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Abstract 
 
The paper provides an analysis of divorce risk in first marital unions in Russia, with a 
major focus on the impact of premarital conception on the stability of subsequent 
marriage. A number of other predictors are also discussed, including age at first 
marriage, parity and age of the youngest child, parental divorce, place of residence, 
religion group and calendar period. The analysis is based on data from the Russian 
Generations and Gender Survey (GGS) carried out in 2004 and applies event history 
techniques. The results show that marriages induced by pregnancy run a higher 
divorce risk compared to those contracted without anticipation of childbirth. 
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1. Introduction 
 
Russia has long been characterized by high divorce rates compared to western 
European countries, but due to a lack of necessary data, the determinants of this 
phenomenon have not yet been thoroughly analyzed. Prior research has often focused 
on analyzing the composition of the population by marital status and its changes as 
well as general divorce trends (Ilyina, 1994; Avdeev and Monnier, 2000; Vishnevsky, 
2006). Several studies have investigated change in marital patterns, applying a life 
table technique. Using a multistate life table approach, Darsky and Scherbov (1995) 
described marital careers of women from fifteen republics of the former Soviet Union, 
including Russia, on the basis of the 1989 census data. Scherbov and van Vianen 
(1999) conducted an analysis of marital and fertility careers of Russian women born 
between 1910 and 1934 using data from the 1994 microcensus  and later extended it 
to cohorts born between 1900 and 1960 (in Scherbov and van Vianen, 2001). A recent 
paper by Philipov and Jasilioniene (2007), comparing union formation and fertility 
trends in Bulgaria and Russia also reports on divorce in Russia, and provides life 
tables constructed for both synthetic and real cohorts.  
 
Two recent studies by Muszynska shed more light on the determinants of union 
dissolution in Russia, but they consider all unions, making no distinction between 
marital and non-marital unions. The studies are based on linked data from the Russian 
Generations and Gender Survey (GGS) conducted in 2004 and the Russian Education 
and Employment Survey1 conducted in 2005. The first study (Muszynska, 2006a) 
examines how women’s employment influences the risk of union dissolution; the 
other looks into the effect of family migration on union dissolution (Muszynska, 
2006b). 
 
The purpose of this paper is to study the determinants of divorce in first marriage in 
Russia. We use data from the 2004 Russian GGS, which provide detailed individual-
level information on union formation and childbearing and enable an explanatory 
analysis. Although many predictors of divorce are discussed, this paper takes as its 
central point of the analysis the effect of premarital conception on the stability of 
subsequent marriage. Generally, legitimating of premarital conception by marriage 
was a common practice in Russia in the past, when bearing a child out of wedlock was 
heavily condemned by the conservative society. Today in Russia, as in all other post-
communist countries, the second demographic transition is taking place, in which 
cohabitation as well as non-marital childbearing is becoming increasingly widespread. 
However, even today, as available evidence shows, many couples still marry as soon 
as they find out about the pregnancy. Thus, in this paper we intend to test whether 
marital unions, which are formed after and presumably because of conception, are at 
higher risk of breakup than other marital unions. 
 
The paper is structured in the following way. Section 2 gives a short overview of 
trends in non-marital conceptions and divorce in Russia. Section 3 presents theoretical 
considerations and some results of previous research on divorce. Section 4 provides 
information about the data and method used and presents covariates included in the 

                                                 
1 The Russian Education and Employment Survey represents a sub-sample of the Russian Generations 
and Gender Survey (GGS). It provides more detailed education, employment and migration histories. 
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study. In section 5, we turn to the analysis of empirical findings. Section 6 concludes 
with a summary and a short discussion of our results. 
 
 
2. Divorce and non-marital conceptions in Russia: description of trends 
 
The high level of divorce in Russia is not just a recently observed development, but 
rather a long-standing trend. Already in the 1960s and 1970s, Russian divorce rates 
lay close to those of Western countries and were even among the highest in this 
respect (see Table 1).  
 
 
Table 1: Total divorce rate  
 
 1960 1970 1980 1990 1995 2000 2004 
Russia 0.17 0.34 0.42 0.40 0.50 – – 
UK – 0.16 0.38 0.42 0.43 – – 
Denmark 0.19 0.25 0.40 0.44 0.41 0.45 0.47 
Sweden 0.16 0.23 0.42 0.44 0.52 0.55 0.52 
Norway 0.09 0.13 0.25 0.43 0.45 0.45 0.49 
Finland 0.11 0.17 0.28 0.42 0.48 0.51 0.50 
Austria 0.14 0.18 0.26 0.33 0.38 0.43 0.46 
Belgium – 0.10 0.21 0.31 0.55 0.45 – 
Netherlands 0.07 0.11 0.25 0.30 0.36 0.38 0.35 
France 0.10 0.12 0.22 0.32 0.38 0.38 – 

Source: Council of Europe, 2006. 
 
The total divorce rate (TDR), which takes into account the age and marital status of 
the population, is a more specific measure than the crude divorce rate (CDR); 
however, due to incomplete divorce statistics, the total divorce rate is not available for 
Russia for the years 1997 onwards. On the other hand, as one can see from Figure 1, 
both measures display extremely similar dynamics in Russia. According to divorce 
statistics provided by Vishnevsky (1996), in 1950 the CDR in Russia was as low as 
0.5 per 1000 of population. From then on, it rose steeply up to the level of 4.3 in 1979. 
The steep rise is partly explained by the simplification of the divorce process in 1965 
(Moskoff, 1983; Avdeev and Monnier, 2000). During the 1980s, the divorce rate 
remained high, but rather stable. However, the subsequent period witnessed 
exceedingly abrupt fluctuations with the lowest value of 3.4 in 1998 and the highest 
value of 5.9 in 2002. The analysis based on the 1994 microcensus of the Russian 
Federation shows that divorce in Russia has been growing with each successive 
younger cohort, starting with the oldest cohort, born in 1910 (Scherbov and van 
Vianen, 2004). 
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Figure 1: Total divorce rate and crude divorce rate in Russia, 1960–2004 
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Source: Council of Europe, 2006; Generations & Gender Contextual Database, 2006; Avdeev and 
Monnier, 2000. 
 
