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Summary

This cumulative dissertation investigates the relationship between divorce and eco-
nomic wellbeing from a life course perspective in West Germany and Sweden. The anal-
yses are based on large-scale register data from the German public pension and the
Swedish population registers. The first paper studies mothers’ earnings trajectories
from one year before their first childbirth until ten years after in both countries. Sepa-
ration negatively affects mothers’ earnings trajectories in Sweden, while it positively
affects them in West Germany. In Sweden, although the earnings of separated mothers
lag behind those of partnered mothers, both groups can surpass their pre-birth earn-
ings, which is not the case for either separated or partnered mothers from western Ger-
many.

The second paper investigates how divorce relates to retirement trajectories, defined
as the monthly insurance history from age 5o to age 65 of women and men in West
Germany. Divorcees are more likely than married to retire through unstable retirement
trajectories characterised by receipt of reduced-earnings-capacity pensions and unem-
ployment. Whereas the relationship between divorce and retirement trajectories
seems to be overall adverse for men, it is more ambiguous for women. Some divorced
women are also more likely than married women to retire through a stable high-income
trajectory.

The third paper compares the gendered consequences of divorce on public pension in-
come in both countries. Divorced women from West Germany have significantly higher
public pension incomes than married women. The German ‘divorce splitting’ mecha-
nism increases women’s and decreases men'’s pension incomes, which contributes to
equalising their public pension incomes. In Sweden, women show comparable pension
incomes across marital status, although divorced women have slightly lower pension
incomes, while divorced men receive approximately 26 % less pension income than
married men.

The dissertation illustrates that family and work life are intertwined, that they unfold
gradually across the life course, and that the welfare state context shapes the interre-
lation of divorce and economic wellbeing: The event of divorce (and separation) not
only directly impacts employment biographies of mothers but is, in a long-term per-
spective, related to retirement trajectories of women and men and their public pension
incomes.
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Chapter 1



1. Introduction

Demographic changes, such as ageing societies and diversifying family patterns, challenge nearly
all developed countries (Eurostat, 2019). In Sweden, and even more so in Germany, the old-age
dependency ratio increased steadily over the last 50 years (OECD, 2022c). This implies an in-
creasing number of older people in relation to working-age people. At the same time, family pat-
terns started to change, for example, through increasing divorce and decreasing marriage rates
(BiB, 2021a; SCB, 2022b). This entails not only a greater variability in family forms, such as
remarriages, cohabitations and stepfamilies. Together with the trend towards an ageing society, it
also entails that there will be a growing share of older people who are or have been divorced at
least once by the time they reach retirement age. In Germany, the share of divorcees aged 65 to
69 increased from 6 % to 18 % for women and from 4 % to 12 % for men from 1996 to 2018
(Mikrozensus, 1996, 2018). In Sweden, the pattern is comparable but at an even higher level. The
share of divorced women aged 65 to 69 increased from around 16 % in 1999 to around 22 % in
2019, and of men from 14 % to 19 % during the same period (SCB, 2000, 2020b).

Retirement is usually defined as the time after the end of the working life (Kohli, 2000). Similarly,
pension income is the result of working life, especially in Bismarckian pension systems, where
pension income strongly depends on lifetime earnings (Schludi, 2005). Although most pension
systems explicitly have regulations concerning family life, such as childcare credits or survivors’
pensions, the main focus on contributions from paid work often neglects family biographies as an
essential driver of retirement behaviour and pension income (Sohn & Mika, 2017). Family life
not only develops concurrently with working life but the two are intertwined. A person’s eco-
nomic situation in old age can be defined as a late-life outcome of intersecting and cumulative
life course developments within a given institutional context. This becomes quite evident in the
Swedish and German public pension systems, in which pension entitlements strongly reflect life-
time earnings and a large gender pension gap of 24.9 % in Sweden and 31.8 % in Germany in
2021 exists (Eurostat, 2022a). This gap can be attributed to a large extent to women being more
affected, on average, by interrupted career paths than men due to family obligations (Chton-
Dominczak et al., 2018; Cukrowska-Torzewska & Matysiak, 2018; Grimshaw et al., 2015; Klerby
et al., 2020; Mohring & Weiland, 2022; Sefton et al., 2011).

The problems arising from the interplay of work-family lives become particularly evident in cases
of divorce and separation. Divorce was shown to be a disruptive event that has severe immediate
and long-term economic consequences (Boertien & Lersch, 2020; de Vaus et al., 2017; Mor-

telmans, 2020b), negative implications for health (Zhang et al., 2016; Zulkarnain & Korenman,

1 Similar increases are observed for the age groups 70-74 and 75-79 in both countries, see section
1.2.2.



2019), and wellbeing (Clark et al., 2008; Leopold, 2018). Women are by far more exposed to the
economic consequences in the years following a divorce than men (Bayaz-Ozturk et al., 2018;
Boertien & Lersch, 2020; Burkhauser et al., 1991; Hauser et al., 2016; Mortelmans, 2020b), es-
pecially when children are present (Hubgen, 2017; Nieuwenhuis & Maldonado, 2018; Zagel et
al., 2021), and when they followed a gendered division of paid and unpaid labour during their
marriage (AndreR et al., 2006; de Vaus et al., 2017). Related, a large body of research has amassed
that examines the impact of divorce on employment, showing that women often expand their
labour market activity after divorce (Couch et al., 2013; Tamborini et al., 2015; Van Damme et
al., 2009). For men, results are less conclusive but point in the direction of a decrease in labour
market activity (Briiggmann et al., 2018; Briiggmann & Kreyenfeld, 2020; Couch et al., 2015;
Covizzi, 2008; Kalmijn, 2005; McManus & DiPrete, 2001), which is also reflected in divorced
men’s relatively lower pension incomes (Mohring, 2021). As for the impact of divorce on
women’s and men’s economic situation, employment behaviour, and retirement, research has re-
vealed that this depends largely on the country context. Institutional differences in welfare states,
such as policies supporting the reconciliation of paid and unpaid work, social security systems,
family law as well as pension systems, shape the economic consequences related to divorce (de
Vaus et al., 2017; Fasang et al., 2013; Madero-Cabib et al., 2015; Mdéhring, 2016; Uunk, 2004;
Van Damme et al., 2009).

