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Over the last decades, families in Canada have experienced tremendous transfor-
mations. We have witnessed a reduction in marriage rates, along with a significant
rise in the divorce rate and in the rate of common-law unions, leading to rising con-
jugal and family instability. In this study we investigate factors, such as parental
separation, school enrollment and region of residence, that influence the risk of first
union dissolution in Canada for common-law unions and for marriages that are or
are not preceded by cohabitation. We examine to what extent these factors affect
differently the stability of the different union types. We use proportional hazards
models based on retrospective data from Statistics Canada’s General Social Survey
conducted in 2006. Interestingly, we find that the presence of a child, even of a
stepchild, increases the stability of common-law unions, as it brings greater com-
mitment to the relationship. As for marriages, only the more traditional family
setting, in which children are conceived after the formation of the union, decreases
the risk of dissolution.

Since the 1960s, Canada has seen major socio-demographic shifts that have had dramatic
impacts on the institution of marriage. Among other changes, there has been a substantial
decline in marriage rates as young adults are delaying marriage and as adults of all ages
are slowly adopting common-law unions in the place of marriage. Therefore, cohabiting
unions are becoming the new family setting for a rising proportion of children, particularly
in Québec, where family transformations have been more pronounced. Among more recent
cohorts, cohabitation in Québec has emerged as a substitute for marriage, while in the
rest of Canada it is considered as a legitimate premarital step leading to marriage. In
2006, a third of couples in Québec were in common-law unions as opposed to 18% of
all Canadian couples (Milan, Vézina, and Wells 2007). Consequently, more couples have
children outside of marriage; in 2000, close to 60% of new registered births in Québec were
to unmarried mothers, while a third of such births were recorded for Canada as a whole
(Le Bourdais and Lapierre-Adamcyk 2004). In addition to being less popular, marriage
has become less stable. In 2003, 35 years after the adoption of the Divorce Law, over a
third of all marriages in Canada ended before reaching their 30th wedding anniversary
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(Statistics Canada 2005 cited in Clark and Crompton 2006). Further, cohabiting unions,
even when children are involved, tend to be less stable than marriages (Le Bourdais, Neill,
and Marcil-Gratton 2000). Premarital cohabitation is no insurance against separation
since the stability of marriages preceded by cohabitation appears to be lower than for
marriages not preceded by cohabitation (Le Bourdais and Marcil-Gratton 1996 cited in
Beaujot 2000). As a consequence of conjugal instability, an increasing number of children
experience parental separation (Bumpass and Lu 2001; Seltzer 2000), and are affected
by post-separation economic vulnerability (Bumpass, Raley, and Sweet 1995). Therefore,
conjugal instability raises questions regarding the effects of changing parenting contexts on
children, the economic circumstances of their families, and family values and obligations
(Bumpass and Lu 2001). It is thus crucial to understand the factors that influence the
risk of union dissolution for cohabiting unions and marriages. In this study we will focus
our attention on the dissolution of first unions, both to simplify the analyses and because
of the higher risk of marital failure among remarriages than first marriages (Beaujot 2000;
Bumpass et al. 1995; Clark and Crompton 2006). More particularly, we will compare the
factors that influence the risk of separation by the type of union.

Determinants of Union Dissolution

The study of changes within the family has been of great interest among social theorists,
and extensive research has been conducted to understand the progression of divorce and
separation. Studies have observed higher rates of union dissolution among cohabiting
unions and marriages preceded by cohabitation than among direct marriages, suggesting
that the experience of cohabitation can have a negative effect on marital stability. This
explanation suggests that the more unstable nature of cohabitation undermines conjugal
commitment and increases approval of divorce (Axinn and Thornton 1992; Hall and Zhao
1995). Another possible explanation for the higher rate of conjugal disruption among
cohabiting unions than marriages, preceded or not by cohabitation, suggests that people
who cohabit have demographic, socioeconomic, cultural, or personality characteristics
that make them more prone to separation (Axinn and Thornton 1992; Le Bourdais et al.
2000; Liefbroer and Dourleijn 2006). One such factor that tends to increase the risk of
union dissolution is parental divorce, which also influences the choice of union (Bumpass
et al. 1995; Hamplová 2003; Liefbroer and Dourleijn 2006). It has been shown that
individuals from divorced homes are less likely to take on long-term commitments and
marry, and hence are more inclined towards cohabitation than marriage (Hamplová 2003).
They are also more likely to experience the dissolution of their first union.