 
For non-marital births, available evidence suggests that first sexual relations occurred 
relatively early in Russia as early as in the 1960s, often outside marriage (Avdeev and 
Monnier, 2000). The availability of efficient contraception was very low until the 
1990s and therefore early sexual relations often produced unplanned premarital 
conceptions. Avoiding societal disapproval and stigmatization, many couples tried to 
legitimate their union as soon as they became aware of the pregnancy. The trend 
towards marriage at ever younger ages and the increasing incidence of premarital 
conceptions are assumed to be associated processes. As long as the social pressure 
prevented premarital childbearing, the proportion of children born out of wedlock 
decreased, but later on, along with the crucial ideational changes, it started to rise 
(Zakharov and Ivanova, 1996).  
 
 

Figure 2: Non-marital births in Russia, 1960-2004 
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 6

 
In the period from 1960 to 1968, the level of non-marital births fell from 13.1 percent 
to 10.3 percent. Until the early 1980s, there was a period of relative stabilization, after 
which the rapid increase followed. In 2004, the proportion of non-marital births 
reached 29.8 percent (see Figure 2). For most of the recent decades, the proportion of 
non-marital births was higher in rural areas of Russia than in urban areas. This was 
partly due to higher gender disproportions in the population groups of marrying age 
and partly due to lower contraceptive knowledge as well as more limited access to 
abortion in rural areas. However, in the 1990s the trends essentially converged 
(Zakharov and Ivanova, 2001).  
 
The fact that the sharp rise in non-marital childbearing in the 1990s was accompanied 
by increasing access to and usage of contraception (Troitskaya and Andersson, 2007) 
leads to the assumption that most recent non-marital births are likely to be intentional. 
Increasingly more of these children have been registered by both parents (Tolts, 
Antonova, Andreev, 2006), which again points to the loosening of the bond between 
marriage and fertility and the increasing tendency to bear children in non-marital 
unions.  
 
Notwithstanding the observed increase in non-marital births and the more liberal 
societal environment towards non-marital unions and childbearing within them, the 
proportion of premarital conceptions remains rather high in Russia. According to 
various studies conducted in different areas of Russia in the 1970s and 1980s, the 
proportion of premarital conceptions comprised about 30 to 40 percent of first births 
in marital unions (the conception is considered premarital if the difference between 
entry into marriage and birth of the child is no more than eight months) (Ivanova and 
Mikheeva, 1998). The corresponding estimate for 2002 using birth certificate data 
shows that more than 35 percent of all first children born inside wedlock were 
actually born less than nine months after the registration of marriage. These children 
constituted 25 percent of all marital births,. The share of premarital conceptions was 
higher among urban than rural women (26 and 22 percent respectively). The highest 
proportion of premarital conceptions was in the group of women aged 17–19. As to 
first births only, approximately 50% of first children born to married women aged 18–
19 were conceived before marriage (Tolts, Antonova and Andreev, 2005, 2006). 
 
Thus, shotgun marriages are still relatively common in Russia, and our aim is to 
assess the stability of these marriages compared to marriages entered without the 
necessity to legitimate the birth. 
 
 
3. Theoretical considerations 
 
Marital dissolution is associated with an extremely wide range of factors of 
demographic, social, economic and psychological origin. It is not just an event, but a 
process affected by the way one’s life evolves in terms of education, professional 
career, housing, etc. Appropriate changes in personal characteristics, attitudes, values 
and aspirations occur over time. However, previous research found that demographic 
factors are more significant predictors of divorce than socio-economic ones. 
Partnership history, age at marriage, timing of childbearing, including premarital birth 
and premarital conception, etc. seem to be more accountable for marital breakdown 
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that educational level, social status or religion (Murphy, 1985; Clarke and Berrington, 
1999).  
 
In this section, we overview various theoretical considerations and findings of 
previous studies on the predictors of divorce. We have no pretensions that this 
overview is exhaustive and all-embracing; instead, we focus on the factors that are 
crucial and meaningful for this particular study. 
 
Motherhood status at marriage 
 
A substantial amount of research has attempted to find out what effect the timing of 
first birth has on the stability of marriage, i.e. how much it depends on whether the 
first child was born before marriage, soon after marriage or many years after 
marriage. It may also happen that the child never arrives. A common finding is that 
the sequence of marriage and first birth is rather important for the stability of 
marriage. Premarital conceptions and especially premarital births tend to increase the 
likelihood of divorce (Becker, Landes and Michael, 1977; Murphy, 1985; Morgan and 
Rindfuss, 1985; Hoem and Hoem, 1992; Kravdal, 1988; Teachman and Polonko, 
1990; Andersson, 1997; Lyngstad, 2006; Waite and Lillard, 1991). The excess risk of 
marital dissolution among women who had a child before marriage is independent of 
who is the father of the child. Even if it is a common child with the husband, these 
women face a much higher risk of divorce than those who had their first birth in 
wedlock (Kravdal, 1988; Liu, 2002). Childless couples usually run the highest risk of 
marital breakdown, but we discuss this association more explicitly in the later section 
on the effect of number and ages of children. 
 
Marital conceptions create the best protection against marital dissolution. However, 
there is no evidence suggesting that the delay of first birth until several years after 
marriage leads to higher stability of marriage as compared to earlier marital births 
(Morgan and Rindfuss, 1985). 
 
