
National Center for Family & Marriage Research 
@ Bowling Green State University 

Family Profile No. 22, 2020 

Divorce: More than a Century of Change, 1900-2018 
Author: Valerie Schweizer 
During the twentieth century, the divorce rate in the United States increased overall, although it has been declining in recent decades. 
Using National Vital Statistics, Decennial Census, and American Community Survey data, we investigate women’s divorce rate and the 
proportion of women separated/divorced over time from 1900 to 2018. Then, we examine currently separated/divorced women by 
race/ethnicity and educational attainment from 1940 to 2018. This is a companion profile to FP-20-21 on marriage and FP-20-23 on 
widowhood.  
Change in the Divorce Rate in the U.S., 1900-2018 
• Almost four times as many women 

experienced a divorce in 2018 compared 
to 1900, with rates of 15.7 and 4.1, 
respectively. 

• The peak divorce rate of 22.6 occurred in 
1980 but has since declined. 

Figure 1. Women’s Divorce Rate, 1900-2018 

 
Sources: NCFMR analyses of data from the National Vital Statistics, CDC/NCHS, 1900-2000; U.S. 
Census Bureau 2000 Decennial Census; U.S. Census Bureau (IPUMS), American Community 
Survey, 2010 and 2018 (IPUMS). Note: Data for Alaska begin in 1959. Data for Hawaii begin in 
1960.

Marital Status of Ever-Married Women, 1900-2018  
Figure 2. Current Marital Status of Ever-Married Women, 1900-2018 

 
Source: NCFMR analyses of U.S. Census Bureau, Decennial Census, 1900-2010 (IPUMS); 
U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey, 2018 (IPUMS)  
Note: Data for separated were not available until 1950. The term “ever-married” refers 
to women who are either currently or previously married and thus includes all women 
except those who are never-married. 

• Among ever-married women, the percentage 
currently separated/divorced increased since 
1900 from less than 1% to 21% in 2018.  

• The proportion of ever-married women who 
were currently married decreased from 83% in 
1900 to 67% in 2018.  

• The percentage of ever-married women who 
were currently widowed remained fairly stable 
since 1900—dropping from 16% in 1900 to 12% 
in 2018.
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Variation in Percentage Currently Separated/Divorced 
According to Race and Ethnicity, 1940-2018 
• Among ever-married women in 1940, about 2% were 

currently separated/divorced regardless of 
race/ethnicity, except for Asians (0.9%).  

• In 2018, Other and Hispanic ever-married women had 
similar shares who were separated/divorced, at 24% and 
22%, respectively.  

• The percentage of Black ever-married women who were 
separated/divorced diverged from the other groups early 
in the period, rising to 33% by 2018. 

• Asian ever-married women have had the lowest 
percentage separated/divorced at every decade since 
1940, with only 11% currently separated or divorced in 
2018.  

Figure 3. Percentage of Ever-Married Women Currently 
Separated/Divorced, by Race 1940-2018 

 
Source: NCFMR analyses of U.S. Census Bureau, Decennial Census, 1900-2010 
(IPUMS); U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey, 2018 (IPUMS) 
Note: Data for separated were not available until 1950; the category of 
currently separated/divorced excludes those who are in a remarriage. 

Variation in Percentage Currently Separated/Divorced 
According to Educational Attainment, 1940-2018 

• Among ever-married women in 1940, about 3% in all 
education groups were separated/divorced. 

• In 2018, those with some college education had the 
highest percentage of those separated/divorced with 
24%, followed closely by those with a high school 
education (22%) and those with less than a high school 
education (21%). 

• Ever-married women with a bachelor’s degree or higher 
had the lowest percentage who were currently 
separated/divorced at 16% in 2018.

Figure 4. Percentage of Ever-Married Women Currently 
Separated/Divorced, by Educational Attainment 1940-2018 

 
Source: NCFMR analyses of U.S. Census Bureau, Decennial Census, 1900-2010 
(IPUMS); U.S. Census Bureau, American Community Survey, 2018 (IPUMS) 
Note: Data for education were not available until 1940; data for separated 
were not available until 1950; the category of currently separated/divorced 
excludes those who are in a remarriage.
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