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Summary 
This thesis presents a nationwide study of union dissolution among cohabiting and married 

couples in Norway over the period 1970-2007. The study focuses on two issues: the 

association between having children and the risk of union disruption, and possible changes 

over time in this association.  I combine survey data from the Norwegian Gender and 

Generations Study (N = 14,892) on partnership histories with high quality registry data on 

fertility histories. I expand upon previous research by studying union dissolution over four 

decades and by including information on both marital and non-marital partnerships. 

I use discrete time event history analysis to analyze the association between having children 

and the risk of union dissolution. Results for the full observation period show that couples 

with children have significantly lower dissolution rates than childless couples, however with 

great variations across the number of children and the age of the youngest child. Couples with 

very young children enjoy the lowest dissolution rates, suggesting that children stabilize the 

relationship in the short run but not in the long run.  

I then proceed to investigate whether the association between having children and union 

dissolution has stayed stable or changed over time. I find that the differences in dissolution 

rates between childless and parents chiefly are stable over time, even though couples with 

children are facing increasingly risk of ending their union over the whole period. There has 

also been a divergence in dissolution rates between parents with children in different ages, 

with a more rapid increase in dissolution rates for couples with older children. Compared to 

childless couples, are couples with the youngest children increasingly stable across time. 

 

 

 

 

 

4 
 



Förord  
Många ska ha stort tack för insatsen i arbetet med den här uppsatsen!  

Först och främst vill jag tacka mina vägledare; Torkild H. Lyngstad och Rannveig V. 

Kaldager. Torkild, för ämne-, metode- och dataexpertis och för förmedling av studentplats på 

Statistisk sentralbyrå – tusen tack! Ett speciellt stort tack går ändå till Rannveig, som på ett 

exceptionellt vis har bidragit med teoretiska och metodiska insikter som har hjälp mig att 

genomföra den här, till tider krävande uppgiften det är att skriva en master. Uttrycket ”jag 

kunde inte gjort det utan dig”, har aldrig varit mer sant och jag är otroligt tacksam för all hjälp 

jag har fått! 

 Jag vill också tacka hela sektionen 590 och (tidigare) sektionsledare Kjetil Telle och 

(nuvarande) sektionsledare Trude Lappegård för studentplats, god fagmiljö och till alla 

hjälpsamma, fina folk som jobbar där. Ett speciellt stort tack går till Synøve N. Andersen, 

som nästan varit som en extra vägledare under det här året. Förutom genomläsning och 

nyttiga kommentarer knutna direkt till uppsatsen, har du gjort mitt liv som masterstudent 

betydligt bättre genom många lunch- och kaffesällskap, och mycket moraliskt stöd – tusen 

tack för det! Tack också till Lene och till samhällsekonomerna i studentkroken för en trevlig 

studentmiljö. 

Ida Kjeøy, Maren Toft, Hanna V. Nordbø, Erika B. Sterri och pappa ska ha stort tack för 

kommentarer och läsning av uppsatsen. Ett extra stort tack går till Ida, för upprepad läsning 

och språkvask samt ihärdig uppmuntran - jag vet inte vad jag hade gjort utan det! 

Sist, men absolut inte minst, ett stort tack till de två personerna som betyder mest i mitt liv; 

Martin, för att du har stått ut med mina upp och nedturer, min självcentrering och frustration 

under våren och till vår underbara Ebba, som tvingat mig släppa alla tankar om 

uppsatsskrivande med all den uppmärksamhet en 2-åring kräver och fått mig ned på jorden.  

Tack allihop! 

 

Alla eventuella fel och otillräckligheter är helt och hållet mina egna. 

5 
 



Table of Contents 
1 Introduction ........................................................................................................................ 9 

1.1 Research questions .................................................................................................... 10 

1.2 Data and methodology ............................................................................................... 11 

1.3 Outline of thesis ......................................................................................................... 12 

2 Previous research .............................................................................................................. 13 

2.1 Union dissolution determinants ................................................................................. 13 

2.2 Children and relationship stability ............................................................................. 15 

2.2.1 Endogeneity and selection .................................................................................. 19 

2.3 Changing family patterns – the Norwegian context .................................................. 20 

2.3.1 Union formation and dissolution patterns .......................................................... 20 

2.3.2 The labor market and families with children ..................................................... 21 

2.4 Summary .................................................................................................................... 22 

3 Theory .............................................................................................................................. 25 

3.1 Theoretical framework .............................................................................................. 26 

3.2 A micro-economic perspective on children and union dissolution ........................... 27 

3.2.1 Children as marital-specific capital .................................................................... 27 

3.2.2 Children and gender specialization .................................................................... 30 

3.3 Sociological perspectives on children and union dissolution .................................... 32 

3.3.1 Children and relationship satisfaction ................................................................ 33 

3.3.2 Normative constraints ........................................................................................ 34 

3.4 Selection mechanisms................................................................................................ 36 

3.5 Summary and hypotheses .......................................................................................... 37 

3.5.1 Expected association between children and union disruption ............................ 38 

3.5.2 Expected change over time ................................................................................ 40 

4 Data and methods ............................................................................................................. 45 

4.1 Data ............................................................................................................................ 45 

4.1.1 The analysis sample ........................................................................................... 46 

4.2 Operational definition of variables ............................................................................ 47 

4.2.1 Period effects – change over time ...................................................................... 50 

4.3 Statistical methods ..................................................................................................... 51 

4.3.1 Discrete-time event history analysis .................................................................. 51 

6 
 



4.3.2 Logistic regression ............................................................................................. 52 

5 Children and union dissolution ........................................................................................ 55 

5.1 Descriptive statistics .................................................................................................. 55 

5.2 Is there a difference in dissolution risk between childless couples and parents? ...... 57 

5.3 Summary .................................................................................................................... 60 

6 Change over time ............................................................................................................. 61 

6.1 Descriptive period statistics ....................................................................................... 62 

6.2 Has there been change over time? ............................................................................. 63 

6.2.1 Predicted probabilities – change in parents’ dissolution rates over time ........... 67 

6.3 Sensitivity analysis .................................................................................................... 69 

6.4 Summary .................................................................................................................... 71 

7 Summary and discussion .................................................................................................. 73 

7.1 Do children stabilize relationships? ........................................................................... 73 

7.2 Do children play a different role for dissolution processes over time? ..................... 75 

7.3 Summary and concluding remarks ............................................................................ 79 

References ................................................................................................................................ 83 

Appendix .................................................................................................................................. 94 

 

  

7 
 



List of Tables  
Table 3.1 Mechanisms – children and dissolution risk. ........................................................... 38 
Table 3.2 Mechanisms – children and union dissolution risk – expected change over time. .. 41 
Table 5.1 Percentage of person-months over explanation and control variables ..................... 56 
Table 5.2 Model 1. Discrete-time logistic model of union dissolution risk. 1970–2007. ........ 58 
Table 6.1 Percentage of person-months over explanation and control variables in three 
different time periods. .............................................................................................................. 62 
Table 6.2 Model 2A, 2B, and 2C. Results from logit models of union dissolution risk in three 
different time periods. .............................................................................................................. 64 
Table 6.3. Model 3A, 3B, and 3C. Results from logit models of union dissolution risk in three 
different time periods. Union duration<20 years. .................................................................... 70 
Table 7.1 Results from hypothesis testing. .............................................................................. 73 
Table A.1 Model 4A, 4B and 4C. Results from logit models of union dissolution risk in three 
different time periods. Cohort control included. ...................................................................... 97 
Table A.2 Model 5A, 5B and 5C. Results from logit models of union dissolution risk in three 
different time periods. Parents only. ........................................................................................ 98 
 

List of Figures 
Figure 6.1 Predicted probability of dissolution. Childless couples and couples with 2 children 
in different age groups. 1970-2007. ......................................................................................... 68 
Figure A.1 Description of sample and sub-sample. ................................................................. 94 
 

8 
 



1 Introduction 

Having children is one of the main reasons to form a union, and according to both 

sociological and economic theory, children are a prime example of factors that function as 

“glue” in a relationship – and thus contribute to the prevention of divorce. On the other hand, 

the transition to parenthood is a major life event with profound consequences for the parents. 

Both relationship satisfaction and individual well-being are found to decline after having a 

child (Feeny, Alexander, Noller, and Hohaus 2003; Twenge, Campbell, and Foster 2003). 

The topic of this thesis is the role of children in dissolution processes and whether it has 

changed over the past four decades. In the middle of 2000s divorce rates were approximately 

four times higher and they were in the 1960s (Hardoy and Schone 2008), and for non-marital 

unions the likelihood of separation is even higher. In spite of these surging dissolution rates, 

there is little research on whether the determinants vary or remain scarce over historical time 

(Teachman 2002). The role of children should be especially interesting, since the welfare of 

children has been one of the main concerns related to less stable families (Amato 2010). 

The long observation period of the data used in this thesis (1970–2007) covers the historical 

period of what the demographic literature often refers to as the “second demographic 

transition” (Lesthaeghe 2010), which took place in Norway and many other Western 

countries. The increasing participation of women in the labor market and the expansion of the 

welfare state have affected the family and household in multiple ways, especially for families 

with young children. At the same time gender roles and attitudes towards divorce have 

changed substantially. Therefore, there are several theoretical arguments as to why the 

association between children and union stability might vary across time. However, the 

direction of the change is not obvious. 
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1.1 Research questions 

The research questions I will attempt to answer in this thesis are as follows: 

1. Are there significant differences in the risk of union dissolution between couples with 

children and without children? 

According to both social and economic theory, children constitute the prime example of so-

called “marital-specific capital”, an asset or resource providing substantially more benefit 

inside the union than outside of the union (Becker, Landes, and Michael 1977; Morgan and 

Rindfuss 1985; Waite and Lillard 1991). Becoming parents usually increases the gendered 

division of labor, which according to some authors (e.g. Becker 1991; Morgan, Lye, and 

Condran 1988) prevents divorce. Social norms against dissolving a union are also expected to 

be much stronger for parents than for childless couples (Thornton 1977; Rijken and Liefbroer 

2012). Previous research has provided some support for these theories and concludes that 

children at least under some circumstances stabilize the relationship (Cherlin 1977; Morgan 

and Rindfuss 1985; Kravdal 1988; Waite and Lillard 1991; Andersson 1997; Erlangsen and 

Andersson 2001). Others have pointed at the fact that becoming a parent can be a stressful life 

experience (Feeney et al. 2003; Twenge et al. 2003; Keizer and Schenck 2012). Some studies 

have also concluded that having children actually increases the risk of union dissolution 

(Chan and Halpin 2001; Svarer and Verner 2008). 

Within this topic, there are no Norwegian studies that include data on both cohabiting and 

marital unions, even though both cohabitation and births out of wedlock have become 

increasingly more common in Norway and the rest of Europe during the past decades 

(Andersson 2002). Information on people’s legal marital status is therefore far from sufficient 

if one wants to obtain an accurate picture of the role of children in dissolution processes. 

Several authors have also stressed the fact that different national contexts and welfare regimes 

are important in understanding an individual’s family-related decisions (Pinelli 1995; Olai 

2001; Cooke 2006), and existing literature from other national contexts might not fit well with 

the Norwegian case. 
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2. Has there been a change over time in the role of children in dissolution processes? 

There are several possible reasons why the role children play in union dissolution has changed 

over time. Less stigmatization associated with divorce, the establishment and expansion of a 

generous social safety net and a shift towards focus on self-realization and individualization 

instead of traditional family values may have changed how children is associated with 

relationship stability. These changes can make children less important in a couple’s decision 

on whether to stay together or separate, implying that parents and childless couples are 

expected to have more similar dissolution rates over historical time. On the other hand, the 

difference between childless couples and parents might in fact be increasing, since 

mechanisms that prevent a union from dissolving are relatively more weakened for childless 

couples. 

1.2 Data and methodology 

I will use data from the Norwegian Gender and Generation Study (N = 14,892) which 

contains partnership and fertility histories for both married and cohabiting people. Discrete 

time event history analysis will be used to examine the association between the number and 

age of children a couple has and their risk of union disruption. Event history data have two 

characteristics that make it superior to other quantitative methods: the ability to handle 

censored observations as well as time-varying explanatory variables (Allison 2004). Data on 

the respondent’s union status, the birth of a child, and other time-varying covariates are 

measured at the level of the month in the GGS data set. The observation period starts from 

formation of first union to time of union dissolution or censoring. All partnership histories 

(cohabiting or marital union) are available in the data; respondents are retrospectively 

followed from the first co-residential union formation through the whole period of study until 

censoring at the time of the interview. Due to the high risk of selective drop-out in panel 

surveys, retrospective union histories have an advantage compared to panel studies (Ringdal 

2001: 200). The dataset is limited to person-months in 1970–2007 for individuals born 

between 1927 and 1988. 
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Union dissolution – conceptual clarification 
I will use the term partnership as living in a union with a person regardless of marital status, 

i.e. whether the relationship is a cohabiting union or a marriage. This is in line with recent 

studies within the same topic (e.g. Aassve et al. 2006). The increase in cohabitation and births 

outside of marriage is an important part of the change in family patterns over the past 

decades. This thesis, however, is not a contribution in the study of the differences between 

marriage and cohabitation. A range of studies find that there are differences in relationship 

satisfaction and dissolution rates between married and cohabiting unions (Wiik, Bernhard and 

Noack 2009; Jalovaara and Lyngstad 2010), although several studies also conclude that some 

of these differences are due to selection mechanisms (Lillard et al. 1995; Svarer 2004). While 

cohabitation as an alternative to marriage is a growing phenomenon, many cohabiting couples 

that do not dissolve their unions eventually choose to marry (Perelli-Harris, Kreyenfeld, 

Sigle-Rushton, Keizer, Lappegård, Jasilioniene, Berghammer, and Di Giulio 2012). 

1.3 Outline of thesis 

The current study is organized into seven chapters. Chapter two starts by giving a brief review 

of previous research on union dissolution determinants that are important to the research 

questions. Here, I also present some of the research on the topic of the association between 

having children and union stability. In the last section in chapter two, I present the 

specificities of the Norwegian context and some of the social and structural changes over the 

time period of study. Chapter three presents the theoretical foundations for this thesis and lists 

several a hypotheses based on previous research and theory. In chapter four, I describe the 

data and the methodological approach used for answering the research questions. Chapters 

five and six present the results from the hazard regressions, and the last chapter offers a 

discussion of the results, and closes with some concluding remarks. 
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2 Previous research 

This chapter aims to present an empirical background for the study’s research questions. The 

first section provides a brief review of some union dissolution determinants found in previous 

research. The second section presents additional research within the same topic as this study 

with the aim to bring both methodological and theoretical insights. The third section describes 

some substantial historical changes in Norway between 1970 and 2007 that may have affected 

the relationship between children and union dissolution. 

2.1 Union dissolution determinants 

With increasing divorce rates over the past decades, the research field on determinants of 

union dissolution has expanded. Divorce and union dissolutions are complex events that can 

be viewed from many different perspectives. Sociological research has focused primarily on 

structural and life-course predictors of marital disruption such as socioeconomic position, 

contextual factors, and age at union formation (Amato and Previti 2003). Studies also show 

that there is an intergenerational transmission of divorce, meaning that having divorced 

parents increases the risk of own divorce (Amato 1996, 2010). Dissimilarity between the 

partners (for example in religion or nationality) is also found to increase the dissolution risk 

(Kalmijn, de Graaf and Janssen 2005). In this section I will give a brief review of research of 

social and demographic predictors of union dissolution. 

Different time dimensions such as age, duration, period, and cohort are found to be important 

factors when studying union dissolution, and one can broadly distinguish between two 

dimensions: individual (e.g. age at union formation, union duration) or aggregate (e.g. birth 

cohort, marriage cohort, or period) (Bracher, Morgan and Trussell 1993). Age at union 

formation is one of the best-documented determinants of union stability, where older ages 

correlate with lower dissolution risk (Lyngstad and Jalovaara 2010). This is probably partly 

because maturity increases with age, and an older person might make more well-reasoned 

marital choices. Another possible reason is the increasing search cost at older ages, meaning 

that finding a new partner is more difficult. For women this should play a particularly 
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important role if she wants to have children, since women have a shorter fertile age than men. 

Marriage duration is found to have a “rising-falling pattern”: The risk of separation is low 

during the first months of a marriage, then increases, reaches a maximum, and thereafter 

begins to decrease (Lyngstad and Jalovaara 2010). This pattern has at least partly been 

explained by the selection process where, as duration increases, the comparatively less 

divorce-prone unions survive. However, a recent study controlling for unmeasured 

heterogeneity found no support for the idea that the rising-falling pattern is caused by 

selection, and this pattern also seems to be rather stable over historical time (Kulu 2014). 

