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Abstract
In this article, we analyse the relationship between union instability and cumulated 
fertility among ever-partnered women in several regions across Europe and the 
Americas with different patterns of demographic behaviour in terms of fertility lev-
els, union instability and fertility across partnerships. We hypothesise that the rela-
tionship between union dissolution and fertility might be less negative in contexts 
where repartnering is more prevalent. The analysis is performed on a large dataset 
of 25 countries, combining information from the Harmonised Histories of the Gen-
eration and Gender Programme with our own harmonisation of survey data from 
three Latin American countries. This allows for the inclusion of countries with dif-
fering prevalence of union instability as measured by (a) the proportion of women 
who separated by age 40, and (b) the proportion who repartnered by age 40. We 
first examine the prevalence of separation and repartnering during reproductive ages 
across regions, and we estimate the proportion of cumulated fertility attributable to 
unions of different ranks using a decomposition method. We then analyse the links 
between union instability and the number of children born by age 40 among ever-
partnered and ever-repartnered women, using Poisson regression. Despite observing 
a high degree of heterogeneity in the proportions of births occurring in the context 
of repartnering both within and between regions, we find a pattern where a greater 
prevalence of repartnering by age 40 is accompanied by higher cumulated fertility 
in second or subsequent unions. Our multivariate findings reveal a negative statisti-
cal relationship between separation and cumulated fertility that is partially offset by 
repartnering in some contexts, and that the time spent in a union during the repro-
ductive lifespan is a key determinant of cumulated fertility, regardless of national 
context and independently from age at union formation and union rank.

Keywords  Union instability · Cumulated fertility · Repartnering · Conjugal 
trajectory
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1  Introduction

In a context of increasing separation and divorce rates, the relationship between 
union dissolution, repartnering and fertility outcomes becomes a central piece in 
the analysis of demographic dynamics and the projection of future fertility trends. 
However, analysing the effect of separation and repartnering on achieved fertility is 
a challenging task, mainly because the aggregate observed effects are the result of 
counteracting mechanisms. On the one hand, unstable partnership trajectories can 
result in fewer children through the consequent reduction of the time spent in union. 
On the other hand, the formation of second or higher order unions can result in 
larger family sizes than would have been achieved in the absence of interruptions if 
sharing biological children is seen as a way to consolidate new partnerships. In other 
words, whether the association between union instability and fertility is negative or 
positive depends, among other things, on whether additional birth(s) associated with 
repartnering outweigh the reduction of time spent in union caused by separation.

The links between union instability and fertility could be different across several 
European regions, North and Latin America, since these regions have historically 
differed in terms of the timing of the fertility transition –resulting in differing current 
fertility levels and timing of births– and have also experienced the changes associ-
ated with the second demographic transition at different paces and starting points.

The demographic literature has been concerned with the links between union 
instability and fertility since the early 1970s in the context of an increasing deinsti-
tutionalisation of conjugal life, rising divorce rates and the displacement of marriage 
by cohabitation. The evidence emerging from a large number of studies conducted 
until now in Europe and North America is unambiguous: union dissolution, in the 
absence of repartnering, is negatively associated with the number of children by the 
end of the reproductive trajectory. Even though repartnering may help to partially 
compensate for this loss, the completed fertility of women who experience repart-
nering tends to be lower than the completed fertility of women that reach the end 
of their reproductive trajectories without experiencing separation or divorce. These 
results seem to be independent of the geographical context or time period (Beau-
jouan, 2010; Beaujouan & Solaz, 2008; Bélanger et al., 2010; Clarke et al., 1993; 
Kreyenfeld & Heintz-Martin, 2015; Meggiolaro & Ongaro, 2010; Pinnelli et  al., 
2002; Thomson et al., 2012; van Bavel et al., 2012; Winkler-Dworak et al., 2017).

Evidence for Latin America and the Caribbean is less abundant, and more ambig-
uous. Early studies, conducted in a period when the first demographic transition was 
still underway, in the 1960s and 1970s, found a consistently positive relationship 
between repartnering and fertility, especially among less educated women (Downing 
& Yaukey, 1979; Ebanks et al., 1974). More recently, analyses of Brazilian data have 
shown that the cumulated fertility of repartnered women was higher than the fertility 
of women who had remained in their first union, thanks to the contribution of births 
in second or higher order unions (Leone, 2002; Leone & Hinde, 2007). On the other 
hand, Fernández Soto (2019) found a negative effect of repartnering on the com-
pleted fertility of Uruguayan women compared to those who have not dissolved their 
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first union, but also indications that this negative association is weakening among 
more recent cohorts.

Our main goal is to study the relationship between union instability and achieved 
fertility during the prime childbearing years, among ever-partnered women in a 
large number of Western countries. We study this relationship in multiple ways. 
First, exploiting the high variability of union dissolution and repartnering levels in 
our sample, we decompose cumulated fertility by conjugal status and then observe 
whether fertility outcomes at the aggregate level are associated with different levels 
of repartnering across societies. Secondly, moving to the individual level, we focus 
on the relationship between achieved fertility and the events of the conjugal trajec-
tory of ever-partnered women during reproductive ages, examining whether the 
experiences of union dissolution and repartnering are associated with the number of 
children born up to age 40. Given the previously documented geographic variations 
in family demographic behaviour, throughout the analysis we focus on the potential 
regional patterns of variation in the relationship between union instability and fertil-
ity. Moreover, taking advantage of the unique harmonised dataset we created, we 
seek to explore whether the micro-level associations between union instability and 
fertility may be different in some Latin American countries than in several European 
regions and North America, where the first and second demographic transitions hap-
pened at differing starting points and paces, thus exhibiting varied fertility and union 
instability levels.

2 � Background

2.1 � Mechanisms in the Relationship Between Union Instability and Fertility

As mentioned earlier, one of the mechanisms linking union instability and fertility 
is the time spent in union. Thomson et al. (2012) have argued that any period of the 
reproductive life spent outside of a union is potentially detrimental to women’s fer-
tility: the longer the periods of singleness during the fertile years, the more fertility 
is reduced. These periods can be the result of both delayed union formation, and of 
experiencing separation during the childbearing years. The loss of exposure to child-
bearing comes to an end when women repartner during reproductive ages; separated 
or divorced women who did not achieve their desired family size in their first union 
may try to achieve it in a new union (Kalmijn & Gelissen, 2007).

However, an important caveat of the possibility that individuals may acceler-
ate childbearing in order to “catch-up” in a higher order union is that it depends 
on the timing of separation and repartnering: fecundability decreases with age and 
the window of opportunity to “catch-up” may close before individuals, particularly 
women, have a chance to fulfil their fertility intentions. Women’s age at repartnering 
is thus a key determinant of fertility in second unions, as has been shown for France 
(Beaujouan, 2011; Beaujouan & Solaz, 2013). In the same line, evidence for several 
European countries has shown that the earlier in the life course the separation, and 
the shorter the duration of the dissolved union, the more likely individuals are to 
become parents in new unions (Spijker et al., 2012). Moreover, couples may actually 
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accelerate childbearing in higher order unions if they anticipate age-induced steril-
ity. Evidence of this has been found among childless women in France (Beaujouan 
& Solaz, 2008) and for couples in the Netherlands (Kalmijn & Gelissen, 2007).

