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 ABSTRACT 

 

A number of studies show that premarital cohabitation increases the risk of 

subsequent marital dissolution. Some argue that this is a consequence of selection 

effects and that once these are controlled for premarital cohabitation has no effect on 

dissolution. We extend this research by examining whether the effects of premarital 

cohabitation on marital dissolution vary across settlements within a country. Using 

retrospective event-history data from Austria, we model equations for union formation 

and dissolution jointly to control for unobserved selectivity of cohabiters or non-

cohabiters. Our results show that those who cohabit prior to marriage have a higher 

risk of marital dissolution.  However, once selection effects are controlled for, the 

risks of marital dissolution for those who cohabit prior to marriage are significantly 

lower than for those who marry directly. We show that strong selection effects relate 

to both cohabitation and direct marriage and these effects are consistent across all 

settlements. 

 
Keywords: union dissolution, urban, rural, event-history analysis, Austria 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

The number of marriages ending in divorce rose rapidly in most developed nations 

during the 1970s and 1980s.  Although the rates have begun to stabilise in the 1990s 

in some countries, they continue to rise in others.  Using data from 15 of the European 

countries (and the US) who participated in the Fertility and Family Surveys (FFS) 

conducted between 1989 and 1997, Andersson (2003) shows that in the US 42% of all 

marriages end in dissolution within 15 years.  In Austria, the country which we 

examine here, the corresponding figure was 25%, which was around average for the 

EU.  Given the increasing scale of the problem, there is clearly a need to understand 

the complex causes of marriage dissolution.  

 

Numerous factors have been shown to be related to marriage dissolution, including: 

women’s increasing financial independence as their role in the labour market grows 

(Becker 1981, Hoem and Hoem 1992) and gender inequalities in wages gradually 

diminish (Davis and Joshi 1998); changes in gender roles (Kalmijn et al. 2004, Lye 

and Biblarz 1993); factors related to the parental home, including parental separation 

(Amato 1996, Kiernan 1986); personal characteristics, such as educational 

qualifications (Hoem 1997a, Morgan and Rindfuss 1985) and religious attitudes 

(Balakrishnan et al. 1987, Kalmijn et al. 2005); as well as demographic factors, such 

as the presence of one’s own children (Erlangsen and Andersson 2001, Hoem 1997b, 

Morgan and Rindfuss 1985, Waite and Lillard 1991), the duration of the union (Chan 

and Halpin 2003), the age at union formation (Tzeng and Mare 1995), the age gap 

between the partners (Chan and Halpin 2003), the number of previous unions 

(O’Connor et al. 1999), and migration and mobility histories (Boyle et al. 2006, 

Muszynska and Kulu 2006). 

 

An additional factor which has generated considerable debate in the literature is the 

role of premarital cohabitation which is becoming an increasingly common 

phenomenon (Bumpass et al. 1991).  According to some theoretical arguments, we 

might expect premarital cohabitation to help stabilise subsequent married 

relationships because those who cohabit will gain more information about their spouse 

than those who do not live together.  Cohabiting partners who found they were well 

suited might consider marriage, while those who found they were incompatible would 

end the cohabitation (Macklin 1978, Teachman et al. 1991).  Such ‘trial marriages’ 
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(Bennett et al. 1988) involve relatively low investment and are therefore easier to 

terminate; unsuccessful partnerships are effectively ‘weeded out’ (Cherlin 1981, 

Klijzing 1992, Macklin 1978).  Indeed, most young adults appear to believe that 

cohabitation improves the chances of a subsequent marriage (Johnson et al. 2002, as 

quoted in Kline et al. 2004), suggesting that lay people’s views about premarital 

cohabitation concur with this theoretical perspective. 

 

However, the majority of empirical studies find that premarital cohabitation leads to 

higher risks of subsequent marital dissolution compared to couples who married 

without prior cohabitation (Wagner and Weiss 2004).  Bennett et al. (1988), Hoem 

and Hoem (1992) and Trussell et al. (1992) find this effect in Sweden, as do Axinn 

and Thornton (1992), Bumpass et al. (1991), DeMaris and Rao (1992), Schoen 

(1992), Teachman and Polonko (1990), Teachman et al. (1991) and Thomson and 

Colella (1992) in the US, Balakrishnan et al. (1987), Hall and Zhao (1995) and Rao 

and Trussell (1989) in Canada, Bracher et al. (1993) in Australia, Manting (1992) and 

Klijzing (1992) in the Netherlands, Berrington and Diamond (1999) and Haskey 

(1992) in Britain, and Kiernan (2002a) in a number of Western European countries.  

Indeed, premarital cohabitation is also associated with lower marital satisfaction 

(Brown and Booth 1996), higher rates of wife infidelity (Forste and Tanfer 1996), and 

lower commitment to the partnership (Stanley et al. 2004).  While there is some 

limited evidence that the effect of premarital cohabitation on the risk of marital 

dissolution may have reduced for more recent birth cohorts (Schoen 1992, Brown et 

al. 2006), other recent research suggests this is not the case (Dush et al. 2003).  