Union type and union order are also found to be predictors of dissolution. Cohabitations are 

consistently found to be less stable than marriages (Claussen and Jensen 2003; Jalovaara and 

Lyngstad 2010). This difference may be due to some causal factor related to marriage, e.g. 

that society’s response to married couples is different from its response to cohabiting couples, 

or due to selection of couples with more stable relationships into marriage. The selection 

explanation, which has received quite a bit of support (e.g. Svarer 2004), acknowledges the 

non-random choice of union type and speculates that some unobserved factor is related both 

to couples’ choice of marrying and their lower divorce rate. Thus, the most stable and 

committed cohabiting couples are those that end up getting married. With increasing 

dissolution rates, more people have entered second or subsequent unions. Higher-order unions 

are often found to be less stable, although studies that control for couples’ specific characters 

confirm that much of the increased risk is due to selection (Portman and Lyngstad 2007). The 

increased likelihood that the second and subsequent unions are cohabiting unions can also 

explain some of the correlation (Teachman 2008). 

Divorce legislation is found to be a determinant of union dissolution (Lyngstad and Jalovaara 

2010), and Andersson (1997) explains the increasing divorce rates in Sweden in the 1970s by 

a reform in divorce legislation. However, several studies support the finding that changes in 

legislation are often preceded by de facto changes in norms and attitudes (Lyngstad and 

Jalovaara 2010; Noack and Lyngstad 2013). Welfare state benefits and financial support are 

also found to correlate with dissolution risk, and the level of public transfers have been found 

to have a significant positive effect on the divorce rates in Norway (Tjøtta and Vaage 2008). 

Educational attainment has been broadly studied as a predictor of union dissolution. This 

seemingly simple variable actually involves multiple dimensions. One dimension regards the 

level of similarity or difference in the spouses’ educational backgrounds. Similarity in 
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education level between the two partners, according to a simple theory of homogamy as a 

stabilizer, is supposed to decrease the dissolution risk (Jalovaara 2003, Kalmijn et. al 2005). 

In Scandinavian studies, however, there is no support for especially increased divorce risk for 

unions with heterogamy in education levels (Jalovaara 2003; Lyngstad 2004). 

Educational attainment can also be correlated to earnings potential, and, in particular, the 

increase in female education over the past four decades has been the object of extensive 

research. A theoretical starting point often taken is the work of Gary Becker (1991), who 

argues that women with more education, and therefore better chances in the labor market, will 

divorce more easily because of the reduced cost of divorce. 

The empirical results of the educational gradient and whether it is constant or vary across time 

are mixed. In 1962, Goode hypothesized that the positive relationship between social status 

(for which education can be a proxy variable) and divorce would gradually fade as the barriers 

against divorce faded. In the end divorce would be more common in lower classes that 

generally suffer with more marital strain (Härkonen and Dronkers 2006: 501). Härkönen and 

Dronkers (2006) tested the hypothesis in a comparative study of seventeen countries and find 

support for Goode’s hypothesis in some of the countries, but not in others. They argue that a 

generous welfare state might help to stabilize marriages among those with less education, and 

they observe, for instance, no significant education gradient for Norwegian women (Härkönen 

and Dronkers 2006). 

2.2 Children and relationship stability 

A rich research tradition has addressed the relationship between children and union 

disruption. The relationship is complex and involves several dimensions of family 

composition and a blend of causal mechanisms and selection mechanisms. Some authors 

consider only the presence of children, while others take number of children, age, sex, and 

other characteristics into account. To date the literature offers no consensus on the role of 

children in dissolution processes. And aside from how the child-related indicators of number 

and ages of children are operationalized and taken into account, other factors, such as 

partnership type, cohort composition of the sample, and idiosyncrasies of the various national 

contexts, might be reasons for variations in the findings (Steele et al. 2006). 
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A U-shaped relationship between the number of children and dissolution rates is uncovered in 

several studies – highest for those with no children and for those with large families, and 

lowest for couples with a moderate number of children (Thornton 1977; Heaton 1990; Lutz et 

al. 1991; Andersson 1997; Erlangsen and Andersson 2001). Most American studies find that 

the first child is associated with lower dissolution risk (Thornton 1977; Waite and Lillard 

1991; Lillard and Waite 1993; Brines and Joyner 1999), while two Swedish studies do not 

find a stabilizing effect of the first child, although mothers of two and three children had 

lower divorce risk compared to childless women (Andersson 1997; Erlangsen and Andersson 

2001). The correlation between the number of children and dissolution risk might be caused 

by different selection mechanisms. The number of children can be linked with other 

characteristics of more or less stable relationships. In Scandinavia there is a rather strong two-

child norm (Andersson 1997; Lyngstad and Noack 2000) and to have only one child might 

therefore be a predictor of an unstable union. There can also be both a positive and negative 

selection of couples with unusually high parities, either with more family-oriented values and 

thereby less likely to separate or it might be an indication of a socially deviant behavior which 

might be correlated to more unstable unions. Svarer and Verner (2008), for instance, discover 

that where the first and second child increases the risk of dissolution, there is no such 

correlation for the third child, while having more than four children does increase the risk of 

divorce in both Scandinavia and the United States (Thornton 1977; Andersson 1997; 

Erlangsen and Andersson 2001). 

In most studies the age of children is found to be an important predictor of the parents’ 

dissolution risk, with young children being correlated to the lowest likelihood of separation. 

Studies differ in the measure of young children: Some include all children below school age 

(Cherlin 1977; Waite and Lillard 1991; Lillard and Waite 1993), whereas others separate 

between infants/toddlers (0–2 years) and preschoolers (3–6 years) (Andersson 1997; 

Erlangsen and Andersson 2001; Svarer and Verner 2008; Kulu 2014). The theoretical reasons 

for more fine-graded age specifications are probably more important in Scandinavia because 

children from an earlier age are in public childcare and women’s labor participation varies 

greatly during this period. In all cases younger children are associated with lower risk. In 

addition, studies that reveals a positive association between having children and dissolution 

risk also find the risk to increase with older children (Chan and Halpin 2001; Svarer and 

Verner 2008). 
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Waite and Lillard (1991) demonstrate that the first child stabilizes marriages, while higher-

order children only stabilize marriages when the children are of preschool age. A follow-up 

study, using more advanced statistical techniques where the endogeneity of fertility and 

divorce is modelled simultaneously, observes that the first child lowers the divorce risk, 

whereas subsequent children actually have the opposite effect (Lillard and Waite 1993). Chan 

and Halpin (2001) use data from three British surveys and discover that the ‘effect’ of 

children on marital stability has changed over time from stabilizing to destabilizing with a 

shift around the 1980s. They conclude that in the 1990s, couples with children were at a 

substantially higher risk of divorce than similar but childless couples and argue that this might 

have to do with a change in attitude towards divorce. They also find that the destabilizing 

‘effect’ of children is most pronounced for low-income households, which would strengthen 

the theory that having children increases the risk of divorce because of increased economic 

burden (Twenge et al. 2003). 

A much-cited study from the United States reports that divorce rates are dependent on the sex 

composition of the children in the family (Morgan, Lye, and Condran 1988). The authors note 

that couples with only sons have lower divorce risk than couples with only daughters. The 

theoretical explanation for this somewhat surprising finding is that fathers are supposed to be 

more involved with their sons than with their daughters, and thereby have more to lose in case 

of a separation (Morgan et al. 1988). A Swedish study from 2001, however, did not find any 

differences in divorce risk dependent on the sexes of children and suggests that the findings 

from the original study could be explained by random variations in data (Andersson and 

Woldemicael 2001). 

In a study from the United States, Brines and Joyner (1999) examine differences between 

married and cohabiting couples. One of their hypotheses was that having children would 

affect relationship stability in opposite ways in marriage and cohabitation. Their hypothesis is 

based on the theory that a child of a cohabitating union is more likely to stem from a previous 

relationship, since cohabitation is a more common union arrangement after a divorce, 

although the authors do not find support for this hypothesis. In line with Lillard and Waite 

(1991) they observe that the first child lowers the risk of union dissolution, whereas couples 

with three or more children are more likely to separate than their childless counterparts 

(Brines and Joyner 1999). 
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Fiona Steele and colleagues (Steele et al. 2005; Steele et al. 2006) perform analyses of union 

transitions and fertility histories with competing risk models with correlated error terms. Their 

study asks whether children born of cohabitation would increase the likelihood of the parents 

getting married or the likelihood of separation. With data from two different birth cohorts the 

authors find that for cohabiting couples the presence of children varies over time. Having 

children reduces the couples’ risk of dissolution in the youngest birth cohorts, but not the 

older. This probably occurs because of the negative selection of pre-marital childbearing in 

the older cohort but not in the more recent cohorts, where cohabitation is more likely to be 

seen as an alternative to marriage (Steele et al. 2006). Jensen and Clausen (2003) observe that 

children of cohabiting parents run a much higher risk of dissolution compared to children of 

married unions, and they argue, in contrast to Steele et al. (2006), that the difference does not 

seem to vanish as cohabitation becomes more widespread (Jensen and Clausen 2003). 

Several studies find that stepchildren and children born prior to marriage are associated with 

higher divorce risks (Kravdal 1988; Waite and Lillard 1991, 1993; Andersson 1997). 

However, some studies do not have data on whether the children born prior to marriage are in 

fact from a previous relationship or born in pre-marital cohabitation (Andersson 1997). Some 

of the de-stabilizing effect of stepchildren might in fact be from a selection of more 

dissolution-prone people. Kravdal (1988) finds that women with a premarital child with their 

current husband have a higher risk for divorce. The difference between the two groups does, 

however, decline over time. This may be explained by the changing context of childbearing 

over time. When births in cohabitation were rare, couples with premarital children probably 

had less traditional values that also indicated less commitment and lower normative 

constraints against divorce. 

To sum up, findings from previous research on dissolution risk and children show quite 

differing results. The association between children and union stability seems to vary with 

national context and calendar time. The choice of research design and operationalization of 

variables may also contribute to the breadth of findings. Waite and Lillard state that “…the 

‘effect’ of children on marital stability actually combines a number of distinct effects, 

primarily number of children, ages of children, and timing of births relative to marriage” 

(Waite and Lillard 1991: 931). Besides the fact that children cannot easily be measured as a 

single explanatory variable, there is an additional problem when studying the association 

between children and dissolution risk. Whether a couple decides to have children is not 
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randomly assigned by relationship quality. The most stable and satisfied couples are probably 

those who are more willing to invest in common children. This issue is addressed in the next 

section. 

2.2.1 Endogeneity and selection 

Childbearing decisions, both with respect to when and how many, as well as relationship 

satisfaction, are dynamic processes that interact at many levels. The potential endogeneity 

arises because the arrival of a child also signals a durable, stable union. Some studies have 

tried to overcome this problem by using different advanced statistical methods, but these have 

yielded mixed results. Lillard and Waite (1993) use a simultaneous hazard model, and by 

including the hazard of disruption as a predictor of timing and likelihood of marital 

conception, they try to adjust for the potential endogeneity. They explain that endogeneity in 

this case “… means that the risk is determined jointly within the system and may correlate 

with unobserved variables affecting conception” (Lillard and Waite 1993: 657). They find 

that women who think they might divorce or separate may delay or forgo investing in children 

(Lillard and Waite 1993). This is in line with the theoretical argument of Becker (1991) who 

argues that divorce is a self-fulfilling process; if the risk of dissolution is high, the 

investments are low, and the gains of marriage and cost of disruption are low as well. 

Svarer and Verner (2008) extend the work of Waite and Lillard (1993) and use, as they claim, 

a more flexible and developed bivariate duration model to identify the causal effect of 

children on divorce rate. They find that the first two children actually destabilize the 

relationship when controlling for endogeneity. 

The selection processes cannot be completely solved with any of the presented methods. The 

aim of this thesis is not to try to estimate the causal effect of children on union dissolution. 

That goal is out of reach of the present project. My aim is rather to investigate the correlation 

between children and union dissolution and examine whether it has changed over time. My 

results will, regardless of the relative roles of selection and causation, inform theory on union 

dissolution from various social science perspectives. 
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2.3 Changing family patterns – the Norwegian 
context 

Since the mid-1960s there has been a radical increase in divorce rates, non-marital 

cohabitations, and delayed fertility. These changes are all part of what in demographic 

literature is known as the “second demographic transition” (e.g. Lesthaeghe 2010). There are 

different explanations of the social forces behind these changes, including shifting economic 

and social structures, technical progress, as well as changes in people’s attitudes and values 

(van de Kaa 1987; Mason and Jensen 1995; Lesthaeghe 2010). 

Ellingsæter and Leira (2003) claim that three things in particular have contributed to change 

in the family institution in Norway through the past decades. First, the marriage institution 

has weakened, with an increase in divorce and non-marital cohabitation. Second, there has 

been an increase in women’s labor market participation, and this increase has been most 

pronounced among mothers with young children. Third, the family has been “politicized”, 

with access to publicly subsidized childcare, generous parental leave arrangements, and the 

possibility to combine family and work (Ellingsæter and Leira 2003: 28). These factors have 

affected the context of individuals’ reflexive choices in their family lives and possibly the 

relationship between having children and dissolution processes. This section offers a short 

presentation of some of these changes over the past 40 years. 

2.3.1 Union formation and dissolution patterns 

Over the entire period of study (1970–2007) there has been an increase in divorce rates, a 

postponement of both marriage and first births, and an increase in extra-marital fertility 

(Noack and Lyngstad 2012). Most of the increase in extra-marital births is accounted for by 

the increase in births within cohabitation. Today, the majority of Norwegians start their 

“relationship career” by cohabiting (Wiik and Dommermuth 2011). Cohabitation, however, is 

a complex phenomenon, with a wide spectrum of characteristics, from a “marriage-like” 

institution to rather loose living arrangements with low commitment (Syltevik 2008; Noack 

1999, 2010). The proportion of women living in non-marital cohabitation was 5% in 1977, 

versus 39% in 2007 (Statistics Norway 2012). The average age at first marriage has increased 

by more than eight years since the beginning of the 1970s, although age at first union 

formation has actually slightly decreased over the same period (Noack and Lyngstad 2013). 
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The average age for mothers at first births has increased from 23.4 in 1971 to 28.1 in 2007 

(Statistics Norway 2014). 

Having lived in more than one relationship has become more common; a Norwegian study 

based on GGS data finds that 31% of men and 32% of women have been part of more than 

one co-residential relationship by the age of 35 (Wiik and Dommermuth 2011). With the rise 

of the “serial monogamy” over the past decades, new stepfamily formations have developed 

(Noack 1999). The number of children who share a household with both their biological 

parents has decreased (Noack and Lyngstad 2012), and at the end of the observation period 

25% of all children below 18 years of age lived with only one of their biological parents. 

Post-marital cohabitation is also increasing and is seen as one of the characteristics of the 

“second demographic transition”. Earlier, divorce was often followed by remarriage and the 

start of a new family and “…new children for a new life-long commitment” (Lesthaeghe 

2010: 215), whereas divorce today often leads to far more complex stepfamily formations 

where both parents share custody more equally than before. 

2.3.2 The labor market and families with children 

 
In 1960, Norway was among the countries in Europe with the lowest proportion of women’s 

labor participation. This has changed dramatically over the past decades, and in 2010, 82% of 

all women were engaged in paid work (Kitterød and Rønsen 2012). In the beginning of the 

period, the increase was mostly among childless women or women with older children. 

However, from the middle of the 70s and the following decades women with younger 

children also started working outside the household. For women with children under two 

years of age, the number of women engaged in paid work increased from 29% in 1972 to 87% 

in 2010 (Kitterød and Rønsen 2012: 163). 

National social security (folketrygden) was implemented in 1967 to secure the economic 

wellbeing of workers. Women’s increasing work share led to higher tax revenues and secured 

the expansion of social security and other public benefits (Koren 2012: 173–213). Today, 

Norway is among the so-called earner–carer societies, characterized by a relatively equal 

share in women’s and men’s paid work and unpaid caregiving (Gornick and Meyers 2008). 

Generous parental leave arrangements and low-cost public childcare are among the most 

important contributions. In 1978 working parents were given the right to 18 weeks of paid 
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leave in connection to childbirth (Duvander, Lappegård and Andersson 2010), and in the 

1980s and early 1990s parental leave was gradually extended. Even though the major part of 

the leave could be shared between the parents1, fathers’ use of leave was generally low, and 

the vision of parental equality did not get the planned boost (Brandt and Kvande 2009). This 

was one of the reasons for the 1993 introduction of a fathers’ quota of one month of parental 

leave. The quota was extended by two weeks in 2005 and 2006, and in the end of the period 

of study (2007) the “daddy quota” was of total six weeks (Brandt and Kvande 2013). The 

income-replacement level is normally 80% of previous earnings up to a relatively high ceiling 

of earnings. Besides the aim of early father involvement, the “daddy quota” was supposed 

increase gender equality and encourage an earner–carer society (Ellingsæter 2007). 

Although Norway is seen as an earner–carer society, the expansion of public childcare has 

been slow compared to the other Scandinavian countries. In 2001, only 48% of all two-year-

old children were offered public childcare, compared to 84% and 85%, respectively, in 

Denmark and Sweden (Ellingsæter and Gulbrandsen 2003). A political goal of public 

childcare for all children over one year of age for all who wished to use it was stated in 2003. 

