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Abstract	

The influence of life course events on change in values and attitudes is of great interest to 

understanding union and family related behavior. Do people change their attitudes towards 

divorce as they accumulate new experiences throughout the life course? This thesis investigate 

the impact of union formation and dissolution on attitudes towards divorce in Sweden—measured 

using two separate items—using longitudinal survey data of men and women born 1968-1980 

from the Young Adult Panel Study. Within-person adjustment in attitudes is estimated with fixed 

effects models. The results partially reproduce previous findings by showing a significant albeit 

limited influence of life course events on attitudes towards divorce in Sweden. I find union 

dissolution to be associated with more tolerant attitudes to divorce, but these effects are 

substantially stronger for women than for men. Women’s attitudes towards divorce are affected 

by neither cohabitation nor by marriage, but there is some evidence suggesting that the 

experience of co-residential relationships makes men less tolerant to divorce. For both sexes, 

becoming a parent is decreases acceptance of separations involving children. The thesis 

corroborates earlier research by accentuating possible gendered interactions between attitudes 

and life course events, especially concerning the experience of dissolution. 
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Introduction 

Since the post war era, patterns of union formation and dissolution have changed radically in the 

Western world. Value orientation as a contributing factor to these structural and behavioral 

changes in household-related transitions has been widely covered by the social sciences 

(Inglehart   2007, Surkyn and Lestheaghe 2004). While not perfectly neglected, considerably less 

attention has been directed at the reverse causation, that is, the impact of family experiences on 

values and attitudes. Within this field one finds the question of whether major life course events 

affect the attitudes towards divorce. Change of attitudes following union formation, childbirth 

and union dissolution is an issue of importance because it might help to explain later behavior 

(Cunningham and Thornton 2005b). 

 

On a theoretical level, examining this question contribute to a discussion on how life course 

experiences affect values and attitudes and vice versa. If, for example, cohabitation alters 

attitudes toward divorce, it might have implications for marriage; if marriage alters attitudes 

towards divorce, it may also be associated with the likelihood of dissolution. The lion’s share of 

previous inquiry on this subject has focused on the USA. Most studies only consider marital 

dissolution, ignoring effects of dissolution of the sizable group of cohabitations that have not lead 

to a marriage (Amato and Booth 1991). Furthermore, much remains to be investigated regarding 

other family life course experiences other than union dissolution (such as cohabitation, getting 

married or having children) that might affect ones attitudes towards divorce (Moors 2002a). 

Knowledge on the variation of this process in different population sub-groups, such as between 

men and women, can also be improved. Although many studies have suggested experiences of 

marriage, divorce and dissolution to be qualitatively different for men and women (Kalmijn and 
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Poortman 2006) no previous studies have thoroughly examined if this translates to diverging effects 

of adjustment of attitudes towards divorce.  

In this study, I analyze the effect of family life course events on two measures of attitudes to 

divorce (one of divorces in general, the other on separation that involves children).  The thesis 

contributes to the literature on the formation of attitudes in a life course perspective in several 

aspects. By looking at the effect of different partnership statuses on attitudes towards divorce, the 

thesis covers multiple experiences potentially associated with the adjustment of attitudes (Elder 

1975). Furthermore, it utilizes a dataset of very recent cohorts (1968-1980) that covers the 

essential life phase of union and childbearing of the recent decade; a time in life that also is 

important for formation of family values (Liefbroer 2002).  It is also of interest to learn if 

previously reported patterns of change in values and attitudes due to union formation, union 

dissolution or parenthood- mainly based on US data- are reproduced in a Scandinavian context, 

where divorce long has been a relatively accepted phenomenon (Gelissen 2003). Also, the thesis 

will explore if the effects differ between men and women. Lastly, while previous studies on the 

topic have mainly estimated change in attitudes and values using regular ordinary least square 

regressions and controlling for values at t1, this study makes use of fixed effects to control for 

unobserved heterogeneity.  

 

I use data from the Swedish Young Adult Panel Study, which permit a thorough analysis in 

which 989 men and 1220 women are followed over three waves and a total of ten years. These 

data are used to examine if the experience of cohabitation, marriage, dissolution and parenthood 

contribute to forming attitudes towards divorce.  
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Attitudes,	Behavior	and	the	Life	Course		
	
Today’s family is a multifaceted institution. Marriages, cohabitations and singlehood co-exist and 

people move in and out of these states (Bumpass and Lu 2000, Kiernan 2002a). In attempting to 

explain the changes in structure of family formation and dissolution, the main body of research 

has disregarded values in their models and focused on concrete subjects such as socioeconomic 

and demographic factors. This literature has mainly stressed structural change and rational 

behavior and treated values as exogenous variance1 (Becker 1991, Oppenheimer 2003:146, 

Pollak 1985:585). However, while not disregarding the influence of structural and economic 

factors, some research considers values and attitudes as intrinsic parts in understanding the 

choices made in the life course that accounts for this relative diversity of behavior and household 

forms (Axinn and Barber 1997, Thomson and Bernhardt 2010). Some research has also focused 

on the reverse causation of the behavioral impact on values and attitudes. These dynamics have 

been described as a recursive model of a) value-based selection into an event and b) an adaption 

of values following divorce (Moors: 2002a, Surkyn and Lestheaghe: 2004). The guiding assumption 

is that adaptation occurs either as a reinforcement of values if they are affirmed by behavior, or as an 

adjustment by which one makes values compatible with one’s behavior. A psychological aspect of 

event-based value adaptation is given by cognitive dissonance theory; disapproval/acceptance of a 

certain phenomenon, such as divorce, change to avoid the distress caused when one’s values and 

actual behavior diverge (Festinger 1957, Festinger and Carlsmith 1959:209)2. 

 
                                                 
1 This literature does not necessarily consider values redundant. For example, Pollak recognizes that accounting for 
unobserved preferences is a problem in new home economics and the transaction cost approach (Pollak 1985:584). 
Rather, they are here categorized by the basis not explicitly operationalizing values or attitudes.  
2 Following the same reasoning, Bem’s (1972:4) notion of self-perception holds that attitudes are shaped after 
evaluation of one’s actions, and thus permits ongoing adjustment. Acceptance towards divorce, according to this line 
of thinking, would be adjusted positively by dissolution. Likewise, it would be adjusted negatively by actions such as 
direct marriage, that are correlated with traditional family values and to which divorce is aversive (Amato and Booth 
2001). 
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Before continuing with a discussion on the relation between values, attitudes and demographic 

behavior, I will shortly describe the distinction between values and attitudes as it is used in the 

concerned literature. In social psychology, Ajzen (2012:439) provides a vocabulary on the 

subject that hierarchically orders beliefs, values and attitudes in a comprehensive way. Beliefs 

and values contain ideas of what attributes an object contain and guide the evaluation of an 

object, which can be expressed as a specific attitude. Milton Rokeach (1973), as quoted by 

Lesthaeghe and Moors (2002), describe values as “enduring beliefs that a specific mode of 

conduct… …is preferable to an opposite or converse mode of conduct or end state of existence”. 

Lesthaeghe and Moors (ibid) emphasize a terminology that specifies attitudes as domain specific 

(e.g. “People divorce to easily today”) as opposed to a higher ranking norm or value. Previous 

literature often discusses both attitudinal and value change from empirical material of large set of 

theoretically affiliated attitude-items.  