In societies where first union formation and first births are postponed, women 
who experience a separation might simply not have enough time to find a suitable 
new partner with whom to resume childbearing before they reach the end of their 
reproductive years. Thus, not only age at repartnering, but also age at first union 
formation, age at first birth and age at separation all have a potential effect on fertil-
ity after the demise of a union. As a result, the shorter the interval of time between 
separation and repartnering, the greater the odds that higher order unions might be 
fertile (Beaujouan, 2010, 2011).

Until now, we have discussed the total time spent in union as a mechanism 
through which union instability can reduce fertility, but there is at least one alterna-
tive mechanism that involves time in unions and can result in a positive relationship 
between repartnering and completed fertility. Thomson (2004) and Thomson et al. 
(2002) explain that there are at least three possible motivations for having children 
in second or higher order unions: the “commitment effect”, that is, having a child 
with a new partner as a way to consolidate the commitment to the new union; the 
“sibling effect”, where the motivation resides in giving a sibling to an existing child; 
and the "parenting status effect", where the motivation is to become a first-time par-
ent among individuals who were still childless by the end of their previous union 
(Thomson, 2004; Thomson et al., 2002).

The studies reviewed until now demonstrate that the influence of union dissolu-
tion on reproductive outcomes is well established, but that reproductive outcomes 
may also influence (re)partnering behaviour. Several studies show that the presence, 
number and age of children from previous unions are also important determinants 
of childbearing in a new partnership after first union breakup (Beaujouan & Solaz, 
2008; Griffith et al., 1985). Some of the early studies on fertility in second or higher 
order unions suggested that the number of previous children actually did not matter, 
as women would have at least a new birth in the higher order union to signal their 
commitment to their new partner, regardless of the number of previous children 
each partner had (Griffith et  al., 1985). Empirical evidence for the “commitment 
value” of children was indeed found in several countries and periods (Griffith et al., 
1985; Jefferies et al., 2000; Thomson et al., 2012). However, other findings suggest 
that parity at the time of repartnering does have an effect on fertility in higher order 
unions and, more specifically, that men and women are more likely to have children 
in the new partnership when at least one of the partners is childless when entering 
the union (Beaujouan, 2011; Beaujouan & Solaz, 2013; Buber & Prskawetz, 2000; 
Guzzo, 2014; Holland & Thomson, 2011; Spijker et  al., 2012; Wineberg, 1988, 
1990). When there are children from previous unions, the odds of a birth in the new 
couple increase as age of the youngest child at repartnering decreases (Beaujouan & 
Solaz, 2008; Buber & Prskawetz, 2000; Jefferies et al., 2000; Kalmijn & Gelissen, 
2007).

Besides the effects on successive partnerships, the experience of a birth can 
reduce the odds of dissolution in the current union by increasing the costs of separa-
tion and providing a set of shared objectives. This has been shown to be true for the 
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case of Italy and Spain by Coppola and Di Cesare (2008), who also found that unob-
served characteristics might affect the risk of both union dissolution and childbear-
ing, reducing the former and increasing the latter for “family-oriented” individuals.

In this article, we set out to study the relationship between union stability dur-
ing prime childbearing years and achieved fertility. In order to examine how cumu-
lated fertility is associated with the experiences in the conjugal trajectory during key 
reproductive ages, we decompose the cumulated fertility of women by conjugal sta-
tus at age 40. This allows for an examination of the proportion of cumulated fertility 
that is achieved in a first union rather than in a second or higher order union.

In order to further study the relationship between achieved fertility and instability 
in the conjugal trajectory, we examine the association between cumulated fertility 
and: a) the experience of union dissolution, in and of itself; b) the experience of 
union dissolution in the absence of repartnering, compared to the experience of a 
separation followed by repartnering during reproductive ages; c) the total time spent 
in a conjugal union during the reproductive lifespan, which is the result of the tim-
ing of the events of union formation, dissolution and repartnering.

2.2 � Regional Patterns of Union Instability and Fertility

Several demographic behaviours related to union instability and fertility exhibit geo-
graphical patterns across regions.

Completed cohort fertility is overall higher in the United States than in Europe 
(Sobotka, 2017). In the European context, completed fertility in most recent birth 
cohorts is the lowest in Southern Europe, and the highest in Western and  North-
ern Europe, whereas Central and Eastern Europe fall in between those extremes 
(Sobotka & Berghammer, 2021), as does Canada (Sobotka, 2017). The three 
selected Latin American countries (Colombia, Mexico, Uruguay) exhibit Total 
Fertility Rates that are considered low in the context of the region (CEPAL, 2008, 
2014). These countries have reached advanced stages of the fertility transition in 
a way that make some of their demographic indicators comparable with those of 
European and North American countries. Uruguay stands out as a country where the 
first demographic transition occurred earlier, with lower fertility levels attained as 
early as the 1980s (CEPAL, 2014).1

Although fertility postponement is characteristic of the fertility decline across 
regions (Sobotka, 2017), the pathways towards low fertility differ among European 
regions: whereas an increase in childlessness predominates in Southern Europe and 
German-speaking countries, only-child families are more predominant in Central 
and Eastern Europe (Beaujouan et al., 2023; Sobotka & Berghammer, 2021).

1  Estimated Total Fertility Rates in 2020 for these three Latin American countries are similar to those 
in some European countries in the same time period: Uruguay’s TFR of 1.48 is very similar to the Euro-
pean average (1.50) and equivalent to that of Norway (1.48), while fertility levels in Colombia (1.74) 
and Mexico (1.91) are comparable to those of the countries with highest fertility in Europe: for instance 
Georgia (1.98), France (1.83), Romania (1.80) and Iceland (1.72) (Cepalstat, 2023; Eurostat, 2023).
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The timing of childbearing also varies by regional context; across Europe, age 
at first birth is lowest in Eastern Europe, followed by Central Europe, and it is the 
highest in Western-Northern and Southern Europe (Sobotka & Berghammer, 2021). 
In North America, the overall average age at motherhood has been increasing since 
the 2000s, although little change has been observed in some socio-ethnic groups, 
particularly among Hispanic and African-American women (Mathews & Hamilton, 
2016).

In Latin America, despite cultural, economic and sociopolitical transformations, 
age at first birth has remained rather stable across birth cohorts, which has been 
attributed to persistently high levels of teenage fertility (Batyra, 2016; Neal et al., 
2018). Moreover, cross-national variations in the age at first birth are closely related 
to cross-country differences in age at first union and educational attainment (Esteve 
Palós & Florez-Paredes, 2018).

