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Cross-national differences in women’s repartnering behaviour in
Europe: The role of individual demographic characteristics

Paulina Gałęzewska1

Brienna Perelli-Harris2

Ann Berrington2

Abstract

BACKGROUND
With rising union instability across Europe, more individuals now re-enter the partner
market and eventually repartner. The increase in cohabitation may also be influencing
repartnering behaviour. While several studies examine individual-level characteristics
related to repartnering, few take a broader view and compare repartnering levels or
explore how demographic characteristics associated with repartnering differ across
Europe.

OBJECTIVE
We describe levels of repartnering and the characteristics of those exposed to
repartnering in 11 European countries. We then examine whether the relationship
between women’s demographic characteristics at union dissolution and repartnering are
similar or different across countries. Given the recent increase in cohabitation, we pay
particular attention to prior cohabitation and marriage, but we also compare age at first
union dissolution, first union duration, and presence of children.

METHODS
Using the Harmonized Histories database, we apply discrete-time hazard models
separately by country and to pooled cross-national data.

RESULTS
Despite large differences in levels of repartnering, in most countries we find similar
associations between demographic characteristics and repartnering. First union type did
not matter after controlling for age and children, except in France, where those who
previously cohabited had significantly lower risks of repartnering. Age at union
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dissolution and presence of children are negatively associated with repartnering in
almost all countries.

CONCLUSION
Although cohabitation has increased everywhere, prior experience of a coresidential
partnership outside of formal marriage makes little difference to repartnering behaviour
after controls (except in France). However, regardless of country, older women and/or
mothers are less likely to form second unions.

1. Introduction

Since the 1960s divorce rates have risen in nearly every European country and in the
United States (Raley and Bumpass 2003; Kalmijn 2007; Sobotka and Toulemon 2008;
Spijker 2012; Kennedy and Ruggles 2014). In addition, many countries, especially in
Northern and Western Europe, have experienced an increase in cohabiting unions, often
a testing ground for relationships that end in union dissolution (Kiernan 2004;
Beaujouan and Ní Bhrolcháin 2011; Perelli-Harris et al. 2017). The increased instability
of both marital and cohabiting partnerships has led to a rise in the levels of repartnering
in nearly all European countries (Gałęzewska 2016). However, the variation in
partnership dynamics across the continent is very large. For example, among all women
born in 1955–1964, the estimated percentage of those who had ever experienced second
union formation by the early 2000s ranged from 2%–8% in Southern and most Eastern
European countries to 17%–21% in Estonia and Russia and around 30% in Norway
(Gałęzewska 2016).

Variation in cohabitation, separation, and repartnering throughout Europe indicates
that the processes of family formation are context-specific. Therefore we would also
expect the determinants of repartnering to differ cross-nationally. Although a growing
body of literature has investigated the determinants of second union formation in
various European countries (Lampard and Peggs 1999; de Graaf and Kalmijn 2003;
Poortman 2007; Meggiolaro and Ongaro 2008; Skew, Evans, and Gray 2009; Jaschinski
2011; Beaujouan 2012; Ivanova, Kalmijn, and Uunk 2013; Vanassche et al. 2015;
Murinkó and Szalma 2016), most studies have focused on a single country. To our
knowledge, only a few micro-level studies have examined repartnering in a cross-
national perspective: for example, comparing the United Kingdom and Australia (Skew,
Evans, and Gray 2009); Norway, France, Germany, Romania, and Russia (Ivanova,
Kalmijn, and Uunk 2013); and France, Hungary, and Norway (Murinkó and Szalma
2016). This paper extends this work by examining whether the factors associated with
repartnering are similar or different in 11 European countries representing a variety of
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family regimes and union formation patterns, including countries like Poland and Italy,
where the increase in divorce is more recent (Hajnal 1965, 1982). Although our country
selection is somewhat driven by data availability, the countries represent a range of
regions and welfare regimes: Scandinavian (Norway and Sweden); liberal (United
Kingdom); continental (Belgium, France, and the Netherlands); Mediterranean (Italy);
and post-Socialist (Estonia, Hungary, Poland, and Russia). Differing institutional,
policy, and legal contexts may influence whether marriage or childbearing in the first
partnership might relate to the speed of repartnering in some countries but not others.

In this study we pay particular attention to the role of cohabitation in repartnering.
The majority of previous research studying repartnering in Europe and North America
has predominantly focused on marital divorce (e.g., Bumpass, Sweet, and Martin 1990;
Wu 1994; Sweeney 1997, 2002; Lampard and Peggs 1999; de Graaf and Kalmijn 2003;
Meggiolaro and Ongaro 2008; Jaschinski 2011; Ivanova, Kalmijn, and Uunk 2013;
Theunis, Pasteels, and van Bavel 2015; Vanassche et al. 2015). Less is known about
repartnering after separation from cohabitation (Wu and Schimmele 2005; Poortman
2007; Skew, Evans, and Gray 2009). This is a gap in our understanding, since the
population of women exposed to repartnering is increasingly composed of women who
experienced nonmarital first union dissolution (Gałęzewska 2016). Moreover, studies
have demonstrated that the cohabiting and the married differ, for instance, in their
family and gender attitudes (Lesthaeghe 2010), fertility behaviour (Kiernan 2001;
Perelli-Harris 2014), and subjective well-being (Soons and Kalmijn 2009), which in
turn may have implications for repartnering behaviour. On the other hand, cohabitation
and marriage may be very similar: For example, in Scandinavian countries, cohabitation
is now the normative setting for childbearing. Focus group research from Norway
suggests that cohabitation and marriage are indistinguishable, especially at the time of
childbearing, although some still marry for romantic reasons (Lappegård and Noack
2015). While the meaning and practice of cohabitation is very heterogeneous across
countries (Perelli-Harris et al. 2014), this study provides new insights into these cross-
national differences by examining whether marriage or cohabitation at first union
matters for second union formation.

We also examine the association between women’s age and children at first union
dissolution, which could impact a woman’s need, opportunity, and attractiveness in the
repartnering process (de Graaf and Kalmijn 2003; Ivanova, Kalmijn, and Uunk 2013;
Theunis,  Pasteels,  and  van  Bavel  2015;  Vanassche  et  al.  2015;  Murinkó  and  Szalma
2016). Individual demographic characteristics such as age and previous fertility have
been seen to influence women’s chances and constraints in the repartnering market
(Lampard and Peggs 1999; de Graaf and Kalmijn 2003; Wu and Schimmele 2005;
Poortman 2007; Meggiolaro and Ongaro 2008; Skew, Evans, and Gray 2009;
Beaujouan 2012; Ivanova, Kalmijn, and Uunk 2013; Vanassche et al. 2015). Yet these
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associations may differ across countries depending on, for example, women’s economic
independence (need), the pool of partners willing to marry divorced or separated
women (opportunity), and the stigma of divorced women (attractiveness) (de Graaf and
Kalmijn 2003; Ivanova, Kalmijn, and Uunk 2013; Vanassche et al. 2015; Murinkó and
Szalma 2016). The effect of children on a woman’s attractiveness may vary across
countries; for example, children may be a greater obstacle to repartnering in countries
where divorce is rare and social norms about fatherhood are more conservative, while
in countries where stepfamilies are common, men may not be as reluctant to take on the
role of stepfather. In addition, policies such as childcare provision and flexible working
arrangements may influence the effect of children on second union formation (de Graaf
and Kalmijn 2003).

