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Abstract 

Studies mainly from the United States provide evidence that children of divorced par-

ents face a higher risk of divorce in their own marriages. We estimate and analyze the 

effects of divorce transmission using comparative individual data from the United Na-

tions for 13 eastern and western European countries as well as for Canada and the 

United States. We find substantial and highly statistically significant transmission ef-

fects in all samples. This shows that the intergenerational transmission of divorce is a 

widespread phenomenon observed without a single exception in our data covering a 

large number of countries with differing historical, institutional, and cultural contexts. 

 
Keywords: Divorce, Divorce Risk, Intergenerational Transmission, Consequences of 

Divorce, Child Well-being. 

                                                 
* The authors wish to thank the Advisory Group of the FFS program for its permission, granted under 

identification number 81, to use the FFS data on which this study is based. We are also very much in-

debted to Elisabeth Coutts and Hartmut Esser for valuable comments. 
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1 Introduction 

Studies from the United States provide evidence that children of divorced parents face a 

higher risk of divorce in their own marriages, although there is controversy about the 

reasons for this effect (Amato 1996; Bumpass and Sweet 1972; Glenn and Kramer 

1987; Greenberg and Nay 1982; Keith and Finlay 1988; Mc Lanahan and Bumpass 

1988; Mott and Moore 1979; Mueller and Pope 1977; Pope and Mueller 1976; Teach-

man 1982; Wolfinger 1999). The effect has also been found in the Netherlands (Traag, 

Dronkers and Vallet 2000), West Gemany (Diekmann and Engelhardt 1999), Great 

Britain (Kiernan and Cherlin 1999) and France (Traag, Dronkers and Vallet 2000), al-

though no effect was found in East Germany (Diefenbach 1997). The intergenerational 

transmission of divorce has contributed to the upward trend in divorce rates, and a better 

understanding of its effect is crucial not only to the analysis and prediction of divorce 

trends but also to insight into the development of children after their parents’ divorce. 

Up to now it has not been established whether the transmission effect and its proposed 

explanations are generalizable to other Western countries and beyond. In this study, we 

estimate and analyze the effects of divorce transmission for 13 eastern and western 

European countries as well as for Canada and the United States. Our study is the first to 

conduct a systematic investigation covering a large number of countries with differing 

historical, institutional, and cultural contexts, thus allowing us to answer the question of 

whether divorce transmission is a stable and robust phenomenon observable across dif-

ferent cultures. Also, the analysis of patterns in divorce-related characteristics among 

children from divorced families sheds light on the explanation of the transmission ef-

fect. 

It is by no means natural to assume that transmission effects are a universal phe-
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nomenon. One can hypothesize that these effects depend on many factors, some of them 

related to institutional setting (Amato and Keith 1991a,b). Custody regulations, finan-

cial support by the non-resident parent, and other aspects of divorce laws may have an 

impact on how well children are able to cope with their parents’ divorce. Of course, 

these regulations vary over time and across countries. The nations in our sample also 

differ in terms of cultural patterns, religious beliefs and the degree to which a divorce is 

considered a “normal” event in the life course.  

In the current study, we therefore examine the divorce transmission effect in coun-

tries that vary in terms of the above factors. We use the retrospective data on family his-

tories from the Fertility and Family Survey to estimate transmission effects for fifteen 

countries, including various Western and Eastern European countries, Canada, and the 

United States. We also control for additional independent variables that may well affect 

the survey’s respondent’s risk of divorce. The set of control variables includes well-

known divorce risk factors such as age at the start of a union that led to marriage, birth 

of a child, the wife’s educational level premarital cohabitation and membership in cer-

tain marriage cohorts (e.g. White 1990). Previous studies have shown that divorce risks 

decrease with the age at which the union that leads to marriage is commenced, while 

childless couples and spouses who lived together before marriage exhibit higher divorce 

risks than couples who have children and who did not share a household before mar-

riage. This set of control variables may also mediate the transmission effect. Empirical 

studies show that if parents divorce, their offspring complete less education, marry ear-

lier, have a greater tendency to cohabit before marriage and may invest less in a partner-

ship than children from non-divorced families (e.g. Keith and Finlay 1988, Amato 1996, 

Diekmann and Engelhardt 1999). A further strength of the present study is that our data 
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allow us to investigate whether the means of possible mediating variables differ system-

atically across countries. Finally, we have also accounted for marriage cohort member-

ship because divorce risk in general has increased in Western countries in recent dec-

ades.  

Our estimation employs the technique of event-history analysis. First, we investi-

gate the presence or absence of transmission effects in the countries included in our 

study. Second, we examine whether the findings are explainable by the other divorce-

related covariates mentioned above. Finally, we explore whether there are systematic 

differences in the means of divorce risk factors for respondents with divorced and non-

divorced parents, differences which could explain at least part of the social inheritance 

of divorce. 

