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Abstract
Using data for women from the 2010, 2012 and 2014 Chinese Family Panel Stud-
ies, this study investigated several aspects of children’s effects on the risk of marital 
dissolution, including the number of children, their age and sex composition, and 
the timing of conception relative to marriage. Because these explanatory variables 
are potentially endogenous, marital dissolution was jointly modelled with the pro-
cesses of marriage formation, marital childbearing and nonmarital childbearing, and 
the sequencing of events and unobserved correlation across processes accounted for. 
The results demonstrated that childlessness significantly elevates the risk of divorce 
whereas the first child has the strongest marriage stabilising effect. Reflecting the 
strong son preference in rural China, having boys was shown to markedly reduce the 
risk of parental divorce among rural women. Whether a child is conceived within 
or out of wedlock has no significant causal effect on marital dissolution insofar as 
it belongs to both parents. However, positive residual correlation between the pro-
cesses of divorce and nonmarital childbearing suggests the potential selection of 
women with non-traditional family behaviours into marital dissolution.
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Introduction

Children, as one of the most important investments a couple makes in their rela-
tionship, have long been considered a deterrent to divorce. The presence of chil-
dren could strengthen the marital bond by encouraging spousal interdependence, 
while parental feelings of obligation towards children are considered pivotal to 
martial stability. Although it is reasonable to expect an inhibiting effect of chil-
dren on marital dissolution, existing literature has offered no consensus on the 
nature and direction of this effect. Childless families have generally been found to 
have an elevated risk of divorce compared to families with children, but children’s 
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marriage-stabilising effects do not seem to increase with the number of children 
(Heaton, 1990; Thornton, 1977). Some studies have maintained that the number 
of children does not have significant effects on marriage stability; what mattered 
instead was the presence of infant and preschool children (Cherlin, 1977; Waite & 
Lillard, 1991; Todesco, 2011). The timing of conceptions/births relative to mar-
riage is another aspect of children’s effects on marital disruption. Cherlin (1977), 
for example, found that children born before marriage destabilised rather than 
stabilised marriage. Meanwhile, Morgan et al. (1988) drew attention to the effect 
of children’s sex composition on marital disruption, arguing that sons have more 
marriage stabilising effects than daughters. A cursory review of existing literature 
demonstrates the complex and multidimensional nature of children’s effects on 
marital dissolution.

These effects are further complicated by the potential for reverse causation. 
Women in relationships more prone to disruption may deliberately postpone or 
avoid childbearing (Lillard & Waite, 1993). Moreover, the direct effects of children 
on divorce could be confounded by the existence of joint determination (selectivity). 
Consider the positive link between nonmarital childbearing and marital dissolution 
found in Cherlin (1977). This association could indicate the existence of selection 
effects rather than a causal relationship. Perhaps an individual with less traditional 
family values is more prone to both nonmarital childbearing and divorce. Ignoring 
this issue of endogeneity could therefore bias estimates of the casual effect of chil-
dren on marital dissolution.

This study aims to provide a comprehensive analysis of the multifaceted effects 
of children on marital dissolution, including the number of children, their age and 
sex composition, and whether a child was conceived/born within or outside of mar-
riage. Special attention is paid to distinguishing the direct effects of children on 
divorce from other confounding factors as well as joint determination. The latter is 
achieved by modelling marital dissolution simultaneously with the family processes 
that result in key determinants, while controlling for the sequencing of life course 
events and unobserved correlation (this procedure will be explained later in detail). 
The focus is on China, where divorce rates have rapidly increased over recent dec-
ades, but traditional family norms have continued to hold sway (Wang & Zhou, 
2010). To this day, having children, especially sons, constitutes the primary function 
of marriage (Attané, 2009). Despite their importance to a marital union, however, 
the effects of children on marital stability remain underexplored. With few excep-
tions (Xu et al., 2015), existing studies on the determinants of divorce have usually 
included the number of children as a control variable (Ma et al., 2018; Zeng et al., 
2002).

The present study extends the existing literature in three main ways. Firstly, it 
elucidates the conditions under which children stabilise marriage in China by taking 
into account the interplay between parity and children’s age, and between children’s 
sex composition and the number of children. Further, it expands previous work by 
paying close attention to the timing of conception/ birth of a child relative to mar-
riage. Secondly, remarriages are included to examine the effect of stepchildren on 
marital stability. Thirdly, by controlling for joint determination, it distinguishes 
causal effects from potentially spurious associations (Baizán, Asssve & Billari, 
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2003; Upchurch et  al., 2002). This analysis uses data for women from the 2010, 
2012 and 2014 Chinese Family Panel Studies (CFPS).

