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Chapter 4
Divorce Trends in Seven Countries Over 
the Long Transition from State Socialism: 
1981–2004

Juho Härkönen, Sunnee Billingsley, and Maria Hornung

Abstract  The collapse of communism was a defining geopolitical event of late-
twentieth century Europe, with well-documented economic, social, and political 
implications. Yet there is a striking absence of research on how it influenced divorce. 
The objective of this study is to provide an exploratory analysis of trends in divorce 
over the long transition from communism—starting from the decline of the com-
munist economy in the 1980s and ending with economic revival—in seven coun-
tries: Bulgaria, Estonia, Hungary, Lithuania, Poland, Romania, and Russia. We 
discuss how the transition could be expected to either increase or decrease divorce 
risks. We analyze retrospective micro-level data on first marriages from the 
Changing Life Course Regimes in Eastern Europe (CLiCR) dataset. Based on our 
event-history analyses, we find that divorce rates increased in each country at some 
stage during the long transition and these increases cannot be explained by compo-
sitional change of the marriages. However, no uniform pattern emerged in the tim-
ing and duration of the increase in divorce risk. This striking variation leads us to 
conclude that even the effect of major societal ruptures is contextually contingent.
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4.1 � Introduction

The fall of communism was one of the defining geopolitical events of late-twentieth 
century Europe. Besides re-drawing Europe’s geopolitical map, the transition from 
communism to a market economy had a profound impact on the daily lives and liv-
ing conditions of the populations experiencing it, and previous research has shown 
how it shaped, among other outcomes, social inequality and social mobility (Gerber 
and Hout 2004), population health (Billingsley 2011; Brainerd 1998), and marriage 
and fertility (Billingsley 2010; Billingsley and Duntava 2017; Gerber and Berman 
2010; Nedoluzhko and Agadjanian 2015).

Did the transition also affect divorce? The transition from communism meant 
radical social, political and economic transformations from previous social and eco-
nomic structures and relations, institutional support systems, and norms. Such soci-
etal unravelling and the corresponding instabilities for everyday life likely spill over 
into marital instability. Yet, as will be discussed in more detail below, many of the 
repercussions may have had the opposite effect and reduced divorce, for example by 
increasing economic dependence on the family or by heightening the barriers to 
divorce. Given the potential impacts of the transition on the family domain, and its 
documented effects on family formation, there is a striking absence of research on 
divorce trends in these societies.

The objective of our study is to provide an exploratory analysis of divorce risks 
between 1981 and 2004  in seven post-communist societies: Bulgaria, Estonia, 
Hungary, Lithuania, Poland, Romania, and Russia. Our study provides the first 
cross-nationally comparative analyses of micro-level data on divorce trends over the 
transition from communism to market-based economies. Previous research on 
divorce during this period have best documented divorce trends in Russia (Avdeev 
and Monnier 2000; Solodnikov 2016) and Hungary (Bukodi and Róbert 2003; 
Spéder 2005; Spéder and Kamarás 2008), and other studies include single-country 
analyses of divorce trends in Bulgaria (Philipov and Jasilioniene 2008), and 
Romania (Mureşan et al. 2008), as well as socio-economic determinants of divorce 
risks in Estonia (Rootalu 2010) and Lithuania (Maslauskaite et al. 2015). To date, 
the only comparative study on divorce was based on aggregated data (Philipov and 
Dorbritz 2003).

We asked three questions. First, how did divorce rates develop in the seven coun-
tries over the years of transition from state socialism to market-based economies, 
from 1981 to 2004? These years cover the gradual unraveling of the communist 
system and the perestroika years, the years of institutional and political change, as 
well as the immediate aftermath, and stabilization of new political and economic 
systems. In other words, we treat the “long” transition as a gradual process rather 
than just a discrete event. Second, given the well-documented changes in family 
formation behavior especially, can any period differences in divorce rates be linked 
to demographic or compositional features of marriages? Trends based on aggre-
gated data, such as those reported by Philipov and Dorbritz (2003), are suspect to 
changes in the compositional features of marriages. Our event history analyses on 
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harmonized retrospective marital history data from the Changing Life Course 
Regimes in Eastern Europe (CLiCR) dataset allow us to compare estimated trends 
net of compositional change. Third, we asked whether any trends detected were 
similar across the seven countries. As will be discussed in more detail below, some 
features of the transition were shared by all countries, whereas others—such as 
value and gender norm changes (Sobotka 2011) and the success of market reforms 
(Bohle and Greskovits 2007) showed more variation, leading to potentially idiosyn-
cratic responses in divorce rates.

