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Chapter 2
The Conceptual and Empirical Challenges 
of Estimating Trends in Union Stability: 
Have Unions Become More Stable 
in Britain?

Diederik Boertien

Abstract  This chapter provides an overview of the conceptual and empirical chal-
lenges that arise once measuring union stability. Conceptually, the chapter discusses 
different ways of defining unions and what each way implies in terms of measure-
ment. For the purposes of this chapter, union stability is defined as the stability of 
both marriages and co-residential unions. Available data sources are discussed as 
well as their possible biases. Empirically, the chapter compares two data sources 
from Britain to show that there are serious challenges to be overcome when using 
survey data to estimate trends in union stability. Survey data possibly overestimates 
union stability due to selective non-response and prospective surveys do not report 
many unions that existed according to retrospective data. Good news comes from a 
comparison of two retrospective sources which provide relatively consistent esti-
mates of trends in union stability. If retrospective information is indeed to be trusted, 
union stability has been decreasing across cohorts (1974–1999), but this develop-
ment appears to have stalled for the most recent cohort formed in 2000–2004. A 
lack of recent data, however, prevents us from knowing whether this trend has con-
tinued, underlining the need to invest in the repeated collection of retrospective 
union histories.
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2.1 � Introduction

The dramatic increases in divorce rates in Western societies over the last decades 
have provided a fertile ground for theories regarding individual and couple behavior 
(Wagner et al. 2015). The increased prevalence of divorce has been regarded as an 
indication of a greater value put on personal autonomy (Lesthaeghe 1995) and 
changing expectations of relationships (Cherlin 2004). It has also been regarded as 
reflecting changes in relationship dynamics between men and women, with women 
having increasingly more control over their own lives and couple behavior (Becker 
et al. 1977; Oppenheimer 1997). Recently, scholars have started to pay attention to 
a break in the trend of increasing divorce rates. Since the 1980s, divorce rates have 
arrived at a plateau and recently possibly started to decline again in the United 
States (Cohen 2018; Kennedy and Ruggles 2014; Stevenson and Wolfers 2011; 
U.S. Census Bureau 2007). Crude divorce rates have also been dropping in some 
European countries (Esping-Andersen 2016).

If increases in divorce rates have been consequential for our thinking about cou-
ple life, a partial reversal of that trend should provoke new theories and explanations 
too. But the recent possible stabilization of marriage has not yet sparked great inter-
est from scholars. This could well be because the selection of people into marriage 
has changed over time. Not all cohabiting relationships are formalized through mar-
riage anymore, and many children grow up in households where parents are not 
married (Heuveline and Timberlake 2004). Divorce rates therefore decreasingly 
cover all of couple and family life, and the usefulness of the indicator has conse-
quently changed over time (Cherlin 2010). A logical question would therefore be to 
ask: Has the stability of unions in general changed over time?

The aim of this chapter is to try and answer this question for cohabiting unions 
and marriages in Britain. Unfortunately, switching from the study of marital stabil-
ity to the study of union stability is fraught with conceptual and empirical chal-
lenges. An important goal of this book chapter is to give an overview of these 
different challenges, and to provide recommendations for future data collection and 
research. Problems in the estimation of levels of cohabitation and divorce have been 
getting attention over the last decades (Manning and Smock 2005; Hayford and 
Morgan 2008; Kennedy and Ruggles 2014), but barely any attention has been paid 
to the estimation of trends in union stability.

The chapter will be organized according to two main sub-questions. Firstly, how 
to define unions and should all types of relationships be included in estimates of 
union stability? In this section, rather than providing an account of what a union 
exactly is, different practical options are reviewed in terms of how well they allow 
for unequivocal measurement and how likely they are to be relevant for social sci-
ence research. Secondly, what data is the most appropriate to empirically document 
trends in union stability? To answer the second question I will discuss various pos-
sible sources available (e.g. administrative data, longitudinal surveys, and retro-
spective union histories) and the possible biases introduced by using each source of 
data. To get insight into how serious these biases are, several tests will be performed 
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in the empirical section of the paper using the British Household Panel Survey and 
Understanding Society data. Based on the results of these tests, an as best as possi-
ble estimate of changes over time in union stability in Britain will be provided.

2.2 � The Conceptual Switch from Marital to Union Stability

Ever more relationships in Europe diverge from the ‘traditional’ route of a period of 
courtship followed by marriage and children. Widely used indicators such as marital 
stability therefore no longer cover the great majority of relationships and families in 
society (Cherlin 2010). Is it possible to create a new measure of union stability that 
has the same qualities that measures of marital stability once had: straightforward 
measurement and covering most long-term relationships in society?

Legal marriages have a clear starting date and include a ceremony that, at the 
least, includes a declaration of being a couple in legal terms. Legal agreements can 
be collected by authorities to compile official statistics on marriage. Other relation-
ship forms often do not have such a clear moment where the relationship status of a 
couple is declared. For instance, it is not uncommon that the question when a couple 
started ‘dating’ leads to a conversation between partners aimed at re-constructing 
past events. Such a question can be interpreted in various ways (e.g. first romantic 
involvement, informal declaration of being a couple). If one cannot clearly measure 
when a relationship starts, how do we know who is in a relationship at a given point 
in time?

