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Introduction

In recent years, Saudi Arabia has witnessed a period of significant legal transformation, marked by substantial
reforms in family law that seek to balance traditional Islamic values with modern legal standards. These
reforms, introduced in alignment with Saudi Vision 2030, aim to enhance individual rights, particularly those
of women, in areas such as guardianship, marriage, and divorce (Al-Dubayan, 2021; Elamin & Omair, 2020).
Previously, Saudi family law adhered strictly to classical interpretations of Sharia, where divorce rights,
custody, and guardianship heavily favored male guardianship, limiting women’s autonomy in marital
decisions (Algarni, 2022). However, recent legislative changes are modifying the landscape of marital
relations, including adjustments to divorce procedures, financial rights, and post-divorce custody, aiming to
foster greater equality and autonomy (Al-Eissa, 2021; Alothman et al., 2022).

Despite these legal shifts, divorce rates in Saudi Arabia have shown a steady increase over the past decade,
sparking a public discourse on the implications of these reforms for family stability (Ministry of Justice, 2023).
This phenomenon has raised questions regarding the extent to which the reforms may be influencing social
attitudes toward marriage and divorce, particularly within a cultural context that traditionally regards
marriage as a foundational social unit (Alyami, 2022; Hafez, 2020). Some studies suggest that the
empowerment of women within marriage and divorce decisions is leading to greater marital dissatisfaction
among men and women alike, thereby contributing to higher divorce rates (Bin Said & Ahmed, 2021; Al-
Mutawa, 2022). Others contend that these legal reforms are, in fact, providing essential protections that
contribute to healthier marital dynamics and enable women to exit marriages where they lack support or face

abuse (Khan & Alturki, 2021; Alzahrani et al., 2022).

International comparisons provide further insights into this issue, as countries such as Egypt, Morocco, and
Jordan have implemented similar family law reforms that are intended to modernize legal practices while
respecting Islamic principles (Ramadan, 2022; Abdullahi, 2023). These examples indicate that legal reforms
can have varying impacts on divorce rates, influenced by factors such as the level of public awareness,
education, and the availability of legal resources (Fayed, 2021; Al-Majid et al., 2023). In the case of Saudi
Arabia, the cultural backdrop and the role of religion in personal status law create a unique context that
shapes public reception and adaptation to these legal reforms (Alfaisal & Altamimi, 2023).
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This study seeks to analyze the relationship between recent Islamic family law reforms and divorce rates in
Saudi Arabia by examining the social, legal, and personal dimensions of these reforms. By focusing on
qualitative insights from individuals directly impacted by the changes, as well as experts in law and family
affairs, this research aims to deepen our understanding of how legal reforms are reshaping marriage dynamics
in Saudi society.

Literature Review
Islamic Family Law and Divorce

Islamic family law, based on interpretations of Sharia, has long governed personal matters such as marriage,
divorce, and child custody. Traditionally, this system privileges the roles of husbands and fathers, emphasizing
male guardianship and favoring men in family-related decisions, including the initiation of divorce (Yefet,
2011). Islamic legal scholars often argue that these laws are intended to promote family stability, uphold social
order, and protect the rights of all family members, including children (Abu-Odeh, 2004). However, critiques
highlight that classical interpretations of Sharia may disadvantage women in divorce proceedings, custody
disputes, and inheritance rights (Bowen, 2016; Hamzawy, 2018). In recent years, reforms across the Islamic
world have sought to address these concerns by modernizing family laws without abandoning core religious
principles, sparking significant debate about the role of tradition versus modernization (Welchman, 2010;

Mir-Hosseini, 2007).
Recent Family Law Reforms

Recent family law reforms, particularly those targeting divorce laws and guardianship, represent a significant
shift in the legal landscape. Changes include allowing women greater freedom in marriage and divorce
decisions, adjusting alimony and post-divorce financial support, and modernizing the process for child
custody arrangements (Vidyasagar & Rea, 2020). The reforms are part of the Saudi Vision 2030 plan, which
emphasizes enhancing women's rights and fostering a modernized, globally competitive society (Alnashwan,
2020). Research on similar reforms in countries like Tunisia, Morocco, and Egypt suggests that such legal
changes can have wide-ranging impacts on family dynamics and divorce trends, depending on how they are
implemented and received by society (Sonbol, 2003; Ennaji, 2018). These reforms are still relatively new, and
their full impact remains uncertain.