4.2 � Background

We focus on seven former communist countries that all experienced a transition 
from a state socialist regime to a market-based economy and democratic political 
system: Bulgaria, Estonia, Hungary, Lithuania, Poland, Romania and Russia. The 
transition began with the revolutions of 1989, beginning first in Poland in the sum-
mer and spreading to Hungary, Bulgaria and Romania. Estonia and Lithuania estab-
lished independence from the Soviet Union in September 1991 and the Soviet 
Union ceased to exist in December 1991, resulting in the establishment of the 
Russian Federation. This quick pace of events in the 1989–1991 time period was 
preceded by the birth of the Solidary labor party in 1980 in Poland (which was sti-
fled before independence) and a period of policy reform and openness, perestroika 
and glasnost, in the Soviet Union that began in 1985. A major impulse for change in 
the political systems was economic difficulty beginning in the late 1970s.

The transition from communism to a market economy led to major change in 
politics, society and economic conditions in post-socialist countries (Blanchard 
1997; Gerber and Hout 2009). While the socialist system provided job and housing 
security, a basic income, and financial support to families as well as high availability 
of childcare, the transition disrupted many of those systems (Barr 2001; Fajth 1999; 
Frejka 2008; Stankuniene and Jasilioniene 2008). The post-socialist era brought 
along a decrease in state support and an increased liberalization of the market, 
which caused an economic crisis in many countries and worsened economic and 
housing security (Gimpelson 2001) as well as the compatibility of paid and unpaid 
work for women (Pascall and Manning 2000; Szelewa and Polakowski 2008).

Up until the 1990s, the economies of the Eastern Bloc were interdependent 
through membership to the Council for Mutual Economic Assistance (COMECON), 
which was led by the Soviet Union. The collapse of communism and COMECON 
led to economic decline in every associated country. Figure  4.1 shows that eco-
nomic difficulties varied, however, in terms of depth and length. The Central and 
Eastern European (CEE) countries we study all saw a relatively small decline in 
GDP per capita by 1991. Poland experienced the quickest rebound and steepest 
economic growth after 1991. Hungary stabilized and saw economic growth steadily 
after 1991, outperforming all others by 1992. Bulgaria’s initial economic decline in 
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Fig. 4.1  GDP per capita in purchasing power parity (2012 international $). (TransMonEE 2012)

the early 1990s was minimal, but it experienced a greater recession in 1996 and 
1997. Romania’s economic recovery mirrored Bulgaria’s, except that the economic 
slowdown occurred from 1997 to 1999. The countries belonging to the former 
Soviet Union (FSU) saw much deeper recessions in the early 1990s. Both Baltic 
countries experienced a fast decline and recovery was clearly evident by 1995 and 
mostly steady thereafter. Russia, on the other hand, did not show signs of real recov-
ery until 1999.

In Russia, the liberalization of the market led to inflation, recession, unpaid 
wages, and downward mobility and unemployment (Blanchard 1997; Gerber and 
Hout 2009). Economic recessions and high inflation also characterized stages of the 
transition in Bulgaria, Estonia, Lithuania, and Romania, but to a somewhat lesser 
extent in Hungary and Poland (Bohle and Greskovits 2007; Koytcheva and Philipov 
2008; Maslauskaite et  al. 2015; Mureşan et  al. 2008; Robila 2004; Spéder and 
Kamarás 2008). Similarly, compared to Russia, where the economic transformation 
worsened the employment situation for women and increased the gender pay gap, 
women in other Eastern European countries (Bulgaria, Estonia, Poland, Hungary) 
gained substantially relative to men (Spéder and Kamarás 2008; Brainerd 2000).

4.3 � Divorce Legislation and Trends

Divorce rates fluctuated across the communist countries already before the transi-
tion. The liberalization of divorce laws in the Soviet Union in the mid-1960s in 
particular was followed by a general increase in divorce rates (Solodnikov 2016). 
Whereas most of the communist countries maintained liberal divorce laws from this 
time onwards and divorce rates continued to increase, divorce in Romania was 
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almost inaccessible from 1967 to 1974 (Mureşan 2007). In the late 80s, some 
divorce laws were made more restrictive, such as in the case of Hungary—which 
temporarily halted the previous increase in divorce rates (Bukodi and Róbert 2003; 
Spéder and Kamarás 2008)—and Bulgaria, where fault-based divorce was intro-
duced again (Todorova 2000). The transition from communism was accompanied 
by another wave of changes in divorce laws. In Romania, liberalized legislation had 
little observable effect, as the housing crisis, poverty and more negative attitudes 
towards divorce compared to other European countries kept divorce rates low 
(Mureşan et al. 2008; Pantea 2013). The Baltic States tried to abandon Soviet family 
laws in the 1990s by reverting to pre-Soviet legislation. As many former Eastern 
European countries strove for inclusion into the EU, legislation was aligned with 
liberal European law concepts that prevented the change of laws from becoming 
very restrictive (Khazova 2012).

Overall, divorce rates varied between the seven countries both before and during 
the transition (Fig. 4.2; Philipov and Dorbritz 2003). They were the highest in the 
Baltic states and Russia—generally on par with Northern Europe—and the lowest 
in Bulgaria, Romania and Poland. Figure 4.2 shows trends in the total divorce rate 
(that is, divorces per 100 marriages) in six of our countries (Russia is excluded). For 
the most part, total divorce rates remained stable throughout the 1980s, but began to 
increase in many countries after around the collapse of communism. This is most 
obvious in the Baltic States, but also in Hungary, which were the countries with high 
divorce rates to begin with. One can detect signs of upward slopes in divorce also in 
Bulgaria and Romania, and somewhat less clearly in Poland.