The increased risk of divorce caused by premarital conception is commonly attributed 
to the haste in which forced (“shotgun”) marriage is usually contracted. Premarital 
conceptions shorten the available time for searching out and dating the best potential 
partner.. The couples have less time to get to know each other and to build stable and 
firm relationships (Becker, Landes and Michael, 1977; Morgan and Rindfuss, 1985; 
Hoem and Hoem, 1992). Secondly, entry into marriage requires some inevitable 
adjustments in life, which may be much more difficult to do in cases where the wife is 
pregnant at marriage. The arrival of the first child is found to have a certain 
destabilizing effect on the marital relationship (Hoem, 1997), and if the couple has not 
had enough time to establish strong bonds, one may expect that the event will be even 
more detrimental to marriage. The same reasons account for the higher risk of divorce 
among women with premarital children. In addition, these women have already gone 
through being a single parent and therefore feel less terrified by the normative 
pressure. If the husband is not the biological father of the child(ren) born before 
marriage, it again reduces the preventive effect of parenthood (Morgan and Rindfuss, 
1985). 
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Number and ages of children 
 
The literature discussing the effect of children on the stability of marriage suggests 
that having children contributes to the cohesiveness of the couple and reduces the risk 
of divorce. Children constitute “marital-specific capital” (Becker, Landes and 
Michael, 1977) and therefore raise the value of marriage as well as the costs of its 
dissolution (Becker, Landes and Michael, 1977; Waite and Lillard, 1991; Lillard and 
Waite, 1993). The presence of children creates legal, financial and emotional barriers 
against divorce, but at the same time more children do not necessary mean that the 
protection is higher.  
 
Available evidence suggests that the lowest risk of divorce is among couples with two 
children and that the effect of subsequent births is less important. In a number of 
studies, it was found that the distribution of divorce risk by the number of children is 
U-shaped, being lowest among couples with two children and highest among the 
childless and those with four or more children (Murphy, 1985; Hoem and Hoem, 
1992; Andersson, 1997; Liu, 2002). 
 
Not only the presence and the number, but also the ages of children are important 
predictors of the divorce risk. Rates of divorce have been found to decrease after the 
arrival of the child and to be lowest when the child is young. As the child grows older, 
the risk of marital breakdown rises (Andersson, 1997; Kravdal, 1988; Becker, Landes 
and Michael, 1977; Lutz, Wils and Nieminen, 1991). Waite and Lillard (1991) found 
that the age of the child has the strongest effect for first-borns. First-born children 
enhance the stability of their parents’ marriage through their preschool years, while 
subsequent children decrease the probability of divorce only when they are very 
young.  
 
Age at marriage 
 
Age at marriage is another important predictor of divorce. As reported in previous 
studies, people who marry at young ages usually have a higher risk of divorce than 
those who form first marital unions at later ages (Murphy, 1985; White, 1990; Morgan 
and Rindfuss, 1985; Andersson, 1997).  
 
Similarly to the case of premarital conception discussed earlier in this paper, 
economic theorists reason that the higher probability of divorce arises from 
insufficient partner search as well as lack of maturity to select a compatible spouse 
(Becker Landes and Michael, 1977). Those who marry very young are not 
emotionally enough prepared for marriage and lack knowledge of how to maintain the 
relationship. Morgan and Rindfuss (1985) point to the importance of changes in 
individual characteristics that are taking place during one’s late ’teens and early 
twenties. The younger the couple, the higher is the risk of withdrawing from each 
other over time due to increasing differences in interests, views and aspirations.  
 
Some studies support the argument that the association between age at marriage and 
divorce reflects the effect of social class as people from poorer backgrounds tend to 
marry at younger ages (see Clarke and Berrington, 1999). 
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In addition, some researchers argue that individuals who marry at younger ages may 
have particular personality traits that make them more inclined both to marry early 
and to end their marriages by divorce. They may be hastier in their decisions and 
more prone to rebellious behavior (Hoem and Hoem, 1992). 
 
Parental divorce  
 
A number of studies reveal the existence of intergenerational transmission of divorce. 
Children whose parents divorced appear to be more prone to dissolve their marriages 
than those whose parents form a stable couple (de Graaf and Kalmijn, 2006). The 
association persists even among those who were already adults when their parents 
divorced (see Clarke and Berrington, 1999).  
 
It is believed that the disruptive effect of parents’ divorce on children’s future 
marriages operates through socialization. Children of divorced parents have higher 
risk of interpersonal behavior problems such as lack of trust in others or inability to 
commit. Experience of parental divorce diminishes psychological barriers to divorce 
and makes it easier to view as an acceptable solution in case of marital failure 
(Amato, 1996; Sanjian, 1991). These people are much more likely than others to 
cohabit before marriage (Thornton, 1991). 
 
Duration of marriage 
 
Previous research has found that the lowest probability of marital disruption is during 
the first year of marriage, and then it increases with every subsequent year. The risk of 
divorce reaches the peak between the duration of five to ten years and then falls again 
(Kravdal, 1988; Andersson, 1997; Lyngstad, 2004). 
 
One of the explanations for these changes in divorce risk is that during the first decade 
of marriage both partners go through crucial life course transitions and challenging 
experiences (completion of education, building educational career, bearing children, 
etc.). During the later years, their life is more settled, the couple have developed 
strategies to deal with problems as they arise, ways to suppress conflict, etc. (Morgan 
and Rindfuss, 1985; Thomson and Colella, 1992). With the longer years of living 
together, “marital-specific capital” also increases, making divorce more costly 
(Becker, Landes and Michael, 1977). 
 