Although shared custody of dependent children has recently increased in some
countries, including Belgium, the Netherlands, and Sweden (Spruijt and Duindam 2009;
Sodermans, Matthijs, and Vanassche 2013; Vanassche et al. 2015), our analyses focus
on women’s repartnering, as women traditionally obtain legal custody over minor
children after separation (Beaumont and Manson 2014). Economic deterioration
following separation is generally greater for women and their children than for men (for
review see Aassve et al. 2007 and Andreß et al. 2006). Additionally, data constraints do
not permit examination of men’s repartnering behaviour in all the studied countries.
Furthermore, data constraints mean that we define repartnering as forming a new
coresidential partnership. Some people form living-apart-together relationships after
partnership dissolution, sometimes in response to policies that may deter women from
repartnering, e.g., to maintain lone parent benefits, or due to a preference to remain
independent (Regnier-Loilier, Beaujouan, and Villeneuve-Gokalp 2009). Thus, in
interpreting  our  findings  we should  be  aware  that  some women who do not  repartner
may nevertheless be in a stable, committed relationship.

This paper first discusses why different demographic characteristics may be
associated with repartnering, and how the associations may differ across countries.
Next, we examine at the aggregate level the diversity in the overall level and pace of
repartnering across Europe, which is commonly overlooked in previous work focusing
solely on individual-level determinants. We present basic descriptive statistics of cross-
national differences in levels of repartnering and how they differ according to key
demographic characteristics. Then, using multiple regression analyses of individual
data, we test whether the effects of women’s age, the presence of children at union
dissolution, and the type and duration of first union on the likelihood of repartnering are
universal across our studied countries. Taken together, these analyses help us
understand not only whether the factors associated with the formation of second
coresidential unions differs across countries, but also the extent to which a new family
form – cohabitation – makes a difference to subsequent family formation.
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2. Theoretical framework

2.1 Demographic characteristics affecting women’s repartnering behaviour

First union type. The experience of living with a partner outside of formal marriage can
impact an individual’s attitudes towards marriage and family formation (Cunningham
and Thornton 2005) and may make a fundamental difference to women’s repartnering
behaviour, yet most of the existing literature has focused on repartnering after divorce
(Bumpass, Sweet, and Martin 1990; Wu 1994; Sweeney 1997; Lampard and Peggs
1999; Sweeney 2002; de Graaf and Kalmijn 2003; Meggiolaro and Ongaro 2008;
Ivanova, Kalmijn, and Uunk 2013; Vanassche et al. 2015), and few studies have
distinguished between the repartnering of previously cohabiting and divorced women
(Blanc 1987; Poortman 2007; Skew, Evans, and Gray 2009; Wu and Schimmele 2005).
Some evidence has indicated that cohabitors and divorcees are likely to differ in their
chances and timing of repartnering (Skew, Evans, and Gray 2009; Wu and Schimmele
2005). Studies providing life-table estimates of repartnering by first union type have
shown that previously cohabiting women form a second coresidential union at a faster
pace than divorced women (Blanc 1987; Skew, Evans, and Gray 2009). Results from
multivariate analyses are less conclusive, depending on the definition of first union type
and the studied event, i.e., repartnering in general, or entry into either cohabiting or
marital second union (Skew, Evans, and Gray 2009; Poortman 2007). For example, in
the Netherlands previously cohabiting women have higher risks of repartnering than
divorcees (Poortman 2007), while no significant effect of first union type on
repartnering has been documented for separated individuals in the United Kingdom
(Skew, Evans, and Gray 2009).

Cohabitation is inherently a heterogeneous relationship form, ranging from those
who have just started dating to those who have lived together in a permanent
relationship for many years (Perelli-Harris et al. 2014). Nonetheless, on average
cohabiting unions tend to be less stable than marital unions (Heuveline, Timberlake,
and Furstenberg, Jr. 2003; Beaujouan and Ní Bhrolcháin 2011; Gałęzewska 2016).
Cohabitors who dissolve their unions tend to be younger than married couples who
divorce, because many cohabitors either marry their partner within a few years or
dissolve their unions (Beaujouan and Ní Bhrolcháin 2011). This instability, especially
at younger ages, results in increased exposure to repartnering and possibly a quicker
pace of repartnering. In addition, cohabitors tend to have fewer or no children, which
may make them more attractive to new partners following dissolution. Finally,
cohabitors often have less traditional family attitudes, lower levels of religiosity, and a
greater orientation to individualization (Surkyn and Lesthaeghe 2004; Lesthaeghe
2010), which may make multiple relationships acceptable.
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Repartnering after divorce may take longer. Divorcees may need a longer recovery
time than individuals whose cohabiting union has dissolved, since the end of a marriage
means the failure of fulfilling a formal commitment (Blanc 1987) and divorce itself can
be a strenuous and expensive procedure (Amato 2000). In addition, individuals who
experience marital union dissolution may face a stigma that makes them less attractive
to a potential partner (Ivanova, Kalmijn, and Uunk 2013; Meggiolaro and Ongaro
2008). Divorced individuals are also often older and have children, which might make
them less attractive in the repartnering market. Finally, given that marital partnerships
are often perceived to be more committed than cohabiting relationships (Perelli-Harris
et al. 2014), re-entering a partnership after a painful break-up may be more difficult for
those who have divorced.

First union duration. The increasing length of a first union may facilitate or hinder
repartnering (Bumpass, Sweet, and Martin 1990). On the one hand, women in long first
unions may be more marriage-oriented or may have developed skills relating to home
production that are of value in a new marriage (ibid.). Furthermore, women in long
relationships have spent most of their adult lives with a partner, which may impede
their adjustment to single life and encourage them to re-marry. The financial benefits of
partnership tends to be positively associated with the length of union (Becker, Landes,
and Michael 1977), possibly spurring those in longer unions to repartner more quickly
in  order  to  benefit  from  a  new  union  in  a  similar  way  (Wu  and  Balakrishnan  1994).
Longer first unions may also be positively assessed as they imply the ability to commit
long-term (Poortman 2007). On the other hand, women whose first union was very long
may lack experience in searching for a partner (Koo, Suchindran, and Griffith 1984), or
may have more difficulty separating from their first partner and disentangling
themselves from joint commitments such as a shared family home, resulting in slower
repartnering.

Prior studies have found a positive effect of union duration on repartnering in the
Netherlands (Poortman 2007). A Dutch woman’s chance of entering a new union
increases if her first partnership lasted three years or longer. De Graaf and Kalmijn
(2003) have also reported a positive effect of first marriage duration on women’s
repartnering for the Netherlands, as have Ivanova, Kalmijn, and Uunk (2013) for
Russian women. However, union duration appears to have no effect on women’s
repartnering in the United Kingdom (Skew, Evans, and Gray 2009) or in France,
Germany, Norway, and Romania (Ivanova, Kalmijn, and Uunk 2013).

Women’s age at first union dissolution. Age at first union dissolution may be one
of the most important predictors of repartnering (Beaujouan 2012; Lampard and Peggs
1999; Meggiolaro and Ongaro 2008; Poortman 2007; Skew, Evans, and Gray 2009; Wu
and Schimmele 2005). With women’s increasing age, the pool of potential partners
decreases because men tend to form unions with younger women (Ní Bhrolcháin 1992;
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England and McClintock 2009). Also, women’s attractiveness to a potential partner
may decrease with age because of declining physical attractiveness and health status
(Skew, Evans, and Gray 2009), or because older women may be less willing or unable,
due to biological limits on fertility, to have (further) children (Beaujouan 2012).
Finally, Skew and colleagues (2009) argue that age may reveal some generational
attitudes towards repartnering, as people who are older at union dissolution may have a
more traditional view of union formation and therefore be more reluctant to repartner.
In Europe, age at union dissolution has a negative effect on women’s repartnering; for
example, in France (Beaujouan 2012), Flanders in Belgium (Vanassche et al. 2015;
Theunis, Pasteels, and Van Bavel 2015), Germany (Jaschinski 2011), Italy (Meggiolaro
and Ongaro 2008), the Netherlands (Poortman 2007), and the United Kingdom (Skew,
Evans, and Gray 2009; Lampart and Peggs 1999).