Overall, then, the consistency of these results in a number of countries makes this 

finding particularly persuasive and raises the question of why the ‘trial marriage’ 

theory may be invalid. 

 

Some suggest that the duration of the union has an effect on this relationship.   

Bennett et al. (1988) and Thomson and Colella (1992) found that marriages were 

more susceptible to divorce for those who cohabited for longer periods of time.  

Teachman and Polonko (1990) found that while prior cohabitation had a negative 

effect on subsequent marriage duration once the duration of the entire union was 

accounted for the effect disappeared.  Similarly, Hall (1996) found that those who 

cohabited for at least one year prior to marriage did not have a higher risk of marriage 

dissolution.  However, duration of prior cohabitation was not found to influence 
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subsequent marital instability by Lillard et al. (1995) – short cohabitations appeared to 

offer no advantage compared to longer cohabitations.  More recently, Kline et al. 

(2004) show that those who are engaged at the point when the couple starts cohabiting 

are at much less risk of subsequent marital break-up.  Hence, commitment to the 

relationship appears to be an important aspect influencing later partnership success 

(Stanley and Markman 1992). 

 

The fact that premarital cohabitation appears to have a negative effect on marriage 

dissolution is often assumed to be a selection effect.  Cohabiters may have unobserved 

characteristics which make them more prone to separation, such as less conventional 

attitudes about marriage and, perhaps, higher expectations about the quality of unions, 

or poorer relationship skills (Bennett et al. 1988, Hall 1999, Smock 2000, Thomson 

and Colella 1992).  For example, we know that those who cohabit tend to be more 

liberal, less religious, and more supportive of eqalitarian gender roles (Clarkberg et al. 

1995, Lye and Waldron 1997).  For cohabiters, relationships in general, be they 

marital or non-marital, may be characterised by a lack of commitment and stability 

and they may be more willing to contemplate divorce if a marriage proves 

unsatisfactory (Bennett et al. 1988).  Early studies seemed to support this selection 

hypothesis; Carlson (1986) reports that cohabiters were much more likely to view 

marriage as a response to social pressure than married couples, while Axinn and 

Thornton (1992) showed that cohabitation was selective of those who were less 

committed to marriage and more approving of divorce. 

 

A second hypothesis is that the experience of cohabiting may also change people’s 

views about marriage, making them less strongly committed to the institution (Axinn  

and Barber 1997, Axinn and Thornton 1992, DeMaris and Leslie 1984, Hall and Zhao 

1995, Magdol et al. 1998, Thomson and Colella 1992).   Through cohabitation, people 

may come to accept the temporary nature of relationships, and to recognise that there 

are alternative arrangements to more formal marriage.  In addition, Stanley and 

Markman’s (1997) ‘inertia theory’ suggests that: 

 

“Some individuals want a test because they are aware of relationship problems 

or risks and that these individuals become more likely to marry by cohabiting, 

not because they solve problems or reduce risks, but because cohabiting makes 

it harder to break up.”  (Kline et al. 2004: 312.) 
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Of course, it is also possible that both selection and causation effects are operating 

concomitantly, although it may be difficult to tease out the influence of one over the 

other empirically. 

 

In an influential paper, Lillard et al. (1995) examined selection effects explicitly, 

recognising that some people choose to cohabit because they fear that marriage may 

not be successful.  They applied a two-stage model which simultaneously considered 

the factors which influenced the choice to cohabit and the factors which influenced 

marital dissolution.  The strategy explicitly recognised that the decision to cohabit 

prior to the marriage may be endogenous to subsequent divorce and this was 

accounted for by allowing the unobserved heterogeneity to be correlated across the 

two decisions.  Their results demonstrated that observed differences in union 

dissolution between married couples who had and had not cohabited previously 

disappeared once these selection effects were accounted for. 

 

Lillard et al’s. (1995) approach has since been tested, with varying degrees of support.  

Woods and Emery (2002) find that controlling for selection effects eliminates the 

significant relationship between premarital cohabitation and marital instability, as do 

Steele et al. (2006). And, controlling for selection effects in a German study Bruderl 

et al. (1997) find that cohabitation actually decreases the risk of divorce, suggesting 

that gathering information about the spouse during this period does have a positive 

effect on subsequent marital stability.  At the very least, these findings suggest that 

accounting for potential selection effects is critical when examining the influence of 

premarital cohabitation on subsequent marital dissolution. 