A moment of transition might be clearer in the case of cohabiting unions. Many 
cohabiting couples sign cohabitation agreements or register in other ways with 
authorities (Perelli-Harris and Gassen 2012). Registered partnerships therefore 
should be identifiable in a manner similar to marriages. However, many cohabiting 
partnerships are never registered with authorities. A new measure of union stability 
that only includes registered partnerships and marriages is therefore still likely to 
leave many long-term relationships out of consideration. Are there other relatively 
objective ways of defining the start of a cohabiting relationship?

One might consider the moment a couple moves in together as the start of a co-
residential relationship. However, qualitative research has shown that people often 
gradually move in with each other, starting with staying over a couple of nights a 
week and ending in full-time co-residence (Manning and Smock 2005). Such slid-
ing into cohabitation makes it hard to pin down the start of a co-residing relation-
ship. There might be relatively objective ways of determining co-residence of two 
persons such as the registration at a certain address or, for instance, counting the 
number of nights one spends outside of the partner’s home (excluding travels). 
There are some limitations to determining co-residence in such ways, including 
possible failures to register a new address. But more importantly, the co-residence 
of two persons does not necessarily imply that they are a couple. One might there-
fore define co-residence in such a way that it should be measurable in a relatively 
objective way, but in order to measure co-residential romantic unions it will always 
be necessary to ask co-residing individuals whether they are a couple or not.

2  The Conceptual and Empirical Challenges of Estimating Trends in Union Stability…
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A new measure of union stability that includes cohabiting unions will therefore 
necessarily have to rely on some form of self-reported relationship status, an essen-
tial difference as compared to measures of marital stability. But, if the definition of 
a union ultimately depends on the self-identification of couples as such, why should 
we categorically exclude other relationships that also depend on such self-
identification? For instance, definitions of non-residential relationships rely on indi-
viduals perceiving themselves as being a couple (Strohm et  al. 2009:177). Such 
non-residential relationships can include ‘Living Apart Together’ (LAT) relation-
ships which sometimes are defined as having an explicitly expressed long-term 
commitment between partners (Connidis et al. 2017:1407), but also other ‘dating’ 
relationships that consist of non-residential relationships that do not necessarily 
include a long-term commitment.

If self-identification cannot be avoided in the measurement of union stability, 
what would be objections against including all self-declared relationship in the con-
struction of such a measure? Marital stability has been such a widely studied topic, 
not only because marriage was the major ambit within which relationships took 
place, but also because marriage impacts well-being (Amato 2010), is an arrange-
ment within which economic resources can be pooled (Lyngstad et al. 2010), affects 
social networks (Kalmijn 2012a) and relationships between family members when 
dissolved (Kalmijn 2012b), and marriage used to be the primary setting within 
which children were born and raised (Perelli-Harris et al. 2012). Furthermore, mar-
riages involve a division of paid and unpaid labor and are therefore defining for 
gender relations (Brines 1994). Due to these characteristics of marriage, changes in 
divorce rates have been of concern for theories and research on topics such as gen-
der relations (Esping-Andersen and Billari 2015; Goldscheider et  al. 2015; 
Oppenheimer 1997), child development (Amato 2010; Härkönen et al. 2017), and 
inequality of opportunity (McLanahan and Percheski 2008).

In other words, marriage and divorce have an impact on people’s lives. The self-
declaration of being in a couple with another person by itself does not imply any 
kind of impact on people’s lives. Marriage, at the minimum, requires an agreement 
on the legal responsibilities partners decide to have toward each other, and therefore 
by definition has some impact on people’s lives. Even though most relationships 
affect mental well-being, gender relationships, and economic standing, there might 
be many self-declared relationships that have relatively little impact on people’s 
lives. In other words, a change in the stability of self-declared relationships is not 
likely to be as consequential for people’s lives as a change in marital stability. The 
inclusion of all self-declared relationships in indicators of union stability, regardless 
of their impact on people’s lives, might therefore reduce its usefulness for many of 
the research questions asked in social science research.

One solution would be to look at long-term commitment between partners, as 
has been done to distinguish certain types of LAT relationships (Connidis et  al. 
2017:1407). A long-term commitment requires coordination of behavior between 
partners. Committed relationships are therefore likely to have more impact on 
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people’s lives as compared to less committed relationships. Are there relatively 
objective ways to measure commitment? One way might be to focus on common 
investments made by the couple, with as the clearest example having children 
together (Aarskaug Wiik et al. 2009). However, not all couples with a long-term 
commitment have children, including those who want but do not have children, and 
not all fertility is intended. Nonetheless, looking at the stability of families with 
children has been an approach taken by recent studies (Brown et al. 2016; Musick 
and Michelmore 2018; Thomson and Eriksson 2013) and is especially relevant for 
questions on child development and inequality of opportunity (McLanahan and 
Percheski 2008). Another objective indicator could be the joint ownership of assets 
such as a home. However, a measure based on the ownership of economic resources 
is likely to only cover (economically) select parts of society.

If commitment is hard to measure objectively using a single measure applicable 
to all relationships, a solution might be to consider co-residence as an indicator of 
how impacting a relationship is on people’s lives. In this case, the definition of co-
residence is crucial, but if (a minimum period of) co-residence involves sharing 
bills, rent, and determining the division of domestic labour, it has at least some 
impact on people’s lives. Similar to marriage, where the declaration of being a legal 
couple requires a minimum coordination of legal responsibilities, co-residence also 
requires a minimum level of coordination of economic and practical responsibili-
ties. This is a defining feature that non-resident self-declared relationships do not 
necessarily have.