Place of residence 
 
Higher risk of divorce is usually found in urban areas (Lyngstad, 2006; Muszynska, 
2006, 2006a). This incidence reflects more liberal social norms and lower 
stigmatization of divorcees as well as less difficulty in making divorce official. The 
marriage market is larger in urban areas, and singles have more opportunities to find 
an alternative partner. The facts that young couples dissolve their union more often 
than older ones and that the urban population is typically younger than the rural also 
contribute to the explanation of higher divorce rate in cities and other urban areas 
(Moskoff, 1983).  
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Religion 
 
Religion, as it provides a source of more traditional family values and higher moral 
commitment, has been shown to exert a notable influence on marital stability 
(Gelissen, 2003; Call and Heaton, 1997; Hoem and Hoem, 1992). Research by Call 
and Heaton (1997) indicates that more frequent church attendance leads to lower risk 
of divorce.  
 
The impact of religious affiliation on marital stability seems to be less significant than 
religious activity and it is generally decreasing. Earlier research, for example, found 
that Catholic unions were less likely to be terminated by divorce than Protestant 
counterparts, which was explained by the strict stand of the Catholic Church against 
divorce; and more recent studies report a convergence in the risk of divorce among 
Protestant and Catholic unions (see a review of related research by Lehrer, 1996). 
However, when compared to those with no religious affiliation, Catholics, Protestants, 
Muslims and persons belonging to other religions are found to hold less tolerant 
attitudes about divorce (Gelissen, 2003) and to experience lower divorce risk (de 
Graaf and Kalmijn, 2006). 
 
Calendar period 
 
We believe that it is very important to include a period perspective in the analysis. 
The importance of period perspective is emphasized in a number of other studies 
(Lutz, Wils and Nieminen, 1991; Kravdal, 1988; Andersson, 1997). Variation of 
divorce risk over calendar time reflects both modifications in divorce legislation as 
well as broader changes in the socio-economic and cultural context. 
 
 
4. Data and methods 
 
The analysis is based on the Russian Generations and Gender Survey data containing 
full histories of union formation and dissolution as well as of childbearing. The survey 
was conducted in June through August of 2004. Since we are not concerned with a 
comparison of men and women in this study, we restrict our sample to first-time 
married women.  
 
The dependent variable in our study is the transition to legal divorce. The process time 
(the basic time factor) is the time elapsed from entry into first marriage until divorce, 
measured in months. Observations are censored in two situations: at the date of 
interview, if there is no event, and at the death of a partner, when marriage ends due 
to this reason. The total number of cases included in the analysis is 5599 (from an 
initial dataset of 11,261). The number of events is 1581. Table 2 categorizes all the 
cases that had to be excluded from the analysis. 
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Table 2: Number of included and excluded cases in the analysis 
 
Number of cases in the initial dataset 11261 
Reasons for exclusions:  
Men 4223 
Never-married women 1400 
First marriage before the respondent’s date of birth 2 
First marriage before age 15 9 
Missing information either on date of separation or on its cause (which may be 
either divorce or death of the husband) 

19 

Divorce before first marriage 9 
Number of cases in the analysis 5599 
Number of events 1581 

Source: Russian GGS, author’s calculations. 
 
We apply a piecewise constant event history model in our analysis, which assumes 
that hazard rates are constant in each segment of the basic time factor but can vary 
across them (for more details, see Blossfeld and Rohwer, 2001). In our analysis, we 
cut the baseline into eight segments. The first five segments are one-year intervals, the 
next two are two-year intervals and the last one covers the rest of the time axis. The 
cut points are as follows: 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 7, 9 and 10+. Results are presented in a form of 
exponentiated coefficients, which are interpreted as relative risks in the text. 
 
In order to reduce the bias related to the sampling procedure, Kish weights have been 
applied in the analysis (for a more detailed report about the sampling procedure, see 
Kosolapov and Zakharov, 2005). 
 
 
Covariates 
 
We now turn to the description of variables. We include a set of time-constant and 
time-varying covariates. For a complete list of variables and the distribution of 
exposures for each of them, see Table 4.  
 
The key independent variable is motherhood status at marriage, comprising three 
groups of women. The first group of women includes those who had premarital births 
and thus already had child(ren) at the entry into first marriage. We do not distinguish 
whether the husband is the biological father of the child(ren) or not, which is beyond 
the scope of this study. The second group consists of women who married following 
conception, i.e. they were pregnant at marriage. The third group encompasses women 
who were childless at marriage. Based on the findings of previous studies, we expect 
that both premarital conception and premarital birth increase the risk of marital 
disruption, compared to women who were not pregnant and had no child at marriage. 
 
The way we define the category of women “pregnant at marriage” is connected to our 
objective to capture marriages induced by conception, i.e. the so-called “shotgun” 
marriages, and their stability. We consider that during the first month or two of the 
pregnancy, a woman might not be aware of or completely sure about her status. When 
the pregnancy is confirmed, the couple usually needs some time to decide if they want 
to keep the baby. Despite decreasing rates, induced abortions are still relatively 
frequent in Russia, and women normally are allowed to have an abortion within the 
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first 12 weeks of pregnancy (Avdeev, Blum and Troitskaya, 1995). So this time might 
be regarded as a period of consideration. Once the couple decides to marry, the 
wedding arrangements also take some time. Therefore, we make an assumption that 
the highest probability of shotgun marriage is in the cases when marriage is registered 
in the fourth month of pregnancy or later. Consequently, a premaritally conceived 
child is expected to be born during the first five months of marriage. Earlier 
conceptions increase the probability of situations other than a pregnancy-induced 
marriage. For example, the couple may have stopped preventing conception before the 
anticipated wedding, or the woman may not even have been aware of her very early 
pregnancy at marriage. Correspondingly, in our study, conceptions which result in 
childbirth after six or more months of marriage, are assumed to be marital. Table 3 
gives the distribution of the sample by motherhood status at marriage as well as other 
related basic statistics. 
 