Theorectical perspectives and past research

Several aspects of children’s effects on marital stability have been emphasised in the 
existing literature: the presence and number of children, their ages, the sex composi-
tion of children and whether a child was conceived/born within or outside of mar-
riage. From a dynamic life course perspective, some studies have further emphasised 
that marital dissolution and childbearing are interrelated family processes.

The number of children, children’s age and marital dissolution

There are three sets of reasons why the presence of children, especially younger 
children, may inhibit marital dissolution. The first, proposed by Becker et al. (1977), 
posits that children are a form of marital-specific capital that loses much of its value 
outside of marriage. Young children, in particular, constitute more marital-specific 
capital compared to older children because parents tend to spend more time with 
younger children. The second perspective maintains that martial stability stems 
from a sexual division of labour, with the husband specialising in paid work and the 
wife in domestic labour (Parsons, 1949). In this view, childbearing and childrearing 
strengthen marital stability by increasing gender role specialisation and interdepend-
ence between husband and wife. Infant and young children have a greater protec-
tive effect on marriage, as they require a more complete sexual division of labour. 
Specifically, women with young children may be more dependent on a husband’s 
income. The third perspective argues that the stability of marriage depends partly 
on the strength of barriers against marital disruption (Levinger, 1965). According to 
Levinger, parental feelings of obligation towards dependent children, together with 
other factors such as obligations to the marital bond and perhaps a religious affili-
ation, are sources of barrier strength. Young children more dependent on parental 
care could have more protective effects on marriage.

Empirical studies have generally demonstrated a positive association between the 
presence of children and marital stability. Various studies in the US and European 
countries have found that, after accounting for the duration of marriage and other 
confounding variables, childlessness significantly elevates the risk of marital disrup-
tion (Berrington & Diamond, 1999; Morgan & Rindfuss, 1985; Andersson, 1997; 
Diekmann & Engelhardt, 1999, Todesco, 2011). There is, however, a non-linear 
relationship between the number of children and the risk of divorce. Becker et al. 
(1977) observed that the first two children discourage divorce more than additional 
children, whereas Murphy (1985) and Heaton (1990) demonstrated that both child-
less families and larger families have higher risks of divorce.

Other studies have found that the presence of young children, especially infant 
and preschool children, stabilised marriage, but older children had little or even neg-
ative effects on martial stability (Bracher et al., 1993; Cherlin, 1977). In a detailed 
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analysis, Lillard & Waite (1991) emphasised the interaction between parity and chil-
dren’s age. The authors found that a child stabilises marriage when it was aged five 
or younger, although this effect was only significant for the firstborn child but not for 
additional births. In contrast, a child older than 12 years significantly increases the 
risk of disruption regardless of parity. The authors argued that children may become 
a source of marital tension as they get older. And as they reach adulthood and leave 
home, their deterrence effect on divorce would decline as parents need to give up lit-
tle contact with them after the dissolution of marriage.

Children’s effect on divorce could vary by societal contexts. In Brazil, the pres-
ence of children, especially young children, was found to increase the risk of union 
dissolution (Leone & Hinde, 2008). This was attributed to the stress associated with 
care for younger children. In contrast, a recent study in China observed a negative 
association between the number of children and divorce, even if these children were 
older than age 13 (Xu et al., 2015). It remains unknown whether the children’s age 
has an independent effect on divorce risk in China, and whether this effect varies by 
parity.

Sex composition of children and marital dissolution

The sex composition of children is another important factor influencing marital sta-
bility. The ‘father involvement hypothesis’ proposed by Morgan et al. (1988) posits 
that families with sons are less at risk of marital disruption because fathers play 
a more active role in socialising sons compared to daughters. This creates interde-
pendence between spouses and increases marital solidarity and stability. An alterna-
tive perspective emphasises a society’s gender preference for children. In countries 
with strong son-preference, sons were considered to embody more marital-specific 
capital compared to daughters (Bose & South, 2003). In patriarchal and patrilineal 
societies, having sons could further consolidate the women’s position in the hus-
band’s family, making divorce harder to justify (Bose & South, 2003). Sex composi-
tion of children may have little effect on the risk of divorce in more gender-egali-
tarian societies. Morgan and Pollard (2002) found that the effects of having sons on 
divorce had sharply declined in the US. A study in Australia found no significant 
effect of children’s sex composition on divorce (Bracher et al., 1993), whereas one in 
Sweden showed that the risk of divorce was lower among parents who had achieved 
their desired sex composition of children, i.e., one girl and one boy (Andersson & 
Woldemicael, 2001).

