as a proxy because it measures the possibility of
accumulating savings. Moreover, this study has drawn broad conclusions about the association
between income and divorce. Qualitative research may provide more in-depth knowledge by
investigating how older adults reason about their economic situation and the possibility of
divorce, especially because low-income earners have a greater likelihood of divorce (see the dis-
cussion in Stenstrom et al., 2023). Future qualitative and survey-based research could examine
why high income is a marriage stabilizer. This study also suggests the need for future investiga-
tions on the (gendered) economic consequences of divorce in later life. Late-life divorce is
increasing in several Western countries, and there is a growing need to understand different
aspects of couple dynamics in later life.

Concluding, knowing these trends in late-life divorce among women and men is important
because it helps to understand the composition of the older population when it comes to family
dynamics and what potential economic situation they have. Our findings have significant impli-
cations for policy and practice related to older adults’ situations. As late-life divorce becomes
increasingly linked to low income, and especially for women, social welfare programs and pen-
sion policies could be refined to better support low-income older adults facing divorce. For
example, tailored financial counseling and planning services for older couples would help them
navigate potential economic vulnerabilities. At the same time, well-thought-out housing bene-
fits and affordable housing, as well as other social services for older individuals undergoing
divorce may mitigate post-divorce challenges.
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