In other studies, premarital conception is usually considered as such if the child is 
born during the first seven or eight months of marriage. However, we want not only to 
see how the timing of birth is associated with the stability of marital union, but also to 
test whether marriages seemingly induced by pregnancy run a higher divorce risk than 
those formed without anticipation of childbirth. Before deciding to take the interval of 
five months of marriage as defining the time when premaritally conceived children 
are born, we developed several experimental models using different intervals from a 
range of 0–8 months. The effect was essentially independent of the interval. At the 
same time, we found proof that the first five months of marriage are crucial in terms 
of the significance of this effect.  
 
 
Table 3: Simple statistics of the main covariate 
 

 
N of women in 

exposures Exposures Events Rate 
Child(ren) at marriage 548 8841 121 0.014 
Pregnant at marriage 569 9150 149 0.016 
No child at marriage 4482 88267 1106 0.013 
Total 5599 106258 1376 0.013 

Source: Russian GGS, author’s calculations. 
 
Another covariate included in our analysis is a factor combining women’s parity and 
age of the youngest child. It is a time-varying covariate describing the impact of 
children on the risk of marital disruption. We distinguish between parity 0 (no child), 
parity 1, parity 2 and parity 3+. The age of the youngest child is categorized by age 
group: aged 0–3 years (very young children), 4–6 (children of preschool age) and 7+. 
Parity 0 is included as a separate category in the combination factor. Following the 
theoretical discussion provided earlier, we hypothesize that childless women run the 
highest risk of divorce and that the risk of marital breakdown increases as the 
youngest child grows older.  
 
Divorce risk for women with different motherhood status at marriage is additionally 
controlled for age at marriage. We set up the following age groups: 15–18, 19–22, 23–
25, 26–29 and 30+. According to our expectations, the risk of divorce should be 
negatively related to the age at marriage. 
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We have also included as a covariate parental divorce, previously found to be 
associated with the risk of marital dissolution. It comprises two categories: “yes, 
parents divorced” and “no, parents never divorced.” We expect that the experience of 
parental divorce increases the risk of marital dissolution. 
 
 
Table 4: Distribution of exposures for variables included in the analysis 
 

Time-constant covariates: 
 

Time-varying covariates: 
 

 %  % 
Motherhood status at marriage  Duration of marriage  
Child(ren) at marriage 8.8 1st year 11.1 
Pregnant at marriage 9.4 2nd year 9.6 
No child at marriage 81.8 3rd year 8.8 
  4th year 10.5 
Age at 1st marriage  5th year 9.2 
15-18 7.2 6-7 years 12.7 
19-22 52.6 8-9 years 11.0 
23-26 27.9 10+ years 27.1 
27-29 6.2   
30+ 6.1 Parity and age of youngest child  
  Parity 0 16.4 
Parents ever divorced  Parity 1,  aged 0-3 22.7 
Yes 12.4  aged 4-6 12.1 
No 86.3  aged 7+ 10.6 
Missing 1.3 Parity 2,  aged 0-3 12.6 
   aged 4-6 7.6 
Place of residence    aged 7+ 10.1 
Moscow, St. Petersburg 8.6 Parity 3+, aged 0-3 3.4 
Other oblast (regional) center 28.5  aged 4-6 1.8 
Other urban area 34.4  aged 7+ 2.8 
Rural area 28.6   
  Period  
Religion group  <1960 8.3 
Orthodox 81.3 1960-1964 7.9 
Muslim 4.3 1965-1969 8.4 
Other/missing 14.4 1970-1974 9.4 
  1975-1979 10.7 
  1980-1984 12.2 
  1985-1989 12.8 
  1990-1994 12.2 
  1995-1999 10.0 
  2000-2004 8.0 

Source: Russian GGS, author’s calculations. 
 
 
Further, we add place of residence. This covariate consists of three categories. The 
first category covers the two biggest cities and most important oblast (regional) 
centers of Russia – Moscow and St. Petersburg. The second category contains other 
oblast centers. The third one, which is labeled as “other urban area,” includes towns 
and other urban-type communities. The fourth category is “rural area,” which is 
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originally defined as such in the dataset. Based on the literature, we anticipate the 
highest risk of divorce to be found in most urbanized areas. 
 
We control for religion group, aiming to examine divorce risk variation by religious 
composition in Russia. We distinguish between Orthodox Christians and Muslims. 
Orthodox believers constitute the largest religious community. Muslims are much 
fewer in number; nevertheless they are the second largest religious community in 
Russia. The third category includes other or missing cases as well as those with no 
religious affiliation. Unfortunately, the latter group was too small to make a separate 
category – there were fewer than 10 cases. We include missing cases in our models 
because they comprise almost 13 percent of all cases.  
 
Another time-varying covariate is calendar period. The first category covers the years 
before 1960. We divide the middle three categories into five-year intervals. The last 
category comprises the years 2000–2004, but one should take into account that the 
year 2004 is not complete; it includes only the months up to the date of interview. We 
expect that our results will reflect to some extent the observed divorce trends 
presented in Figure 1. 
 
 
5. Results 
 
Table 5 reports the results from the piecewise constant event history models on 
transition to divorce in Russia. Each of seven models includes an additional 
parameter, and we can see that Model 7, containing all covariates, demonstrates the 
best model fit. Therefore, we focus on Model 7 in our further analysis. 
 
Our results support the findings of previous research as well as our expectations 
regarding the effect of premarital conception on the stability of subsequent marriage. 
The risk of divorce for women whose marriage was essentially induced by pregnancy 
is significantly higher than for women who were childless at marriage. Premarital 
conception increases the risk of marital dissolution by 22 percent, and a premarital 
child does so by 54 percent. 
 