Presence of children at union dissolution. Having dependent children in a
household is generally viewed as an obstacle to women’s repartnering (Sweeney 1997;
Lampard and Peggs 1999; Poortman 2007; Meggiolaro and Ongaro 2008; Skew, Evans,
and Gray 2009; Beaujouan 2012; Ivanova, Kalmijn, and Uunk 2013; Theunis, Pasteels,
and Van Bavel 2015; Vanassche et al. 2015). The presence of children at union
dissolution may affect women’s repartnering in various ways. First, it may affect
women’s attractiveness in the partner market (de Graaf and Kalmijn 2003; Ivanova,
Kalmijn, and Uunk 2013; Goldscheider and Kaufman 2006; Vanassche et al. 2015), as
a potential partner has to take into account the direct financial costs of raising a
woman’s children and face the challenges associated with the complexity of
stepfamilies (Stewart, Manning, and Smock 2003; Stewart 2005; Allan, Crow, and
Hawker 2011). Second, dependent children are also likely to restrict women’s meeting
opportunities as they increase the cost of time women spend searching for a new partner
(de Graaf and Kalmijn 2003; Ivanova, Kalmijn, and Uunk 2013). Given that having
children is usually associated with a stronger emotional investment and a long-term
commitment to a partner, mothers may perceive union dissolution as more harmful than
their childless counterparts and develop a more cautious attitude towards entering a new
union (Lampard and Peggs 1999; Poortman 2007). Also, as children are often
prioritized in terms of time and affection, some mothers may not be willing to form a
new relationship when children are young or if the children do not accept a potential
step-parent (Lampard and Peggs 1999). However, since mothers experience more
adverse economic consequences of union dissolution than their childless counterparts
(Amato 2000), having children may increase women’s need to repartner in order to
improve the household’s financial situation (de Graaf and Kalmijn 2003; Ivanova,
Kalmijn, and Uunk 2013). Finally, separated childless women with a strong desire for
children may want to quickly form a second union to achieve their childbearing
intentions (Beaujouan and Solaz 2013).
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2.2 Cross-national variation in repartnering behaviour

European countries differ in the demographic, socioeconomic, institutional, and cultural
context in which repartnering is embedded (Hajnal 1965). Contextual factors are
important because they may influence the interplay between individual-level
characteristics and repartnering behaviour, resulting in different associations across
countries (Billari 2015).

First, it is important to note that the rate of diffusion of new family behaviours has
differed dramatically across the continent and these differences may influence
interrelationships between demographic characteristics and repartnering. Scandinavian
countries such as Norway and Sweden have been forerunners in adopting new
behaviours such as late entry into marriage, low marriage rates, and high union
instability (Sobotka and Toulemon 2008). In Norway cohabitation is widespread and
viewed as a normative stage in the family formation process, including as a setting for
childbearing (Syltevik 2010; Lappegård and Noack 2015). In addition, repartnering and
multi-partner fertility are relatively common and accepted (Thomson et al. 2014). In
Western European countries (represented in our study by Belgium, France, the
Netherlands, and the United Kingdom), cohabitation prior to marriage is normative, and
childbearing within cohabitation is widely practiced (Perelli-Harris et al. 2012).
Divorce rates are also very high; however, they vary considerably across Western
Europe. For example, the total divorce rate (TDR) in 2005 ranges from 0.37 in the
Netherlands to 0.58 in Belgium (Spijker 2012).

In Southern and Eastern Europe, marriage remains the dominant family
arrangement. In Italy cohabitation has increased recently, but only to about 12% of
couples in 2013 (Pirani and Vignoli 2016). Divorce in Italy was introduced
comparatively late, in 1970, and the divorce rate is still one of the lowest in Europe
(Spijker 2012). Eastern European countries (represented here by Hungary, Poland,
Russia, and Estonia) generally have strong marriage norms, low levels of cohabitation,
and relatively high divorce rates (Perelli-Harris et al. 2017), but some countries exhibit
important differences. In Poland, traditional values reflect the influence of the Catholic
Church and result in a low prevalence of cohabitation (Mynarska and Bernardi 2007),
and low divorce rates (Spijker 2012). By contrast, its high level of cohabitation and
moderate divorce rates make Estonia more similar to Scandinavian countries than to the
rest of Eastern Europe (Katus et al. 2007).

Second, economic conditions, legal policies, and welfare state regulations
influence women’s need to repartner (de Graaf and Kalmijn 2003; Ivanova, Kalmijn,
and Uunk 2013; Vanassche et al. 2015). Repartnering may serve as an effective strategy
to offset declines in household income following separation (Ozawa and Yoon 2002;
Dewilde and Uunk 2008; Jansen, Mortelmans, and Snoeckx 2009; de Regt,
Mortelmans, and Marynissen 2012). However, comparative evidence has suggested that
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the financial consequences of separation vary across Europe (Dewilde 2002; Uunk
2004; Andreß et al. 2006; Aassve et al. 2007). Welfare state arrangements, particularly
policies to support lone parents and labour market regulations enhancing mothers’
employment, may mitigate the adverse consequences of union dissolution (Dewilde
2002; Uunk 2004; Andreß et al. 2006). Attention has also been paid to the extent and
the character of welfare transfers, i.e., universal (e.g., Sweden) or means-tested (e.g.,
the United Kingdom), showing that financial deterioration after union dissolution is
smaller in countries with more generous benefits for lone mothers (ibid.). Furthermore,
policies targeting mothers’ full-time employment, in particular the availability and
acceptability of public childcare, are likely to improve women’s economic situation
(Raeymaeckers et al. 2008; van Damme, Kalmijn, and Uunk 2009). At the same time,
welfare benefits, public childcare provision, and easy access to paid full-time
employment, i.e., arrangements aimed at increasing women’s economic independence,
are also likely to reduce women’s incentive to repartner for financial reasons (de Graaf
and Kalmijn 2003; Dewilde and Uunk 2004). On the other hand, increased labour force
participation increases the chance of meeting a partner through the workplace (de Graaf
and Kalmijn 2003). Repartnering may also depend on country-specific laws governing
divorce and nonmarital union dissolution. Although divorce has been legal in the
majority of Western societies since the 1950s, countries differ as to when major reforms
introducing non-fault, mutual-consent, and unilateral divorce were implemented
(Perelli-Harris et al. 2017). Different types of divorce legislation imply different
administrative practices, i.e., the cost and length of the procedure (including the
separation period) vary, which suggests varying direct costs of union dissolution across
countries. Countries differ also in the regulation of the financial aftermath of divorce,
such as child support, spouse alimony, and custodial arrangements, and whether
cohabiting couples have rights or responsibilities upon union dissolution (Sánchez
Gassen and Perelli-Harris 2015; Vanassche et al. 2015).