Summing up, there seem to be three general options available regarding the type 
of relationships that can be included in the construction of a new measure of union 
stability: (1) include registered partnerships and marriages; (2) include self-declared 
co-residing couples and marriages; (3) include all self-declared couples and mar-
riages. Option 1 can be measured in a way that does not require the self-identification 
of couples. However, Options 2 and 3 are likely to cover more of the total universe 
of relationships that have an impact on people’s lives. Given that Option 3 runs the 
risk of also including relationships that do not have a major impact on people’s 
lives, I give preference to Option 2 in this chapter.

There are several objections that can be made against this choice. For instance, 
one might argue that committed LAT-relationships impact people’s lives as much as 
many co-residential unions. However, until conceptual developments are available 
allowing for a relatively objective identification of commitment in relationships, it 
does not seem straightforward to distinguish committed LAT-relationships from 
other non-residential relationships. One might also argue that co-resident relation-
ships comprise a large variety of relationship forms that range from marriage-like 
unions to relationships that resemble ‘dating’ without any clear commitment 
(Heuveline and Timberlake 2004; Hiekel et  al. 2014; Kiernan 2004). One could 
therefore not consider all cohabiting unions as equally relevant for a measure of 
union stability. A counterargument could be that marriages might also have low 
commitment and can dissolve as soon as bumps on the road appear. But this is a 
debate that is likely to remain open.
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2.3 � Estimating Trends in Union Stability

If the goal is to estimate the duration of co-resident relationships and marriages, 
what measures and data are available to do so? In general, three types of sources 
have been used: administrative data, prospective and retrospective survey data. Each 
of these sources is discussed in turn.

2.3.1 � Administrative Data

Governmental bodies often have information on co-residence of individuals, but 
such administrative data do often not record whether co-resident individuals are a 
couple, unless they legally registered their partnership. Administrative data has been 
used in studies on both cohabitation and separation, but such data either requires 
restricting the sample to parents of common children (Thomson and Eriksson 2013) 
or requires additional assumptions such as the assumption that adults of the opposite-
sex who live together are a couple (Jalovaara and Kulu 2018). Another avenue is to 
perform consistency checks based on other characteristics available in the data, or 
to calculate the likelihood that two co-resident individuals are a couple (Esteve et al. 
2012). It remains unclear, however, how often such assumptions and procedures 
lead to miscoding single individuals as couples, and how consequential this is for 
estimates of trends in unions stability based on administrative data.

Jalovaara and Kulu (2018) used Finnish registry data which has the unique fea-
ture of identifying residence at the dwelling level. They considered two co-residing 
individuals to be a couple if they co-resided in the same dwelling for 90 days or 
more, were not close relatives, had the opposite-sex and did not have an age differ-
ence of more than 20 years. Such a definition likely includes most cohabiting rela-
tionships, but might also include individuals of the opposite-sex who are co-residing 
but not romantically involved. They report that in the Finnish European Social 
Survey rounds 2002–2014, 0.6% of respondents reported to be co-residing with an 
unrelated adult of the opposite-sex without being a couple (Jalovaara and Kulu 
2018: Supplementary Material). More research is needed to investigate how conse-
quential such a prevalence of miscoding is for the estimation of trends in union 
stability. At the same time, administrative data offer qualities as compared to survey 
data (see next sections). Finally, administrative data is currently only available to 
researchers in a limited set of countries.

2.3.2 � Survey Data

Survey data has been used in several existing studies on union stability (Brown et al. 
2016; Raley and Wildsmith 2004). Survey data allow for the inclusion of self-
reported couple status, but can be biased due to either misreporting or due to selec-
tive non-response (Mitchell 2010).
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Most existing findings on misreporting that are relevant for this chapter come 
from studies on the measurement of cohabitation. Determining whether a couple is 
cohabiting is not always straightforward for survey respondents (Manning and 
Smock 2005). The terminology used to determine couple status appears important 
in this regard. Manning and Smock (2005) found in their qualitative study that many 
individuals find the term “unmarried partner” confusing, which is often used in 
large US datasets. Besides not being sure whether one fits a certain definition, some 
couples might be hesitant to disclose their union status out of fear of losing welfare 
benefits or due to social stigma (Murphy 2000; Teitler et al. 2006). In line with these 
arguments, prospective data indeed showed lower rates of cohabitation as compared 
to retrospective data in various studies (Berrington et al. 2011; Murphy 2000; Teitler 
et al. 2006).

However, differences with prospective data might also emerge because retro-
spective data over-reports cohabitation. Teitler et al. (2006) indicate two possible 
ways people might misreport events in case they do not re-call them accurately. 
Firstly, people tend to aim for consistency in the states they report, which leads to 
the tendency to apply a current situation to the situation reported on in the past. 
Secondly, memories are affected by current emotions, which could lead respondents 
to retrospectively “downgrade” the status of past unions. More concretely, if union 
status in the past was ambiguous, respondents might decide that the union ‘existed’ 
if it exists today, and might decide that it did not ‘exist’ if the relationship dissolved. 
They found support for these expectations by comparing retrospective and prospec-
tive reports on cohabitation from the Fragile Families Study.