 

Despite its general macro-perspective, focus on the relationship between values and behavior is 

not lacking in demographic research3. The second demographic transition (henceforth SDT) is 

used as a concept to describe major changes in childbearing behavior, family formation and 

dissolution patterns in the post war era (van der Kaa 2002, Sobotka 2008). The theoretical 

framework of the SDT includes ideas of distinct tenets of values that connect to family 

demographic behaviors. A distinction is often made between “traditionalist” and “post-

materialist” values. These are broad value orientation categories based on individual positioning 

regarding secularization, skepticism to authority, egalitarianism, individualism and liberal 
                                                 
3 Recently, calls for models with encompassing complex dynamics have been raised. Morgan and Bachrach (2011), 
discussing the suitability of Ajzen’s framework for fertility intentions research, mean that a “values-intentions-
behavior” framework is not concurrent with recent strands of sociology and knowledge of how the brain processes 
information. Outcomes are not products of rationally following values and/or maximum utility, they say. Rather, 
outcomes are products of interdependence between automatic action, social context, macro factors and life course 
events.  
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marital/union ethics4. Acceptance to the dissolution of unions is generally considered a post-

materialistic feature. Behavior such as cohabiting as opposed to marrying, postponing childbirth, 

voting for ecofriendly parties and low participation in religious practice can be considered “post-

material” (for a review, see van der Kaa: 2001). In connotation with the idea of “preferred end 

states”, value-sets are often operationalized by grouping attitudinal items that depicture what 

individuals hold important in life, perceived benefits of marriage, aspects of working-life, gender-

egalitarianism and other key issues. The basic argument for incorporating values in a given model 

is that a selection takes place based on postmodern values into cohabitation, proneness to 

dissolution and postponement of birth. In parallel, a selection on conformist/traditionalist values 

tends to occur into the traditional behavior of direct marriage and low dissolution rates (Barber et 

al 2002).  

 

This thesis is, however, not concerned with determining if “post-materialist” values can predict 

demographic behavior but rather if these behaviors are associated with adjustment of attitudes  

(towards divorce). Several findings confirm the basic idea of a recursive model where attitudes and 

values affect behavior and behavior, in turn, affects attitudes and values. Waite and associates (1986) 

found early home leaving experiences to induce non-family oriented attitudes and more work oriented 

attitudes. These results are an example of how (via exposure to new influences, strengthening of 

human capital, weakening of parental control or other mechanisms) behavior produces attitudes that 

can affect future choices and behavior.  

                                                 
4 The term post-materialist is used closely to Inglehart’s (Inglehart and Baker 2000) description of the term, which 
has been influential to the underlying structure of SDT theory. Some literature refer to it as socio-liberal or 
autonomous. The concept of post-materialism, as that of postmodernism in general, has been heavily criticized for 
being vague in definition. Coleman (2003) means that empirically, the correlation between post-materialism with 
demographic behavior is quite weak.  
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Previous research also finds support for the assumption that the experience of cohabitation, marriage 

and union dissolution can adjust values across the life course. Moors (2002a) found family oriented 

value-based selection into marriage and also a tendency to adaptation of traditional family values 

after this event; cohabiting women at t1 retained significantly non-traditional values at t2 only if they 

did not marry5. Thornton and Cunningham (2005a) observed a parallel pattern when examining 

attitudes towards cohabitation. Divorcing (from marriage) is found to significantly alter the 

acceptance to cohabitation suggesting a re-evaluation after the marriage experience. Similarly, 

experiencing a dissolved cohabitation between surveys somewhat lowers acceptance to cohabitation 

(but the group’s attitudes still remains more in favor of cohabitation compared to married couples). 

Attitudes have also found to be affected by the presence of children. Parenthood is associated with a 

turn towards more traditional family values (Thomson 2002, Moors: 2002b). While not including 

attitudes to divorce explicitly, Morgan and Waite (1987:543) found that becoming a parent was 

associated with adjustment to more traditional family values for white males.  

 

Another example suggesting event-based value adaptation is the secularizing effect of cohabitation. 

Experiencing cohabitation decreased religious participation (Thornton et al 1992:643). Cunningham 

and Thornton (2005b) find that any effects of marriage on acceptance to divorce depend on whether 

prior cohabitation occurred. If preceded by cohabitation, marriage has no effect on values. If 

cohabitation did not precede marriage, acceptance to divorce is significantly lowered by the 

experience of marriage. This shows that married couples are a heterogeneous group and accentuates 

the need for a full life course perspective in order to make substantial claims in the matter. In 

countries where marriage without previous cohabitation is common, it is suitable to differentiate 

between marriages preceded by cohabitation and direct marriages. In others, such as Sweden, 

                                                 
5 Apart from lending support to the general idea of a recursive model, this accentuates the problems with 
transitiveness of union states. Singlehood or cohabitation as a road to a “desired end state” of marriage or parenthood 
might not interact with values in the same way as cohabitation as an active alternative to marriage. 
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virtually all marriages are preceded by cohabitation (Andersson and Philipov 2002:82) and the ones 

which are not can be considered an outlier group.  

 

Turning to dissolution and attitudes to divorce, Thornton (1985:865-868) found that attitudes to 

divorce do not affect behavior in terms of union dissolution. On the contrary, a strong reverse effect 

was found; having divorced significantly increased acceptance to divorce (but see Booth et al 1985, 

Amato 1996). This holds true both for women re-marrying and to those staying single. Amato and 

Booth (1991) generated comparable results using data containing both sexes. Cunningham and 

Thornton (2005b) show that the effects of union dissolution on divorce attitudes are less sensitive to 

the co-residential type (cohabitation, direct-marriage, marriage preceded by cohabitation). Dissolution 

from any prior relationship type raises acceptance to divorce. However, direct-marriage dissolution 

does produce the largest estimates for change of values.  

 

Overall, a clear connection with “post-materialist” attitudes and values and family related behavior 

can be found in the literature. However, individualization or autonomy is not equivalent to a 

preference of singlehood. Poortman and Leifbroer (2010:946) show that while respondents with high 

autonomous value-scores are less negative to singlehood that those with conformist values, almost no 

respondents prefer singlehood to a stable relationship.  

 

To summarize so far, the literature suggests that the relationship between values and behavior occur 

in a recursive model where both value-based selection into events and event-based value adjustment 

take place. Marriage, as a token of lifelong commitment, can decrease tolerance to divorce. The 

effects of cohabitation are less clear due to its instable and multifaceted nature. Cohabitation has been 

associated with more non-conformist attitudes but it there is only vague evidence on its influence on 

attitudes to divorce. Union dissolution has been found to increase acceptance to divorce in follow-up 
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studies. The experience of parenthood has been found to be associated with more traditional family 

values.  

 

Gendered	Experiences	of	Life	Course	Events	

The recursive iteration processes described above conceivably display some variation between 

demographic subgroups. This thesis aims to investigate if such is the case regarding sex. The possible 

dissimilarities in family life course experiences between men and women provide a good case to 

investigate if attitudinal adjustment following these events, differ by gender. For example, if marriage 

was not as beneficial for women, this might ease a change towards more tolerance to divorce. 

Similarly, if union formation is more beneficial for men, their value adaptation after union formation 

might exacerbate a change to less tolerance to divorce. That marriage (either by selection or by some 

effect of the civil status itself) is correlated with considerable benefits for the spouses is a fairly 

established view (Stutzer and Frey 2004). However, at least since Gove (1972) the field of family 

sociology has reflected on a possibility gendered reimbursements of marriage and divorce. Gove 

(ibid) based his arguments on findings that marriage has a much lower dampening effect of mental 

illness for women and suggested that the institution of marriage is more advantageous for men. I the 

same fashion, Bernard (1982) argued that marriage was shaped in compliance of the husband. 

However, the empirical grounds for these assumptions have been questioned (Waite 2002). Some 

contemporary studies argue that, as far as mental health goes, marriage is equally beneficiary for men 

and women compared to the never married or divorced. Rather, it is the illnesses themselves that are 

gender specific, e.g. substance abuse for men and depression for women (Simon 2002).  

 

Both men and women suffer from divorces (Amato and James 2010) but there are contradictory 

findings regarding variation in the detrimental effects of divorce between men and women. Gähler 
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(2006) finds that Swedish men have more long lasting negative psychological response to divorce 

than women. Shapiro (1996:194) found that men to experience faster mental recovery that women. 