Third, divorced and separated women may differ across countries in their
attractiveness in the repartnering market (de Graaf and Kalmijn 2003; Ivanova,
Kalmijn, and Uunk 2013; Vanassche et al. 2015). Societal attitudes towards divorce and
stepfamily may affect second union formation (Goldscheider and Kaufman 2006;
Goldscheider, Kaufman, and Sassler 2009). In countries where divorce is uncommon,
especially in more religious countries such as Italy, divorcees may be stigmatized,
making them less attractive as a potential partner (Gelissen 2003; Liefbroer and
Fokkema 2008; Meggiolaro and Ongaro 2008; Ivanova, Kalmijn, and Uunk 2013).
Nonetheless, although the acceptance of divorce has increased slightly over time in
many European countries (Liefbroer and Fokkema 2008), in some countries negative
attitudes towards divorce have prevailed when children are involved (Rijken and
Liefbroer 2012). Persistent high divorce rates over a longer period of time may also
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have indirect effects on repartnering through the intergenerational transmission of
attitudes: Some studies have suggested that individuals who experience nontraditional
family forms in childhood are more likely to marry someone previously married or with
children (Bernhardt and Goldscheider 2002; Goldscheider and Kaufman 2006;
Goldscheider and Sassler 2006).

Finally, repartnering chances depend on the opportunity to repartner, or the
availability (supply) of potential partners (de Graaf and Kalmijn 2003). In countries
where union dissolution is very common, previously married or cohabiting men
constitute a significant share of the pool of potential partners; for example, in Norway,
the United Kingdom, Estonia, France, and Russia compared to Italy and Poland.
Moreover, the structure of the partner market regarding men’s individual
characteristics, for instance, age, previous union and fertility history, and
socioeconomic status, may impact women’s opportunities to find a partner (Ní
Bhrolcháin and Sigle-Rushton 2005; Shafer and James 2013; Theunis, Pasteels, and
Van Bavel 2015). Since women are disadvantaged in the partner market due to
unbalanced sex ratios at higher ages and men’s preference for younger women
(England and McClintock 2009), repartnering rates should be higher in countries where
women’s mean age at union dissolution is relatively young. The partner market
structure in terms of males’ partnership history is important, as divorced men may have
more favourable attitudes towards and be more likely to enter into a union with
divorcees or mothers (Bernhardt and Goldscheider 2002; Stewart, Manning, and Smock
2003; Goldscheider and Kaufman 2006; Goldscheider, Kaufman, and Sassler 2009;
Vanassche et al. 2015).

Taken together, differences in women’s age and presence of children at union
dissolution as well as the type and duration of first partnership may explain why some
women are more likely to repartner than others. At the same time, cross-national
differences in the rate of diffusion of new family behaviours, in socioeconomic and
institutional arrangements as well as in the opportunities and the attractiveness of the
separated women in the repartnering market, may explain the variation in repartnering
levels across Europe. Given the complexity of the interplay between women’s
demographic characteristics and contextual factors we refrain from formulating
country-specific repartnering hypotheses. However, due to the general acceptability of
cohabitation and divorce across Northern and Western Europe we might expect few
differences in repartnering behaviour according to first partnership type, age at
dissolution, and/or parental status. For Southern and Eastern European countries, on the
other hand, we hypothesise differences in the association between first union type and
repartnering behaviour, resulting from the generally prevailing strong marriage norms.
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3. Data and analytical approach

Harmonized Histories. The data comes from the Harmonized Histories, a cross-national
dataset which contains harmonized fertility and partnership histories collected in the
British Household Panel Survey (2005–2006), the Dutch Fertility and Family Survey
(2003), and Generations and Gender Surveys in Belgium (2008–2010), Estonia (2004–
2005), France (2005), Hungary (2004–2005), Italy (2003), Norway (2007–2008),
Poland (2010–2011), Russia (2004), and Sweden (2012–2013) (for more information,
see www.nonmarital.org). Our analytical sample consists of women born in 1950–1969,
who entered a first union before exact age 40 which subsequently dissolved (Table 1).
To ensure comparability across countries, despite differences in survey interview year,
the analysis is restricted to the calendar period before 2005. Consequently, repartnering
behaviours of women aged 35 to 55 at the time of the survey are examined. Sample size
varies from 296 in Belgium to 1,037 in Norway and comprises 7,332 women in total, of
which  3,841  had  formed  a  second  coresidential  union  within  the  ten  years  after  first
union dissolution. If available, survey weights are applied in order to show nationally
representative results.

Analytical approach. First  we provide  insights  into  the  repartnering  dynamics  of
women born 1950–1969 across Europe using life table estimates, and examine how the
population at risk of repartnering varies in terms of individual-level demographic
characteristics – women’s age at first union dissolution, presence of children (i.e.,
motherhood status), and the type and duration of the dissolved first union – across
European countries. Women who married their first partner directly as well as those
who married after a period of premarital cohabitation are assigned to the marriage
category. Women living in nonmarital coresiding unions at the time of union
dissolution constitute the category ‘cohabitation.’

Discrete-time logistic hazard models (Allison 1982) are used to estimate the log-
odds that an individual experiences repartnering in month t given that this event has not
occurred yet. The model is defined as follows:

݃݋݈ ൬ ௜ܲ௧

1 − ௜ܲ௧
൰ =∝௧+ߚଵݔ௜௧ଵ ௜௧௞ݔ௞ߚ+⋯+

We present our results using exponentials of the regression coefficients ,.i.e ,ߚ
odds ratios. Exposure to repartnering begins with the month of separation or divorce,
depending on which comes first.3 The event – repartnering – occurs the month the
woman enters a second coresidential union. Observations have been censored when

3 For simplicity, we refer to women who dissolved their marital first union as ‘divorcees’ even though the
legal divorce may have occurred later, after separation.
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women have not found a new partner within the ten years after first union dissolution,
or at the time of the survey.

Table 1: Description of the sample

Note: (*) Female birth cohort 1950–1969, within ten years since separation, women’s experiences are censored at January 2005
(2003 in Italy and the Netherlands) to allow comparability across countries.
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We proceed in two stages. First, we take each of the 11 countries individually and
examine the association between the likelihood of repartnering and our set of
individual-level characteristics: first partnership type (cohabiting vs. marriage (ref.)),
duration of first union at dissolution (numeric), women’s age at first union dissolution
(numeric), the presence of children at dissolution (yes vs. no (ref.)), and birth cohort
(1950–1959 vs. 1960–1969 (ref.)). Subsequently, we use a pooled model and include
interaction terms between country and all explanatory variables to test whether the
effect of the woman’s demographic characteristics on repartnering differs between
countries (as previously done in Liefbroer and Dourleijn (2006)).4 We choose France as
a reference category due to its moderate level of union dissolution and cohabitation.5 To
facilitate interpretation, results are presented in form of monthly predicted probabilities
of repartnering by first union type, for childless women. Additional information on
statistically significant effects is also provided.

4. Results

4.1 Descriptive statistics

4.1.1 Life table estimates of repartnering

Of substantive interest is both the overall level and the pace of repartnering (Beaujouan
2012). While previous research has focused on the individual-level covariates
associated with the chance of repartnering in a single country or a few countries, this
study is the first to provide comparative data showing the significant range in levels of
repartnering. Life table estimates of the cumulative percentages of women born in
1950–1969 in each country, who repartnered within ten years after first union
dissolution, vary from around 30% in Italy and Poland to 81% in Sweden (Table 2).6

Differences between countries are statistically significant (Wald Chi2, p = 0.0000).