In contrast, the presence of children in a first union tends to decrease the risk of
union dissolution for both cohabiting unions and marriages. In fact, having children
may completely change the way cohabiting couples define their relationship. Cherlin
(2004) argues that the post-modern ideology of individualism and self-interest, associated
with the rising incidence of cohabitation, is less prevalent when children are involved
because the issue of commitment comes into consideration. However, having children
before entering into a first union is associated with higher risk of union dissolution than is
having children after the start of the union (Le Bourdais et al. 2000; Wu and Balakrishnan
1995). Similarly, the presence of stepchildren of the first union may put an additional
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strain on the relationship, increasing the risk of separation (Hall and Zhao 1995). In
addition, the age at the start of a first union tends to significantly influence the risk of
separation (Raley and Bumpass 2003). People who enter a first union at an early age
face a greater risk of union dissolution than people who postpone entry into their first
union. Another significant effect is the period effect, measured by the time period when a
union forms.It is a reflection of changes in expectations of marriage, and family values, i.e.
from a family-oriented to an individually-based set of values. The period effect has been
shown to influence the risk of union dissolution as union instability has increased over
time (Wu and Balakrishnan 1995). Nevertheless, as cohabitation becomes more common,
its influence on union stability is assumed to become less pronounced with later cohorts
of union formation (Le Bourdais et al. 2000).

Level of education is one of the main economic factors that tend to influence the
risk of union dissolution. If we consider education to be a measure of earning potential,
financial independence, and socioeconomic status, we would expect higher educational
levels to be associated with a greater risk of union dissolution, possibly because of more
liberal attitudes toward divorce and separation (Beaujot 2000). Similar hypotheses can be
made regarding employment status. The employed, particularly women, are more likely
to separate given their greater financial independence. For men, however, the effect of
employment is associated with a decreased likelihood of separation (Brines and Joyner
1999; Smock and Manning 1997). Another important aspect of education is the influence
of school enrollment on the risk of union dissolution. As part of the life course approach,
it is expected that individuals finish school before starting a first union. The transition
into adulthood tends to be closely linked with the end of full-time education, the start of
a professional career, and the beginning of a first union when young adults are ready to
make a long-term commitment (Hamplová 2003). Heterogamy in partners’ education and
earnings is also likely to raise the risk of union disruption, especially among common-law
couples, as found in Brines and Joyner’s (1999) study on conjugal stability.

It has been shown that cohabiting couples tend to hold more liberal and modern val-
ues and attitudes than married couples with no prior cohabiting experience (Axinn and
Thornton 1992). Cohabiting couples tend to be less religious, less inclined to marry, and
more accepting of divorce. In this sense, religious attendance is associated with union
stability, especially when bound by marriage (Clark and Crompton 2006). Therefore, the
effect of religious observance, even if infrequent, is likely to lower the risk of union disso-
lution. In addition, living in an urban setting is associated with higher dissolution rates
than rural settings since urban areas tend to propagate liberal and individualistic values
(Liefbroer and Dourleijn 2006). The region of residence, which tends to be strongly corre-
lated with the choice of living arrangements among first unions (Laplante 2006; Mongeau,
Neill, and Le Bourdais 2001), also appears to affect patterns of union dissolution, with
conjugal instability being greater in Québec than in the rest of Canada. However, region
of residence is expected to have a different effect on union stability for cohabiting unions
and marriages; the effect of cohabitation is expected to be less pronounced in Québec
where cohabiting unions have become the norm, while being more important in the rest
of Canada where cohabitation is still more marginal (Le Bourdais et al. 2000).