 

Recently, there has also been some interest in geographical variations in the effect of 

premarital cohabitation on subsequent married partnerships.  Kiernan (2002b) shows 

that while the increased risk of union dissolution among former cohabiters does exist 

in some European countries, in others it does not; indeed, the variation is quite 

considerable, perhaps suggesting that structural features of different societies may be 

influencing this pattern.  Liefbroer and Dourleijn (2006) hypothesised that these 

variations would be influenced by how common cohabitation was in each country, 

pointing to the role of diffusion processes.  Building on work by Schoen (1992), they 

hypothesised a U-shaped relationship, with premarital cohabitation leading to higher 
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risks of subsequent marital dissolution in countries where cohabitation was a 

particularly rare or particularly common event.  If few people in the population 

cohabit, those who do so will be a select group within the population, perhaps with 

less strongly held views about the sanctity of marriage.  On the other hand, if most 

people in the population cohabit prior to marriage, then those who marry directly will 

be a select group, perhaps holding strong views about the institution of marriage 

(Hoem and Hoem 1992).  In countries where premarital cohabitation is neither 

particularly common nor rare, selection effects may be expected to have a less 

significant role.  The results of analyses of FFS data from 16 countries within Europe 

do indeed show that in countries where approximately 50% of couples practice 

cohabitation, former cohabiters have about the same risk of marriage dissolution as 

those who married without prior cohabitation (Austria was one of these countries).  In 

countries where cohabitation is either very common or very rare, the risks associated 

with premarital cohabitation were shown to rise. 

 

This paper contributes to this field of research in two important ways.  First, following 

Lillard et al. (1995) we examine the relationship between premarital cohabitation and 

marital stability, controlling for potential selectivity by modelling the processes of 

union formation and dissolution simultaneously.  Few contemporary studies have 

adopted this approach, and none have been conducted in Austria.  Second, we extend 

the work of Liefbroer and Dourleijn (2006) to examine whether geographical 

variations in the practice of cohabitation influences the success or otherwise of 

subsequent marital arrangements within a nation.  Significant urban-rural variations in 

divorce and separation exist, with those living in, or growing up in, urban areas being 

more likely to separate than those in rural areas (Balakrishnan et al. 1987, Lillard et 

al. 1995, South 2001, South et al. 2001).  Regional differences have also been 

highlighted in the UK, with higher divorce and cohabitation rates in southern 

England, compared to Northern England and Scotland (Berrington and Diamond 

1999).  Assuming, therefore, that the influence of premarital cohabitation on 

subsequent marital stability varies in relation to the prevalence of cohabitation at a 

national level (Liefbroer and Dourleijn 2006), we might expect that similar processes 

will also operate within nations.  Thus, we might expect the effect of premarital 

cohabitation to be most significant in Vienna, where cohabitation is most common, 

and in rural areas, where cohabitation is least common.  In between these extremes 



 8 

(smaller urban areas and other cities), we expect the effect to be minimised.  Do we 

find that selection effects vary geographically?  

  

We use data from the Austrian Family and Fertility Survey (FFS) to examine union 

dissolution among three groups: cohabiters; those who married directly; and those 

who married following a spell of cohabitation.  The Austrian rates of union 

dissolution (Andersson 2003) and cohabitation (Kiernan 2004) are about average for 

the EU and, according to Kiernan (2002b), Austria is a country, like Norway, Finland 

and Latvia, where premarital cohabitation does not appear to have an influence on 

subsequent marital dissolution.  We might therefore expect that cohabiters will have 

higher rates of partnership breakdown than married couples, but that rates of 

dissolution will be similar for married couples who did and did not cohabit 

previously.  Unlike Kiernan’s (2002b) analysis, though, we also examine whether 

possible selection effects influence this apparent relationship.  We test explicitly for 

the possibility that the decision to cohabit prior to marriage is a potentially 

endogenous variable in the dissolution process. 

 

 

DATA 

 

The retrospective event-history data for this analysis were drawn from the Austrian 

Family and Fertility Survey (FFS) conducted in 1995–6.  This was one of a sweep of 

surveys conducted in a number of European nations, Canada, New Zealand and the 

United States.  The surveys included mainly consistent questions, but there were some 

variations and a particular advantage of the Austrian survey is that it included detailed 

retrospective partnership and residential histories, allowing us to identify where 

individuals were living at the time of a particular union.  New spells were therefore 

defined as occurring when a woman changed partner or changed residential location, 

making this a valuable dataset for exploring geographical variations in marital 

dissolution (Boyle et al. 2006).   

 

The response rate for the Austrian survey was an impressive 72% (Hoem et al. 2001), 

resulting in 4,581 female and 1,539 male respondents born between 1941 and 1976. 

As in many other studies (e.g. Berrington and Diamond 1999), the nature of the data 

meant that unions were defined based on the co-residence of two intimate 
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(heterosexual) partners.  ‘Living apart together’ couples were impossible to identify 

and would therefore have been treated as separated, but this was likely to involve few 

cases (we observed only a small number of cases where a woman had more than one 

union with the same partner; the number of couples who lived apart and then 

cohabited again was small). Even if at least one of the partners was a weekly 

commuter the couple was regarded as living together.  We excluded those born 

outside Austria, those living abroad at age 15 and those for whom significant parts of 

the data were incomplete, leaving 3,804 women of whom 3,118 had been in union (at 

least once) during their life and were therefore included in our analysis.  

