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Change and Stability in the 
Social Determinants of Divorce: 
A Comparison of Marriage 
Cohorts in the Netherlands
Paul M. de Graaf and Matthijs Kalmijn

This article addresses historical developments in the effects of five social determinants of 
divorce in the Netherlands: parental socioeconomic status, educational attainment, reli-
gion, parental divorce, and having children. Employing a national survey with information 
about 1,356 divorces, from 6,164 marriages formed between 1942 and 1999, event-history 
models show that the effects of most social determinants of divorce are stable. The effects 
of parental socioeconomic status, religion, parental divorce, and having children have not 
changed over marriage cohorts. The one and only exception lies in education. The effect of 
education has changed from a positive effect to a negative effect. In times when divorce 
was uncommon, the higher educated were more likely to divorce than the lower educated. 
Presently, the lower educated are more likely to divorce than the higher educated. This 
trend confirms Goode’s long-standing but rarely tested hypothesis about the reversing 
effect of social class on divorce.

Introduction
More than 40 years ago, the renowned sociologist
William Goode presented a theory about the changing
social determinants of divorce. Goode argued that in times
when divorce was rare, it would primarily be the members
of the elite in a society who experienced the break-up of a
marriage. When legal and normative barriers against
divorce are lifted, divorce becomes more common and
the lower classes would also begin to experience divorce.
Eventually, the class differential in divorce would be
reversed. In other words, before the trend towards high
levels of divorce, the higher classes would divorce more
frequently, whereas at the end of this trend, the lower
classes would divorce more often (Goode, 1962).

The reasoning behind Goode’s thesis was loosely
based on a notion of innovation. A divorce is not the
same as an innovation in a technological sense, but it
certainly has elements in it of an innovation. One thing
is that a divorce was a new form of behaviour that
intended to solve a problem (e.g. a poorly functioning
marriage). Another aspect of divorce was that it
increased very quickly in a short period of time, suggest-
ing that a diffusion process was going on. These consid-
erations lead to a theory about how the innovation
diffusion process takes form. It is usually the more
secure and more enlightened classes in a society who are
the early adopters of an innovation because these classes
have more cultural resources, which make them better
able to deal with the possible sanctions associated with
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breaking social norms. For that reason, Goode expected
a positive effect of class on divorce. This innovation
would eventually trickle down to the lower classes
because the barriers to divorce became weaker. That
divorce would eventually become more common among
the lower classes was not part of the theory but was
explained in different terms, especially by referring to
the greater social and economic problems in lower class
families—Goode spoke of ‘family strain’ (Goode, 1951,
1962).

Goode also tried to test his theory by pooling tables of
divorce by various indicators of socioeconomic status
for a range of countries. Comparing countries with high
and low rates of divorce, he could indirectly test his
diffusion theory. Although he compared as many as 12
countries, he was not convinced by their comparability
and regarded the results as preliminary (though encour-
aging). In his last work on divorce, 30 years later, Goode
did come back to his thesis briefly but without complet-
ing the test (Goode, 1993). He nevertheless emphasized
that in modern times, the class differential was negative—
with more divorce occurring in the lower classes. In his
early work, the tests were also somewhat slippery in that
the dates of the ‘early’ and ‘later’ period of the innova-
tion were never clearly defined.

In this article, we re-examine Goode’s thesis in a
longitudinal perspective by comparing the divorce risks
of marriage cohorts in a single country. We will look not
only at historical developments in the effects of
educational level and parental socioeconomic status—as
indicators of class position—but also at developments in
other social determinants of divorce: religion, having
experienced a parental divorce, and having children. We
will explore whether Goode’s hypothesis about innova-
tors and followers can be generalized to developments in
the effects of these other social determinants.

