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Abstract 

 Over the past 60 years, Sweden has seen a rise in divorce and separation rates as well as 
major immigration. The result is children’s increased experience of separation and a large, 
diverse population of foreign-born individuals and their descendants. In the US, with its 
population of whites, blacks and Hispanics, researchers have documented strong racial and 
ethnic variation in separation effects on children’s wellbeing. However, in Sweden, no study on 
separation effects across ancestries has been made. This thesis examines differences in parental 
separation effects on children’s GPAs at age 16 across seven countries and regions of origin in 
Sweden, including native Sweden, Finland, Iran, the Horn of Africa, former Yugoslavia and 
Chile. Using Swedish register data on cohorts born in 1995 and 1996, I find that individuals 
with separated parents from Chile and the Horn of Africa demonstrate weaker negative effects 
than children with separated Swedish parents. Furthermore, children with separated Iranian 
mothers experience weaker negative effects than children with separated Swedish mothers while 
no significant difference is found for children with separated Iranian and Swedish fathers. 
Variation in prevalence of divorce and economic losses are explanations offered to account for 
differences across groups. As children with Iranian fathers are more likely to be mixed, this 
finding also suggests varying outcomes across mixed and non-mixed Iranian children.  
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1. Introduction 

 
 High rates of divorce across the US and Europe have led to continuing strong interest 

among researchers in the consequences of divorce on children. Authors have shown that 

divorce’s effect on children extends across multiple markers of wellbeing. These include mental 

health, educational attainment and social relations (Amato, 2000; Amato & James, 2010; Frisco 

et al., 2007; Amato & Keith, 1991). Compared to children of intact parents, children of divorce 

perform worse in school (Amato & James, 2010; Frisco et al., 2007), experience greater 

disruptions to psychological wellbeing (Amato & Keith, 1991) and may be more prone to serious 

physical illnesses (Amato & James, 2010). Researchers have also examined the factors that 

moderate divorce’s impact on children. For instance, active coping skills and social supports may 

improve children’s ability to adjust to divorce (Amato, 2000). Similar to moderating factors, 

heterogeneity of divorce effects has also been of great interest to researchers who are interested 

in the conditions that make impacts more or less severe (Bernardi et al., 2013). Separation effects 

may differ depending on personal characteristics such as gender and socioeconomic status or 

macro-level factors such as country context and cohort.     

 This paper concerns itself with heterogeneity of parental separation effects across 

countries and regions of origin in Sweden and contributes to a broader literature on variation in 

parental separation effects across ancestries documented primarily in the US. In the US, where 

its population of whites, blacks and Hispanics has led to a focus on racial and ethnic differences, 

researchers have highlighted meaningful heterogeneity in divorce’s consequences across groups. 

Amato and Keith (1991) find a greater negative effect from divorce on whites than on blacks. 

Sun and Li (2007) reveal no significant variation between blacks, whites and Asians in adjusting 

to divorce while Hispanics demonstrate the least maladjustment than all three groups.  

 Compared to the US, research in Europe on differences in divorce’s consequences across 

ancestries is far less extensive. A study by Kalmijn (2010) explores variation in divorce effects 

on educational outcomes between Caribbeans and whites in the Netherlands. In Sweden, where 

there are growing foreign-born populations, no similar examination of differences in separation 

effects has been made. In this study I carry out such an analysis in the Swedish context, in an 

attempt to determine whether the US finding of heterogeneity also exists in Sweden.  
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 Using Swedish population register data, I explore variation in parental divorce or 

separation on children’s educational attainment across countries and regions of origin, measured 

by GPAs at age 16. In Sweden, researchers have examined the relationship between partnership 

dissolution and educational outcomes among children (Jonsson & Gähler, 1997) but not with 

special attention to ancestry. Furthermore, taking on a comparative approach (Ragin, 1987), I 

will restrict my study to individuals from seven countries and regions of origin in Sweden: 

Sweden, Finland, Chile, Poland, the countries of former Yugoslavia (Bosnia and Herzegovina, 

Croatia, Macedonia, Montenegro, Serbia and Slovenia), the countries of the Horn of Africa 

(Djibouti, Eritrea, Somalia, Ethiopia) and Iran. This way, the analysis may draw more rigorous 

theoretical comparisons among groups with large representation in the Swedish population. The 

central aim of this study is to determine differences in parental separation effects across 

ancestries in Sweden.  

 While this study assesses whether or not US findings of heterogeneity can be generalized 

to the Swedish context, it will also contribute to a picture of immigrants’ wellbeing. In 2013, 

Statistics Sweden reported that almost 30 percent of the population was composed of immigrants 

and their descendants (Statistics Sweden, 2013), a figure greater than that for the US (23.3 

percent) (US Census Bureau, 2013). Large and growing minority communities make research on 

adaptation processes increasingly important. From the lens of family structure and educational 

attainment, we can better determine how immigrants and their children are faring.  

 Throughout this thesis, foreign-born groups and their descendants will be categorized into 

countries/regions of origin or ancestries. This classification contrasts from the US literature’s 

focus on race and ethnicity. In the US, race and ethnicity have an established meaning related to 

its African American and immigration history. In Sweden, the concept of race bears a different 

meaning, long associated with its period of nation building (Hubinette & Andersson, 2012). 

After the social revolutions of the 1960s, which brought multiculturalism, anti-racism and color 

blindness to the fore, race has disappeared from the language and official usage (Hubinette & 

Lundstrom, 2011). Across Swedish and European divorce literature, and research more broadly, 

immigrant groups are discussed according to their country of origin. This study will apply a 

similar classification scheme. In addition, because selected groups such as former Yugoslavia 

and Horn of Africa are not what individuals typically identify as an “ethnicity”, the term 

“ancestry” will also be used as a short hand for country/region of origin.  
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 This thesis will be completed in several parts. In the following sections I will describe 

family life and immigration in the Swedish context, followed by a description of the theory 

related to separation effects and heterogeneity across ancestries. In the next section, I proceed 

with a review of my data and method, followed by a presentation of my results. Finally, I discuss 

the implications of these results, including recommendations for future research. 

 

2. The Swedish Context 

 

2.1 Parental Divorce and Separation  

 

 In most Western countries, divorce rates have risen over the past few decades, with some 

variation over the last decade (Härkönen, 2014a; Amato & James, 2010). Sweden, often 

considered a leader in the Second Demographic Transition, is no exception to this pattern. In 

Sweden the rate of divorce began increasing in the 1940s, followed by a flattening out in the 

1950s. From the mid-1960s to mid-1970s, divorce rates rose dramatically and, after a slight 

decline, continued to rise though less steeply, throughout the 1980s and 1990s. In the early 2000s 

the divorce rates saw a slight decline (Härkönen, 2014a; Sobotka & Toulemon, 2008). In 

comparison to most other European countries, Sweden’s (crude and total) divorce rates have 

typically been higher (Amato & James, 2010; Sobotka & Toulemon, 2008). A life table analysis 

of divorce showed that 28 percent of Swedish marriages dissolved within 15 years, a figure also 

shared with Eastern Germany and the Czech Republic. The only Western countries with a higher 

figure are the US (with 42 percent) and Latvia (with 35 percent) (Andersson, 2003).  

 The widespread increase in the rate of divorce is only one component of a larger 

paradigm shift for family life. Across Western societies, an increasing amount of family life is 

taking place outside of marriage. While rising union instability serves as one account, evolving 

partnership forms provide another. Marriage is no longer the defining event for couples, who are 

more often living together and raising children as cohabiting partners (Sobotka & Toulemon, 

2008; Kennedy & Thomson, 2010). While there is vast diversity in the meaning of cohabitation 

within and across Western countries—the most frequently discussed being cohabitation as a 

prelude to marriage and cohabitation as an alternative to marriage—Sweden, more than any other 

country, sees cohabitation as a legitimate family-building institution (Heuveline & Timberlake, 
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2004; Sobotka & Toulemon, 2008). In Sweden, 45 percent of childbearing is among cohabiting 

couples, a figure only slightly beneath the figure for married couples (Kennedy & Thomson, 

2010). The rise of cohabitation, however, does not translate to stability. Cohabiting partnerships 

in Sweden are of shorter length and are more likely to dissolve than married couples (Sobotka & 

Toulemon, 2008; Andersson, 2003).    

 There have been several explanations for these changes in family structures. The most 

prevalent account has been the second demographic transition theory, which attributes family 

changes to cultural factors such as modernization, individualism, the increasing education and 

labor market participation of women and a decline in religiousness (Lesthaeghe, 1995; Amato & 

James, 2010; Härkönen, 2014b). However, strictly economic accounts have also been provided. 

Ruggles (1997) links the increases in divorce and separation to women’s growing participation in 

the labor market and rising nonagricultural employment.  

  Changes in union stability and partnership forms ultimately translate to children’s 

increased experience of parental separation. Before the age of 15, about 35 percent of Swedish 

children experience divorce or separation (Andersson, 2002). Furthermore, children of 

cohabitation face twice the risk of experiencing parental separation than children born in 

marriage (Kennedy & Thomson, 2010). 