This dissertation aims to deepen knowledge about the relationship between divorce and economic
wellbeing during the life course. Although many variables can be used to operationalise economic
wellbeing, in this dissertation, it is defined over labour earnings and public pension income. The
overarching research question is how the interplay of family-work lives, particularly divorce, is
associated with women’s and men’s economic wellbeing in two different social policy contexts,
Sweden and West Germany.? To answer this question, | examine how divorce interrelates with
different aspects of economic wellbeing, such as labour earnings, retirement trajectories and pub-
lic pension income in both countries at different life stages. The core of this dissertation lies in
three analytical chapters in which I focus on the following: Chapter 2 concentrates on divorce and
separation in midlife and how it affects the earnings trajectories of mothers in western Germany
and Sweden. Chapter 3 investigates the relationship between divorce, health and retirement tra-
jectories of women and men from West Germany and, thus, focuses on the end of the working
life and the transition to retirement. Chapter 4 analyses the association between divorce and public
pension income of women and men in West Germany and Sweden once retirement is reached,

thereby considering different social policies during the life course and pension regulations.

2 For most of this dissertation, the terms West Germany and East Germany are used, referring to the
former territories of the Federal Republic of Germany (FRG) and the German Democratic Republic
(GDR). The only exception is Chapter 2, in which the terms western and eastern Germany are used.
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The main contribution of this dissertation is a country comparison grounded on large-scale regis-
ter data. This approach allows me to have robust estimates of labour earnings and public pension
incomes in relation to divorce and to analyse subgroups that are otherwise often too small in
sample sizes. Further, the cross-national approach reveals strengths and weaknesses in Germany’s
and Sweden’s social policy context regarding the protection of women and men from the adverse
effects of divorce during the life course. By analysing divorce and its associated consequences at
different life course stages, this dissertation illustrates how each country’s overall social policy

context affects the life course of women and men and their opportunities for economic wellbeing.

In addition to this dissertation's sociological and demographical relevance, the link between life
course events, such as divorce, and economic wellbeing during working life and in old age is a
social policy concern in several regards. First, family structures characterised by high divorce and
separation rates most likely contribute to the development of ‘ageing unequally’. This concept
refers to inequalities that emerge throughout life courses. These inequalities materialise in old age
as a sum of different developments during an individual’s life, which has a detrimental effect on
health and income (OECD, 2017). The outlined consequences associated with divorce not only
limit economic wellbeing during working life but might accumulate, transmit and persist into old
age. This could further disadvantage the overall wellbeing and living standard of divorced women
and men — economically and health-wise. Second, and related to ageing unequally, the question
of pension adequacy must be discussed in light of a growing share of older people who are di-
vorced when reaching retirement age. ‘Pension adequacy’ refers to preventing old-age poverty
and sustaining a decent income for elderly people for the duration of their pension (Eurostat,
2019). If, as outlined in the beginning, there is a growing share of divorced women and men who
are economically disadvantaged in old age, pension adequacy should be discussed in more detail
with respect to different family forms and related policies. In Sweden and Germany, the expected
time spent in retirement in 2020 was around 22.5 years for women and 19.5 years for men
(OECD.Stat, 2022a). It is very likely that the economic wellbeing of divorced women and men in
these years will be primarily determined by their pension income, as divorced people have often
accumulated less wealth by the time they retire (Boertien & Lersch, 2020; Kapelle & Baxter,
2021). Ageing unequally and pension adequacy fit the picture of economic wellbeing being both
“life course sensitive” and “life course relevant™ (Leisering, 2003: 217). Life course sensitive, as
for instance, pension income depends on the previous life course (i.e., work-family life), and life

course relevant, as the amount of pension income defines economic wellbeing in retirement.

The remainder of the introduction is structured as follows. The next section outlines the theoreti-
cal background, followed by a country section briefly sketching Sweden’s and Germany’s overall
welfare state arrangements, as these are particularly relevant when studying the possible adverse

effects of divorce on the economic wellbeing of women and men. The subsequent sections dive



into macro-level developments, such as divorce- and marriage trends, employment behaviour and
related pension differences, to illustrate the interplay of the family- and work-life within each
welfare state’s policy context. Although East Germany was not part of the analytical investiga-
tions of this dissertation, it will be presented alongside Sweden and West Germany to demonstrate
the different but also partly converging trends in family behaviour in Germany. The introductory
chapter concludes with a summary of each analytical chapter, the data and methods used, limita-

tions, and concluding remarks.

1.1 The life course perspective and prior research

This dissertation adopts the life course perspective (Elder et al., 2003) as a conceptual approach
to examine how divorce relates to labour earnings, retirement trajectories and public pension en-
titlements. The life course perspective is a well-established framework in sociology and demog-
raphy (Dykstra & van Wissen, 1999; Fasang & Mayer, 2020). The core of the life course perspec-
tive lies in the view that the life course is a dynamic process. This view highlights the following
relationships: 1) that previous phases of the life course influence later ones, I1) that different do-
mains of the life course are linked with each other (e.g., family and working life), I11) that the
individual life courses are interlocked with experiences of other people (linked lives), and 1V)
that life courses are shaped by institutional contexts, such as welfare states (Bernardi et al., 2019;
Elder et al., 2003).