Despite these overlaps between divorce trends and the transition from commu-
nism, Philipov and Dorbritz (2003) argued that the transition from communism did 
not lead to any apparent effects on aggregate divorce rates. Rather, they remained 
low in countries where they were low to begin with, and any increases were mainly 
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Fig. 4.2  Total divorce rates in six post-communist countries. (Eurostat 2018)
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due to timing effects—assessed through the duration of divorced marriages. Neither 
was there any evidence of a decrease in divorce during the transition. These conclu-
sions are, however, based primarily on aggregated data. They may therefore be sen-
sitive to any confounding effects due to compositional changes, as well as imperfect 
measurement of timing effects.

4.4 � Theoretical Links Between the Transition Context 
and Divorce

Theoretically, the transition from communism to market-based economies could 
either increase or decrease divorce risk. Building on sociological and economic 
theories of divorce (e.g., Becker 1981; Levinger 1976), major social and economic 
upheavals can increase divorce risk by increasing marital stress or through a shake-
up of norms regulating family life, or alternatively decrease divorce risk by exacer-
bating the costs of divorce and the reliance on family bonds.

The economic crisis followed by gradual demise and subsequent fall of the com-
munist system was the most obvious mechanism to affect divorce. Economic reces-
sions can have either a positive or a negative effect on divorce (Cohen 2014; Philipov 
and Dorbritz 2003; Sobotka et al. 2011). According to family stress theory (Conger 
et al. 1990) unemployment and the fall in living standards increase economic stress 
and negative spousal interactions, thus heightening the risk of divorce during reces-
sions (cf. Fischer and Liefbroer 2006; Sobotka et al. 2011; South 1985). Related to 
this argument, a decrease in consumer confidence for instance has been shown to 
increase union dissolution rates in the Netherlands for women from all educational 
levels (Fischer and Liefbroer 2006). This argument would lead us to expect that due 
to the economic turmoil surrounding the transition from communism, divorce rates 
increased during the transition and particularly so in countries in which the eco-
nomic declines were more pronounced.

Economic crises can also decrease divorce risks by increasing the costs of sepa-
ration. Recessions reduce the opportunities for independent economic provision and 
increase economic reliance on the family. The reduction in incomes can also boost 
the costs of any legal divorce proceedings. Much research from Western countries 
has found that divorce rates are pro-cyclical (Amato and Beattie 2011; Cohen 2014; 
Hellerstein and Morrill 2009; Schaller 2013; South 1985), suggesting that recession 
effects that operate through the costs of divorce trump effects operating through 
stress mechanisms as couples forego or at least delay divorce during economic 
downturns. A study by González-Val and Marcén (2017) confirmed a pro-cyclical 
response of divorce rates for European countries (1991–2012). However, studies 
with individual data lead to opposing conclusions: unemployment (Kraft 2001) and 
unexpected earnings decreases (Böheim and Ermisch 2001; Weiss and Willis 1997) 
have been shown to raise divorce risks (Böheim and Ermisch 2001; Kraft 2001; 
Weiss and Willis 1997). Nevertheless, there is a gender divide. While unexpected 
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increases in earnings decrease divorce risks for men, they increase divorce risks for 
women (Böheim and Ermisch 2001; Weiss and Willis 1997).

The evidence for effects of economic crises on divorce comes mainly from 
Western countries. Although the general mechanisms linking economic turmoil to 
divorce were likely to be similar in the countries experiencing the transition from 
communism to market economy, the sheer depth of the crisis in the latter suggests 
that generalizations should be made with caution. In addition to spikes in unem-
ployment and collapses in wage levels, inflation skyrocketed in many countries to 
four figures. Due to these specificities, predictions of the effects of the economic 
turmoil on divorce that are based on the Western experience are uncertain.

In addition to its economic effects, the transition from communism to market-
based economies had profound social consequences that may have shaped divorce 
rates. Despite the important role of social housing in communist ideology aiming at 
providing housing for everyone, communist countries suffered from a severe short-
age of housing. Married couples and families were favored in the socialist housing 
system, which incentivized early union formation and childbearing (Deacon 1987; 
Frejka 2008; Hussar 2017; Morton 1979; Turnock 1990). The removal of this sys-
tem can have removed some of the barriers to divorce as the supply of housing 
increased after the marketization of the housing sector. Nevertheless, these privati-
zation processes, which in some countries started before the 90s, simultaneously 
increased prices in both the private and public housing sector (Hegedüs and Tosics 
1992; Tsenkova et al. 1996). Even though all post-communist countries started to 
privatize their housing market, there was much variation in the extent and the effec-
tiveness of these steps (Clapham and Kintrea 1996). In Russia, for instance, many 
characteristics from the Soviet housing system such as the underdeveloped quality 
of housing or the waiting lists remained (Lux and Sunega 2014). In Romania, hous-
ing scarcity also remained a problem after the collapse of communism (Robila 
2004). In Hungary, the housing system had been privatized early on (Bodnar and 
Böröcz 1998), but rather than improving the situation for a wide range of people, the 
privatization introduced new forms of segregation by favoring wealthy households 
and trapping low-income households in the social renting sector (Hegedüs 2013).