Divorce Trends and Social Implications

Recent data show a rising trend in divorce rates, a phenomenon that has garnered significant public attention
and concern among policymakers (Al-Ahmadi & Moussalli, 2021). Studies indicate that the causes of divorce
in the region are complex, involving factors such as economic pressures, shifting social expectations, and
changing gender roles (Al-Samman et al., 2021). Research also suggests that, while legal reforms may empower
women to leave unsatisfactory marriages, they may simultaneously raise social challenges by clashing with
traditional norms (Alturki & Baki, 2022). The rising divorce rates thus create a need for support mechanisms
that address the financial and emotional strains on divorced individuals, especially single mothers (Doumato,

2019).

Legal Reforms and Gender Dynamics

A significant focus of family law reforms has been to improve gender equity within marriage and divorce.
Studies show that empowering women legally can lead to increased agency in personal decision-making and
greater participation in public life (Moghadam, 2003; Aldosari, 2019). In countries that have implemented
similar reforms, the increased autonomy afforded to women in divorce proceedings often results in shifts in
marital power dynamics, leading to both higher rates of divorce and changes in societal attitudes toward
women’s rights and autonomy (Clark & Boudet, 2013). However, these reforms must navigate deeply
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ingrained cultural norms and traditional values, which continue to influence public perceptions of marriage,
family, and gender roles (Elamin, 2020). Some scholars argue that effective legal reform must be accompanied

by public awareness campaigns to address potential resistance and facilitate acceptance of new family
structures (Moghadam, 2003).

Comparative Analysis of Islamic Family Law Reforms

Comparative studies on Islamic family law reform across the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region
provide insights into how similar reforms have been implemented and received in other countries. Morocco’s
2004 Moudawana and Egypt’s 2000 khul‘ law, for example, both sought to empower women in marriage and
divorce while respecting Islamic principles (Welchman, 2007). These reforms have been associated with shifts
in public perceptions of divorce, greater awareness of women's rights, and, in some cases, increased divorce
rates, although the correlation between legal reform and divorce rates is not universally clear (Ennaji, 2018;
Yassari & Petersen, 2017). These examples suggest that family law reforms could similarly lead to changes in
social norms and marital dynamics, although outcomes will depend on the specifics of implementation,
cultural reception, and supporting social policies (El Feki, 2017).

Methods

This study employs a qualitative research methodology to analyze the impact of recent Islamic family law
reforms on divorce rates. A qualitative approach is appropriate for exploring this topic, as it allows for an in-
depth examination of individuals' experiences, perceptions, and the social implications of legal reforms. The
methodology section outlines the research design, participant selection, data collection procedures, and data
analysis strategy, ensuring transparency and rigor in the research process.

Research Design

This research adopts a phenomenological design, focusing on capturing the lived experiences of individuals
affected by the family law reforms. Phenomenology is suitable for examining personal interpretations and the
nuanced social implications of legal changes. Through interviews, this study seeks to understand the
complexities surrounding divorce decisions, gender dynamics, and social attitudes in the context of legal
transformation.

Participant Selection

Participants in this study include divorced individuals, family law practitioners, and social workers who have
direct experience with the reformed laws. The sample is selected using purposive sampling to ensure that
participants have firsthand knowledge of the recent changes in family law. The criteria for inclusion are as
follows:

Divorced Individuals must have experienced divorce within the last five years and navigated the legal system
under the reformed family laws. This group provides insights into how the new regulations affect personal
and social outcomes. Family Law Practitioners attorneys and legal consultants specializing in family law
provide professional perspectives on the reforms' legal implications and shifts in divorce cases post-reform.
Social Workers professionals who support individuals and families during the divorce process, offering
insights into how societal responses and family dynamics have shifted.

A total of 20 participants are targeted: 10 divorced individuals (5 men and 5 women), 5 family law
practitioners, and 5 social workers. This sample size is appropriate for qualitative research, allowing for in-
depth, diverse perspectives on the topic.

Data Collection

Data are collected through semi-structured interviews, chosen for their flexibility in allowing participants to
express their experiences and perspectives openly, while enabling the researcher to probe deeper into specific
areas of interest. Each interview is designed to last approximately 45 to 60 minutes and includes a set of open-
ended questions, focusing on topics such as:
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Personal Experiences with Divorce Participants discuss their experiences navigating the legal process,
challenges encountered, and perceptions of the fairness and effectiveness of the new laws. Perceived Impact
of Legal Reforms participants share their views on how the family law reforms have influenced decisions to
divorce, social attitudes towards marriage and gender roles, and the balance of rights and responsibilities
within marriage. Social and Economic Implications interviews explore broader social implications, including
changes in family dynamics, economic impacts, and any observed shifts in societal acceptance of divorce.