Stepchildren, premarital conception and marital dissolution

Children born out of marriage with a different biological parent could have little or 
a negative effect on marriage stability. They are generally not considered a mari-
tal-specific capital, nor would they inspire a strong feeling of obligation from the 
non-biological parent (Todesco, 2011). Remarriages involving the presence of step-
children have been shown to be more prone to disruption than those without step-
children (Waite & Lillard, 1991). Some authors have further argued that children 
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conceived/born outside of marriage have disruptive effects on parental marriage, 
even if they are biologically related to both parents. Becker et al. (1977) posited that 
premarital conception could prompt women to enter marriage quickly, thus increas-
ing their chance of accepting a mismatch. Others maintain that couples engaging in 
premarital sexual behaviour may possess traits that make them more susceptible to 
marital disruption. These couples are often characterised as having more individual-
istic views and weaker adherence to traditional norms including the permanence of 
marriage (Thomson & Collella, 1992), weaker relationship commitment (Axinn & 
Thornton, 1992; Kahn & London, 1991), or poorer problem-solving abilities (Cohan 
& Kleinbaum, 2002).

Existing evidence in Western societies has generally confirmed a negative asso-
ciation between premarital births and marital disruption (Andersson, 1997; Bracher 
et  al., 1993; Cherlin, 1977; Waite & Lillard, 1991). However, by distinguishing 
between premarital births and premarital conceptions leading to marital births, 
Bracher et al. (1993) and Waite and Lillard (1991) found that although the risk of 
disruption was higher among women with premarital births, premarital conception, 
considered by itself, does not have an independent effect on the stability of parental 
marriage. In China, two recent studies have found a disruptive effect of premarital 
conception on marriage (Ma et al., 2018; Xu et al., 2015). It is unknown whether 
this association reflects the contribution of conceptions that translated into premari-
tal births.

The negative association between premarital births and marital disruption has 
often been attributed to the potential of a selection effect (Bracher et  al., 1993). 
However, most empirical studies have paid little attention to distinguishing causal 
effects from selection effects. The extent to which women with premarital sexual 
and childbearing experiences are selected into marital dissolution remain largely 
unexplored.

Marital dissolution and childbearing as joint processes

From a dynamic life course perspective, a strand of literature has emphasised the 
interrelated nature of family processes (Lillard, 1993; Lillard & Waite, 1993; Lil-
lard et al., 1995; Upchurch et al., 2002). These studies emphasise that an individual 
makes sequential and joint decisions about life course events within the constraints 
and opportunities available to them. The decisions are sequential in the sense that 
an initial decision of, for instance, entering marriage will influence the risk of sub-
sequent events such as divorce and childbearing. At the same time, all life course 
events are simultaneously influenced by one’s characteristics, including socioeco-
nomic status, family background and personal traits and value orientations. Some 
of these characteristics may be unobserved, leading to potential residual correla-
tion across processes. This issue of endogeneity needs to be accounted for to dis-
cern direct relationships between interrelated life course events such as divorce and 
childbearing.

Two important studies by Waite and Lillard were the first to pay attention to the 
interrelated processes of divorce and childbearing. Waite and Lillard (1991) showed 
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that children affected the risk of divorce, whereas Lillard and Waite (1993) demon-
strated that the reverse was also true; i.e., the risk of disruption faced by a married 
woman also decreased her likelihood of having a child within that marriage. A more 
recent study found a significant correlation of residuals between the processes of 
union dissolution and childbearing following conception within the union, suggest-
ing the existence of unobserved individual characteristics that affect both processes 
in similar ways (Leone & Hinde, 2008). Leone and Hinde emphasised that, with-
out controlling for joint determination, estimates of the direct effects of children on 
union dissolution were biased.