All four aspects are relevant in the study of divorce, employment, and economic wellbeing. Par-
ticularly the first aspect — namely that previous phases of the life course influence later ones — are
pivotal for this dissertation. It emphasises the life course's trajectory character: experiences and
conditions later in life are often the results of previous experiences. Pension incomes are a good
illustration as they are strongly related to prior earnings, especially in earnings-related pension
systems like the German one. The life course can be regarded as a ‘chain’ in which positive or
negative events string together, increasing the possibility of a follow-up event. This ‘chain’ leads
to cumulative (dis)advantages in later life (Dannefer, 2003; DiPrete & Eirich, 2006; Ferraro &
Shippee, 2009). Periods out of employment, for example, directly reduce pension incomes as
lifetime earnings will be lower. Additionally, the longer these periods are, the more likely they
negatively impact re-entry into the labour market or career opportunities and salary levels com-
pared to those of a continuously employed person. The first break in employment thus leads to

further disadvantages in the labour market that accumulate and result in lower pension incomes.

Figure 1.1 shows exemplary a family biography which includes the beginning of a relationship,
followed by the birth of the first child and subsequent separation. All these events mark turning

points in the family domain of the life course but they might also entail changes in the working



domain. This highlights the second aspect that different domains of the life course are linked with
each other. The event of divorce not only marks the transition from ‘married’ to ‘divorced’ in the
family biography but can also interrelate with the working biography. For example, previous de-
cisions of the couple about a gendered division of paid and unpaid work might not be suitable
anymore once a marriage is dissolved, which could lead to a stronger labour market participation
for women after divorce. On the other hand, events in the working domain, such as a transition
from ‘employed’ to ‘unemployed’, might put financial pressure on a couple and thus increase the
risk of getting divorced. The previous example also highlights a third aspect of the life course
approach, that behaviour and wellbeing are interlocked with the experiences of other people. This
is most obvious in the impact that the partner has on one’s own wellbeing — be it positive (Waite,
2000; Wilson & Oswald, 2005) or negative (Clark et al., 2008). From a couple’s perspective, most
events and periods in the life course of one partner, such as job loss followed by periods of un-
employment and uncertainty, or health problems followed by care periods, can affect the life
course of the other partner and vice versa.

Figure 1.1: Schematic representation of some aspects of the life course perspective
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Note: The vertical dashed lines represent events (i.e., turning points) that then define the following
state in the respective domain of the life course (e.g., event = marriage, state = being married).
The events are just examples and could be replaced with other events, such as the start of cohab-
itation followed by separation.

Source: Own illustration.

The core of the life course approach lies in the view that the life course is a dynamic process. As
outlined, this dynamic process depends on previous developments, different domains of the indi-
vidual’s life course and those of other individuals, and is embedded in a welfare state context.
Hence, life courses are shaped by institutional contexts. Welfare states shape life course trajecto-
ries as normative patterns, culture and general social policies define an individual’s opportunity

structure and establish links between different stages of life (Kohli, 2007; Leisering, 2003; Ostner,



1994; Pfau-Effinger, 1998). The way welfare states structure the relationship between the family
and the labour market and how policies of both domains reinforce each other is complex and
depends on the gender regime (Korpi et al., 2013; Lewis, 1992; Neyer, 2021; Sainsbury, 1999a).
Often it is not one specific policy but rather a set of policies. For example, family law might define
the rights and responsibilities of different kinds of relationships, both during and after the disso-
lution of a union, which may favour one relationship form over another (Perelli-Harris & Gassen,
2012). Moreover, these laws might be linked to a broader set of regulations governing the unions’
taxation, pension regulations or health care coverage, giving different incentives for couples’ di-
vision of labour. In welfare states with a male breadwinner model, for instance, marriage is often
coupled with benefits in the tax and transfer system, such as joint taxation and family health care
coverage. Together with high marginal tax rates that penalise second earners, this set of policies
encourages a gendered division of paid and unpaid work for married couples (Gottschall & Schro-
der, 2013; Sainsbury, 1999b) compared to regulations that treat women and men as individuals
instead of a unit.

Empirical evidence for the interplay of divorce, earnings, and retirement

A broad strand of the literature across different countries shows that women often increase em-
ployment and related earnings after divorce (Couch et al., 2013; Jenkins, 2008; Mortelmans,
2020b; Raz-Yurovich, 2013; Tamborini et al., 2015; Van Damme et al., 2009), illustrating the
interplay of work-family lives. The cumulative character of the life course is further exemplified
by studies from the U.S. and Europe demonstrating that divorced women tend to work full-time
before retirement (Olivetti & Rotz, 2016), prolong their working life (Couch et al., 2013; Damman
etal., 2015; Radl & Himmelreicher, 2014) or even work after retirement (Dingemans & Mohring,
2019; Hokema & Scherger, 2016). Especially if women do not remarry, these developments are
usually referred to as copying mechanisms to offset the ‘economic legacy’ of the years spent in
marriage (Mortelmans, 2021). This is further supported by studies showing that divorced women
have higher pension entitlements than married women (Fasang et al., 2013; Mo6hring, 2021). For
men, however, family history was found to have a reversed effect on pension entitlements, with
married men having the highest pension entitlements and divorced men lagging behind (Mohring,
2021; Yabiku, 2000). The relationship between divorce and working histories, thus, does not nec-
essarily seem to be the same for women and men. Studies have demonstrated that patterns are
strongly gendered, as women’s and men’s employment situations usually differ before and after
divorce. For men, the interrelations between family and work lives are generally weaker than for
women (Chton-Dominczak et al., 2018; Fasang & Aisenbrey, 2022; Ostner, 1994). Studies have
revealed that for men, divorce can lead to an increased risk of invalidity (Briiggmann, 202043;