Accordingly, in this study, we examine which of the aforementioned demographic,
socioeconomic, and cultural characteristics significantly affect the risk of union dissolu-
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tion for cohabiting unions and marriages. We assess the risk of dissolution separately
for marriages preceded or not by cohabitation, and common-law unions, as opposed to
analyzing the risk of dissolution for all types of union together, as is done in most studies.
This allows us to analyze whether these factors affect marriages and cohabiting unions
differently. We start with the assumption that common-law unions face a greater risk
of separation. We then investigate to what extent the cohabiting experience leads to
higher rates of union dissolution among current and former cohabiting couples who have
subsequently married their partners, in contrast to couples who married directly.

Data and Methods

Our study on the first union dissolution in Canada is based on data from the 2006 Statistics
Canada General Social Survey (GSS,cycle 20). This cross-sectional survey asked 23,608
respondents, 10,351 men and 13,257 women, aged 15 years and over living in private
households in the ten Canadian provinces to provide information about the chronology
of marriages and common-law unions. It asked every respondent about the date (month
and year) of entry into and exit from their relationships along with a wide array of other
demographic, socioeconomic and cultural characteristics. This study focuses on the risk
of separation of the first union in Canada. By definition, all respondents who had never
entered a marital or nonmarital cohabiting union at the time of the interviews, which
were conducted in four waves from June to October 2006, are excluded from the sample,
reducing the initial sample to 19,608 respondents. Moreover, all subsequent unions are
discarded from the analysis. For determining which unions to keep, the rank of unions
is established based on the chronology of marriages and common-law unions. Cohabiting
couples are referred to as common-law partners, i.e. partners who live together in a
conjugal relationship. Only unions that were formed after 1970, i.e. two years after the
adoption of the Divorce Law, are analyzed. Also, only individuals aged 25 to 64 are kept
in the analysis because they are the ones most likely to have committed themselves to a
marital or common law union (Le Bourdais et al. 2000; Mongeau et al. 2001).

This study is based on the life-course approach, which takes into account the timing of
events in a person’s life, including changes related to the family, school, and work that in-
dividuals go through during their lifetime. The order of events is particularly important as
life events must be analyzed in relation to preceding but connected events. The life-course
approach calls for event-history data, which retrospectively computes the events in the
life cycle and their timing (Blossfeld and Rohwer 2002 cited in Hamplová 2003). Analyses
are performed using the risk of dissolution of the first union as the dependent variable,
and the dates (month and year), if available, of entry into and exit from the union. Union
stability is estimated based on the timing of entry into a first union. Thus, we consider
whether the union had started by marriage or by cohabitation, and in the latter case,
whether it was followed by marriage or not. In order to do so, a time-varying covariate
for union type is included to account for the different modes of entry into conjugal life
(direct marriage or cohabitation), and the state of the relationship: cohabitation outside
of marriage, marriage after prior cohabitation, and marriage without prior cohabitation
(Liefbroer and Dourleijn 2006).1 This time-varying covariate is constructed by comparing

1Several respondents who cohabited before their marriage, and got married the same year of starting
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the date of the start of the union and the date of marriage. Therefore, if cohabiting cou-
ples marry, they move from common-law unions to marriage with prior cohabitation, on
the date of their marriage. This variable allows us to test whether the experience of co-
habitation is associated with a higher risk of union dissolution among marriages preceded
by cohabitation than direct marriages. As for the end of a union resulting from causes
other than death, the date of separation is used, i.e. when partners stopped living in the
same household, rather than the date of the official divorce, except for a small minority of
respondents who divorced without prior separation. In fact, the timing of divorce rarely
corresponds to the end of cohabitation because of the length of the legal process (Raley
and Bumpass 2003). For those whose marriage ended with an immediate divorce or an-
nulment without a period of legal separation, the time of divorce or annulment is used
(Clark and Crompton 2006). Finally, for those whose first unions never dissolved by the
time of the survey, they are censored at the date of the interview, meaning that the period
of observation ended while no event occurred. Similarly, respondents who experienced the
death of their partner are censored at the date of their partner’s death, without having
gone through the separation or the divorce of their first union.