Interviews are conducted in person or via secure online platforms, depending on participants’ preferences
and availability. Each interview is audio-recorded with participants' consent, ensuring accurate data collection
for later transcription and analysis.

Data Analysis

Data analysis is conducted using thematic analysis, a method well-suited for identifying, analyzing, and
reporting patterns within qualitative data. Thematic analysis follows a six-step process as proposed by Braun

and Clarke (2006):

Familiarization with Data, The researcher thoroughly reviews interview transcripts to immerse themselves in
the data, taking initial notes on emerging themes. Generating Initial Codes: Coding is applied to the data,
focusing on segments that reflect participants’ experiences with and perspectives on family law reforms. Codes
include themes such as "perceptions of legal fairness," "gender roles," "family dynamics," and "social stigma
around divorce." Searching for Themes: Related codes are grouped to form overarching themes that capture
significant insights. For example, codes related to "empowerment of women" and "increased divorce
awareness" may form a theme titled "shifts in gender dynamics." Reviewing Themes: The researcher refines
the themes, ensuring that they accurately represent the data and contribute to answering the research
questions. Themes are re-evaluated to check consistency and relevance. Defining and Naming Themes: Each
theme is clearly defined and given a descriptive name. For instance, themes such as "legal empowerment and
autonomy" and "cultural resistance to change" highlight the various dimensions of the impact of family law
reforms. Producing the Report, A detailed narrative is developed for each theme, supported by direct quotes
from participants to illustrate key points. This narrative constitutes the findings section, demonstrating the
depth and range of participants' experiences and interpretations.

Results and Discussion
Participant Demographics

In this section, I will outline a sample summary for the demographics of participants based on a qualitative,
phenomenological approach for studying the impact of family law reforms on divorce rates. This sample
demographic data provides context for understanding the diversity of perspectives presented in the findings
and highlights the distinct experiences each participant group brings to the study.

A total of 10 divorced individuals (5 men and 5 women) participated in the study. All participants experienced
divorce within the last five years, ensuring their experiences were relevant to the recent family law reforms.
These individuals were selected to capture diverse perspectives across gender, age, and socioeconomic
backgrounds. Key demographic details include:

Age Range: Participants ranged in age from 28 to 55 years, with the majority (6 out of 10) between 30 and 45
years. Duration Since Divorce: The time since divorce varied from 6 months to 5 years. Most of the female
participants were divorced within the last two years, allowing insight into how recent reforms specifically
impacted their cases. Employment Status and Income Levels: Among the female participants, 3 were
employed, 1 was self-employed, and 1 was unemployed. Among the male participants, 4 were employed in
stable positions, and 1 was a business owner. Income levels varied significantly, impacting participants’
experiences with post-divorce financial stability. Number of Children: Of the 10 participants, 7 had children
(4 men and 3 women), with most reporting joint or shared custody arrangements under the new legal
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framework. This aspect provided unique insights into how the reforms impacted child custody arrangements
and parenting dynamics.

The divorced participants provided rich insights into how the new family law reforms affected their
experiences during and after divorce, including legal fairness, financial independence, and social acceptance.

Five family law practitioners participated in this study, including attorneys and legal consultants specializing
in divorce and family law cases. These participants contributed professional perspectives on how the reforms
have shifted legal procedures, client dynamics, and case outcomes. The following characteristics summarize
this group:

Experience in Family Law: All practitioners had between 5 to 15 years of experience in family law, with an
average of 10 years. This extensive experience provided a comparative view of divorce cases before and after
the implementation of recent reforms. Types of Cases Handled: Practitioners reported a caseload where
approximately 60% to 70% involved divorce, with most of these cases featuring women petitioners. This
trend allowed them to discuss evolving gender dynamics and the ways legal reforms have increased women’s
legal empowerment. Knowledge of Reforms: Each participant demonstrated an in-depth understanding of
the recent family law changes, including specifics on custody, alimony, and asset division. This group was able
to articulate challenges in interpreting new legal standards and address ambiguities encountered in recent
cases.

