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Background 

Divorce and union disruption rates have increased sharply during the last decades (Andersson, 

2003; Härkönen, 2013). Previous research has shown that parental background plays an 

important role in understanding union dissolution, with the intergenerational transmission of 

divorce gaining the most attention (e.g. Dronkers & Härkönen, 2008; Gahler, Hong & 

Bernhardt, 2015). However, parental divorce is not the only parental background 

characteristic which might influence the union dissolution behavior of individuals. Several 

studies have analyzed the effect of parental socio-economic status (SES) as an important 

determinant of union dissolution decisions, leading to somewhat contradictory findings. Most 

studies found a positive association between parental socio-economic background and the risk 

of union disruption (Hoem & Hoem, 1992; Klijzing, 1992; Lyngstad, 2004; Lyngstad, 2006; 

Janssen, 2001; Maenpaa & Jalovaara, 2014, Todesco, 2013). In other words, the higher the 

status of parents (in terms of education and occupation), the more likely individuals are to 

dissolve their unions. Other studies, however, found a negative association or no association 

(Bumpass, Martin & Sweet, 1991, Bracher et al, 1993; Berrington & Diamond, 1999).  

These contradictory findings from different countries suggest that the association 

between parental SES and union dissolution may vary cross-nationally. However, all existing 

studies were conducted in a single country (e.g. USA, Norway, the Netherlands and Italy), 

while it can be expected that the direction as well as the strength of the impact of parental 

SES on union dissolution depends on the societal context and its specific opportunities. Each 

country has its own history, social policies, norms and values, which can differently impact 

the demographic behavior of individuals (Billari, 2004). Thus far, no study has systematically 

compared the association between parental SES and union dissolution between countries, 

even though research on the associations between own education and union dissolution have 

found major differences in the educational gradient of divorce over time and cross-nationally. 

The current study aims at better understanding the link between parental socio-

economic status and the risk on union dissolution from a cross-national comparative 

perspective. We have the following research objectives. Our first objective is descriptive, and 

we analyze whether there is an effect of parental SES on union dissolution in various 

countries and if so, whether this association between parental SES and union dissolution 

varies cross-nationally.  

Second, we analyze how much of the association between parental SES and union 

dissolution is mediated by parental separation and own educational attainment (cf. Lyngstad 

2004; 2006; Todesco, 2013). The latter is used to investigate whether the impact of parental 

socio-economic status purely results from processes of intergenerational transmission of 

education (only indirect effect of parents) or whether parents have an effect on union 

dissolution beyond this intergenerational transmission of education (also a direct effect of 

parents). Some existing studies already show that the impact of parental status on union 

dissolution remains after including the individuals own educational level (Lyngstad, 2004; 

2006; Todesco, 2013). Moreover, some studies suggest that the effect of parental SES is 

opposite to that of own SES (e.g. Lyngstad, 2004), underlining the importance of controlling 

for own education in order to understand the effects of parental SES. 



Third, we analyze whether we can explain the cross-national variation in the effects of 

parental SES on union dissolution with information on country-level indicators. We expect 

that the parental SES is associated with higher separation rates particularly in societies in 

which the divorce rate is lower. Following Goode (1993), we argue that is such societies one 

needs higher socioeconomic resources to overcome the barriers to union dissolution, which 

has been found in earlier research on the relationship between education and divorce 

(Härkönen & Dronkers, 2006).  

 

Data & Methods  

We test these different assumptions using data from the Generations and Gender Programme 

(GGP). The GGP is a set of national Generations and Gender Surveys (GGS) consisting of 19 

countries. In this study, we analyze the risk of union dissolution, which means dissolution 

from first union (irrespective of whether this was marriage or cohabitation). This measure was 

used instead of divorce from legal marriage due to major increases in non-marital cohabitation 

during the past decades. Both the occupation and the education of parents are indicators of the 

societal position of an individual’s family of origin, so we will use both of these measures to 

study the impact of parental SES. We measure the aggregate divorce rate as the average 

divorce rate during 1970-2011. We analyze our data using meta-regression techniques for 

cross-national data. In other words, we estimate separate discrete-time event history models 

for each country. We compare the estimates from these models to assess the degree of 

variation between the countries with weighted analysis of variance, and plot these estimates 

against the average divorce rate to assess whether the parental SES effect is moderated by the 

incidence rate of divorce in each society. 