Focusing on union instability, its prevalence is much higher in North America, 
particularly in the United States, than in Europe (Raley & Sweeney, 2020; Wag-
ner, 2020). However, divorce rates have increased in most European countries in 
recent decades (Amato & James, 2010), although at different paces and starting in 
different time periods across countries (Wagner, 2020). Within the European region, 
Southern and Eastern European countries exhibit much lower union instability than 
those in the Western-Northern region (Wagner, 2020). Within Central and Eastern 
Europe, we observe cross-national heterogeneity in the prevalence of divorce, where 
Estonia, Lithuania, Hungary and Russia have historically had higher divorce rates 
than other countries in these regions (Härkönen et al., 2020). Trends in family for-
mation in the Eastern Bloc were impacted by the economic collapse of the region in 
the late 1980s. With the transition to an open market regime, non-marital fertility 
increased substantially in Central and Eastern Europe, until the early 2000s, when it 
started a downward trend (Klüsener, 2015).

Some countries in the Latin American region experienced a rapid deinstitutional-
ization of conjugal life in the past three decades: non-marital cohabitation increased 
in some countries where it was not previously common, such as in Colombia and 
Uruguay (Esteve Palós et al., 2012). In this context, marital separation and divorce 
have also increased in the Latin American region (Laplante et al., 2018; Liu et al., 
2017). Uruguay stands out in the region for its earlier signs of the second demo-
graphic transition, that have become abundant in recent years (Binstock & Cabella, 
2011; Cabella, 2009; CEPAL, 2021).

The second demographic transition framework can also be used to character-
ise the normative family changes in Southern and Western-Northern Europe in the 
last half century, towards less marriage, childbearing outside of marital unions and 
increased gender egalitarianism. Eastern Europe, on the other hand, experienced a 
re-traditionalisation characterised by a return to marriage as the normative family 
structure, and increased traditionalism in family values. Thus, family behaviour in 
this context can be more appropriately analysed in the “patterns of disadvantage” 
framework. For instance, childbearing outside of marriage and cohabitation are 
linked to lower, rather than higher educational attainment (Sobotka & Berghammer, 
2021).
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Such a pattern is also observed in the United States (Monte, 2019) and in Canada, 
where for example multiple-partner fertility has been linked to lower educational 
attainment and childbearing outside of residential unions, rather than to childbearing 
across partnerships (Fostik & Le Bourdais, 2020). Multiple-partner fertility is twice 
as common in the United States as in Europe; in the former around a fifth of mothers 
have children across partnerships (Stykes & Guzzo, 2019; Thomson et  al., 2020). 
Within Europe, multiple-partner fertility is higher in the Western-Northern Euro-
pean countries than in Eastern and Southern Europe (Thomson et al., 2020).

The geographic patterns of demographic behaviour in terms of union instabil-
ity and fertility described in this section lead us to think that geographic patterns 
of variation in the relationship between the two demographic processes could also 
be expected. Thus, we set out to identify regional patterns by analysing the preva-
lence of union dissolution and repartnering in each country and region, as well as by 
examining the association between cumulated fertility in second or higher order 
unions and the prevalence of repartnering at the aggregate level.

We further hypothesise that the association between fertility and union instabil-
ity in the conjugal trajectory (both in terms of union dissolution and repartnering) 
might be less pronounced in national contexts and regions where union dissolution 
and repartnering are more prevalent and socially accepted. Two mechanisms under-
lie this assumption. First, a higher prevalence of repartnering during childbearing 
years creates larger pools of individuals at risk of having children in new unions. 
Secondly, similarly to the literature on the relative risks of dissolution of marriages 
and cohabiting unions (Liefbroer & Dourleijn, 2006; Pelletier, 2016), we posit that 
childbearing in second or subsequent unions may be less stigmatized and more 
socially acceptable in contexts where union dissolution and repartnering are not 
exclusively observed among a small subgroup of innovators.

3 � Analytical Strategy

3.1 � Data and Methods

Our main objective is to gain insight into the relationship between union instabil-
ity and fertility by exploring the connection between the experience of transitions 
in and out of co-residential unions (either marriage or cohabitation) and achieved 
fertility.

To do so, we harmonised partnership and fertility trajectories information from 
national surveys in Colombia, Uruguay and Mexico.2 We later combined the infor-
mation from these three Latin American countries with the Harmonised Histories 
dataset from the Generations and Gender Programme (GGP),3 which contains 

2  The national datasets are the Demographic and Health Survey (2015) for Colombia, the Family Situa-
tions Survey—Encuesta de Situaciones Familiares- (2008) for Uruguay and the Demographic Retrospec-
tive Survey—Encuesta Demográfica Retrospectiva- (2017) for Mexico.
3  We eliminated GGP Germany 2005 from the analysis based on the results of Kreyenfeld et al. (2011).
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information on European and North American countries.4 The resulting dataset con-
tains comparable information for 25 countries, some of which are observed more 
than once, in different time periods.

We perform our analysis on a sample of women aged 40 or older at the time of 
the survey,5 who were ever in a conjugal union (cohabiting union or marriage), who 
started their first union before age 40, and whose union was either ongoing at age 40 
or ended before age 40 through separation or divorce.6 From this point onwards, we 
refer to the subset of women who experienced separation or divorce as "separated".

In order to conduct our analysis, we used biographical information on the number 
of unions, age at union formation and age at separation or divorce for each union 
episode. This allowed reconstructing conjugal trajectories up to the age of 40. We 
classed ever-partnered women according to whether, by age 40, they were: still in 
their first union; separated from a first union (and not repartnered); or in a second or 
subsequent union (repartnered). A number of descriptive statistics for this data can 
be found in Table 1 in the Appendix.

Firstly, we present a descriptive section in which we analyse the geographic pat-
terns of union instability in terms of the prevalence across regions of union dissolu-
tion and of repartnering in a second or subsequent union. In order to assess the links 
between conjugal transitions and fertility, we also perform a descriptive decom-
position of cumulated fertility among ever-partnered and among ever-repartnered 
women by union rank of births. In this analysis, we estimate the number of children 
and the fraction of cumulated fertility that can be attributed to first unions, to second 
or subsequent unions, and to out of union births. The procedure for such decompo-
sition entails identifying the conjugal status of the respondent at the time of each 
birth (in first union; in second or subsequent union; outside of union), using bio-
graphical information on union and births histories in a person-year dataset. Once 
each birth has been associated to a specific conjugal status, respondents are classed 
according to the different conjugal situations in which they had children. These con-
jugal situations are: in first union only; in first and in second or subsequent union; 
in second or subsequent union only; other7; no children. The last step involves the 

4  From the Harmonised Histories dataset, we selected countries where the age composition of the sam-
ple would allow for the age selection needed for our analysis. These countries are: Austria (Gender and 
Generation Survey (GGS) 2008-09), Belarus (GGS 2017), Belgium (GGS 2008-09), Bulgaria (GGS 
2004), Canada (GSS 2006 and 2011), Czech Republic (GGS 2005), Estonia (GGS 2004-05), France 
(GGS 2005), Georgia (GGS 2006), Germany (Pairfam 2009), Hungary (GGS 2004-05), Italy (GGS 
2003), Lithuania (GGS 2006), Netherlands (Fertility and Family Survey 2003 and 2013), Norway (GGS 
2007-08), Poland (GGS 2010-11), Romania (GGS 2005), Russia (GGS 2004), Sweden (GGS 2012-13), 
the United Kingdom (British Household Panel Survey 2005-06) and the United States (National Survey 
of Family Growth 1995 and 2007).
5  We selected women aged 40 and over on the understanding that most family and fertility transitions 
occur before these ages. Additionally, some surveys included in the analysis only consider women of 
reproductive age (15-49 years). Some countries in the Harmonised Histories were dropped from the anal-
ysis due to an insufficient sample size meeting these criteria.
6  Widows were excluded from the analysis.
7  The category “other” refers mainly to births outside of union and includes the following situations: all 
births outside of union; births in first union and outside of union; births in second or subsequent union 
and outside of union; births in first and second or subsequent union and outside of union.
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within-respondent addition of births in each conjugal status and computing the pro-
portion of cumulated fertility corresponding to each conjugal status.8

We then model the number of children ever born up to age 40 as the outcome of 
different characteristics of the partnership history, using Poisson regression for each 
country and survey iteration. Since our goal is to measure the result of the experi-
ence and the timing of conjugal transitions in the life course, the central variable of 
interest indicates the conjugal status by age 40; the categories of this variable vary 
in each model so as to allow focusing on different aspects of the process of union 
dissolution.