 

We constructed a multi-episode data-set for union dissolutions where individuals are 

at risk from union formation and followed until union dissolution, interview or death 

(if not separated).  Of the 3,118 women who had at least one partnership, 397 had a 

second, 62 had a third and 10 had a fourth union.  The number of union dissolutions 

was 669, 103, 22 and 1, respectively. Separations outside Austria and after return to 

Austria were excluded (a total of 22 events).  We were particularly concerned with the 

dissolution rates for: cohabiters; those who married directly; and those who married 

following a spell of cohabitation.  In addition, we disaggregated Austria into three 

broad geographical regions: the capital city of Vienna; the remaining cities and towns; 

and rural areas.  According to the United Nations (2002) in 1995 about 26% of the 

population lived in Vienna, about 41% in the smaller cities and towns, and about 33% 

in rural areas.   

 

We included a range of time-varying and time-constant demographic and socio-

economic explanatory variables in the models presented below.  These were identified 

from the literature reviewed above and include variables relating to family structure, 

women’s independence, migration and mobility and qualifications (Table 3 provides a 

list of the variables and their sub-categories). 

 

 

METHODS 

 

We modelled the time from union formation to dissolution using a series of hazard 

regression models (Allison 1984, Blossfeld and Rohwer 1995, Hoem 1987, 1993). We 

were particularly interested in whether marital dissolution was influenced by 
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premarital cohabitation, controlling for a range of other factors, as represented by 

equation 1: 

      

∑ ∑ ∑++++=
k l m ijmijllijkkij twxtuztyt )()()()(ln mβαµ ,  (1) 

 

where µij(t) denotes the hazard of the jth union dissolution for individual i and y(t) 

denotes a piecewise linear spline that captures the impact of baseline (i.e. union) 

duration on the hazard1. The parameter zk(uijk + t) denotes the spline representation of 

the effect of a time-varying variable that is a continuous function of t with origin uijk 

(e.g. a woman’s age). The parameter xijl represents the values of a time-constant 

variable (e.g. parental divorce) and wijm(t) represents a time-varying variable whose 

values can change only at discrete times (e.g. place of residence or partnership status).   

 

A crucial part of the modelling was to investigate the possible role of unobserved 

selectivity bias (see Figure 1).  In particular, we were interested in whether the 

apparent relationship between marital dissolution and premarital cohabitation would 

be consistent once the unmeasured characteristics of those who enter cohabitation 

were accounted for – the aim was to identify possible endogeneity of cohabiting in the 
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between these residual terms (cf. Lillard et al. 1995). The simultaneous equations 
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1 We used a piecewise linear spline specification (instead of the widely used piecewise constant 
approach) to pick up the baseline log-hazard and the effect of (other) time-varying variables that 
change continuously. Parameter estimates are thus slopes for linear splines over user-defined time 
periods. With sufficient nodes (bend points) piecewise linear-specification can efficiently capture any 
log-hazard pattern in the data. 
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where µij
D(t) denotes the hazard of the jth union dissolution, µij

C(t) and µij
M(t) 

represent the risk of transition to jth cohabitation or direct marriage in the competing 

risk framework. The parameters εi
D, εi

C and εi
M are person-specific heterogeneity 

terms for the dissolution, cohabitation and marriage equations, respectively. We 

assumed that the residuals would follow a joint tri-variate normal distribution: 
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where 2
Dεσ , 2

Cεσ and 2
Mεσ denote the variances of the person-specific residuals and 

CDεερ , MDεερ , MCεερ are the correlations between the residuals2. 

 

The identification of our model was attained through within-person replication: some 

women had experienced several partnerships and separations during the observation 

period (see Lillard et al.1995; Kulu 2005; 2006).  The parameters were obtained using 

maximum likelihood estimation and the standard errors of the estimates were 

corrected using a Huber-type procedure (Huber 1967). 

 

 

RESULTS 

 

The descriptive results in Table 1 show that, as expected, single and separated people 

were most likely to enter marriage directly in rural areas, while entering cohabitation 

was much more common in urban areas, especially in Vienna.  Table 2 presents the 

number of person years in different partnership categories by geographical location, 

thus providing further information on the dominance of different relationships across 

settlements.  As expected, years spent in direct marriages were most common in all 

settlements, but their share was largest in rural areas and smallest in Vienna.  Thus, 

we find that different types of partnership do indeed vary considerably across 

different urban/rural settings within Austria. 

                                                
2 The correlation between the residuals from the cohabitation and direct marriage equations was not 
estimated, as this is not focused upon in our analysis. 
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Table 3 provides the results for five models, which become increasingly complex.  In 

model 1 we consider the effect of partnership status on union dissolution, controlling 

only for the duration of the relationship and the age of the woman.  Cohabiters were 

most likely to separate and those that cohabited prior to marriage were significantly 

more likely to separate than those who married directly.  As described above, this is in 

line with the majority of previous studies that examine this relationship, although it is 

different to the result provided by Kiernan (2002b) where no significant difference 

was found between those who married directly and those who married following 

cohabitation in Austria.  However, Kiernan (2002b) controlled for parental divorce in 

her model and when we extend our model to control for a range of demographic and 

socio-economic variables, we find that the effect indeed becomes insignificant (model 

2, Table 3). 