Other research highlight that men’s financial situation is less compromised by dissolution (Doherty, 

Su and Needle 1989:82). However, others have argued men receive less social support from friends 

and relatives after divorce (Milardo 1987). A general finding is also that women are more often than 

men the initiator of divorce (Kalminj and Poortman 2006). Regardless of assessments of outcomes of 

marriages and divorces concerning happiness or health, the issue of gendered household work is less 

debatable. Women’s entrance to the labor market has not been followed by an equal entrance into 

household work by men (McDonald 2000), entailing the general assumption that the partnership 

experience can be different for men and women. 

 

Contextual		Matters	

Scandinavia is a region displaying early “post-material” values (Lesthaeghe and Meekers 

1986:253). The culture of dissolution in Sweden can be considered open relative to many other 

Western countries. Sweden holds a widespread acceptance of divorce in line with the general 

description of postmodern autonomous and socio-liberal value-sets (Hagenaars et al: 2003). With 

respect to social stigmatization of divorcees, female labor market participation and general financial 

support for single parents, there is considerable freedom of action in Sweden in terms of divorce 

(Yodani: 2005). Kalmijn’s (2010) cross-country comparison on divorce found that the strongest 

negative effects apply to countries with high church attendance and traditionalist norms, which would 

suggest Swedish divorcees to be less impaired. The dual-earner system is largely consolidated in 

Scandinavia but there are still differences between the sexes in both work and the household division 

of labor. To evoke a general picture of how the experience of cohabitation and marriage is gendered 

in Sweden, one can accentuate the (albeit progressively equalizing and in national comparison equal) 
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uptake of parental leave, of which fathers 2011 only cash out 23 percent of the parental leave benefits 

(Försäkringskassan: 2011).  

 

If values are streamlined across the population, this of course causes a problem for endeavors looking 

at cross-group differences. Indeed, Kiernan (2002b) suggest that measurable group differences 

between cohabitation and marriage should diminish the further into the SDT a country has traveled. 

Some evidence supports this theory. Surkyn and Lesthaeghe’s  (2002:74) cross country comparison 

shows that Sweden and Scandinavia have a slightly less distinct divide between value-sets based on 

household type than other countries that took part in the European Values Survey.. The value-climate 

described could arguably contribute to a general acceptance to divorce across population groups in 

Sweden. However, stability across groups in attained values does not entail that the process of 

developing values and attitudes in correspondence with life course events must be of equal harmony. 

Moreover, previous research has also noted that attitudes are not in fact completely similar between 

union types. Moors and Bernhardt (2009:239) found that agreeing upon the statement that ‘It is too 

easy to get divorced in today's Sweden’ (among other items in a familistic attitudes index) is 

correlated to choosing to marry as opposed to continued cohabitation. Cohabitation and marriage 

coexist as a family form in Sweden and it seems viable to test that attitudes are affected by the 

experience of these events. Pinpointing family life course experiences in Sweden that act to shape 

attitudes is of great interest. In a context where marriage is at the most optional and the social and 

financial repercussions of divorce are relatively low, will people still adjust their attitudes following 

these life course events, as have found to be the case elsewhere?  
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Expectations	and	Hypothesis		

Given the theoretical base and empirical evidence presented above, I make the following hypotheses.   

 Hypothesis 1: Ever experiencing marriage will decrease acceptance towards divorce as 

marriage is, in Sweden and elsewhere, a voluntary step into a more traditional institution and 

a further consolidation of the union.   

 Hypothesis 2: I expect experiences of cohabitation to be associated with less tolerance 

towards divorce compared to being single but this effect will be weaker than that of marriage.  

 Hypothesis 3: I expect becoming a parent to be associated with less tolerant attitudes towards 

divorce. This affect will probably be more profound for the dependent variable that measures 

attitudes towards divorce when children are present.  

 Hypothesis 4: Experience of union dissolution is expected to increase acceptance of divorce, 

in line with previous findings.  

 Hypothesis 5a: A possible deduction from a gendered experience of marriage and divorce is 

that the positive effect of own union dissolution on acceptance of divorce is stronger for 

women than for men. 

 Hypothesis 5b: By the same token as Hypothesis 5a, experiencing marriage is expected to 

make men more avert to dissolution than women.  

 

	Data	and	Method 

The thesis uses data from the Young Adult Panel Study (YAPS). YAPS is a Swedish nationally 

representative sample panel survey conducted in three waves; 1999, 2003 and 2009. Individuals 

were contacted via electronic and postal mail. Data collection was managed by Statistics Sweden. 

It consists of a random sample of men and women of four birth cohorts (1968, 1972, 1976, and 

1980). It also contains a subsample of men and women born in Sweden with one or both parents 
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born in Turkey or Poland. The first survey included 3408 individuals. The response rate was 65 

%, leaving 2283 respondents for the first wave. A follow up was sent to all participants of the 

1999 survey in 2003. It also included a new group of Swedish (as defined above) men and 

women born 1980. The response rate was 72 %, leaving 2469 respondents. The last follow up 

included 3547 individuals and no new cohorts was added. The response rate was 56 %, leaving 

1745 respondents. The thesis uses data from all three waves. I discard the Polish/Turkish 

subsample because the overall union and value patters in these groups differ substantially from 

the main random sample. Individuals who participated in only one survey wave are disregarded 

from the panel regression and descriptive tables, as they do not enter into the fixed effects model 

(described below). I also discard individuals whose union status could not be defined and those 

with contradictory union histories. The model excludes observations with missing values. The 

final sample consists of 2209 men and women. A cross sectional comparison of non-response-

rates shows an overrepresentation in dropout for males and respondents with experience of 

dissolution6. The youngest cohort is particularly prone to drop out between panel waves. This 

means that the sample may suffer from some attrition bias by household situation, which is a well 

know phenomenon in panel structures (Fitzgerald et al 1998).  

 

Variables 

I use two variables to measure attitudes towards divorce. The first measure (Item A) is based on 

an answer to the question ‘It is too easy to get divorced in today's Sweden’. The second measure 

(Item B) is based on an answer to the question ‘Parents should stay together for the sake of their 

children’. Answers are coded on a scale from 1 (disagree completely) to 5 (agree completely) and 

                                                 
6 Respondents participating at only one point had about twice as high percentage of cumulative experience of 
divorce.  Having a certain score on the attitudinal scale at t1 does not seem to be connected to a non-response in t2. 
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the alternative ‘Don’t know’. While the question reads divorce, the Swedish colloquial term 

‘skiljas’ is applicable to dissolution of a cohabiting union if the couple has children or is 

considered strongly consolidated by other means. Item A can be seen both as normative and as 

factual, e.g. one could be positive towards divorce as a phenomenon but also think that people 

generally give up their relationships to easy, or be critical to divorce but also perceive it as a rare 

event. Read as an excessive claim (divorce is too easy) however, it constitutes a normative, 

evaluative item and is suitable for measuring tolerance/acceptance to towards divorce. Item A can 

be seen as a proxy for attitudes on the general feasibility of separation as an alternative in the life 

course. Item B conditions dissolution on children being present and so stresses a scenario of 

consolidated union and provides a normative view on separate family life. Item A address both 

cognitive and affective aspects of divorce while item B possibly also include a stronger conative 

aspect (Parents should act in a certain way). As they capture different facets of divorce they 

likely interact differently with the explanatory variables (McGuire 1986:111). Indeed, a 

Spearman’s correlation of 0.242 show that while they both concern attitudes towards divorce, the 

constructs behind the response is not of the same origin. Because this difference in connotation, 

they are treated separately both in terms of regression results presented and interpretation.  The 

two dependent variables largely resemble the two dependent variables used by Cunningham and 

Thornton (2005b). This fact provides a good base for comparison to previous results.  

I treat respondents choosing the alternative ‘Don’t know’ as belonging to the middle category in 

order to include as many respondents as possible. The meaning of the middle (3) and ‘Don’t 

Know’ alternatives is somewhat arbitrary. It is debatable whether choosing ‘Don’t know’ is 

intended as disregard for the item issue, which could be interpreted as a very liberal ideal, or 

actually holding a medium level attitudinal stance (as positioned between factor level 2 and 4). 