As noted earlier, ignoring the potential for selectivity could be particularly prob-
lematic in analysis of the effect of premarital conceptions/births on marital dissolu-
tion. A large body of literature has focused on discerning the direct effects of pre-
marital cohabitation on subsequent marital disruption from selection effects (Axinn 
& Thornton, 1992; Lillard et  al., 1995; Zhang, 2017). Although cohabitation and 
nonmarital childbearing are highly correlated processes (Brien et al., 1999), little if 
any attention has been paid to the effects of premarital conceptions/births on marital 
dissolution.

The Chinese context and hypotheses

China has a long tradition of universal marriage and a low level of divorce. In tradi-
tional China, marriage was parent-arranged, and its primary function was deemed to 
be continuation of the family line by the procreation of sons (Lee & Wang, 1999). 
Under traditional legal systems, divorce was only allowed under a handful of condi-
tions, the most important of which was a wife’s failure to have sons (Wong, 1982). 
Although no-fault divorce has been permitted in China since 1950, divorce rates 
remained low through the 1970s owing to persistent stigma associated with divorce 
and high administrative barriers to obtaining it (Platte, 1988). Occurrences of 
divorce began to steadily increase after the launch of economic reform and opening-
up policies in the late 1970s (Ma et al., 2018; Zeng et al., 2002). In the reform-era, 
increased exposure to Western ideas and cultures has promoted changing attitudes 
toward marriage and divorce. Love and companionship between spouses have been 
increasingly considered an important foundation of marriage, while growing empha-
sis has been placed on marital quality (Yan, 2003). In 1981, administrative barriers 
to divorce were relaxed when compulsory court-mandated mediation before divorce 
was abandoned (Huang, 2005). Unilateral divorce was further allowed from 2001 in 
circumstance of domestic violence and extramarital affairs (Sun & Zhao, 2016).

Despite substantial changes in family behaviours, the importance of marriage 
and family continuation remains little diminished in contemporary China. This is 
reflected in the country’s near universal marriage and childbearing (Zhao, Xu and 
Yuan 2017). Nowadays, young people are less willing to endure unhappy mar-
riages, but many continue to believe that divorce should be avoided at all costs 
for the sake of children. In the 2014 wave of the CFPS, just below 85% of women 
born after 1970 agreed to the statement that “divorce is always harmful to the 
child”, and about 61% of them agreed that “parents should never get divorced 
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for the sake of the child even if they are unhappy about their marriage” (author’s 
own calculation). Becker et al. (1977) argued that children deter divorce because 
they represent an important form of marital-specific investment. This is perhaps 
especially true in the Chinese context. It is therefore expected that the presence 
of children would significantly reduce the risk of divorce. In other words, having 
children is likely to lower the risk of divorce compared to families with no chil-
dren (Hypothesis 1a).

Perhaps owing to the costs and stress associated with childcare in large families, 
previous studies have often observed a J-shaped relationship between divorce and 
the number of children (Berker et al., 1977; Heaton, 1990; Waite & Lillard, 1991; 
Xu et al., 2015). However, the parity at which divorce risk was the lowest was found 
to vary over time and differ in various societies. This may in part be attributable to 
varying preferences for the desired family size over time and in different societies. 
In a society with strong two-child family norm, for instance, having a third or higher 
order births may constitute a source of strain more so than that in a society where 
higher fertility is the norm. In the Chinese context, rising divorce over the past few 
decades has occurred in tandem with drastic fertility decline since the implemen-
tation of the One Child Policy in 1979. Variations in provincial fertility policies 
notwithstanding, the vast majority of urban residents were subjected to the ‘one-
child-per-couple’ policy (with some exceptions including the death or disability 
of the first child, and childbearing in remarriage following divorce or widowhood) 
(Gu et al., 2007). For urban families, having the first child is likely to significantly 
reduce divorce risk, but having a second and higher order birth is unlikely to have a 
significant effect on the risk of disruption due to their low occurrences (hypothesis 
1b). Even in the context of the One Child policy, having two children was generally 
allowed among rural residents in most provinces since 1984 (Gu et  al., 2007). A 
survey conducted in 1988 and updated in 1993 showed that when asked about their 
ideal family size, the majority of rural parents said that they wanted two children 
(Greenhalgh & Li, 1995). For rural residents, the first two children can be expected 
to discourage divorce more so than additional births (Hypothesis 1c).