A second factor concerns the gendered effects of the transition. Socialist econo-
mies promoted gender equality in the public sphere through centralized wage set-
ting, universal employment and accessible and affordable childcare; one of the 
consequences of the transition was an increase in the share of women unemployed, 
the gender wage gap, difficulties managing work and care, and in gender discrimi-
nation in many countries (Degtiar 2000; Khotkina 2001; LaFont 2001; Spéder and 
Kamarás 2008). Although male non-employment has a generally positive effect on 
divorce rates, female non-employment can stabilize marriages particularly in more 
traditional countries and where women are more economically dependent on their 
husbands (Cooke et al. 2013; Härkönen 2014; Lyngstad and Jalovaara 2010), which 
may have shaped the consequences of the transition from communism on divorce. 
In Lithuania, female unemployment stabilized marriage only in urban areas, 
(Maslauskaite et al. 2015) whereas in rural areas, dropping out of the labor market 
increased the risk of divorce for women (Maslauskaite et  al. 2015). For men, 
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unemployment in Lithuania is associated with a higher divorce risk. No difference 
in divorce rates was found in Russia between women who worked and women who 
did not work in periods during socialism and after the transition (Muszyńska 2008). 
Vignoli et al. (2018) found no effect of women’s employment on divorce in Hungary, 
but employed women have higher risks of divorce than unemployed women in 
Poland. An earlier study of the 1940–1992 marriage cohorts in Hungary showed an 
increased risk of divorce for employed women (Bukodi and Róbert 2003).

The transition also influenced values and attitudes. Historically, the countries 
differed in their religious affiliation. Russia, Bulgaria, Romania were Orthodox 
(Fitzpatrick and Kostina-Ritchey 2013; Kte’pi 2013; Pantea 2013), whereas 
Lithuania, Poland, Hungary were Catholic (Dvorak 2013; Lobodzinska 1983; 
Palmer and Molenda-Kostanski 2013) and Estonia was predominantly Protestant. 
The collapse of communist regimes increased insecurity as former guarantees such 
as employment or free education were not assured, which may have led to a more 
open embrace of—often previously latent or hidden—Catholic or Orthodox 
Christianity (Müller 2009; Robila 2004; Spéder and Kamarás 2008). Only in 
Hungary and Poland is a religious revival not clear and this is the case in Poland 
primarily because of such high Catholicism already at the dawn of transition from 
communism. Increased or activated religiosity may also have fueled the re-
traditionalization or re-familization that occurred in gender roles (Teplova 2007), 
which may have increased women’s perceived and actual dependency on male 
partners.

At the same time, the waning of socialist values entailed greater personal free-
dom of thought, expression and lifestyles in most contexts. The changes that 
occurred in fertility and family behavior around the time of the transition from com-
munism have been recognized as being related to the Second Demographic 
Transition (Lesthaeghe and Surkyn 2002). This transition is identified through a set 
of demographic patterns such as increased non-marital cohabitation and postpone-
ment of parenthood and presumably is caused by a shift toward post-materialist and 
individualist values. The opening of borders entailed an influx of ideas and informa-
tion related to contraception and sexuality, which altered norms related to extra-
marital sex and pornography (Sobotka 2011). Although the direct link between 
these changing norms and family behavior has not been explicitly studied, it is 
plausible that the timing of marriage and potentially selection into marriage changed 
when non-marital sexual activity and contraception became more accessible. Fewer 
or later marital unions may in turn lower divorce rates. Stigma associated with 
divorce also diminished over time in some countries (Karabchuk 2017; Perelli-
Harris et al. 2017).

The transition also amplified pre-existing social problems, the best documented 
of which is high alcohol consumption in Russia (Mckee et  al. 2001). Evidence 
shows that a high frequency of drinking is associated with an increased risk of 
divorce in Russia (Keenan et al. 2013). It is not clear, however, whether alcohol 
consumption increased detrimentally in other post-communist countries.