The Fragile Families Study asked mothers after giving birth whether they cohab-
ited with the father of their child. One year later, mothers were asked retrospectively 
whether they cohabited with the father of their child at the time of birth. Respondents 
in general “upgraded” their reports of union status at birth, with many women not 
reporting being in a cohabiting relationship at birth, but reporting that they did in 
retrospective reports. However, women whose relationship with the father had dis-
solved by the second round of interviews often “downgraded” their relationship: 
they had an increased probability of retrospectively reporting not having cohabited 
with the father at birth, even though they indicated they did prospectively (Teitler 
et  al. 2006). If retrospective reports on relationship status indeed depend to an 
important extent on current relationship status, this might lead to an overestimation 
of union stability: unions that survive are reported whereas unions that do not sur-
vive are omitted.

There are additional reasons to expect union stability to be overestimated in ret-
rospective union histories. Re-call bias might lead people to omit reports on (short) 
cohabiting unions that took place in the distant past. Hayford and Morgan (2008:129) 
found that “cohabitation histories underestimate cohabitation rates in distant peri-
ods relative to rates estimated closer to the date of survey”. Teitler et  al. (2006) 
found larger discrepancies between prospective and retrospective reports of cohabi-
tation if both measurement points were spaced apart further in time.

Besides misreporting, another source of bias in survey data is non-response 
(Mitchell 2010). Selective non-response can arise when individuals with unstable 
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union trajectories are less (or more) likely to respond to a survey, or because they 
are more likely to drop out of longitudinal surveys. All estimates from survey data 
have to deal with differential response rates but selective attrition would form a 
major obstacle to the use of longitudinal prospective data in particular. Several stud-
ies have shown how attrition is related to marital status (Mitchell 2010; Young et al. 
2006). If attrition is based on characteristics observed in previous waves, such attri-
tion might be adjusted for by using sample weights. On the other hand, if attrition is 
directly related to the event of union dissolution, such adjustments are not likely to 
be of help. Individuals who separate between waves of a longitudinal survey might 
be especially likely to drop out of a survey because of two reasons: a) union dissolu-
tion includes residential mobility for at least one individual, which might compli-
cate contacting survey respondents in a follow-up round; b) It can be expected that 
individuals who recently separated are not very eager to cooperate with a survey 
(Young et al. 2006), especially if this includes questions on their relationship his-
tory. To what extent events of separation are related to attrition is still to be 
investigated.

2.3.3 � This Study

Most of the existing empirical evidence on the sources of bias discussed so far 
comes from studies on the levels of cohabitation. In this chapter, the goal is to use 
data from Britain to test whether these issues also lead to biased estimates of trends 
in union stability.

Firstly, data from the British Household Panel Survey (BHPS) is employed. The 
BHPS collected both prospective and retrospective data on union histories, and 
these overlap for one year (1991–1992). This allows us to test for a consistent sam-
ple of respondents whether reports of union stability differ between prospective and 
retrospective sources. There are several possible expectations in this regard:

Hypothesis 1a: If retrospective reports of union status are influenced by current 
union status, retrospective reports overestimate union stability.

Hypothesis 1b: If prospective data under-report cohabitation unions, either due to 
ambiguity of a couple’s union status or due to purposeful misreporting, prospec-
tive reports overestimate union stability.

Secondly, the household design of the BHPS allows us to follow both partners 
after union dissolution. This enables comparing general patterns of attrition to attri-
tion among one of the two separated partners. In this regard it is expected that:

Hypothesis 2: The event of separation is related to higher levels of attrition.

Finally, I test the possible influence of re-call bias by comparing the retrospective 
data from the BHPS collected in 1992 to retrospective data from a comparable sur-
vey: Understanding Society. Retrospective union histories were collected in 
2009/2010, the first wave of the survey. The combination of these datasets allows us 
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to check for consistencies in reports on union stability for the period 1975–1991 in 
Britain. The expectation is that:

Hypothesis 3: If separation events in the distant past are less likely to be reported, 
retrospective union histories that are collected further away in time are likely to 
overestimate union stability.

Finally, I aim to document the overall possible consequences of these biases by 
testing to what extent different data sources produce different estimates of trends in 
union stability. I compare the family histories of the BHPS (Pronzato 2011) to retro-
spective reports from the first wave of Understanding Society collected in 2009/2010. 
The BHPS family histories are based on a combination of retrospective data col-
lected in 1992 with prospective longitudinal data covering 1991–2008. Comparing 
this data to retrospective reports from 2009 allows us to compare estimates of union 
stability from a retrospective source to estimates from prospective data.

2.4 � Data and Method

This study employs information from retrospective union histories recorded by the 
BHPS and Understanding Society studies (University of Essex 2010, 2018). Both 
are longitudinal surveys representative to the British population and apply similar 
definitions of unions and their dissolution. The retrospective union history module 
of the BHPS collects respondents’ information for up to four marriages (collected 
in 1992). It starts by asking what month and year each marriage took place, fol-
lowed by a question whether the respondent and partner did “live together as a 
couple before getting married” and if so what month and year they started living 
together. Dissolution is measured by asking the month and year when the couple 
stopped living together and the reason the union ended (e.g. separation, divorce or 
death). After collecting information on marriage, a cohabitation section starts where 
respondents are asked if they “ever lived with someone as a couple for three months 
or more”, and if so, how many partners they lived with for more than 3 months out-
side of marriage. For each of these partners respondents are asked which month they 
started and stopped living together.