 

In model 3 (Table 3) we include separate partnership status parameters for each of our 

three geographical regions, controlling only for the duration of the relationship and 

the age of the woman.  Figure 2 displays the relative risks calculated for the nine 

resulting partnership/geographical status groups.  Overall, risks of dissolution were 

highest in Vienna and lowest in rural areas for all three partnership categories.  In all 

three geographical regions, the risk of union dissolution was considerably higher for 

cohabiters than for the married, with the highest risk of all for those living in Vienna.  

For the married, those who cohabited prior to marriage had a higher risk of separation 

than those who married directly in both Vienna and rural areas, but not in the towns 

and cities, offering some marginal support for Liefbroer and Dourleijn’s (2006) 

hypothesised U-shaped relationship.  Note, however, that the risk for those in rural 

areas was not higher than the risk for those in towns and cities. 

 

The relative risks of union dissolution reduced considerably for cohabiters once the 

additional demographic and socio-economic explanatory variables were included in 

the model, although they still remained higher than for the married (model 4, Table 3 

and Figure 3; note the scale of the y axis is different in Figures 2 and 3). Once these 

additional variables were controlled for, the risks of dissolution were broadly similar 

for married couples who did and did not cohabit prior to marriage in all three 

geographical areas.   
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We extended the analysis in model 5 (Table 3) by fitting a simultaneous equations 

model which included the equation for union dissolution, as fitted in model 4, and 

separate equations of the risk of marriage and cohabitation for single and separated 

people.  This allowed us to test whether partnered women who cohabit/marry directly 

have unobserved characteristics which make them more or less prone to subsequent 

marital union dissolution.  Each equation also included person-specific residuals and 

the correlations are reported at the end of model 5 (Table 3).  The significant positive 

correlation between the cohabitation and dissolution models (0.413) demonstrates that 

women who cohabit have unobserved characteristics that increase the risk of union 

dissolution, while the significant negative correlation between marriage and 

dissolution (-0.414) demonstrates that women who marry directly have unobserved 

characteristics that decrease the risk of union dissolution.   

 

These results support the findings of Lillard et al. (1995) and demonstrate the 

importance of controlling for selection effects when examining the role of premarital 

cohabitation on marriage dissolution.  However, our results are even more dramatic 

than those presented by Lillard et al. (1995).  In their study an apparent negative 

effect of premarital cohabitation became insignificant, once selection effects were 

accounted for.  In this study the negative effect of premarital cohabitation switched to 

a positive effect, once observed and unobserved selection effects were accounted for – 

premarital cohabitation actually decreased the risk of marital separation, at least in 

Vienna and the other cities and towns (Figure 4).  Similar to the results in model 4, we 

also found that the risks of dissolution were highest for all three partnership groups in 

Vienna and lowest in the rural areas, and we found no evidence of a U-shaped 

relationship as the risk for married people who had cohabited in rural areas was no 

higher than the risk in the towns and cities3. 

 

Comparing the relative risks in Figures 3 and 4, we see rather proportionate changes 

across settlements: the relative risks of dissolution of marriages preceded by 

cohabitation decreases to a similar degree in all three areas. Thus, strong selection 

effects are present in all three settlement types, and not only in those where 

                                                
3 Note, though, that while the risk of marital dissolution for those who cohabited prior to marriage was 
similar in rural areas and the towns and cities, the risk of dissolution for cohabiters and those who 
married directly were considerably smaller in rural areas compared to towns and cities.  Relative to 
these outcomes, therefore, the risk of marital dissolution among those who cohabited prior to marriage 
was slightly greater in rural areas. 
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cohabitation was most common (Vienna) or most rare (rural areas), as we might 

expect according to the hypothesis presented by Liefbroer and Dourleijn (2006): 

  

“If the proportion of cohabiters and non-cohabiters is more or less in 

equilibrium, selection processes might still be operative, but certainly to a 

lesser extent than when the proportion of cohabiters is either very low or very 

high. As a result, the difference in union dissolution rates of people who 

married after cohabitation and of people who married straightaway will be 

much smaller.” (Liefbroer and Dourleijn 2006: 206.) 