In our study, we include several demographic, socioeconomic and cultural covariates,
which have been shown to influence the risk of union disruption in previous studies, and
different models are run accordingly. In terms of demographic variables, a time-constant
variable is constructed, indicating whether respondents experienced the separation or
divorce of their parents before the age of 18. Another time-constant age variable is
included, indicating whether respondents entered into a first union before the age of 25.
We have created a time-varying covariate to measure the effect of the presence of at least
one biological or adopted child on the respondent’s first union. This variable accounts
for the timing of the child’s conception (or adoption), whether it preceded the start of
the union, or followed it. We account for the presence of at least one stepchild on the
respondent’s first union with a time-constant covariate. To account for the timing of
entry into a union, we use a time-varying covariate covering four time periods (1970-1979;
1980-1989; 1990-1999; 2000-2006). We use entry into union instead of birth cohorts to
capture the duration of the union as well as the context in which unions are formed and
evolve (Le Bourdais et al. 2000).

The highest completed level of education is used as a proxy for human and cultural
capital as well as socioeconomic status (Hamplová 2003) in order to measure the influence
of educational attainment on first union dissolution (Raley and Bumpass 2003). For the
respondents who had completed their studies by the time they entered into their first
union, we consider their highest educational level at the time of the survey (less than
high school; high school degree; post-secondary education; university degree). For those
who had not completed their studies by the time they entered into their first union, a
time-varying covariate is constructed as a function of their highest level of studies ever
completed, and their age at the start of their first union. Moreover, the influence of
gender on first union dissolution combined with educational attainment is included in
order to test their interaction effect. School enrollment is measured as a time-varying

living together gave the years of entry into these unions, but not the months of entry. They are, nonethe-
less, coded as having started their union by unmarried cohabitation followed by marriage. Moreover, if
respondents separated within the same month (and year) of starting their first unions, the duration of
their first unions is coded as half a month.
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covariate, indicating when the respondents completed their studies. Finally, we include
a time-varying covariate that measures the effect of whether respondents had started a
first work episode by the time they entered their first union, whether they had worked
without interruptions, and if they had had a first work interruption, whether they had
started a second work episode. Once again, the influence of gender on first union disso-
lution combined with employment status is included in order to test the interaction of
gender and work status. Unfortunately, given data limitations, it is not possible to test
whether heterogamy in partners’ education or earnings is likely to raise the risk of union
disruption because questions on partners’ education and earnings in the GSS cycle 20 are
limited to current partners. Several time-constant cultural variables are also included,
such as religious attendance (not at all, infrequently, at least once a month), region of
current residence (Québec, rest of Canada), and size of current community (rural vs. ur-
ban Canada according to Statistics Canada’s definition of an urban area,2 to assess the
differences in first union dissolution by union type.

Kaplan-Meier survival functions are performed to evaluate the progression of union
instability in Canada and estimate the proportion of first unions that ended within 35
years of formation by region of residence, and cohort of union formation for the three
different states (time-varying) of relationship: cohabitation outside of marriage, marriage
with prior cohabitation, and marriage without prior cohabitation. Two separate sets of
Cox proportional hazard models are carried out to determine which factors among de-
mographic, socioeconomic and cultural covariates significantly affect the risk of union
dissolution, by union type (time-varying): the first is marriage, with or without prior
cohabitation, and the second is cohabitation. Each of them measures hazard rates, i.e.
the risk that an individual will experience a first union dissolution, given the set of above
explanatory variables. A relative risk above 1 implies a higher rate of union dissolution
than the reference category, while a risk below 1 implies a lower rate. Both sets of models
test the effect of each of the covariates, starting with the background variables, adding
the economic variables, then the cultural variables, and finishing with the interactions
between gender and economic variables. For both sets of models, the best-fitted model
includes all three groups of variables, excluding the interaction terms since none of them
were statistically significant at a 10% significance level. All of the abovementioned anal-
yses are performed using a weighting factor provided by Statistics Canada for analyses
at the person level. Each respondent is thus representative of several others in the Cana-
dian population. Moreover, bootstrap weights, also provided by Statistics Canada, are
used with the best-fitted models to make replicate-based variance estimations, whose es-
timations are reported subsequently. Finally, several tests are run to examine whether
the proportionality assumption, which is key to the Cox proportional hazard model, is
violated, indicating the presence of time-dependent covariates. Since we already include
several time-varying covariates, accounting for the interaction of these variables with time,
we do not find any additional non-proportional effect.