 

2.2 Immigration to Sweden 

 

 While shifting family structures has been one form of broad demographic change in 

Sweden, so, too, has an increase in immigration. There have been three significant immigration 

movements: the influx of labor migrants in the 1950s and 1960s, immigration associated with the 

free labor markets of the Nordic countries and the EU, and the entry of refugees. Today, refugees 

and their families, who started to arrive after the oil crisis in the 1970s, are the largest 

contributors to the growth of Sweden’s foreign-born population. While these refugees mainly 

arrived from Latin America, the Middle East and Africa in the 1970s and from former 

Yugoslavia in the 1990s, over the past 15 years they have originated mostly from Africa and the 

Middle East (Shroder, 2007; Migrationsverket, 2015).  

 The result of these flows of migration is a large and diverse population of immigrants and 

their descendants in Sweden. In 2013, close to 16 percent of Sweden’s population—some 
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1,533,493 individuals—was born outside of the country, while their children composed 12 

percent of the population (Statistics Sweden, 2013). The largest foreign-born groups include 

those from Finland, Iraq, Poland, former Yugoslavia and Iran, shown in Figure 1.  

 
Figure 1. Largest foreign-born populations in Sweden  

 
Source: Statistics Sweden, 2013 

 

 In this present study, native Sweden (individuals with one or two Swedish-born parents) 

is compared against six immigrant origin countries, including Finland, Iran, former Yugoslavia, 

Poland, the Horn of Africa and Chile. Finns have constituted the largest portion of immigrants to 

Sweden. Both countries share a long history and after World War II rapid economic development 

in Sweden brought many Finnish labor migrants to the country, a trend that continued until the 

1980s (Andersson et al., 2015; Korkiasaari & Soderling, 2003). Iranian immigration has also 

been prominent for Sweden, particularly during the 1980s with the entry of many political 

refugees. Many of these Iranian immigrants were well educated and employed before 

immigration (Darvishpour, 1999). Individuals from former Yugoslavia arrived in two waves. 

During the 1960s, labor migration was the primary motivation for immigration, particularly 

among Serbians and Croats. In the 1990s, immigrants from the region were primarily political 

refugees, particularly from Bosnia, as a result of the Balkan wars. Polish immigration consisted 

largely of political refugees during the country’s communist period. However, Polish spouses of 

Swedish men have also been a source of immigration. During the 1990s, political refugees from 

the Horn of Africa began arriving to Sweden (Andersson et al., 2015). Somali immigrants were 
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the largest group from the region to immigrate to Sweden, as a result of its civil war. Chilean 

immigrants, the largest group in Sweden from South America, arrived to Sweden in two waves. 

The first wave in the 1970s included political refugees in the wake of Chile’s dictatorial regime. 

The second wave in the 1980s was largely economic in motivation (Cronemo, 2012).   

 Important to note is that immigrants do not typically represent a cross-section of the 

populations of their respective origin countries and regions but are sub-groups with specific 

attributes and motivations to migrate. Thus, considerable selection takes place into immigrant 

groups in Sweden. 

 

Figure 2. Unemployment rates by region/continent/country of origin in Sweden 

 
Source: Lemaître, 2007 
 

 As for their economic profiles, the performance of foreign-born individuals in the 

Swedish labor market has generally been poorer than that of native Swedes. Since the mid-

1970s, the income levels of foreign-born individuals have been lower than that of natives, with 

the largest income gaps seen for individuals from outside of Europe (Shroder, 2007). Variation in 

employment rates is also stark. As seen in Figure 2, the recent migrants from Africa, the Middle 

East and Eastern Europe are most vulnerable to unemployment, while those groups who came to 

Sweden as part of the free labor market movement of Europe are more likely to be better off. 

Even migrants with a comparable education to native Swedes have lower employment rates and 

are more likely to hold unqualified jobs. The accounts for this variation include the cultural 
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distance hypothesis, where cultural unlikeness with the Swedish culture prevents human capital 

exchange, as well as preference-based and statistical discrimination by employers. Among all 

groups, foreign-born women are the worst off, most likely to face discrimination as a result of 

being both an immigrant and female (Shroder, 2007). 

 
 
2.3 Parental Divorce and Separation Risks across Ancestries  
 
 
 As a result of the growth of foreign-born populations in Sweden and other Western 

countries, there has been some interest in heterogeneity in divorce and separation risks across 

ancestries. Researchers in this area have been most active in the US, where they have found 

higher risks of divorce among blacks than other groups (Lyngstad & Jalovaara, 2010). In 

Sweden, notable variation also exists across ancestries. A life table analysis shows generally 

higher rates of divorce for migrant women than native Swedish women at 15 years since 

marriage, shown in Table 1. In particular, higher levels are shown for Eastern Europe, Poland, 

Central and South America, Iran, Africa and the Post-Soviet states, with former Yugoslavia and 

Finland demonstrating lower divorce rates, though higher than native Swedes (Andersson et al., 

2015). 

 Researchers are also becoming increasingly interested in the formation and dissolution of 

mixed unions as it suggests the degree of interaction between natives and immigrants and the 

extent to which groups consider each other equals. The stability of mixed marriages also enables 

an understanding of whether intermarriage increases the integration of immigrants (Kulu & 

Gonzalez-Ferrer, 2014). In Sweden, union dissolution has been found to be higher among mixed 

unions than endogamous unions (Dribe and Lundh, 2012).  

 Variation in dissolution rates across countries/regions of origin may be understood 

according to migrants’ response to living in a country where marital customs are not only 

different but also often more liberal than those of their origin countries. Migrants may hold onto 

the values and customs of their countries of origin, or they may lean towards the norms of their 

new country (Härkönen, 2014b). For instance, many Iranian women gained education and 

worked in their home countries and, upon migrating to Sweden, often increase their education 

and economic status, becoming less dependent on their husbands for support. Thus, if they are 

unsatisfied with their relationships, the new, more liberal family environment, along with their 
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increased economic independence, affords them with the opportunity to separate. Turkish 

women, however, mostly arrive to Sweden with elementary education and, often from a rural 

peasant background where family loyalty is highly valued, have greater difficulty adjusting to the 

more liberal environment. Thus, they typically demonstrate lower divorce rates (Darvishpour, 

1999).  

 

Table 1. Cumulative percent divorced at 15 years since marriage formation, by country group of 
origin. First-married women in Sweden, 1983-2007  

Immigrant Background % 
Swedish-born parents 28 
Descendants to migrants 37 
One parent Swedish born 36 
Immigrant as child 42 
Immigrant as adult 36 
Europe: 
Finland 37 
Other Nordic 38 
Former Yugoslavia 34 
Poland 46 
Western Europe 32 
Southern Europe 30 
Baltic 36 
Eastern Europe 44 
US/Aus/NZ/Can: 
US/Aus/NZ/Can 31 
Central/South America: 
Central/South America 52 
Africa:  
Horn of Africa 58 
Sub-Saharan Africa 53 
North Africa 45 
Middle East:  
Arab Mid-East 34 
Iran 48 
Turkey 28 
Asia  
East Asia 34 
South-East Asia 41 
South Asia 37 
Post-Soviet States: 
Post-Soviet States 55 
Source: Andersson et al., 2015 
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Table 2. Crude divorce rates across countries/regions of origin by year or closest available 

Country 1970 1985 1995 2005 2010 
Sweden 1.6 2.4 2.6 2.21 2.5 
Finland 1.3 1.8 2.7 2.6 2.6 
Poland 1.1 1.3 1.0 1.8 1.6 
Iran 0.6 0.8 0.6 1.2 1.7 

(2009) 
Former 
Yugoslavia: 

     

Bosnia & 
Herzogovina 

0.9 0.7 0.5 
(1997) 

0.5 0.3 

Serbia 1.1 1.2 0.7 
(1996) 

1.0 0.9 

Croatia 1.2 1.1 
(1987) 

0.9 1.1 1.1 

Chile - - - 0.2 
(2006) 

0.1 
(2008) 

Horn of Africa:      
Djibouti 4.1 - 1.7 

(1999) 
- - 

Ethiopia - - 2.4 
(1999) 

- - 

Sources: United Nations, 2009, 2013 

 

 An examination of crude divorce rates across the seven groups under study illuminates 

the divergence of separation patterns between Sweden and immigrant-sending countries/regions. 

Table 2 presents the crude divorce rates across Sweden and several origin countries over time. 

Like Sweden, Finland has seen rising divorce rates associated with the second demographic 

transition and thus Sweden’s family environment is likely to have not been experienced by 

Finnish immigrants as new. Poland has been slower to see changes in family and separation 

patterns though signs of increasing divorce rates and cohabitation are beginning to appear 

(Sobotka & Toulemon, 2008). While for many years Iran’s divorce rates were far below those of 

Sweden, over the past several years they have begun increasing. The states of former Yugoslavia 

have experienced consistently low divorce rates over the past four decades, with Bosnia and 

Herzegovina demonstrating the lowest rates of all the European origin countries in this study. In 

Chile, divorce was not legalized until 2004 and, therefore, low divorce rates are also apparent.   