Couch et al., 2015), unemployment (Kalmijn, 2005) and downward social mobility (Covizzi,



2008). From a long-term perspective, however, results are more mixed for men, with studies in-
dicating no significant relationship between family status and working after retirement
(Dingemans & Mahring, 2019), while other studies point out that divorce can be an obstacle to
retiring early (Damman et al., 2015; Madero-Cabib et al., 2015). Hence, depending on the indi-
vidual and her/his situation, the event of divorce might put individuals on up- or downward tra-

jectories that reinforce further developments.

Selection into marriage and divorce

Albeit there is ample evidence that divorce is related to income and employment, there is also
evidence that there is strong selection into divorce. This raises the question of whether prior find-
ings can be interpreted in any causal manner (Mortelmans, 2021) as the outcomes seem similar —
for example, lower pension incomes of divorced men. Following the literature on consequences
of divorce, divorce was shown to be a disruptive life course event, which can cause various con-
sequences, such as on health, household income, earnings and child outcomes, that then accumu-
late over the life course (Amato, 2000, 2014; Mortelmans, 2020a). On the other hand, the litera-
ture based on selection arguments would describe divorce as more of an outcome. Staying with
the example of lower pension incomes for divorced men (see, e.g., Mohring, 2021), selection-
based arguments state that it is not the event of a divorce that leads to lower pension incomes.
Instead, the association is driven by the selection of individuals with different characteristics into
specific family life courses (Jalovaara & Fasang, 2019). Following our example, men with unfa-
vourable traits, such as lower education or unstable working careers, are more likely to ‘deviate’
from the so-called ‘normative life course’ by getting divorced or separated. Hence, there is a
selection into divorce. This is supported by studies showing that men’s wages were already falling
prior to divorce (Killewald & Lundberg, 2017) and that unemployment (Solaz et al., 2020), lower
education (Harkénen & Dronkers, 2006) and poorer health (Mortelmans, 2021) increase the risk
of getting divorced for men. Thus, some consequences after divorce might have already been
present during marriage and mainly accumulated afterwards. Although it is difficult to unravel
the causal relationships, in the long run, both channels of work-family trajectories — a poorer
earnings trajectory leading to divorce or divorce leading to an increased risk of adverse health
effects or unemployment — could have a similar cumulative character and affect the accumulation

of lifetime earnings and related old-age pensions.

Anticipation of divorce and separation

Another theoretical and methodological challenge concerning the question of the causal direction
between divorce and working histories are anticipation effects. In divorce research, it is often only
the dates of separation and divorce that can be observed in the data. However, divorce and sepa-

ration may often be anticipated by one or both actors. Thus, present behaviour may be influenced



by future outcomes, and changes might appear before the actual divorce. The rationale behind
anticipation effects would be that, for instance, women who either become dissatisfied with their
marriage or perceive their marriage as unstable, hence anticipate an upcoming divorce, adjust
their labour market participation. This anticipatory behaviour could include taking up employ-
ment before a divorce or increasing their working hours to prepare for possible economic conse-
guences (Poortman, 2005; South et al., 2004; Van Damme & Kalmijn, 2014; Vignoli et al., 2018;
Wagner, 2020). While this work is in the tradition of divorce research addressing the adverse
consequences of divorce, focusing mainly on manifest economic factors, it neglects that divorce
can also have positive consequences. As already indicated with the anticipation effects, divorce
can be intentional, and wives were shown to more often initiate divorce than husbands (Amato &
Previti, 2003). The possibility to divorce was not always available, and it was not until the 1970s
that most European countries increasingly introduced liberalising policies, such as ‘no-fault’ and
‘unilateral’ divorces (Gonzalez & Viitanen, 2009). Therefore, the possibility of ending a dysfunc-
tional relationship can be a relief, at least for the spouse who filed for divorce, and can positively
affect health and mental wellbeing (Amato, 2000; Harkonen, 2014; Hawkins & Booth, 2005;
Kalmijn, 2017).

Life course and welfare states

Women’s and men’s intentions and behaviour have to be studied within their opportunity struc-
ture (Ostner, 1994; Pfau-Effinger, 1998). Policies aimed at facilitating the reconciliation of paid
and unpaid work are a good example of how welfare states shape work-family life, especially for
women (Méhring, 2016). The availability of paid parental leave, subsidized public child care, and
flexible work arrangements will impact a mother’s capacity to be part of the labour market and to
earn an income (Grimshaw et al., 2015; Halldén et al., 2016; Hofacker et al., 2013), which will
also allow her greater economic independence. The previously outlined findings on the interplay
between work-family lives in relation to divorce have to be seen in the context of these intertwined
policies. Studies indicate that in countries where women, particularly mothers, are effectively
integrated into the labour market, they are better equipped to withstand the adverse economic
effects of divorce and separation than in countries in which women follow a gendered division of
paid and unpaid work (Andref3 et al., 2006; Korpi et al., 2013; Van Lancker, 2018; Zagel & Van
Lancker, 2022). In line, studies are showing that women’s dependence on a male-breadwinner
pension in old age — i.e., their husband’s pension income and the widow’s pension if he is de-
ceased — depends on the welfare state context (Fasang et al., 2013; Madero-Cabib & Fasang,
2016; Mdhring, 2021).