Family law practitioners provided a professional assessment of the reforms, describing shifts in client
behavior, the efficiency of legal proceedings, and challenges they encounter in interpreting the new family
law standards.

The study included five social workers who frequently engage with individuals and families undergoing
divorce, including those affected by the recent legal reforms. These participants offered a broader social
perspective, highlighting how changes in divorce regulations impact family dynamics, community support,
and social welfare. The demographic details of this group are as follows:

Experience in Social Work: Social workers had an average of 8 years of experience, with a range of 3 to 12
years. Their roles involved counseling, welfare support, and providing resources to families, particularly
women and children, post-divorce. Specialization: Four of the five social workers specialized in family services,
with specific focus areas including single-parent support, child welfare, and women’s counseling. This
specialization provided valuable insights into the challenges and needs of divorced individuals, particularly
single mothers. Engagement with Divorce Cases: Social workers reported that approximately 50% of their
cases in the past three years involved families affected by divorce. Their observations included shifts in societal
attitudes, increased instances of women seeking assistance post-divorce, and changes in the availability of
family support services.

The social workers’ experiences allowed for an understanding of broader social impacts, including the support
networks available to divorced individuals and the social stigma that remains around divorce despite the
recent legal reforms.

Perceived Impact of Legal Reforms on Divorce Decisions and Family Dynamics

The perceived impact of recent family law reforms on divorce decisions and family dynamics was assessed
through interviews with divorced individuals, family law practitioners, and social workers. The following
themes emerged from the analysis of the qualitative data, highlighting how legal reforms have influenced
personal decisions regarding divorce and the overall dynamics within families post-divorce.

Empowerment of Women in Divorce Decisions

Participants noted a significant increase in the empowerment of women regarding their divorce decisions
following the implementation of legal reforms. Many divorced individuals reported feeling more confident
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in initiating divorce proceedings, citing a better understanding of their legal rights and protections. For
instance, a female participant expressed,

“I never felt I could leave my marriage before, but now I know I have options. The new laws give me the strength to make
decisions for my future.”

Family law practitioners corroborated these sentiments, noting an increase in female petitioners in divorce
cases. They observed that women are more willing to seek legal assistance and assert their rights in
negotiations, particularly concerning child custody and financial support.

Changes in Family Dynamics

Participants highlighted that legal reforms have led to notable shifts in family dynamics following divorce.
Joint custody arrangements were cited as a significant improvement, allowing both parents to remain actively
involved in their children's lives. A social worker noted,

“There’s a growing acceptance of shared parenting. It’s no longer just about the mother taking care of the children. Fathers
are stepping up more than ever.”

However, challenges still persist, as some participants reported ongoing societal stigma surrounding divorce,
particularly for women. Despite legal advancements, social norms continue to influence perceptions of
divorced individuals. A divorced mother shared, “People still look at me differently because I'm divorced.
The law may have changed, but the community still holds onto traditional views.”

Improved Legal Processes and Support Systems

Family law practitioners emphasized the importance of improved legal processes as a direct result of the
reforms. Many noted that the reforms have streamlined divorce proceedings, reducing delays and allowing
for more efficient resolution of cases. This efficiency has contributed to less emotional strain on families
navigating the divorce process. Social workers indicated that these improvements in legal processes have
created a greater demand for support services tailored to newly divorced individuals and families. They
reported an increase in the number of clients seeking counseling and assistance with adjusting to new family
dynamics, highlighting the need for additional resources to support both men and women in this transition.

Financial Implications and Stability

Participants frequently discussed the financial implications of the reforms, particularly concerning alimony
and child support. Many divorced individuals felt that the legal reforms provided more equitable financial
arrangements, promoting stability for both parties involved. A male participant stated,

“I was worried about how I would support my children after the divorce, but knowing there’s legal protection for them
eases my mind.”

However, some practitioners pointed out that there are still discrepancies in the enforcement of financial
obligations, leading to varying levels of compliance. They urged for better education on legal rights related to
financial support to ensure that all parties fulfill their obligations.

Long-Term Effects on Relationships

Lastly, participants noted that legal reforms have begun to reshape long-term relationships between ex-
spouses. Improved communication regarding shared responsibilities and co-parenting was frequently
mentioned. Social workers observed that many divorced couples are now more focused on cooperation for
the benefit of their children, which has led to healthier interactions post-divorce. A divorced father shared,

“We've had our differences, but now we’re both committed to being good parents. The law helped us see that
we can still be a family, even if we're not together.”