 

Results 

Figure 1 presents estimates (in odds ratios) from discrete-time event history analysis for each 

country, using a model which includes all our independent variables. The figure shows that, 

on average, those hailing from higher SES backgrounds have a higher rate of union 

dissolution. The figure also shows important cross-national variation in the strength of this 

association. The association is above average in many Eastern European countries, as well as 

Austria and Italy, but weaker than average in most Western European countries, as well as in 

Estonia and Lithuania. A reduced model, which excludes own education from the model (not 

shown), presents somewhat stronger associations as well as larger cross-national variation, 

suggesting that own educational attainment mediates a part of the association and of the cross-

national differences.  

Figure 2 shows how the association is generally weaker in countries with a higher 

average divorce rate. This is line with our expectations, discussed above. 

 

Conclusions and additional analyses 

Our findings show that although parental SES is, on average, positively related to union 

dissolution risks (as found in many earlier studies (Hoem & Hoem, 1992; Klijzing, 1992; 

Lyngstad, 2004; Lyngstad, 2006; Janssen, 2001; Maenpaa & Jalovaara, 2014, Todesco, 2013), 

there is a great deal of cross-national variation in this association. The association tends to be 

stronger in societies in which divorce is less common. 

In additional analyses, not shown here but available in the full paper version, we 

additionally analyze changes in the association over time. We find that the association has 

remained relatively stable in most countries, but weakened over time in Australia, Belgium 

Czech Republic, Norway, and Sweden. 

 

 



Figure 1. Meta-analysis for 18 Western countries with odds 

ratio’s for the residual effect of parental education on the risk to 

dissolve a childbearing union. 

 

 

Figure 2. Meta regression between the residual effect of parental education on union dissolution and 

the divorce rate for each country (Russia excluded). 

 

  

.

.

Overall  (I-squared = 75.3%, p = 0.000)

Belgium

Russia

Poland

Romania

Subtotal  (I-squared = 73.6%, p = 0.000)

Netherlands

Austria

Georgia

Bulgaria

Lithuania

Czech Republic

Norway

France

Sweden

Subtotal  (I-squared = 18.3%, p = 0.280)

Hungary

Estonia

acountry

(1) West

(2) East

United Kingdom

Australia

Italy

1.07 (1.04, 1.09)

1.06 (1.01, 1.12)

1.09 (1.06, 1.13)

1.17 (1.13, 1.21)

1.08 (1.01, 1.16)

1.10 (1.06, 1.13)

1.03 (0.99, 1.08)

1.11 (1.04, 1.18)

1.13 (1.06, 1.21)

1.12 (1.05, 1.20)

1.06 (1.01, 1.11)

1.08 (1.02, 1.15)

1.04 (1.00, 1.08)

1.01 (0.96, 1.05)

1.03 (0.99, 1.07)

1.03 (1.02, 1.05)

1.13 (1.09, 1.17)

Odds

1.02 (0.98, 1.06)

Ratio (95% CI)

1.00 (0.95, 1.06)

1.01 (0.96, 1.07)

1.08 (1.01, 1.16)

1.07 (1.04, 1.09)

1.06 (1.01, 1.12)

1.09 (1.06, 1.13)

1.17 (1.13, 1.21)

1.08 (1.01, 1.16)

1.10 (1.06, 1.13)

1.03 (0.99, 1.08)

1.11 (1.04, 1.18)

1.13 (1.06, 1.21)

1.12 (1.05, 1.20)

1.06 (1.01, 1.11)

1.08 (1.02, 1.15)

1.04 (1.00, 1.08)

1.01 (0.96, 1.05)

1.03 (0.99, 1.07)

1.03 (1.02, 1.05)

1.13 (1.09, 1.17)

Odds

1.02 (0.98, 1.06)

Ratio (95% CI)

1.00 (0.95, 1.06)

