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Introduction

Did Unilateral Divorce Laws
Raise Divorce Rates in Europe?
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During the last four decades,
divorce rates have risen con-
siderably across Europe. In
about the same period many
countries have undergone
changes In their divorce laws
and legal practices, making
unilateral divorce possible.
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Figure 1
European Divorce Rate*

Theoretical Background

The theoretical iIssue at stake here
IS the applicabllity of the Coase-
Theorem to marital relations, I.e.
whether property rights are well
defined and hence utility transfers
between spouses are possible
without transaction costs.

Figure 3
Bargaining over Divorce
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Previous research on the impact
of law changes on divorce rates
has concentrated on the US. It Is
arguable whether there are sus-
tainable effects and problems
with endogeneity. We therefore
take into account the possible
effect of changing norms re-
garding divorce In Europe.

As depicted in Figure 3, divorce law
will have no impact on divorce rates -
If a) divorces or b) marriages im-
prove the utilities of either spouse.

In case c) bilateral vs. unilateral
divorce law affects only the
distribution of marital assets after
separation.
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In case d), however, only unilateral divorce law may lead to divorce
when the Coase Theorem fails. Bilateral laws would have lead to a
perpetuation of the efficient marriage.

Results

Figure 4

Dynamic Effect of Unilateral Divorce Law
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Note: N = 792; Controls are country FE, year FE (except Model 4), linear, quadratic and cubic

country-specific trends;  p < 0.05,

p <0.01,

p < 0.001

iIncluding a contamination-effect of countries that have adopted unilateral
divorce law on other countries.

Discussion

unilateral divorce practice).

divorce culture.

countries taken into account.
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The Introduction of explicitly unilateral divorce laws (de jure) has had no long-run effect on the European divorce rate (beyond a de facto

De facto unilateral divorce practices, in turn, have raised the divorce rate considerably.

Following our model, divorce law changes can practically explain the whole rise in the European divorce rate between 1970 and 1990, but
neither the rise before 1970 nor after 1990.

The total impact splits up into two almost equally important effects: the introduction of de facto unilateral divorce laws and the diffusion of a new

Simple regression techniques may yield misleading results when flow-based measures are used to test stock-based hypotheses.
Finally, analyses on the effect of law changes always highly rely on the quality of the coding of the respective treatment variable and the
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