2“An urban area has a minimum population concentration of 1,000 persons and a population density
of at least 400 persons per square kilometer, based on the current census population count. All territory
outside urban areas is classified as rural. Taken together, urban and rural areas cover all of Canada.”
(Statistics Canada 2010)
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Descriptive Analyses

Table 1 provides a description of the independent variables included in the analyses of
first union dissolution by union type (state of the relationship) at the time of the survey.
Therefore, individuals who entered their first unions as common-law partners, but moved
into marriage, are in the marriage with prior cohabitation category. We notice major
differences between union types, especially within the demographic and the cultural cat-
egories, which suggests that individuals in common-law unions have characteristics that
differ from those of people who marry.

Starting with the demographic variables, the difference between the average age at
the start of first unions between types of union is negligible, averaging from 22.6 years
among those married with prior cohabitation to 23.9 years for individuals in common-law
unions. The majority of individuals did not experience the separation of their parents
before the age of 18 years old (91%). Nevertheless, the proportion of individuals living
common-law (21%) who did experience a parental separation is almost threefold that
observed among individuals who moved into marriage without prior cohabitation (7%),
which corroborates previous research that shows that individuals from divorced homes are
more inclined towards cohabitation than direct marriage. The proportion of individuals
in common-law unions who did not have children (71%) is much higher than those who
ended up moving from cohabitation into marriage (57%) or entered marriage directly
(42%).3 However, the proportion of respondents living common-law (9%) who reported
having stepchildren is greater than that of individuals who entered marriage directly (2%).
Finally, the proportion of individuals who formed their first unions in the 1970s (76%)
were more likely to marry directly than those in younger cohorts (49%) as common-law
union has become a common mode of entry into conjugal life. In fact, a little over half of
respondents who entered into their first unions in the early 2000s chose cohabitation.

Continuing with economic variables, the average educational level reached upon enter-
ing a first union is only slightly higher among individuals who entered marriage directly.
This could be due to the fact that a higher proportion of individuals (30%) who cohabited
first were still enrolled in school when they started living common-law compared to those
who married directly (19%). As for employment status, the difference between types of
union is negligible.

Finishing with cultural variables, region of current residence seems to influence the
choice of entry into conjugal life since more than half of individuals currently living in
Québec at the time of the survey started their conjugal life with nonmarital cohabitation
compared to less than a third of those living outside of Québec. As for the size of the
current community, it does not appear to influence the choice of union. Finally, individuals
who cohabited first tend to attend religious services much less regularly than those who
married directly. In fact, 55% of individuals in common-law unions and 53% of those
who married after prior cohabitation don’t attend any religious services as opposed to a
third of individuals who married directly. Before looking into the determinants of first
union dissolution, we examine conjugal changes experienced during the last decades in
Canada. Table 2 shows the progression of nonmarital cohabitation as a mode of entry

3It is important to keep in mind that the children variable is a time-varying covariate that measures
the influence of the presence of at least one child on the first union dissolution. Therefore, it might not
be representative of the number of children that respondents have had by the time of the survey.
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Table 1: Descriptive Statistics of Independent Variables (% and mean)

into conjugal life across cohorts. In Canada as a whole, direct marriage has lost ground
over the years as the main mode of entry into conjugal life. It remains, nonetheless, quite
prevalent in Canada outside of Québec. In Québec, the progression of cohabitation has
been particularly strong in the last thirty years, as more than two thirds of individuals
who entered a first union during the early 2000s chose cohabitation over direct marriage
as opposed to a little less than half of individuals living in the rest of Canada.
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Table 2: Percentages of Individuals in Each Type of Union at Time of Survey, by Cohort
of Union Formation and Region of Current Residence