1.01 (0.96, 1.07)

1.08 (1.01, 1.16)

  
1.9 1 1.1 1.3

U
ni

te
d 

K
in

g
do

m

F
ra

n
ce

A
us

tr
al

ia

E
st

on
ia

S
w

ed
en

N
et

h
er

la
nd

s

N
or

w
ay

Li
th

u
an

ia

B
el

gi
u
m

Ita
ly

C
ze

ch
 R

e
pu

bl
ic

R
om

an
ia

A
us

tr
iaB
ul

ga
ri
a

H
un

ga
ry

G
eo

rg
ia

P
ol

an
d

1

1
.0

5
1
.1

1
.1

5
1
.2

D
ir

e
c
t 
e

ff
e
c
t 

p
a
re

n
ta

l 
S

E
S

0 1 2 3 4
Average Divorce rate 1970-2011

coef_paredu_odds4 Linear prediction



References  

Andersson, G. (2003). Dissolution of unions in Europe: A comparative overview. (Working 

Paper 2003-2004). Rostock, Germany: Max Planck Institute for Demographic Research. 

Berrington, A. & Diamond, L. (1999). Marital dissolution among the 1958 British birth 

cohort: The role of cohabitation. Population Studies, 53, 19-38.  

Billari F.C. (2004) Becoming an Adult in Europe: A Macro(/Micro)-Demographic 

Perspective. Demographic Research (SC3):15-44.  

Bracher, M., Santow, G., Morgan, M. & Trussel, J. (1993). Marital dissolution in Australia: 

Models and explanations. Population Studies, 47, 403-425.  

Bumpass, L.L., Martin, T.C. & Sweet, J.A. (1991). The impact of family background and 

early marital factors on marital disruption. Journal of Family Issues, 12, 22-42.  

Dronkers, J. & Härkönen, J. (2008). The intergenerational transmission of divorce in cross- 

national perspective: Results from the Fertility and Family Surveys. Population Studies, 

62(3), 273-288.  

Gahler, M., Hong, Y., & Bernhardt, E. (2015). Parental Divorce and Union Disruption 

Among Young Adults in Sweden. Journal of Family Issues, 30(5), 688-713.  

Goode, W.J. (1993). World Revolution and Family Patterns. New Haven: Yale University 

Press.  

Härkönen, J. (2013). Divorce: Trends, Patterns, Causes, Consequences. Stockholm Research 

Report in Demography 2013:7  

Härkönen, J. & Dronkers, J. (2006). Stability and Change in the Educational Gradient of 

Divorce. A Comparison of Seventeen Countries. European Sociological Review, 22 (5), 

501-517.  

Heuveline, P. & Timberlake, J.M. (2004). The Role of Cohabitation in Family Formation: The 

United States in Comparative Perspective. Journal of Marriage and Family, 66(5), 

1214-1230.  

Hoem, B. & Hoem, J.M. (1992). The disruption of marital and non-marital union in 

contemporary Sweden. In J. Trussell, R. Hankinson & J. Tilton (Eds.), Demographic 

Applications of event history analysis. Clarendon Press: Oxford  

Janssen, J. (2001). Do opposites attract divorce: Dimensions of mixed marriage and the risk 

of divorce in the Netherlands. West Lafayette: Purdue University Press.  

Klijzing, E. (1992). “Weeding” in the Netherlands: First-union disruption among men and 

women born between 1928 and 1965. European Sociological Review, 8, 53-70.  

Lyngstad, T.H. (2004). The impact of parents’ and spouses’ education on divorce rates in 

Norway. Demographic Research, 10, 122-142.  

Lyngstad, T.H. (2006). Why do couples with highly educated parents have higher divorce 

rates? European Sociological Review, 22, 49-60.  

Maenpaa, F. & Jalovaara, M. (2014). Homogamy in socio-economic background and 

education, and the dissolution of cohabiting unions. Demographic Research, 30 

(65),1769-1792.  

Todesco, L. (2013). Family social background and marital instability in Italy. Do parental 

education and social class matter? The Social Science Journal, 50, 112-126. 