If one can generalize Goode’s thesis, one would expect
that when divorce is rare, not only the higher classes but
also the secular part of the population, the couples
without children, and the persons who experienced a
parental divorce are more likely to divorce. The non-
religious, the couples without children, and so forth are
better able to break social norms. As divorce becomes
more common, every category in society experiences
higher chances to divorce, but the trend for the innova-
tors will be weaker than the trend for the adopters (the
lower classes, the religious, the couples with children,
and the persons without divorced parents). As a result,
we expect that in the early period—the period before the
divorce rates started to increase—most effects of social
determinants will be strong. At the end of the divorce

trend, the effects will have declined in strength. In a
sense, divorce has become more ‘democratic’ and other
perhaps more psychological reasons may become most
influential in understanding who divorces (De Graaf
and Kalmijn, in press).

Although the underlying general reasoning is based
on the notion of innovation diffusion, there are also
more specific arguments for the different social
determinants. For the effect of religion, an additional
argument is that the influence of the church on all
spheres of life has become weaker over time (Zegers et
al., 1997). Dutch Catholics are a good example of this
trend. Since the 1960s, The Dutch Catholic church has
had conflicts with the Vatican for being too liberal on
moral issues. Since then, many people label themselves
as Catholic, without having strong ties to the official
doctrine of the Vatican, which will have decreased the
difference in the divorce rates of Catholics and non-
church members.

For parental divorce, the argument about trends is
somewhat more complex. There are two basic reasons
for the intergenerational transmission of divorce:
social learning and socialization of liberal norms.
When divorce becomes more common, the parental
experience becomes less central. Regardless of
whether people have divorced parents, they see that
other people in their surroundings experience a
divorce. Hence, learning and socialization are shifted
to the network so that the role of the parents may
have become less influential. Wolfinger (1999) has
argued that stigma is involved and that the stigma
attached to divorce has declined over time. Although
we do see that the children of divorce can be stigma-
tized, it is less clear why there would be an effect of
stigma on a person’s own divorce.

The effects of children on divorce are well-documented
empirically, although discussion remains whether the
effect is because of protection or selection effects (the
divorce-prone postponing childbirth). Although the
general expectation is that the effect of children has
weakened over time, there may also be counter pres-
sures. One reason is that the selection effect may have
increased. When divorce is common, married couples
will think more carefully about the quality of their union
before they have children. Hence, childless couples may
increasingly be composed of couples with poor marital
quality. People may also have become more and more
aware of the harmful effect of divorce on children so that
the divorce rate of couples with children may have
declined or increased less quickly than the divorce rate
for the couples without children. All these arguments
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suggest an increase rather than a decline in the effect of
having children.

Prior research on changes in the social determinants
of divorce has not often been performed, partly because
of data limitations. Most datasets that can be used to
analyse divorce are too small to make good comparisons
across marriage cohorts. We first discuss some results
for the United States. In one of the more comprehensive
analyses of trends, Teachman (2002) compares marriage
cohorts in the United States who married between 1950
and 1984. Teachman looks at education, parental
divorce, religion, and race (among other variables) and
finds stability in the effects of these variables on the risk
of divorce. In an analysis of the effect of parental divorce
on the risk of divorce in the pooled General Social
Surveys in the United States, Wolfinger (1999) finds a
decline in the effect of parental divorce across survey
years, in contrast to what Teachman’s comparison of
marriage cohorts showed. For the effect of education on
divorce, contrasting American findings exist. South
(2001) finds no change in the effect of wife’s education
over time, whereas McLanahan (2004), citing unpub-
lished research by Martin, finds an increase in the effect
of education, with a much higher risk of divorce for high
school dropouts than for high school graduates in the
most recent period.

Research in Europe is more scarce. Perhaps one of the
earliest analyses of the European context was provided
by Hoem (1997). Using Swedish register data and
comparing birth cohorts of married women between
1944 and 1964, Hoem finds that in the ‘low’-divorce era,
educational groups did not differ in their risk of divorce
(Hoem, 1997). Trends occurred in all educational
categories, but the trend was stronger in the lower educa-
tional categories, causing an increase in the effect of
education on the risk of divorce. Although the negative
status effect on divorce in the recent era is in line with
Goode’s observations, the fact that the groups initially
did not differ is not in line with Goode’s idea that the
higher social groups are innovators. Other European
trend analyses have been performed for the effect of
parental divorce in the Netherlands and Germany. For
the Netherlands, Dronkers (1997) finds no significant
change, and for Germany, Diekmann and Engelhardt
(1999) find a slight decrease in the effect of parental
divorce. A limitation is that both studies were based on a
comparison of only two cohorts.