2 Data 

The study is based on data from the Fertility and Family Survey. The FFS comprises 

surveys in 21 countries, but the necessary information on either the duration of the re-

spondent’s marriage or whether the respondent’s parents divorced is lacking for five of 

those countries. Thus, with West and East Germany analyzed separately, our estimates 

are based on 16 data sets collected in the early 1990s in 13 European countries, Canada, 

and the United States.1 We confine our analysis to female respondents who were mar-

ried or have previously married. With these restrictions, net sample sizes vary from 

1,279 (Czech Republic) to 6,844 (U.S.).  

Table A.1 in the Appendix displays the variables used and their means. Tables A.2 

                                                 
1 Samples were drawn from the population within certain age limits. The Belgian sample covers only 

Flanders and the region of Brussels. For more information on the FFS and its use in comparative research, 

see Festy and Prioux (2002).  
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and A.3 show the means of the variables separately for respondents whose parents did 

not divorce and those whose parents divorced. The variable of main interest is duration 

of first marriage in months. We consider a marriage terminated when it ends in divorce 

or permanent separation.2 For these purposes, we consider the termination date to be the 

date of dissolution of a common household.3  

The main explanatory variable is the parents’ relationship during the respondent’s 

childhood. The dummy variable parents’ divorce is set to 1 if the respondent’s (natural 

or adoptive) parents divorced or separated after her birth. In addition to the di-

vorce/separation of the respondent’s parents, the analysis includes the family structure 

of the home of origin, specifically information on whether the respondent grew up with 

both parents, one parent or without either parent.4  

Further independent variables include the respondent’s marriage cohort, age at start 

of the union that led to her first marriage, birth of a child, her educational level and her 

cohabitation history. We use five-year marriage cohorts from 1970 to 1990. The age at 

start of union is the age of the respondent at the time she began living with her first mar-

riage partner. The birth of the respondent’s first child is included as a time-dependent 

covariate. The respondent’s educational level is the one attained by the date of the in-

terview, and is measured in accordance with the international standard classification of 

education (ISCED).5 This scale covers seven educational levels from pre-primary (0) to 

                                                 
2 The FFS Standard Recode File does not distinguish between legal divorce and separation. 
3 This definition seems reasonable as the time between the end of co-residence and the date of the legal 

divorce varies substantially across the different jurisdictions. Furthermore, the date of legal divorce is not 

reported in most FFS data sets. See Festy and Prioux (2002, p. 32) for a discussion of the comparability of 

FFS partnership data across countries. 
4 The information on composition of the home of origin varies across countries. 
5 Unfortunately, educational attainment at marriage is either not reported or very poorly reported for most 
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Figure 1: The sickle model of the divorce risk function. Hazard rate curves for different values of the 
parameterands λ and a. 

the second stage of tertiary (6).6 We distinguished among three levels: ‘lower’ (values 0, 

1 or 2 of the ISCED classification), ‘medium’ (ISCED 3 or 4), and ‘higher’ (ISCED 5 or 

6). Cohabitation denotes whether the respondent had already shared a household with 

her first spouse before they married (see Appendix A1 for the means of the covariates). 

3 Methods 

We employ the techniques of event history analysis to estimate the effects of a respon-

dent’s parents’ divorce and sociodemographic covariates on the respondent’s own di-

vorce risk.  

It is well known that divorce risk increases during the initial years of marriage and 

decreases thereafter (see Figure 1). Because of this non-monotonic duration depend-

ence, we model the hazard rate of divorce risk as  

                                                                                                                                               
countries. See Festy and Prioux (2002, pp. 32) for a discussion of the limited comparability of education 

variables across countries in the FFS. 
6 The other levels of the ISCED scale are: (1) primary education or first stage of basic education, (2) 

lower secondary or second stage of basic education, (3) (upper) secondary education, (4) post-secondary 
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 /( ) tr t ate− λ=  (1) 

with marriage duration t, parameter λ measuring time in months elapsed until maximal 

risk and 0 1 1exp( ... ... )k k K ka x x x= β + β + + β + + β ; x1 is a dichotomous variable indicat-

ing whether parents remained married (x1=0) or were divorced (x1=1), x2, …, xm are fur-

ther covariates, and β1, β2, …, βm are empirically estimated parameters. kβ ·100% is ap-

proximately and [exp( kβ )-1]·100% is exactly equal to the percentage change in the re-

spondent’s divorce risk r(t) when the covariate xk increases by one unit. We use the 

maximum likelihood method to estimate the β parameters of covariate effects and the 

parameter λ. Apart from the birth of the first child, all independent variables are treated 

as time constant. We estimate the parameters of the time-dependent covariate in the 

likelihood function using the method of episode splitting (Blossfeld and Rohwer 1995).7  

The complete length of the episode can be observed only in marriages that ended in 

divorce before the interview took place. Marriages still in effect at the time of the inter-

view or those ended by the death of a spouse are treated as censored data. Both the 

complete episodes and the censored ones were used to estimate the β and λ-parameters. 