In the first three models, we estimate cumulated fertility by age 40 among ever-
partnered women.

In our first model estimates, the main independent variable indicates ever hav-
ing experienced a separation by age 40, as opposed to remaining in the first union 
(reference category). In the second model, we explore whether the links between 
union dissolution and fertility are different depending on whether the separation was 
followed or not by repartnering during reproductive ages. Thus, the categories of 
the main independent variable indicate: (a) experiencing separation and not form-
ing a new union by age 40, or, (b) experiencing repartnering by age 40 (compared 
to still being in a first union as the reference category). In a third model, we use the 
same main independent variable as in model 2, but we add a measure of the total 
time spent in any union by age 40, as a way of disentangling the effects of the events 
of separation and repartnering themselves from the reduction of the time spent in 
a union on the coefficients for completed fertility. Our analytical approach entails 
including the total time spent in union9 in the models, instead of age at each separate 
event of the conjugal trajectory –first union formation, separation and repartnering. 
This approach allows us to control for the timing of events like union formation and 
dissolution while retaining in the analysis both women who had stable conjugal tra-
jectories and those who experienced separation, repartnering or both. This allows 
the key comparison with those still in their first union. In order to control whether 
the time spent in union happened at earlier or later ages of the reproductive life span, 
we add a covariate indicating whether first union formation occurred before or after 
age 25.

Finally, we estimate a fourth model for cumulated fertility by age 40, this time 
only among ever-repartnered women. Here, the central variables of interest are the 
time spent in a first union and the time spent in a second or subsequent union,10 in 
order to understand whether time spent in higher order unions has a distinctive effect 
on cumulated fertility. As a way to control whether the time spent in first and in sec-
ond or higher order unions happened at earlier or later ages of the reproductive life 

8  This decomposition is inspired from other decomposition techniques used in previous research such 
as: Laplante and Fostik (2015), Fernández Soto and Laplante (2020), and Fernández Soto et al., (2020).
9  We chose to use a continuous specification for this variable in order to be able to include countries 
with a low number of observations in the analysis, since a categorical specification would hinder the 
degrees of freedom of the models.
10  We use a continuous specification of time for these two variables as well.
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span, we include in this model covariates indicating whether first union formation 
occurred before or after age 25, and whether repartnering occurred before or after 
age 30.

All our models control for age, type of first union (marriage or not) and whether 
the respondent has attained a higher educational attainment level (ISCED levels 5 or 
6) at the time of the survey.

3.2 � Geographic Perspective

We incorporate a geographic perspective throughout the analysis as a way to a) 
examine whether countries that have been less explored in the previous literature 
stand out with respect to the link between union dissolution, repartnering and fertil-
ity, and; b) to understand whether the observed results are context dependent. To 
classify the countries into regions, we follow the classifications proposed by Zeman 
et al. (2018) and by Sobotka and Berghammer (2021) for the European countries, 
and we divide the countries of the Americas into Latin American and North Ameri-
can countries. The 25 countries in our sample are then classified in the following 
way:

1)	 Southern Europe: Italy and Spain;
2)	 Central Europe: Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, Lithuania and Poland;
3)	 Eastern Europe: Bulgaria, Romania Belarus, Georgia, and Russia;
4)	 Western and Northern Europe: Austria, Belgium, France, Germany, Netherlands, 

Norway, Sweden, and the United Kingdom;
5)	 North America: Canada and the United States;
6)	 Latin America: Colombia, Mexico, and Uruguay.

Our classification of European countries slightly differs from that of Zeman et al. 
(2018) and that of Sobotka and Berghammer (2021), in that we use broader regions 
for Eastern Europe and for Western and Northern Europe. This decision is based 
on the number of countries available in our sample, to avoid groups of countries 
containing only two observations. We highlight European subregional differences 
in our analysis, when appropriate, between the Southeastern countries (Bulgaria and 
Romania) and the Eastern region (Belarus, Russia and Georgia), as well as among 
the German-speaking countries (Austria and Germany), the Western countries (Bel-
gium, France, the United Kingdom, and the Netherlands) and the Nordic countries 
(Norway and Sweden).

4 � Descriptive Findings

4.1 � Geographical Patterns of Union Instability

Across regions, ever-partnered women’s most common conjugal status by age 40 
was to be in their first union. However, union instability levels, both defined as the 
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percentage separated and the percentage repartnered by age 40, exhibited great vari-
ation between regions, and in some cases also within.

Overall, Southern and Eastern Europe stand out as the regions with the lowest 
prevalence of separated women by age 40, with Spaniards and Italians exhibiting 
the lowest shares of separated women (3% to 6%) of all observed countries (Fig. 1), 
as well as the highest mean ages at separation (see Table 1 in Annex). Some of the 
countries of the Eastern European region –Bulgaria, Georgia and Romania follow 
closely (5% to 6% of separated women). Russia exhibits an exceptionally high share 
of separated women (13%), as well as younger mean ages at separation, in the con-
text of the Eastern European region.

A high degree of heterogeneity in the prevalence of separation by age 40 is 
observed among women in Western and Northern European countries, ranging from 
8% of ever-partnered women in Belgium (2005) to 13% in Austria. In North and 
Latin America, this percentage oscillates between 10% (Uruguay) and 15% (Colom-
bia), the second to highest proportion of separated women in the sample (Fig. 1). 
Mean age at separation is also lower in North and Latin America, albeit to a lower 
extent in Canada (2006) and Uruguay (see Table 1 in Annex).

Except for Poland, the Central European region exhibits the highest proportions 
of separated women outside of Latin America, ranging from 14% in Hungary to 18% 
in Lithuania, the highest share among the observed countries (Fig. 1).

Focusing now on the percentage of women who had repartnered in a second or 
subsequent union by age 40, again women in Southern and some Eastern European 
countries stand out by the very low prevalence of repartnering, particularly Spain 
(2006), Georgia and Italy (between 1% and 2%), followed by women in Bulgaria, 
Spain (2018) and Romania (between 4% and 5%). Again, repartnering is, however, 
much more common in Russia –where almost one in five ever-partnered women 
have repartnered by age 40 (19%)– than in the rest of Eastern Europe (Fig. 1).