The union history module of Understanding Society imported the structure and 
questions from the BHPS, but with some slight modifications. Most importantly, the 
module starts with asking details on the current marriage, and subsequently on all 
previous marriages (rather than starting with the first and recording up to four mar-
riages). Hannemann and Kulu (2015) found a high degree of consistency between 
estimates of levels of marriage and divorce once comparing Understanding Society 
data to official statistics.

Part of the analysis relies on prospective information on unions from the 
BHPS. This data is derived from information on yearly questions whether and with 
whom persons were “married” or “living as a couple”, combined with yearly ques-
tions on whether, when and why (e.g. divorce/separation/deceased/left for job, etc.) 
persons present in the household in the previous interview left the household and 
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vice versa (i.e. whether new persons entered the household as compared to last 
year). The prospective data might therefore miss short cohabitation spells that took 
place between waves. In this chapter, once comparing prospective to retrospective 
sources, short cohabitation spells (of less than a year) are excluded from the sample 
when relevant.

Several samples are employed in this study. Firstly, prospective and retrospective 
reports on union histories are compared for respondents interviewed both in the 
1991 and 1992 waves of the BHPS. This sample excludes respondents who joined 
or dropped out of the survey in 1992. All respondents who reported either retrospec-
tively or prospectively to have been in a cohabiting union or marriage at the time of 
interview in Wave 1 were included (N = 6033).

Secondly, to compare estimates of trends in union stability across union cohorts 
between the BHPS and Understanding Society data, I restrict the sample to first 
unions formed between 1975 and 2004. The restriction to first unions is motivated 
by the slight difference in the total number of marriages recorded in the 
BHPS. Women’s information on unions is used given that they consistently appear 
to provide more accurate information on family events than men (Mitchell 2010). 
The only further requirement for inclusion was the presence of a starting date and an 
ending date if the union dissolved before last interview. Unions were right-censored 
if a partner passed away, or if the couple was still intact at the date of last interview. 
Transitions from cohabiting to married unions were not regarded as a union end.

Besides differences in survey instruments, there might be differences in the sam-
ple composition across data sources. To compare the BHPS to Understanding 
Society, I limit the BHPS sample to those present in 2008 and employ sample 
weights provided that account for attrition and the inclusion of temporary sample 
members. The first wave of Understanding Society is included and sample weights 
for the year 2009 are used. To take further possible differences in sample composi-
tion into account, controls are included for several characteristics including country 
(England, Northern Ireland, Scotland, Wales), ethnicity (Asian, Black, Other, 
White), being foreign born and education (ISCED 1–2; ISCED 3–4; ISCED 5–6). 
When comparing retrospective union histories recorded in 1992  in the BHPS to 
retrospective histories collected in 2009 by Understanding Society, respondents 
from Northern Ireland and individuals who arrived to Britain after 1991 were 
excluded from the Understanding Society data, again to make the sample compa-
rable to the BHPS in 1992.

2.5 � Results

2.5.1 � Comparing Retrospective and Prospective Reports Using 
a Consistent Sample

The results section starts by testing various hypotheses about sources of bias in the 
estimation of union stability. Table  2.1 compares retrospective and prospective 
reports on the dissolution of unions between Waves 1 and 2 of the BHPS. The infor-
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mation comes from 6033 respondents who reported being in a union at the time of 
interview in Wave 1 either prospectively (In Wave 1) or retrospectively (In Wave 2). 
94.3% of respondents provided consistent information on union stability. 2.7% of 
cases had information on couple status in Waves 1 and 2, but did not complete the 
retrospective history module. A remaining 3.1% provided inconsistent information. 
Even though this might seem as a small percentage, out of the 223 reports of a sepa-
ration recorded across both sources only 58% were reported both prospectively and 
retrospectively. Does this discrepancy lead to biased estimates of union stability?

Some mismatches across sources are likely to arise because of small retrospec-
tive misreports of the month at which unions were formed or dissolved. If one 
assumes such measurement error to be random, we would expect retrospective and 
prospective reports, on average, to produce consistent estimates of union stability. 
However, based on retrospective data 3.4% of unions dissolved between waves, 
whereas prospective data would lead to a dissolution estimate of 2.8%.