 

 

DISCUSSION 

 

Given that an increasingly high proportion of marriages end in separation, it is 

important to understand more about the factors which cause dissolution.  Here, we 

focused on the role of premarital cohabitation, the influence of which has been 

debated for some time.  Cohabitation has become increasingly common for young 

adults, with over one half of persons in their twenties and thirties in the US having 

experienced cohabitation (Bumpass and Lu 2000; see also Brown 2005, Casper and 

Cohen 2000, Smock 2000) and over 70% of first partnerships being cohabitations in 

the UK (Ermisch and Francesconi 2000). There has also been a sharp increase in 

premarital cohabitation in many developed societies (Bumpass et al. 1991, Ermisch 

2005, Murphy 2000, Stanley et al. 2004). As a consequence, the influence of 

cohabitation on marital stability will become increasingly important in the future. 

 

Despite theoretical reasoning to the contrary, numerous studies appear to show that 

premarital cohabitation increases the risk of subsequent marital dissolution.  The most 

persuasive explanation for this counter-intuitive result is self-selection.  Couples who 

cohabit prior to marriage may have a higher latent probability of divorce or separation 

than couples who marry directly.  According to Svarer (2004), only Lillard et al. 

(1995) had corrected for the existence of such an effect, but their results showed that 

there was no significant difference in dissolution rates for married couples who had 

and had not cohabited prior to marriage (see also Woods and Emery 2002).  More 

recently, Steele et al. (2006) used data from the 1970 British Cohort Study to explore 

the formation and dissolution of cohabiting and married unions for women born in 
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Britain in 1970.  Their results also showed that an apparently positive relationship 

between premarital cohabitation and marital dissolution disappeared once selection 

effects were accounted for.  Hence, even after accounting for self-selection, both of 

these studies found no supporting evidence for a ‘learning effect’ where partners 

gather information about each other during cohabitation and only successful matches 

survive these ‘trial marriages’. 

 

We can find only two previous studies which show that prior cohabitation may indeed 

make marriages more stable, once selection effects are controlled.  Using data from 

the West German Family Survey for 1988, Bruderl et al. (1997) show that net of self-

selection effects, cohabitation prior to marriage decreased the risk of later divorce.  

Svarer (2004) also found this effect using recent register data for Denmark arguing 

that as premarital cohabitation becomes more common, the composition of the pool of 

cohabitants changes.  Thus, it was speculated that as cohabitation is becoming the 

norm in much of Europe, this pattern may start to dominate. 

 

The first aim of our research was therefore to examine whether premarital 

cohabitation influences subsequent marital dissolution in Austria, controlling for 

selection effects using a simultaneous modelling approach, testing the assumption that 

those who decide to cohabit prior to marriage may be more prone to relationship 

breakdown than other equivalent people.  Indeed, some couples may choose to 

cohabit initially because a marriage would have a high risk of failure, but for various 

reasons choose to marry after living together for some time.  In this case, premarital 

cohabitation would certainly be endogenous to the subsequent dissolution process 

(Lillard et al.1995). 

 

The second goal of this research was to examine whether geographical context, within 

a single nation, influences this result. The processes which shape demographic life 

events are influenced by individual characteristics, but they are also likely to be 

influenced by national and regional institutional structures and attitudes to different 

marital arrangements (e.g. Blossfeld 1995, Holdsworth and Elliott 2001, Lesthaeghe 

1998, Neyer and Andersson 2004). Kiernan (2002b) shows that in some European 

countries, such as France, Germany and Sweden, those who cohabit prior to marriage 

have a higher risk of marital dissolution, while in other countries, such as Austria, 

Finland, Latvia and Norway, this is not the case.  Here we extend this argument to 



 16 

investigate the role of contextual effects within a single nation (see also Pollard and 

Wu 1998).  Building on research by Liefbroer and Dourleijn (2006), our analysis 

examined intra-nation variations in the impact of premarital cohabitation on 

subsequent separation among women in Austria by comparing the effects across 

settlements with different rates of premarital cohabitation.   

 

Controlling for selectivity effects had a substantial impact on our results.  Lillard et al. 

(1995) found that a sizeable effect of premarital cohabitation on subsequent marital 

dissolution disappeared once unobserved selectivity was accounted for; the original 

effect was due entirely to the selection of the most divorce-prone into cohabitation.  In 

the Austrian case, once we correct for the selection of those most prone to separation 

into premarital cohabitation and those least prone to separation into direct marriage, 

we find that cohabitation – net of self-selection – actually decreases the risk of 

separation.  These results are similar to those of Bruderl et al. (1997) in West 

Germany and Svarer (2004) in Denmark.  Thus, it would appear that the ‘trial 

marriage’ theory may indeed be relevant, with premarital cohabitation providing 

information which allows for a more precise estimate of the match quality with the 

prospective spouse.  As a consequence, marriages that involve prior cohabitation are 

more stable than direct marriages. 

 

We found little evidence to support Liefbroer and Dourleijn’s (2006) U-shaped curve 

argument within Austria.  While rates of marital dissolution for those who cohabited 

prior to marriage were highest in Vienna, which had the highest cohabitation rates, 

there was no corresponding rise in rates in rural areas, where the share of cohabiters 

was lowest. For both cohabiters and those who married directly, the risk of dissolution 

rose reasonably linearly: the risks in rural areas were lowest, followed by the risks in 

the towns and cities, and the risks in Vienna were highest.  For those who cohabited 

prior to marriage the risks of marital dissolution were similar for those in rural areas 

and the towns and cities.  