The share of repartnered women in the Central European countries ranges 
between 5% in Poland and 15% in Hungary, with the exception of Estonia, where 
almost a quarter (23%) of ever-partnered women had repartnered by age 40 (Fig. 1).

The prevalence of repartnering in the Northern and Western European countries 
ranges from 14% in the Netherlands (2003) and France to more than a quarter of 
ever-partnered women in Belgium, the German-speaking countries (Austria and 
Germany) and Sweden (Fig. 1).

In North America, the prevalence of repartnering is much higher in the United 
States, where ever-partnered women exhibit the highest percentage of repartnering 
by age 40 in the entire sample: 37%-38% (1995 and 2007) (Fig. 1). Women in the 
United States also stand out for the youngest mean ages at repartnering (see Table 1 
in Annex).

Women in Latin American countries tend to repartner less frequently than their 
Western-Northern European or their North American counterparts, with the nota-
ble exception of Colombia, where women are twice as likely as those in Mexico or 
Uruguay to be in their second or subsequent union by age 40 (25% in the former and 
12% in the two latter) (Fig. 1).
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In this section, we observed some geographical patterns in regards to the preva-
lence of union instability across regions. Women in Southern and Eastern Europe 
exhibit later ages at separation and the lowest levels of union dissolution and of 
repartnering by age 40, with the notable exception of Russia, previously docu-
mented in Härkönen et al. (2020). Central European and Colombian women exhibit 
the highest proportions experiencing separation during the reproductive years, while 
women in Sweden and the United States stand out for the highest shares of repart-
nering - and in the case of the United States, also for the earliest ages at repartnering.

4.2 � Cumulated Fertility Among Ever‑Partnered Women: Descriptive 
Decomposition of Cumulated Fertility

Among ever-partnered women in our sample, cumulated fertility at age 40 is the 
lowest among women residing in the European regions, with most countries show-
ing an average cumulated fertility of under two children per woman; it is the lowest 
for women in Spain (2018), at 1.4 children per woman.

Cumulated fertility is higher for North American women, those in Nordic coun-
tries (Norway and Sweden) and some Western European countries (France, United 
Kingdom) as well as in Poland and Georgia. The highest fertility levels in our sam-
ple are found in Latin American countries, particularly in Colombia and Mexico 

Source: Harmonised Histories from GGP, Family Situations Survey-Uruguay (2008), Demographic and Health 

Survey-Colombia (2015), Demographic Retrospective Survey-Mexico (2017). 
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where the average number of children per woman is close to three (see Table 2 in 
Appendix). These two countries also stand out for having the lowest mean age at 
childbearing among the countries in our sample, around 22.5 years, while the mean 
age at childbearing among Uruguayan women is more than 2 years older, at 24.8 
years (see Table 1 in Appendix).

Figure 2 shows that, whereas in all countries and regions most cumulated fertility 
among ever-partnered women is attributable to childbearing in first unions, there is 
a high degree of variation in the cumulated fertility attributable to second or sub-
sequent unions, which varies from less than 1% of cumulated fertility in Italy to 20 
% of cumulated fertility in Sweden. The share of cumulated fertility attributable to 
births in second or subsequent unions is very low among ever-partnered women in 
Southern Europe, in all Eastern European countries but Russia, and in some Cen-
tral European countries (Poland, Lithuania, the Czech Republic), representing 4% or 
fewer of all births among ever-partnered women (Fig. 2). This finding complements 
the portrait of the Southern and Eastern European regions as those where conjugal 
and childbearing trajectories during reproductive ages revolve the least around union 
instability, in terms of the experience of dissolution, repartnering or childbearing 
within a second or subsequent union, as shown in Sect. 2.2.

4
7

2

9 7 6 5 3 4
8

3
7 9 9

5 4 5 4 4 6 6 7
11

16 17

10
14

95 91
97

88

83

91 94 95 94
88 96

85 81
75 87

81

90 91
86

85

74

87 85 75 69

72 85 79

1 2 1
4

10
6

3 2 2 3 4
1

9 10
16

9
15

5 5
10 9

20

7 8
14 16

11
5 6

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

100

E
S

P
-0

6

E
S

P
 -

1
8

IT
A

C
Z

E

E
S

T

H
U

N

L
T

U

P
O

L

B
R

G

R
O

U

B
L

R

G
E

O

R
U

S

A
U

T

D
E

U

G
B

R

B
E

L

F
R

A

N
L

D
-0

3

N
L

D
-1

3

N
O

R

S
W

E

C
A

N
-0

6

C
A

N
 -

1
1

U
S

A
 -

9
5

U
S

A
 -

0
7

C
O

L

M
E

X

U
R

Y

Out of union First union Second  + union

Southern 
Europe

Central 
Europe

Eastern  
Europe

Western-Northern
Europe North 

America
Latin 

America

Source: Harmonised Histories from GGP, Family Situations Survey-Uruguay (2008), Demographic and Health Survey-

Colombia (2015), Demographic Retrospective Survey-Mexico (2017).  

Fig. 2   Share of cumulated fertility by conjugal status and rank of union of birth (percentage). Ever-part-
nered women aged 40 and older at the time of the survey. By regions, country and survey iteration



	 A. Fostik et al.

1 3

25  Page 14 of 47

Among women residing in Northern and Western Europe, fertility in higher order 
unions oscillates from relatively lower shares in France and the Netherlands (2003), 
where about 5% of births are attributable to higher order unions, to somewhat higher 
shares in United Kingdom, Norway and the Netherlands (2013), and much higher 
shares in Belgium, Germany and Sweden, the country with the largest share of 
repartnered women by age 40 among the European countries; 20% of ever-partnered 
Swedish women’s cumulated fertility is attributable to births in higher order unions, 
the highest observed in any region (Fig. 2).

In North America, births in second or higher order unions represent between 7% 
to 8% births per woman in Canada (2006 and 2011) and 14% and 16% of births in 
the United States (1995 and 2007). A great degree of variability is also observed 
among women in the Latin American countries, where the share of cumulated fertil-
ity attributable to second or higher order unions in Colombia (11%) is about twice 
the share observed in Mexico and Uruguay –despite overall cumulated fertility being 
the highest among all observed countries both in Mexico and in Colombia (Fig. 2).

The Latin American countries, especially Colombia, also stand out regarding 
the share of out of union births, a finding that is consistent with previous research 
(Laplante et al., 2018). However, this is not exclusive to Latin American countries: 
despite Colombia being one of the countries with the highest share of cumulated fer-
tility outside of union, this percentage is similarly high among women in the United 
States (2007) (Fig. 2).11

Overall, we observe a pattern in which the share of cumulated fertility attributa-
ble to births in second or subsequent unions is higher in countries where the share of 
ever-partnered women who had repartnered by age 40 is also higher (Fig. 3). There 
is a geographical pattern in which the share of births attributable to repartnering is 
associated with the proportion of repartnered women. Very low prevalence of repart-
nering in Southern and most of Eastern Europe is associated with lower shares of 
cumulated fertility in such unions. We observe this pattern as well in countries such 
as Belarus and especially Russia, which have higher prevalence of women in second 
or subsequent unions than other Eastern countries, and also exhibit higher shares of 
fertility in such unions. Central European countries are more scattered in the preva-
lence of repartnering, but also show higher cumulated fertility at higher levels of 
repartnering, particularly in Estonia. Among the European countries, Sweden exhib-
its the highest percentages of both repartnering by age 40 and cumulated fertility in 
second or subsequent unions. This association is less marked in the United States, 
where the share of repartnered women is slightly higher than in Sweden, but the per-
centage of births attributable to second or subsequent unions is lower.