Survival Analyses: Kaplan-Meier Survival Functions

Figures 1 and 2 illustrate the Kaplan-Meier survival functions for first unions in Québec
and in the rest of Canada, by union type (time-varying covariate). These graphs allow
for a few interesting observations to be made. They show that individuals in common-
law unions have a very high risk of union dissolution across Canada; within ten years of
cohabitation, well over half of common-law unions had dissolved. Interestingly, the rate of
dissolution is higher in the rest of Canada (77%) than in Québec (63%), where unmarried
cohabitation is more prevalent. These rates are more than twice those for marriages with
prior cohabitation (26% in Québec and 24% in Canada) and direct marriages (20% in
Québec and 19% in Canada). Within the first ten years of formation, individuals who
lived in Québec at the time of the survey and married directly face a similar risk of
experiencing a separation than individuals who lived in the rest of Canada. However,
after ten years of marriage, they face a greater risk of dissolution; within thirty years of
marriage, the proportion of first marriages that dissolved is close to half in Québec and
around 40% in Canada. As for marriages preceded by cohabitation, the risk of separation
is greater than for direct marriages across Canada, regardless of union duration. This
supports the explanation according to which the experience of cohabitation, given its
unstable nature, plays a predominant role in union dissolution. In the rest of Canada,
the rate of dissolution for marriages with prior cohabitation accelerates after twenty years
compared to that of Québec, suggesting that the effect of cohabitation may indeed be less
pronounced in Québec than in the rest of Canada, where cohabiting unions are still less
common. Figures 3 and 4 illustrate the Kaplan-Meier survival functions for first unions
of all types in Québec and in the rest of Canada, by cohort of union formation. These
graphs show that union dissolution has considerably increased since the 1970s across
Canada. However, the progression of union instability has slowed down, especially in the
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Figure 1. Union Dissolution in Québec, by Union Type (time-varying) (Source: GSS,
Statistics Canada, 2006).

rest of Canada. The rate of dissolution within ten years of formation was only slightly
higher in Québec (27%) for individuals who entered their first unions in the 1970s than
for those living in the rest of Canada (24%). However, the gap between the two regions of
Canada has expanded with younger cohorts; it was 44% in Québec for the 1990s cohort
compared to 32% in the rest of Canada. This suggests that the progression of common-law
unions in Québec is strongly associated with the progression of union instability observed
here, although it might have slowed down with the youngest cohort of union formation.
It is, however, too soon to draw conclusions in this regard.

Survival Analyses: Cox Proportional Hazard Models

Table 3 presents the results of the two separate sets of Cox proportional models that
investigate which factors among demographic, socioeconomic and cultural covariates sig-
nificantly affect the risk of the first union dissolution of marriages preceded or not by
cohabitation, and of common-law unions in Canada.4 It shows clear differences in the

4The direct comparison between the different models should be done with caution since the sample
sizes are different.
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Figure 2. Union Dissolution in the Rest of Canada, by Union Type (time-varying) (Source:
GSS, Statistics Canada, 2006).

way these factors influence the risk of union dissolution between the two types of union.
Table 3 replicates what was previously observed in figures 1 to 4 Kaplan-Meier survival

functions. First, it suggests that union type has a significant effect on the dissolution of
the first marriage, where the risk of separation is 42% higher for Canadians that married
after cohabiting than for those who married directly. Therefore, the nature of cohabitation
itself appears to be associated with a greater risk of separation among marriages preceded
by cohabitation than direct marriages, all else being equal, as shown in figures 1 and
2. Moreover, table 3 indicates a clear progression of conjugal instability over time, as
observed in figures 3 and 4. For married individuals, there is a steep progression of the
risk of separation from one cohort to the next, which supports the hypothesis according
to which there has been a shift in peoples’ values and expectations of marriage. For
individuals who were in common-law unions, there is no significant difference in the risk
of dissolution from the 1970s cohort to the 1980s. However, there is a significant increase
from the 1970s to the 1990s and to the 2000s. As for the region of current residence,
table 3 shows that individuals who were cohabiting and whose region of current residence
is Québec have 19of union dissolution than those living in the rest of Canada, as shown
in figures 1 and 2. This finding supports our initial assumption according to which the
influence of cohabitation should be less pronounced in Québec since cohabitation is more
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Figure 3. Union Dissolution in Québec, by Cohort of Union Formation (Source: GSS,
Statistics Canada, 2006).

common and accepted than in the rest of Canada. The region of residence also appears
to be statistically significant among married individuals. Living in the rest of Canada
reduces the risk of marital dissolution by 20%, which aligns with the fact that Québec
has a higher divorce rate than the rest of Canada, as observed in figures 3 and 4.