As far as the effect of parity is considered, we find that childless women run the 
highest risk of divorce. For one-child mothers, it is slightly lower than for the 
childless. The lowest risk of marital disruption is observed among women with two 
children. Risk changes at subsequent parities do not seem to be substantial. Thus, the 
arrival of the second child has a significant positive effect on the stability of marriage, 
but additional children do not bring any further increase in this effect. The age of the 
youngest child seems to be an important predictor of divorce too; however, a 
statistically significant and really strong effect has been found only for first-borns. A 
general observation is that children decrease the chance of marital breakup at the time 
they arrive in the family and when they are still very young. During the child’s 
preschool years (age 4-6), the union is at greatest risk in terms of divorce, especially if 
it has only one child. 
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Table 5: Relative risks of divorce, first time married women 
 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 Model 7 
Duration of marriage        
1st year 1 (ref.) 1 (ref.) 1 (ref.) 1 (ref.) 1 (ref.) 1 (ref.) 1 (ref.) 
2nd year 1.49*** 1.48*** 1.58*** 1.63*** 1.66*** 1.65*** 1.65*** 
3rd year 1.50*** 1.48*** 1.68*** 1.74*** 1.83*** 1.81*** 1.81*** 
4th year 1.48*** 1.45*** 1.69*** 1.77*** 1.85*** 1.83*** 1.83*** 
5th year 1.40** 1.37** 1.57*** 1.67*** 1.75*** 1.74*** 1.74*** 
6-7 years 1.05 1.02 1.32** 1.42** 1.48** 1.48** 1.47** 
8-9 years 0.75** 0.72** 1.21 1.29 1.37* 1.35* 1.35* 
10+ years 0.46*** 0.39*** 0.78 0.86 0.93 0.91 0.91 
Motherhood status at 
marriage        
Child(ren) at marriage 1.04 1.01 1.30** 1.52*** 1.52*** 1.57*** 1.54*** 
Pregnant at marriage 1.21** 1.16 1.28*** 1.24** 1.24** 1.23** 1.22** 
No child at marriage 1 (ref.) 1 (ref.) 1 (ref.) 1 (ref.) 1 (ref.) 1 (ref.) 1 (ref.) 
Period        
<1960  0.61** 0.62** 0.60** 0.62** 0.62** 0.61** 
1960-1964  1 (ref.) 1 (ref.) 1 (ref.) 1 (ref.) 1 (ref.) 1 (ref.) 
1965-1969  1.30 1.26 1.26 1.21 1.21 1.22 
1970-1974  1.82*** 1.78*** 1.74*** 1.76*** 1.74*** 1.75*** 
1975-1979  1.98*** 1.94*** 1.91*** 1.90*** 1.88*** 1.89*** 
1980-1984  1.70*** 1.70*** 1.68*** 1.67*** 1.66*** 1.68*** 
1985-1989  1.45** 1.53*** 1.52*** 1.50** 1.49** 1.52** 
1990-1994  1.80*** 1.83*** 1.78*** 1.73*** 1.75*** 1.78*** 
1995-1999  2.11*** 2.05*** 1.98*** 1.88*** 1.90*** 1.94*** 
2000-2004  2.10*** 2.00*** 1.94*** 1.85*** 1.85*** 1.89*** 
Parity and age of 
youngest child        
Parity 0   3.25*** 3.60*** 3.75*** 3.56*** 3.55*** 
Parity 1,  aged 0-3   2.88*** 2.97*** 3.01*** 2.88*** 2.86*** 

 aged 4-6   3.59*** 3.65*** 3.77*** 3.56*** 3.52*** 
 aged 7+   2.40*** 2.57*** 2.62*** 2.45*** 2.41*** 

Parity 2,  aged 0-3   1 (ref.) 1 (ref.) 1 (ref.) 1 (ref.) 1 (ref.) 
 aged 4-6   0.98 0.98 0.98 0.98 0.97 
 aged 7+   1.38* 1.41* 1.45* 1.45* 1.42* 

Parity 3+, aged 0-3   1.09 1.04 1.01 1.05 1.10 
 aged 4-6   1.46 1.39 1.43 1.49 1.53 
 aged 7+   0.61* 0.60* 0.62* 0.65 0.65 

Age at 1st marriage        
15-18    1.94*** 1.88*** 2.00*** 2.00*** 
19-22    1.47*** 1.44*** 1.50*** 1.49*** 
23-26    1 (ref.) 1 (ref.) 1 (ref.) 1 (ref.) 
27-29    1.18 1.19 1.14 1.15 
30+    0.69** 0.70** 0.65*** 0.65*** 
Parents ever divorced        
Yes     1.53*** 1.49*** 1.46*** 
No     1 (ref.) 1 (ref.) 1 (ref.) 
Place of residence         
Moscow, St. Petersburg      1.59*** 1.58*** 
Other oblast (regional) 
center      

1 (ref.) 1 (ref.) 

Other urban area      0.85** 0.85** 
Rural area      0.70*** 0.71*** 
Religion group        
Orthodox       1 (ref.) 
Muslim       0.46*** 
Other/missing        0.98 
Model fit        
Initial LL -5008 -5008 -5008 -5008 -4921 -4921 -4921 
Final LL -4826 -4783 -4681 -4642 -4544 -4503 -4493 

Source: Russian GGS; author’s calculations;*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p <0.1. 
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The risk of divorce is negatively related to the age at marriage. In 2004, the mean age 
at first marriage for women in Russia was 23.3 years (Naselenie Rossii, 2006). 
Divorce among women who married at age 15–18 was twice as frequent as among 
women who married at age 23–26. The lowest risk of marital dissolution was found 
for women who entered into first marriage at age 30 and older.  
 