This means that in some periods during the past four decades, there has been a great 

discrepancy between the number of mothers in the labor force and the number of children 

who were offered public childcare (Kitterød and Rønsen 2012). 

2.4 Summary 

In this chapter I first presented some of the sociological and demographic research on 

determinants of union dissolution. Older ages at union formation and formal marriage are 

quite consistently found to correlate with lower dissolution risk. The education effect on 

dissolution risk, however, does seem to vary by national and historical context, and the same 

goes for pre-marital cohabitation. Dissolution rates are low in the first year after marriage and 

then increase for some years, later to decrease again. One of the reasons for this may be the 

increasing investments a couple makes as time passes, their shared network, and marital-

specific knowledge and skills. This shows that union dissolution has various social 

determinants, and some determinants seem to have different impact depending on national 

context. 

1  9 weeks were reserved for the mother in association with the birth. 
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The research on the relationship between children and dissolution risk is characterized by 

variety, both in design and results. Some of the differences in results can probably be 

explained by distinct national and historical contexts, whereas others may be connected to 

research design and methodological issues. Young children are in most cases found to prevent 

union dissolution, whereas older children have been found to have little or no stabilizing 

effect on the relationship. Most studies from the United States have found the first child to be 

stabilizing, whereas having one child is associated with higher dissolution risk, which I have 

argued is probably due to selection mechanisms and different quantum norms in different 

countries. 

During the period of study, there have been major transformations of several institutions in 

society, and literature from other countries might not always be transferable into the 

Norwegian context. The second demographic transition, characterized by increased 

cohabitation, dissolution, and extra-marital births, has been distinct in the Scandinavian 

countries. These changes in family patterns are all crucial factors for the research questions in 

this thesis and can be explained by both structural and cultural changes. Marriage has lost 

some of its functions and institutional positions. Women’s increasing labor market 

participation and the expansion of the welfare state helped to transform Norway from a male 

breadwinner society to an earner–carer society. However, compared to the other 

Scandinavian countries, the expansion of public childcare has been slow, and in some periods 

there has been a rather large discrepancy between percentage of both parents in the labor force 

and available public childcare. In the next chapter I will outline the theoretical foundations 

and discuss what mechanisms might link children and dissolution and the possible changes 

over time in this relationship. 
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3 Theory 

Why would children affect relationship stability? And what role does the age of children play 

for the risk of parents breaking up? The aim in this chapter is to present the mechanisms that 

may link the presence of children to couple’s risk of union dissolution.  I will also discuss 

how the importance of these mechanisms may have changed over time. 

When analyzing if the role of children in union dissolution changes over time, two distinct 

approaches can be taken: First, one may address how dissolution rates change among parents, 

i.e. whether the hazard of union dissolution among couples with children has increased or 

decreased over time2. Second, one could assess whether the difference in union dissolution 

rates between couples with and without children has changed over time3. This chapter will 

present theoretical ideas addressing both these two perspectives. 

The chapter is divided into five main sections. First, I will give a short presentation of the 

theoretical framework of this thesis. Second, I will discuss mechanisms linking children and 

union dissolution through the micro-economic perspective, primarily known through the work 

of Becker (1991). Third, a sociological perspective on relationship satisfaction, gender 

equality, and social norms will be discussed. In the fourth section, I will discuss a possible 

selection mechanism linking children to union stability. Both the association between children 

and dissolution and possible changes over time will be discussed throughout the different 

sections. In the last section I will outline seven hypotheses concerning the relationship 

between children and relationship stability, based on theory and previous research. 

  

2 This corresponds to how the predicted probability of union dissolution among parental couples varies over 
period of time, discussed thoroughly in chapter 6.2.1.   
3 As captured by the parameter estimates for the child variables in the discrete time hazard regression, discussed 
thoroughly in chapter 6.2.   
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3.1 Theoretical framework 

Many micro-level studies of union dissolution patterns draw upon the work of Becker and 

colleagues (1977, 1991) or similar contributions working within the realm of rational choice-

based sociology (e.g. Oppenheimer 1997, Brines and Joyner 1999). Becker (1991) offers a 

micro-economic approach to studying various events concerning the family institution. This 

includes all kinds of fertility behavior, household arrangements, and union 

formations/dissolutions. The basic assumption about marriage is that each individual tries to 

maximize utility by entering or leaving unions. This thesis also takes some inspiration from 

the microeconomic theoretical starting point, although not without important modifications. 

Several studies have argued that measures of values and attitudes should be included in 

analyses of individual choices regarding family formation and dissolution (e.g. Mason and 

Jensen 1995; Axiin and Thornton 1995; Chan and Halpin 2002; Liefbroer and Billari 2010). 

Social norms (values and attitudes) are not part of rational choice-based explanations, which 

is why I find it important to extend and modify this perspective. The net benefit of marriages 

may differ across time; in some societies marriage may be valued for its financial 

significance, while companionship is more important in others (Chan and Halpin 2002). Thus, 

including social norms is extra important when studying these phenomena over time. 

In order to include both norm-based and rational-based actions in the same theoretical model, 

I will follow the logic behind the so-called DBO theory proposed by Hedström (2005). The 

DBO theory seeks to explain social action and interaction through the principles of analytical 

sociology (Hedström 2005: 1–10). And according to Hedström (2005:38) are the primary 

entities upon analysis of action and interaction based on desires, beliefs and opportunities of 

the actors. To give more accurate descriptions of social processes, the DBO model includes 

explanations based on informal rules and social norms when explaining social interaction and 

social change (2005: 67). I will not use the DBO model explicitly as an analytical tool, but 

use it as an overarching  perspective, enabling me to come closer to more realistic theories on 

how children in different ages and parities affects relationship stability, and why this 

correlation may have changed over time. 
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3.2 A micro-economic perspective on children 
and union dissolution 

According to economic theory, un-partnered individuals search for a partner in the marriage 

market. Searching costs are usually high, so even though there will be some lack of 

information4 and uncertainty when one meets a seemingly good match, people get married 

when “…the cost for additional search exceeds the expected benefits from better prospects” 

(Becker 1991: 325). Becker argues that if people had perfect information prior to marriage, 

divorce would be a result of life-course changes and a demand for variety in mates. If that was 

the case, Becker argues, divorce would most likely occur after many years of marriage, 

contrary to empirical findings (Becker 1991: 328). 

3.2.1 Children as marital-specific capital 

The reason why most divorces happen in earlier stages of marriage is not just due to the lack 

of information prior to marriage; the cost of separation rises as the joint capital the spouses 

possess accumulate during the marriage. This so-called marital-specific capital refers to 

products or skills that are functional only in the context of this particular marriage. Children 

are seen as the prime example of marital-specific capital since by definition they belong to the 

couple and not to one of the partners. The risk of losing contact with or access to the children 

or the increased cost of raising children alone are some of the reasons children are less 

valuable after a divorce; the investment in children will raise the cost of a separation and 

increase the benefit of staying in the relationship. As such, children are expected to stabilize 

unions. 

The concept of marital-specific capital is used in a range of studies examining the 

relationship between divorce and children.5 Its high level of abstraction makes this a useful 

concept, but it does not refer to the actual mechanisms at work as it is presented by Becker 

(1991). The theory rests on the basic assumption that one of the parents, usually the mother, 

gets full custody in case of a separation, an assumption increasingly more unrealistic. The 

4 This can be connected, for example, to the person’s personality, health status, capability with future in-laws, or 
other characteristics important for a future spouse.  
5 See Svarer and Verner (2008) for a review of this literature. 
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mechanisms that make children less valuable outside the union are different for men and 

women, but linked to union stability at the couple level. 

Becker argues that for women, raising children alone will lead to an extension of the mother’s 

economic burden. Because of the increasing economic burden, women might have strong 

financial motivations to find a new partner (Chan and Halpin 2001). Having children from a 

previous relationship is also assumed to be a disadvantage for women in the future marriage 

market (Becker 1991: 330). Having children may also affect the ability to engage in social 

activities that allow separated women to search for prospective partners. When one becomes a 

parent, activities outside work often include children. If only mothers take custody after a 

separation, men (the potential new partners) in these arenas are probably already taken. 

Having children from a previous relationship may also lower a woman’s chances of meeting a 

new partner if men simply prefer women without children. Providing for and investing in 

another man’s child might be perceived as a “cost without benefit”. This means that in 

addition to the potential problems in meeting new partners for single mothers, they can also 

have a disadvantage if they are seen as more unstable partners or partners of “lower quality”. 

Previous studies have also found that unions including stepchildren have higher conflict levels 

and are more often dissolved than are unions without stepchildren (Waite and Lillard 1991). 

The disadvantages in the marriage market for separated mothers are probably largest when the 

children are young, as small children require more time and attention. 

For the non-custodial parent (usually the father) a separation implies loss of access – or 

restricted access – to the children. The thought of losing contact with children might in itself 

contribute to the prevention of a separation, but Chan and Halpin (2001) suggest that a further 

mechanism might operate via a concern for the children’s well-being, given that it is difficult 

for the non-custodial parent to control how their children are treated. There is some empirical 

support to the claim that having children decreases the likelihood of a husband-initiated 

divorce (Kalmijn and Poortman 2006), which could be driven by fear of losing access or 

contact with the children. Young children are consistently found to reduce the likelihood of 

dissolution more than older children (Cherlin 1977; Waite and Lillard 1991; Lillard and Waite 

1993; Andersson 1997). However, it is not clear if the disadvantage that follows with a 

separation is worst for the father when children are younger or older. The risk of actually 

losing contact with your children should be greatest when children are young since there has 

been less time to establish father-children boundaries. However, Becker argues (1991: 135, 
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146–148), that investments in children increase as the children grow older, and the more time 

and effort one spends on one’s children, the higher their value. One would therefore expect 

that older children are associated with lower dissolution risk than younger children. 

Change over time: the value of children as marital-specific capital 
Societal changes over the past decades might have affected the explanatory power in the 

theory of children as marital specific capital. New gender roles, custody patterns, and 

extended social security are factors that have changed the cost of a separation for couples over 

time. Separated couples share custody more equally than before, and even though children of 

separated parents still more often live with their mothers, the father’s involvement is 

increasing (Kitterød and Rønsen 2014). Studies in different national contexts have agreed on 

the growth of fathers’ physical and emotional care of children over the past decades (Hook 

2006; Hook and Wolf 2012; Brandt and Kvande 2013), and increasing gender equality in the 

family and extended involvement from fathers have been political goals in Norway in recent 

decades. Most of these changes are expected to reduce the stabilizing effect of children and 

increase the dissolution rates among parents and make childless couples and parents more 

similar over historical time. 

For a mother, a union dissolution today should be less economically costly than before. If 

both parents share custody more equally, the mother’s economic hardship and disadvantage in 

the marriage market should both be reduced. The expansions of public benefits have also 

reduced the costs of being a single parent. Over the last decades, economic support for the 

sole provider has increased (Kavli, Nielsen and Sandbæk 2010). Tjøtta and Vaage (2006) find 

that the level of public transfers has a significantly positive effect on divorce probability, 

especially those involving transfers to the woman. Economic hardship is a great barrier for 

divorce, and when the alternative to staying together is poverty, separation or divorce may not 

be attractive even for rather unhappy couples. Hence, if economic hardship is a consequence 

of separation, the link between dissatisfaction and disruption is expected to be weak (Udry 

1983). Finding a new partner has also become easier, mainly for two reasons: With shared 

custody, the time available for searching for potential partners increases, along with access to 

potential partners. In addition, the cost of stepchildren for the future partner is also reduced 

with shared custody between the parents. 
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For the non-custodial parent, which is usually the father, the stabilizing effect of children 

functions through the risk of losing contact with the children after a separation (Becker et al. 

1977, Becker 1991: 329–331). An increase in fathers’ involvement with children can 

potentially affect the risk of dissolution in two opposing ways. On the one hand, the more the 

father is involved in his children’s lives from an earlier age, the potentially stronger the ties 

between father and children and the lower the risk of losing contact with children after a 

separation. Some have claimed that the potential risk of union dissolution might in fact be one 

of the reasons why men are now more involved with the children. In a qualitative study 

several informants reported that because of the statistically high risk of separation, they were 

afraid of ending up as “absent fathers” after an eventual dissolution and therefore made 

greater investments in the children (Aarseth 2011:73). This means that as the father’s 

involvement with children increase, unions will be more unstable. On the other hand, the 

more emotional boundaries a father have with his children, the greater the loss in case of a 

separation. Skevik (2006: 114) describes this as the paradox of modern fatherhood; on the 

one hand, fathers are encouraged as involved carers, but on the other hand they face the risk 

of being separated from their children. This will actually increase the value of children as 

marital-specific capital and hence reduce the risk of dissolution. The increased involvement of 

the father in the family can therefore be expected to either increase or decrease the risk of 

dissolution among parents over historical time, depending on which of the mechanisms 

dominates. 

3.2.2 Children and gender specialization 

The joint investment in the relationship that children are a part of is, according to Becker and 

colleagues (Becker et al. 1977; Becker 1991), the general mechanism that binds couples 

together. However, the gendered division of labor is the maximizing strategy for which the 

approach is primarily known (Oppenheimer 1997; Brines and Joyner 1999). Becker suggests 

that in an efficient household, members with greater comparative advantages compared to 

other members in the household, should specialize completely in the market (1991: 33). Since 

women are pregnant and therefore have a biological6 advantage to take care of children 

compared to men, the most efficient is that men specialize completely in market work. Becker 

6 It is possible to argue that there are no such biological advantages, but it is hard to argue against the fact that 
women are pregnant, give birth and are ones able to breast feed the newborn baby. 
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(1985) argues that “a small initial difference can be transformed into large observed 

differences by the reinforcing effects of specialized investments” (Becker 1985: 42). Sexual 

discrimination in labor market as well as time investments in the specialized work increases 

the benefits of specialization. 

When a couple goes from childless to being parents, the gendered division of labor usually 

increases (Kitterød and Rønsen 2013). More divided labor between the partners subsequently 

increases the “gains from marriage” and reduces the likelihood for dissolution. The 

Durkhemian notion of “organic solidarity” is quite similar to the argument of Becker (Morgan 

et al. 1988). A greater role differentiation is supposed to strengthen the ties and the “organic 

solidarity” between the couple (Waite and Lillard 1991). Whether specialization makes the 

couple more emotionally committed or actually only is a matter of women’s economic 

opportunities, both theories do suggest that entering parenthood will lead to more mutual 

dependence of partners, which is expected to stabilize the union. 

Decreasing specialization over time 
To what extent and for how long (i.e. the ages of children) the specialization takes place is 

expected to vary across time. The changes in society described in chapter 2.3 have reduced 

the gendered division of paid and unpaid work in the family. In 2010, 97% of children aged 

3–5 years were in public childcare and 89% of women were in the labor force (Kitterød and 

Rønsen 2013) compared to 3% in childcare and 41% in labor force in 1972 (Kitterød and 

Rønsen 2012). The arrival of a child is still expected to increase the gendered division of 

labor, but complete gender specialization is often limited to the child’s first one or two years7 

(Kitterød and Rønsen 2012, 2014). The increase in paid work among mothers between 1970 

and 1990 were found to be greatest for mothers with children 3–6 years old (Kitterød and 

Lømo 1996). 

The change in gender specialization over time can have two possible consequences for the 

association between children and dissolution risk, which answers to a change in dissolution 

rates among parents, but also to differences in dissolution rates between childless and parents. 

As the decreasing gender specialization in paid and unpaid work after having a child is 

reduced, a decrease in the negative correlation between having children and union dissolution 

7 See chapter 2 for more details of parental leave arrangements during the period.  
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over historical time can be expected. However, as specialization is supposed to be 

increasingly less important over historical time for couples with older children, market 

specialization is found for couples with very young children. For example, in 1980 only 7 % 

of children aged 1–2 attended a daycare center, contrary to 27% for children aged 3–5. In 

2010 the numbers were 79% respectively 97% (Kitterød and Rønsen 2012). Therefore, I 

expect the dissolution risk to rise more rapidly for couples with older children than for 

couples with very young children. 

The decline in specialization might also affect the relative differences in dissolution rates 

between couples with and without children; the increase in women’s paid work and 

decreasing gender specialization have not only affected couples with children. While parents 

still usually have partial specialization (although mainly when children are very young) 

throughout the period, the share of childless couples with gendered division of paid and 

unpaid work is almost non-existing (Cools 2012). This means that the difference in 

specialization, and following the difference in dissolution rates, between childless couples and 

parents might actually have increased over historical time. 

3.3 Sociological perspectives on children and 
union dissolution 

The individual choice to stay in or end a union is complex and cannot be analyzed without 

considering the social context in which these choices are made (Liefbroer and Billari 2010). 