 Few statistics for divorce rates in the Horn of Africa could be gathered. In 1999, the UN 

reported a crude divorce rate of 1.7 in Djibouti and 2.4 in Ethiopia (United Nations, 2009). 

Somalia, the country in the region that sends the most immigrants to Sweden, is marked by 
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strong patriarchal and conservative Islamic values that limit the role of women in society. 

Nevertheless, though Somali women do not have the right to divorce, they are able to initiate the 

process (Unicef, 2002). 

 Migration is a taxing process and settling into a new country could lead to unforeseen 

challenges for a couple. Regardless of the divergence in separation customs between destination 

and origin countries, increasing economic stress or difficulty adapting to the new environment 

can increase the likelihood of conflict and separation. Indeed, migration itself typically increases 

the likelihood of union dissolution (Lyngstad & Jalovaara, 2010).  

 

3. Parental Separation Effects 

 

3.1 Overall Picture 

 

 The purpose of this study is to examine heterogeneity in the effects of parental separation 

on children’s educational attainment across countries and regions of origin in Sweden. Strong 

evidence suggests that union dissolution among parents can lead to negative consequences for 

children (Amato, 2000; Amato & James, 2010; Frisco et al., 2007; Amato & Keith, 1991). This 

relationship has been found both in the US and in Europe (Amato & James, 2010) and across 

several outcome variables including physical health, psychological wellbeing and strength of 

social relationships (Amato, 2000).  

 Children’s school performance has also been shown to suffer as a result of their parents’ 

separation, a finding that holds true no matter how school performance is defined—GPAs, 

standardized tests, grades and high school graduation (Amato, 2001; Garriga & Härkönen, 2009; 

Jonsson & Gähler, 1997). Evidence has been gathered for a causal relationship between parental 

separation and school performance (McLanahan et al., 2013; Frisco et al., 2007).  

 Furthermore, researchers have revealed strong selection and heterogeneity in separation 

effects. In addition to differences across ancestries, documented particularly in the US, 

researchers have found variation across gender, socioeconomic status and national context 

(Bernardi et al., 2013). Despite strong documentation of separation effects on children’s 

wellbeing, important to note is that these effects are generally modest (Härkönen, 2014b; Amato 

& James, 2010).  
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3.2 Explanations for Separation Effects on Children’s Educational Attainment 

 

 Several explanations are offered for the negative consequences of divorce and separation 

on children’s educational attainment. They may be categorized into the (1) emotional and 

psychological turmoil related to parental separation and (2) the loss of parental resources.  

 In the first category, important psychological and emotional adjustments take place 

before and during parents’ separation that affect children’s wellbeing, including their educational 

attainment (Amato, 2000). The separation process begins with the estrangement between parents 

as one parent or both parents begins to feel dissatisfied with the relationship. This may begin 

years prior to actual separation and be accompanied by visible conflict between the parents. For 

children, the separation can thus be a shock and lead to sudden anxiety, or anxiety can begin long 

before and, depending on the scenario, the amount of adjustment related to the separation can 

vary between children. In some cases, parental separation can be a relief to the child. After the 

separation, children must adjust to a new lifestyle as well as the new relationships within the 

family, all of which can lead to further anxiety. Researchers have shown that separation’s effects 

can be a chronic strain or a temporary crisis (Amato, 2000). Separation effects may be a chronic 

strain particularly if children demonstrate lower school performance as their socioeconomic 

success and emotional health as an adult will be affected (Härkönen, 2014b). 

 The second category of causal explanations for negative consequences is the loss of 

parental resources, which may also influence the process of emotional and psychological 

adjustment discussed. Researchers distinguish between a loss of several resources that negatively 

influences children’s wellbeing, including a loss of financial resources, greater time constraints 

and downward mobility (Amato, 2000; Thomson et al., 1994; Jonsson & Gähler, 1997). First, 

separation may lead to lower economic resources for mothers in particular, which implies lower 

means to support and care for children. McLanahan and Sandefur (1994) attribute 50 percent of 

the separation effects related to single parenthood to increased poverty. Second, and related to 

the loss of economic resources, time with children may be reduced after separation. Parents often 

work more and have less time to spend parenting and passing on social capital. Third, if a 

household loses the parent with the higher capital, downward social mobility may take place as 

children have less access to the parent with higher educational and occupational aspirations. All 

three accounts lead to lower educational outcomes. Jonsson and Gähler (2009) identified 
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downward social mobility and the loss of economic resources as important accounts for the 

negative effect of separation on children’s educational attainment in Sweden.  

 As an alternative to causal explanations for separation’s negative consequences, selection 

into separation has also been explored. In this view, parents who separate are predisposed to 

separation due to detrimental personal or social characteristics that they bring into the union 

(Amato, 2000). Thus, those who select out of a union demonstrate adjustment problems not after 

separation but before separation. From the perspective of selection, children who show low 

educational attainment after separation are likely to begin demonstrating low performance prior 

to separation due to parental conflict.  

 Important to note is that identifying when separation effects begin is never 

straightforward. Negative effects may begin at the moment of actual separation or it may begin 

prior, during the period of conflict proceeding separation (Cherlin et al., 1991).  

 

3.3 Heterogeneity in Parental Separation Effects across Ancestries 

 

 Given these causal accounts for parental separation effects on children, heterogeneity in 

separation effects across countries and regions of origins are thus due to country-specific social 

and economic characteristics that alter psychological and emotional adjustment to separation. 

The study of variation in separation effects across ancestries has been pursued most vigorously in 

the US, where attention is directed towards racial and ethnic differences. The most common 

accounts for variation across groups in the literature are differences in divorce acceptance and 

changes in social and economic resources.  

 Variation in divorce acceptance across countries and regions of origins depends on 

ancestry-specific cultural norms and likelihoods of separation (Bernardi et al., 2013). In the US, 

researchers have shown that single parenthood and divorce is more common among black 

families than in white families (Sun & Li, 2007). Higher divorce prevalence and acceptance may 

sometimes mitigate their negative adjustment experiences and outcomes. Heard (2007) 

demonstrates that black adolescents’ GPAs are less negatively influenced by exposure to a single 

mother than those of whites, while a recent family change may lead to a sudden drop in GPAs 

for blacks. She accounts for this by a greater ability to adjust in an environment where complex 

family forms are common.  



 16	  

 Changes in social resources have also received much attention as an account of variation 

across ancestral groups. A decline in social resources after divorce has already been discussed in 

the previous section as leading to negative consequences for children’s wellbeing. Access to 

social resources following separation may vary by ancestry. For example, King, Harris and 

Heard (2004) show that father’s absence in the household leads to the largest decrease in social 

capital for white children with low-educated fathers, as these fathers spend less time with their 

children than minority nonresident fathers and highly educated white nonresident fathers.  

 Furthermore, social networks can serve as a safeguard against negative separation effects. 

In the US, researchers have found strong kinship networks among black families, with closer ties 

to the mother than the father (Hunter, 1997; McLoyd et al., 2000). Eggebeen and Davey (1998) 

show that stronger support networks alleviate the negative effects of divorce for adults. Kalmijn 

(2010) offers increased maternal kinship ties after divorce as a possible account for weaker 

divorce effects for Caribbean children than white children in the Netherlands.  

 Financial loss after separation may also be a source of variation in parental separation 

effects across ancestral groups. Divorce’s lowering of economic resources is well documented in 

research. Diminishing economies of scale, dependence on only one parent’s income and the 

mother’s weaker attachment to the labor market all lead to a lowering of income (Kalmijn, 2010; 

Jarvis & Jenkins, 1999; Poortman, 2000). Variation across groups may thus be related to the 

magnitude or scope of financial deprivation. Moreover, if financial and social disadvantages are 

prevalent for a particular ancestral group before separation, then separation may only contribute 

marginally to further disadvantages. Sun and Li (2007) show that maladjustment across various 

socioeconomic variables exists prior to separation, particularly for European American, Asian 

American and black pre-disruption families. Meanwhile, Hispanic pre-disruption families 

demonstrate the fewest number of socioeconomic deficits in comparison to their Hispanic in-tact 

family peers (due to the prevalence of disadvantages). After separation, Hispanic adolescents 

continue to show the least maladjustment while European Americans, the most advantaged 

group, demonstrate the most.  

Important to note is the heterogeneity in the causal accounts at work. Smith (1997), who 

finds a weaker negative separation effect on children’s school grades among blacks than among 

European Americans, attributes the negative effect for European Americans to conflict stress and 

that for black families to economic stress. He proposes that black children may be shielded from 
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stress caused by parental conflict due to stronger networks of extended family. Pre-disruption 

deficits among ancestral groups may also be attributed to heterogeneous causal accounts. In the 

same study by Sun and Li (2007), the authors show that maladjustment in pre-disruption families 

is explained by a shortage of social resources for Asian American families, the group with the 

highest pre-disruption social and economic advantages, and a shortage of financial and human 

resources for black families. Thus, economic and social explanations for maladjustment may be 

sensitive to initial socioeconomic standing. 