Pension income, seen as “the result of a cumulative process emerging from the interaction of
lifelong gender imbalances and the operation of pension systems and social policies” (Lodovici

et al., 2016: 33), is an excellent example of how welfare states shape work-family lives. A large
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body of literature has revealed that gender pension gaps can be traced back to differences in em-
ployment histories of women and men (e.g., duration, earnings, part-time work), family structure
(e.g., number of children, marital status), and pension regulations (e.g., access to occupational
and private pension schemes, redistributive elements) (Bettio et al., 2015; Chton-Dominczak et
al., 2018; Konig, 2017; Konig et al., 2019; Lis & Bonthuis, 2020; Lodovici et al., 2016; Wester-
meier et al., 2017). In welfare states where women and men have comparable labour force partic-
ipation rates and where the part-time rate of women is low, i.e., contexts where women tend to be
well-integrated into the labour market, gender pension gaps are small (Hammerschmid & Rowold,
2019; Lodovici et al., 2016). In countries such as Germany, where women’s employment histories
are strongly intertwined with their family history as the welfare and gender regime favours a
gendered division of paid and unpaid work, gender pension gaps are large (Chton-Dominczak et
al., 2018). The opportunity structure provided by policies early in the life course, such as recon-
ciliation policies, has path-dependent, cumulative effects on later life outcomes, such as the pos-
sibility to advance employment biographies and income levels (Dannefer, 2003). Further, pension
systems can mitigate the negative consequences of career interruptions through compensatory
measures, such as childcare credits. While these usually compensate for short interruptions, they
are not able to compensate for the career advancement foregone due to the interruption and the
often lower earnings afterwards (Lis & Bonthuis, 2020; Westermeier et al., 2017). The link be-
tween divorce, earnings, and pension entitlements is strongly moderated by social policies on
various levels and illustrates how welfare and gender regimes (Sainsbury, 1999a) shape women’s

and men’s economic wellbeing during the life course.

1.2 Germany and Sweden

This dissertation aims to give a comprehensive overview of the relationship between divorce and
economic wellbeing during the life course in Sweden and West Germany. Both countries are ideal
cases to examine the interplay between divorce, labour earnings, and pension entitlements: Con-
cerning divorce, both countries faced similar developments as divorce rates steadily increased
since the 1970s (see section 1.2.2). However, both countries used to have and still have distinct
policy approaches, which have different supportive or restrictive effects on the employment of
women (especially mothers) and men, prevailing family models, and the juncture of families and

markets.

1.2.1 Welfare state principles, social policies and pension systems
According to the traditional welfare state literature, Sweden represents a ‘social democratic’ wel-
fare state, which is considered universalistic and egalitarian, and (West) Germany represents a

‘conservative’ welfare state, which is considered preserving and subsidiary in character (Esping-
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Andersen, 1990).2 While this distinction serves as a good starting point, it got criticised for ne-
glecting the role of gender (O’Connor, 1993; Orloff, 1993; Sainsbury, 1999a). The typologies that
include the role of gender and related family policies more explicitly define Sweden as the
‘earner-carer model’ as opposed to Germany as the ‘traditional-family model’ (Ferrarini &
Duvander, 2010; Korpi, 2000) or the ‘weak’ as opposed to the ‘strong’ male breadwinner model
(Lewis, 1992; Lewis & Ostner, 1994). Regardless of the typology chosen, Sweden supports a
family model where both parents work full-time or close to full-time (Ferrarini & Duvander,
2010) and are encouraged to share care responsibilities (Lappegard et al., 2020). Although there
have been shifts in the German family policies towards the Swedish model, often referred to as
the Scandinavisation of social policies (Méatzke & Ostner, 2010), Germany is still at the stage of
a modified breadwinner model, with a part-time working and part-time caring women (Trappe et
al., 2015).

Policies supporting (and preventing) the ‘earner-carer’ model since the 1970s

Sweden

Starting in the 1970s, Sweden turned away from the male breadwinner model and steadily ex-
panded its individual and gender egalitarian policies. These included broad access to education
and targeted policies, such as a gender-neutral and earnings-related parental leave system, subsi-
dised public childcare, and women’s active recruitment into the labour market (Duvander & Fer-
rarini, 2013). From 1974, parental leave was paid for six months and was extended to one year in
1980. From 1995, one month of earnings-related leave was reserved (i.e., non-transferable) for
each parent (Duvander & Ferrarini, 2013). At the same time, the introduction of individual taxa-
tion in 1971 further promoted married women’s employment and the presence of ‘dual-earner
households’, improving women’s economic autonomy (Gunnarsson, 2016; Gustafsson, 1992;
Selin, 2014). Until the mid-1980s, female employment rates had increased to around 80 %, how-
ever, often on a long part-time basis (Gonas & Tyrkkd, 2015) (see section 1.2.3). Furthermore, in
line with the concept of ‘individualisation of rights’, marriage and divorce laws were reformed in
1974 (see section 1.2.2), leading to a decline in social, legal or economic benefits due to marriage
(Hoem, 1991; Perelli-Harris & Gassen, 2012). This also entailed that if ex-spousal alimony is
provided, it can only be for a short ‘adaptation’ period as individuals are expected to be self-

reliant after divorce, just as they were during marriage.

West Germany — Federal Republic of Germany

Although the 1970s marked the end of the ‘golden age of the family’ in West Germany, the poli-

cies supporting the male breadwinner model continued to exist (Pfau-Effinger & Smidt, 2011).