Finally, the transition may have contributed to divorce rates indirectly by altering 
the socio-demographic composition of married couples. The transition was 
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accompanied by an increase in the age at marriage (Frejka 2008), which is consis-
tently shown to lower divorce risks (Lyngstad and Jalovaara 2010). On the other 
hand, non-marital cohabitation became much more common (Gerber and Berman 
2010; Hoem et al. 2009; Katus et al. 2007; Philipov and Jasilioniene 2008; Spéder 
and Kamarás 2008), including both before marriage and re-partnering after divorce. 
The increase in cohabitation reflects a weakening importance of the institution of 
marriage, and marriages preceded by cohabitation—either with the same or differ-
ent partner—are less stable than “direct” marriages. The transition was also accom-
panied by a clear reduction in fertility (Billingsley 2010; Billingsley and Duntava 
2017; Frejka 2008). In Central and Eastern Europe, this was due to a postponement 
of parenthood primarily, whereas the decline in fertility was more related to fewer 
second and third births in Estonia, Lithuania and Russia (Billingsley and Duntava 
2017). Children, and young children in particular, generally lower divorce risk 
(Lyngstad and Jalovaara 2010). This would imply that couples postponing parent-
hood and couples having fewer children overall, would have indirectly increased 
divorce risks.

Summing up, even though all of the seven countries studied here went through 
the transition from communism to market-based and democratic societies, the spe-
cific features of this transition showed cross-national variation. Theoretically, it is 
unclear whether the transition should have increased or decreased divorce, and 
given the national idiosyncracies both in the conditions before the transition and the 
adaptation to it, it is also unclear whether any trends in divorce can be expected to 
follow a uniform pattern applying to all seven countries.

4.5 � Analysis

We use harmonized retrospective life course data from the Changing Life Course 
Regimes in Eastern Europe (CLiCR) dataset. This is a resource developed by the 
Stockholm Centre on Health of Societies in Transition at Södertörn University and 
Stockholm University’s Demography Unit. CLiCR combines retrospective data 
from different sources and the country data sets used in this study come from the 
Generations and Gender Surveys (GGS) and Fertility and Families Surveys (FFS).

Our sample includes the first marriages of men and women who married between 
1966 and 2004, and includes 51,568 individuals, with sample sizes ranging from 
3745 in Estonia to 16,268 in Poland. Our dependent variable is divorce, which was 
defined at the month in which the couple either separated or legally divorced, which-
ever came first. The marriages were right-censored at death of the partner, at inter-
view, or 15  years (180  months) since the wedding. The sample also included 
left-truncated cases—that is, marriages that were contracted before we first started 
observing them in 1981—for which we set the duration of the marriage to start from 
the marriage and not the first time they were observed (Guo 1993).

Our primary independent variable is historical period, which was divided into the 
following years: 1981–1984 (reference), 1985–1988, 1989–1991, 1992–1995, 
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1996–2000, and 2001–2004. The reference category reflects the years prior to the 
perestroika period (1985–1988). These periods reflect a similar starting point for all 
countries, but they are characterized somewhat differently in later years according 
to whether a country was part of CEE (Bulgaria, Hungary, Poland and Romania), or 
part of the FSU (Estonia, Lithuania and Russia). The years 1989–1991 cover the 
collapse of communism for all countries as well as the recession that immediately 
followed in the CEE countries. The immediate aftermath for FSU, which included a 
much deeper economic crisis, is instead reflected in the 1992–1995 period, which is 
a period of economic and institutional stabilization in CEE (except perhaps for 
Bulgaria). The subsequent years of the transition (1996–2000) included years of 
economic recovery for most of CEE but continued economic crisis in Russia. The 
final period we include in our analysis (2001–2004) are years during which eco-
nomic recovery occurred for all as well as the period when Estonia, Hungary, 
Lithuania and Poland joined the European Union. Although the measure does not 
take into account more specific national variation, it characterizes the main stages 
that led to the collapse of communism and the transition to the market economy.

In the first stage of the analysis, we estimated Kaplan-Meier hazard curves to 
describe the development of divorce risks in each of the seven countries. In this 
descriptive stage, we estimate divorce risks using a period approach, which relies on 
synthetic cohorts. Respondents contribute to each time periods’ hazard estimation 
as she/he progressed through the periods. This means that individuals can contribute 
to many different time periods, but their contribution will be specific to the number 
of months since marriage. The synthetic cohort approach is useful when aiming to 
show a trend over time periods and avoids introducing selectivity based on post-
ponement of marriage. These hazard curves describe change over time, but because 
this may be due to compositional change we follow up these analyses with multi-
variate analysis.

In the second stage of the analysis, we estimated piecewise constant exponential 
event history models for each country (Blossfeld et al. 2007). Our first model com-
pares divorce risks by historical period, only controlling for marital duration and sex 
of the respondent. Period effects on divorce risk can be confounded by the effects of 
marital duration. The divorce risk generally increases during the (approximately 
4–7) first years of marriage, and decreases thereafter. We split the data into 2-year 
(24 months) intervals by marital duration, and control for marital duration by includ-
ing dummy variables of the split duration episodes, using the first 2 years as the 
reference category. The duration of marriage is calculated from the start of the mar-
riage also for those left-truncated cases who had already married before 1981, that 
is, before the first observation period of 1981–1984. Sex of the respondent was 
controlled for to adjust for any possible sex differences in reports of marital histories.