Next to trend analyses, there have also been compari-
sons of educational effects on the risk of divorce across
countries. Blossfeld et al. (1995) compare the effects of
women’s education on divorce in these three countries

and hypothesize along the lines of Goode that in coun-
tries where the divorce rate is low, the liberating effect of
education will be strong because ‘in such societies,
marital disruption represents a more severe violation of
an established social norm’ (p. 202). Increases in the
divorce rate signify a weakening of such norms and
women’s educational resources will no longer have an
effect on divorce. In line with the hypothesis, Blossfeld
et al. (1995) find that the disruptive effect of women’s
higher education is strongest in Italy, lower in Germany,
and lowest in Sweden.

Presenting Dutch data, we hope to say something
new about the Western European case in a general
sense. Divorce in the Netherlands in the 1980s was as
common as it was in France, Germany, Switzerland,
and Austria (Goode, 1993; Blossfeld and Muller,
2002). Compared with other European countries and
the United States, the divorce rates of these Western
European countries are at an intermediate level.
Southern European countries have substantially lower
divorce rates, and Northern European countries and
in particular the United States have higher levels of
divorce. Prior research on the determinants of
divorce shows that the Netherlands is not a special
case. Most of the determinants that were found
elsewhere were also found for the Netherlands (Manting,
1994; Fokkema and Liefbroer, 1999; Poortman, 2002;
Poortman and Kalmijn, 2002; Kalmijn, 2003; Kalmijn
et al., 2004; Kalmijn et al., 2005). One exception is
that Kalmijn et al. (2004) found a positive effect of the
wife’s education on divorce and a negative effect of the
husband’s education. The positive effect of the wife’s
education is usually not found in contemporary data
and is attributed by the authors to more liberal atti-
tudes on family issues among higher educated
women.1 In terms of trends, finally, the Dutch case is
similar to that of other Western European societies as
well, except perhaps that the trend was quite rapid:
between 1965 and 1985, the entire increase in divorce
in the Netherlands occurred. After 1985, there were
fluctuations in the trend, but little systematic change
can since then be observed (Statistics Netherlands,
1999).

Data and Models
To assess trends in the determinants of divorce, we ana-
lyse a recently collected survey among 8,155 respondents
in the Netherlands, the Netherlands’ Kinship Panel
Study (NKPS) of 2003 (Dykstra et al., 2004b). The NKPS
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is a national and representative sample of individuals in
the Netherlands, aged 18–79 years. Interviews were held
with respondents at home and use was made of addi-
tional self-completion booklets. The overall response
rate was 45 per cent, which is about average for the
Netherlands (Dykstra et al., 2004a).

The data include detailed questions about the respond-
ent’s marriage history. Information was collected on all
the respondent’s marriages, including information on
beginning dates, ending dates, and type of ending. Time-
varying information on children was also collected for
each marriage. Using these data, we have information on
6,164 marriages of which 1,356 ended in divorce (621
ended in the death of a spouse). These marriages were
formed from the early 1940s to the late 1990s.2

We use discrete-time event-history models, which in this
case, amount to applying logistic regression to a person-
year file. Our dependent variable is the risk of divorce, given
that one is still living together in the year before. Only mar-
riages are considered. To control for duration dependency
in the event-history analyses, we include a series of dummy
variables for each 3-year group of durations (except for the
first year, which is treated as a separate dummy). Note that
the event-history starts in the year in which the couple
began living together, regardless of whether the couple
started out as married or unmarried. Marriages ending in
the death of a spouse were censored.