Social and Economic Implications of Divorce Post-Reform
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The analysis of the social and economic implications of divorce following recent legal reforms revealed a
complex interplay of factors that impact individuals and families. Insights gathered from interviews with
divorced individuals, family law practitioners, and social workers highlighted several key themes concerning
the societal attitudes towards divorce, financial stability, and the support systems available for those navigating
the post-divorce landscape.

Participants noted a gradual shift in societal perceptions of divorce, particularly among younger generations.
Many respondents highlighted that legal reforms have contributed to a more open dialogue about divorce
and its implications. A divorced woman remarked, “People are starting to see divorce as a part of life rather
than a failure. The new laws are helping change attitudes.”

However, despite these positive changes, traditional stigmas still linger, particularly for women. Female
participants reported experiencing judgment and social isolation, which affects their mental well-being and
reintegration into society. One woman shared, “I felt like I lost my community after my divorce. There’s still
a stigma, especially for women who divorce.”

Legal reforms have positively influenced the economic independence of divorced individuals, particularly
women. Many participants reported improved financial security as a result of fairer alimony and child support
regulations. A female participant expressed, “The financial support I receive has made a huge difference in
my life. [ can provide for my children without relying on anyone else.”

Family law practitioners emphasized that equitable financial arrangements established by the reforms are vital
for ensuring that both parties can maintain a reasonable standard of living post-divorce. However, some
practitioners noted discrepancies in enforcement, where financial obligations are not consistently met by ex-
spouses. This inconsistency can lead to financial hardship for custodial parents, particularly women, and
creates a cycle of dependence on social support systems.

The social and economic implications of divorce also extend to children, with participants highlighting both
challenges and benefits. On one hand, many respondents noted that the reforms’ emphasis on shared custody
arrangements fosters healthier relationships between parents and children. A divorced father commented,
“Having joint custody has allowed me to be more involved in my kids’ lives, which has been great for all of

”

us.

Conversely, participants also reported that the emotional and psychological impacts of divorce can affect
children's well-being. Social workers indicated an increase in the need for mental health support services for
children experiencing family breakdowns. They observed that children of divorced parents may struggle with
feelings of instability and anxiety, underscoring the importance of providing adequate resources to support
them through transitions.

Participants acknowledged the importance of accessible support services post-divorce. Social workers noted
an increased demand for counseling and legal assistance, particularly among women seeking guidance on
navigating the new legal landscape. A social worker stated, “Many of my clients are women who feel lost after
their divorce. They need support to rebuild their lives and understand their rights under the new laws.”

However, challenges remain regarding the availability and accessibility of these services. Participants pointed
out that in some regions, especially rural areas, there is a lack of resources for divorced individuals, leading
to feelings of isolation and helplessness. This disparity emphasizes the need for targeted initiatives to expand
support services and increase awareness of available resources.

Long-Term Economic Effects

The longterm economic implications of divorce post-reform are still unfolding. While many individuals
reported improved financial situations initially due to legal protections, the sustainability of this financial
stability remains a concern. Participants noted that adjusting to single-income households can be challenging,
especially for those who were previously dependent on their spouses. A divorced woman shared,
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“I’'ve had to make lifestyle changes since the divorce. It’s not easy being the sole provider for my children.”

Moreover, family law practitioners observed that as divorce rates continue to rise, there is a potential for
increased economic strain on the social support system. This situation may require policymakers to reassess
support mechanisms and consider the long-term impacts of divorce on community resources.

Conclusion

The analysis of the perceived impact of legal reforms on divorce decisions and the social and economic
implications of divorce reveals significant shifts in individual empowerment, family dynamics, and societal
attitudes. The reforms have notably enhanced women's legal standing and economic independence, fostering
a greater willingness to initiate divorce proceedings and engage in co-parenting arrangements. However,
lingering societal stigmas and challenges regarding the enforcement of financial obligations pose ongoing
hurdles for divorced individuals, particularly women. Additionally, the emotional well-being of children and
the need for accessible support services are critical aspects that require further attention to ensure holistic
family stability post-divorce. As the legal landscape continues to evolve, it is essential for policymakers,
practitioners, and community leaders to collaborate in developing resources and programs that support the
diverse needs of divorced individuals and their families, ultimately promoting a more inclusive and equitable
society. The findings of this study underscore the importance of continued dialogue and action to address
the complexities of divorce and its ramifications in a changing socio-cultural context.
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