While economists like Becker consider specialization as a maximization strategy, much of the 

sociological literature on the same subject has focused on gender norms, social roles, 

injustice, and power. Although parenthood provides an important basis for marital stability, it 

is often considered as the most challenging and stressful life transition a couple faces (Feeney 

et al. 2001). Still, even though the arrival of a child is found to decrease relationship 

satisfaction (Keizer and Schenck 2012), social norms against dissolving unions with children 

might still prevent the couple from separating (Cherlin 1977; Thornton 1977). Changes 

associated with the “second demographic transition”, affecting expectations of self-realization 

and family attitudes might affect the relationship between children and union stability. In this 

section I will discuss mechanisms linking children and union dissolution within the 

sociological perspective. 
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3.3.1 Children and relationship satisfaction 

Sociological explanations suggest that children decrease the relationship satisfaction as 

parenthood implies dealing with new social roles, reduces individual freedom and increases 

duties and routine work. These changes can put the relationship under pressure and 

subsequently increase the risk of disruption (Thornton 1977; Twenge et al. 2003). Children 

greatly diminish parents’ personal freedom, as they demand a great deal of both time and 

attention, which can interfere with the parents’ other activities and interests (Waite and Lillard 

1991). The more people know about psychological research on children’s development, the 

greater the pressure on the parents. Beck and Beck-Gernsheim (1995) argues that the 

prevalent norm concerning children is that “only the best will do”. And the greater the 

pressure on being ‘the perfect parent’, the more time and effort is demanded for child-rearing. 

The feeling of losing one’s individual freedom can diminish quality of life for both parents, 

and also be a source of conflict between the partners. When expectations are high and the 

children’s needs are to be met, the amount of “couple time” the partners have is restricted. 

Children may also interfere with the parents’ sex lives, and a decrease in sexual intimacy is 

expected to lower relationship satisfaction (Twenge et al. 2003). These mechanisms link 

children to lower relationship satisfaction and hence increase the dissolution risk. 

Mechanisms contributing to lower relationship satisfaction are supposed to be strongest for 

couples with the youngest children. Older children are more independent of their parents, 

requiring less time and attention. 

The feeling of dissatisfaction in a relationship often arises when there is a discrepancy 

between ideals and reality. If the division of labor is perceived as unfair by one of the 

partners, the risk of dissolution is likely to increase (Greenstein 2009, Cooke 2006). When the 

gendered division of labor was strong and the private and domestic spheres were more 

divided, there were probably fewer conflicts in combining different roles. When both parents 

are engaged in paid work, the mother is still expected to play the role of primary caregiver 

(Twenge et al. 2003, Halrynjo and Lyng 2010). It has been argued that men have more choice 

when it comes to opting in and out of childcare (Jamieson 1999). Since the normative 

expectations of mothers and fathers are different, mothers can be “forced” into a primary role 

as caregiver. With increasing investments in women’s education and careers, this expectation 

is expected to be increasingly stressful (Twenge et al. 2003). Being the keeper of several 
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social roles may lead to stress and conflict between partners and a decrease in women’s 

perceived fairness. 

Increased focus on individual choice and self-realization might be contributing to the 

changing expectations of what a “good relationship” should be like. Giddens (1992:49-64) 

suggests that relationships today are “pure”, meaning that emotional fulfillment is essential. 

The relationship is based on “confluent love”, the key sustaining dynamics of which are 

mutual self-disclosure and appreciation of each other’s unique qualities. The ideal of the 

“pure relationship” can be in sharp contrast to the reality of life with children. Jamieson 

(1999: 486) argues that, “It is plausible to see the fragility of the heterosexual couples as a 

consequence of the tension between strengthening cultural emphasis on intimacy, equality and 

mutuality in relationships and the structural supports of gender inequalities which make these 

ideals difficult to attain”. This concern is particularly relevant for couples with children, as 

gender specialization is typically strengthened by the birth of a child. If the expectations of a 

relationship based on “confluent love” emerge during the observation period, but living up to 

these expectations is still unrealistic for most couples with children, then we would expect the 

discrepancy between the ideal and the reality for couples with children to increase over the 

period. 

More conflict between work and family, less individual freedom, and less time for each other 

are all connected to expectations and norms of relationship quality. This would mean that the 

arrival of a new child is increasingly stressful and damaging for relationship satisfaction over 

historical time, and should be correlated to an increase in dissolution rates among parents over 

the observation period. 

3.3.2 Normative constraints 

In the previous section, I argued that children – and especially young children – are expected 

to lower relationship satisfaction. Despite that, dissolution rates are often found to be lowest 

when children are young. Cherlin suggests that “…the apparent paradox can be resolved by 

considering the attractions of and barriers to marital dissolution during the years when a 

preschool child is present” (1977: 271). This might lead to a postponement of the dissolution, 

and prevent disruption of even the unhappy relationships. Thornton (1977) puts forward the 

hypothesis that dissatisfied childless couples may have fewer pressures to stay together than 

dissatisfied parents. 
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Sanctions against norm-transgressing behavior can either be imposed by the transgressor 

himself, for instance with feelings of guilt and shame, or by others who are not directly 

involved (Liefbroer and Billari 2010). The first type, i.e. sanctions imposed by the 

transgressor himself, can be categorized as a belief-based and desire-based mechanism; as 

long as the partners believe that a union dissolution is bad for their children, and that they care 

about their children’s welfare, children will prevent dissolution. The latter type is connected 

to what people in general consider to be “right”, and functions via the sanctions of others. 

Sanctions can be strong or mild, and go from innocent remarks to the possibility of being 

excluded from one’s social network. This can affect the couple’s actions via what is 

considered to be an optional or a desirable behavior. Both of these mechanisms are expected 

to be strongest when children are young, meaning that social norms against union dissolution 

are stronger for couples with young children (Cherlin 1977; Thornton 1977). 

In both sociology and demography it has been suggested that the influence of social norms in 

late-modern society is much less important than in previous generations (Liefbroer and Billari 

2010), and a study on trends in family-related attitudes over the past four decades finds that 

norms have relaxed over time (Thornton and Young-DeMarco 2001). Beck and Beck-

Gernsheim argue that the basic patterns of individualization are now applied to living with a 

partner and in search for “true love” people are willing to sacrifice both family ties and 

marriage (1995: 54). To follow “your heart” by leaving an unhappy relationship is merely 

seen as “obeying the rules” (Beck and Beck-Gernsheim 1995: 173). 

The changing role of children in dissolution processes can arguably be connected to two main 

concepts characterizing the second demographic transition, as outlined by van de Kaa 

(1987:11). The first concept is a shift from preventive to self-fulfilling contraception. Van de 

Kaa (2004: 77) argues that the question a couple asks themselves is “whether a child would be 

self-fulfilling”. This means that the motivation to enter parenthood is driven by a thought that 

the child will do something for you, and the expectations to what having a child would be like 

are probably high. In the same way as unrealistic expectations of a ‘pure relationship’ can 

decrease relationship satisfaction, expectations of a self-fulfilling parenthood can make the 

transition more stressful and harder to adapt to. Van de Kaa (1987: 11) also claims that there 

has been a shift from what he calls the era of the ‘king-child with parents’ to the ‘king-pair 

with a child’. When the welfare of parents comes before the welfare of children, the presence 

of children will to a lesser extent hinder union dissolution. 
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In the above, I argue that some of the mechanisms that prevent even the dissatisfied parents 

from dissolving their union weakens over time and hence increases the likelihood of 

dissolution among couples with children. Having children is no longer a strong reason to stay 

together. On the contrary, parents often report that the parental breakup was in the best 

interest of the children (Jensen 2003: 145), indicating a normative shift in the views of 

parental dissolution. However, despite a shift towards greater acceptance of union dissolution, 

normative sanctions against dissolution are still stronger for couples with children than for 

childless couples. A Dutch study from 2010 found that 9% disapproved of divorce if no 

children were present, whereas 44% disapproved of divorce when the divorcees had young 

children (Liefbroer and Billari 2010). Across historical time social norms can be said to affect 

the relationship between having children and dissolution risk in two different ways. Declining 

normative constrains against dissolving a union with children is expected to increase the 

hazard of union dissolution among couples with children. At the same time, the relative 

differences in union dissolution rates between couples with and without children are expected 

to increase over time, since the norms and sanctions against dissolving a childless union has 

been weakening even more than the norms against union dissolution for couples with children 

3.4 Selection mechanisms 

As discussed in section 2.2.1, the decision to have children likely depends on (perceived) 

relationship stability. The most stable and committed couples are more likely to have children 

and less likely to dissolve their union. Additionally, being unable to have a (alt. not having a 

child) child may destabilize a union because many couples regard having children as an 

important part of a relationship (Hoem 1997). Despite there being several good arguments for 

why children affect the likelihood of ending the union, one must always consider the possible 

selection mechanisms that might drive the correlation. 

The number of children might correlate with dissolution through several selection 

mechanisms. In Scandinavia the “two-child norm” has been prevalent in the last decades: 

when you first have a child there is a strong expectation of having another one (Andersson 

1997). If couples with one child have higher dissolution rates, one explanation may simply be 

that the most unstable couples dissolve their union before they have the time to have a second 

child. So-called quantum norms on the number of children have been extensively studied in 
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demographic literature (Liefbroer and Billari 2010), and to deviate from quantum norms can 

be an indication of dysfunctional family behavior. To have more than two children, on the 

other hand, can be an indication of family-oriented values, which are associated with lower 

dissolution risk. However, there is usually an upper limit for the socially acceptable number 

of children, and previous studies found that having more than four children increases the 

dissolution risk (Thornton 1977; Andersson 1997, Erlangson and Andersson 2001). There is 

also a “deadline” for parenthood, meaning that after a particular age, couples are expected to 

have children (Liefbroer and Billari 2010:292-293). According to Lesthaeghe (2010) is this 

norm however weakened with the shift to the second demographic transition, which might 

lead to increasing stability of childless couples. 

Having a very young child is correlated with less time since fertility decision, meaning that 

couples with very young children are likely to have considered their relationship to be stable 

and happy in the near past. As contraception is more secure and the stigma of abortion much 

weaker in the later part of the period, having a child will increasingly be based on a well-

considered decision and an indication of satisfied partners and stable relationship. This point 

towards that couples with young children are more strongly selected on high relationship 

quality in the later part of the period making the coefficient for young children more negative 

over time. However, having older children in an intact partnership might also be an indication 

of “survivors” and as union dissolution rates increase, couples who remain intact when 

children are older will be increasingly positively selected. This would strengthen the negative 

coefficients for older children over time. 

3.5 Summary and hypotheses 

In this chapter I have discussed different theoretical approaches and mechanisms that might 

link children to union stability and how the importance of these mechanisms might have 

changed over time. In this section I will outline hypothesis based on the theoretical 

frameworks and previous research. 

I have distinguished between changes over time on an absolute scale, i.e. mechanisms 

affecting changes in the hazard of union dissolution among couples with children, and 

changes over time on a relative scale, i.e. mechanisms affecting the change in the difference 
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between union dissolution rates among couples with and without children. In this section I 

will outline hypothesis based on the theoretical frameworks and previous research. 

3.5.1 Expected association between children and union 
disruption 

Table 3.1 Mechanisms – children and dissolution risk. 

 

Table 3.1 describes the possible mechanisms that link children to increased or reduced 

likelihood of union dissolution. According to the theory of marital-specific capital (Becker et 

al 1977, Becker 1991) children do increase the cost of separation, and hence reduce the 

likelihood of disruption. For women these mechanisms are connected to their economic 

Theory Mechanisms Exp. association
Theoretical/Empiric

al Foundations
Women:
Disadvantage in 
marriage market - Becker et al. (1977) 

Becker (1991)

Higher childrearing cost - Waite & Lillard (1991) 
Morgan et al. (1988)

Men: Chan & Halpin (2001)

Losing contact with 
children -
Strengthens ties in 
family/ Increases mutual 
dependence

-
Becker et al. (1977) 
Morgan et al. (1988) 
Becker (1991) 

Women: -
Practical limitations  Tjøtta & Vaage (2003)

Conflict between work 
and family +

Twenge et al. (2003) 
Svarer & Verner (2008) 
Keizer & Schenck (2012)

Less time for own 
interests/partner +

Waite & Lillard (1991) 
Beck and Beck-
Gernstein (1995)

Harming the children -

Social control -

Lower 
relationship 
satisfaction

Marital-specific 
capital

Specialization 
and division of 
labor

Normative 
constraints 

Cherlin (1977) Thornton 
(1977) Van de Kaa (1987, 
2004) Lesthaeghe (2010) 
Liefbroer & Billari (2010)

38 
 



situation and the future marriage market, and for men the risk of losing contact with or access 

to the children. The arrival of a child is also expected to increase specialization and the gains 

from the union and indirectly reduce dissolution risk. The social norms against divorce and 

separation are stronger for couples with children. Theories on the stabilizing effect of children 

have been broadly supported in empirical research (Cherlin 1977; Thornton 1977; Waite and 

Lillard 1991, 1993; Andersson 1997; Erlangsen and Andersson 2001). 

H1a: Couples with children have lower union dissolution rates than childless couples. 

Even though children are supposed to prevent union dissolution via more mutual dependence 

and increased cost for separation, several mechanisms suggest a decline in relationship 

satisfaction and hence an increase in dissolution risk after entering parenthood. There is also 

some empirical support to these theories (Chan and Halpin 2002; Svarer and Verner 2008). 

H1b: Couples with children have higher union dissolution rates than childless couples. 

All mechanisms linked to the reduced likelihood of dissolution in correspondence to H1a are 

expected to be strongest when children are young, and I expect couples with young children 

to have the lowest dissolution rates. Despite the fact that mechanisms that link children to an 

increased risk of union dissolution via lower relationship satisfaction might also be strongest 

when children are young, I expect these mechanisms to be dominated by normative and 

practical constraints against dissolving a union shortly after having a child. 

H2: Young children reduce the likelihood of union dissolution more than older children. 
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3.5.2 Expected change over time 

The research question of change over time as outlined in chapter 1 asked whether there has 

been a change over time in the association between having children and the likelihood of 

union dissolution. As introduced earlier in this chapter, it is possible to distinguish between 

change in parents’ dissolution risk and differences in dissolution risk between childless and 

parents. A change in the difference in dissolution rates between couples with and without 

children and a change in the dissolution rates for parents are linked to somewhat different 

mechanisms and theoretical explanations, as argued in the foregoing sections. Table 3.2 

summarizes how the mechanism linking having children and dissolution risk is expected to 

change over time, with a distinction between 1. Change in the dissolution rates among couples 

with children and 2. Change in the differences in dissolution rates between childless and 

parents. 

Table 3.2 shows expected change over time, i.e. whether the mechanisms are expected to be 

more or less important over time. The third column shows whether the specific mechanism is 

expected to be more or less important over time for couples with children, when a de-

stabilizing mechanism become more important this leads to an increased risk for union 

dissolution and likewise when a stabilizing mechanism becomes less important. The fourth 

column describes whether the specific mechanism is expected to contribute to a smaller or 

larger difference in dissolution rates between couples with and without children. Bearing in 

mind that couples with children generally have lower union dissolution rates than couples 

without children, the interpretation of the fourth column is as follows: A plus indicates that 

the union dissolution rates of childless couples and couples with children becomes 

increasingly different over time, as union dissolution rates increase faster among childless 

couples than among couples with children. Similarly, a minus in the fourth column indicates 

that the union dissolution rates of couples with and without children become increasingly 

similar over time. The latter development would be driven by union dissolution rates 

increasing faster among parental couples than among couples with children. Mechanisms that 

are not at work for childless couples are market with n/a in table 3.2. 
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Table 3.2 Mechanisms – children and union dissolution risk – expected change over time. 

 

From the third column, we can see that with exception for the gender-specific mechanisms at 

work for men, all stabilizing mechanisms are expected to weaken over time. The social 

control and harming the children mechanisms linked to theories of normative constraint are 

both expected to be less important later in the observation period. The increase in gender 

specialization after having a child is also expected to be weaker in the later periods. While 

stabilizing mechanisms are expected to weaken over time, the destabilizing mechanisms are 

expected to become increasingly important. All mechanisms linking children to lower 

relationship satisfaction and therefore an increased risk for dissolution are expected to 

increase over time. In sum, as (most) stabilizing mechanisms weaken and destabilizing 

Theory Mechanisms
Couples with 

children
Compared to 

childless
Theoretical/Empiric

al Foundations
Women:
Disadvantage in 
marriage market - n/a Becker et al. (1977) 

Becker (1991)

Higher childrearing cost - n/a

Men: 
Losing contact with 
children +/-

Skevik (2006) Aarseth 
(2011) Hook and Wolf 
(2012) 

Strengthens ties in 
family/ Increases mutual 
dependence

- +
Becker et al. (1977) 
Morgan et al. (1988) 
Becker (1991) 

Women: -
Practical limitations

Conflict between work 
and family + -

Jamieson (1999)Twenge 
et al (2003) Keizer and 
Schenck (2012) 

Less time for own 
interests/partner + - Beck and Beck-

Gernstein (1995) 

Harming the children - n/a Cherlin (1977) Tornthon 
(1977) 

Social control - +

Van de Kaa (1987, 2004) 
Lesthaeghe (2010) 
Rijken & Liefbroer 
(2012) Thornton & 
Young-DeMarco (2001)

Marital-specific 
capital

Specialization 
and division of 
labor

Lower 
relationship 
satisfaction

Normative 
constrains 

+
Tjøtta & Vaage (2003) 

n/a
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mechanisms are strengthened, I expect that the probability of union dissolution among 

parental couples will increase over historical time. 