Also, there is a hump on factor level three in the distribution of both attitude variables, suggesting 
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that people read in more than one meaning to it. I models to test these combinations where the 

dependent variable either combined factor level 6 and 3 or set 6 as missing. The general patterns 

remained the same. 

 

The main explanatory variables consist of dummies for life course experiences for all three panel 

waves. The data allow for distinguishing the timing of events and thus to control if they have ever 

occurred by each measurement. To denote start of cohabitation, start of marriage and dissolution 

of either marriage or cohabitation, I created century month dates from previously collected 

retrospective histories of the respondent’s reported dates of these events. A survey item regarding 

ever having children was collected from each wave to indicate if a person experienced 

parenthood or not before the measurement points. Individuals with occurrence-dates on events of 

any parity occurring prior to their time of entry into the study are given value 1 for all 

measurement points. Individuals experiencing events for the first time between waves received 

value 1 on all subsequent measure points. As these dummies indicate ever being subjected to 

family related experiences, they do not account for measures of transitions to and from events per 

se but is rather a measure of cumulative experiences of events. Respondents with contradictory 

combinations (such as reporting dissolution but never union formation) was removed from the  

data(N=44)7.  

 

The aim of this approach is to capture the basic family life course experiences; ‘Cohabiting’ 

indicates ever having co-resided out of wedlock with a partner up till the time of survey, with or 

without children. ‘Married’ indicates ever having been married up till the time of survey, with or 

                                                 
7 The inclusion or exclusion of these observations did not change significance or direction of estimates.  
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without children. To not have reported being in a co-residing union (with or without having 

children) is interpreted as being continuously ‘single’. Being single is the omitted category. 

While models from previous research separate between marriage preceded by cohabitation and 

direct marriage, I do not. This is due to the fact that largely all marriages in Sweden are preceded 

by cohabitation8. Parent’ indicates ever having become a parent, regardless of union type. 

‘Dissolved’ indicates ever experienced a dissolution, regardless of union type. It is worth noting 

that due to this structure, most marriages also are denoted as experiencing cohabitation, and all 

experiencing dissolution is denoted as also have experienced cohabitation or/and marriage. 

The data do not separate between dissolution from a cohabiting or marital relationship because of 

the low number of divorces from marriage in the young sample does not allow for this 

disaggregation. Previous research has found these distinctions to be important for value and 

attitude formation, the coefficients for marital divorce being stronger (Cunningham and Thornton 

2005b). The thesis will take this into consideration when discussing the results. Due to the young 

age of sample, respondent’s educational enrolment is quite high in the first wave and the 

distribution of educational attainment changes drastically between the measurement points. I 

attempt to adjust for possible heterogeneity bias caused by change in enrolment status and 

educational level by controlling for education using time varying variables: one dummy 

indicating attained higher education or not (defined as two year or more post-secondary 

education) and one dummy indicating being enrolled in education or not. Age of respondent is 

included to control for any remaining age-related attitudinal changes.  

                        

                                                 
8 Some cases did indeed display marriage without cohabitation (N=99). I ran models treating them as also having 
cohabited at year of marriage, and as not having cohabitated at all. This did not change significance or direction of 
estimates.  
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Table 1. Means and percentages of variables, 1999 2003 2009 (pooled data). 

Attitudes  Mean 

It is too easy to get divorced in today's Sweden  2.757 
Parents should stay together for the sake of their 
children  2.475 

Age   29.30 

Events experienced before survey waves  % 

Ever experiencing cohabitation  67,88 

Ever experiencing marriage  37,60 

Ever experiencing parenthood  44,56 

Ever experiencing dissolution  26,95 

Region of birth 

Countryside  21,11 

Small/mediym sided town  58,56 

Metropolitan area  20,33 

Religiousness 

Very religious  5,89

Somewhat religious  18,30 

Not religious at all  75,81 

Socioeconomic group 

Unskilled  workers  40,88 

Skilled  workers  14,94 

Low grade proffessionals 26,11 

High grade proffesionals 15,88 

Farmers  2,19 

Parents divorced before age 16  23,96 

University degree  21,94 

In educational attainment  16,11 
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Summing up, the explanatory variables included are ever experiencing cohabitation, marriage 

childbirth and union dissolution, with controls for age and educational status. In addition, for 

OLS regressions the following control variables are included; dummies for socioeconomic 

position (SEI) of the respondent, parental divorce and sex. In these models, I also included three 

region dummies denoting if respondent region of birth is a metropolitan area, medium sized town 

or small town. Furthermore, in these same models, religiousness is measured by dummies: very 

religious, somewhat religious and not religious at all. 

 
 
Analytical	Strategy	

This thesis analyzes the effect of cumulative measures of family life course events on attitudes 

towards divorce. The key issue is if ever experiencing cohabitation, marriage, parenthood and 

dissolution prior to the measurement point predicts attitudes towards divorce. The analysis is 

carried out in the following order. First, I describe the cross-sectional difference in attitudes 

towards divorce according to the explanatory variables. Second, I use variance-decomposition to 

estimate how much of the total variance that is due to variation between individuals. Third, I 

present a set of estimates from two ordinary least square (OLS) pooled regressions; one gross 

model of the life course variables of interest, followed by a stricter OLS model including the 

battery of control variables. Forth, estimates from fixed effects (FE) models are presented; one 

gross model and one controlling for time varying educational status.  

Again, the two question items of attitudes towards divorce are analyzed separately. To examine 

possible sex differences, I also conduct regressions separately for men and for women.   
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As the explanatory variables are life course phenomena acting across time, it is of interest to 

establish if there is substantial variation within individuals over different measurement points in 

the data. Because the thesis use panel data, it is possible to use variance decomposition to 

separate the variance in attitudes towards divorce into variance occurring between individuals 

and variance occurring within individuals (that is, across measurement points). The intra-class 

correlation coefficient (rho) estimates how much of the overall variance is accounted for by 

variation between individuals. The smaller the rho, the larger the share of variation in attitudes 

across time (Wooldridge 2003). The variance decomposition is described below. The error term 

 is decomposed into idiosyncratic error  that can vary over time and a person-specific error 

  that only varies between individuals. The influence of all variables and the error terms can be 

decomposed and divided into between and within unit variation.  

		 		 						 1  

The most common methodological approach in longitudinal studies looking at attitudinal change 

is OLS regression (Cunningham and Thornton 2005b, Amato and Booth 1991, Thornton 1985). 

However, OLS regression estimates can suffer from heterogeneity bias as there is a possibility of 

co-variation in uncontrolled features between individuals in the sample that affect both attitudes 

and the likelihood of experiencing cohabitation, marriage, parenthood or dissolution. In face of 

the complexity of value creation it is likely to be the case that such factors exist, and one must 

consider the fact that both direction and magnitude of this error is unknown.  

Regressions are conducted in two steps, with the aim to dampen the problems of unobserved 

heterogeneity described above. First, I conduct OLS regression of the pooled data of waves 1999, 

2003 and 2009, using robust standard errors to adjust for the fact that most individuals feature in 
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the data more than once. Pooling data are preferable to single time-measurement cross-sectional 

OLS as the former takes into account all the information in the sample. Panel data reduces the 

omitted variance bias as it includes multiple observations in time from the same individual. The 

function of a pooled OLS regression can be described as below. 

	 						 2  

This provides a rough estimate of the effects of ever experiencing the family life course events up 

to the measurement point, on attitudes to divorce9. But, again, it does not solve the basic problem 

of unobserved heterogeneity, as the assumption that	  and  are uncorrelated still can be 

violated. One way to partially erase the need the assumption for that  is uncorrelated with  is 

to take away the between-person component	  from the equation altogether. Providing there is 

substantial within-person variation, one can chose to focus the regression analysis on only within-

person change at the expense of cross-sectional information; if individual i undergo change in  

(here, ever experiencing a family event before time of survey) how much does  (attitudes toward 

divorce) change?  