11  See Table 2 in the appendix for more details of these values.
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4.3 � Cumulated Fertility Among Ever‑Repartnered Women: Descriptive 
Decomposition of Cumulated Fertility

Focusing now on women who had repartnered by age 40, Fig. 4 shows that a large 
fraction of these women had births in second or subsequent unions; either as a com-
bination of having births both in first and in second or higher order unions, or by 
having births only in second and subsequent unions.12

The proportion of women with births only in second or subsequent union is the 
lowest in two of the Latin American countries (Colombia and Mexico), in the Cen-
tral European countries and in Belarus. In the Southern European countries, this 
share is between one fifth and one quarter of all repartnered women. Repartnered 
women in Northern and Western Europe stand out, on the contrary, for having the 

Fig. 3   Cumulated fertility in second or subsequent unions and repartnered in second or subsequent 
unions (percentage). Ever-partnered women aged 40 and older at the time of the survey. By regions, 
country and survey iteration

12  For the sake of clarity of the results, we only show the combinations of first and second union fertility. 
The values for the rest of the combinations are shown in the appendix.
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highest shares of births only in second or subsequent unions; in countries like Bel-
gium, Germany and Sweden, close to half the births to repartnered women happened 
in the context of higher order unions (Fig . 4).

The trajectories of repartnered women in Central and Eastern Europe are char-
acterized by the experience of births both in their first and in their second or sub-
sequent unions; between a quarter and a third of them had this type of childbearing 
trajectory by the time they were 40 years old. This type of trajectory is also more 
frequent among ever-repartnered Latin American women, a quarter of Colombians 
and Uruguayans having had children both in the first union and in second or subse-
quent unions. This share is slightly lower in Mexico (22%) (Fig. 4).

Among North American ever-repartnered women, having children only in the first 
union is about as common as having children only in second or subsequent unions, 
except for the United States (2007), where childbearing within the first union is less 
common than in second or subsequent unions (Fig. 4).13
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Fig. 4   Share of repartnered women by childbearing trajectory according to births in first union, births 
in second or subsequent union, births in both first and second or subsequent union and no births (per-
centage). Ever-repartnered women aged 40 and older at the time of the survey. By regions, country and 
survey iteration*. *Note: The rest of the distribution corresponds mainly to births outside of union, and 
the combinations of this with first and second union. The category includes the following situations: all 
births outside of union; births in first union and outside of union; births in second or subsequent union 
and outside of union; births in first and second or subsequent union and outside of union situations, can 
be consulted in Table 2 of the appendix

13  See Table 2 in the appendix for more details of these values.
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The analysis of the share of births by conjugal setting focusing only on ever-
repartnered women sheds light on the fact that childbearing within repartnering is 
relatively common in some regions where union instability is the least prevalent, 
such as in Southern Europe. We also observe that childbearing both in the first union 
and in subsequent unions is more prevalent in certain regions, particularly among 
repartnered women in Latin America, Central and Eastern Europe.

5 � Poisson Regression Models

Our first model examines the overall impact of experiencing union dissolution on 
cumulated fertility by age 40 among ever-partnered women. As expected, in almost 
all regions and national contexts-periods we observe lower fertility among women 
who experienced separation by age 40, as denoted by the exponentiated coefficients 
below 1. Among women in Southern and Eastern Europe and in North America, 
having separated by age 40 is consistently associated with lower cumulated fertility. 
This is also the case for women in Central Europe, except for the Czech Republic, 
where the coefficient is negative but not statistically significant, as denoted by confi-
dence intervals touching the horizontal black line (Fig. 5).14 In Western Europe, the 
coefficients are negative for the German-speaking and the Nordic countries, as well 
as for France and the Netherlands. In Belgium and in the United Kingdom, the coef-
ficients are not statistically significant.

Latin America is the only region in which none of the countries show a signifi-
cant negative coefficient for the relationship between the experience of union disso-
lution by age 40 and fertility.

Another relevant result for model 1 (see Table 3 in Appendix) is that women who 
formed their first union after age 25 tend to have lower fertility than women who 
formed their first union before that age. A result that is consistent across all contexts 
and time periods.

Our second model makes the distinction between separations that were followed 
by repartnering and those were women remained separated by age 40, thus allow-
ing examining whether repartnering after a separation may help compensate for the 
detrimental effect of union dissolution on fertility (Fig. 6). The exponentiated coef-
ficients for having separated without subsequently repartnering show a clear nega-
tive sign in most regions and countries, with the exception of a few cases where the 
effect is nonsignificant –Belgium in Western Europe, the United States in the North 
American region (1995 and 2007) and Uruguay in Latin America. 

When we consider the trajectories of women who formed new unions after sepa-
ration, there is a very clear indication that repartnering does help compensate for the 
fertility lost to union dissolution. Across regions, most coefficients are not statisti-
cally significant, indicating that the fertility of repartnered women in most countries 
is statistically indistinguishable from the fertility of women in intact unions (Fig. 6). 
Some coefficients for repartnering before age 40 are negative in several European 

14  Table 3 in the Appendix shows the exponentiated coefficients for each country and survey year.
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countries (Poland, Germany, Netherlands 2013, and Norway), and across the North 
American countries, indicating that repartnering is associated with lower fertil-
ity than remaining in a first union by age 40. In most cases, however, the negative 
coefficients are lower for repartnering by age 40 than for experiencing separation 
without repartnering. Moreover, in four of the countries of our sample, repartnering 
is positively associated with fertility, as indicated by positive and significant coef-
ficients. This is the case of the Czech Republic, the United Kingdom, Colombia and 
Mexico (Fig. 6).15

As in the previous model, having formed a first union after age 25 is consistently 
associated with lower fertility across all contexts and time periods (see Table 4 in 
Appendix).

Our third model adds the total time spent in union by age 40 to the previous 
estimation (Fig.  7). Without exception, all the negative coefficients observed for 
experiencing separation without repartnering in the previous model now become 
either non-statistically significant or positive. A positive association between 

Fig. 5   Model 1. Cumulated fertility (dependent variable) among ever-partnered women aged 40 and 
older at the time of the survey. Poisson regression coefficients (exponential) for experiencing separation 
by age 40 (reference category: in first union), controlling for first union before age 25, educational attain-
ment, age and first union type. By regions, country and survey iteration

15  Table 4 in the appendix shows the exponentiated coefficients for each country and survey year.
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being separated from the first conjugal union by age 40 and cumulated fertility is 
now observed among ever-partnered women in some Western European countries 
(France and the United Kingdom), Canada (2006) and the United States (2007) in 
North America, and Mexico in Latin America.16 In all observed countries from 
Southern, Central and Eastern Europe -except Hungary and Romania-, no significant 
association is now found between being separated and cumulated fertility by age 40. 