H3: The probability of union dissolution for parental couples increases over historical time. 

The fourth column describes how the dissolution rate among parental couples is expected to 

change over time relative to the dissolution rate of childless couples. As the expectations on 

what a partnership should be like changes, I expect that parental couples experience larger 

difficulties in living up to these expectations. The ‘pure relationship’, with confluent love as 

the ideal, with shared dreams and self-fulfillment (Gidden 1992), is assumed to be much 

harder to live up to for parents than for childless couples, as argued in the forgoing chapter. I 

also believe that the role incapability is much greater for parents, which again is expected to 

decrease the relationship satisfaction. This leads to the expectation that the dissolution rates 

have increased more rapidly among couples with children than childless couples. 

H4a: Children reduce the union dissolution rates less in later periods than in earlier periods. 

On the other hand, it is possible to argue that couples with children and childless couples are a 

more different in later periods than earlier. With ideals of ‘pure relationships’, self-

fulfillment, and non-obligating unions spreading, few factors should prevent a dissatisfied 

childless couple from breaking up. Specialization in paid and unpaid work, including partial 

specialization, is rare among childless couples today, and the gains from being in a union are 

expected to be lower for childless unions today than before. This would imply that the 

difference in dissolution risk between couples with and without children has actually 

increased over the observation period, making children relatively more stabilizing than 

before. 

H4b: Children reduce the union dissolution rates more in later periods than in earlier 

periods. 

Women’s increased participation in paid work, the expansion of public childcare, and greater 

involvement from fathers, are all expected to reduce both gender specialization among parents 

and the value of children as marital-specific capital. However, I expect the stabilizing 

mechanisms of having very young children to be strong over the whole period. Particularly, I 

expect the gender specialization and mechanism associated with marital-specific capital still 

to be strong in the first one or two years after having a child. Women take the main part of the 
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parental leave, and are usually the main care-giver the first one or two years. Studies of 

custody patterns also find that the likelihood for mother-only custody is higher if children are 

very young when the union is dissolved (Clausen and Jensen 1997,2003), making the value of 

children as marital-specific capital high for both mothers and fathers. I expect that having 

very young children is negatively associated with dissolution rates over the whole observation 

period while the negative correlation between dissolution risk and older children is expected 

to weaken over time. This means that the youngest children reduce the likelihood of union 

disruption more in the later periods than in the earlier periods.  

H5: Older children reduce the likelihood of union dissolution less in the later than in earlier 

periods. 
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4 Data and methods 

This chapter describes the data set and the methodological approach used for the empirical 

analysis in this thesis. First, I will give a short presentation of the main data source, the 

Norwegian part of the United Nations-initiated GGS – the Gender and Generation Study 

(2007). Second, I will describe the operational variables and address strengths and possible 

drawbacks with the dataset and design. Last, the basics of the statistical methods used in the 

analyses, namely discrete time survival analysis and logistic regression, will be presented. 

4.1 Data 

The analyses are based on data from the Norwegian Gender and Generation Study (N 14,892). 

The GGS is well suited for analyzing the relationship between children and union dissolution. 

First, it contains longitudinal information on both union and fertility changes in all union 

types. One of the major problems with register data when studying union dissolution patterns 

is the lack of information about cohabitants. Official registers are limited to cohabiting 

couples with children in common, making comparisons with childless couples impossible. 

Union duration may be biased towards married couples if formal marriage is considered as the 

starting point of the union, since premarital cohabitation for shorter or longer periods of time 

is very common. Second, the data contain monthly updates on both union status and 

childbirths. The estimates are therefore both more precise and have broader coverage 

compared to, for instance, register data containing only yearly updates on marital status. 

Third, the respondents stem from a large range of births cohorts (1927–1988), making 

comparison over historical time possible. Finally, the GGS has a considerably larger sample 

size than other similar surveys.8 

  

8 E.g. the Norwegian new families survey (N = 10,000).   
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4.1.1 The analysis sample 

For my analyses, the sample consists of respondents who have experienced at least one union 

(previous or present) and includes 12,878 individuals. Partnership histories were collected 

retrospectively for all men and women in the survey. Respondents were asked to recall the 

start and (if relevant) end dates of all co-residential relationships (cohabitation and marriage) 

from current or last relationship to the first. Data from official registers of any change in civil 

status were used as a supplement to the survey dataset. Respondents were also asked if the 

partner had any children from a previous relationship. Information about respondent’s own 

children was taken from official registers and then controlled with the survey questions about 

the respondent’s children. All union histories contained monthly updated information about 

when the couple moved in together, when (if so) they got married and when (if so) their 

children were born. In addition, data on both time-constant and time-varying covariates were 

available for all unions (see later in the chapter). 

For the statistical analyses, a file was created with one record for each month from union 

formation until dissolution or censoring. The result was a dataset of person-months of 

exposure to the risk of union dissolution. The person-month dataset contains 3,356,564 

person-months (figure A.1 in appendix). 

Limitations of the data 
There are some drawbacks with self-reported, retrospective survey data. First, there is always 

a risk of recall bias in retrospective studies. Such biases are expected to be most significant 

for the earlier cohorts who may have less memory capacity due to both their older age and the 

increased amount of time passed since event occurrence. Another problem is that people who 

were actually interviewed may be a biased subsample, not including people who moved away 

or died (Allison 1995: 4). Moreover, stigmatization might yield a risk of selective non-

response from people with several union histories or couples with births outside unions. If a 

selected group is systematically more exposed to measurement errors, this can bias the 

estimates and lead to misinterpretations of the results (Skog 2004:75). If having children in 

common prevents union dissolution, while the effect of having stepchildren runs in the 

opposite direction, both variables will be underestimated. Theoretically, this would have been 

more problematic, however, if interviews had been conducted at different points in time; 

therefore this is likely not a significant problem in my model. Cohabiting relationships, 
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relationships with shorter duration, and relationships without children in common are also at 

greater risk of being left out from union histories, thus resulting in an underestimation of the 

effect of children for dissolution risk. However, events such as union formation and 

dissolution are considered as major life-course transitions, and self-reported retrospective 

union histories are used in similar studies (Chan and Halpin 2001, 2002; Aassve et al. 2006; 

Steele et al. 2006). The operational definition for variables in this thesis is rather 

straightforward, and questions about union formation, dissolution, and childbirths are not 

expected to suffer from misunderstandings and interpretation problems from either the 

interviewer or the respondent. The model estimates dissolution rates that correspond with 

previous research, which is an indication of valid data. 

4.2 Operational definition of variables 

Dependent variable 
In event history data for discrete time, the dependent variable is a series of binary outcomes 

denoting whether or not the event occurred at the observation point. This means that each 

observation (month) for each individual is treated as a separate observation (Allison 1982). 

For each person-month the dependent variable, union dissolution, is coded 1 if the event 

occurred for that individual in the time unit; otherwise it is coded zero.9 In my model the 

dependent variable is the conditional probability (measured in log-odds) of a couple’s union 

dissolution in month t, given that the couple was at risk at the start of month t. 

Time-varying covariates 
Children 

The child variable is constructed by combining number of children and age of the youngest 

child, leading to nine dummy variables (one child age 0–2, one child 3–6, etc.). If the number 

of children and the age of youngest child are measured separately, the comparison group 

cannot be childless couples, due to lack of freedom degrees when estimating both number and 

age of children. Age of youngest child is categorized in three different groups: 0–2 years, 3–6 

years, and 7 years or more. Some studies only use a measure of “preschool age” (Chan and 

9 More detailed information on variable construction and data management is available in the appendix. 
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Halpin 2008; Waite and Lillard 1991). In a Norwegian context, there are good theoretical 

reasons to separate these ages into two different groups, since, for instance, women’s labor 

participation is so different between those groups. Parity is measured from 1–3, where 3 = 

three or more children. Because of a low number of persons with more than three children 

(number), I have decided to include all higher parities in the same category. A child is 

considered as belonging to the union (the partners’ common child) if the birth date of the 

child is between the start date and (if so) end date of the union. Children born before the start 

of the union are considered as “pre-union children” and are included in the stepchildren 

variable described below. 

Duration 

Relationship duration is measured from date of union formation (which is the choice of origin 

for all observations) and is updated monthly. Based on empirical research and theoretical 

arguments (see chapter 2) it is reasonable to assume that the association between duration and 

union dissolution risk is nonlinear, so square terms are additionally constructed. To make the 

interpretation easier, I have divided the duration variable by 12 for counting years of duration 

instead of months. 

Union type 

This variable is updated monthly and is coded 1 for married couples and 0 for cohabiting 

couples. If the couple moves in together and then marries after one year, the first 12 person-

months for that person have the value 0 and the subsequent value 1 until dissolution or 

censoring. For unions with no premarital cohabitation, the value is 1 from the first person-

month. 

Education 

Education data are taken from official registers and merged with the union histories by using 

a personal ID number. The education data are only updated yearly. Thus, the education 

variable will be constant for intervals of twelve person-months. Education is measured as the 

highest fulfilled educational attainment and created into a set of dummy variables that 

corresponds to primary (0–7 years of schooling), secondary (8–12 years), university low 

(equals to a bachelor degree, 3–4 years), and university high (master’s degree or PhD, 5–8 

years). 
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A dummy variable for being a student is included in the model. Data on student status are 

only available from 1974 onward, so respondents with student status before 1974 are sorted 

under a special missing value category. Estimates for this student missing category are 

included in the models. 

The data contains no information about the partner’s educational attainment and student 

status, which means that data on the respondent will be used as a proxy on both partners 

education. The potential issues concerning this data limitation will be discussed in the 

sensitivity analyses in section 6.3. 

Time-constant variables 
Age at union formation 

Age at union formation is a time-constant variable of the respondent’s age at union formation.  

The review of previous literature, given in chapter 2, shows that older age is linked with 

higher stability. This variable is grouped into four categories (< 19, 20–25, 25–30, 30+). 

Stepchildren 

A dummy variable for stepchildren is also included in the models. This variable does not 

distinguish between the respondent’s and the partner’s children from a previous relationship. 

The variable is constructed from four different data sources. First, information on the current 

partner’s children with another partner is collected from the relationship histories. Second, 

data on current partner’s children with another partner come from official registers if the 

child lives in the household, or, third, from a question in the survey on whether the respondent 

has non-resident stepchildren. Fourth, the respondent’s children born before start of the union 

are also included in the stepchild variable. A full overview of the questionnaire is given in the 

appendix. The stepchild variable is coded as 1 if either the respondent or the respondent’s 

partner has children from a previous relationship. 
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4.2.1 Period effects – change over time 

There are several possible approaches when estimating change over historical time. 

Individuals may change throughout their lives as they age. Change can occur by cohorts, 

meaning that a new birth cohort will be different from a previous one, regardless of their age, 

but change can also be period driven, such that characteristics of a given occasion affect 

individuals living through that occasion, regardless of when they were born and how old they 

are in that year. Since age, period, and cohort are linearly related, a problem arises when 

attempting to model all three of these effects simultaneously (Bell and Jones 2014). Despite 

several attempts to solve this problem by using advanced statistical techniques, Bell and Jones 

(2014: 335) state, “In short, there is no technical solution to the identification problem without 

the imposition of strong (and correct) a priori assumptions”. 

Previous research suggests that the period effect dominates the cohort-effect when estimating 

change (over historical time) in union dissolution and divorce rates (Andersson 1997, Lutz et 

al. 1991). This is also suggested in a resent study from Finland who states that using period is 

the best way to measure change over time in a context where the risk of union dissolution 

steadily increases (Kulu 2014). 

For this particular study it is also a further theoretical argument for using period models since 

for example the development in women’s labor participation is also shown to be a period-

driven rather than a cohort-driven change (Koren 2012: 29). Models with a limitation in union 

duration and models with control for birth cohort are estimated for testing the robustness of 

the results. These are described thoroughly in the sensitivity analysis section in chapter six. 

Change over historical time will be examined through separate analyses in three different 

time periods. The first period covers the years 1970–1985, the second period the years 1986–

1996, and the last period the years 1997–2007. The argument for choosing these particular 

periods is based on the changes in women’s labor participation, the extension of welfare state 

systems, and other important contextual changes described in chapter 2. 
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4.3 Statistical methods 

4.3.1 Discrete-time event history analysis 

Event history analysis is a class of statistical methods for studying the occurrence and timing 

of events (Alison 1995: 1). The most attractive features of the event history approach are, 

first, the ability to allow values of independent variables of change over time; second, the 

explicit focus on durations; and, third, the possibility of censoring observations (Allison 1995; 

Heaton and Call 1995).  Compared with continuous time models, discrete-time methods have 

some desirable features. Most notably is the appropriateness of discrete-time models when 

events occur in discrete time by nature, as in the case of union formation and dissolution. It is 

easy to incorporate time-varying covariates, and it is possible (contrary to continuous modes) 

to place different events at the exact same time (Allison 1982). 

Allison (1995:9) explains right censoring as follows: “An observation on a variable T is right 

censored if all you know about T is that it is greater than some value c”. This means that if the 

union is still in progress at the end of the observation period, the union is right censored. If the 

union is dissolved by the partner’s death, the union is also treated as censored. Unions can be 

formed before the observation period starts; however, they are not left censored because I do 

have data of the origin time (union formation), which makes it possible to give an exact 

measure of union duration (see figure of censoring examples in appendix). 

For each unit of time the individual is observed, one record is created. For each record the 

dependent variable will have a binary outcome of 0 for non-events and 1 for events. The 

independent variables take the values measured at the beginning of that time unit, which is 

why it is no problem to let covariates vary over time. In discrete time, the hazard rate is 

approximated by the probability that an event will occur at a particular time for a particular 

individual, given that the individual is at risk at that time (Allison 1984: 16). This makes it 

possible to estimate a logit model, which is appropriate for examining binary outcomes 

(Teachman 2011). This logistic regression model can then be interpreted in the same way as 

any logistic model, while keeping in mind that the unit of observation in this model is the 

couple-month. 
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4.3.2 Logistic regression 

The following equation represents the logistic regression model (Skog 2004: 358): 

log �
𝑝

1 − 𝑝
� =  𝑎 + 𝛽1x𝑖1 + 𝛽2x𝑖2 + ⋯𝛽𝑘x𝑖𝑘, 

where a is the intercept, xi is the individual value at the variable x which is multiplied with 

the parameter for the relevant variable, p is the probability that Yi = 1, and β1-k are the 

regression parameters for the independent variables. The logistic regression models in this 

thesis thus answer to estimate the probability of union dissolution in any given month for a 

couple currently in an intact union with particular values on the other covariates. 

 

The Wald test will be used as a measure of significance and is a squared version of the t-test 

in the linear regression (Skog 2005: 374). Wald is a measure of the statistical power and is 

depending on the sample size. For instance, when the sample size is divided into three parts, 

the statistical power is reduced and the risk of making “Type II errors”10 increases (Skog 

2005; Firebaugh 2008: 41). 

All models are estimated by way of the PROC LOGISTIC command in SAS. 

Potential problems with logistic regression models 
In the logistic transformation there is an assumption of a fixed variance in the unobserved 

variables (or error (term). This variance is assumed to be 3.29). An increase in the unobserved 

heterogeneity, for example by including new independent variables or estimating models at 

different points in time, will lead to an increase in the total variance of the dependent variable. 

This can be misinterpreted as if the new variables (time points, subsamples, etc.) are being 

correlated with the original independent variables, where the actual reason is simply an 

increase in the unobserved heterogeneity (Mood 2010). This poses a challenge for interpreting 

the effect measures of variables across models. In linear models, this problem is not present. 

Mood suggests that a linear probability model can be a solution for comparing estimates 

between groups (2010). 

10 The failure to reject a false null hypothesis. 

52 
 

                                                 



For the above issue to be relevant for the models reported in this thesis, the variation in the 

unobserved variables affecting dissolution risk must change across historical periods. It is 

possibly, but certainly not necessarily true. In the absence of strong arguments for such 

increasing heterogeneity, I chose not to delve into the details of this potential problem. 

Predicted probabilities 
Taking the antilog of the logistic equation, one derives an equation to predict the probability 

of the occurrence of the outcome of interest as follows: 

𝑌� =
𝑒(𝑎+𝛽1𝑥+𝛽2𝑥)

1 + 𝑒(𝑎+𝛽1𝑥+𝛽2𝑥). 

𝑌�  gives the part with the value 1 for the dependent variable in the group with the specific 

values of the independent variables, which is equal to the predicted probabilities for having 

the value 1 for an individual with these characteristics (Skog 2005: 358). In the previous 

chapter, I made the distinction between change over time on an absolute and a relative scale. 

Change over time on the absolute scale correlates with the predicted probability for union 

dissolution for couples with children of different ages and parities, since they include the 

intercept, i.e. the baseline hazard for dissolution. 
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5 Children and union dissolution 

In this chapter I will analyze the ways in which having children is associated to union 

dissolution. I begin by presenting descriptive statistics of the frequency distributions of union-

months for all the variables included in the model. I then proceed to test hypotheses 

concerning the association between children and union dissolution by analyzing results from 

the discrete time hazard model of the full sample. 