 
This is done in the second step by using FE modeling. FE-models resolve the issue of time-

constant unobserved heterogeneity by estimating the model based only on within-unit (here, 

within-individual) variation. With FE-models, the dependent and independent variables and error 

terms are transformed to deviations (at each measurement) from the individual mean. The time 

                                                 
9 In contrast to previous research I do not used lagged endogenous variables (controlling for attitudes at t1) as it is 
correlated with the effects of the explanatory variables, thus biasing the estimates (Halaby 2004: 538).  As I use three 
measurement points with uneven gaps between them, it is less obvious to have t1 attitudes as the “control-base” in an 
OLS regression. Instead, the aggregate effect of the explanatory variables will suffice to provide an indication of 
what follows a certain experience. Some studies have chosen to create a dependent variable which itself accounts for 
the change between measure points (Amato 1991). This can however be problematic when using ordinal variables 
due to floor-sealing effects and regression to the mean (Barnett et al 2005). 
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constant, person specific error  is thus removed. This eliminates any influence of factors that 

remain stable across measurements and so controls for unobserved heterogeneity due to these 

variables (Wooldridge 2003). The fixed effect equation can be written as below.  

 
̅ ̅ 						 3 	

	

In formula 3,  is now equal to ̅  as ̅  is subtracted to nil. The fixed effects 

approach is comparable to including dummies for each unique unit (here, individual) in the 

regression analysis. Yet another way of looking at this method is as a multi-level design where 

each individual represent the upper hierarchy and measurement points the lower, and the 

intercept and slopes are allowed to vary between all i. As such, the estimates give an idea of the 

relationship between family life course events and attitudes towards divorce without the influence 

of between-individual variation. To statistically test whether there is unobserved heterogeneity or 

not captured in the OLS specification, I ran Hausman tests. This test compares estimates from 

OLS and FE models to assess statistically significant differences between them (Halaby: 2004). 

Here, such a difference implies a bias from unobserved heterogeneity and in such a case, FE-

models are preferred. These tests confirmed the presence of unobserved heterogeneity, implying 

false measurement if not using FE models (Halaby 2004:528).  

 

However, FE modeling cannot discard correlation between any unobserved time varying 

variables and the independent variables, so the issue of endogeneity bias cannot be ruled out. It is 

highly likely that such effects are in place. In this case, the most obvious example is that attitudes 

towards divorce affect the family demographic experiences of interest. Also, as the FE model 

limits the estimations to only using cases with individual level variation in the repeated measures 
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(that is, those who actually responded differently in the different waves), the number of cases is 

further reduced. However, this well-known limitation is overcome by the possibilities for 

controlling for unobserved heterogeneity and by this, maintaining better estimates of the effect of 

family life course experiences of attitudes towards divorce (ibid).  

 

A crucial implication of the cumulative-event design is that the de facto reference category 

changes depending on the factor. All respondents experiencing dissolution will logically also be 

denoted either as married or cohabiting. Effects of dissolution are hence, additive to experiencing 

cohabitation or marriage. For example, regression estimate for the effect of dissolution should be 

interpreted as compared to being continuously cohabiting / married, not compared to being 

single. Similarly, as most married couples are also denoted as ever experiencing cohabitation, the 

effect of ever experiencing marriage on attitudes towards divorce is largely additive to ever 

experiencing cohabitation.  

 

A problematic issue when using variables denoting ‘ever experienced x’ is that these events often 

occur multiple times; having experienced more than one cohabitation or separation are not 

marginal events in Sweden10. This is of concern because, for example, it is plausible that 

marriage after divorce may have an independent effect on attitudes. Also, this have implications 

for the data structure, as the first measurement point contains multiple parities but the second and 

third measurement point refers to first parities to a greater degree. However, an accumulative 

approach is still a viable option. Having experienced versus not experienced an event arguably 

captures the events average effects on attitudes.  

                                                 
10 This also have implications for the data structure, as the first measure point contains multiple parities but the 
second and third measure point refers to first parities to a greater degree. 
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I measure cumulative life course experience in the ages 22 to 40. This is a momentous period in 

terms of union formation and dissolution. Of course, it is also a specific phase and events such as 

union dissolution are likely to interact with ages above forty. Results are not generalized to age 

groups outside this range. Another important consideration for the model is that the effect of the 

explanatory variables is assumed to be the same no matter if the individual initially has high 

tolerance or low tolerance to divorce. This condition probably compromise a more advanced 

picture where, for example, the experience of divorce might differ if one (at first) held very 

conservative, versus very allowing, position towards divorce. Breaking down the model by initial 

attitudes is unfortunately not possible due to limited number of cases.  

	

Results	and	Interpretation 

As seen from the descriptive results in Table 2, the two dependent variables do not follow each 

other in an analogous manner. Men are slightly less inclined to think people divorce too easily 

(Item A) compared to women, but express more concern with dissolution in presence of children 

(Item B). Item A displays somewhat linear patters of increase in divorce-skepticism with age, 

while no clear pattern materializes for item B. The aggregate descriptive results of the main 

variables are in line with previous research. Those in traditional union forms and parents show, 

overall, lower acceptance to divorce measured by both variables while attitude means of single, 

cohabitation, and divorced all display higher acceptance towards divorce. 
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Table 2. Mean attitudes towards divorce, by explanatory variable, pooled data. 

 
Item A:  'too easy'  Item B: 'If children' 

           

Events experienced before survey waves 

yes  no  yes  no 

Cohabiting  2,792  2,695  2,447  2,541 

Married  2,954  2,683  2,608  2,437 

Parenthood  3,000  2,595  2,539  2,446 

Dissolution  2,574  2,786  2,200  2,530 

Education 
Obtained University 
degree  2,472  2,884  2,520  2,471 

In education  2,484 2,819 2,415 2,498 

   

Sex 

Male    2.68  2.71 

Female    2.81  2.29 

           

Age 

22  2.62  2.52 

26  2.7 2.45

30  2.88 2.61

32  2.68 2.26

34  2.97  2.6 

36  2.84  2.37 

40  2.97  2.43 

           

TOTAL     2.75   2.48 

 
 

 

The means displayed in Table 2 is a product of variation both between-individual and within-

individual variation. As in Cunningham and Thornton (2005b), means are somewhat higher for 

item A. (agreeing that it is too easy to separate).  From the rho values in table 3 can be concluded 

that a substantial 50 % of variation in holding attitudes towards divorce is due to variation within 
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individuals across the three measurement points11. These results provides a solid motivation for 

pursuing analysis on if and how experiences might be associated with individuals attitudes 

towards divorce across the life course.  

 
Table 3. Variance decomposition into between and within individual variation. 

	

The	Impact	of	Life	Course	Experiences	on	Attitudes	towards	Divorce	

Table 4 presents regression results on attitudes towards divorce as measured by the two 

dependent variables separately. To the left, regression results from item A ‘It is too easy to get 

divorced in today's Sweden’ is displayed. Model 1 shows results from the OLS regression using 

only explanatory variables, and Model 2 shows OLS results when including a set of control 

variables. Model 3 shows FE estimates without control variables, and model 4 shows FE 

estimates controlling for time-varying educational attainment and enrolment. Models 5 to 8 

display equivalent regressions for item B ‘Parents should stay together for the sake of their 

children.’ 

 

From the OLS regression results for item A, we see a significant association between union and 

family formation experiences and lower tolerance/more hesitation to divorce. Experiencing union 

dissolution, on the other hand, is associated with a more liberal view on divorce as measured by 

                                                 
11 The distribution of the movement is aligned with initial values: low level groups change to higher levels (become 
less tolerant to divorce) and high level groups seem to down up in attitudinal scale (become more tolerant to 
divorce). See Table 3A and Figure A1 in appendix. . 