In addition to the finding of variation in separation effects across ancestries, researchers 

have revealed cross-national variation in separation effects on children’s outcomes. Cross-

national findings may inform within-country research on variation across ancestries as it has 

applied a similar line of theorizing. Kreidl, Štípková and Hubatková (2014) explored differences 

in parental separation effects on children’s ability to gain tertiary education across 12 European 

countries and Australia and found more negative effects in contexts where divorce is more 

prevalent. Hampden-Thompson (2009) examined the relationship between single-motherhood 

and children’s success in literacy across 18 countries in Europe and North America and found in 

most countries a significant impact of single-motherhood before controlling for parental 

involvement and households’ economic profile. However, after the controls, a significant effect 

was only found in a few countries. In addition, Hampden-Thompson (2013) compared the effect 

of parental separation on children’s literacy success across the same 18 countries and found a 

smaller gap between children in two-parent households and children with single mothers in 

countries where national governments support low-income, single-parent families. These 

findings provide further support for heterogeneity in separation effects by cultural and social 

context.   

 

The literature described so far provides strong evidence that divorce and separation 

generally lead to more negative consequences for children’s educational attainment. 

Furthermore, ancestry may moderate separation effects. In the US, higher divorce acceptance 

and greater kinship ties may lessen the negative effect of separation on black children’s 

wellbeing, while lower economic resources may strengthen the negative effect on black 

children’s outcomes. Meanwhile, social explanations such as conflict stress strengthen negative 

separation effects for white children’s outcomes. This study will shed further light on US 
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findings by exploring differences in the effect of separation on children’s school performance 

across countries and regions of origin in Sweden.  

 

3.4 Children of Mixed Unions 

 

With the well-documented impact of separation on children’s outcomes and the variation 

across ancestries, particularly in the US, a question becomes how mixed children experience 

separation. In the general literature on mixed unions, intermarriage is seen as a positive 

development for individuals and societies, an important barometer of the ability of minorities to 

integrate and an indication of society’s overall level of openness and tolerance (Kulu & 

Gonzalez-Ferrer, 2014; Platt, 2012). In the US, for instance, intermarriage between blacks and 

whites has been considered as a “benchmark” for race relations in the country (Fryer, 2007). 

These claims persist even when there are mixed findings regarding the socioeconomic 

assimilation of mixed couples and their children. Panico and Nazroo (2011) show that compared 

to the economic profiles of households with mixed white children and mixed Indian children in 

the UK, households with non-mixed white children perform worse. Kantarevic (2004) finds that 

in the US intermarried immigrants are positively selected into intermarriage from the population 

of all married immigrants and thus counters simplistic claims on the positive benefits of 

interethnic marriage for economic assimilation.   

Missing from the literature on the economic consequences of mixed unions has been 

what hybridity means for mixed children’s identities and experiences. Discussing the case of the 

UK, Panico and Nazroo (2011) describe a “reified and essentialist approach” to the classification 

of ethnic groups in quantitative analyses, where ethnic boundaries are strict and findings on 

group characteristics are suggested to be essential features. Mixed children are then located at the 

center of the scale between two origin countries rather than representing new hybridities. 

Researchers argue that such an approach limits the ability of researchers to understand mixed 

children (Panico & Nazroo, 2011; Platt, 2012).  

Nevertheless, authors have begun to explore the complexities associated with mixedness. 

Van Ours and Veenman (2008) compared the educational attainment of mixed children in the 

Netherlands, finding more positive outcomes for children with a Dutch mother and a Moluccan 

father than for children with a Dutch father and a Moluccan mother. Platt (2012) explores the 
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effect of interethnic unions on children’s wellbeing in the UK, and finds, after controlling for 

lone parenthood and maternal depression, little evidence to suggest interethnic unions have an 

independent effect on children’s social and behavioral wellbeing. However, evidence is found for 

a protective layer from interethnic unions where mixed unions are uncommon and groups exhibit 

a high level of disadvantages. 

The research on mixed unions suggests that children of mixed unions must be understood 

not simply as being located on a continuum between two ancestries but as representing a new 

hybridized identity, resulting from one’s individual experience and distinct process of identity 

formation. In this thesis, I will attempt to avoid the rigidities discussed in the previous literature. 

 

4. Hypotheses  

 

 Several hypotheses will be made with regards to differences in separation effects across 

ancestries in Sweden. First, the psychological and emotional adjustment and the loss of 

important resources lead to negative consequences for children’s educational attainment. Thus, 

(H1) children of separation will perform worse than children whose parents are still in tact. 

Furthermore, differences in divorce acceptance, changing economic and social resources and 

strength of kinship networks may lead to variation between countries and regions of origin in 

terms of separation’s effect on school performance. Among the seven groups of native Sweden, 

Finland, Iran, Poland, former Yugoslavia, Chile and the Horn of Africa, native Swedes 

demonstrate the lowest incidence of divorce and also demonstrate the highest socioeconomic 

position. Separation may produce the most shock for Swedish children. (H2) Thus, Swedes are 

expected to demonstrate the strongest separation effects. Individuals from the Horn of Africa 

demonstrate the highest incidence of divorce in Sweden (shown in Table 1) and face more 

unemployment risks than any other group (shown in Figure 2). Furthermore, strong social 

supports through the Somali clan system may mitigate the detrimental impact of separation. 

Rather than producing a shock, the event of separation is expected to marginally affect these 

groups. (H3) Individuals from the Horn of Africa are expected to face the least negative effect on 

educational attainment from separation. In addition, Chileans and Iranians are expected to 

demonstrate lower maladjustment than native Swedes due to high divorce incidence in these 

groups.  
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5. Data, Variables and Methodology  

 

This study sets out to determine the variation of separation effects across countries and 

regions of origin. The analysis will be modeled as a case-oriented comparative study (Ragin, 

1987). Therefore, rather than compare all countries and regions of origin in Sweden, groups were 

selected based on their size and ability to represent diverse theoretical accounts. The selected 

groups are Sweden, Finland, Former Yugoslavia, Poland, Chile, Iran and the Horn of Africa. 

Whether the case is representative of a particular theoretical type, or a combination of several, 

will be studied.  

The categorization of a child’s ancestry into one of these seven countries/regions is 

determined by his or her parents’ country/region of birth. This study will examine children with 

Swedish origins (children with one or both parents born in Sweden), children who were born in 

Sweden to foreign-born parents and children who migrated to Sweden at or before the age of 5 

(i.e. before starting school in Sweden). Because of the difficulty of assigning children of mixed 

unions, two separate analyses are conducted: the first where children’s ancestry is based off of 

mothers’ origins and the second where children’s ancestry is based off of fathers’ origins. While 

the focus of this study is not only the dynamics among mixed children, by completing separate 

analyses by mothers and fathers I am able to indirectly explore varying outcomes among mixed 

and non-mixed children, particularly as the prevalence of mixed unions varies by mothers and 

fathers.  

 

5.1 Data 

 

 The data for this study come from various population registries annually collected and 

maintained by Swedish authorities, including tax and school registries and the LISA database. 

These registries provide information on all individuals in Sweden, including place of residence, 

country of birth, immigration history, income and school performance, as well as other basic 

socioeconomic information. From this data, information on households may also be constructed. 

The registries are thus fitting for a study on ancestral background, parental separation and 

children’s educational attainment. As the register data was last updated in 2012, the study 

focuses on children born in 1995 and 1996 and their GPAs at age 16 years of age in 2011 and 
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2012, respectively. Furthermore, by including both cohorts, I am able to increase the number of 

children with a foreign background. Only data for the seven ancestral groups (Sweden, Finland, 

Former Yugoslavia, Poland, Chile, Iran and the Horn of Africa) are included in the analysis. 

When the child’s ancestral background is defined by mothers’ origins, the total number of 

observations is 172,890 (89,892 observations from the 1995 cohort, 82,998 from the 1996 

cohort). When the child’s background is defined by fathers’ origins, the number of observations 

is 171,409 (89,126 from the 1995 cohort, 82,283 from the 1996 cohort).  

  

5.2 Variables 

 

 Several variables were created for the analysis. They include the outcome variable, the 

main independent variables, and several socioeconomic background variables.  

 

Outcome Variable 

 

 The central outcome variable is children’s educational achievement at age 16, measured 

by GPAs. Children in this data began their education at age 7, continuing on to complete 9 years 

of compulsory school education. At the end of grade 9, the sum of the grade values of a student’s 

16 best subjects are taken, ranging from 0 to a maximum 320 points. Therefore, the GPA, 

calculated at the end of the last year of compulsory education, is a marker of educational success 

in later adolescence and is available for most children.  

 

Main Independent Variables 

 

 The central independent variables are parental separation and country/region of origin. In 

the analysis, separation of parents includes parents in both marriages and coresidential 

partnerships. The rise of non-married, cohabitating couples has become a challenge for 

demographers to track through census data. However, property-based measures of cohabitation 

have been used effectively to identify these new partnership forms (Thomson & Eriksson, 2013). 