4 There are insufficient countries to conduct a multi-level model. See Bryan and Jenkins (2013).
5 We conducted sensitivity analyses using different countries as the reference category. Although regression
coefficients changed, as they are expressed in relation to the reference category the substantive conclusions
remain the same.
6 Similar patterns are observed if we restrict the analysis to five years after first union dissolution.
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Table 2: Life table estimates of cumulative proportions of repartnering within
ten years since first union dissolution (divorced or separated,
whichever comes first), and number of years by which 25%, 50%,
and 75% of separated women have repartnered

Country
Percentage of women

who repartnered
within ten years

25% 50% 75%

Belgium 68.0 1.9 4.2 15.3
Estonia 60.3 1.8 6.0
France 64.9 2.0 5.0 16.5

Hungary 58.7 2.3 7.6
Italy 31.0 7.1
NDL 67.6 2.3 4.9 17.8
Norway 71.1 2.1 4.8 12.3
Poland 34.1 6.8
Russia 62.0 2.1 6.2 23.7
Sweden 80.6 1.6 3.5 8.0
UK 72.3 1.5 4.1 12.7

Note: Female birth cohort 1950–1969, within ten years since separation, women’s experiences are censored at January 2005 (2003
in Italy and the Netherlands) for all countries to allow comparability across countries.

Cross-national differences in repartnering behaviour are even more pronounced
when the pace of repartnering is explored, i.e., the time until 25%, 50%, or 75% of
separated women repartner. In Belgium, Estonia, France, Hungary, the Netherlands,
Norway, Russia, Sweden, and the United Kingdom around a quarter of women had
repartnered approximately 2 years after the separation from the first partner. By
contrast, in Italy and Poland it took almost 7 years for 25% of separated women to start
a second coresidential union. The median duration before repartnering (i.e., when 50%
of separated women have repartnered) is the shortest in Sweden (3.5 years), followed
by  Belgium  and  the  United  Kingdom  (around  4  years).  At  the  other  end  of  the
spectrum, in Italy and Poland, the pace of repartnering is so slow that we do not observe
median duration.

Figure 1 shows differences in the cumulative percentages of repartnering within
ten years, comparing women whose first partnership was a cohabitation or marriage. In
all European countries previously cohabiting women were more likely to repartner than
previously married women, suggesting some fundamental distinctions between the two
types of union. However, the differences in life table estimates for previously
cohabiting and married women are only statistically significant (Wald Chi2, p<0.001)
in  Italy,  the  Netherlands,  Norway,  Sweden,  and  the  United  Kingdom.  Figure  1  may
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reflect heterogeneity with respect to age, children, and duration of union, all of which
may reduce differences between the repartnering behaviour of the formerly cohabiting
and married. We present the tables and figures in the following section to provide
additional insight into how our variables of interest differ across countries and also
between formerly cohabiting and married women.

Figure 1: Life table estimates of cumulative percentages of repartnering within
ten years since first union dissolution (divorced or separated,
whichever comes first) by first union type, women born 1950–1969

Note: Women’s experiences are censored at January 2005 (2003 in Italy and the Netherlands) to allow comparability across
countries. Weights have been applied if available.

4.1.2 Demographic characteristics at time of separation

First union type. We now turn to an analysis of the distribution of the population at risk
of repartnering according to our key variables. The first two rows of Table 3 show the
percentage of women whose first union dissolved, by union type, in 11 European
countries. Among the 1950–1969 cohorts in all countries except Sweden, most women
re-entering the partner market were previously married. The percentage of separated
women who had dissolved a cohabiting first union ranges from 10%–12% in Hungary,
Poland, and Russia to over 40% in France, the Netherlands, and Norway and up to 66%
in Sweden where cohabitation is normative. Even though our table only shows unions
which separate, these patterns reflect the variation in cohabitation across Europe
(Perelli-Harris et al. 2017).
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Table 3: Percentage of women born in 1950–1969 whose first union dissolved,
by variables of interest

Note: Category ‘marriage’ encompasses women married directly and women whose first marital union was preceded by cohabitation.
Women’s experiences are censored at January 2005 (2003 in Italy and the Netherlands) to allow comparability across countries.
Weights have been applied if available.
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Age at union dissolution. The average age at first union dissolution across Europe
ranges from 28.2 years in the United Kingdom to 33.5 and 33.9 in Poland and Italy
respectively (Table 3). Further examination of the distribution (not shown) suggests that
in  Estonia,  the  Netherlands,  Norway,  Russia,  Sweden,  and  the  United  Kingdom  the
majority of women exposed to repartnering experienced first union dissolution under
age  30,  often  in  their  early  20s.  In  Belgium,  France,  Italy,  and  Poland,  on  the  other
hand, the majority of separated women are in their 30s (often late 30s) when their first
union dissolves.

The variation in the age at separation across Europe may be due to differences in
first union type. Figure 2 shows that in all European countries divorced women are
substantially older at union dissolution than previously cohabiting women. The mean
age at marital first union dissolution ranges from around 29.3 in Russia to over 34.0 in
Italy and Sweden, while the mean age at nonmarital union dissolution is considerably
younger and varies between 25.2 years in the United Kingdom and 32.6 in Poland.
Differences in mean age at union dissolution by first union type are more pronounced in
Western and Northern European countries (5.5–8.5 years) where cohabitation is more
common than in Southern and Eastern Europe (no more than 3.5 years).

Figure 2: Mean age at first union dissolution by first union type, women born
1950–1969

Note: Category ‘marriage’ encompasses women married directly and women whose first marital union was preceded by cohabitation.
Women’s experiences are censored at January 2005 (2003 in Italy and the Netherlands) for all countries to allow comparability
across countries.Weights have been applied if available.
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First union duration. The mean duration of first union varies from 7–8 years in the
United Kingdom, Sweden, Russia, and the Netherlands to over 11 years in Belgium and
Poland (Table 3). However, dissolved first marital unions lasted for considerably longer
than cohabiting first unions (Figure 3), corroborating previous studies that cohabitating
unions are often more unstable than marital unions (Beaujouan and Ní Bhrolcháin
2011). Of interest is the particularly short length of first cohabiting partnerships in
Russia (3.2 years) and the United Kingdom (2.8 years), as compared with other
countries such as Belgium, France, and Poland where the average duration is over 6
years. Recall that in our analysis, marriages may have been preceded by cohabitation
and hence the more stable cohabiting unions may have been more likely to transition
into marriage. These patterns also reflect cross-national differences in normative
expectations: In the United Kingdom and Russia, which have shorter cohabiting unions
(Beaujouan and Ní Bhrolcháin 2011; Perelli-Harris and Gerber 2011), it appears to be
normative to either marry or dissolve a union relatively quickly, but in the other
countries it is more common to remain cohabitating for a longer period, as in France
(Rault and Régnier-Loilier 2015), or the cohabiting unions may be very selective, as in
Poland (Mynarska and Matysiak 2010).

Figure 3: Mean first union duration by first union type, women born
1950–1969

Note: Category ‘marriage’ encompasses women married directly and women whose first marital union was preceded by cohabitation.
Women’s experiences are censored at January 2005 (2003 in Italy and the Netherlands) to allow comparability across countries.
Weights have been applied if available.
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Presence of children. Numerous studies have found that the presence of children at
union dissolution generally has a negative effect on women’s repartnering chances
(Beaujouan 2012; Ivanova, Kalmijn, and Uunk 2013; Lampard and Peggs 1999;
Meggiolaro and Ongaro 2008; Poortman 2007; Skew, Evans, and Gray 2009). Table 3
shows that the percentage of women who have yet to become mothers when they
dissolve their first union differs considerably across countries, ranging from 15% or less
in  Estonia  and  Poland  to  around  half  in  the  United  Kingdom  and  over  half  in  the
Netherlands and Sweden. In all countries, previously married women are more likely to
have had children at the point of separation than previously cohabiting women, but the
difference between the two is much larger in the Netherlands, where fewer than 10% of
women separated from a cohabiting partner were mothers, as compared with Estonia,
where over 70% of previously cohabiting women have children when they re-enter the
partner market (Figure 4).