Mean 
Between‐
individual 

Within‐
individual 

Intraclass correlation coefficient 
(rho) 

Item A: 'Too Easy'   2.750  0.911  0.962  0.473 

Item B: 'Children'  2.491  0.855  0.856  0.500   
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item A. These results also remain in the more stringent OLS model, with cohabitation now also 

showing a significant conformist effect. Both being in education and having a university degree 

are associated with higher acceptance of divorce. Region of birth is not significantly associated 

with attitudes towards divorce. Tolerance increases with reported degree of secularism and 

increases with higher socioeconomic position of the respondent. Being a child of divorce shows 

no significant effect on attitudes to divorce. Women are slightly more prone to agree that people 

divorce too easily. 

 

Turning to the results of the FE models for item A, the direction of associations remains the 

same, but only the effect of union dissolution remains significant. The loss in significance in the 

FE models can partially be explained as results of only measuring individuals where changes in 

explanatory variables occur. But it is also likely that some unobserved time-invariant 

characteristic between individuals associated with variation in attitudes correlated with the life 

course events included in the OLS model. This was supported by a Hausman test, which 

confirmed the presence of heterogeneity. These errors are controlled for in the FE model, thus 

producing results somewhat safer in terms of causality of experiences impact on attitudes towards 

divorce. A more conservative statement is thus that for item A, only experience of union 

dissolution shows any significant effect on attitudes. This suggests that respondents who ever 

have left a relationship are more tolerant towards divorce than those who have not. Experience of 

union formation (marriage or cohabitation) does not seem to affect attitudes to divorce compared 

to staying single. I also ran regressions with alternative explanatory variables; childless cohabiter 

was placed in one group, and married couples with or without children and cohabiters with 
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children in another (see table 1A in Appendix)12.  This variable did not show a significant 

increasing affect in the FE models for Item A. This strengthens the conclusion that union 

formation, also considering the level of commitment, is not related to attitudes towards divorce.   

 

Regression results for item B: ‘Parents should stay together for the sake of their children’, is 

shown in the models to the right. Here, more diverse associations are displayed. Beginning with 

the OLS regressions we again find roughly the same associations between marriage, parenthood 

and divorce on attitudes as before. Experiencing cohabitation is significantly associated with 

attitudes towards divorce compared to staying single, but not so when controls are added (model 

6). Becoming older has a weak but significant association with liberal views towards divorce. 

Being in education is associated with tolerance to divorce. As with item A, region of birth has no 

effect on attitudes. Reporting low religiousness is associated with acceptance towards divorce.  

Contrary to item A, higher socioeconomic position of respondent is associated with higher 

agreement that parents should stay together for the sake of their children. Also, having grown up 

with divorced parents is associated with a more relaxed attitude towards divorce involving 

children. Lastly, women are significantly more tolerant to divorce in the presence of children. 

In the FE models for item B, model 8 (after controlling for educational attainment and enrolment) 

age, union dissolution and parenthood remain significant predictors of attitudes towards divorce 

involving children. Also here, a Hausman test confirms the presence of heterogeneity, opting for 

focus on the FE models. The estimates suggest that the experience of parenthood is associated 

with an attitudinal adjustment towards less tolerant attitudes towards divorce when children are 

                                                 
12 This collapsed group differentiates cohabiters in an advanced stage of their relationship from more “casual” 
cohabiters; cohabiters with children might display attitudes similar to married couples.  
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present. Also, as for item A, experience of dissolution is associated with higher acceptance 

towards divorce. 

 

Table 4. Item A: It is too easy to get divorced in today's Sweden. And item B: Parents should stay 
together for the sake of their children. OLS and FE models. 

   Item A: ’Too easy’    Item B: ’If children’ 

OLS  FE  OLS  FE 

   model 1  model 2  model 3  model 4     model 5  model 6  model 7  model 8 

Cohabiting1     0.030  0.122*  0.089  0.103  ‐0.095*  ‐0.035  0.032  0.02 

Married2 
  0.110*  0.119*  ‐0.079  ‐0.08  0.186***  0.159**  0.023  0.024 

Parent  0.351***  0.194***  0.076  0.078  0.103*  0.161***  0.144**  0.142** 

Dissolution3  ‐0.213***  ‐0.262***  ‐0.160**  ‐0.160**  ‐0.270***  ‐0.234***  ‐0.176***  ‐0.175*** 

Age  0.002  ‐0.019***  0.003  0.005  ‐0.009*  ‐0.045***  ‐0.026***  ‐0.027*** 

Educational enrolement  ‐0.285***  0.096  ‐0.153**  ‐0.092† 

University degree  ‐0.326***  0.023  0.086†  ‐0.022 

Region 

Countryside (ref) 

Small/medium sized town  0.092  0.048 

Metropolitan Area  0.016  0.081 

Religiosity  

Very religious (ref) 

Somewhat religious  ‐0.526***  ‐0.435*** 

Not religious at all  ‐0.824***  ‐0.620*** 

Socioeconomic position 

Unskilled manual worker (ref) 

Skilled manual worker  ‐0.045  0.109** 

Low grade proffessional  ‐0.182***  0.166* 

High grade proffesional  ‐0.298***  0.342* 

Farmer  ‐0.392*  0.168** 

Cohort   ‐0.039***  ‐0.046*** 

Parents divorced 

No (ref) 

Yes   ‐0.067  ‐0.289*** 

Female  .088†  ‐0.452*** 

R2  0.026  0.095  0.013 0.004 0.016 0.088  0.006  0.007

N (pooled) 5507  4671  3288 3288    5451 4631  3232  3232

***p≤.001 **p≤.005 *p≤.05 †p≤.01. 1 actual ref category=single  2 actual ref category=cohabiting  3 actual ref 
category category=cohabiting/married (see discussion on page 22). 
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An overview of the models in Table 4 accentuates first that the two dependent variables, as was 

expected, differ somewhat. Second, there are relatively small effect sizes. Family and union 

experiences account for significant but minor movement on the attitudinal scale.  

Based on the results from the FE models of both dependent variables, union formation (marriage 

or cohabitation) by itself does not seem to have a significant effect on attitudes towards divorce.  

This is similar to the findings of Cunningham and Thornton (2005b). Moors (2002b) found that 

the experience of marriage did evoke a change towards more traditional family values. The 

results from this sample highlight that specific attitudes does not necessarily follow. 

 

However, the experience of dissolution (for Item A) and parenthood (for Item A and B) appear to 

be associated with attitudes towards divorce in Sweden. This too, reproduces results of previous 

studies (Cunningham and Thornton 2005b, Amato and Booth 1991, Thornton 1985). As such, the 

results further support the idea that change in attitudes occur in relation to divorce. This can be an 

effect of coping with colliding values, as suggested by cognitive dissonance theory, and/or reflect 

a development of more maturity and respect for the complexity of the issue following a “first-

hand experience”. 

 

Regression results for item B also convey the possibility that parenthood makes one more vary of 

separation when children are involved. One interpretation is that attitudes seem to be adjusted 

towards what is appropriate for the temporal living condition. Of course, when faced with choices 

relevant to the well-being of one’s offspring, dissonance with previous attitudes might occur. The 

difference in predictors of the two items regarding parenthood can possibly be ascribed to the 

way they relate to different aspects of divorce; experiencing parenthood might not affect the 

perception of how people in general separate (Item A), while it does force a reflection on the way 
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one as a parent should act considering divorce (Item B). The relation between the two dependent 

variables is also quite comparable to Cunningham and Thornton’s results (2005b). While their 

study did not have a measurement of parenthood, being continuously married (which could imply 

parenthood) showed significant effects on the ‘if children’ item, while experience of divorce had 

stronger impact on the ‘too easy’ item.   

 

It would be interesting to narrow down the effect of dissolution and parenthood on the specific 

union type; is divorce from marriage more associated with attitudes towards divorce than 

dissolution from cohabitation? Is parenthood more decisive to traditional attitudes towards 

divorce if the couple cohabits instead of being married? The accumulative construct of the 

dependent variables does not allow for accounting for interactions in an appropriate manner13. 