In the population registries, each parent’s property at the end of the calendar year is identified. If 

parents are living in the same property at the year of the child’s birth, they are considered to be in 
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a union. If they are in a union at child’s birth and are no longer living together when the child is 

15 years old, they are considered to have separated in the analysis. Children whose parents are 

not living together at the time of the child’s birth are removed from the analysis. This accounts 

for about 7.5 percent of children (12,740 children) when children’s background is defined by 

mothers’ origins and 7.2 percent (12,178) when children’s background is defined by fathers’ 

origins.  

 One limitation of this present study is that it will not determine if the effect of separation 

depends on the age of the child when his or her parents separate. In many cases, separation has 

taken place before the child is 15 years old. Thus, it is assumed that regardless of the child’s age 

at separation, some effect will still exist beyond 15 years of age.  

 The variable for country/region background is also central to this study. In the analyses, 

both children who were born in Sweden and children who migrated to Sweden before or during 

the age of 5 will be studied. Parents’ country of birth is assumed to be a strong indicator of a 

child’s ancestry. However, challenges arise in the categorization of children who are born (inside 

or outside of Sweden) to parents of separate origin countries/regions. For this reason, 

country/region background dummy variables are created separately for children’s ancestry based 

on mothers’ origins and for children’s ancestry based on fathers’ origins. These variables are 

then tested in two separate analyses. By doing so, greater analytical depth may be reached in the 

analyses.  

 Children who migrated to Sweden after the age of 5 were removed from the analysis in 

order to ensure that the children analyzed completed the Swedish school system. Furthermore, 

adopted children are removed.  

 

Control Variables 

 

 Several control variables are also included in the analysis in order to distinguish the 

effects of separation and country background from other characteristics. These traits include 

characteristics of the children but also of their parents. Of parent-related variables, dummy 

variables for parent’s highest achieved education (compulsory, short secondary, long secondary, 

short postsecondary and long postsecondary education) when the child is 15 years of age are 

included in the model. Parents’ educational attainment is a strong predictor of their children’s 
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educational success; educated parents are more likely to reinforce their children’s educational 

success, whether through teaching outside of school or school choices (Jonsson & Erikson, 

2000). In the analysis, the dummy variables for education are included for both mothers and 

fathers. I also include mothers’ age at the year of the child’s birth. Mothers’ age at the birth of 

her first child is positively correlated with her own education, and young mothers are more likely 

to experience marital disruption than older ones (Bumpass & Rindfuss, 1979).  

 As for variables related to the children, the child’s sex, birth order and number of siblings 

(determined by mother’s children) when the child is age 15 are included. A female advantage in 

schools is well documented in research, including among immigrants (Dronkers & Kornder, 

2014). The child’s birth order and number of siblings proxy for the strength of resources in the 

household as well as intellectual environment in which younger children are tutored by older 

ones (Härkönen, 2014c). Birth order is also correlated with parental separation as later-born 

children are more likely to experience it than earlier born children. A control for the cohort year 

was also included in the model to capture any possible cohort effects. Furthermore, a dummy for 

whether children were born in Sweden or abroad is also included to capture a possible advantage 

for those born in Sweden. 

 Variables that mediate the effect of separation on children’s GPAs are also added to the 

model. Jonsson and Gähler (1997) determine that economic deprivation and downward social 

mobility provide strong accounts for separation’s negative influence on children’s educational 

attainment in Sweden. In this analysis, the mother’s employment status when the child is age 15 

and the adjusted household income, calculated at the child level, at age 15 are introduced in order 

to account for two modes through which separation may affect GPAs at age 16. For the child’s 

adjusted household income, the logarithm of this value is used in the model. If separation occurs 

before or during age 15, the effect of separation on GPAs may be mediated by the child’s 

economic profile at age 15.        

 

5.3 Methodology 

 

 Three OLS regression models with interactions between the parental separation variable 

and dummy variables for country/region background are tested in this present study. In the first 

model, interactions between separation and country/region background are included, along with 
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the dummies for cohort year and being born in Sweden. In the second model, controls for 

parents’ and children’s characteristics are added except for the child’s logged adjusted household 

income and mother’s employment status. This will demonstrate the impact of background social 

characteristics before the addition of economic indicators. In the final model, the child’s logged 

adjusted income and the mother’s employment status when the child is 15 are added to the model 

in order to determine the mediating effect of children’s economic situation. These three models 

are then estimated in two separated analyses, first for child’s background defined by mothers’ 

origins and the second for child’s background defined by fathers’ origins. 

 In each of these models the main interaction effect is for native Swedes, who are the 

reference group.  The coefficient on each interaction term demonstrates the difference in the 

effects of separation in groups with a foreign background compared to those with a Swedish one. 

As OLS regression models are not sufficient to deduce causality, the coefficient results will be 

interpreted as correlated with the outcome variable and not as producing a causal effect. 

 

6. Descriptive Analysis and Results 

 

6.1 Descriptive Analysis 

 

 Before proceeding with the regression analyses, I first completed a descriptive analysis of 

the independent and dependent variables. In Table 3 below, I show the distribution of children by 

ancestry and immigration status from the 1995 and 1996 cohorts. Regardless of how children’s 

background is defined, the large majority of each ancestral group is born in Sweden.  The group 

with the most children born outside of Sweden is Iran, followed by former Yugoslavia.  For the 

first analysis where children’s background is defined by mother’s origins, the largest non-

Swedish group is Finland, followed by former Yugoslavia, Horn of Africa, Iran, Poland and 

Chile. For the second analysis based off of fathers’ origins, the largest non-Swedish group is 

former Yugoslavia, followed by Finland, Iran, Horn of Africa, Chile and Poland.  

 Table 4 presents the average of all variables by separation status when children’s 

background is defined by mothers’ origins. About 32 percent of children experienced separation. 

The GPAs of children whose parents separated were lower by about 25 points than those whose 

parents were still in-tact. For children of separated parents, birth orders and sibling numbers were 
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slightly higher. An average of the highest education level achieved, ranging between 1 

(compulsory education) and 5 (long postsecondary education), was calculated for each parent. 

Separated mothers and fathers each tend to have lower education than mothers and fathers who 

stayed together. Mothers who separated tend to be younger at age of first birth than those who 

are still together. Children whose families are still in tact are more likely to have mothers who 

are still employed and have a higher logged adjusted household income.  

 
Table 3.  Distribution of children by country/region of origin and immigration status (separate 
figures for country/region background based on mothers’ origins and fathers’ origins) 
 
 Sweden Finland F. Yugo Poland Chile H. Africa Iran Total 
Immigration Status Mother-based origins: 
Born in Sweden 159,811 3,684 2,795 1,087 876 1,886 1,402 171,541 
Foreign-Born 583 187 235 43 37 90 171 1,346 
Total 160,394 3,871 3,030 1,130 913 1,976 1,573 172,887 
Immigration Status Father-based origins: 
Born in Sweden 157,941 3,280 3,445 556 972 1,923 1,932 170,049 
Foreign-Born 602 177 241 32 37 89 180 1,358 
Total 158,543 3,457 3,686 588 1,009 2,012 2,112 171,407 
Source: Swedish register data, author’s own calculations 

 
Table 4. Mean of variables by separation status for all seven immigrant backgrounds (with 
background defined by mothers’ origins) 
 
Variables    
 Mean  
Separation 0.32  
N 152,432  
 For Non-Separated: For Separated: 
GPAs 225.15 199.14 
1996 cohort 0.48 0.48 
Born in Sweden 1.00 1.00 
Female 0.49 0.49 
Birth order of child 1.90 1.93 
Number of siblings 2.60 2.70 
Mother’s highest education 3.33 3.03 
Father’s highest education 2.93 2.61 
Mother’s age at birth 
squared 

917.50 835.40 

Mother’s age at birth 29.93 28.48 
Mother’s emp. status 0.95 0.90 
Child’s logged adjusted 
household income  

7.73 7.35 

Source: Swedish register data, author’s own calculations 
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 Table 5 presents averages for select variables across ancestries, separated by country 

background defined by mothers’ and fathers’ origins. Significant variation can be seen across 

ancestries for many variables including separation rates, GPAs, parents’ highest education levels 

and mothers’ employment. I first examined variation when children’s background is defined by 

mothers’ origins. The experience of separation is highest for children from Chile, followed by 

Poland, Horn of Africa, Finland, Iran, Sweden and Former Yugoslavia. These results roughly 

reflect the findings by Andersson et al. (2015) who show the highest cumulated separation rates 

among women from the Horn of Africa, followed by South America, Iran and Poland.  

 Groups’ variation by GPA was also present. With children’s background defined by 

mothers’ origins, the highest GPAs are found among children from Iran. This was followed by 

Sweden, Poland, Finland, the Horn of Africa, Former Yugoslavia and Chile. Highest education 

levels for mothers are found for Sweden, followed by Poland, Iran, Finland, Chile, former 

Yugoslavia and the Horn of Africa. For fathers, education levels are highest for Iran, followed by 

Sweden, Poland, former Yugoslavia, Finland, the Horn of Africa and Chile. When children’s 

background is defined by mothers’ origins, mothers are on average more educated than fathers 

across groups except for former Yugoslavia and the Horn of Africa, while the largest gap is seen 

in Poland, then Sweden, the Horn of Africa, Finland, former Yugoslavia, Chile and Iran.  