Our analysis replicates the results of prior studies about the negative impact of 
parental divorce on the stability of children’s marriages. According to our estimates, 
experience of parental divorce increases the risk of marital dissolution by 46 percent 
compared to those whose parents never divorced. 
 
As for the effect of duration of marriage, we find that the risk of marital breakup 
sharply increases during the first several years. The maximum risk is reached in the 
fourth year of marriage and then gradually declines with every subsequent year.  
 
The urbanization level of the place of residence also exerts a major influence of the 
risk of divorce. The higher the level of urbanization, the higher is the risk of divorce. 
Women living in Moscow and St. Petersburg are most prone to dissolve their marital 
unions. Divorce in the latter group of women is 58 percent higher than among women 
from other oblast centers in Russia. The lowest risk of marital dissolution is observed 
in rural areas; it is 29 percent lower compared to oblast centers other than Moscow 
and St. Petersburg (reference category). 
 
For religious affiliation, we are mainly able to compare Orthodox Christians and 
Muslims. Our results show that the risk of divorce among Muslim women is 54 
percent lower than among members of the Orthodox Church. 
 
Regarding the effect of calendar period, our results reflect the observed trends in 
divorce rates. In line with Russian divorce statistics, we find a steep rise in divorce 
risk from the beginning of our observation2 until the late 1970s. Then divorce risk 
slightly levels off until a further increase in the decade 1990–1999, after which it 
declines again. The real trend is more dynamic in the 1990s; however, the five-year 
intervals that we use for our analysis do not capture all the ups and downs. 
 
Interaction models 
 
Additionally, we have created a model including a combination factor of motherhood 
status at marriage and parity combined with age of the youngest child. Figure 3 shows 
the interaction between the two covariates, while the whole model is provided in 
Appendix 1. Due to small sample sizes, we made broader categories for the parity 
factor and instead of the category “parity 3+” we used a category “parity 2+”. 
However, the picture has not been changed much by this adjustment as according to 
our estimations, divorce risks at parities 2 and 3+ are rather similar.  
 
 

                                                 
2 Considering that the oldest women included in our analysis were born in 1923, our observation starts 
in 1938, i.e. when they turn 15 years of age.  



 17

 
 
Figure 3: Relative risks of divorce by motherhood status at marriage and parity and 
age of the youngest child; first-time married women 
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Source: Russian GGS; author’s calculations. 
Note: controlled for duration of marriage (baseline), calendar period, age at marriage, parental divorce, 
place of residence, and religion group. 
 
 
As can be seen from Figure 3, the elevated risk of divorce for women with premarital 
children is observed at all parities and it is independent of the age of the youngest 
child. As for women who married while pregnant, we see a very similar association, 
but not at second and higher parities. They face a very high probability of divorce at 
parity 1, but the birth of the second and subsequent children seemingly brings these 
women’ s risk of divorce closer to that of  women with no child at marriage. 
 
By creating a combination model that includes motherhood status and calendar 
period, we expected to obtain a better understanding of how the effect of premarital 
conception on the propensity to divorce has been changing over time. Figure 4 
presents the interaction between motherhood status at marriage and calendar time (for 
the whole model, see Appendix 2). Our results show that the divorce risk for women 
pregnant at marriage was extremely high during the 1970s (about double that for 
women with no child at marriage). However, later on and particularly since the 
beginning of the 1990s, the trends converge for both groups of women.  
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Figure 4: Relative risks of divorce by motherhood status at marriage and calendar 
period; first time married women 
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Source: Russian GGS; authors’ calculations. 
Note: controlled for duration of marriage (baseline), parity and age of the youngest child, age at 
marriage, parental divorce, place of residence, and religion group. 
 
 
 
6. Discussion of results and conclusions 
 
Russia’s population has for long been characterized by a high divorce rate. It has one 
of the highest divorce indicators in Europe. To our knowledge, however, very few 
studies have attempted not only to describe, but also to explain the Russian pattern of 
divorce. Our analysis has not come very far in reaching the explanation as the causes 
behind the observed trends are many and highly intertwined. Nevertheless, this study 
does contribute further to our understanding of divorce in Russia as well as revealing 
areas requiring further investigation.  
 
Non-marital conception is another phenomenon on which we have focused in this 
study. Despite the societal disapproval, sexual relations outside of marriage have been 
practiced in Russia for a long time, and unintentional pregnancies due to limited 
knowledge and access to contraception have been relatively frequent. Consequently, 
many marriages have been contracted with the purpose of legitimating births. The 
proportion of children born outside marriage was low until the late 1980s. Later, along 
with the changing social norms and attitudes, came an increase in non-marital births, 
an increasing share of which occurs in cohabiting unions. Nevertheless, as the sources 
of data cited earlier in the paper suggest, the proportion of conceptions preceding 
marriage remains relatively high in Russia. Many couples still prefer to marry after 
learning about the (expected or unexpected) pregnancy.  
 
Our aim in this study was to examine if and how premarital conception affects the 
stability of subsequent marriage. As a matter of fact, our results provide further 
evidence of a lower stability of marriages induced by pregnancy. Premarital 
conception increases the risk of divorce in subsequent marriage and premarital birth 
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raises the risk even higher. We also would not reject the possibility that an increasing 
incidence of shotgun marriages was among the set of factors that caused the rise in 
divorce rates in the 1960s through the 1970s. Our estimates show a highly elevated 
risk of divorce both among women pregnant at marriage and women with child(ren) at 
marriage for this period. As for the most recent period, we believe that the converging 
trends in terms of divorce risk for pregnancy-induced marriages and marriages 
contracted without anticipated childbirth are linked to the spread and increasing 
acceptance of informal cohabitation. Cohabiting couples are more likely to marry and 
to plan children than singles (Musick, 2007); thus, marriages following conception 
might not be forced to such an extent as they were before. These findings, however, 
need further elaboration.  
 