Furthermore, in this sample, conclusions regarding parenthood and divorce are capricious 

considering that parenthood is associated with lower divorce rates and also pushes the event of 

dissolution of parents to older ages. Due to this age-span, the sample might not accurately cover 

occurrences of parental divorce. However, similar disadvantages occur in most surveys; samples 

of wide age range (e.g. Amato: 1991) will have problems assessing the impact of events in the 

specific case of young adulthood as this subset will be quite small. 

 

A	Gendered	Impact	of	Life	Course	Experiences	on	Attitudes	towards	Divorce	

Below, possible differences with the independent variables and sex are examined by running 

separate regressions for men and women. Results separated by sex are presented for attitudinal 
                                                 
13 I did however run some regressions on selected groups (never wed cohabiting childless/never divorced conjugal 
partners). The results support the idea that union types matter: divorce from a marriage seemed to matter more for 
attitudes than dissolution from cohabitation. As these results are limited in statistical power (quite few marriages 
ended between surveys) I do not present them and mention it here mainly to underline that conclusion from the 
results in this thesis concern average effects.  
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item A in table 5 and for attitudinal item B in table 6. As was the case previously, Hausman tests 

confirmed the presence of heterogeneity and lend support to the FE regression. In the discussion 

below, I focus on the regression results of the FE models, but include the OLS estimates in the 

model.  

 

In table 5, of notable interest is that men and women show very different patterns in terms of both 

which life course experiences are central to attitudes towards divorce and also the direction of 

these associations. Model 4 express the first evidence suggesting association between relationship 

formation and attitudes towards divorce; experiencing cohabitation is borderline-significantly 

related to less tolerant attitudes towards divorce for men. The strength of the association for 

cohabitation for women is close to zero, and statistically insignificant.  

Another important divergent outcome in table 5 is dissolution. The FE regression results for item 

A display no statistically significant effect of divorce for men, but highly so for women. These 

coefficients are also much stronger for women than for men. As such, women seem to liberalize 

their attitudes towards divorce while no significant results suggest the same effect for men.  

 

Table 5. Item A: It is too easy to get divorced in today's Sweden. Separate for men and women. 
OLS and FE models. 

   Men     Women 

   OLS  FE  OLS  FE 

   model 1  model 2  model 3 model 4    model 5 model 6  model 7  model 8

     

Cohabiting1  0.079  0.041  0.135  0.169†  0.064 0.191* 0.02  0.01 

Married
2
  0.031**  0.209*  ‐0.103  ‐0.105  0.031  0.052  ‐0.066  ‐0.065 

Parent  0.388***  0.149*  0.082  0.08  0.388***  0.240***  0.077  0.079 

Dissolution
3
  ‐0.278  ‐0.176†  0  ‐0.003  ‐0.278***  ‐0.325***  ‐0.244***  ‐0.243*** 

Age  ‐0.002  ‐0.006  0.009  0.014†  ‐0.002  ‐0.029***  ‐0.001  ‐0.003 

Educational enrolement  ‐0.195*  0.213*  ‐0.352***  0.016 



32 
 

University degree  ‐0.339***  ‐0.01  ‐0.326***  0.06 

R
2
  0.025  0.089  0.005  0.001  0.029  0.094  0.012  0.003 

N (pooled)  2438  2085  1447  1447  3071  2588  1855  1855 

***p≤.001 **p≤.005 *p≤.05 †p≤.01. 1 actual ref category=single  2 
actual ref category=cohabiting

 3 
actual ref category 

category=cohabiting/married (see discussion on page 22). 

 

From table 6 can be read that the gender contingent models for Item B (reading ‘Parents should 

stay together for the sake of their children’) display more unity in attitudes between sexes. In the 

FE models, age is a significant predictor for both men and women. Being older is weakly 

associated with a more allowing attitude towards divorce involving children and this effect is 

somewhat stronger for men. Parenthood is still a significant factor for both sexes, but the 

statistical power is greater for men. As in all previous regressions, no effect of formation of 

unions is found. Regarding dissolution, the results of item B follow those of item A; experiencing 

dissolution increases tolerance to divorce for women and is highly significant. The same results 

can only be made for men with a very generous significance barrier (p≤.001).  

 

Table 6. Item B: Parents should stay together for the sake of their children. Separate for men and 
women. OLS and FE models. 

 

   Men     Women 

   OLS  FE  OLS  FE 

   model 1  model 2  model 3 model 4    model 5 model 6  model 7  model 8

     

Cohabiting
1
  0.063  ‐0.035  0.066  0.064  ‐0.059  ‐0.015  0.088  0.054 

Married2  0.174*  0.115  0.165  0.119  0.193*** 0.180** 0.037  0.014 

Parent  0.105  0.083  0.153*  0.173*  0.214***  0.238***  0.124†  0.115† 

Dissolution
3
  ‐0.275***  ‐0.264***  ‐0.161†  ‐0.113†  ‐0.210***  ‐0.221***  ‐0.125***  ‐0.118*** 

Age  ‐0.021***  ‐0.040***  ‐0.034****  ‐0.037***  ‐0.007  ‐0.049***  ‐0.021***  ‐0.021*** 

Educational enrolement  ‐0.062  ‐0.138  ‐0.199  ‐0.100 

University degree  0.142  ‐0.061  0.020  ‐0.044 

R
2
  0.025  0.052  0.007  0.006  1.098  0.09  0.007  0.008 

N (pooled)  2438  2043  1414  1414     3046  2555  1819  1819 
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***p≤.001 **p≤.005 *p≤.05 †p≤.01. 1 actual ref category=single  2 
actual ref category=cohabiting

 3 
actual ref category 

category=cohabiting/married (see discussion on page 22). 

 
 
 
 
The results from the gender contingent tables display some interesting sex differentiation.  

Cohabitation appeared to be related to agreeing that people divorce too easily for men but not for 

women. As this effect becomes significant first after including the educational control variables, 

it is likely that some gender based time-variation in enrolment and attainment are the contributing 

forces behind this difference. Still, one way of interpretation of this is that men value the benefits 

of any relationship as opposed to being single14 rather that the level of commitment of the 

relationship. 

 

The results suggest that women become more liberal towards divorce following own dissolution 

while men do not. This is supported by both attitudinal items. That the dependent variables 

denote different aspects of divorce is not necessarily only problematic. One can, for example 

state that no matter the contextual phrasing of a question, women seem to become more tolerant 

to divorce after experiencing it themselves, while med does not. The sex-divergent results might 

be an effect of sample structure; men had somewhat fewer occurrences (12.5 %) of dissolution 

than women (17.5%)15. However, the described differences between men in the experience of 

union formation and dissolution are a viable explanation. As it is more often the woman who 

initiates divorce, it would make sense to adjust values more easily if the behavior is a voluntary 

rather than an involuntary outcome. If women are disadvantaged from the union or amend to life 

                                                 
14 Again note that here, the reference group (single) is defined as never experienced cohabitation or marriage and 
thus does not include divorcees but refers to those who stayed constantly single. 
15 Women are also overrepresented in terms of marriages as they engage in relationships at an earlier age than men 
(26 % of women and 20 % of men experienced marriage). As discussed in footnote 14, there is reason to consider 
that divorces might be more strongly associated with attitudinal adjustment than dissolution from cohabitations.  
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as a divorcee easier than men due to better social support they might also adjust attitudes to 

divorcee more positively than men. Of course, as none of these possible factors are represented in 

the model, these assessments must remain speculative16.  

 

Discussion	

This thesis set out to explore how experience of cohabitation, marriage, parenthood and union 

dissolution affected attitudes towards divorce for men and women in Sweden. Five hypothesizes 

where set.  

 

The first hypothesis stated that marriage is associated with an adjustment towards less tolerance 

to divorce, compared to staying single. This hypothesis is refuted. The evidence for an impact of 

union formation on attitudes to divorce proved to be weak in this sample. While the direction of 

association is in line with such a prediction, the coefficients are weak and statistically 

insignificant. The results are compatible to those of Cunningham and Thornton (2005b), who find 

that marriage led to more traditional views of divorce only in the absence of premarital 

cohabitation (and thus only for the select group). In this sample, this groups was very small (and 

could not be analyzed separately) and does not carry much weight when estimating average 

effects. 