 Average logged adjusted household incomes also vary across groups. When children’s 

background is defined by mothers’ origins, the highest logged incomes were among children 

from native Sweden, followed by children from Finland, Iran and Poland, Chile, former 

Yugoslavia and the Horn of Africa. Employment rates across groups roughly reflect the pattern 

seen among logged incomes.  

 When background is defined by fathers’ origins instead of mothers’ origins, notable 

divergence between the descriptive analyses can be seen. When country background is based on 

fathers’ origins, there are generally higher separation rates for all groups, particularly for 

children with Finnish, Chilean and Yugoslavian backgrounds. For GPAs and logged incomes, 

results are similar in both analyses except for those of Finland, where country background based 

on fathers’ origins leads logged incomes to decrease by 0.05 points and GPAs by nine points for 

Finnish children. For Chilean children logged incomes decline by 0.05 points and for Iranian 

children GPAs decline by four points. Mothers’ and fathers’ highest achieved education levels 

are also somewhat divergent in both analyses, particularly for Finns, Poles and Chileans. When 
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children’s background is defined by fathers’ origin, Finns lose 0.16 points and Poles 0.14 points 

as Chileans gain 0.13 points in mothers’ education levels. For fathers’ education levels, Finns 

lose 0.26 points and Poles gain 0.15 points when children’s background is defined by fathers’ 

origins. Employment rates were mostly similar. 

 This analysis suggests that basing children’s background on fathers’ origins lead to 

different profiles for some groups. For example, when basing children’s background on fathers’ 

origins, Finnish children see more separation, lower GPAs, lower household incomes (at age 15) 

and have less educated parents than when basing children’s background on mothers’ origins. For 

children from Chile, a father-based definition means that they experience more separation, have 

more educated mothers and have low household incomes. A father-based background leads 

Iranian children to see more separation and achieve lower GPAs.   

 
Table 5. Mean of selected variables by country/region of origin (separated by whether 
background is based on mothers’ or fathers’ origins) 
Variables  Sweden Finland F. Yugo Poland Chile H. Africa Iran 
Separation M 0.32 0.35 0.22 0.39 0.42 0.36 0.32 
 F 0.32 0.39 0.26 0.42 0.47 0.37 0.35 
GPA M 215.00 208.45 198.14 213.64 189.88 202.81 223.20 
 F 215.53 199.37 196.08 214.97 189.25 203.23 219.22 
1996 cohort M 0.48 0.46 0.49 0.46 0.45 0.51 0.50 
 F 0.48 0.46 0.48 0.47 0.47 0.51 0.49 
Born in Sweden M 1.00 0.95 0.92 0.96 0.96 0.95 0.89 
 F 1.00 0.95 0.93 0.95 0.96 0.96 0.91 
Female M 0.49 0.48 0.49 0.49 0.48 0.48 0.48 
 F 0.49 0.49 0.49 0.52 0.51 0.49 0.48 
Birth order of ch. M 1.89 2.20 2.38 1.81 2.17 2.55 1.94 
 F 1.89 2.14 2.29 1.78 2.13 2.54 1.90 
No. siblings M 2.61 2.80 3.12 2.33 2.93 4.61 2.48 
 F 2.60 2.82 3.05 2.43 2.91 4.58 2.52 
M’s highest educ. M 3.20 2.85 2.38 3.15 2.55 2.05 3.14 
 F 3.20 2.69 2.41 3.01 2.68 2.07 3.19 
F’s highest educ. M 2.76 2.51 2.59 2.60 2.36 2.40 3.00 
 F 2.77 2.25 2.56 2.75 2.38 2.38 3.03 
M’s age at birth M 29.40 31.29 28.30 30.22 29.04 28.05 30.48 
 F 29.45 30.00 27.93 29.20 28.56 28.00 30.20 
M’s emp. status M 0.93 0.88 0.77 0.82 0.86 0.69 0.80 
 F 0.93 0.88 0.79 0.81 0.86 0.69 0.82 
Child’s logged 
adjusted income 

M 7.60 7.53 7.35 7.39 7.38 7.08 7.39 

 F 7.60 7.48 7.34 7.40 7.33 7.08 7.39 
Source: Swedish register data, author’s own calculations 
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 As descriptive results vary depending on how ancestry is defined, one more analysis was 

completed to determine whether mixed unions may play a role in the differences seen. Figures 3 

and 4 reveal that Finnish fathers (73 percent) and mothers (76 percent) are most likely to be in 

mixed unions than in endogamous unions compared to all other groups in the dataset. Polish 

mothers and Chilean fathers are also more likely to be in mixed unions. Furthermore, 34 percent 

of Iranian fathers in the data are in mixed unions, whereas only 11 percent of Iranian mothers 

are. Parents from Sweden and the Horn of Africa demonstrate low frequency of mixed unions.  

 The descriptive results suggest that some of the divergence may have to do with 

mixedness. For instance, in the case of Finnish children, close to 75 percent of Finnish mothers 

and fathers are in mixed unions. Nevertheless, the profiles of Finnish children differ, such as 

lower GPAs when ancestry is defined by fathers’ origins. Thus, the varying attributes of Finnish 

children depending on the definition of ancestry may reflect how mixed children with Finnish 

fathers do not have the same experiences as mixed children with Finnish mothers do. In the case 

of Chilean children, for instance, the rate of mixedness is a little below 50 percent when ancestry 

is defined by mothers and a little above 50 percent when ancestry is defined by fathers. Chilean 

children’s experience of lower separation and higher income when ancestry is defined by 

mothers suggest similarly that mixed children with Chilean mothers have slightly different 

profiles than mixed children with Chilean fathers. Thus, a redefinition of ancestry may reveal 

different attributes for certain groups due to the associated mixedness.  

 
Figure 3. Average rate of mixed unions across countries/regions of origin in Sweden 
(background defined by mothers’ origins) 

 
Source: Swedish register data, author’s own calculations 
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Figure 4. Average rate of mixed unions across countries/regions of origin in Sweden 
(background defined by fathers’ origins)  

 
Source: Swedish register data, author’s own calculations 

 
 
6.2 Results 
 
 
 I now begin my regression analysis on the variation in parental separation effects on 

children’s GPAs at age 16 in Sweden across ancestries. First, I show a descriptive table of the 

differences in GPAs by separation status across countries/regions of origins, when background is 

defined by mothers’ origins. Figure 5 shows that regardless of ancestry children of separated 

parents demonstrate lower GPAs on average. When ancestry is defined by mothers’ origins, the 

largest gaps are for Poland (by 29 points), Sweden (by 26 points) and Finland (by 26 points). 

 For my first regression analysis, I use a definition of children’s country background based 

on mothers’ origins. In Table 6, three sets of regressions are shown, each model including 

various controls. The first model is a regression of the interactions before most control variables 

are included. The second model is with the inclusion of all control variables except for mother’s 

employment status and child’s logged income. The final regression includes all control variables. 

A likelihood ratio test of Model 1 with and without interactions results in a chi-squared of 16.78 

with six degrees of freedom and an associated p-value of 0.01. These test statistics show that a 

model with interactions fits better in a way that is statistically significant. 

 In Model 1 we see the effects on GPAs for children of non-separated and separated 

parents before any controls are added. The main effect estimates show that Chilean children with 

non-separated parents perform 26.6 points lower on average than children of non-separated 
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Swedes, with children from the Horn of Africa performing 14 points lower, Iranian children 9 

points higher, Yugoslavian children 18 points lower, and Finnish children 4 points lower than 

non-separated Swedish children. There is no significant evidence for Poles. Then, in the event of 

separation, Swedes perform 26 points lower on average than Swedish children of non-separated 

parents. The separation effect for both Chile and the Horn of Africa is about 11 points weaker 

than that for Swedes. The difference in the separation effect for other groups was not statistically 

significant.  

 

Figure 5. Average GPAs by separation/non-separation status across countries/region of origin in 
Sweden (background defined by mothers’ origins) 
 

 
Source: Swedish register data, author’s own calculations 

 

 In Model 2, all control variables except for economic indicators are included. The main 

effect estimates show that Chileans of non-separated parents performed 15 points lower than 

Swedish children of non-separated parents on average and that children of non-separated parents 

from the Horn of Africa performed 8 points higher on average than non-separated Swedes with 

similar backgrounds. There was no statistical significance to suggest that children of non-

separated Iranians, Yugoslav, Finns and Poles were different than children of non-separated 

Swedes. In the event of separation, Swedish children now scored 18 points lower on average 
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than Swedish children of non-separated parents, all else being the same. The separation effect for 

Chileans was still weaker than the effect for separated Swedes, along with a weaker effect for 

children of separated parents from the Horn of Africa, though slightly less than that of Chileans. 