8 This typology was limited to capitalist welfare states and thus, excluded the former East Germany
as a post-socialist system (see, e.g., AndreR and Heien, 2001).
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The major marriage and family law reforms by the end of the 1970s (see section 1.2.2) brought
some changes, such as replacing the female homemaker norm (‘housewife marriage’) with the
principle of partnership. As a result, wives could decide without their husband’s consent to be in
paid employment. However, the system of joint taxation and derived social security entitlements
due to marriage (e.g., health insurance) continued to exist and provided the most significant ben-
efit for couples with an unequal division of labour (Gottschall & Schroder, 2013; Trappe et al.,
2015). Another change was the extension of maternity leave for working mothers up to four
months, but additional policies supporting the compatibility of work and family were scarce, es-
pecially childcare for children under the age of three (Aisenbrey et al., 2009). Nevertheless,
women’s labour market participation continued to increase (section 1.2.3), and, especially after
the family formation phase, women started to return to the labour market (Ziefle, 2009). Pro-
nounced part-time or marginal employment, however, continued to limit women’s, especially
married women’s, possibility of economic autonomy. Different from Sweden and in line with
West Germany’s male breadwinner model, in the event of divorce, women were covered by gen-

erous alimony and maintenance payments from their former husbands.

East Germany — German Democratic Republic

For East Germany, women’s labour force participation was indispensable right after WWII, and
by 1949, women already had the legal right to decide about their paid employment within the
principle of ‘equal pay for equal work’ in the constitution of the GDR (Trappe, 1996). While
women first mainly participated in part-time work as they still took over most of the family re-
sponsibilities, policies were enacted starting in 1960 throughout the 1980s to enable women to be
workers and mothers at the same time, which made them economically independent of their part-
ners (Trappe et al., 2015). These policies included further education, reconciliation policies such
as (almost) free public childcare as well as after-school care, and paid maternity leave for 26
weeks, which got extended to one year for parents with two children in 1976 and to all parents in
1986 (Heisig & Zierow, 2019). Concerning family laws, marriage was still valued (see section
1.2.2), but a liberal divorce law was in place that aimed at ex-spouses being economically inde-
pendent of each other after divorce through their employment (Engelhardt et al., 2002). Therefore,
East German policies, like Swedish policies, favoured ‘dual-earner’ households, but contrary to
the Swedish approach, they never attempted to change men’s roles within the family (Trappe et
al., 2015).

Work-family reconciliation policies in Sweden and Germany as of today

Sweden

Sweden continued its policy approach by institutionalising the issue of gender equality by extend-

ing its policies and introducing new policies (Florin & Nilsson, 1999; SCB, 2020b). According
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to the Gender Equality Index 2022, Sweden ranks first in the European Union (EIGE, 2022). In
2002, the reserved month for each parent got extended to two months. Since 2016, parental leave
has a total length of 16 months, of which 13 are subject to an earning-related replacement rate of
80 % (up to a ceiling) and of which three months are reserved for each parent (Duvander & Vi-
klund, 2019). Subsidised public childcare is used by the majority of children starting at age two
(Mork et al., 2013; Swedish National Agency for Education, 2010). Parents with children under
the age of eight have the right to reduce their working hours by up to 25 % of regular hours —
known as ‘long part-time work’ when applied to a 40-hour work week (SCB, 2020Db). In case of
divorce and separation, the rule of individual responsibility continues to apply. If parents separate,
however, the non-resident parent is obliged to pay child maintenance, and both parents have, by
default, joint legal custody (Turunen et al., 2021). Although Sweden ranks among the first con-
cerning the prevalence of shared physical custody arrangements after parental separation, this
arrangement is more frequent among parents with higher socioeconomic status, and most children
still reside with their mothers (Fransson et al., 2018; Garriga et al., 2021; SCB, 2014).* Still,
shared physical custody had increased from 1 % in the 1980s to 28 % in 2018 (Turunen et al.,
2021).

Germany after reunification

With German reunification, the institutional system of West Germany was extended to East Ger-
many. Thus, the former policies of the GDR, which encouraged women’s employment and ‘dual-
earner’ households, were again replaced with policies that rather supported the male breadwinner
model (Pfau-Effinger & Smidt, 2011). Together with the economic turmoil in the years following
reunification, fertility declined in the former East, the number of public childcare facilities for
children below three years was reduced, and full-time employment rates of women declined while
part-time work was on the rise in former East Germany (Pfau-Effinger & Smidt, 2011; Trappe et
al., 2015). It took until the 2000s that united Germany launched major policy shifts towards gen-
der equality and equal sharing of care responsibilities. In 2007, the parental leave benefit reform
was introduced, largely resembling the Swedish system. The new parental leave system replaced
the previous flat-rate benefit of 300 euros (paid for two years) with an earnings-related benefit
based on the net earnings in the year before childbirth, which had only been paid for one year
(Kreyenfeld, 2021). As of 2022, parental leave amounts to 14 months, of which two months are
reserved for each parent and which are replaced by 65 % of previous income (up to a ceiling)
(Unterhofer & Wrohlich, 2017). Since 2009, public childcare provision, especially for children

below age three, got expanded and in 2013, a legal right to a public childcare place was introduced

4 Joint physical custody means that, in addition to legal joint custody, there is a care arrangement in
which the child lives with both parents for an equal or almost equal amount of time after the sepa-
ration or divorce of the parents (Bernadi & Mortelmans, 2021).
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(Miller & Wrohlich, 2014; Samtleben et al., 2019). Together with labour market reforms (e.g.,
‘Part-time and Temporary Employment Act’ in 2001), these reforms led to an increase in maternal
employment rates, especially in former West Germany (Trappe et al., 2015). Following these
shifts, also spousal maintenance following divorce got reformed. Until a reform in 2008, spousal
maintenance was granted to the ‘resident parent’, assuming that mothers could not work full-time
before the youngest child reached age 15 (Brdckel & Andrel3, 2015). The 2008 reform changed
the situation radically based on the assumption that women can be self-reliant once the youngest
child turns three (Geisler & Kreyenfeld, 2019a; Radenacker & Kreyenfeld, 2018). Still, while
most divorced parents have joint legal custody (default for divorced parents since 1998), it is
primarily the mothers who have sole physical custody of the child, which reflects the traditional
family roles about the gendered division of paid and unpaid work (Walper et al., 2021).