The presence of young children, especially infant and preschool children, is 
thought to promote marital stability because they demand intensified sex role spe-
cialisation and spousal interdependence. Childrearing has long been considered 
women’s work in China. Despite increasing female education and labour market 
participation, an uneven distribution of domestic labour persists to this day (Zuo 
& Bian, 2001). This has, however, rarely been perceived as an important source of 
conflict within the marital union by either men or women (Zheng, 1997). Zuo and 
Bian (2001) argue that gender-role expectations in Chinese society release husbands 
from sharing household responsibility equally, and wives from an equal breadwin-
ning responsibility. In contrast, a low level of sex role specialisation, for instance, a 
husband’s failure to fulfil the main provider role, is at odds with gender-role expec-
tations, and is linked with increased conflict within marriage. Thus, intensified sex 
role specialisation with the presence of young children is likely to stabilise rather 
than destabilise marriage in the Chinese context. Compared to older children, infant 
and preschool children may have a stronger divorce inhibiting effect (Hypothesis 2). 
Since the effect of children’s age on marriage stability has been shown to vary by 
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parity (Waite & Lillard, 1991), an interaction between parity and age of children is 
tested.

Preference for sons has been an enduring feature of the Chinese family. In the 
past, son preference resulted in high female infant and child mortality (Lee & Wang, 
1999). Since the introduction of the One Child Policy, persistent son preference has 
manifested in a widespread practice of sex-selective abortion in favour of boys. By 
the turn of this century, the national sex ratio at birth had reached 120, one of the 
highest observed in the world (Attané, 2009). Son preference in China is considered 
a predominantly rural phenomenon (Greenhalgh & Li, 1995). Greenhalgh and Li’s 
survey found that the majority of rural residents said that they wanted at least one 
boy. A more recent survey showed persistent son preference in rural areas (Wang 
et al., 2013). Rural mothers with no boys often recalled strong social punishment. 
Some noted that not having boys was a source of conflict between themselves and 
their husbands’ parents, which strained married couple relationships. It is expected 
that families with no boys would have a higher risk of divorce than families with one 
or more boys, especially among rural residents (Hypothesis 3).

Hypotheses 1 through 3 are concerned with the direct effects of marital births on 
the risk of divorce, net of joint determination. As noted earlier, Lillard and Waite 
(1993) cautioned as to the potential for reverse causation in the relationship between 
children and divorce. Women in a turbulent relationship more prone to divorce, may 
postpone or avoid childbearing within the relationship. To account for this possibil-
ity, two measures are taken in this study. Firstly, attention is paid to the temporal 
ordering of women’s multiple marriages, births and divorces. Secondly, divorce and 
childbearing following marital conception are jointly modelled to control for unob-
served characteristics that simultaneously affect a woman’s risk of marital disrup-
tion and her chance of conceiving within that marriage.

Over recent decades, rising divorce was accompanied by rapid increase in non-
traditional family behaviours, including premarital cohabitation and childbearing 
(Ma et al., 2018; Yu & Xie, 2015). These changes in family behaviours were gener-
ally attributed to ideational shifts associated with economic liberalisation and glo-
balisation. On an individual level, those engaging in cohabitation, premarital sex 
and childbearing were considered to possess more individualistic traits and weaker 
adherence to traditional family norms (Yu & Xie, 2015), which could predispose 
them to more readily dissolving unhappy marriages. In other words, individuals 
with experience of premarital sex and pregnancy are likely to be selected into mari-
tal dissolution (Hypothesis 4a). Becker et al. (1977) posit that premarital pregnancy 
has a direct causal effect on the risk of divorce because women with premarital con-
ceptions have an incentive to marry quickly and therefore are more likely to accept 
a mismatch. Empirical evidence in Western societies have not supported an inde-
pendent effect of premarital pregnancy (as opposed to premarital births) on mar-
tial stability. In China, however, owing to strong social punishment for women with 
nonmarital sexual experiences (Jeffrey, 2006), and persistent policy discrimination 
against children born out of wedlock (Xu, 2019), premarital conception may gen-
erate intense societal and familial pressure for women to quickly marry before the 
child was born. This may indeed increase the risk of women hastily entering less 
than ideal unions. It is therefore expected that premarital conceptions will elevate 
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the risk of divorce net of selection effect (hypothesis 4b). This analysis will jointly 
model divorce and childbearing following nonmarital conception to discern direct 
effects from selectivity.