This pattern of lower stability in retrospective reports was predicted if prospec-
tive reports do not capture all cohabiting unions in vigor due to unclear definitions 
or deliberate misreporting. It goes against the expectation that current union status 
dictates reports on past union statuses and therewith biases estimates of stability 
upward. Further support for this conclusion is provided by the more detailed num-
bers of Table  2.1. The most common inconsistency across sources consists of 
respondents who retrospectively reported a separation between interviews, but did 
not prospectively indicate being in a union in Wave 1 (53% of all separations not 
consistently recorded). An additional inspection of the actual union formation and 
dissolution months reported in the retrospective data confirmed that the great major-
ity of these cases are unlikely to be due to the misreporting of specific months (not 
shown). Even though 50% of these ‘missing separations’ consisted of unions that 
started in the 4 years before Wave 1, only 6 cases started 4 months or less before 

Table 2.1  Comparison of retrospective and prospective info on separations between waves 1 and 
2 of the BHPS

Retrospective data

Total

Separation 
between 
Waves

No union 
in wave 1

Union in wave 
1; no 
separation

No 
retrospective 
info

Prospective 
data

Separation 
between waves

133 (2.2%) 23 
(0.4%)

6 (0.1%) 2 (0.0%) 164

No union in 
wave 1

51 (0.8%) N/A 58 (1.0%) N/A 109

Union in wave 
1; no 
separation

14 (0.2%) 27 
(0.4%)

5550 (92.0%) 164 (2.7%) 5755

No info in 
wave 1

. N/A 5 (0.1%) N/A 5

Total 198 50 5619 166 6033

Note. Only includes information on individuals that indicated being in a union at Wave 1 either in 
prospective or retrospective data. Separations are defined in both sources as ceasing to live together
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Wave 1. In addition, even though slightly more of these retrospectively reported 
separations took place in the months after interview, they are relatively evenly dis-
tributed across months between waves (e.g. 50% reported the separation to have 
taken place 6 months or later after the Wave 1 interview).

2.5.2 � Re-call Bias

The comparison of reports from prospective and retrospective sources suggests that 
prospective data might overestimate union stability. Retrospective union histories 
might be affected by re-call bias, which would be more serious for events further in 
the past. Do retrospective histories spaced apart 17 years in time produce different 
estimates of union stability?

Table 2.2 compares trends in union stability for the period 1976–1992 based on 
retrospective data from the BHPS (1992) and Understanding Society (2009). The 
time period and samples of both surveys were harmonized for this table. Most 
importantly, the BHPS sample consists of respondents present in 2008 to account 
for possible selective mortality between 1992 and 2008 (sample weights are 
included). Models 1 and 2 show how both sources produce relatively consistent 

Table 2.2  Proportional hazard models of union dissolution by data source; 1976–1992

BHPS Unders. society Pooled data
Haz.R SE Haz.R SE Haz.R SE Haz.R SE Haz.R SE
Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5

Union cohort (Ref. 1975–79)

1980–1984 1.00 0.24 1.30∗∗ 0.10 1.23∗∗ 0.10 . . . .
1985–1989 1.69∗∗ 0.40 1.77∗∗ 0.16 1.80∗∗ 0.16 . . . .
1990–1991 2.86∗∗ 1.26 2.13∗∗ 0.38 2.26∗∗ 0.39 . . . .
Dataset (Ref. Un. Society)

BHPS . . 0.84 0.08 0.65∗ 0.12 0.88 0.16
Time-period (Ref. 1976–1979)

1980–1983 1.23∗ 0.09 1.22∗ 0.11
1984–1987 1.46∗∗ 0.12 1.42∗∗ 0.12
1988–1991 1.77∗∗ 0.14 1.91∗∗ 0.15
1980–1983∗BHPS 1.03 0.26 1.03 0.26
1984–1987∗BHPS 0.86 0.22 0.75 0.20
1988–1991∗BHPS 1.25 0.27 1.12 0.25
Controls YES YES YES YES YES
Weights YES YES YES YES YES
Sample 2008 YES YES YES YES NO
Sample 1992 NO NO NO NO YES
N 1419 4212 5631 5631 7525

Note. Data referring to 1976–1991 from retrospective union histories. Only women’s first unions
∗∗p < .01; ∗p < 0.05

D. Boertien



29

trends in union stability, with decreasing stability across union cohorts. Model 3 
pools data from both sources and documents that estimates of union dissolution are 
slightly lower in the BHPS.  This difference is close to statistically significant. 
Model 4 splits observation time into four groups of years, and shows that for more 
distant periods the BHPS actually underreports union dissolution. This is a pattern 
opposite to what would be expected if surveys distant in time omit more events than 
surveys closer in time. How could this discrepancy be explained?

One possibility is that restricting the sample to those present in the 2008 wave of 
the BHPS introduces selective attrition as a problem. Model 5 therefore restricts the 
sample to individuals present in 1992. These estimates might be less comparable in 
terms of population covered, but are less likely to be affected by attrition. Indeed, 
when lifting this sample restriction more comparable estimates emerge across data 
sources.

2.5.3 � Attrition

The previous results suggest that attrition might be an important problem. If the 
event of separation is connected to attrition, separation events will be recorded less 
often in longitudinal data. The BHPS employs various measures to stay in contact 
with respondents across time such as regular contact to increase commitment to the 
survey and the possibility to report household moves. Other measures include 
obtaining information on respondents who moved out from other household mem-
bers. If whole households moved, neighbors, new residents, phone directories, 
shops, post offices, and contact persons provided by respondents in previous waves 
were consulted.1 Possibly due to these efforts, attrition rates are relatively low in the 
BHPS. Of the 6683 individuals in a union in Wave 1 5919 were interviewed in Wave 
2, an attrition rate of 11%.