We cannot analyse the role of premarital cohabitation.
This topic is important, but our data do not have informa-
tion on cohabitation before marriages that have ended in
divorce. The data do have information on cohabitation

before existing marriages and also have separation of
cohabiting couples who have not married. However, if one
wants to analyse premarital cohabitation systematically, one
needs to analyse cohabiting relationships that do not end in
marriage and one needs to analyse transitions from cohabi-
tation to divorce and to marriage (Oppenheimer, 2003).

The independent variables that we construct are the
following:

Marriage Cohort

We estimate trends in the determinants of divorce by
comparing marriage cohorts (for a similar approach, see
Teachman, 2002). To make a meaningful breakdown in
marriage cohorts, we first look at the trend. In Figure 1,
we present descriptive information on the probability of
divorce by year of cohabitation, as obtained from our
survey. The figure shows that divorce was uncommon in
the cohorts until the early 1960s. After that point,
divorce increased rapidly to a high level in the early
1980s. After that, the rate remained high. In the last
couple of marriage years, the figure displays a decline in
the divorce rate, but this trend is artificial, because many
marriages start with a period of cohabitation. Because all
marriages have survived this period by definition, the
probability of separation is low in the early years of
cohabitation. From this graph, we can make a distinction
in the cohort before the trend (1940–1964), the cohort
of the trend (1965–1979), and the post-trend cohort,
which we break up into two, the early high-divorce
cohort (1980–1989) and the late high-divorce cohort

Figure 1 Probability of divorce by year of marriage in the Netherlands 1940–2000.
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(1990–2000). In each cohort, we have a reasonable
number of divorces in our data: 218 (pre-trend cohort),
605 (trend-cohort), 367 (early post-trend cohort), and
159 (late post-trend cohort). Note that although strictly
speaking these cohorts are cohabitation cohorts, we will
refer to them as marriage cohorts.

Educational Attainment

The highest completed level of schooling was broken down
into eight categories. For most models, we use the approxi-
mate number of years of schooling that is formally needed
to complete the level (De Graaf and Ganzeboom, 1993). In
the analyses, education is standardized (with mean 0 and
standard deviation 1). For the graphic presentations, we
break down the educational level into four categories (pri-
mary, lower secondary, higher secondary, and tertiary).

Parental Socioeconomic Status

Next to education, we look at ascribed bases of status.
More specifically, we use three indicators: (i) father’s
years of schooling, (ii) mother’s years of schooling, and
(iii) the father’s occupation when the respondent was
15 years of age. Detailed occupational information was
collected, and this was recoded into the well-known ISEI
scale (Ganzeboom et al., 1992). The three indicators of
status were standardized, summed, and the resulting
scale was standardized again. We believe that parental
socioeconomic status may have additional effects on
divorce and may be used as an additional test of the
Goode hypothesis, which is not specifically about
education but about status more generally. Note that we
do not have detailed occupational histories so that we
cannot include time-varying information on the respond-
ent’s own employment, income, and occupation.

Parental Divorce

All respondents have been asked whether their parents
ever divorced, and if so, at what age this happened. We
coded all respondents whose parents divorced before age
18 years as 1 (0 otherwise).

Religion

We have information whether the parents were church
members, and if so, from which church. We make a dis-
tinction in (i) Catholics, (ii) reformed Protestants, (iii)
orthodox Protestants, and (iv) other religions and miss-
ings. Category (iii) is most traditional in its outlook on
family issues, whereas category (ii) is most liberal. The

group of Catholics is probably heterogeneous, with both
traditional and liberal members. We also have informa-
tion on the respondent’s own religious preferences, but
this applies to the moment of the survey. Religious
membership can change in response to life course events
(Stolzenberg et al., 1995), so that it is better to use paren-
tal religion. There were about 5 per cent missing cases on
this variable, because this information was taken from
the self-completion booklet, which was not returned in
some cases. Non-church members are the reference
group.