Figure 4: Presence of children at separation by first union type, women born
1950–1969

Note: Category ‘marriage’ encompasses women married directly and women whose first marital union was preceded by cohabitation.
Women’s experiences are censored at January 2005 (2003 in Italy and the Netherlands) to allow comparability across countries.
Weights have been applied if available.

The percentage of mothers among cohabiting women whose first unions dissolved
is much lower in Western and Southern European countries (less than 30% in Belgium,
Italy, the Netherlands, Norway, Sweden, and the United Kingdom) than in Eastern
Europe (Estonia, Hungary, Poland, and Russia). This result is somewhat puzzling, as



Gałęzewska, Perelli-Harris & Berrington: Cross-national differences in women’s repartnering behaviour

208 http://www.demographic-research.org

one might expect that in countries with very strong marriage norms and a low
prevalence of cohabitation the percentage of previously cohabiting women with
children at union dissolution would be lower. On the one hand, the relatively high
percentage of mothers among women who dissolved a cohabiting first union may result
from the small sample size of cohabiting women in Poland (53 obs.). On the other hand,
previous research on Eastern Europe has shown that the vast majority of women who
cohabit at the start of first partnership transition into marriage before first birth (Perelli-
Harris et al. 2012). Therefore, women who continued to cohabit after first birth may be
somewhat selective, and hence have an elevated risk of union dissolution.

4.2 Single-country regression models

Demographic characteristics. We now turn to models which incorporate all of the
variables of interest, to show whether previously cohabiting women still have higher
risks of repartnering than the previously married after including demographic controls.
Table 4 shows the odds ratios from the final discrete-time hazard models for each
country separately, in which all covariates are included. Once women’s age, duration of
the first union, and presence of children are included, the type of the first partnership is
no longer significantly associated with the risk of repartnering, with the exception of
France  where  women  who  were  cohabiting  at  first  union  have  a  30%  lower  risk  of
repartnering than women who were married. In Poland previous cohabitors have a 54%
higher risk of repartnering, but the difference is not statistically significant because of
the relatively small number of cohabitors in the Polish sample.

In additional analyses (available on request),  we run a series of nested models to
gain further insight as to why the observed unadjusted differences between previously
cohabiting and married women (seen in Figure 1) are no longer observed in the final
model. The first model included partnership type and our controls (duration since
separation and birth cohort). We then successively include the demographic
characteristics of women at first partnership dissolution. In the Netherlands, Norway,
and Sweden, once any demographic characteristics are controlled for, the effect of
partnership type becomes insignificant. In the United Kingdom, once differences in age
at dissolution and the presence of children are controlled for, the effect of first
partnership type disappears. For Italy, differences between previous cohabitors and
married women in terms of age at dissolution and the duration of the first partnership
appear to mediate the relationship. In France, on the other hand, the relationship
between cohabitation and repartnering becomes significant as soon as any demographic
characteristics are included, suggesting that compositional aspects at time of union
dissolution differ, or that the meaning of cohabitation in France is different.
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Table 4: Odds ratios of repartnering, from discrete-time hazard single-
country models

Belgium Estonia France Hungary Italy NDL
First union type (ref. marriage)
Cohabitation 0.85 1.11 0.70** 1.19 1.27 0.96

(0.21) (0.16) (0.09) (0.25) (0.27) (0.16)

Women’s age at first
union dissolution 0.98 0.91*** 0.94** 0.89*** 0.94*** 0.99

(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)

First union duration
(numeric) 1.00 1.04 1.02 1.07** 0.98 0.97

(0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.03) (0.02) (0.02)

Presence of children (ref. No)
Yes 0.75 0.95 0.64** 0.81 0.74 0.63*

(0.15) (0.14) (0.09) (0.12) (0.15) (0.12)

Duration since first union dissolution in years (ref. 2–5 years)

Less than 2 years 0.99 1.41** 0.97 1.25 1.01 0.83
(0.17) (0.17) (0.13) (0.18) (0.22) (0.12)

5–10 years 0.52** 0.54*** 0.50*** 0.69* 0.88 0.59**
(0.11) (0.08) (0.09) (0.11) (0.20) (0.10)

Birth cohort (ref. 1960–1969)
1950–1959 0.77 0.83 0.80 1.16 0.84 0.80

(0.13) (0.09) (0.10) (0.14) (0.16) (0.11)

Constant 0.036*** 0.12*** 0.12*** 0.17*** 0.030*** 0.027***
Number of women 296 659 689 566 790 458
Number of events 174 363 342 289 177 295
Person-months 15,570 40,993 41,448 35,389 56,695 26,231
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Table 4: (Continued)

Norway Poland Russia Sweden UK
First union type (ref. marriage)
Cohabitation 1.06 1.54 0.78 1.03 1.21

(0.11) (0.40) (0.14) (0.12) (0.18)

Women’s age at first
union dissolution 0.92*** 0.87*** 0.93*** 0.93*** 0.92***

(0.01) (0.03) (0.01) (0.01) (0.02)

First union duration
(numeric) 1.06*** 1.09* 1.01 1.03* 1.07**

(0.02) (0.03) (0.02) (0.02) (0.03)

Presence of children (ref. No)
Yes 0.66*** 0.68 0.84 0.76* 0.47***

(0.07) (0.15) (0.12) (0.09) (0.07)

Duration since first union dissolution in years (ref. 2–5 years)

Less than 2 years 0.82* 1.23 1.34* 0.88 1.27
(0.08) (0.26) (0.17) (0.08) (0.18)

5–10 years 0.65*** 1.12 0.80 0.70** 0.72
(0.07) (0.22) (0.11) (0.08) (0.12)

Birth cohort (ref. 1960–1969)
1950–1959 0.80* 0.99 0.89 0.87 0.84

(0.08) (0.18) (0.09) (0.08) (0.12)

Constant 0.14*** 0.13** 0.084*** 0.13*** 0.11***
Number of women 1,037 536 842 764 695
Number of events 652 145 424 555 425
Person-months 57,562 41,149 56,672 37,166 42,137

Note: Exponentiated coefficients. Significance level: *p<0.05, **p<0.01, ***p<0.001. Standard errors in parenthesis.
Female birth cohort 1950–1969, within ten years since separation. Women’s experiences are censored at January 2005 (2003 in
Italy and the Netherlands) to allow comparability across countries. Category “marriage” encompasses women married directly and
women whose first marital union was preceded by cohabitation. Weights have been applied if available.
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Age at first union dissolution has a strong, negative association with repartnering
in all countries except Belgium and the Netherlands, net of other factors. For each
additional year of age, the risk of repartnering decreases by 6% in Italy and France and
by up to 13% in Poland. Mothers differ significantly in their repartnering behaviour
compared to childless women in France, the Netherlands, Norway, Sweden, and the
United Kingdom. The risk of repartnering for mothers, compared with childless
women, ranges from 24% lower in Sweden to 53% lower in the United Kingdom. In the
remaining countries, where the effect of the presence of children at union dissolution is
not significant, the odds ratios of repartnering for mothers are also substantially below
one. These findings corroborate previous research on selected countries (Beaujouan
2012; de Graaf and Kalmijn 2003; Ivanova, Kalmijn, and Uunk 2013; Lampard and
Peggs 1999; Poortman 2007; Skew, Evans, and Gray 2009). In Belgium and Poland the
lack of statistical significance likely reflects small sample size. For example, Vanassche
and colleagues (2015) have analysed a much larger sample of women in Flanders (the
Northern region of Belgium) and found a strong negative age effect on repartnering.