The BHPS declares all individual members of the households selected in Wave 1 
to be “Original Sample Members”. These members are followed across time indi-
vidually, also if they move out of the original household. After separation, both 
original sample members are therefore followed to their new address/household. If 
after separation both partners drop out of the survey, there is normally no informa-
tion available for them, which complicates performing an exhaustive test of how 
serious such attrition is for estimates of trends in union stability. However, we do 
have information on couples who separated and where at least one partner was inter-
viewed again. This allows us to give some indication of whether the event of separa-
tion is related to attrition.

Of all couples present in the first wave, 128 couples ended up reporting a separa-
tion in Wave 2, but only 35 of these couples had both partners reporting the event 
in Wave 2 (not shown). In one case partners disagreed on whether they separated. 

1 See the BHPS User Manual Volume A; https://www.iser.essex.ac.uk/bhps/documentation/vola/
index.html

2  The Conceptual and Empirical Challenges of Estimating Trends in Union Stability…

https://www.iser.essex.ac.uk/bhps/documentation/vola/index.html
https://www.iser.essex.ac.uk/bhps/documentation/vola/index.html


30

But, in 92 cases only one of the two partners was interviewed again in Wave 2. The 
other partners had dropped out of the survey. This is 36% of the in total 256 persons 
involved. This is already a high percentage compared to the 11% among coupled 
individuals in general, but attrition is likely to look even more selective if persons 
are counted where both partners of the couple dropped out of the survey. This issue 
cannot be checked with the data at hand.

Both retrospective and prospective union information therefore will have to deal 
with non-response, and it is possible that survey data, regardless of the mode of col-
lection, over-reports union stability. However, if estimates of union stability from 
prospective data come from several waves of data, attrition is likely to be a more 
serious issue for estimates based on longitudinal data.

2.5.4 � Comparing Retrospective and Prospective Reports 
of Trends in Union Stability

The previous exercises have shown that attrition and the underreporting of dissolved 
unions in prospective data are issues that should be taken into account when esti-
mating trends in union stability. How serious are these issues when ignored? To 
illustrate the consequences, I employ all data from the BHPS family histories, which 
is a combination of retrospective and prospective data, and pool it with the retro-
spective histories from Understanding Society.

Table 2.3 shows estimates of Cox proportional hazard models explaining union 
dissolution. Model 1 reveals that the BHPS reports higher union stability as com-
pared to Understanding Society. The analysis presented so far suggested that espe-
cially prospective information might underestimate union stability. To check 
whether this is right, Model 2 splits the observation period into time before 1992 
and time from 1992–2008 (i.e. this variable is time-varying). Pre-1992 information 
in the BHPS comes from retrospective data, whereas post-1992 information comes 
mainly from prospective data. The results show that it is the period covered by pro-
spective data where union stability is higher in the BHPS. Model 3 shows how the 
same conclusion is reached when also excluding unions from both sources that 
lasted less than a year.

Prospective and retrospective data sources hence produce different estimates of 
union stability. Do they lead to different conclusions regarding trends in union sta-
bility? Figure 2.1 indicates the share of women’s unions still intact after 7 years of 
duration depending on whether the BHPS or Understanding Society is used. For 
both data sources one can observe that the oldest union cohorts were the most likely 
to still be with their partner after 7 years. However, estimates from both sources 
would come to diverging conclusions regarding the stability of more recent union 
cohorts. Based on the BHPS data recent union cohorts appear to be more stable than 
unions formed between 1985 and 1994. The retrospective data from Understanding 
Society, however, indicates decreasing stability of unions across all cohorts with a 
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Table 2.3  Pooled proportional hazard models explaining union dissolution of women’s first 
unions

Pooled data
Haz.R SE Haz.R SE Haz.R SE
Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Union cohort (Ref. 1975–79)

1980–1984 1.27∗∗ 0.07 . . . .
1985–1989 1.49∗∗ 0.08 . . . .
1990–1994 1.59∗∗ 0.09 . . . .
1995–1999 1.75∗∗ 0.10 . . . .
2000–2004 2.18∗∗ 0.13 . . . .
Dataset (Ref. Underst. Soc.)

BHPS 0.89∗ 0.04 0.93 0.05 0.96 0.05
Time period

1992–2008 (Ref. Pre-1992) 2.48∗∗ 0.07 2.15∗∗ 0.06
1992–2008∗BHPS 0.80∗∗ 0.06 0.82∗∗ 0.06
Controls YES YES YES
Weights YES YES YES
Sample BHPS from 2008 YES YES YES
Prospective BHPS included YES YES YES
Excluding spells <1 year NO NO YES
N 11,669 11,669 10,888

Controls: ethnicity, region, foreign born, education. ∗∗p < .01; ∗p < 0.05; Pooled data from BHPS 
and Understanding Society
Haz R Hazard Ratio, SE Standard Error

possible stalling of that trend in the most recent cohort. Indeed, the break in the 
trend observed for the BHPS coincides with the switch from retrospective to 
prospective data in that data source. This is congruent with the suspicion that 
longitudinal prospective data might indeed overestimate union stability due to 
attrition and the underreporting of unions.