Children

For each marriage, the respondents have been asked
whether there were any children born in the marriage,
and about the date of birth of the children. To simplify
things, we simply included a time-varying dummy varia-
ble indicating whether the couple had children. This
includes couples with children living independently.

Finally, we include many control variables: the age at
living together, whether the respondent was ever mar-
ried before (8 per cent), whether the respondent was of
Caribbean descent, and the respondent’s sex. We com-
bine men and women and hence the effects of individual
characteristics on divorce are the average of the effects of
men and women’s characteristics. We abstain from
exploring whether there are sex differences in the effects.
Means and standard deviations are summarized in
Table 1.

Findings
Table 2 summarizes the baseline model of our analysis.
This discrete-time event-history model includes all
independent variables, assuming that their effects on
divorce are equal over marriage cohorts. The effect of
duration has the expected functional form: divorce is
not likely in the first years of marriages, and then the
likelihood increases. The distinction we made between
four marriage cohorts proves to be sensible. Divorce is
least likely in the pre-trend cohort, then increases
strongly in the trend cohort, and stabilizes in the two
post-trend cohorts. Note that these cohort differences
are net of the changes caused by the changing composi-
tion of the population with regard to the other variables
in the model.

The five social determinants that interest us in this
article all have significant effects on the divorce risk
when all marriage cohorts are combined. Interestingly,
the overall effect of parental socioeconomic status on
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divorce is positive, whereas the overall effect of respond-
ent’s education is negative. In other words, the higher
educated are generally less likely to divorce, but
respondents from higher status backgrounds are more
likely to divorce, holding constant their own education.
In standardized terms, the positive parental status effect
is stronger than the negative educational effect.

Religion has a clear negative effect on divorce. Espe-
cially the Reformed and the Orthodox Protestant
respondents have a lower overall risk of divorce than the
non-religious, whereas the divorce risk of the Catholics
is in the middle. The overall effect of a parental divorce
is significant and substantial: People who have divorced
parents (when they were growing up) have a 1.9 times
higher odds of divorce than others. Having children is
associated with a 29 per cent lower odds of divorce.

Several control variables have significant effects as
well. There is a negative effect of union age. Hence,
respondents who began living with each other at a young
age are more likely to divorce. We also see that respond-
ents who were divorced before have a higher risk of
divorce in their subsequent union (their odds of divorce

are 2.6 times higher). Finally, respondents of Caribbean
descent are two times more likely to divorce than Dutch
respondents.

In Table 3, we look at models that include cohort
interactions. Because duration and cohort are strongly
associated—older cohorts are observed at both short and
long marriage durations, whereas younger cohorts are
only observed at short marriage durations—we need to
include duration interactions in the model. For this inter-
action term, we applied a logarithmic transformation to
duration, because it is reasonable to assume that when
an effect changes over the course of marriage, it will
change most rapidly in the beginning of marriage. The
log duration variable is subsequently standardized so
that between-cohort differences in the effects of the
independent variables are interpreted at assumed mar-
riage duration of an average marriage duration, which is
about 12 years. We will pay brief attention to the size
and interpretation of the duration interactions after we
have discussed the cohort interactions.

We test cohort interactions in two ways. First, we look
at how the fit of the model improves when the set of

Table 1 Descriptive statistics of all variables in the analysis: means and standard deviations

Notes: For time-constant variables, means refer to marriages. For time-varying variables, means refer to period file. Standard deviations not presented for 
dichotomous variables. Standardized variables are standardized marriages.
Source: Netherlands Kinship Panel Study.