 Now we include logged income and employment status variables in Model 3. The main 

effect now shows that on average Chilean children of non-separated parents perform 13 points 

lower than Swedish children of non-separated parents, children from the Horn of Africa perform 

11 points higher, children from Iran 4 points higher and children from Poland 6 points higher 

than children of non-separated Swedes. With the addition of the economic controls, we see a 

smaller effect for the main separation variable. In the event of separation, there is now a 14-point 

difference between the GPAs of Swedish children whose parents are still intact and Swedish 

children whose parent have separated. Furthermore, there is an 11-point weaker effect for 

Chileans than the effect for Swedes, along with a weaker effect for children from the Horn of 

Africa (by 7 points). Furthermore, Iranian children now show an almost 7-point weaker effect 

than that for Swedes.  

 Thus far, results provide evidence for (H1) that children with separated parents have 

lower educational attainment than children with in-tact families. In addition, there is evidence to 

suggest that there is a more negative separation effect for native Swedes than there is for children 

from Chile, Iran and the Horn of Africa, somewhat confirming (H2). In this analysis, (H3) 

cannot be confirmed: individuals from the Horn of Africa do not experience the least 

maladjustment. Rather, the separation effect is weaker for Chileans than for individuals from the 

Horn of Africa and Iran, although the sizes in effects for these groups are quite similar.  

 
 
Table 6. Regression results with country background defined by mothers’ origins 

 (1) (2) (3) 
VARIABLES GPA GPA GPA 
    
1996 cohort 1.967*** 0.489 0.0259 
 (0.311) (0.277) (0.276) 
Born in Sweden -10.60 2.123 -2.843 
 (6.672) (5.985) (5.987) 
Separation -26.27*** -18.01*** -14.18*** 
 (0.344) (0.313) (0.327) 
Chile -26.59*** -15.31*** -13.18*** 
 (3.300) (2.948) (2.930) 
Horn of Africa -14.05*** 7.799*** 11.35*** 
 (2.362) (2.162) (2.150) 
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Iran 9.050*** 0.841 4.412** 
 (2.194) (1.967) (1.963) 
Former Yugoslavia -18.19*** -0.546 2.409 
 (1.517) (1.369) (1.362) 
Finland -4.062*** -1.954 -1.595 
 (1.424) (1.272) (1.265) 
Poland 2.645 2.666 6.162*** 
 (2.647) (2.367) (2.356) 
Chile*Separation 10.98** 11.84** 10.73** 
 (5.161) (4.615) (4.586) 
Horn of Africa*Separation 11.38*** 7.341** 7.284** 
 (3.933) (3.551) (3.530) 
Iran*Separation 6.483 5.681 6.883** 
 (3.934) (3.519) (3.508) 
F. Yugoslavia*Separation 2.931 -2.279 -1.485 
 (3.293) (2.960) (2.943) 
Finland*Separation 1.198 0.124 0.988 
 (2.420) (2.160) (2.150) 
Poland*Separation -2.761 -3.936 -5.214 
 (4.280) (3.827) (3.820) 
Female  23.97*** 24.04*** 
  (0.277) (0.275) 
Birth order of child  -9.807*** -10.35*** 
  (0.219) (0.218) 
Number of siblings  0.484*** 1.829*** 
  (0.186) (0.188) 
Mother’s short sec. educ.  13.15*** 11.15*** 
  (0.627) (0.628) 
Mother’s long sec. educ.  23.97*** 21.28*** 
  (0.651) (0.654) 
Mother’s short postsec. 
educ. 

 31.55*** 28.37*** 

  (0.674) (0.678) 
Mother’s long postsec. 
educ. 

 37.95*** 33.82*** 

  (0.666) (0.672) 
Father’s short sec. educ.  7.894*** 7.585*** 
  (0.457) (0.454) 
Father’s long postsec. educ.  20.12*** 19.11*** 
  (0.556) (0.554) 
Father’s short postsec. educ.  27.43*** 25.94*** 
  (0.546) (0.544) 
Father’s long postsec. educ.  36.08*** 33.63*** 
  (0.562) (0.563) 
Mother’s age at birth 
squared 

 -0.0992*** -0.0910*** 

  (0.00467) (0.00465) 
Mother’s age at birth  7.612*** 7.073*** 
  (0.286) (0.284) 
Mother’s emp. status   12.48*** 
   (0.618) Child’s Logged Adjusted 
Income  

  10.45*** 
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Standard errors in parentheses 
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05 

 
  

 Now I perform a similar analysis with children’s ancestry defined by fathers’ origins, the 

results from which are shown in Table 7 below. A likelihood ratio test of Model 1 with and 

without interactions again suggests that a model with interactions fits better in a way that is 

statistically significant. The test results reveal a chi-squared of 24.07 with six degrees of freedom 

and an associated p-value of 0.00.  

 In Model 1, the main separation effect shows that Swedish children with separated 

parents perform 26 points lower on average than Swedish children with parents who are together, 

a similar finding in the previous analysis. The separation effect for children with origins in Chile 

is 17 points weaker and for children with origins in the Horn of Africa is 12 points weaker than 

that for children from Sweden. In Model 2, with all control variables but mothers’ employment 

status and children’s logged income, the main separation effect shows that Swedish children with 

separated parents now perform 18 points lower on average than Swedish children with parents 

who are still together, also a finding in the previous analysis. The separation effects for children 

from Chile and the Horn of Africa are still weaker. Notably, unlike the previous analysis with 

ancestry defined by mothers’ origins, Finnish children have a stronger separation effect than 

Swedish children (by 4 points).  

 In Model 3, with the addition of economic controls, the main separation effect now shows 

that Swedish children perform 14 points lower on average than Swedish children of non-

separated parents, a size similar to the previous analysis (with ancestry based on mothers’ 

origins). Furthermore, there is still evidence to show that children with ancestry in Chile or the 

Horn of Africa have a weaker separation effect than for Swedish children of separated parents (9 

points for Chile and 7 points for the Horn of Africa). However, unlike the previous analysis, 

there is no evidence to show that children with an Iranian background have a weaker effect than 

Swedish children after separation. Furthermore, the stronger separation effect shown for Finnish 

children in Model 2 has now disappeared.  

   (0.309) 
Constant 235.2*** 25.28*** -52.52*** 
 (6.675) (7.392) (7.681) 
    
Observations 143,631 143,432 143,228 
R-squared 0.043 0.239 0.249 
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 In this way, we gather evidence to support (H1): children of separated parents perform 

worse than children of in-tact families. Furthermore, we develop some evidence to suggest that 

Swedish children perform worse than other groups after separation (H2). Regardless of how 

children’s background is defined, Swedish children demonstrate a stronger separation effect than 

the effect shown for children from the Horn of Africa or Chile. When ancestry is defined by 

mothers’ origins, Swedish children also experience a stronger negative effect than Iranian 

children. We may also reject (H3) as children with ancestry in the Horn of Africa did not 

experience the strongest separation effect. In both analyses, children with origins in Chile 

experience less maladjustment as measured by GPAs than children with ancestry from the Horn 

of Africa, though the effects are similar in size for both groups. As for the remaining origin 

countries/regions, we find no statistically significant evidence to suggest stronger or weaker 

effects.  

 
Table 7. Regression results with country background defined by fathers’ origins 

 (1) (2) (3) 
VARIABLES GPA GPA GPA 
    
1996 cohort 2.004*** 0.501 0.0390 
 (0.311) (0.277) (0.276) 
Born in Sweden -1.235 5.660 1.332 
 (6.165) (5.557) (5.553) 
Separation -25.91*** -17.57*** -13.77*** 
 (0.345) (0.314) (0.328) 
Chile -26.89*** -12.89*** -11.10*** 
 (3.306) (2.953) (2.935) 
Horn of Africa -14.33*** 7.342*** 11.07*** 
 (2.377) (2.177) (2.166) 
Iran 8.575*** 0.934 4.284** 
 (1.923) (1.724) (1.720) 
Former Yugoslavia -17.95*** -1.108 1.496 
 (1.418) (1.279) (1.273) 
Finland -12.12*** -3.739*** -3.416** 
 (1.542) (1.377) (1.369) 
Poland 12.71*** 9.116*** 11.71*** 
 (3.948) (3.527) (3.506) 
Chile*Separation 16.53*** 8.864** 9.107** 
 (4.853) (4.333) (4.306) 
Horn of Africa*Separation 12.19*** 7.684** 7.298** 
 (3.901) (3.522) (3.501) 
Iran*Separation -0.644 -2.036 -1.045 
 (3.328) (2.981) (2.972) 
F. Yugoslavia*Separation -0.440 -4.929 -4.133 
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 (2.813) (2.524) (2.509) 
Finland*Separation -2.909 -4.399** -3.757 
 (2.498) (2.228) (2.216) 
Poland*Separation -6.634 -3.740 -4.159 
 (6.113) (5.454) (5.450) 
Female  24.02*** 24.09*** 
  (0.277) (0.275) 
Birth order of child  -9.837*** -10.37*** 
  (0.219) (0.219) 
Number of siblings  0.573*** 1.876*** 
  (0.187) (0.188) 
Mother’s short sec. educ.  12.63*** 10.66*** 
  (0.620) (0.621) 
Mother’s long sec. educ.  23.48*** 20.84*** 
  (0.645) (0.648) 
Mother’s short postsec. 
educ. 