The introduction of the control for total time in a union in model 3 entails a 
change by which the coefficients for repartnering that were negative in the previous 
model are now not statistically significant, with the only exception of the United 
States (2007). This means that, across regions, the relationship between being in a 
second or subsequent union and cumulated fertility by age 40 is now either positive 
or not statistically distinguishable from continuing in an intact first union by age 40 
(Fig. 7).

Fig. 6   Model 2. Cumulated fertility (dependent variable) among ever-partnered women aged 40 and 
older at the time of the survey. Poisson regression coefficients (exponential) for experiencing separa-
tion by age 40 and for repartnering by age 40 (reference category: in first union), controlling for first 
union before age 25, educational attainment, age, and first union type. By regions, country and survey 
iteration

16  Table 5 in the appendix shows the exponentiated coefficients for each country and survey year.
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In North America -with the above-noted exception-, no association is observed 
between repartnering and cumulated fertility when controlling for time in a union; 
the same is true across countries in Southern Europe and in Western Europe except 
for the United Kingdom and Sweden, where the coefficient is positive. In Central 
Europe, a positive association is observed between repartnering and fertility in 
the Czech Republic, Estonia, and Hungary. In Eastern Europe, such a positive asso-
ciation is observed in Romania and Belarus (Fig. 7).

Among women in the Latin American region, the coefficients for those residing 
in Colombia and Mexico also denote a positive association between the two vari-
ables (Fig. 7). Interestingly, the strongest positive association between repartnering 
and fertility is found in Mexico, which despite not standing out for a high prevalence 
of repartnering by age 40 does stand out as the country with the highest cumulated 
fertility in our sample. The fact that Uruguay, the third Latin American country in 
our sample, does not present similar results to Mexico and Colombia in regard to the 
link between repartnering and fertility is not surprising considering that Uruguay 
has distinct demographic characteristics to other countries in Latin America, at least 

Fig. 7   Model 3. Cumulated fertility (dependent variable) among ever-partnered women aged 40 and 
older at the time of the survey. Poisson regression coefficients (exponential) for experiencing separation 
by age 40 and for repartnering by age 40 (reference category: in first union), controlling for total time 
spent in union by age 40, first union before age 25, educational attainment, age, and first union type. By 
regions, country and survey iteration
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in terms of the second demographic transition (Fernández Soto & Laplante, 2020; 
Nathan et al., 2016).

Once the time spent in a union is included as a covariate in model 3, the nega-
tive coefficient we had consistently observed across regions for having entered a first 
union after age 25 is now only observed in some contexts (see Table 5 in Appendix), 
particularly in Latin American and North American countries –except the United 
States (2007). In the Southern, Central, Western and Northern European countries, 
the negative association between later union formation and cumulated fertility dis-
appears once the total time in union is accounted for, except for Sweden. Moreover, 
the association becomes positive in Italy and Germany. In Eastern Europe, the sta-
tistical relationship between the two variables mostly disappears, except for a persis-
tent negative coefficient for Russia and a now-positive coefficient for Georgia.

Our fourth model only includes ever-repartnered women and examines the time 
spent in a first and in a second or subsequent union on cumulated fertility as key 
predictive variables (Fig. 8).17

Fig. 8   Model 4. Cumulated fertility (dependent variable) among ever-repartnered women aged 40 and 
older at the time of the survey. Poisson regression coefficients (exponential) for time spent in a first union 
and for time spent in a second or subsequent union, controlling for first union before age 25, repartnering 
before age 30, educational attainment, age, and first union type. By regions, country and survey iteration. 
Note: in the case of Georgia, Italy and Uruguay, the number of cases is not sufficiently representative to 
make statistical inferences

17  These models could not be conducted for Italy, Georgia, and Uruguay, due to the few observations in 
the subsample of repartnered women in these countries (see Table 6 in Appendix).
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Across countries in North and Latin America, as well as in most Western-North-
ern European countries and in Spain (2006) the coefficients both for time spent in a 
first union and for time spent in second or subsequent unions are positive and sig-
nificant. In Central and Eastern Europe, the coefficients for time spent in a second 
or subsequent union are positive and, in some cases, significant (Hungary, Poland, 
Romania, Belarus, Russia). Most coefficients for the first union in these two regions 
are not statistically significant despite being positive.

Model 4 introduced controls for the timing of the first union and also for the tim-
ing of the second or subsequent union formation (see Table 6 in Appendix). Among 
repartnered women, a negative coefficient of forming a first union after age 25 is 
observed in some countries. Having repartnered after age 30, entails a negative coef-
ficient in Estonia, Canada (2011), the United States (1995), Colombia, and Mexico, 
while the coefficients for the rest of the countries are not statistically significant.

6 � Discussion

Our analysis revealed that union instability in prime childbearing years is rare among 
ever-partnered women in Southern and most of Eastern Europe (with the notable 
exception of Russia, previously highlighted by Harkonen et al. (2020), where con-
jugal and childbearing trajectories during reproductive ages revolve the least around 
dissolution and repartnering. This finding confirms, for ever-partnered women dur-
ing childbearing ages, a previously documented pattern of overall lower prevalence 
of union dissolution in Southern and Eastern Europe (Wagner, 2020). These results 
are also in line with the more conservative family norms that are present in these 
European regions (Sobotka & Berghammer, 2021; Sobotka & Toulemon, 2008).

On the other hand, experiencing union dissolution was much more frequent for 
women in Central Europe (except Poland), in Western-Northern European countries, 
in North America, and in Colombia among the Latin American countries. However, 
a higher prevalence of union dissolution by age 40 is not necessarily met with higher 
levels of repartnering among Central European women (except among Estonians, 
and to a lesser degree, Romanians). Repartnering before age 40 is much more com-
mon in the German-speaking European countries (Austria and Germany), in Swe-
den, the United States and Colombia. Albeit at lower levels, second or subsequent 
union formation was also not rare in the other Western and Northern European 
countries, and in Russia.

Although most childbearing among ever-partnered women happens in first 
unions, there is a large degree of heterogeneity across national contexts in the pro-
portion of births that take place in second or subsequent unions. One of our goals 
was to gain an understanding into whether a higher prevalence of repartnering dur-
ing childbearing years was associated with fertility outcomes, across a wide range 
of cultural and socioeconomic contexts. The descriptive analysis revealed a pat-
tern where the higher the share of repartnered women, the higher the proportion of 
cumulated fertility in second or subsequent unions. In this sense, women in regions 
such as Southern, Eastern and some of Central Europe repartner very infrequently 
(a finding in line with previous research by Gałęzewska et al. (2017), and the part of 
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their cumulated fertility that is attributable to second or subsequent unions is neg-
ligible. On the other end, the United States and Sweden stand out for much more 
frequent repartnering during childbearing ages, and for a much larger fraction of 
fertility that is attributable to second or subsequent unions. The association is, how-
ever, nuanced in the United States, where the percentage of cumulated fertility in 
second or subsequent unions is more comparable to Western European countries 
where repartnering is less common.