5.1 Descriptive statistics  

Table 5.1 shows that of the almost 3 million person-month observations, a union dissolution 

occurs in 5,140 of them. Unions formed between the ages 20–35 constitute the largest amount 

of observations for both men and women. Union duration varies quite a lot over the sample, 

with a rather large number of the observations accounting for the longest durations (over 20 

years). The majority of the observations appears in the first union (over 85%) and second 

union (almost 13%), whereas higher-order unions amount to less than 2% of all observations. 

The majority of person-months is in childless unions (26.4 %), followed by unions with two 

children. The main part of the union-months is in marriage; only 13% of all union-months is 

in cohabitation (excluding pre-marital cohabitation). Over 50% of the nearly 3 million person-

months has secondary school as highest educational attainment (yearly updated). 
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Table 5.1 Percentage of person-months over explanation and control variables 

 

  

Variable/Category Percent (%) cont.
Children
No children 26.4 Age at formation
1, 0–2 yrs 6.3 Men
1, 3–6 yrs 6.0 <19 4.2
1, 7 + yrs 6.3 20–25 42.8
2, 0–2 yrs 4.9 25–35 43.4
2, 3–6 yrs 8.6 >35 9.7
2, 7 + yrs 18.4 Women
3+, 0–2 yrs 2.7 <19 16.8
3+, 3–6 yrs 5.5 20–25 50.2
3+, 7 + yrs 15.0 25–35 25.3
Step children 20.7 >35 7.7
Union type Education
Married 79.5 Primary 27.8
Cohab. (premar.) 7.6 Secondary 52.3
Cohabitation 13.0 University, low 15.7
Union number University, high 4.2
1 85.6 Student 3.3
2 12.9 Stud. missing 16.3
3+ 1.5
Duration, years Dissolutions 5140
<5 28.1 Union-months 2958610
5–10 18.0 Rate 0.0017
10–15 14.8
15–20 12.0
20+ 27.2
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5.2 Is there a difference in dissolution risk 
between childless couples and parents? 

The first part of the research question asked whether there are significant differences in union 

dissolution rates between couples with children and couples without children. In chapter 3, I 

derived the following hypotheses based on theory and previous research: 

H1a: Couples with children have lower dissolution rates than couples without children. 

H1b: Couples with children have higher dissolution rates than couples without children. 

H2: Young children reduce the risk of dissolution more than older children.  

The time-varying and time-constant variables described in chapter 4 are all included in the 

models. The main explanatory variable combines the couple’s number of children and the age 

of their youngest child. Although dissolution risk is measured at a couple level, some of the 

variables are measured only for one of the two partners, meaning that such information will 

be used as a proxy for both partners. This issue will be discussed more thoroughly in the 

sensitivity analysis (section 6.3). 

When estimating the effect of different variables or trying to locate what causes a correlation, 

a common method is to use a step-wise model where control variables are included one by 

one or group-wise. I am interested in analyzing the association between the child variables 

and union dissolution risk while controlling for important predictors and potentially 

interrelated factors of dissolution. A basic set of covariates is therefore included all models. 

The middle values are chosen as reference groups to give a meaningful interpretation of the 

estimates. 
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Table 5.2 Model 1. Discrete-time logistic model of union dissolution risk. 1970–2007. 

 

The results show a general pattern of negative association between having children and a 

couple’s monthly risk of separating, net of all other covariates. A couple with a common child 

on average experiences approximately 24–80% (depending on the number and ages of 

children) of the monthly risk of dissolution of a childless couple. Hence, hypothesis H1a, 

Model 1
Variable Beta s.e.
Intercept -5.408 *** 0.055
Children
1, 0–2 yrs -0.638 *** 0.063
1, 3–6 yrs -0.230 *** 0.057
1, 7+ yrs -0.190 * 0.078
2, 0–2 yrs -1.039 *** 0.092
2, 3–6 yrs -0.575 *** 0.066
2, 7+ yrs -0.361 *** 0.069
3+, 0–2 yrs -1.423 *** 0.161
3+, 3–6 yrs -1.071 *** 0.105
3+, 7+ yrs -0.551 *** 0.086
Step children 0.131 *** 0.039
Union type/duration
Married -1.118 *** 0.038
Union number 0.082 * 0.036
Duration 0.051 *** 0.006
Dur. squared -0.003 *** 0.000
Age at union formation
<19 0.464 *** 0.041
20–25 (ref.)
25–35 -0.290 *** 0.036
>35 -0.834 *** 0.066
Education
Primary 0.039 0.036
Secondary (ref.)
University, low 0.102 ** 0.037
Univerity, high 0.097 0.065
Student 0.357 *** 0.043
Student missing -0.846 *** 0.178

-2 LL
Intercept only 73524.4
With covariates 69106.5
N 2912437

Note: *** p<0.001 ** p< 0.01 *p<0.05 . p<0.1
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expecting couples with children to have significantly lower dissolution rates than childless 

couples, is supported by the empirical model.  

H1b supposes a positive correlation between having children and likelihood of dissolution, 

which is not found in any of the child-related coefficients. This means that the monthly risk 

for dissolution is lower for all couples with children in different ages and parities, compared 

to childless couples; hence H1b can be rejected with a minimal risk in the “Type II error”.  

There are, however, quite large variations depending on the ages and numbers of children. 

Couples with children below 2 years of age have the lowest dissolution risk compared to 

childless couples (logit ranging from -0.638 to -1.423). The results are in accordance with H2, 

i.e. couples with young children are less likely to dissolve their union than couples with older 

children11 Couples with only one child age 7 or older are only slightly less likely to dissolve 

their union compared to childless couples. Having three children or more is associated with 

the lowest risk of dissolution compared to childless couples, and the negative correlation is 

quite strong for the older children (logit -1.071 for youngest child age 3–6, and -0.551 ages 7 

or older).   

Moving on to the control variables, we can see that the stepchild variable is positive, meaning 

that couples where one of the partners have a child from a previous relationship are associated 

with an increased risk of dissolution compared to couples without any stepchildren. This is 

supported by both theory and other empirical findings. Formal marriage strongly reduces the 

dissolution risk; married couples on average have approximately 30% of the risk of 

dissolution in a given month compared to the risk for non-married couples, ceteris paribus. 

Union number is positive and significant at the 5% level, meaning that second- and higher-

order unions are correlated with an increased risk of union dissolution compared to first 

union. The estimate is weak (0.082), however, indicating that union number does not explain 

much of the variation in the dissolution risk. The quadratic term for duration is significant and 

indicates that, net of other variables in the model, the risk of union dissolution is non-linear, 

which is found in a series of studies (Kulu 2014). People who are older at union formation 

face lower dissolution risks. Previous studies have found that age at union formation is more 

important for women, with younger age for women being correlated with increased risk of 

11 From this model, one cannot conclude that the estimates are significantly different from each other. Changing 
the reference group does, however, detect significant differences among most child-related variables.   
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dissolution. I have included interaction terms to test this assumption, with no significant 

results. None of the estimates for highest educational attainment is significant even at the 10% 

level. This might seem surprising, since several studies find correlations between dissolution 

risk and education, although these often only contain data on married couples (Jalovaara 

2003; Lyngstad 2004). It is also important to remember that the results reflect data reported 

both by women and by men and cover an observation period of almost 40 years. Interaction 

terms for education and sex are also included without any significant results except for 

student status. Being a student is associated with significantly higher dissolution risk 

compared to not being a student, and this correlation is significantly higher for men. Yearly 

updated income data are not available in the dataset, which means that being a student may be 

an indication of a low income. Nevertheless, anticipating dissolution in a low-quality union 

may work as an incentive to gain further education to increase one’s chances in a future 

marriage market (Lyngstad 2004). 

To give a short comment on the model specification, we can see that the -2LL is lower in the 

model with covariates, and the LR (not in model) is significant, meaning that the model in use 

gives a significantly better explanation of variations in dissolution rates than an empty model 

(Skog 2005: 419).  

5.3 Summary 

The results in this chapter show a significant negative relationship between having children 

and a couple’s monthly likelihood of union disruption. Having young children is associated 

with the lowest risk of dissolution, which is in line with findings from previous research 

(Cherlin 1977; Waite and Lillard 1991; Andersson 1997; Erlangsen and Andersson 2001). 

While couples with the youngest child older than 7 years old only have slightly less 

dissolution risk than childless couples with the same characteristics. I find no support for the 

hypothesis that suggests an increased risk of union dissolution after having children. This 

does not mean that mechanisms linking children to lower relationship satisfaction do not 

exist, but the empirical findings in this chapter indicate that such mechanisms are dominated 

by other stabilizing mechanisms or selection mechanisms. I will discuss what mechanisms 

might cause this relationship more thoroughly in chapter 7.     
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6 Change over time   

In this section I attempt to answer the following research question: “Has there been a change 

over time in the association between having children and the likelihood of union 

dissolution”? I investigate this research question by estimating model 2 separately for three 

time periods: 1970–1985, 1986–1996, and 1997–2007. As outlined in chapter 3, I distinguish 

between change over time in dissolution rates of parents, and change over time in differences 

in dissolution rates between childless couples and parents. The (latter) relative differences are 

captured by the parameter estimates for the child variables in the discrete time-hazard 

regressions from the three time periods. Change in dissolution rates for parents corresponds to 

how the predicted probability of union dissolution among parental couples varies over period 

time.   

I start by presenting descriptive statistics for the various time periods. Second, I will test the 

hypothesis outlined in chapter 3 first by the results from the hazard models and then by 

estimating predicted probabilities of union dissolution for both parents and childless couples. 

As discussed in section 4.2.1, there are several possible approaches when estimating change 

over historical time. I have tested the results’ robustness by estimating different models, both 

with control for birth cohort and with a restriction in union duration. These are discussed in 

the sensitivity analysis in the last section of this chapter.  
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6.1 Descriptive period statistics  

Table 6.1 Percentage of person-months over explanation and control variables in three different time periods. 

 

Age at union formation is somewhat lower in the earlier periods than in the later ones. The 

small difference might seem surprising; however, in the first period many of the unions began 

with marriage, whereas in the later periods cohabitation is the most common union type.12 In 

all periods, the majority of the person-months represents individuals in their first union, and 

less than 5% their third or higher-order union. The distribution of number and ages of children 

is quite stable over all periods. Educational attainment is higher in period 3 than in 1 and 2, 

and a larger portion of the union-months applies to student status. In the first period 16.33% 

of all observations (person-months) do not indicate student status. This is because information 

12 See section 2.3.1 for more information about union formation patterns.  

Variable 1970–85 1986–96 1997–07 cont.
Children Age at formation
No children 24.0 26.7 27.8 Men
1, 0–2 yrs 8.8 6.1 4.8 <19 5.2 4.5 3.4
1, 3–6 yrs 8.5 5.7 4.6 20–25 48.3 44.0 38.4
1, 7 + yrs 4.6 6.8 7.1 25–35 42.6 43.2 43.9
2, 0–2 yrs 6.7 4.7 3.9 >35 3.9 8.3 14.4
2, 3–6 yrs 12.3 7.8 6.9 Women
2, 7 + yrs 12.6 19.5 21.2 <19 20.6 18.0 13.6
3+, 0–2 yrs 3.7 2.5 2.1 20–25 55.9 51.0 45.6
3+, 3–6 yrs 8.0 4.8 4.5 25–35 20.9 24.6 28.7
3+, 7 + yrs 11.0 15.4 17.2 >35 2.6 6.4 12.1
Step children 14.4 20.0 25.2 Education
Union type Primary 27.8 24.5 19.9
Married 88.6 78.4 75.3 Secondary 52.3 49.7 47.6
Cohab. (premar.) 6.9 10.1 6.1 University, low 15.7 20.5 25.1
Cohabitation 4.5 11.5 18.7 University, high 4.2 5.3 7.5
Union number Student 3.3 5.6 6.8
1 94.9 87.0 78.6 Stud. missing 16.3
2 4.9 11.9 18.9
3+ 0.3 1.0 2.5 Dissolutions 924 1801 2416
Duration, years Union-months 789300 938683 1226978
<5 35.9 27.7 23.5 Rate 0.0012 0.0019 0.0020
5–10 23.7 16.5 15.4
10–15 18.2 14.7 12.6
15–20 12.0 13.8 10.5
20+ 10.2 27.3 38.0
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on individuals’ student registration status was not available in the educational register before 

1974. The number of observations and the number of union dissolutions are lowest in period 1 

and highest in period 3, and the monthly dissolution rate increases over the periods.  

6.2 Has there been change over time?  

I will now present results from the period models. I have three discrete-time hazard models 

covering different time periods, representing change over time in dissolution rates between 

childless couples and couples with children. I am testing the following hypotheses:  

H4a: Children reduce the union dissolution rates more in earlier periods than in later 

periods. 

H4b: Children reduce the union dissolution less in earlier periods than in later periods. 

H5: Older children reduce the likelihood of union dissolution less in the later than in earlier 

periods. 

Table 6.2 shows results from three models. Model 2A covers the period 1970–1985, model 

2B the period 1986–1996, and model 2C the period 1997–2007. When the sample is divided 

into three subsamples, the statistical power of each model is reduced. If the statistical power is 

very low, there is a serious risk in the “Type II error” (Skog 2005; Firebaugh 2008: 41). This 

implies that due to small samples, one is not able to reject the null hypothesis of a non-null 

parameter, despite the existence of such an association in the population. I have marked 

results with a significance level at 10% due to the relatively small sample size in the separate 

period models. When interpreting the substantive significance of the results, one should keep 

in mind that this somewhat more liberal significance level is used. 
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Table 6.2 Model 2A, 2B, and 2C. Results from logit models of union dissolution risk in three different time 
periods. 

 

 

Model 2A Model 2B Model 2C
Variable Beta s.e. Beta s.e. Beta s.e.
Intercept -6.158 *** 0.172 -5.388 *** 0.100 -4.960 *** 0.076
Children
1, 0–2 yrs -0.355 ** 0.138 -0.682 *** 0.109 -0.755 *** 0.094
1, 3–6 yrs 0.008 0.120 -0.248 * 0.099 -0.407 *** 0.090
1, 7+ yrs -0.341 . 0.184 -0.248 . 0.131 -0.100 0.117
2, 0–2 yrs -1.051 *** 0.206 -0.837 *** 0.145 -1.290 *** 0.150
2, 3–6 yrs -0.918 *** 0.152 -0.596 *** 0.117 -0.445 *** 0.095
2, 7+ yrs -0.637 *** 0.157 -0.475 *** 0.118 -0.166 0.104
3+, 0–2 yrs -1.371 *** 0.294 -1.464 *** 0.277 -1.578 *** 0.273
3+, 3–6 yrs -1.503 *** 0.223 -1.212 *** 0.195 -0.793 *** 0.151
3+, 7+ yrs -0.759 *** 0.188 -0.540 ** 0.144 -0.426 ** 0.134
Step children 0.161 . 0.094 0.082 0.068 0.178 *** 0.057
Union type/Duration
Married -1.107 *** 0.101 -1.010 *** 0.071 -1.036 *** 0.056
Union number 0.170 0.132 -0.010 0.071 0.039 0.045
Duration 0.142 *** 0.020 0.064 *** 0.012 0.006 *** 0.009
Dur. squared -0.006 *** 0.001 -0.003 *** 0.000 -0.002 *** 0.000
Age at union formation
<19 0.432 *** 0.089 0.504 *** 0.066 0.488 *** 0.065
20–25 (ref.)
25–35 -0.441 *** 0.087 -0.283 *** 0.063 -0.301 *** 0.052
>35 -0.935 *** 0.229 -0.839 *** 0.124 -0.925 *** 0.086
Education
Primary 0.084 0.080 0.045 0.059 0.073 0.054
Secondary (ref.)
University, low 0.282 ** 0.095 0.053 0.065 0.012 0.051
Univerity, high 0.313 . 0.172 0.159 0.116 -0.075 0.088
Student 0.642 *** 0.117 0.379 *** 0.074 0.164 ** 0.060
Student missing -0.521 *** 0.123

-2 LL
Intercept only 13984 25176 34156
With covariates 13381 23870 31609

N 777691 924278 1210468
Dissolutions 901 1729 2359

Note: *** p<0.001 ** p< 0.01 *p<0.05 . p<0.1
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When we examine the main variables of interest, namely the child-related variables, we find 

there is little change in the estimates across the three different periods. Most child-related 

variables have negative parameter estimates, and quite a few of the estimates are insignificant. 

H4a suggests that children would reduce union dissolution rates more in earlier periods than 

in later periods. If we look at the estimates for the two older age groups (3–6 and 7+) there is 

a pattern of more negative child coefficients. All child-related variables above the age of two 

(except having one child age 3–6) are more negative in the first period (model 2A) than in the 

second and third. In the first period (model 2A) the estimate for having two children where 

the youngest is above seven years, is highly significant and quite strong (logit -0.637), 

whereas the same variable is not significant from zero in the third period (2C) (logit -0.166). 