Pension systems and family-related pension regulations in Sweden and Germany

The Swedish and German public pension systems have undergone far-reaching reforms but can
be described as a three-pillar (public, occupational, private) and strongly lifetime earnings-related
pension system. In addition to the earnings centricity of both pension systems, they include addi-
tional pension qualifying periods, such as schooling, care periods and unemployment (DRV,
2021a; Swedish Pensions Agency, 2018). Concerning risks arising from the loss of a spouse,
whether through death or divorce, there are significant differences between Sweden and Germany,

which align with each country’s welfare and gender regime.

Sweden

In Sweden, almost all residents are covered by the public pension and an occupational pension
scheme (OECD, 2019a). The public pension scheme’s first pillar has three subsystems: the in-
come pension, the premium pension and the guarantee pension. The latter provides the means-
tested basic security for individuals with little or no pensionable income starting from age 65. The
income and premium pension are earnings-related with a flexible retirement age (Ministry of
Health and Social Affairs, 2010). Pension withdrawal is permitted starting from age 61, and indi-
viduals can decide if they would like to take out 25, 50, or 75 % of their pension in relation to

income from employment or the total pension amount (Kridahl, 2017a).

Concerning family-related pension regulation, the Swedish pension system provides childcare
credits to account for the time out of paid employment. For the first four years after childbirth,
the parent with the lower income is credited with entitlements based on the most favourable op-
tion, i.e., either based on 1) earnings the year before childbirth, 2) 75 % of average earnings in
Sweden, or 3) a fixed amount equivalent to a basic income amount (Jankowski, 2011). In 2018,
four percent of women’s allocated pension entitlements were due to childcare credits, while they

accounted for only 0.8 % of men’s (Swedish Pensions Agency, 2018).
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The widow’s pension was abolished in Sweden in 1990, but the survivor’s pension provides a
replacement. This pension applies to the surviving partner of previously married couples and reg-
istered partnerships and to cohabiting couples that have, had or are expecting a child together
(Swedish Pensions Agency, 2022b). However, the survivor’s pension is regarded as an adjustment
pension and is usually paid for 12 months after the partner’s death. In Sweden, scaling down
survivor benefits was introduced within the framework of gender equality: a derived pension right
was seen as an incomplete recognition of women’s autonomy, and at the same time, there should
not be any incentive for women not to build up their own pension income (OECD, 2018). Due to
the assumptions about the economic independence of women and men, there are no explicit pen-

sion regulations regarding divorce.®

Germany

In the German public pension system, the mandatory retirement age for any old-age pension grad-
ually increases from age 65 to 67 until 2029. Besides civil servants and certain professions (e.g.,
farmers, self-employed), approximately 90 % of the residents in Germany have an account in the
public pension insurance, and it is by far the most important income source in old age (Wagner et
al., 2017).

In Germany, unless notified differently, a parent — by default the mother — receives three pension
points for each child born after 1 January 1992 and 2.5 pension points for each child born earlier.
One ‘pension point’ is equivalent to the average earnings of all insured persons in a given year.
Before a reform in 2019, only two pension points were granted for children born before 1992. If
awoman is employed during the first three years after childbirth, pension points for childcare and
pension points from employment are summed, but only up to the contribution assessment ceiling.
In 2016, childcare credits accounted, on average, for 14 % of women’s public pension entitle-
ments, showing their importance to entitlements from gainful employment. Of the small fraction

of men who claimed them, they accounted for 7 % (Wagner et al., 2017).

In line with the welfare and gender regime, the German pension system includes various measures
to mitigate the risks arising from the loss of a spouse, whether through death or divorce, to account
for the gendered division of paid and unpaid work during the years of marriage. The ‘small’ sur-
vivor’s pension is an adjustment pension and is only paid for two years in case of the loss of the
partner prior to age 47. The ‘large’ survivor’s pension intends to support the surviving spouse
until the end of her/his life and accounts for 55 % of the pension that the deceased spouse would
have or has received (DRV, 2020). Since the grand divorce reform in 1977 (see section 1.2.2),

the ‘divorce splitting’ mechanism (Versorgungsausgleich) has been in place in West Germany

5 Since 1989, the option exists to include private pensions into the equal property division after di-
vorce (Brattstrém, 2007).
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(since 1992 in East Germany) to protect the economically ‘weaker part” of a marriage in the event
of divorce (Schmahl, 2018). In the case of divorce, the accrued pension entitlements during the
years of marriage, including childcare credits, are summed up and divided equally between the
ex-spouses upon divorce. This mechanism is mandatory by law and results mainly in an increase
in pension entitlements for divorced women — by approximately 20 % compared to married

women (Kreyenfeld et al., 2018), whereas it decreases divorced men’s pension entitlements.®

1.2.2 Marriage and divorce trends

The following section portrays marriage and divorce trends in Sweden, East and West Germany.
The main statistics used to compare the trends in each country are the crude marriage and the
crude divorce rate. Both rates are calculated by dividing the number of marriages or divorces
occurring among each country’s (average) population size in a given year. Crude rates are limited
in how they reflect changes in marriage and divorce patterns as they do not relate the number of
marriages and divorces to the population at risk but to the total population. Hence, changes in
patterns may be attributed to compositional differences in the total population. In the case of the
crude divorce rate, for example, the population at risk would only consist of married individuals.
Nevertheless, the crude marriage and divorce rates give an indication of the developments in each
country and are supplemented below by further country-specific statistics to give a comprehensive

overview.