Models 1 and 2 of Table 2.4 reproduce the results in table form, and the subse-
quent models aim to make trends from both sources more comparable. Model 3 is 
based on a model where the sample of the BHPS is harmonized as much as possible 
to the Understanding Society sample: it only includes respondents interviewed in 
2008 and controls for various background characteristics. Model 4 additionally 
includes sample weights provided by the BHPS to account for selective attrition 
across waves. In general, results do not become more similar across data sources. 
One exception is that after including sampling weights we now also observe 
decreased union stability among the youngest cohort in the BHPS, but the 1995–1999 
union cohort remains oddly stable. It therefore has to be concluded that different 
data sources come to inconsistent conclusions regarding trends in union stability. I 
discuss what can still be said about trends in union stability in the final section of the 
chapter.
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Fig. 2.1  Share of Women’s First Unions Still Intact after 7 Years by Cohort and Dataset. Note. 
Data from British Household Panel Survey 1991–2008; N = 4026; Sample includes all respondents 
of BHPS and therewith differs from that of Table 2.3 for BHPS. Data from Understanding Society 
2009 wave. N = 8915; Based on survival estimates using sts list in STATA. Weights included, but 
no controls

Table 2.4  Proportional hazard models explaining union dissolution of women’s first unions

Understanding 
society British household panel survey
Haz.R SE Haz.R SE Haz.R SE Haz.R SE
Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

Union cohort (Ref. 1975–79)

1980–1984 1.36∗∗ 0.08 1.23∗ 0.10 1.12 0.12 1.09 0.15
1985–1989 1.57∗∗ 0.09 1.48∗∗ 0.12 1.34∗∗ 0.14 1.30∗ 0.17
1990–1994 1.77∗∗ 0.10 1.51∗∗ 0.13 1.34∗∗ 0.14 1.18 0.17
1995–1999 2.04∗∗ 0.12 1.23∗ 0.11 1.03 0.12 1.07 0.15
2000–2004 2.37∗∗ 0.15 1.32∗∗ 0.13 1.33∗ 0.17 1.68∗∗ 0.27
Controls YES NO YES YES
Attrition weights N/A NO NO YES
Sample 2008 N/A NO YES YES
N 8915 4026 2131 2753

Controls: ethnicity, region, foreign born, education. ∗∗p < .01; ∗p < 0.05. Understanding society 
numbers include sample weights to take oversampling of certain subgroups into account
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2.6 � Discussion

Have unions become more or less stable over time in Britain? The answer appears 
to depend on the data source used. Prospective data indicates some signs of a rever-
sal in the trend of increasing instability whereas retrospective data still paints a 
picture of ever less stable union cohorts. There are good reasons to doubt the valid-
ity of conclusions based on the prospective source of data: comparisons of retro-
spective and prospective data showed that a non-negligible number of dissolution 
events are “missing” from prospective reports and attrition appears directly related 
to separation events. Are there reasons to doubt the numbers based on retrospective 
union histories? Even though some events reported prospectively did not show up in 
retrospective information, these “missing” events were considerably smaller in 
number. Furthermore, different retrospective sources referring to the same target 
population delivered relatively consistent estimates of trends in union stability. If 
we take results based on retrospective data as the most likely to be valid, this would 
lead us to conclude that union stability has been increasing across cohorts, with a 
possible stall of that trend for the 2000–2004 union cohorts. There are a couple of 
qualifications to be made to that possible conclusion.

Firstly, even though the comparison of two retrospective histories presented in 
this chapter led to encouraging results, more research is needed to test to what 
extent retrospective unions provide biased information on trends in union stability. 
In particular, results on non-response raised concerns that surveys in general might 
under-report union dissolutions. Connecting survey estimates to administrative data 
might dramatically increase our understanding of how serious non-response is.

Secondly, the estimates presented in this chapter relied on a definition of unions 
that included co-residential unions and marriages only. On the one hand, the exclu-
sion of LAT and non-residential relationships might have led to a picture of union 
stability that is not representative of all relationships that have an important impact 
on people’s lives. On the other hand, the inclusion of all co-residential relationships 
might have given more importance to less committed relationships as compared to 
measures of marital stability. In this chapter, it was argued that co-residence is cur-
rently the best option available to filter committed from non-committed relation-
ships, but applying other filters might lead to different estimates of union stability. 
A recommendation for future conceptual research is to work on measures of unions 
that might be better at such filtering. Conceptual and qualitative research also 
appears important to understand better how to prospectively measure cohabitation. 
In line with previous research (Manning and Smock 2005; Murphy 2000) I found 
that many cohabitations go unmeasured prospectively.

Finally, the most recent union cohort considered in this chapter already dates 
from 15 years ago at the time of writing. Crude divorce rates have dropped dramati-
cally since 2006 in the United Kingdom: from 2.4 to 1.7 in 2015 (Eurostat2). There 

2 http://appsso.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/nui/show.do?dataset=demo_ndivind&lang=en. Accessed 
29/05/2018.
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might therefore be exciting changes in levels of union stability occurring, but we 
currently do not have the data to document them. There are very few countries that 
have recent retrospective union history modules available to do so. Administrative 
data might form a solution in a select number of countries, but more research is 
needed to determine how reliable estimates of union stability are from such sources. 
The main recommendations for the future are therefore: (1) to further encourage the 
cross-verification of sources and determine how to best measure trends in union 
stability; and (2) to invest in the collection of data on union histories and connect 
them to administrative data. Research on trends in union stability might therewith 
one day become an as fruitful source for understanding changes in society as 
research on marital stability once was.
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