These results can be said to give support to H4a, suggesting that children reduce the risk of 

dissolution more in the earlier periods than in the later.  

However, looking at the estimates for the youngest children (age 0–2 years) the pattern is 

actually the opposite. Having a child below two years old within all parities (logit ranging 

from -0.755 to -1.578) is more negative in the third period than in the first and second. This 

indicates that having a very young child is increasingly stabilizing over time. H4b, suggesting 

less reduction in dissolution risk for couples with children in the earlier periods, is supported 

by the estimates for the youngest children.  

I anticipated a change in the stabilizing age of children, where I expected the older children to 

be less stabilizing over time. As already outlined, there is a clear pattern of a more negative 

association between dissolution and older children in the first period, giving support also to 

H5. The exception is the estimate for couples with one child age 3–6, which is actually 

positive although insignificant even at the 10% level. Couples with only one child might be a 

more negatively selected group (i.e. more unstable) in the earlier period than in the later 

period; however, the somewhat surprising result is more likely due to the small number of 

observations, which would prevent an accurate estimate.  

I expected no significant change in how the number of children was correlated with 

dissolution risk. Nevertheless, there is a general picture of a stronger negative correlation 

between higher number of children and dissolution risk in the first period. Estimates for 

couples with three children are overall more negative in period 1 (model 2A) than in period 2 

(model 2B) and 3 (model 2C), and even when the oldest children are above school age, 
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couples with three children are significantly less likely to dissolve their union compared to 

childless couples.   

To offer a short comment on the other covariates, we can see that the main pattern consists of 

small variations over historical time. This is also found in previous research studying 

variations in dissolution factors over historical time (Teachman 2002). Having a stepchild is 

not significant in the first two periods (model 2A, 2B), and it is positive although weak in the 

latest period. The stepchild variable does not have a control for whether or not the child is 

actually living in the household, which can be one of the reasons for the surprisingly weak 

estimate. Union number does not seem to be correlated to dissolution risk, and one on the 

reasons might be the inclusion of cohabiting unions and their greater likelihood of leading to 

dissolution. Being married is correlated with lower dissolution risk in all three periods, and 

the strength of the estimates confirms that union type is a strong predictor of union disruption 

over the whole observation period. There are, however, some changes in the education 

variables. Being a student increases the likelihood of disruption more in the first two periods 

than in the latest (1997–2007). We can see an indication of the same development with 

educational attainment, with higher education being correlated with lower dissolution risk in 

the latest period while the opposite pattern is found in the first period. To test this relationship 

further I included interaction terms for cohort and educational attainment, and for both men 

and women higher educational attainment is correlated with increased risk for dissolution 

among the oldest cohorts (born 1927–1942) and lower risk for the youngest cohorts (born 

1973–1988). I find no significant difference between men and women’s education, which will 

be more closely discussed in the sensitivity analyses.  

As discussed in chapter 4, there are potentially some issues with comparing estimates from 

different logistic models, for instance with estimates that vary in time (Allison 1999; Mood 

2010). More explained variance will always lead to stronger estimates (logits farther away 

from 0); in praxis, however, there is only a problem if there are large differences in the 

unobserved heterogeneity between different models. There is no substantial reason to believe 

that there are great variations in the unobserved heterogeneity between the different models, 

and many different things that can affect the risk of union dissolution (for instance personal 

specific characteristics) are not included in the model.  
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6.2.1 Predicted probabilities – change in parents’ dissolution 
rates over time 

The previous section reviled moderate changes over time in the differences in dissolution 

rates between childless couples and couples with common children. In this section I will 

investigate whether there is a change over time in dissolution rates among parents with 

children of different ages. I am testing the following hypotheses: 

H3: The probability of union dissolution for parental couples increases over historical time. 

Figure 6.1 illustrates predicted probabilities13 of union dissolution in a given month for a 

couple with the reference category values on the control variables: unmarried in the first 

union, with secondary school as highest education attainment, and union formation age 20–

25, without any stepchildren. I have chosen to estimate predicted probabilities for a couple 

with two children in the different age groups since this is the most common parity. For 

comparison, I have also estimated probabilities for childless couples in the three different 

periods.

13 Predicted probabilities are estimated by the formula e^bx/(1+e^bx).  
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Figure 6.1 Predicted probability of dissolution risk for childless couples and couples with two children in 

different age groups. 1970–2007. 

 

We can see that in the first period, the risk of union dissolution is low for all couples. The 

probability of union dissolution increases for parents with their youngest child in all age 

groups over the whole observation period. This gives support to H3, which expects an 

increase in dissolution rates for parents across the period. However, couples with the youngest 

children (0–2 years) diverge from this pattern: From period 2 the dissolution rates have stayed 

quite stable for couples with the youngest children. Couples with older children, on the other 

hand, have almost as high dissolution rates as the childless couples in the latest period. In 

period 1, couples with two children, where the youngest is of preschool age or older (3–6, 

7+), have substantially lower dissolution risk than childless couples, but as we pass period 2 

the probability increases and the curves converge with the probability for childless couples. 

This gives support to H5, which suggests that older children reduce dissolution risk less in the 

later period than earlier.  

The convergence of the curves for childless couples and couples with older children can 

indicate that the mechanisms that link children to lower dissolution risk are weakened over 

time. However, the divergence of curves for couples with very young children and childless 

couples indicates that very young children increasingly protect against union dissolution.  
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6.3 Sensitivity analysis 
Sensitivity analyses typically reanalysis the data or parts of the data with the primary goal to 

examine how changes in data subset or model specification impact results and conclusions 

(Thabane et al. 2013). As argued previously, there are some potential problems when studying 

change over time in dissolution risk gradients. Therefore, it is appropriate to check whether 

the results are consistent under different model specifications and data subsets. 

Although dissolution is something that happens to a couple, several of the variables, notably 

educational attainment, age at union entry, and union number, are measured only for one of 

the two partners. In th reported regression models, this aspect is ignored. To check if the 

estimates for age at union formation, union number, and educational attainment are different 

for men and women, I have included interaction terms for all variables, although without any 

significant results. This is not surprising given the very high correlation between spouses’ 

ages. For education this finding is also in line with previous findings from the Scandinavian 

countries, where in models that include measures of education for both spouses very similar 

effects of education are found (Jalovaara 2003; Lyngstad 2004). I conclude that the ignorance 

of the gender-reporting aspect does not matter for the results. 

I conducted several sensitivity tests of the set of period models to ascertain whether or not the 

results are robust to different model specifications and restrictions in the dataset. First, I 

considered if the results from the latest period might somehow be biased by the fact that 

unions formed in the earlier historical periods with very long durations are more likely to be 

stable unions. To address this issue, I reconfigured the sample with a restriction on unions 

with duration of less than 20 years. The coefficients in models 3A, 3B, and 3C are similar to 

those estimated from the full sample (2A, 2B, and 2C). Table 6.3 show results from the 

models with limitations to unions with fewer than 20 years of duration. Mark that the model 

contains the same control variables as the main model, although only reporting the child-

related coefficients.  
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Table 6.3. Model 3A, 3B, and 3C. Results from logit models of union dissolution risk in three different time 
periods. Union duration<20 years. 

 

I also estimated separate models for different birth cohort models to see whether the results of 

change over time in the child-related coefficient are robust to a different model specification. 

Since the sample is considerably smaller with this model specification, there are several in-

significant results, although with basically the same main pattern as in the period models. 

Birth cohort was also included as a control variable in the different period models14 (Table A1 

in appendix), all significant at the 1% level with increasing divorce risk in younger cohorts, but 

without changing the other covariates significantly. Since the comparison group, i.e. the 

childless couples, is expected to be quite a different group in the latest period than in the first, 

I have also estimated period models including parents only (Table A2 appendix). In sum the 

sensitivity analyses show that the results are robust to different model specifications and 

subgroup estimations.   

  

14 I have also restricted the sample to only include people less than 45 years of age to give a more accurate 
estimation of the child-related variables.  

Model 3A Model 3B Model 3C
Variable Beta s.e. Beta s.e. Beta s.e.
Intercept -6.266 *** 0.175 -5.466 *** 0.104 -4.974 *** 0.081
1, 0–2 yrs -0.422 ** 0.138 -0.756 *** 0.109 -0.794 *** 0.095
1, 3–6 yrs -0.135 0.122 -0.370 ** 0.102 -0.468 *** 0.092
1, 7+ yrs -0.381 . 0.199 -0.076 0.144 -0.089 0.138
2, 0–2 yrs -1.194 *** 0.207 -0.978 *** 0.148 -1.369 *** 0.153
2, 3–6 yrs -1.043 *** 0.154 -0.671 *** 0.120 -0.469 *** 0.098
2, 7+ yrs -0.725 *** 0.180 -0.442 ** 0.155 -0.173 0.137
3+, 0–2 yrs -1.446 *** 0.294 -1.648 *** 0.299 -1.567 *** 0.274
3+, 3–6 yrs -1.509 *** 0.233 -1.243 *** 0.216 -0.780 *** 0.164
3+, 7+ yrs -0.542 * 0.234 -0.372 . 0.235 -0.377 . 0.229

-2 LL
Intercept only 12814.75 21159.01 28286.61
With covariates 12227.55 20208.6 26794.67

N 682611 644010 721469

Note: *** p<0.001 ** p< 0.01 *p<0.05 . p<0.1
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6.4 Summary 
The answer to the research question, Is there a change over time in the role of children for 

dissolution processes?, is somewhat ambiguous. If we look at the differences in dissolution 

risk between childless couples and parents (captured in the parameter estimates for children in 

the hazard models) the main pattern is stability over time. For couples with the youngest 

children (0–2 years old) the difference in dissolution risk compared to childless couples 

slightly increases over the observation period, while the opposite pattern is found for the older 

children. Parents’ dissolution risk has increased over the past decades, with the same pattern 

as the childless couple. The exception is couples with the youngest children, who have had 

quite stable dissolution rates across the observation period.  

Looking at the absolute probability of dissolution risk among parental couples there is a clear 

pattern of increase, especially for couples with the older children. This indicates that there is a 

change over time in the dissolution risk among parents, but that the differences between 

childless and parents are rather stable. In the next chapter I will discuss the findings from my 

analyses and conclude whether the hypotheses were strengthened or weakened by my 

findings.  
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7 Summary and discussion 

The aim of this thesis has been to investigate the role of children in union dissolution 

processes and to determine whether their association with union stability has changed over 

time. The present chapter seeks to link these findings to theory and previous research, and 

discuss the most important results of my empirical analyses in chapters 5 and 6, in light of the 

mechanisms and hypotheses presented in chapter 3. 

7.1 Do children stabilize relationships? 

Three hypotheses about the relationship between children and the risk of union dissolution 

were outlined in chapter 3. Figure 7.1 below summarizes these hypotheses, and adds whether 

they are strengthened or weakened by my empirical findings. 

Table 7.1 Results from hypothesis testing. 

 

I postulated two opposing hypotheses regarding the relationship between having children and 

union dissolution (H1a and H1b). I find support for H1a; couples with children have lower 

dissolution rates than childless couples. I have argued that the mechanisms behind this finding 

are complex, but there are strong indications suggesting that the economic cost of raising a 

child alone, the difficulties of finding a partner after a separation and the fear of losing contact 

Hypothesis Strengthened Weakened

X

X

X

H1a: Couples with children 
have lower dissolution rates 
than childless couples.

H1b: Couples with children 
have higher dissolution rates 
than childless couples.

H2: Young children reduce the 
likelihood of union dissolution 
more than older children. 
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with one’s child all are factors that arguably contribute to this pattern. I have also suggested 

that the gendered division of labor usually increases after having children, which according to 

both sociological and economic theory is supposed to increase the mutual dependence of the 

partners and therefore increase the benefits of staying in the union. Moreover, the social 

norms against dissolving a union should be greater for a parental union than a childless union.  

When H1a is supported by the findings in this thesis, H1b, which indicates that couples with 

children have higher dissolution rates than childless couples, is weakened. It is important to 

stress that this does not necessarily mean that the destabilizing mechanisms (such as children 

lowering relationship satisfaction levels) are non-existent. Rather, it is an indication that the 

mechanisms pulling in the opposite direction dominate (Hedström 2005:31). I have not 

excluded the notion that the negative association between children and dissolution risk might 

also be caused by selection mechanisms, making the most stable couples more likely to have 

children and also less likely to dissolve their union. The findings from my analyses, namely 

that couples with children have lower dissolution rates than childless couples, have also been 

widely supported in previous research (Cherlin 1977; Thornton1977; Waite and Lillard 1991; 

Andersson 1997; Erlangsen and Andersson 2001). 

At the same time, I looked at differences in the relationship between having children and 

union stability depending on the age of the children. H2 hypothesized that young children 

would reduce the dissolution risk more than older children, and I have argued that most of the 

stabilizing mechanisms are expected to be stronger when children are young. The 

mechanisms connected with children as marital-specific capital are all expected to be stronger 

when children are young, with the exception of the risk of fathers losing contact with the 

children, a factor that I suggested might pull in both directions, depending on the children’s 

ages. The findings in chapter 5 supported H2, indicating that having children is associated 

with lower dissolution risk in the short run, but not in the long run. This finding is also 

supported broadly in the existing literature.15 

Though not the main focus of this thesis, the association between number of children and 

union dissolution risk deserves to be commented upon. In line with other Scandinavian 

studies, I find that couples with one child do not have significantly lower dissolution risk than 

childless couples when the child reaches school age. Having more than two children is 

15 See section 2.2. 
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associated with the lowest risk of separation, and I have argued that selection mechanisms 

might be causing this correlation. In Scandinavia there is a strong “two-child norm,” which 

implies a strong expectation of having another child after the first (Andersson 1997; Lyngstad 

and Noack 2000), and the number of people who think that one child is the ideal parity has 

actually decreased between 1970 and 1990 (Lyngstad and Noack 2000). This might be a 

reason why having one child is associated with higher dissolution risk; the most unstable 

unions may dissolve before having the chance to have another child. Couples with more than 

two children might be yet another selected group with more family-oriented values and 

therefore less likelihood of dissolving their union.  

Due to the dearth of observations of couples with four children or more, it was not possible to 

test whether the relationship between number of children and relationship stability turns U-

shaped when the number of children increases above three children. This result is found in 

some earlier studies (Thornton 1977; Andersson 1997). With the use of register data, a test of 

the U-shaped relationship between the number of children and union stability discussed in 

section 2.2 would be possible because of a considerably larger sample. 

7.2 Do children play a different role for 
dissolution processes over time? 

The second research question asked whether – and if so, how – the association between 

having children and union stability has changed over time. I have argued that whether or not 

couples choose to stay together is affected by social context, and that the Norwegian context 

has changed significantly in several important ways during the period of study. The increase 

in paid work for women, welfare-state politics, and changing social norms are among the 

factors that I have argued may have changed the role of children in dissolution processes. 

In chapter 6, I addressed both changes in the difference in dissolution rates between couples 

with and without children (section 6.2) and changes in the absolute probability of union 

dissolution among parental couples (section 6.2.1). The empirical results show that 

dissolution rates have increased among parental and childless couples alike during the study 

period. As a consequence, the absolute probability of union dissolution among parental 

couples has increased substantially over time, while the difference in union dissolution rates 

between couples with and without children has remained relatively stable. There are, 
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however, differences in how children of different ages are associated with union stability, 

which is why I also include a “mixed” category in table 7.2. The “mixed” category refers to 

results that are age-dependent, meaning that couples with older children are developing 

differently than couples with younger children across historical time.  

able 7.2 Results from hypothesis testing – change over time. 

 

I expected the importance of the mechanisms linking children to lower relationship 

satisfaction to increase over time. In the context of a changing labor market, with both parents 

working full time (or long part-time), there is reason to believe that there is more conflict 

between work and family life, thus increasing the dissatisfaction and subsequently the risk of 

dissolution. The argumentation was also built on the idea that the norms and attitudes towards 

separation have been relaxed (Thornton and Young-DeMarco 2001), at the same time as it has 

been claimed that the “second demographic transition” implies that the welfare of adults 

comes before the welfare of children (Van de Kaa 1987, 2004; Lesthaeghe 2010). I have 

argued that these changes have led to a reduction of the stabilizing mechanism linking 

children to lower dissolution risk. The findings in section 6.2.1 demonstrate that the predicted 

probability of dissolution among couples with children has increased over the whole period, 

and, hence, H3 is supported by the findings. 

Hypothesis Strengthened Weakened Mixed

X

X

X

X
H5: Older children reduce the 
likelihood of union dissolution 
less in the later periods than in 
the earlier.

H3: The probability of union 
dissolution for parental couples 
increases over historical time.

H4a: Children reduce the risk 
of union dissolution more in 
earlier periods than in later 
periods. 