Waite and Lillard (1991) have found that stepchildren tend to destabilise mar-
riage, for they embody little marital-specific capital and could potentially increase 
conflict within the marital union. Children from previous relationships are therefore 
expected to increase the risk of divorce in China (Hypothesis 5).

Data and empirical model

Data

The present study uses data from the 2010, 2012 and 2014 waves of the CFPS. The 
CFPS is a nationwide, longitudinal social survey launched by the Institute of Social 
Science Survey of Peking University. The survey collects information on individu-
als’ socioeconomic characteristics, family backgrounds and marital and fertility his-
tories. All three waves of the CFPS are pooled to construct a sample of women using 
an individual’s most up-to-date information. In the analysis of divorce, never-mar-
ried women are excluded. The final sample consists of 17,974 female respondents 
and 18,377 marriage spells. The temporal orderings of women’s multiple marriages, 
divorces and births were constructed using recorded dates of marriage, divorce and 
each birth (to the month). The CFPS also recorded the sex of each child, which facil-
itated study of the effects of children’s sex composition on divorce. This study dif-
ferentiates between childbearing following marital and nonmarital conceptions. The 
former includes all conceptions that occurred within marriage spells, while the latter 
includes children that were conceived outside of marriage, even if subsequently born 
within marriage spells. The date of a child’s conception of is calculated as the date 
of birth minus 9 months.

Empirical model

One of main concerns of this study is to analyse direct effects of children on the risk 
of divorce and to test the existence of selection effects. To do so, a multi-process 
modelling technique developed by Lillard and colleagues (Lillard, 1993; Lillard 
& Waite, 1993; Upchurch et  al., 2002) is adopted. This method is well suited to 
the purpose of this research, since direct effects can be disentangled from selection 
effects as long as the functional form of the unobserved error term is assumed to 
follow a multivariate normal distribution. The present analysis jointly models mari-
tal dissolution with fertility processes that produce key determinants of interest: the 
number and age/sex composition of children, and premarital conception. Marital 
and nonmarital childbearing are included as separate processes to test for the exist-
ence of unobserved individual characteristics that simultaneously affect divorce and 
childbearing behaviours within marital unions, and divorce and non-traditional fam-
ily behaviours. Since the timing and duration of marriage are important determinants 
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of divorce (Ma et al., 2018; Waite & Lillard, 1991), the process of divorce is jointly 
modelled with marriage formation. The data analysis is done using aML software 
created by Lillard and Panis (2000).

The resulting model consists of four simultaneous continuous-time hazard equa-
tions for an individual’s waiting time to, nonmarital childbearing, marriage, mar-
tial childbearing and divorce. For the divorce processes, the waiting time to divorce 
(months) starts from the beginning of a marriage until the end of the marriage 
through divorce or when the observation is censored (including when a marriage 
ends in widowhood). For marriage, the waiting time includes duration from age 12 
until a marriage occurs or the observation is censored, and duration from the termi-
nation of a marriage through divorce or death of the husband until another marriage 
occurred or the observation is censored. A woman is at risk of marital childbearing 
from age 12 onwards whenever she is married and not pregnant. Similarly, a woman 
is at risk of nonmarital childbearing from age 12 onwards whenever she is not mar-
ried and not pregnant.

All four equations are multilevel in nature because individuals could have multi-
ple marriages and divorces as well as more than one conception that occurred within 
or out of wedlock. In the analysis of recurring events there is a need to account 
for individual-level heterogeneity. Therefore, each equation includes a women-level 
residual. The issue of selectivity arises when unobserved women-level characteris-
tics simultaneously affect more than one family process. This is addressed by allow-
ing the residual terms to correlate across processes.

Although all four equations stand on an equal footing, the following focuses on 
the equation specifying the log-hazard of divorce, which is the main focus of this 
study. Full model specifications and estimations are available from the author upon 
request. The log-hazard of divorce is specified as follows:

The hazard equation is defined for the point in time at which the woman is at risk 
of divorce. Subscripts k denote multiple spells of marriage until a divorce occurs or 
the observation is censored. The first line of the specification includes the intercept 
and four duration dependencies: the duration of each marriage spell (DurMar(t)), 
calendar time (Time(t)), woman’s age (Age(t)) and the time since a child was born 
(AgeChild(t)). Duration dependencies enter the equation cumulatively. At first only 
woman’s age, calendar time and duration since marriage enter the equation. But once 
a child is born the duration since the birth (i.e., the child’s age) also enters it. Simi-
larly, second and higher order parities enter cumulatively if and when they occur. 
To test whether the effects of children’s age on divorce vary by parity, AgeChild(t) 
is estimated separately for the first, second, and third and higher order births. This 
analysis is primarily interested in children who belong to both parents. Therefore, 
AgeChild(t) does not include the effects of stepchildren from previous marriages. 
Duration dependencies enter the equation as piecewise linear splines, with vector γ’ 
denoting the nodes of the splines.