Our second event history model controlled for additional covariates known to 
predict divorce. These models were estimated in order to assess whether composi-
tional change of the marriages could drive any of the differences in divorce risks by 
historical period. As discussed above, the transition from communism to market-
based economies had a range of societal consequences, which in addition to any 
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secular trends may have influenced the divorce rates of couples marrying in differ-
ent stages during the communist era or thereafter.

First, we control for educational attainment, which due to educational expansion 
increased in many countries, and is a known predictor of divorce in post-communist 
societies and beyond (Becker and Hemley 1998; Bukodi and Róbert 2003; Härkönen 
and Dronkers 2006; Karabchuk 2017; Rootalu 2010). This information was based 
on the highest level of education completed as well as the time of its completion, 
and is coded into a time-varying measure of educational attainment with three cat-
egories: Low, middle and high. Low educational attainment includes less than or 
completed secondary school, middle includes attending a higher educational institu-
tion for less than 3 years (including post-secondary or technical training), and high 
educational attainment includes at least 3 years of post-secondary education (i.e., 
university). Because we know the completion date of the highest attained education 
only, we cannot reconstruct full educational histories of attainment dates of earlier 
degrees. This would be a problem for those marrying before completing secondary 
education but who continue to tertiary education. Given that most people marry 
after completing their education—and secondary education (at age 18–19) in par-
ticular—this will not lead to any major bias due to time-ordering of the variables 
(cf. Hoem 1996; also Härkönen and Dronkers 2006). Our data include information 
of the educational attainment of the (male or female) respondent only. Because 
men’s and women’s education can shape divorce risks differently, we also interact 
educational attainment with sex.

We also control for age at marriage (of the respondent), whether the respondent 
cohabited before the marriage and whether the respondent or the partner had any 
children before the start of their union. In addition, we added time-varying variables 
for the number of children of the respondent (0, 1, 2, or 3 or more), as well as the 
presence of a small child (<3 years old). Controlling for these takes into account any 
changes in divorce rates that may have occurred because of changing patterns of 
family formation. Marrying at a young age as well as cohabiting before marriage are 
associated with higher divorce risk (Härkönen and Dronkers 2006; Muszyńska 
2008; Muszyńska and Kulu 2007). Having a small child, on the other hand, predicts 
lower divorce risks (Jasilioniene 2007; Karabchuk 2017; Muszyńska and Kulu 
2007). During the communist era, some divorce procedures were more difficult 
when underage children were present in the family, another reason to control for the 
age of a child (Moskoff 1983; Goode 1993; Fitzpatrick and Kostina-Ritchey 2013).

Descriptive statistics of these variables in each country sample are displayed in 
Table 4.1. A few general patterns are noteworthy. First, 55–69% of all individuals in 
all samples have medium educational level, whereas the remaining balance falls 
either on the low or high side; the countries that were previously part of the Soviet 
Union (Estonia, Lithuania and Russia) had a low share of individuals with only 
secondary or lower education (between 7–11% compared to 20–29% in non-Soviet 
countries) and tended to have higher shares of university educated individuals. No 
large differences appeared across these countries in terms of the low average age at 
first marriage (22–23  years old), number of children (1.3–1.5), whether a child 
under the age of three was in the household (35–37%), or whether a partner had a 

4  Divorce Trends in Seven Countries Over the Long Transition from State Socialism…
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child from a previous partnership (3–9%). Cohabitation before marriage did vary 
widely, however, with this being much more common in Bulgaria and Estonia. The 
differences in pre-marital cohabitation reflect variation in family formation pro-
cesses (Heuveline and Timberlake 2004): In Bulgaria, for example, the high preva-
lence of premarital cohabitation is due to short-term cohabitation prior to the 
wedding (and with the same partner) (Philipov and Jasilioniene 2008).

4.6 � Results

4.6.1 � The Risk of Divorce Over Marital Duration and Stages 
of the Long Transition

Figures 4.3a–g describe the risks of divorce (hazard rates) across different time 
periods by duration of the marriage in the seven countries. For the most part, we 
identify the common duration-specific pattern of divorce in which divorce rates 
increase during the first years of marriage, and decrease and stabilize thereafter. 
One can also detect clear cross-national variation in divorce rates as well as in their 
levels across time periods. Divorce rates were the lowest in Bulgaria and Romania, 
whereas they were the highest in Estonia and Russia. Except for Bulgaria and 
Romania, where divorce rates remained stable throughout the observation period, 
changes in divorce rates can be observed for the other CEE and FSU countries. In 
the period of perestroika, divorce rates decreased in Russia and Estonia, while they 
increased in Lithuania and Hungary. From the time period 1989–1991 onward, 
Estonia, Hungary and Lithuania deviate from general divorce rate patterns. In these 
countries, divorce rates remained rather stable or increased with marriage duration. 
Similar trends can be observed for Poland from 1992 onward. In Estonia, Hungary 
and Poland, the time period 1992–1995 indicates an increase in divorce rates, 
whereas in Lithuania and Russia, divorce rates started to increase constantly from 
1996. Compared to Estonia, where divorce rates seemed to recover from 2001 on, 
Russia, Hungary, Lithuania and Poland did not face a decrease in divorce rates.