 

The second hypothesis predicted that cohabitation would have similar but weaker effect as 

marriage on change in attitudes towards divorce. Neither hypothesis 2 can be completely 

                                                 
16 This highlights a limitation in studying attitude change. One only knows what the values of respondents was after 
the event had taken place. There is no way of assessing what the values where in the critical time, or the process 
leading up to, marriage/divorce/childbirth. As such, it is hard credit the attitude positioning as an outcome of the 
given event.  
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confirmed. Experiencing cohabitation was significantly related to lower tolerance toward divorce 

for men if controlling for changes in educational enrolment and educational level. The covariates 

for women where close to zero and not statistically significant. One possible interpretation is that, 

for men, being in any relationship is a sufficiently large step from being single to impact attitudes 

towards divorce. However, these effects are only significant by the most generous standard and 

conclusion therefor should remain somewhat speculative. 

 

In the third hypothesis, I stated that the experience of becoming a parent would produce less 

liberal attitudes towards divorce. The thesis finds partial support for this. The effect of becoming 

a parent is not statistically significant for item A (It is too easy to get divorced in today's Sweden) 

but is so for item B (Parents should stay together for the sake of their children). Both men and 

women become less tolerant to divorce involving children after becoming parents and the 

strength of the covariates did not differ much. While results vary depending of the statement of 

the question, it is clear that attitudes towards divorce involving children are affected by the event 

of childbirth, or some mediating factor, to some extent. 

 

The fourth hypothesis predicted that experiencing divorce produces more liberal attitudes towards 

divorce. The findings provide support for the fourth hypothesis. Union dissolution proved to be a 

significant predictor for both attitudinal measures. The results suggest that people adjust their 

tolerance to divorce to be more open after experiencing union dissolution. This is in line with 

previous findings (Cunningham and Thornton 2005b, Amato and Booth 1991, Thornton 1985). 

 

However, support for the fourth hypothesis was contingent on gender. Therefore, in hypotheses 

5a and 5b, I argued that the liberalizing effect of divorce would be stronger for women and that 
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the “traditionalizing” effect of marriage would be stronger for men. The results suggest no sex 

specific effect of marriage on attitudes to divorce in Sweden. If there is more to gain for men than 

for women in a conjugal relationship, experiencing it does not seem to make men less tolerant to 

divorce compared to women. However, the results suggest that women are more prone to 

liberalize values following union dissolution. While the implications of these results are not 

straightforward with respect to theory of cognitive dissonance17, they bear value as a general 

finding as it adds material to a discussion whether life course experiences might generate 

different value patters for men and women.  The measure of union dissolution did not capture the 

difference of dissolution from marriage versus cohabitation and must be seen with caution. Also, 

in the sample more women than men reported divorce. However, given the statistical power and 

continuously stronger coefficients for women experiencing divorce, one could answer hypothesis 

5a with a yes.  

Concluding	Remarks	

In summary, this thesis corroborated previous research by making assessments based on more 

stringent testing using fixed effects models and by confirming that life course events can be 

followed by adjustment of values in Sweden.  Also, the results have contributed to further 

understanding on the topic by highlighting the possibility of gender specific outcomes. 

 

That patterns in attitudes towards divorce previously found is present in a Swedish context. The 

thesis does not generally support the assumption that union formation affects attitudes towards 

                                                 
17 Dissonance is the product of a behavior that goes against ones values at t1. Adjustment of values is the solution to 
this. Perhaps it is easier to change values towards divorce if the departed relationship was unhappy, or instigated by 
oneself, or if life as single where relatively bearable. But it might also be the case that value change following 
divorce reflects a larger dissonance gap, as the mean of women in co-residing unions held somewhat less tolerant 
attitudes towards divorce (results not shown).  



37 
 

divorce. It suggests that divorced women, but not divorced men, adjust their values to become 

more tolerant to divorce in Sweden, and that, for both men and women, parenthood makes one 

more hesitant towards divorce when children are involved. The thesis suggests that the relation 

between family life course experiences and attitudes towards divorce found in the United States 

also is present in a Swedish context. I believe there are many paths to follow for fruitful 

expansion of the findings in this thesis and the literature as a whole. Firstly, a continuing 

investigation of the gendered aspects of attitudinal change can be pursued. This thesis has 

suggested possible mechanism which might mediate value change differently for men and 

women, such as utility gains and division of household labor. Also, age effects are of great 

interest. The value-changing experience of family formation might be an extended process; 

dissolution of long term relationships might have other effects on attitudes; extended periods of 

childlessness might alter values, and so on and so forth. The issue of stability over time is also of 

interest. Are the changes in attitudes brought on by experience of dissolution permanent or do 

they weaken over time? Another aspect of interest, which has been largely left out in this thesis, 

is attitudinal development in diverging “attitudinal camps”. See Moors (2002b) for discussion on 

this topic. What happens to the “traditionalist” group after divorce? What happens to the “post-

materialistic” group after marriage and childbirth?18 I believe that zooming in on group specific 

transitory effects will add understanding to the relationship between values and behavior.  

 

 

 

 

                                                 
18 Focusing on attitudinal groups poses additional complications on the survey data as one group will have more 
solid marriages, less cohabitation and divorce, while they second will wait longer with childbirth and may chose not 
to marry. Another problem is the issue of regression to the mean. This is illustrated in Figure A1, see appendix. 
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Appendix	
 

Table 1A. Alternative construct of independent variables, FE model.  

Item A  Item B 

Age  0.00402  ‐0.0226*** 

Cohabiting without children  0.03849  ‐0.0371 

Family/Married  0.055  0.09854† 

Dissolution  ‐0.1416*  ‐0.1779*** 

***p≤.001 **p≤.005 *p≤.05 †p≤.01 Controlling for educational enrolment and university degree 
 

Table A2. Alternative construct of dependent variable (Item A), FE model. 1-5 Ordinal Scale. 
‘Don’t know’ is set to missing. 

a     

Age  0.003423     

Cohabiting  0.071373     

Married  ‐0.08922     

Parent  0.096146†     

Dissolution  ‐0.16181†     

****p≤.001 ***p≤.005 **p≤.05 †p≤.01 Controlling for educational enrolment and university degree 

 

Table A3. Distribution of means of dependent variables, pooled and across waves. 

w1  w2  w3  Pooled 

Item A: 'Too Easy' 

Dont agree at all        1  0.252  0.252  0.234  0.247 

2  0.138  0.162  0.166  0.155 

3  0.316  0.310  0.331  0.318 

4  0.150  0.164  0.157  0.157 

Agree Completely      5  0.145  0.113  0.112  0.124 

Item B: 'If   children' 

Dont agree at all        1  0.265  0.249  0.270  0.260 

2  0.242  0.241  0.295  0.256 

3  0.279  0.296  0.286  0.287 

4  0.133  0.148  0.117  0.134 

Agree compelety        5  0.082  0.066  0.032  0.062 
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Figure A1. Direction for attitudinal positioning for Item A, 1999-2009, by initial attitudinal 
group. 

 

 

As seen in Figure 1, only a fragment of movement is exacerbation of one initial positioning. 

Liberal group become more conservative and vice versa. This is likely because edge positioners, 

if changing, tend to do so towards the mean. This is a reoccurring phenomenon described as 

regression to the mean. Also the attitudinal positioning 1 and 5 are unable to move in any other 

direction (floor-sealing effects). Given this, it is hard to credit attitudinal change to a given 

explanatory variable and it is particularly hard to establish interaction with attitude-positioning 

groups and the explanatory variables. 

 

	
 

 
 
 
 	

Liberal group
N=442

Traditional
group N=321

Middle group
N=363

More conservative

More liberal

No change
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