(1)
Inhk(t) = �0 + �

�

1
DurMar(t) + �

�

2
Time(t) + �

�

3
Age(t) + �

�

4
AgeChild(t)

+ �1Parity + �2ParityPreviousMar + �3SexCompostion

+ �4PreMarConception + �6Xk + �,
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As shown in the second and third lines of the above equation, main covariates of 
interest include the number of children in the current marriage spell (Parity), sex 
composition of children (SexComposition), premarital conception (PreMarConcep-
tion) and number of children from previous marriages (ParityPreviousMar).

‘Parity’ denotes the number of children from the current marriage. It is a cat-
egorical variable containing three categories: no children, one child, and two 
or more children. The variable is constructed as a categorical variable to test 
whether childlessness significantly elevates the risk of divorce, and whether 
the second and higher order births have different effects on divorce than the 
first birth. Since the number of births could change throughout a marriage 
spell, this variable is time varying. It does not include stepchildren. The num-
ber of stepchildren is denoted by ‘ParityPreviousMar’.

‘SexComposition’ consists of two variables. The first indicates sex composition 
of children in families with only one child. It contains three categories: 1 boy, 1 girl, 
and sex of child missing. The second variable denotes sex composition of children 
in families with two or more children. It has four categories: all boys, all girls, both 
boys and girls, and unknown-missing data. Which one of the two variables enters 
the equation depends on the total number of children born in a family: in one-child 
families, the first variable enters the equation, but the second takes the value zero; 
in larger families the opposite occurs. This variable is estimated separately for rural 
and urban women.

Premarital conception (PreMarConception) is included as a categorical variable 
consisting of three categories: none of the children belonging to both parents were 
conceived outside of marriage, a child born in the current marriage was conceived 
before marriage, one or more children were born prior to entering marriage. This 
variable does not enter the equation for childless women.

Xk represents control covariates. Important control variables included in this 
analysis are age at first marriage, age gap between the husband and wife, whether a 
marriage was arranged, woman’s education attainment, woman’s household registra-
tion or hukou status and region of residence at age 12, woman’s ethnicity, whether 
a marriage was preceded by a period of cohabitation, and whether a marriage was 
the first marriage. Previous studies have emphasised that education attainment is an 
important factor influencing not only the risk of divorce (Ma et al., 2018), but also 
fertility behaviours (Greenhalgh & Li, 1995). This study tests interactions between 
women’s education attainment and the number of children as well as children’s sex 
composition. They were not statistically significant, and therefore not included in the 
final models. Appendix Table 3 provides a summary of descriptive statistics of the 
covariates.

The error term ϵ captures women-specific heterogeneity. This analysis compares 
two sets of estimations. The first (Model 1) does not include correlated women-
specific heterogeneity. This model is a standard specification in event-history stud-
ies. The full model (Model 2) accounts for joint determination by allowing women-
specific heterogeneity to correlate across processes. A comparison across models 
reveals potential bias without controlling for selection effects.
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Results

Table  1 shows the results of the log-hazard of divorce. Unless otherwise noted, 
results refer to estimations in the full model (Model 2).

Effects of the presence and number of children

The second section of Table 2 shows the findings for the number of children sepa-
rately for rural and urban women. Consistent with Hypothesis 1a, having the first 
child significantly reduces the risk of parental divorce compared to being childless 
for both rural and urban women, after controlling for other confounding variables 
including duration of marriage and selection effects (Model 2). Although not shown 
in Table 1, having two or more children also reduces the risk of divorce when com-
pared a childless reference group (rural, coef. − 2.78, p < 0.05, urban, coef. − 2.08, 
p > 0.10).