Overall, the descriptive findings reveal rather considerable cross-national varia-
tion both in the level of divorce as well as its temporal pattern during the transition 
from communism to market-based economies. They suggest that the transition from 
communism could have affected divorce, although the effects seem to have been 
country-specific. However, these descriptive findings do not tell us whether differ-
ences persist once adjusting for compositional factors. Any differences in divorce 
rates over the transition can reflect changing composition of marriages, such as the 
educational distributions of married couples, or changing family formation behav-
iors in terms of postponement of family formation, increasing cohabitation, or 
changes in fertility. Each of these factors also predicts divorce, which means they 
may independently account for changes in divorce rates.

4  Divorce Trends in Seven Countries Over the Long Transition from State Socialism…
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Fig. 4.3  (a–g) Monthly divorce rates by synthetic marriage cohort in Bulgaria, Estonia, Hungary, 
Lithuania, Poland, Romania, and Russia

J. Härkönen et al.
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4.6.2 � Event History Regression of Divorce Over the Long 
Transition

The Kaplan-Meier estimates shown above presented descriptive findings of 
duration-specific divorce rates in the seven countries. However, because these find-
ings did not adjust for compositional factors, any period differences (or lack thereof) 
in divorce rates can reflect changing composition of marriages, such as the educa-
tional distributions of married couples, or changing family formation behaviors in 
terms of postponement of family formation, increasing cohabitation, or changes in 
fertility. Each of these factors also predict divorce, which means they may indepen-
dently account for changes in divorce rates.

Table 4.2 presents results from two event history models on the risk of divorce, 
each estimated separately for the seven countries. The first model shows estimates 
of differences in divorce risk by historical period, when only controlling for gender 
of the respondent and duration of the marriage, whereas the second model controls 
for education, its interaction with gender, age at marriage, whether the respondent 
had cohabited before marrying, number of children, and whether the marriage 
involved children born before the union started. The second model was estimated in 
order to assess whether any changes in divorce risk over periods—and especially, 
marriages that began around the transition from communism—remained after 
changes in family formation behaviour were taken into account.

Two general findings are clear. First, the results confirm the descriptive results of 
a lack of any uniform pattern in divorce risks over the transition from communism 
to market-based economies. Second, with a few exceptions, changes in family for-
mation behavior and the composition of marriages do not explain the differences in 
divorce risks over time. Little difference in the period estimates appeared between 
Model 1 and 2, where results are adjusted for educational attainment, fertility 
behavior, cohabitation history, and presence of stepchildren in the latter. Increased 
divorce risk in certain periods of the transition from communism were somewhat 
attenuated in the full model in Hungary, Poland and Russia. Heightened divorce risk 
during the collapse of communism in Bulgaria (1989–1998), in contrast, was not 
revealed until adjusting for compositional differences.

Period-specific differences are observed in Model 2 after adjusting for composi-
tional changes over time. In each country, divorce rates had increased at some point 
during the observation period from the reference period of 1981–1984. However, 
the countries differ clearly in when the increase first took place, and whether it was 
sustained or temporary. The period of perestroika is when changes related to the 
transition from communism began, and we note an increase in divorce risks only in 
two countries: Hungary and Romania. In Hungary, this early shift in divorce rates 
held stable throughout the period we studied (until 2004). Romania, in contrast, saw 
further increases in divorce rates—with a peak in 1989–1991—but then a return to 
earlier rates by the 2001–2004 period.

Bulgaria, Lithuania, and Estonia experienced the first increase in divorce rates 
during the years in which the actual collapse of communism occurred (1989–1991). 

4  Divorce Trends in Seven Countries Over the Long Transition from State Socialism…
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This relatively small increase in divorce rates was short-lived in Bulgaria, where 
rates immediately fell again and held stable in our observation period. In Lithuania, 
after a temporary decrease in 1992–1995, we see rather a steady increase that con-
tinued for most of the following periods. Divorce rates increased for the first time 
during the 1989–1991 period also in Estonia, even though the difference from the 
reference period is statistically significant only at the 10% level. Estonian divorce 
rates remained elevated throughout the 1990s, but returned to the starting level after 
the turn of the millennium.

Poland and Russia are two countries in which divorce rates began to increase 
after the transition period of 1989–1991. Although from a low initial level (see 
Fig.  4.3f), Polish divorce rates increased sharply starting from the 1992–1995 
period, and continued to increase until the end of the follow-up period in 2001–2004. 
In Russia, on the other hand, divorce rates remained stable through the 1980s and 
the transition years of the early 1990s, and increased only in the late 1990s to remain 
elevated also in the early 2000s.