The duration of first union has a significant effect on women’s repartnering in 5
out of 11 countries (Table 4). In Hungary, Norway, Poland, Sweden, and the United
Kingdom each additional year of first union increases the risk of repartnering, by 3% in
Sweden up to 9% in Poland. Our results suggest that in some European countries,
women in long first unions may be more family-oriented and/or perceived as more
committed to a union (Poortman 2007).7

Other control variables. Duration since separation, which is a base line hazard in
the models, has a significant effect on women’s repartnering in 8 out of 11 countries
(Table 4). The risk of repartnering generally decreases over time, and 5–10 years
following separation it ranges from 30% lower in Sweden and Hungary to 50% lower in
France than 2–5 years after separation from first partner. In most countries the risk of
repartnering in the first 2 years following separation is not significantly different from
the risk of second union formation 2–5 years after separation (ref. category). The
differences are found in Estonia and Russia, where the risk of repartnering in the first
couple of years after separation is 41% and 34% higher, respectively, than in the
reference category, and in Norway, where somewhat surprisingly the highest risk of
repartnering is observed 2–5 years after separation.

Furthermore, except in Norway, the odds ratios indicate no significant differences
in repartnering behaviour across birth cohorts once women’s age, the presence of
children at first union dissolution, and first union type and duration are included. A
series of single-country discrete-time hazard models estimated in the model-building

7 Duration of first union and age at union dissolution are to some extent correlated, but sensitivity analyses
show that the effect of the variables of interest do not change when age and union duration are included in the
model, although union duration itself may change slightly in some countries.
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process (available on request) show that controlling only for duration since separation
and first union type, in most countries women born in 1960–1969 have significantly
higher risks of repartnering. However, the effect becomes insignificant once age at
union dissolution is included in the model, suggesting that more recent birth cohorts are
repartnering to a greater extent because they are splitting up with their first partners at a
younger age.

4.3 Pooled regression model

In the second set of analyses we examine whether women’s past demographic
experiences have the same effect on repartnering in all European countries. Using a
pooled dataset of 11 countries, we estimate a discrete-time hazard model with
interaction terms between the country and each of the explanatory variables. Table 5
shows the main effects and significant interactions. The significant interaction effect
between country and first partnership type suggests that the relationship between first
partnership  type  and  the  chance  of  repartnering  in  Estonia,  Hungary,  Italy,  Norway,
Poland, Sweden, and the United Kingdom is significantly different to the relationship
seen for France.

Table 5: Odds ratios from pooled model of 11 countries with main effects and
significant interaction effects

Odds ratios Std. error
Country (ref. France)

Belgium 0.31 (0.19)
Estonia 1.05 (0.61)
Hungary 1.43 (0.91)
Italy 0.26* (0.17)
NDL 0.23** (0.13)
Norway 1.22 (0.63)
Poland 1.09 (0.82)
Russia 0.71 (0.39)
Sweden 1.13 (0.61)
UK 0.91 (0.54)
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Table 5: (Continued)
Odds ratios Std. error

First union type (ref. marriage)
Cohabitation 0.70** (0.09)
Cohabitation * Estonia 1.58* (0.31)
Cohabitation * Hungary 1.70* (0.42)
Cohabitation * Italy 1.82* (0.45)
Cohabitation * Norway 1.52* (0.26)
Cohabitation * Poland 2.20** (0.64)
Cohabitation * Sweden 1.47* (0.26)
Cohabitation * UK 1.73** (0.35)

Women’s age at first union dissolution
(numeric) 0.94** (0.02)

Age at union dissolution * Hungary 0.94* (0.03)
Age at union dissolution * NDL 1.05* (0.03)
Age at union dissolution * Poland 0.93* (0.03)

First union duration (numeric) 1.02 (0.02)

Presence of children (ref. no)
Yes 0.64** (0.09)

Duration since separation (ref. 2–5 years)
Less than 2 years 0.97 (0.13)
5–10 years 0.50*** (0.09)
Less than 2 years * Estonia 1.45* (0.27)
5–10 years * Italy 1.77* (0.51)
5–10 years * Poland 2.27** (0.61)
5–10 years * Russia 1.62* (0.36)

Birth cohort (ref. 1960–1969)
1950–1959 0.80 (0.10)
Birth cohort 1950–1959 * Hungary 1.44* (0.26)

Constant 0.12*** (0.05)
Number of women 7,332
Number of event 3,841
Person-months 451,012

Note: Exponentiated coefficients. Significance level: *p<0.05, **p<0.01, ***p<0.001. Standard errors in parentheses.
Female birth cohort 1950–1969, within ten years since separation. Women’s experiences are censored at January 2005 (2003 in
Italy and the Netherlands) to allow comparability across countries. Category “marriage” encompasses women married directly and
women whose first marital union was preceded by cohabitation. Weights have been applied if available.
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Figure 5 shows the predicted probabilities of repartnering according to first
partnership type for childless women, with other variables held at their mean value (for
continuous variables), cohort 1960–1969, and duration since separation set to 2–5
years.

Figure 5: Predicted probabilities of repartnering by first union type

Note: Predicted probabilities are calculated for childless women using the mean age at first union dissolution for all countries (age
30.4), mean first union duration (8.7 years), birth cohort of 1960–1969 and the duration since separation set to 2-5 years. Based
upon pooled model of 11 countries. Category ‘marriage’ encompasses women married directly and women whose first marital union
was preceded by cohabitation. Women’s experiences are censored at January 2005 (2003 in Italy and the Netherlands) to allow
comparability across countries. Weights have been applied if available.

The highest monthly probabilities of repartnering are observed in Belgium, France,
the Netherlands, Norway, Sweden, and the United Kingdom, and the lowest in Poland
and Italy. In most countries, once other variables are controlled for, the chances of
repartnering for previously cohabiting women are similar (or only very slightly higher)
to those of divorcees. France (and to a lesser extent Belgium and Russia) stands out
from the other countries, since here previously married women appear far more likely
to repartner.

We do not see any significant interaction between presence of children and
country, which tells us that the dampening effect of children on repartnering is
universal (Table 5). We do, however, find significant interactions between country and
time since dissolution. In most countries the risk of repartnering is similarly high in the
first five years following separation. A difference is seen for Estonia, however, where
risk of repartnering is 45% higher in the first couple of years than in the subsequent few
years. In many countries the risk of repartnering is significantly lower at longer
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durations subsequent to dissolution. However, this is not the case for Italy, Poland, and
Russia. Finally, the interactions between country and age at dissolution shown in Table
5 suggest that most countries exhibit a negative relationship between age at dissolution
and repartnering, and that this negative relationship is particularly strong in Poland and
Hungary. By contrast, in the Netherlands age at dissolution does not affect the risk of
repartnering, net of other factors.

5. Discussion

This study describes repartnering behaviour across 11 European countries and examines
whether the effects of key factors associated with second union formation differ across
countries. Previous studies have examined individual covariates associated with
repartnering, but none have shown the extent of the variation across Europe. Here we
find substantial differences: For example, 80% of women repartner within ten years in
Sweden, while around 30% do so in Italy and Poland. These differences suggest that the
experiences of women in the repartnering market are context-specific, possibly
determined by the economic or social need to repartner, the stigma attached to divorced
women, or characteristics of the first union such as duration and children.

In addition, few studies have provided a basic comparison of the demographic
circumstances of women at the time of union dissolution. Such an analysis is important,
because it indicates compositional differences in the population at risk of repartnering
and may help to explain variation in repartnering levels across countries. For example,
age at separation varies considerably across Europe, with the mean age ranging from 28
in the United Kingdom to almost 34 in Italy and Poland. The percentage of childless
women exposed to repartnering is much higher in Northern and Western Europe than in
Eastern European countries. Furthermore, the percentage of women who separated from
a cohabiting first partner varies, from around 10% in most Eastern and Southern
European countries to over 40% in France, the Netherlands, Norway, and the United
Kingdom and up to 66% in Sweden. These figures indicate considerable heterogeneity
in repartnering dynamics, not only in the level of repartnering but also in the
characteristics of the women available to repartner.