Range Mean Standard deviation

Female respondent 0/1 0.60
Relationship duration 0–60 15.6 11.8
Marriage cohort

1942–1964 0/1 0.21
1965–1979 0/1 0.35
1980–1989 0/1 0.24
1990–1999 0/1 0.20

Parental socioeconomic status (standardized) –1.83 to 3.59 0.00 1.00
Religion of parents

No religion 0/1 0.15
Catholic 0/1 0.40
Reformed Protestant 0/1 0.18
Orthodox Protestant 0/1 0.14
Other religion or missing 0/1 0.13

Parents divorced 0/1 0.07
Respondent Caribbean descent 0/1 0.01
Respondent’s education (standardized) –2.29 to 2.58 0.00 1.00
Age at living together 14–72 25.2 4.9
Respondent ever divorced before (yes = 1, no = 0) 0/1 0.12
Had a child (time-varying) 0/1 0.78
Number of person-years 153047
Number of marriages 6164
Number of divorces 1356
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interactions is added to the model. This is performed
with a Chi-square test. Second, we look at the interac-
tion effects themselves. The first cohort is the omitted
category, so that the main effect of an independent vari-
able is the effect in the pre-trend cohort. The interaction
effects tell us whether the effect of that particular inde-
pendent variable is weaker or stronger in the specific
cohort compared to the pre-trend cohort.

In Table 3, we present separate models of the histori-
cal developments in the effects of each of the five social
determinants of divorce. We have chosen not to present
a model in which all cohort interactions are estimated

simultaneously, because this would ask too much of the
statistical power of the data. For models addressing the
between-cohort variation in the effects of parental
socioeconomic status and respondent’s education, we
present both separate interaction models and a simulta-
neous interaction model. This is performed to explore
whether changes in the effects of one stratification varia-
ble are affected by changes in the effects of the other
stratification variable.

Models 1–4 of Table 3 all refer to trends in the effects of
parental socioeconomic status and education on divorce.
The four models differ in the extent to which the effects of

Table 2 Event-history analysis of divorce in the Netherlands

*P < 0.05.
Source: Netherlands Kinship Panel Study. 

b Standard error P

Female respondent (vs. male) 0.093 0.059 0.12
Duration

Year <1 –1.131* 0.244 0.00
Years 1–3 (reference) 0.000 – –
Years 4–6 0.488* 0.107 0.00
Years 7–9 0.528* 0.112 0.00
Years 10–12 0.543* 0.118 0.00
Years 13–15 0.699* 0.119 0.00
Years 16–18 0.394* 0.134 0.00
Years 19–21 0.507* 0.137 0.00
Years >21 0.084 0.117 0.47

Marriage cohort
1942–1964 (reference) 0.000 – –
1965–1979 0.751* 0.082 0.00
1980–1989 0.797* 0.094 0.00
1990–1999 0.635* 0.117 0.00

Parental socioeconomic status (standardized) 0.173* 0.032 0.00
Religion of parents

No religion (reference) 0.000 – –
Catholic –0.147 0.078 0.06
Reformed Protestant –0.355* 0.096 0.00
Orthodox Protestant –0.332* 0.105 0.00
Other religion or missing –0.002 0.096 0.98

Parents divorced 0.617* 0.086 0.00
Respondent Caribbean descent 0.686* 0.170 0.00
Respondent’s education (standardized) –0.096* 0.032 0.00
Age at living together –0.032* 0.006 0.00
Respondent ever divorced before 0.962* 0.080 0.00
Had a child (time-varying) –0.342* 0.071 0.00

Intercept –4.621* 0.202 0.00

Model fit (Chi-square) 687
Degrees of freedom 23
Number of person-years 153047
Number of marriages 6164
Number of divorces 1356
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parental socioeconomic status and education are controlled
for each other. According to the Chi-square statistics, we
can reject the hypothesis that the effects of stratification
variables are equal over cohorts (last column).