In sum, our results show that divorce rates were sensitive to the societal change 
in all countries, at least temporarily, but with varying patterns. Increased divorce 
risks that accompanied the transition from communism appear to have been tempo-
rary or short-term reactions to societal change in Bulgaria, Estonia and Romania, 
whereas in Lithuania and Poland the transition and its aftermath seemed to have 
triggered a more lasting increasing trend. While Hungary was early in showing a 
change in divorce rates and Russia was late, a continued increasing trend was not 
evident in either case.

4.7 � Conclusions

In this study, we analyzed trends in divorce risks in seven post-communist countries 
with a particular interest in whether divorce in these countries was affected by the 
long transition—ranging from the gradual demise of the communist economic sys-
tem in the 1980s to the years of economic recovery and dawning accession to the 
European Union in Eastern Europe—from communism to market-based societies. 
The collapse of communism was one of the defining geopolitical events of late-
twentieth century Europe with major implications for the lives of the citizens who 
went through the transition. This has been documented in a range of studies that 
have focused on health and mortality, alcohol use, and family formation and fertil-
ity. Yet research on developments in divorce rates over the transition has been mark-
edly absent.

Our comparison covered seven post-communist countries—Bulgaria, Estonia, 
Hungary, Lithuania, Poland, Romania, and Russia—that despite all having gone 
through the transition, differed from one another in several ways. Some were part of 
the Soviet Union whereas others were not. They also varied in terms of religious 
heritage and religiosity, and the long-term economic and social success in transi-
tioning to the new societal system.
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Our explorative analysis of divorce trends during the long transition from com-
munism sought to answer three questions. First, we asked how divorce risks devel-
oped over the long transition and second, whether any trends be accounted for by 
changes in the educational and demographic composition of marriages. We dis-
cussed how theoretically, the transition and the economic, social and legal changes 
that accompanied it could lead either to an increase or a decrease in divorce rates. 
Our results showed that in each of the seven countries, we could find signs of 
increased divorce risks at some stages of the transition. Although we cannot com-
pletely rule out the possibility that these findings reflect more secular trends in 
divorce, the timing patterns of the increase, or the start of the increase, strongly 
suggest that the transition played a role.

Furthermore, we found that adjusting for educational attainment and family 
demographic characteristics did not, for the most part, account for these increases. 
This finding contrasts the conclusion by Philipov and Dorbritz (2003) of no appar-
ent effect of the transition on aggregated divorce rates. This suggests that our com-
parative analysis of divorce trends in post-communist countries with micro-level 
data—the first of its kind—revealed trends that remained uncovered in an aggregate-
level analysis.

As an answer to our third question, we found that despite signs of a transition 
effect in each countries, the exact pattern of divorce rates over the long transition 
varied markedly between the seven countries. The seven countries started from very 
different levels of divorce, and no clear pattern of divorce trends was found during 
the long transition. In three countries—Bulgaria, Lithuania, and Estonia—divorce 
rates increased during the period of their detachment from communist rule in 
1989–1991; additionally, in Romania they peaked during this period. Yet in Bulgaria, 
this increase was only temporary (and from a low level), and divorce rates returned 
later to their initial levels also in Estonia and Romania. Lithuania differed from this 
pattern, and their divorce rates continued to increase—after a temporary dip in 
1992–1995—until the last observation period of 2001–2004.

In other countries—Hungary and Romania—divorce rates had increased from 
the 1981–1984 level already in 1985–1988. Hungary tightened its divorce laws in 
the late 1980s, as a result of earlier increases in divorce (Bukodi and Róbert 2003; 
Spéder and Kamarás 2008), which may have contributed to the temporary decrease 
in divorce in 1989–1991. But otherwise, Hungarian divorce rates then remained 
stable until 2001–2004. Romanian divorce rates, which together with the Bulgarian 
ones were the lowest of the seven countries, peaked in 1989–1991 and decreased 
later, ending up in 2001–2004 at the same level as in 1981–1984. In Poland, divorce 
rates were low in the 1980s but increased rapidly from 1992–1995 onward, overlap-
ping with economic revival in Poland. The overlap between post-transition eco-
nomic crisis and growth in divorce was different in Russia. Even though the collapse 
of the Soviet Union led to well-documented economic and social problems, Russian 
divorce rates increased only in 1996–2000, overlapping with the late-1990s eco-
nomic collapse.

To conclude, although the economic and social experiences during long transi-
tion from communism shared many similarities—the gradual decline of the 
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communist system in the 1980s, the economic crises of the immediate aftermath of 
the collapse of communism in 1989–1991 as well as economic uncertainties in the 
1990s, and the economic recovery during the early years of the millennium—this 
was not matched by a uniform trend of divorce. Rather, we find clear differences in 
how and when the transition shaped marital stability, and likely reflected the differ-
ent historical starting points and traditions, and the national idiosyncracies in the 
adaptations to market-based democracies. Although our exploratory analysis could 
not shed light on these idiosyncratic explanations, it did show that the effects of 
even major societal upheavals on divorce are contingent on societal context. Future 
research can shed more light on the contextual features that can shape the impacts 
of major societal ruptures on divorce.
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