Marriage trends

Sweden

Figure 1.2 shows the crude marriage rates for Sweden, East and West Germany from 1970 until
2020. From the 1970s onwards, marriage rates declined in Sweden until the late 1990s. There
were two exceptions during these years: The first occurred in the mid-1970s, most likely due to
the reforms of the Swedish divorce law. The reforms facilitated divorce, thereby increasing the
number of divorcees re-entering the marriage market while simultaneously changing the appear-
ance of marriage from a strict to a more modern family form (Ohlsson-Wijk et al., 2020). The
second exception was a dramatic but temporary increase in the crude marriage rate in 1989. This
increase was a response to the transitional provisions accompanying the abolition of the national
widow's pension scheme. Especially for women who lived in cohabitation and were born in or
before 1944, hence were 45 and older, the transitional provisions created an economic incentive

to marry their partners before the end of 1989 (i.e., the right to a national widow’s pension)

6 There are certain grounds for exclusion: marriages of a duration shorter than three years, equal
earnings of spouses during the years of marriage, or marital contracts (Keck et al., 2020; Radenacker
etal., 2019).
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(Hoem, 1991). The turn of the millennium further marked a tipping point in the crude marriage

rates: they started to rise again until around 2008 and then declined again.

In addition to the crude marriage rate, it is essential to consider other characteristics of the mar-
riage population to get a comprehensive picture of the developments. While in 1990, the mean
age at first marriage was 28 years for women and 30 years for men; it increased to almost 35 and
38 years, respectively, in 2020 (OECD, 2022b). Hence, women and men get married later in life.
This is also in line with Swedish fertility behaviour, which often precedes marriage (Andersson,
1998; Holland, 2013). Marriage is not a prerequisite for starting a family in the Swedish context
(Ohlsson-Wijk, 2011), and the high prevalence of cohabitation increased while marriage rates
declined. In Sweden, the share of births outside of marriage amounted to 54.5 % in 2019 but was
already 18.9 % in 1970 (OECD, 2022d). Concerning legal regulations, there are almost no differ-
ences between marriage and cohabitation, also for regulations when they get dissolved (Ohlsson-
Wijk et al., 2020; Perelli-Harris & Gassen, 2012). Only some inheritance rules still exist that

favour marriage over cohabitation.

Figure 1.2: Crude marriage rate in Sweden, West- and East Germany
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East and West Germany

In West Germany, there has been a continuous decrease in crude marriage rates since the 1970s.
The slight increase during the 80s and 90s was mainly due to the strong birth cohorts reaching
‘marriage age’, and the little peak in 2018 can possibly be attributed to the introduction of same-
sex marriages in October 2017, which became part of the marriage statistics. In East Germany,
crude marriage rates developed differently than in West Germany as they increased until the mid-
70s and then stayed relatively stable at a higher level until 1989. These higher crude marriages
rates in the former East compared to the West are often explained by different support services
provided for young married couples in the GDR, such as more straightforward access to dwellings
and interest-free marriage loans (Engelhardt et al., 2002; Hill & Kopp, 2000; Kopp & Diefenbach,
1994). The crude marriage rates drastically dropped and got cut in half around the years of reuni-
fication, a time characterised by uncertainty (Dorbritz, 2008). After that, they slowly started to
increase again at a low level and are, since the early 2000s, comparable to the crude marriage
rates in West Germany.

As in Sweden, the age at first marriage also increased in united Germany. While in 1990, the
mean age at first marriage was 26 years for women and 28 years for men; it increased to 31 and
34 years, respectively, in 2020 (OECD, 2022b). Further, there have been persistent differences
between East and West Germany before and after reunification regarding the link between mar-
riage and fertility. While non-marital childbearing was very prevalent in the East, couples usually
got married before the first birth in West Germany (Dorbritz, 2008; Klisener & Goldstein, 2016).
Although there is an increasing trend in first births outside of marriage in Germany, differences
between the former East and West are still marked (Konietzka & Kreyenfeld, 2002; Schnor,
2014). In 1990, they accounted for 35 % of all births in East and 10 % in West Germany, while
in 2021, they accounted for 55 % and 29 %, respectively (Destatis, 2022b).

Divorce trends

Sweden

Over the past decades, divorce rates have been rising in Europe or plateaued at a high level (Eu-
rostat, 2022b). For Sweden, West- and East Germany, similar developments are witnessed (Figure
1.3). In Sweden, crude divorce rates were already on the rise during the 1960s, usually referred
to as the ‘onset of the second demographic transition’ (Lesthaeghe, 2011; Ohlsson-Wijk et al.,
2020) and one of the highest among Western societies (Garriga et al., 2021). Divorces peaked in
1974 after a reform of the divorce law. The liberalisation of the divorce law facilitated divorce
and made it possible to divorce after a waiting period of six months, even if one of the spouses
did not agree to get a divorce (Justitiedepartementet, 2013). As stated in the marriage code for the

time being married, the divorce law also emphasises the economic independence of spouses after
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divorce. After the peak in 1