Our next aim was to examine whether the relationships between key demographic
variables and repartnering are the same or different across countries. In particular, we
focus on the role of cohabitation in the repartnering process. While the institution of
marriage has changed dramatically over the past few decades, cohabitation is altering
the nature of relationships (Perelli-Harris et al. 2014) and has an even more ambiguous
meaning for partnership formation and dissolution (Cherlin 2004). Previous studies
have found significant differences between marriage and cohabitation: For example,



Gałęzewska, Perelli-Harris & Berrington: Cross-national differences in women’s repartnering behaviour

216 http://www.demographic-research.org

cohabitors have more liberal or nonconformist values (Surkyn and Lesthaeghe 2004), a
tendency to keep resources separate (Lyngstad, Noack, and Tufte 2011), lower
subjective well-being (Soons and Kalmijn 2009), and lower second birth rates (Perelli-
Harris 2014). These differences may persist when formerly cohabiting individuals
search for and settle down with new partners.

Our findings do show raw differences in repartnering behaviour between those
whose first partnerships were cohabitation or marriage. In most countries previously
cohabiting women repartner significantly more quickly than the previously married.
However, we also find that cohabitors tend to have a younger mean age at union
dissolution and shorter partnerships, and are less likely to have children. Once we use
discrete-time hazard models to control for these characteristics, the type of the
dissolved first union no longer matters for women’s repartnering (with the exception of
France). Thus, our results suggest that the primary reason that previously cohabiting
and married women differ in repartnering behaviour is due to basic demographic
characteristics, not because the experience of cohabitation changes their behaviour or
because of more complicated selection mechanisms. Note, however, that we examine
union type at the time of union dissolution; women in the most solid cohabiting unions
may marry and stay in a marital union longer, while those in more fragile unions may
separate before marriage. This may lead to selection of the strongest unions into
marriage and different characteristics for the people who do not marry. Nonetheless, the
consistent lack of difference by union type across countries is striking, suggesting a far
more important role for the other demographic characteristics.

We do observe one exception: In France previously married women have about a
one-third higher risk of repartnering than cohabiting women, after controlling for
demographic characteristics. The fact that cohabitors in France have lower risks of
repartnering is somewhat puzzling. Similar to marriage, cohabitation in France is
widespread, often of long duration, and a common setting for childbearing (Köppen
2011; Rault and Régnier-Loilier 2015). Religion, however, may play an important role
in marital decisions, since those who are more religious are more likely to marry
(Régnier-Loilier and Prioux 2015). We therefore speculate that married people are more
likely to be family-oriented or to have conservative, religious values, which are related
to repartnering more quickly; however, more research is needed to better understand
cohabitation and marriage in France.

Our results on the other key demographic characteristics corroborate most
previous findings and show remarkable consistency across countries. The single-
country models are consistent with the hypothesis that having at least one child is a
barrier to repartnering; the effect is not statistically significant in some countries, but
the coefficient is always negative and similar across countries. Unsurprisingly, the
interaction terms in the pooled model show no difference between any of the countries
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and France, suggesting a universal effect across countries. While these results are
consistent with previous studies on selected countries (Beaujouan 2012; de Graaf and
Kalmijn 2003; Ivanova, Kalmijn, and Uunk 2013; Lampard and Peggs 1999; Poortman
2007; Skew, Evans, and Gray 2009; Vanassche et al. 2015), it is still remarkable that
children are universally an impediment to forming a new partnership. Our results
suggest that despite cross-national differences in welfare policies, childcare availability,
and the stigma of divorce, children reduce a woman’s attractiveness in the partner
market or, conversely, make a mother less willing to bring a new partner into her life.
However, childless women may also be more likely to repartner in order to achieve
their fertility intentions.

Another factor that is relatively consistent across countries is women’s age at
union dissolution. The single-country models show consistent effects, despite variation
in the age at union dissolution. Although the effect is not significant in Belgium and the
Netherlands, we urge caution regarding this result because of small sample size; other
studies do show an age effect (de Graaf and Kalmijn 2003; Poortman 2007; Vanassche
et al. 2015). However, our results are generally in line with prior studies on Western
societies. Further work is needed to unravel why age is so important: Is it physical
attractiveness or the ability to have additional children that reduces older women’s
attractiveness to a potential partner (Beaujouan 2012; de Graaf and Kalmijn 2003;
Ivanova, Kalmijn, and Uunk 2013; Theunis, Pasteels, and Van Bavel 2015; Vanassche
et  al.  2015)?  Or  is  it  more  the  case  that  older  women  do  not  have  a  strong  need  to
repartner because they are more economically/emotionally independent, or might prefer
not to repartner due to a bad experience with divorce (Perelli-Harris et al. 2017)? In any
case, it is clear that there are strong effects across all countries.

Some limitations of this study need to be acknowledged. First, each of the surveys
in the Harmonized Histories suffers from its own limitations, such as response rates or
missing information (for details, see Perelli-Harris, Kreyenfeld, and Kubisch 2010).
Second, retrospective data, in particular reporting of past cohabitating unions, may be
subject to recall error or underreporting (Teitler, Reichman, and Koball 2006; Hayford
and Morgan 2008). Third, the relatively small number of cohabiting women does not
allow us to include interaction effects with first union type. The effects shown in the
models are averages, and interacting partnership type with the other demographic
factors may reveal important nonlinearities. For example, the repartnering behaviour of
young cohabiting women may differ from that of older cohabiting women. Finally, our
data limits the age range and period that we can examine to the 1950–1969 cohorts. We
can only investigate repartnering in middle age, and the repartnering behaviour of older
women may be different, especially if the women have been in long-term marriages.
We are also unable to analyse the repartnering behaviour of more recent cohorts, who
have experienced higher levels of cohabitation, union dissolution, and, indeed, serial
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partnerships (Lichter and Qian 2008; Lichter, Turner, and Sassler 2010; Bukodi 2012;
Vespa 2014).

We have only been able to focus on women. Men have a strong preference for
partnering with younger women (England and McClintock 2009) and the effects of
men’s demographic characteristics at union dissolution on second union formation may
differ to those reported for women. Recent changes in legislation regarding shared
custody of dependent children that aim to equalise parental rights in many European
countries, for example, in Belgium, the Netherlands, and Sweden (Sodermans et al.
2013; Spruijt and Duindam 2009; Vanassche et al. 2015), may mean that men’s
repartnering behaviour could in future become more similar to women’s. Thus, further
research is needed on gender differences in second union formation.

Over the past few decades, partnership formation and dissolution have changed
dramatically across Europe. Nonetheless, partnership patterns appear to be diverging
more across countries than converging (Billari and Liefbroer 2010; Perelli-Harris and
Lyons-Amos 2016). Here, we find that repartnering behaviour is no different: The
levels differ considerably from country to country. However, we also find remarkable
consistency in the effects of basic demographic characteristics. Some aspects, in
particular  a  woman’s  age  at  union  dissolution  and  whether  she  has  children,  make  a
fundamental difference to her chances of forming a second union, but others, such as
whether she dissolved a cohabiting or marital union, do not seem to matter. Therefore,
future research needs to investigate to what extent other individual-level factors, for
example socioeconomic status or parental background, are consistent across countries,
and, importantly, which contextual factors – social, cultural, political, or economic –
explain the large differences we observe in repartnering behaviour.
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