Other factors are shown to affect the risk of union dissolution. Table 3 assesses the
effect of having experienced parental separation before age 18, which is found to be sta-
tistically significant for both types of union, leading to 48% higher risk of separation
among direct and indirect marriages, and 20% higher risk among common-law unions.
The experience of parental separation before age 18 seems to have a stronger effect on
marriages than on common-law unions, which may be due to the influence that this expe-
rience already has on the choice of union. Furthermore, our results confirm the hypothesis
according to which the risk of dissolution decreases with the age at union formation. The
risk of union dissolution is higher when individuals enter a first union before the age of
25, and is only slightly higher among marriages (21%) than common-law unions (17%).

Table 3 considers the effects of school enrollment, employment status, and the high-
est completed level of education on conjugal life. We observe that school enrollment
increases the risk of separation by 32% for marriages and 36% for common-law unions.
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Figure 4. Union Dissolution in the Rest of Canada, by Cohort of Union Formation
(Source: GSS, Statistics Canada, 2006).

These results confirm the initial expectation that individuals who are still in school have
less stable lives, and are not yet ready to make a long-term commitment. However, the
influence of educational level on union disruption is not as clear; for marriages, having a
high school degree increases the risk of separation by 18% compared to not having com-
pleted high school, but further schooling doesn’t significantly affect the risk of dissolution.
For common-law unions, having pursued some postsecondary education reduces the risk
of dissolution by 4%, but having completed a university degree increases that risk by
12%. Being employed increases the risk of dissolution by 22% among married individuals.
However, it has only a small effect among individuals who were cohabiting. These last
results seem to indicate that the effect of financial independence plays a more important
role on the risk of marital dissolution than on disruption among common-law unions.

Our results show that the effect of religious observance on union stability is much
stronger when partners are bound by marriage, as assumed earlier; the predicted risk of
marital dissolution is 44% lower among those who attend religious services on a regular
basis, and 20% lower among those who attend infrequently, compared to those who don’t
attend at all. For individuals who were cohabiting, the effect of religious attendance
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remains significant although less important. Moreover, living in a rural area lowers the
risk of union dissolution for marriages by 9% and common-law unions by 11%, which
supports our initial assumption regarding the influence of community size on the risk of
union disruption.

We observe that the timing of the conception (or adoption) of a first child affects the
risk of first marriage dissolution; when conceived (or adopted) before the start of the
union, the presence of a child increases the risk of separation by 31%, but when conceived
(or adopted) after, it reduces the risk of separation by 34%. However, the timing of
conception (or adoption) does not appear to matter as much in the case of cohabiting
unions; when conceived before the start of the union, the presence of a child decreases the
risk of separation by 13%, while when conceived after, the risk of separation is reduced
by 28%.

Finally, our most interesting finding concerns the effects of having stepchildren. For
married individuals, the presence of a stepchild raises the risk of separation by 74%,
whereas for common-law unions the presence of a stepchild reduces the risk of dissolution
by 45%. This suggests that in the case of marriages, the presence of a stepchild puts
a strain on the marital relationship, while for common-law unions it involves a greater
commitment to the relationship.

Discussion and Conclusion

Extensive research has been conducted to understand the progression of union instabil-
ity in Canada and elsewhere in the western world. It has been shown repeatedly that
the unstable nature of cohabitation is associated with a greater risk of union dissolution.
Building on this finding, our main goal in this study was to examine the influence of dif-
ferent factors on the risk of union disruption for cohabiting unions and marriages, whether
they are preceded or not by cohabitation, using a dynamic approach with retrospective
data from the 2006 Statistics Canada General Social Survey. In contrast to most previous
studies, which analyze the risk of dissolution for all types of union together, we ran sep-
arate models for the two types of union. This allowed us to assess whether these factors
influence marriages and common-law unions differently.