Model 1 includes effects of parental socioeconomic
status and education and cohort interactions with
parental socioeconomic status only. According to the
estimates of this model, the effect of parental socioeco-
nomic status has decreased significantly over cohorts. In
the pre-trend cohort, the effect of parental socioeco-
nomic status on divorce was positive, and in the trend
cohort and post-trend cohorts, the effect has decreased
to almost zero. Model 2 also includes parental socioeco-
nomic status and education, but now only includes
cohort interactions with education. According to the
estimates of Model 2, the effect of education has
decreased from an insignificant effect in the pre-trend
cohort to negative effects in the later cohorts. Model 3
includes the cohort interactions of parental socioeco-
nomic status and education simultaneously. The esti-
mates of Model 3 indicate that there is no change in the
effects of parental socioeconomic status on divorce but
that the downward trend in the effect of education
remains significant. In Model 4, we show the estimates
of a model that leaves out the effects of parental socioe-
conomic status completely. The effect of education was
positive in the pre-trend cohort, became negative in the
trend cohort, and more negative in the post-trend
cohorts. From Models 1–4, we conclude that the positive
effect of parental status has been stable over marriage

cohorts and that the sign of the effect of education has
been reversed from positive to negative. The trend of the
education effect is in line with Goode’s hypothesis, but
the stability of the effect of parental status is not.

The question remains why the parental status effect is
more positive in each cohort than the education effect.
We think that the effect of education may be the product
of a range of issues, some of which have positive effects
on divorce (cultural resources), others of which may
have negative effects on divorce (economic security,
communication skills). The parental status effect may
have less to do with these individual skills and therefore
lean more towards a positive effect.

Because education is treated as an interval variable, it
is also useful to consider how educational categories differ
in their risk of divorce and how these differences have
changed over cohorts. To assess this, we constructed
dummy variables for education and interacted these
with the cohort dummies. Because this results in many
effects that are difficult to interpret, we present the
results of this interaction model graphically. Figure 2
shows the effects of education for the four marriage
cohorts of Model 4, but now broken down by detailed
educational categories. The figure makes clear that in the
pre-trend cohort, marriages of the tertiary educated had
the highest divorce risk and that marriages of the
primary educated and lower secondary educated had the
lowest divorce rate. This has changed considerably over
cohorts. In the trend-cohort, the primary educated have
the highest divorce risk, together the higher secondary

Figure 2 Relative divorce risk by level of education and marriage cohort.
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educated. In the post-trend cohorts, the tertiary edu-
cated and those with higher secondary education have
the lowest divorce risks. Note that the order of the
divorce risk of the four educational categories is not
completely consistent with the levels of education of
these categories for all marriage cohorts.

The effects of parental divorce, religion, and having
children on divorce (Models 5, 6, and 7) have not
changed over cohorts. None of the Chi-square tests are
statistically significant, and there are no significant
interaction effects with the cohort dummies. For a more
parsimonious test of the interaction between religion and
cohort, we have also looked at a combination of the three
denominations in one single variable, indicating that the
respondent has been socialized in a Christian family. This
more parsimonious model does not make the cohort
interaction significant (not reported in Table 3). When
we look at the cohort interactions for parental divorce in
more detail, we note that the effect seems strongest in the
trend-cohort and weakest both before and after the
trend. When we test this contrast, the change is margin-
ally significant (P = 0.08). If one accepts this as valid, it
points to a non-linear pattern of change, with the trend
cohort as being different from the rest.

All models include duration interactions, and only the
interaction between education and duration proves sig-
nificant (Models 2, 3, and 4). The effects of education
become more positive (i.e. less negative) over marriage
duration. Apparently, the higher divorce risk of the
lower educated is especially prominent in the first years
of the union and then becomes smaller. A similar pat-
tern was observed by South (2001) in the United States.

Conclusion
In this article, we have studied the influence of five well-
known social determinants of the risk of divorce: educa-
tion, parental social status, religion, parental divorce, and
children. Using a comparison of marriage cohorts in the
Netherlands, we have examined whether the effects of
these factors have changed. Educational attainment is the
only social determinant of divorce for which the effect
has changed over time. In the cohorts who married
before the trend towards increasing divorce rates started,
the higher educated had a higher risk of divorce than the
lower educated. Since then, the divorce risk of the lower
educated increased much more than the divorce risk of
the higher educated, and as a result, the sign of the rela-
tionship has reversed. Currently, the lower educated have
a higher divorce risk than the higher educated.