 

Finally, our results do suggest that there are significant geographical variations in 

union dissolution within Austria.  Separation rates were highest in Vienna for 

cohabiters, as well as for those who married directly and those who married following 

cohabitation.  Indeed, separation rates among those who married directly in Vienna 

were even higher than the separation rates for cohabiters in rural areas and the towns 
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and other cities.  The separation rates were lowest for all three partnership groups in 

the rural areas.  Given that we control for a range of individual characteristics in our 

models, these results provide convincing support for the notion that ‘context’ 

influences social and demographic processes (Harding 2003, Lee et al. 1994).  We 

also explored whether controlling for selection effects had different impacts in the 

three types of geographical area and demonstrated that the effects were reasonably 

consistent across settlements. 

 

Our results provide the first examination of the ‘cohabitation and direct marriage 

effects’ by geographical context within a nation.  Within the field of demography 

there has been a growing interest in ‘contextualising’ demographic processes.  

However, most of this research focuses on cross-national variation, ignoring more 

detailed local variations that might occur within nations.  Here we argued that the 

diffusion processes which Liefbroer and Dourleijn (2006) claim should influence the 

effect of premarital cohabitation on subsequent marital stability at a national level 

should also be expected to influence patterns within nations.  Our results, which 

control for selection effects do not, however, provide strong support for this effect. 

Instead, strong selection processes in relation to both cohabitation and direct marriage 

operate where cohabitation is relatively rare (rural areas), relatively common 

(Vienna), but also in those places in between. Our research thus suggests that studies 

examining the effect of premarital cohabitation on marital dissolution should 

explicitly address observed and unobserved selectivity into cohabitation and direct 

marriage as part of the analysis. 
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Table 1 Geographical variation in union formation 
 
 Direct marriages (%) Cohabitations (%) 
Singles in Vienna  
Singles in towns and cities 
Singles in rural areas 
 
Total 

36 
40 
51 

 
45 

64 
60 
49 

 
55 

 
 
 
 
Table 2 Geographical variation in union status 
 
 Person years  

N 
Person years (within 

region) 
% 

Cohabiting in Vienna 
Married, after cohabitation in Vienna 
Married, directly in Vienna 
Total in Vienna 
 
Cohabiting in towns and cities 
Married, after cohabitation in towns and cities 
Married, directly in towns and cities 
Total in towns 
 
Cohabiting in rural areas 
Married, after cohabitation in rural areas 
Married, directly in rural areas 
Total in rural areas 
 
Total 

1346.00 
2195.51 
3855.51 
7397.03 

         
1908.67 
3105.76 
6227.11 

11241.54 
  
2767.57 
5282.04 

15981.18 
24030.79 
  
42669.36 

18 
30 
52 
100 

 
17 
28 
55 
100 

    
12 
22 
67 
100 
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Table 3 The factors influencing union dissolution (parameter estimates) 
 

 Model 1  Model 2  Model 3  Model 4  Model 5  
           
Constant (baseline) -5.610 *** -6.469 *** -6.008 *** -6.898 *** -7.429 *** 
           
Demographic and socio-economic variables           
Union duration (baseline)a           
0–1 years (slope) 1.852 *** 1.955 *** 1.857 *** 1.955 *** 2.020 *** 
1–5 years (slope) 0.111 *** 0.149 *** 0.117 *** 0.148 *** 0.185 *** 
5–10 years (slope) 0.040  0.052  0.046  0.049  0.066  
10+ years (slope) -0.002  0.003  0.002  -0.001  0.015  
Age            
15–19 years (slope) -0.135  -0.202 ** -0.144  -0.220 ** -0.203 * 
20–24 years (slope) -0.007  -0.065 * -0.006  -0.058 * -0.036  
25–29 years (slope) -0.102 *** -0.158 *** -0.106 *** -0.158 *** -0.159 *** 
30–34 years (slope) -0.048  -0.102 *** -0.052  -0.104 *** -0.126 *** 
35+ years (slope) -0.022  -0.057 ** -0.025  -0.055 ** -0.078 ** 
Year           
–1969 (slope)   0.084    0.082  0.078  
1970–79 (slope)   0.041 *   0.047 ** 0.057 ** 
1980–89 (slope)   0.026 *   0.030 ** 0.048 *** 
1990+ (slope)   0.054 **   0.056 ** 0.071 ** 
Partnership status            
Cohabiting 1.612 *** 0.811 ***       
Married, after cohabitation 0.385 *** -0.013        
Married, directly 0  0        
Partnership status by settlement           
Cohabiting in rural areas     1.809 *** 1.069 *** 0.598 ** 
Married, after cohabitation in rural areas     0.588 *** 0.194  -0.407 * 
Married, directly in rural areas     0  0  0  
Cohabiting in towns and cities     2.075 *** 1.255 *** 0.851 *** 
Married, after cohabitation in towns and cities     0.624 *** 0.252  -0.311  
Married, directly in towns and cities     0.681 *** 0.667 *** 0.764 *** 
Cohabiting in Vienna     2.367 *** 1.520 *** 1.157 *** 
Married, after cohabitation in Vienna     1.303 *** 0.818 *** 0.422 * 
Married, directly in Vienna     1.045 *** 0.871 *** 1.068 *** 
Unions           
One union    0    0  0  
Two or more unions   0.609 ***   0.524 *** -0.070  
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Time since first / last conceptionab 
0–0.75 years (slope)   -1.268 ***   -1.226 *** -1.153 *** 
0.75–2.75 years (slope)   0.602 ***   0.609 *** 0.581 *** 
2.75 + years (slope)   0.017    0.018  0.017  
Children           
One child   0    0  0  
Two or more children   -0.436 ***   -0.373 *** -0.463 *** 
Stepchildren           
No stepchildren   0    0  0  
One or more stepchildren   0.120    0.164  0.155  
Educational level           
Basic   0    0  0  
Secondary   -0.186    -0.235  -0.238  
Higher   -0.384    -0.409  -0.443  
Educational enrollment           
Not enrolled   0    0  0  
Enrolled    0.301    0.252  0.261  
Religiousness           
No   0    0  0  
Yes   -0.386 ***   -0.335 *** -0.491 *** 
           