 30.95*** 27.83*** 

  (0.668) (0.672) 
Mother’s long postsec. 
educ. 

 37.35*** 33.33*** 

  (0.659) (0.665) 
Father’s short sec. educ.  7.884*** 7.611*** 
  (0.459) (0.456) 
Father’s long postsec. educ.  20.32*** 19.33*** 
  (0.558) (0.556) 
Father’s short postsec. educ.  27.34*** 25.87*** 
  (0.547) (0.545) 
Father’s long postsec. educ.  36.34*** 33.87*** 
  (0.564) (0.565) 
Mother’s age at birth 
Squared 

 -0.102*** -0.0936*** 

  (0.00468) (0.00466) 
Mother’s age at birth  7.753*** 7.238*** 
  (0.286) (0.285) 
Mother’s emp. status   12.20*** 
   (0.618) 
Child’s logged adjusted 
income 

  10.37*** 

   (0.309) 
Constant 226.0*** 19.90*** -58.12*** 
 (6.167) (7.047) (7.353) 
    
Observations 143,332 143,138 142,938 
R-squared 0.043 0.240 0.249 

Standard errors in parentheses 
*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05 
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7. Discussion 
 
 
 Previous research has shown that divorce and separation lead to negative consequences 

for children across a variety of outcome variables. Furthermore, it has been demonstrated that 

separation effects may be influenced by moderating factors or certain conditions that lead to 

heterogeneity in effects. Strong evidence in the US, with its population of blacks, whites and 

Hispanics, has been gathered to show differences in outcomes for children across ancestries, due 

to variation across groups in divorce prevalence, economic deprivation and social mobility. This 

present study aims to address whether heterogeneity also exists in Sweden, a context 

characterized by more complex family forms as well as a growing population of immigrants and 

their children. Through OLS regression models interacting variables for separation and origin 

country/region, this analysis determines the effect of parental separation on children’s GPAs 

across seven country and regions of origins in Sweden, including Sweden, Finland, former 

Yugoslavia, the Horn of Africa, Iran, Chile and Poland. 

 Through separate analyses for country background defined by mothers’ and fathers’ 

origins, this study gathers evidence that separation is generally associated with negative 

consequences for children’s educational attainment, a finding that also was made by Jonsson and 

Gähler (1997). Suggested mechanisms are the psychological and emotional turbulence associated 

with separation, beginning at the point of conflict between parents or at the point of separation. 

Furthermore, the loss of important parental resources such as lower financial support, greater 

time constraints and downward economic mobility, that may also strengthen the psychological 

and emotional turbulence associated with separation, may also negatively affect educational 

attainment for children.    

 A further finding is some heterogeneity in separation effects across countries/regions of 

origin in Sweden. Regardless of how children’s background is defined, after controlling for 

children’s economic profiles, Swedes demonstrated a stronger separation effect than children 

from the Horn of Africa and Chile. Also, the separation effect for children from Chile was the 

weakest, followed by children from the Horn of Africa. Only when ancestry is defined by 

mothers’ background do lower separation effects also appear for Iranian children. Potential 

accounts for this variation in the Swedish context may be the prevalence of divorce within these 

groups; the Horn of Africa region, Chile and Iran are among the groups with the highest 
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cumulative separation rates in Sweden (shown in Table 1). Greater exposure to complex family 

structures may mitigate negative separation effects for these groups. Furthermore, changes in 

economic resources may also lead to differences across groups. In the descriptive analysis, 

children from Sweden demonstrate the highest logged incomes and children from the Horn of 

Africa demonstrate the lowest logged incomes, suggesting higher poverty risks. Variables for 

logged incomes were then included in the regression analyses to proxy for absolute income or 

poverty levels. However, controls for financial losses were not included in the analyses. 

Therefore, higher economic losses after separation may also account for the more negative 

separation effects among Swedish children than among children from Chile and the Horn of 

Africa, the latter groups likely to experience only marginal changes in economic resources. 

Heterogeneity in separation effects across Poland, former Yugoslavia and Finland could not be 

determined due to the lack of statistical significance after controlling for children’s economic 

conditions.   

 The finding of lesser negative effects among Chilean children than among children from 

Sweden and the Horn of Africa in fact resembles findings by Sun and Li (2007) who show that 

Hispanic children experience the highest disadvantages and the lowest maladjustment after 

separation in the US context. Because little is known about the similarities between Hispanic 

children in the US context and Chilean children in the Swedish context, the question of whether 

this research result in fact supports US findings remains unanswered.  

 In addition to the finding of some heterogeneity in Sweden, this study also contributes to 

an understanding of the importance of how ancestry is defined, particularly when studying mixed 

children. While I do not distinguish between groups of mixed children, separate analyses by 

children’s ancestry based on mothers’ origins and then on fathers’ origins enable such an 

examination as the frequency of mixed unions varies across men and women. When country 

background is defined by mothers’ background, Iranian children exhibit lesser negative effects 

on educational attainment than native Swedes, though more negative effects than that found for 

Chile and the Horn of Africa. This mitigating effect of an Iranian background may be due to the 

high economic independence of Iranian women, which may have contributed to the separation in 

the first place. Compared to women in other groups, Iranian women perhaps experience lesser 

economic deprivation, which may lessen the negative impact of separation on their children. 

Because this finding was not found for Iranian children when ancestry is defined by fathers’ 
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origins, there may be another mechanism at work for these children, especially as children with 

Iranian fathers are more likely to be mixed. The experience for mixed children with Iranian 

fathers may cloud out the experience for non-mixed Iranian children. Therefore, by completing 

separate analyses for different definitions of ancestry, variation across mixed and non-mixed 

children was possibly captured.  

 Also, this project provides small evidence of variation across mixed children with similar 

ancestries, somewhat furthering the aim of Panico and Nazroo (2011) for increased focus on the 

dynamics of mixed children’s experiences. The descriptive analysis showed that Finnish children 

were more likely than any other group to be mixed and that mixed children with Finnish fathers 

were more likely to experience separation, have lower GPAs and have lower incomes than mixed 

children with Finnish mothers. In the analyses, only before economic controls were added to the 

model with ancestry based on fathers’ origins, the separation effect for Finnish children was 

found to be larger than for Swedish children. When ancestry is based on mothers’ origins, no 

such effect was found. It could be surmised that separated Finnish fathers may be less 

geographically bound than separated Swedish fathers and thus more likely to move (or even 

return to Finland) after separation, leading to a weaker relationship with their children. This 

significant loss of social resources may lead to a larger negative impact on Finnish children’s 

grades than Swedish children’s grades. Controlling for economic conditions, however, renders 

the effect not significantly different (the effect was significant only at p<0.10). Thus, this finding 

may only provide small evidence that mechanisms may vary across mixed children with Finnish 

mothers and mixed children with Finnish fathers.  

 Perhaps one surprising finding is the generally positive educational outcomes among 

immigrant children in this study. When controlling for socioeconomic background, children of 

separated parents from Chile, the Horn of Africa and Iran (only when defined by mothers’ 

origins) performed better than native Swedish children. In the case of intact families, when 

controlling for socioeconomic background, children from the Horn of Africa, Iran and Poland 

demonstrated higher GPAs than native Swedish children on average. Interestingly, children from 

the Horn of Africa performed better than native Swedish children regardless of family structure. 

These results lead to some optimism towards the performance of immigrant children in Swedish 

schools.  
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 The central aim of this study was to contribute to a large body of research on the 

heterogeneity of separation effects originating in the US. Still this thesis leaves several questions 

unanswered, which may be the focus of future research paths. This study only examined 

heterogeneity of effects on children’s GPAs. Other educational variables such as graduation rates 

and school grades may also be explored in Sweden, as well as other indicators of wellbeing such 

as psychological and behavioral issues, physical health or strength of social relations. This study 

may be replicated in other European countries with similar immigration histories to determine 

the strength of these findings. Finally, future research can advance questions on intermarriage 

and assimilation by examining the heterogeneity in separation effects among mixed and non-

mixed children. For instance, this present study indirectly explored variation across mixed and 

non-mixed children through separate analyses by mothers’ and fathers’ origins. Future research 

may include an explicit variable for mixedness to determine the influence of having a mixed 

background.   

 A limitation of this study was that it was unable to account for social mechanisms such as 

parental involvement and the strength of kinship networks after separation that may be leading to 

differences across groups. Thus, future studies may examine the strength of these social 

resources across groups and how they may mediate the effect of separation. Another limitation of 

this study is its inability to assess the differences in each group’s use of Sweden’s welfare 

system. Future research should examine the heterogeneity of immigrant groups’ dependence on 

the Swedish welfare state and how this may moderate the effect of separation on children’s 

wellbeing.  

 This thesis provides early groundwork in the study of heterogeneity of separation effects 

in Sweden. Further work on this topic, whether through the lens of mixed children or variation in 

social resources, should advance the project of understanding how immigrants and their 

descendants are faring in Sweden.  
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