In the presence of censored data, the maximum likelihood method provides consistent 

and asymptotically normally distributed estimates of the parameters. 

                                                                                                                                               
non-tertiary education, and (5) first stage of tertiary education. See UNESCO (1997) for more details. 
7 Roughly speaking, ‘episode splitting’ is a method for decomposing an episode like marriage duration 

into subintervals. Covariates remain constant within subintervals, and the likelihood function can there-

fore be rewritten as a product of the subinterval-specific likelihoods. For technical details see, for exam-

ple, Blossfeld and Rohwer (1995). 
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4 Results 

We estimate three different models. The estimated transmission effects from those three 

models are summarized in Table 1 and the respective percentage effects visualized in 

Figure 2. Model 1 controls only for marriage cohorts, Model 2 controls for these cohorts 

and home of origin, and Model 3 includes the additional covariates of date of the first 

child’s birth, cohabitation, age at start of union, and educational level (see Figure 2 and 

Table 1, for more detailed information see Tables A.4 to A.6 in the Appendix).  

Our first finding is the universal existence of the transmission effect. Model 1 in 

Figure 2 shows the percentage transmission effect, i.e. exp(β1)-1, for children from di-

vorced families versus respondents from non-divorced families for all samples. The ef-

fects range from 50 % for Hungary and Latvia to 220 % for Italy with an average effect 

of 103 %. This means that children whose parents divorced face – on average – a 103 % 

higher risk of getting divorced than children whose parents did not divorce. The effects 

for all 16 data sets are substantially larger than 0 and highly significant (Spain at p < 

0.05, Slovenia at p < 0.01; all other countries at p < 0.001). In contrast to a previous 

analysis (Diefenbach 1997), we also find a highly significant transmission effect for 

East Germany. Our analysis clearly shows that the intergenerational transmission of di-

vorce is a widespread phenomenon observed without a single exception in formerly 

communist Eastern Europe, Southern (Catholic) Europe, Western Europe and North 

America.  

Children of divorced parents usually grow up with one parent only. In the next step 

we therefore disentangle the effect of the parent's divorce from that of the parental 

home. Model 2 controls for whether the person grew up with one parent only. The two 

effects can be separately identified as some children lose a parent for reasons other than 
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divorce. Our results show that the transmission effect is only moderately changed in all 

countries but Italy, where it is substantially increased. The transmission effect remains 

highly significant in all countries. 

In model 3 we include educational level, age at start of union, cohabitation and the 

birth of children as additional control variables. Transmission effects are again only 

moder few of the respondents’ parents were divorced), and remain significant at p < 

0.05 in all countries but Spain (p < 0.1) and the Czech Republic. This reduction is a re-

sult of controlling for cohabitation and age at start of the union, since in all countries the 

children of divorce cohabit more and begin unions earlier. 
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Figure 2: The intergenerational transmission effect of divorce. Summary of estimates of β1 from 
country specific maximum likelihood estimations of hazard rate models with different sets of control 
variables. Plotted is the percent effect exp(β1)-1. Reading the transmission effect (e.g., Austria): the 
percent effect of 101% means that children whose parents divorced have a 101% higher risk of di-
vorce than children whose parents did not divorce. 95% confidence interval based on (non-linear) 
transformation of confidence bounds of the estimated β1. Full estimation results are provided in Ta-
bles A.4 to A.6 in the Appendix. 
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ately reduced compared to the unconditional effects in model 1, except in Italy (where  

The pattern of union formation and cohabitation sheds light on the explanation of 

the transmission effect. In all countries but one, the estimated coefficient indicates a 

higher risk of divorce for couples that lived together before marriage (see Table A.6). In 

addition, the well-known negative effect on divorce of age at union formation shows up 

in all countries. At the same time, the children of divorce cohabit more frequently than 

respondents from non-divorced families and enter into unions at younger age in all 

countries (compare Tables A.2 and A.3). Although cohabitation does likely not exert a 

positive causal effect on divorce, the covariate is correlated with the divorce risk. Previ-

ous studies have shown that spouses living together before marriage form a selective 

group that is more divorce-prone than those entering into traditional marriages (Brüderl 

and Kalter 2001). For older marriage cohorts in particular, cohabitation signals that 

spouses are less committed to marriage than spouses who did not live together before 

marriage. The observed patterns fit well with the “low-commitment hypothesis” (Amato 

and DeBoer 2001, Wolfinger 2005). Accordingly, one causal pathway is that children of 

divorce develop more sceptical attitudes toward a long-lasting partnership, therefore 

choose less binding commitments when starting a union, and are ultimately more likely 

to divorce. 