The effect of parenthood largely conforms to the results of previous studies. We find 
that having children reduces the risk of marital dissolution and that divorce is most 
likely to occur among childless unions. However, having more children does not 
necessarily lead to lower divorce risk. The arrival of the second child has the strongest 
positive impact on marital stability, and the contribution of subsequent children is not 
that significant. Parity similarly affects both women who married after premarital 
conception or premarital birth and those who married childless.  
 
There is no consensus from previous research regarding the effect of the age of 
children. In the case of Russia, the age of the youngest child has a great impact on the 
propensity to divorce, but it mainly concerns first-borns. This association is not linear. 
According to our results, the risk of divorce considerably decreases upon the arrival of 
a child in the family. Then the risk increases as the child grows and declines again 
when the child starts school.  
 
For the effect of other divorce determinants, we would like to draw attention to the 
following findings: 

• Early marriage increases the probability of divorce and marrying at an older 
age contributes to marital stability.  

• Parental divorce has a detrimental effect on children’s marriages. Children 
from divorced families are more prone to divorce than children from stable 
families.  

• For the association between the duration of marriage and divorce risk, the risk 
of marital breakup increases during the first four years and then gradually 
declines. 

• Living in highly urbanized areas increases the risk of divorce. The higher the 
level of urbanization, the higher are the chances of marital dissolution. The 
highest probability of divorce is found in Moscow and St. Petersburg. 

• Divorce is more frequent among the Orthodox than among the Muslim 
population. 
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Appendix 1: Relative risks of divorce by motherhood status at marriage and parity and 
age of the youngest child; first time married women 
 

Duration of marriage    
1st year 1 (ref.)   
2nd year 1.60***   
3rd year 1.77***   
4th year 1.80***   
5t h year 1.66***   
6-7 years 1.38**   
8-9 years 1.28   
10+ 0.89   
Period    
<1960 0.61**   
1960-1964 1 (ref.)   
1965-1969 1.22   
1970-1974 1.75***   
1975-1979 1.89***   
1980-1984 1.69***   
1985-1989 1.52**   
1990-1994 1.79***   
1995-1999 1.95***   
2000-2004 1.89***   
Motherhood status at marriage, 
parity and age of youngest child 

Child(ren)  
at marriage 

Pregnant  
at marriage1 

No child  
at marriage 

Parity 0 – – 3.55*** 
Parity 1,  aged 0-3 4.78*** 3.63*** 2.78*** 

 aged 4-6 4.11*** 4.09*** 3.71*** 
 aged 7+ 3.36*** 3.73*** 2.34*** 

Parity 2+, aged 0-3 2.00** 1.02 1 (ref.) 
  aged 4-6 1.80 1.91* 0.98 
  aged 7+ 2.02*** 1.13 1.27 

Age at 1st marriage    
15-18 1.98***   
19-22 1.48***   
23-26 1 (ref.)   
27-29 1.15   
30+ 0.65***   
Parents ever divorced    
Yes 1.46   
No 1 (ref.)   
Place of residence     
Moscow, St. Petersburg 1.57***   
Other oblast (regional) center 1 (ref.)   
Other urban area 0.84**   
Rural area 0.70***   
Religion group    
Orthodox 1 (ref.)   
Muslim 0.45***   
Other/missing  0.98   
Model fit    
Initial LL -4921   
Final LL -4494   

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p <0.1 
Source: Russian GGS; author’s calculations. 
1 At parity 0, there are no occurrences for women that were pregnant at marriage (the episode actually 
covers the time of pregnancy). Following the procedure recommended by Hoem (2000) for “structural 
zeros,” we remove these exposures from relative analysis.  
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Appendix 2: Relative risks of divorce by motherhood status at marriage and calendar 
period; first-time married women 
 

Duration of marriage    
1st year 1 (ref.)   
2nd year 1.65***   
3rd year 1.82***   
4th year 1.84***   
5t h year 1.75***   
6-7 years 1.48**   
8-9 years 1.36*   
10+ 0.91   

Period 
Child(ren)  
at marriage 

Pregnant  
at marriage 

No child  
at marriage 

<1960 0.47 1.04 0.58** 
1960-1964 1.58 0.48 1 (ref.) 
1965-1969 1.66 0.75 1.22 
1970-1974 3.27*** 2.75*** 1.57** 
1975-1979 1.70 3.70*** 1.77*** 
1980-1984 2.35*** 1.61 1.65*** 
1985-1989 2.62*** 2.30*** 1.36* 
1990-1994 2.05** 1.80** 1.79*** 
1995-1999 3.23*** 2.07*** 1.85*** 
2000-2004 3.29*** 1.75** 1.85*** 
Motherhood status at marriage, parity 
and age of youngest child  

 
 

Parity 0 3.57***   
Parity 1,  aged 0-3 2.87***   

 aged 4-6 3.54***   
 aged 7+ 2.42***   

Parity 2,  aged 0-3 1 (ref.)   
 aged 4-6 0.98   
 aged 7+ 1.42*   

Parity 3+, aged 0-3 1.11   
 aged 4-6 1.53   
 aged 7+ 0.65   

Age at 1st marriage    
15-18 2.02***   
19-22 1.49***   
23-26 1 (ref.)   
27-29 1.15   
30+ 0.65***   
Parents ever divorced    
Yes 1.47***   
No 1 (ref.)   
Place of residence     
Moscow, St. Petersburg 1.57***   
Other oblast (regional) center 1 (ref.)   
Other urban area 0.85**   
Rural area 0.71***   
Religion group    
Orthodox 1 (ref.)   
Muslim 0.45***   
Other/missing  0.98   
Model fit    
Initial LL -4921   
Final LL -4483   

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p <0.1 
Source: Russian GGS; author’s calculations. 