As found in prior research, our results support the idea that the experience of co-
habitation leads to higher rates of union dissolution. In fact, cohabiting unions remain
more unstable than direct and indirect marriages even in Québec where they have become
the new family setting. After controlling for premarital cohabitation, we observed that
several factors are associated with higher risk of dissolution among marriages, such as
being younger than 25 upon entering a union, experiencing parental separation before age
18, being in school, being employed, not attending religious services, living in an urban
area, and forming a union in more recent years. These factors were also found to be
significant risk factors for the dissolution of common-law unions, although the effects of
parental separation, religious attendance and employment seem to have a lesser influence
on common-law unions than on marriages. However, when looking at region of current
residence, we noticed that region has a contrary effect on the two types of union; living in
the rest of Canada, as opposed to living in Québec, reduces the risk of marital dissolution
while increasing the risk of dissolution among common-law unions. This illustrates the

MSR 2011, Vol. 2



What Makes It Fall Apart? France-Pascale Ménard 73

Table 3: Proportional Hazard Models Predicting the Dissolution of Common-Law Unions
and Marriages (preceded or not by cohabitation)

MSR 2011, Vol. 2



What Makes It Fall Apart? France-Pascale Ménard 74

divergence in demographic behavior of people living in Québec compared to those living
elsewhere in Canada, which is consistent with findings from previous Canadian studies.

Finally, we were surprised to see that the timing of conception (or adoption) of the
first child, and the presence of a stepchild have different effects on the risk of first union
dissolution for marriages and cohabiting unions. For married couples, the traditional
family setting where children are conceived after the start of the union is a deterrent to
separation, while stepchildren or children conceived before the start of the union lead
to increased rates of dissolution. For common-law unions, the birth or adoption of a
common child acts as a stabilizing force between partners, regardless of the timing of
the conception of the child. Moreover, the presence of a stepchild appears to increase the
commitment to the relationship, and in turn reduces the risk of union dissolution. This last
result contradicts prior research on union dissolution that has shown that family contexts
other that the traditional setting are associated with higher risks of union dissolution.
One possible explanation for this discrepancy could relate to our methodological choices.
Instead of running analyses on all types of union together, as in previous studies such
as that of Hall and Zhao (1995), which would have masked these effects,5 we performed
separate analyses for each type of union.

We can try to make sense of these unexpected findings in relation to the literature on
cohabitation and stepfamilies. Stepfamilies tend to fare more poorly than intact families
because stepchildren play a disruptive role on union stability as they compete with the
stepparent for the biological parent’s time and attention (Cherlin 2009; White and Booth
1985). As they attempt to construct a new family life, they lack the kinds of norms,
regulations and cultural expectations that guide traditional families (Cherlin 1978). The
type of union in which stepfamilies are formed also tends to affect family stability. Indeed,
the less institutionalized and less stable nature of common-law unions makes cohabitating
stepfamilies more prone to disruption than married stepfamilies (Desrosiers, Le Bourdais,
and Laplante 1995). Nevertheless, from the perspective of our study, the presence of
stepchildren actually appears to play a role as a deterrent to the dissolution of common-
law unions. Cohabiting unions come in various forms, ranging from highly unstable to
long-term relationships that are preludes or substitutes to marriage (Dumas and Bélanger
1997). The presence of stepchildren might, therefore, increase the level of commitment
within common-law unions that would otherwise be more casual. Nevertheless, it is not
clear why the effect of stepchildren is so large considering that the presence of biological
and adopted children has been accounted for. Other factors, such as the partner’s age at
union and prior conjugal history, might contribute to the greater stability of cohabiting
unions with stepchildren compared to those without stepchildren. Due to limits of the
2006 GSS data, our study could not take these factors into account.

With the growth of common-law unions and more diverse family structure in Canada,
more research is needed if we are to deepen our understanding of the changing patterns
of union and family formation, and their implications on family life and on children’s
well-being. Future research on cohabiting unions could benefit from the use of longitu-
dinal data that would include more detailed information on current and ex-partners. It
could also benefit from the input of qualitative studies that would explore the dynamics
of different types of cohabiting families (intact, blended, and stepfamilies).

5This analysis was run, but the results were not included here.
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