Parental home           
Parental divorce           
No   0    0  0  
Yes   0.481 ***   0.446 *** 0.579 *** 
           
Woman’s independence           
Comparative education           
Man better educated   0.060    -0.003  -0.025  
No difference   0    0  0  
Woman better educated   0.897 ***   0.889 *** 0.993 *** 
Employment status           
Not employed   0    0  0  
Employed   0.382 ***   0.363 *** 0.425 *** 
Employment status (at start of union)           
Man employed, woman employed   0    0  0  
Man employed, woman not employed   -0.017    0.035  0.042  
Man not employed, woman employed   -0.063    -0.021  -0.035  
Man not employed, woman not employed   0.397 **   0.420 ** 0.481 ** 
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Relative ages of partners 
Man younger   0.319 **   0.327 ** 0.388 ** 
No difference   0    0  0  
Man older   -0.118    -0.107  -0.095  
           
Place of residence, migration and mobility           
Migrations           
No migrations   0    0  0  
One migration   -0.016    0.031  0.073  
Frequency of migrations           
One migration   0    0  0  
Two or more migrations   0.963 ***   0.917 *** 1.032 *** 
Residential moves           
No moves   0    0  0  
One move   -0.212 **   -0.262 *** -0.278 *** 
Frequency of residential moves           
One move   0    0  0  
Two or more moves   0.597 ***   0.547 *** 0.573 *** 
           
Standard deviation of residuals           
Cohabitation         1.390 *** 
Direct marriage         1.052 *** 
Union dissolution         0.926 *** 
           
Correlation between the residuals           
Cohabitation – marriage         n.e.  
Cohabitation – dissolution         0.413 *** 
Marriage – dissolution         -0.414 *** 
           
Sum of log-likelihoodsc -27464.4  -27298.7  -27418.7  -27267.2  -27096.9  
           

 
Significance: '*'=10%;  '**'=5%;  '***'=1%. 
n.e. – not estimated. 
a – For linear splines we present slope estimates which show how the hazard increases or decreases over a certain time period. For example, during the pregnancy 
(see time since conception) the log-risk of dissolution decreases by -1.153 per year (model 5), reaching a level of -0.865 (0.75×(-1.153)) by the time of birth. In 
relative terms, the risk is then 58% lower than prior to conception ((exp(-0.865)-1)×100%). The log-hazard of union dissolution increases 0.581 per year during the 
first two years of the child’s life, reaching a level of 0.297 (-0.865+(0.581×(2.75-0.75))) when the child is two, which is a 35% higher risk than prior to conception 
((exp(0.297)-1)×100%).  
b – The reference category for the first conception is parity zero. 
c – The sum of log-likelihoods relates to the union dissolution and union formation equations estimated separately (models 1 to 4) or simultaneously (model 5). As 
our research focus is on union dissolution, we have only reported the sum of log-likelihoods, and not the parameter estimates for the union formation equations.  
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Figure 1 Research model 
 
 
 

 
 
Note: The solid arrows indicate the processes that were explicitly modelled in the simultaneous 
equations framework. 
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Figure 2 Relative risk of union dissolution by partnership status (controlling for 
union duration and age) 
 

 
 
Figure 3 Relative risk of union dissolution by partnership status (controlling for 
all demographic and socio-economic variables) 
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Figure 4 Relative risk of union dissolution by partnership status (controlling for 
all demographic and socio-economic variables, heterogeneity and selection) 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