The multivariate analysis allowed isolating some of the mechanisms that link 
instability in the conjugal trajectory to cumulated fertility (net of confound-
ers such  as, age at first  union formation, first  union type, educational attainment, 
and  birth cohort), notably the roles played by (a) experiencing union dissolution 
before age 40; (b) experiencing repartnering before age 40; and (c) the total time 
spent in a conjugal union before age 40.

As expected, and in line with previous findings, experiencing union dissolution 
–rather than remaining in the first union during the prime childbearing years– is 
mostly associated with lower cumulated fertility. However, such a negative relation-
ship was not found in the Czech Republic, Belgium, the United Kingdom, and the 
three Latin American countries, Uruguay, Mexico and Colombia.

Once we made the distinction between experiencing union dissolution and 
remaining single, compared to repartnering following the demise of the first union, 
we observed a compensating effect of forming a new union on cumulated fertility. In 
a few countries, the relationship between repartnering and cumulated fertility is even 
positive, meaning that repartnered women tend to have higher fertility than those in 
intact unions. This was the case in some of the same countries where the separation 
itself was not statistically associated with cumulated fertility (Czech Republic, the 
United Kingdom, Mexico and Colombia).

The total time spent in union before age 40, a key variable linked to the tim-
ing of union formation and dissolution, showed a positive association with cumu-
lated fertility in most national contexts. Moreover, once this control was added to 
the models, we identified changes in the previously observed associations between 
union instability and fertility. Most notably, experiencing separation – and remain-
ing single – no longer has an association with cumulated fertility in all countries, 
except in some where the association is now actually positive (France, Canada, and 
the United States). This suggests that the negative association between union disso-
lution and cumulated fertility is not only offset by repartnering, but also mediated by 
the time spent in union.

The association between repartnering and fertility is also strongly influenced by 
the amount of time spent in a conjugal union during the prime reproductive years: 
once this variable  is controlled for, repartnering becomes either no longer associ-
ated with cumulated fertility, or positively associated. Among women in Southern 
Europe, the conjugal trajectory and cumulated fertility are not statistically linked 
once the time in first union is taken into consideration; this finding is consistent with 
their much higher ages at first union formation and also at repartnering, among the 
highest observed in the sample. On the other hand, the relationship between repart-
nering and fertility is clearly positive in the Czech Republic, Estonia and Lithuania 
in Central Europe, Romania and Belarus in Eastern Europe, the United Kingdom 
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and Sweden in Western-Northern Europe, and Mexico and Colombia in Latin 
America.

These results shed light on the fact that union instability and repartnering in and 
of themselves might be neutral or even positive for fertility, as long as the timing of 
dissolution and of new union formation are not protracted during the prime repro-
ductive ages.

The one exception to this overall pattern is found in the United States (2007), 
where repartnering is negatively associated with cumulated fertility. This result is 
puzzling given that women in the United States exhibit the highest share of multiple-
partner fertility among industrialized nations (Thomson et  al., 2020). This appar-
ent contradiction might be linked to the fact that the high prevalence of multiple-
partner fertility in the United States is partly explained by large shares of adolescent 
pregnancy and childbearing outside of unions (Thomson et  al., 2020), rather than 
by childbearing in successive conjugal unions. This result is also in line with the 
weaker association we observed between the share of repartnered women and the 
share of cumulated fertility in second or subsequent unions in the United States. The 
lack of generous family and fertility policies in the United States could be a contrib-
uting factor to this result, as it has been shown that family policy measures appear 
to play a role in childbearing in second unions (Fernández Soto et al., 2020). This 
result should nonetheless be further confirmed with newer data, given that it was 
found only in the smallest of the United States (2007) datasets, but not in the larger 
one.

Analysing the association between union instability and fertility focusing only on 
ever- repartnered women allowed us to further disentangle the association between 
cumulated fertility and the amount of time spent in a first union rather than time 
spent in a second or subsequent union (net of age at first and second union formation 
and other confounders). This analysis revealed that, in most settings, time spent in 
a union of any rank is a positive contributing factor to cumulated fertility, with the 
notable exception of some Central and Eastern European countries. This finding is 
consistent with the historic evolution of fertility in these European regions, where 
childlessness is still not socially accepted but higher order parity transitions have 
been rare among women born since the 1940s birth cohorts (Zeman et al., 2018). In 
this context, time in union might matter less, as fertility goals might be sought soon 
after the start of the first union.

The positive association observed in most countries between the amount of time 
spent in a conjugal union and cumulated fertility by age 40 confirms previous find-
ings by Thomson et al. (2012) for France, for a larger set of countries and regions. 
In this sense, our results are in line with much of the literature on multiple-partner 
fertility which suggests it is necessary to understand reproductive trajectories in 
contemporary societies as a continuum between successive partnerships. Our analy-
sis reveals that despite differing patterns of union instability across regions, some 
of the key mechanisms in the relationship between union instability and fertility, 
namely the time in a union and the timing of union formation during the life course, 
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act mostly similarly across national contexts and regions. Our findings suggest that 
the time spent in union during a woman’s fertile years is a critical determinant of 
cumulated fertility achieved during that partnership succession, even net of age at 
first union formation and at repartnering. Age at union dissolution and early onset 
of conjugal life have been shown to be key elements in the likelihood of having a 
child in a new union (Beaujouan & Solaz, 2008; Kalmijn & Gelissen, 2007; Spijker 
et al., 2012). Our findings also add some nuance to the literature, suggesting that not 
only the timing of first and second or subsequent unions is critical, but also spend-
ing enough reproductive time in any of those unions so that fertility goals can be 
achieved during the reproductive ages.

Even though we found geographical patterns in the levels of union instability, 
the levels of repartnering, and in the importance of births in second or subsequent 
unions during childbearing ages, we did not find clear-cut geographical patterns 
in the relationship between union instability and fertility in the multivariate mod-
els linking the conjugal trajectory and cumulated fertility, once we estimated this 
relationship net of other confounders that vary greatly across regions (age at union 
formation and time spent in union among others). The fact that a positive associa-
tion between repartnering and fertility is found in several countries despite their dif-
fering levels of union instability and overall fertility suggests that the experience of 
multiple partnerships might become a propelling factor for fertility -or at least an 
attenuating factor for decreasing fertility- in some sociocultural contexts. However, 
this can only have a visible global impact on fertility levels if repartnering becomes 
more prevalent following union dissolution: even a positive relationship between 
repartnering and cumulated fertility would have a negligible aggregate effect in 
regions where second union prevalence is very low such as in Southern, Central and 
Eastern Europe.

Finally, the main limitation of our study is that we were unable to incorporate fac-
tors like the presence, number, and age of children from previous unions for women 
and their partners (Beaujouan & Solaz, 2008; Griffith et al., 1985). Our data source 
does not contain information about the fertility trajectories of the respondent’s pre-
vious partners. In addition, our study examines cumulated fertility as the central 
variable of interest, and thus adding previous parity as a covariate would introduce 
endogeneity problems in the models.

Future work should focus on the relationship between union and fertility dynam-
ics in a wider range of Latin American countries or sub-regions, representing diverg-
ing stages of the fertility transition.
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