Our finding confirms Goode’s classic thesis about the
social diffusion of divorce. Goode argued that in a
period of low divorce, only the higher strata were able to
break normative and legal barriers to divorce. Over time,
divorce became more common, and this ‘innovation’
trickled down to the lower classes. Goode’s thesis has
rarely been tested before, although work by Hoem on
Sweden has also pointed in this direction (Hoem, 1997).
Our findings are in line with those of Hoem, except that
we find a clearer positive educational effect in the early
period. Our findings are also in line with McLanahan’s
observation (2004) that in the United States, parental
divorce and single parenthood have increasingly become
lower class phenomena.

The reasons why education now has a negative effect
on divorce remain debated, however. Some authors
point to the socioeconomic hardship facing the lower
educated (Cherlin, 1979; Voydanoff, 1990; Goode, 1993;
Jalovaara, 2003), whereas others point to a possible lack
of communication skills and cognitive resources that are
needed to make a relationship work (Herrnstein and
Murray, 1994; South, 2001; Dronkers, 2002). The nega-
tive effect of education on divorce is even somewhat sur-
prising in the light of the positive effects of education on
other ‘modern’ demographic transitions (e.g. cohabita-
tion, late childbearing) and the positive effects of educa-
tion on liberal attitudes towards marriage, divorce, and
family issues (Lesthaege and Meekers, 1986; Thornton
and Young-DeMarco, 2001; Gelissen, 2003). The lower
risk of divorce among the higher educated apparently
occurs despite these more modern value orientations.

That the divorce risk is higher in lower educated
groups is also of more general importance in society,
given the well-known negative effects of divorce on chil-
dren’s well-being (McLanahan and Sandefur, 1994).
Whereas higher educated parents can sometimes protect
their children from the consequences of divorce by
offering them high cultural and socioeconomic
resources, lower educated parents are often unable to
provide this compensation. Research has shown that the
negative effects of divorce on children’s well-being are
more serious among lower educated mothers (Jonsson
and Gähler, 1997; Fischer, 2004). The changing educa-
tional effect on divorce therefore implies that the posi-
tion of the children of divorce in the Netherlands has
become increasingly fragile (McLanahan, 2004).

The changes we observe in the effect of education
also raise questions about the role of cohabitation.
Cohabitation has increased over time, and it is known
that the higher educated are more likely to cohabit than
the lower educated (Manting, 1994). Furthermore, the
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higher educated who cohabit are less likely to change
their union into a marriage than the lower educated
(Manting, 1994). In combination, these two processes
raise a question about selectivity. If the higher educated
who still marry are increasingly a select group (perhaps
an increasingly traditional and thus stable group), this
may have contributed to the reversal of the educational
effect on (marital) divorce. These issues can only be
examined with complete time-varying information
about the legal status of all the unions that a person had
in the past. Unfortunately, our survey has incomplete
data in this respect—it has time-varying information
about the legal union status only for the current union,
not for past unions.

The effects of parental socioeconomic status, religion,
parental divorce, and having children have not changed
over marriage cohorts. Maybe that even larger datasets
are necessary to reveal such trends, but such data are not
available in the Netherlands. For the moment, however,
it is clear that our main hypothesis that the effects of
social determinants of divorce would decrease over time
is not corroborated by the best empirical material so far
available for the Netherlands. Apparently, the notion
that Goode’s diffusion theory can be generalized to
other social determinants of divorce is not true. It is not
the groups that are least likely to divorce that have
increased their divorce risks the most (the religious,
couples with children, and children from intact mar-
riages). Divorce rates have increased, but differences
between these social groups have remained intact.
Goode’s thesis was nevertheless correct, but it applies to
education, not to other social determinants of divorce.

Notes
1. Note that the positive effect of wife’s education was

only observed when the educational levels of the two
spouses were included simultaneously. This is usu-
ally not the case in other analyses.

2. We do not look at marriages formed in 2000 and
later because these marriages had almost no time to
divorce.
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