The systematic effect of parental divorce on the pattern of educational attainment is 

also noteworthy. In all countries except one, the children of divorced parents participate 

in advanced education (ISCED 5 or 6) to a lesser extent than respondents with non-

divorced parents. Yet, as far as possible effects of this disparity on marriage stability are 

concerned, education is not consistently related to the respondent’s divorce risk and is 

therefore not a mediator variable in explaining part of the transmission effect in almost 
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all the countries studied. Women’s education has multiple consequences on such di-

vorce-related risk factors as labour-force participation, personal income, household in-

come and cultural preferences. Some of these factors increase divorce risks while others 

may have a positive impact on marital stability. Thus, it is no surprise that we do not 

find a robust effect for a woman’s education on marital stability for all the national data 

sets. Previous studies have also not reported consistent findings on the effect of a 

woman’s level of education on her divorce risk (Dourleijn and Liefbroer 2002). 

5 Explaining cross-country variation of transmission effects 

Our estimations show substantial variation in the magnitude of the divorce transmission 

effect ranging from 0.38 in Hungary to 1.34 in Italy. Can these differences across coun-

ties be explained by historical, institutional and cultural differences?  

We did not find any systematic pattern that related the magnitude of the transmis-

sion effect to, for example, catholic religion, former communist countries, etc. How-

ever, there is one striking relationship (see Figure 3): the transmission effect is highly 

negatively correlated with the divorce rates of the parent population (slope = -3.46, t-

value = 4.38, R2 = 0.58). This result is especially important as it seems to confirm the 

hypothesis that the detrimental effects of divorce on children are stronger in societies 

where divorce is rare and thus more likely stigmatised. 

While highly appealing, we believe that this finding is an artefact for two reasons. 

First, the negative correlation between transmission effect and parental divorce rates 

found across countries is not found within countries over time: while divorce rates in-

creased in all countries, the transmission effect decreased in only half of the countries  
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and increased in the others.8 Our scepticism is in line with Li and Wu (2004) who show 

that Wolfinger's (1999) finding of a decrease in the U.S. divorce transmission effect was 

flawed. Second, the negative correlation between transmission effect and parental di-

vorce rates found for the relative increase in divorce risk is not found for the absolute 

increase in divorce risk: while the relative effects differ by a factor of almost 3 across 

countries, the absolute effects are of similar magnitude.9 Relative increases are the result 

of dividing absolute effects by the baseline divorce risk. The significant negative rela-

tionship between the relative transmission effect and parental divorce rates can simply 

be explained by the self-evident positive relationship of the left-hand side numerator 

(the divorce rate of the observed generation) with the explanatory variable (the divorce 

rate of the parents' generation). 

                                                 
8 Detailed estimation results are available from the authors on request. 
9 Detailed estimation results are available from the authors on request. 
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6 Conclusions 

This study investigates the intergenerational transmission of divorce in 13 European 

countries, the United States and Canada. We analyze the cross-national data from fe-

male respondents in the Fertility and Family Survey, applying techniques of event his-

tory analysis. We find substantial and highly statistically significant transmission effects 

in all samples. This shows that the intergenerational transmission of divorce is a wide-

spread phenomenon observed without a single exception in our data covering a large 

number of countries with differing historical, institutional, and cultural contexts. 

Our study also demonstrates the presence of systematic patterns in the conse-

quences of divorce on children’s marital behaviour. Women whose parents had divorced 

were, in all countries, also more likely to cohabit with the men they eventually married 

than women who grew up with both of their parents. This finding is in keeping with 

previous studies, which have also noted greater rates of cohabitation among respondents 

with divorced parents (e.g. Amato 1996, Diekmann and Engelhardt 1999, Kiernan and 

Cherlin 1999). Our study adds to this finding by showing that the increased tendency to 

cohabit is a rather universal phenomenon, one observed – at least for female children – 

in all the countries we studied. This result fits with Amato and DeBoer’s (2001) sugges-

tion that the children of divorce have less favourable attitudes toward marriage and 

therefore choose less binding commitments when starting a union.  
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Appendix: Estimation Results 

Table A.1: Samples and descriptive statistics 

Table A.2: Descriptive statistics when Parents are not divorced 

Table A.3: Descriptive statistics when Parents are divorced 

Table A.4:  Transmission effect of divorce, controlled for cohorts (Model 1) 

Table A.5:  Transmission effect of divorce, additionally controlled for parental home 

(Model 2) 

Table A.6:  Transmission effect of divorce, additionally controlled for education, age 

at start union, cohabitation, children (Model 3) 
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