H4b: Children reduce the risk 
of union dissolution less in 
earlier periods than in later 
periods. 
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H4a postulates that children would reduce the likelihood of disruption more in the earlier 

periods than in the later, meaning that the difference between childless couples and parents 

would decrease, while H4b expects the opposite development. H4a is outlined based on the 

theoretical assumption that expectations for what a loving relationship should be like as well 

(e.g based on “confluent love”) as expectations for individual freedom and self-fulfillment are 

difficult to combine with being a parent. I argued that dealing with new roles and restrictions 

on both individual freedom and couple-specific time – which may come with having a child – 

is increasingly stressful across the period of study. I expected that this might lead to a more 

rapid increase in dissolution rates among parents than childless couples. However, in the 

beginning of the period living together was often a strong indication of commitment and 

dissolution, even for childless couples. The idea of the “pure relationship”, resting on shared 

dreams and emotional self-fulfillment, might be an ideal for everyone. However, for childless 

couples, there are no other stabilizing mechanisms (e.g. gender specialization or normative 

constraints) that prevent a union from dissolving if it no longer is based on “confluent love”. 

Therefore, H4b suggested that dissolution rates for childless couples were expected to 

increase more rapidly compared to parents, and hence having children becomes an 

increasingly stabilizing “effect”. Both H4a and H4b can be said to at least partly be 

strengthened by the findings. The hazard models from three different periods show a stronger 

negative relationship between the couples with the youngest children and union dissolution in 

later periods than in earlier. However, the opposite pattern is found for couples with older 

children, meaning that older children are less stabilizing across historical time, which is why 

both H4a and H4b are found in the mixed categories. The mixed results from these findings 

are closely connected to H5, which postulates that older children would reduce the dissolution 

risk more in earlier periods than in later, and, as already stated, this hypothesis is strengthened 

by the empirical findings. This indicates that couples with older children face an increasing 

risk of dissolution across historical time, while couples with the youngest children are 

relatively more stable compared to childless couples.  

There are several possible explanations for this change. Even if shared custody is an 

increasing phenomenon, the likelihood for shared custody when children are very young is 

still low (Jensen and Claussen 1997, 2003). This makes most of the mechanisms connected to 

children as marital-specific capital strongest for women when children are young. For the 

mother, Becker (1991) suggests two separate mechanisms that make children less valuable 

outside the union. The first mechanism is connected to an increased economic burden for 
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raising children alone. I have argued that this mechanism is expected to weaken across 

historical time, partly because of women’s increasing earning potential, but also because of 

the extension of welfare-state goods such as public childcare and money transfers. The other 

mechanism is the presence of a child from a previous relationship, which was expected to 

lower the mother’s chances in the future marriage market. I have suggested that this situation 

can be caused by a restriction of time, energy, and arenas to search for a potential partner and 

also potentially lessen her attractiveness as a partner if men prefer women without children 

from a previous relationship. I argued that these mechanisms would also be less important 

across historical time, although still important for women with the youngest children.  

The mechanisms connected to the increased investments and the emotional boundaries 

between father and children can potentially work in two different ways. On one hand, the 

increased involvement is a sort of ‘insurance’ against losing contact with the children and 

ending up as an “absent father” and this would lead to a decrease in the value of children as 

marital-specific capital over the period, and hence increase the likelihood of dissolution 

among parents. On the other hand, the greater the investments in the children; the more you 

risk to lose by dissolving the union. The results, demonstrating an increased negative 

association between having a very young child and dissolution risk, is an indication that the 

mechanism linking increased father involvement to more stable unions are the dominating 

ones. However, since older children are found to be less stabilizing across time, it is possible 

that mechanisms linking more involved fathers to less stable unions are at work, although 

dominated by other stabilizing mechanisms such as practical limitations or normative 

constraints against dissolving a union shortly after having a child.  

Normative constraints against union dissolution are relaxed over the period, both due to one’s 

own beliefs about what is best for the children and due to social control by sanctions and 

stigmatization from others. However, I have argued that there still are quite strong norms for 

dissolving a union for couples with very young children. I also expected that the stabilizing 

mechanism of gender specialization is limited to couples with the youngest children in the 

latest period. This is also supported in other studies; a recent study on time-use among parents 

finds that only couples with children below two years had a more specialized division of labor 

than childless couples in 2010 (Kitterød and Rønsen 2014). 

The fact that the youngest children are increasingly stabilizing across historical time might 

also be caused by selection mechanisms. Since having a very young child implies less time 
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passed since the decision to have a child, selection mechanisms that link couples with high 

commitment and satisfaction are supposedly strongest for couples with young children. The 

importance of this selection mechanism might in fact be strengthened over time since better 

birth control and fewer stigmas associated with abortion probably lead to fewer unplanned 

pregnancies, implying that children today are more often a consequence of well-planned 

behavior and an indication of a well-functioning relationship. 

7.3 Summary and concluding remarks 

Previous research has offered no consensus on the role of children for marital stability. Some 

studies conclude that children are associated with lower dissolution risk, while others find that 

having children actually destabilizes the relationship and increases the risk of union 

disruption. In this thesis, I have argued that these diverging results might be caused by 

variations in sample composition, different methodological approaches, or a changing social 

context.  

This study expands upon previous research by including a period perspective, with data 

covering almost four decades of union histories. Norway is a particularly interesting case 

when studying the changing social context, since the increase in women’s paid work and the 

extension of the welfare state have been so radical; Norway went from being among the 

Western countries with the lowest proportion of females in the labor force in the 1960s to 

having one of the highest proportions today. The extensive expansion of the welfare state 

during this period, which includes public childcare, generous provisions for parental leave, 

and various social security schemes, has changed the context of individual action. I have also 

argued that changes in people’s values, expectations, and prevalent gender roles play an 

important role in the changing association between children and union stability. 

In sum, I expected these changes to increase the risk of union disruption among parents, but it 

was not clear how the differences compared to the childless couples would develop. The latter 

question depends on whether childless couples had changed even more than parents – or vice 

versa. My results demonstrate a rather stable association between children and dissolution risk 

when comparing parents to childless couples, despite the fact that couples with children 

separate to a much greater degree today than four decades ago. The various mechanisms that 

make unions increasingly unstable across historical time seem to affect both childless couples 
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and parents in rather similar ways. This result is in line with what has been stated by Thornton 

and Rogers (1987:20) “the degree of uniformity of the historical period effects across 

population subgroups has been remarkable”. The exception is couples with the youngest 

children who have had quite stable dissolution rates across the whole period, making the 

youngest children increasingly stabilizing across historical time.  

I have argued that the expectations of a relationship based on intimacy, equality, and 

mutuality can be difficult to attain as the expectations of self-fulfillment and individual 

freedom increase. The growth in women’s education/employment and the shift from a “male-

breadwinner” to an earner–carer might have weakened some of the mechanisms that 

prevented unions from dissolving in the past, along with relaxed normative constraints and 

new gender roles. However, this does not imply that more traditional gender roles are the 

“cure” against unstable unions. For both childless couples and parents, previous findings 

indicate that expectations and perceived fairness are more important than the actual division 

of labor in a household (Greenstein 1999; Cooke 2006). Besides, the finding that very young 

children contribute to more stabilized unions across time can also be an indication that the 

increase in the father’s involvement and a more equal sharing of paid and unpaid work might 

in fact stabilize unions, by increasing the father–child attachments and reducing stress and 

role conflicts for the mother. Findings from a recent comparative study between the Nordic 

countries reveal that an increase in father’s involvement is positively associated with union 

stability in Norway (Lappegård, Duvander, Andersen, Gardarsdotir, and Wiklund 

forthcoming). Nevertheless, further research is needed to support causal correlations between 

increased father involvement and more stable unions. 

The current study offers the first Norwegian period study on the association between children 

and union dissolution that includes data on both married and cohabiting unions and covers 

such a long time period. It contributes with both empirical and theoretical insights on how the 

role of children has evolved across a period with significant societal changes, and in sum the 

results show both stability and change. As the absolute probability of union dissolution among 

parental couples has increased substantially over time, while the difference in union 

dissolution rates between childless and parents has remained relatively stable, the study 

demonstrates that the measurement of change is significant for the interpretation of the 

results. The theoretical framework has proven to be useful for the research questions as 

multiple social mechanisms can be expected at work at the same time and may vary in 
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importance across time and place. Also, being able to include both norm-based and rational-

based explanations makes us improve our understanding of the complex social processes of 

children and union dissolution and what might cause change in this relationship across 

historical time.   
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Appendix 

Sample description 
Figure A.1 Description of sample and sub-sample. 

 

 

 

 

 

Missing values and imputation 
If there was missing data on any month variable (birth of a child, union entering/dissolution) 

it is set to 6 (middle of the year). Missing data on union histories is imputed as follows: If 

union entering for the first union is missing, it is imputed as the cohort average age of first 

union entry. If information of union entry n+1 is missing, it is set to the month after union n 

was dissolved. If dissolution time for union n is missing, is set to the month when union n+1 

was entered. One observation is deleted, as the union history was impossible to reconstruct 

using these assumptions. 

Historical time measure 
All time variables are measured in CM-time (century months) with is a counting system that 

starts with 0 January 1900. For every moth the CM-time increases with one. This system 

makes it possible to convert all dates, such as respondent’s birth, the birth of children and 

marriage date to the same time-scale. 

  

Main sample LOGG (N= 
14 896)  

Sub-sample: Persons 
with at least 1 co-
residential union (N= 
12 987) 

Partnership histories 
in Person-months  

(N= 2 958 610) 
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Questionnaire 
Computer assisted telephone contact (See Lappegård and Veenstra (2010) for detailed 

information). 

Child variables: 

Child_1: According to public registers, [your family comprises the following persons/you live 

alone]. Is this correct? “Your family” mean persons that you live with AND own children that 

are alive, whether they live with you or not. 

5. OWN CHILD WITH CURRENT COHABITING PARTNER/SPOUSE/REGISTERED PARTNER 

6. OWN CHILD WITH OTHER THAN POSSIBLE CURRENT COHABITING PARTNER/SPOUSE/REGISTERED 
PARTNER 

[Birth date and sex from register] 

We have talked about the family. Do you have children of your own that aren’t mentioned 
yet? (If yes) 

Child_2: Which date is the child’s birthday? 
 

Partnership & union histories: 

Partner_1 (If cohabiting partner) When did you and he/she first start living together? 

Partner_2 (If married or registered partner) Were you cohabiting partners before you [got 

married/became registered partners]? 

Partner_3When did you first start living together? 

Partner_4 Now I will ask some questions about previous live-in relationships. Except of your 

current [cohabiting partnership/marriage/registered partnership], have you ever before had a 

cohabiting partner or been married/had a registered partner? (If yes) 

Partner_4b When did you start living together? 

Partner_5 Were you [married/reg.partners] without first living together as cohabiting 

partners, first cohabiting partners and then [married/reg. partners] or only as cohabiting 

partners? 
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Partner_5b When did you [get married/become reg.partners]? 

Partner_6 How did the relationship end? 

Partner_6b [If answer death of partner] When did [he/she] die? 

Partner_6c [If answer relationship ended] When did you move apart? 

Step children variables: 
 

StepChild_1 According to public registers, [your family comprises the following persons/you 

live alone]. Is this correct? “Your family” mean persons that you live with AND own children 

that are alive, whether they live with you or not. 

7. STEP CHILD,  Child [spouse, registered partner, cohabiting partner)  have from previous relationships. 
 
StepChild_2 Does your [cohabiting partner/ spouse/registered partner] have any children 
from previous relationships that do not live with you? 
 

[If yes Partner_4] 

StepChild_3 When you started living together, did [he/she] have children from previous 

relationships? 
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Models from sensitivity analysis 
Table A.1 Model 4A, 4B and 4C. Results from logit models of union dissolution risk in three different time 
periods. Cohort control included.  

 

Model 4A Model 4B Model 4C
Variable Beta s.e. Beta s.e. Beta s.e.
Intercept -6.182 *** 0.181 -5.534 *** 0.138 -5.419 *** 0.133
Children
1, 0-2 yrs -0.365 ** 0.138 -0.684 *** 0.109 -0.755 *** 0.094
1, 3-6 yrs -0.008 0.120 -0.251 * 0.099 -0.407 *** 0.090
1, 7+ yrs -0.354 . 0.184 -0.257 . 0.131 -0.142 0.117
2, 0-2 yrs -1.069 *** 0.206 -0.846 *** 0.145 -1.282 *** 0.151
2, 3-6 yrs -0.937 *** 0.152 -0.605 *** 0.117 -0.444 *** 0.097
2, 7+ yrs -0.646 *** 0.157 -0.485 *** 0.120 -0.213 * 0.105
3+, 0-2 yrs -1.379 *** 0.294 -1.477 *** 0.277 -1.573 *** 0.274
3+, 3-6 yrs -1.495 *** 0.223 -1.225 *** 0.195 -0.812 *** 0.153
3+, 7+ yrs -0.747 *** 0.188 -0.544 *** 0.146 -0.484 *** 0.136
Step children 0.161 . 0.095 0.092 0.069 0.221 *** 0.057
Union type/Duration
Married -1.105 *** 0.103 -1.002 *** 0.071 -1.007 *** 0.056
Union number 0.165 0.132 -0.008 0.071 0.021 0.046
Duration 0.150 *** 0.021 0.072 *** 0.013 0.020 * 0.010
Dur. Squared -0.005 *** 0.001 -0.003 *** 0.000 -0.002 *** 0.000
Age at union formation
<19 0.404 *** 0.092 0.462 *** 0.069 0.432 *** 0.066
20-25 (ref.)
25-35 -0.381 *** 0.092 -0.235 *** 0.067 -0.180 ** 0.056
>35 -0.742 ** 0.248 -0.668 *** 0.147 -0.498 *** 0.109
Education
Primary 0.091 0.080 0.044 0.059 0.076 0.054
Secondary (ref.)
University, Low 0.275 ** 0.095 0.053 0.065 0.003 0.052
Univerity, High 0.323 . 0.172 0.163 0.116 -0.063 0.089
Student 0.649 *** 0.117 0.365 *** 0.075 0.143 * 0.060
Student Missing -0.441 *** 0.130
1927-42 -0.243 * 0.119 -0.212 . 0.119 -0.801 *** 0.154
1943-57 (ref.)
1958-72 0.017 0.121 0.115 0.084 0.225 ** 0.082
1973-88 0.405 * 0.172 0.512 *** 0.111

-2 LL
Intercept only 13984 25176.09 34156
With covariates 13376 23862 31555

N 777691 924298 1218468
Dissolutions 901 1729 2359

Note: *** p<0.001 ** p< 0.01 *p<0.05 . p<0.1
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Table A.2 Model 5A, 5B and 5C. Results from logit models of union dissolution risk in three different time 
periods. Parents only. 

 

 

 

Model 5A Model 5B Model 5C
Variable Beta s.e. Beta s.e. Beta s.e.
Intercept -6.742 *** 0.389 -6.358 *** 0.244 -6.552 *** 0.213
Children
1, 0-2 yrs 0.482 * 0.240 0.100 0.179 0.524 ** 0.175
1, 3-6 yrs 1.022 *** 0.213 0.566 *** 0.162 0.852 *** 0.167
1, 7+ yrs 0.810 ** 0.273 0.602 ** 0.198 1.048 *** 0.199
2, 0-2 yrs (ref.)
2, 3-6 yrs 0.233 0.232 0.285 . 0.172 0.831 *** 0.169
2, 7+ yrs 0.504 . 0.261 0.428 * 0.195 1.060 *** 0.193
3+, 0-2 yrs -0.221 0.344 -0.581 . 0.304 -0.320 0.307
3+, 3-6 yrs -0.335 0.297 -0.306 0.239 0.459 * 0.211
3+, 7+ yrs 0.275 0.290 0.324 0.217 0.770 *** 0.213
Step children 0.085 0.140 0.260 ** 0.099 0.381 *** 0.082
Union type/Duration
Married -1.286 *** 0.175 -0.823 *** 0.103 -0.702 *** 0.078
Union number 0.212 0.237 0.130 0.125 0.139 * 0.076
Duration 0.064 . 0.034 0.027 0.023 -0.010 0.019
Dur. Squared -0.003 * 0.001 -0.002 *** 0.001 -0.001 ** 0.000
Age at union formation
<19 0.618 *** 0.113 0.697 *** 0.091 0.554 *** 0.097
20-25 (ref.)
25-35 -0.419 ** 0.118 -0.337 *** 0.089 -0.323 *** 0.077
>35 -0.585 0.421 -0.627 ** 0.254 -0.393 ** 0.161
Education
Primary -0.028 0.106 0.014 0.085 0.134 0.082
Secondary (ref.)
University, Low 0.063 0.135 -0.055 0.099 0.090 0.079
Univerity, High 0.411 . 0.213 0.349 * 0.154 -0.030 0.139
Student 1.021 *** 0.177 0.509 *** 0.139 0.276 ** 0.110
Student Missing -0.454 ** 0.154

-2 LL
Intercept only 8220 12786 15704
With covariates 7965 12387 14988

N 593421 681923 878268
Dissolutions 510 829 1011

Note: *** p<0.001 ** p< 0.01 *p<0.05 . p<0.1
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