The effect of the presence of children on divorce is slightly weaker after account-
ing for selectivity. The error structure reported in Table 2 shows the processes of 
divorce and childbearing following marital conception to be negatively corre-
lated. Perhaps the quality of a marital relationship, which was unobserved in the 
data, affects women’s likelihood of conceiving within that marriage. Or perhaps a 
woman’s unobserved characteristics, such as her adherence to traditional family val-
ues, positively affects her likelihood of having a marital conception but negatively 
influences her chance of dissolving an unhappy marriage. Whatever the mechanism, 
divorce and martial childbearing are intertwined family processes, and without 
accounting for joint determination, coefficient estimation using the standard event-
history approach slightly overestimates the marriage stabilising effect of having 
children.

Consistent with hypothesis 1b, whereas the first child is shown to significantly 
lower the risk of marital disruption among urban women, the marriage-protective 
effect of having additional children is not statistically significant. Even for rural 
women who were generally allowed to have more than one child, having a second 
or higher order birth does not significantly improve marriage stability. Similar to the 
finding of Waite and Lillard (1991), the firstborn child is shown to exert the most 
significant marriage stabilising effect.

The effect of children’s age

Contrary to hypothesis 2, this analysis finds no significant effect of children’s age on 
parental divorce. Unlike Western societies, children’s protective effects on marriage 
in China does not seem to fade nor disappear as they age. Regardless of parity, older 
children have similar effects to infant and preschool children on marital stability. 
This finding does not lend support for the arguments that younger children stabilise 
marriage more so than older children, as they embody more marital-specific capital 
or encourage sex role specialisation. Rather, having a child in China reduces divorce 
risk irrespective of its age.
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Table 1  Divorce hazard estimates

Covariates Model 1 Model 2

Coef SE Coef SE

Children
Number of children (ref: 1 child)
Rural
Childless 1.46*** 0.51 1.43*** 0.51
2 children − 1.31 1.04 − 1.32 1.04
3 + children − 1.10 1.31 − 1.11 1.31
Urban
Childless 1.27*** 0.57 1.24*** 0.57
2 children − 0.73 1.28 − 0.75 1.28
3 + children − 1.16 1.91 − 1.12 1.91
Children’s age (Duration since a child was born)
Parity 1
0–1 year (slope) 0.39 0.58 0.48 0.58
1–5 years (slope) 0.02 0.08 0.04 0.08
5–10 years (slope) − 0.04 0.04 − 0.03 0.04
 ≥ 10 years (slope) 0.00 0.02 0.00 0.02
Parity 2
0–1 year (slope) 0.62 1.18 0.69 1.18
1–5 years (slope) 0.18 0.19 0.18 0.19
5–10 years (slope) − 0.04 0.09 − 0.04 0.09
 ≥ 10 years (slope) − 0.02 0.02 − 0.02 0.02
Parity 3 + 
0–1 year (slope) − 1.62 1.47 − 1.60 1.48
1–5 years (slope) 0.43 0.39 0.43 0.39
5–10 years (slope) − 0.08 0.16 − 0.08 0.16
 ≥ 10 years (slope) 0.02 0.02 0.02 0.02
Children’s sex composition
Family with 1 child (ref: 1 girl)
Rural
1 boy − 0.76** 0.18 − 0.77** 0.18
Missing − 0.23 0.22 − 0.23 0.22
Urban
1 boy − 0.15 0.23 − 0.14 0.23
Missing 0.01 0.24 0.01 0.25
Family with more than 2 children (ref: only girls)
Rural
Only boys − 1.83*** 0.41 − 1.81*** 0.41
Boys and girls − 1.68*** 0.30 − 1.65*** 0.31
Unknown − 2.37*** 0.59 − 2.34*** 0.60
Urban
Only boys − 0.38 0.89 − 0.34 0.90
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Table 1  (continued)

Covariates Model 1 Model 2

Coef SE Coef SE

Boys and girls − 1.33 0.94 − 1.29 0.94
Unknown − 0.61 0.90 − 0.57 0.90
Premarital conception (ref: no premarital conception)
Marital birth conceived before marriage 0.12 0.15 -0.23 0.23
nonmarital births 0.66*** 0.22 0.21 0.31
Children born in previous marriages 0.16 0.67 0.28 0.70
Other determinants
Duration of marriage
0–1 year (slope) 1.35* 0.70 1.33* 0.71
1–3 years (slope) 0.36** 0.16 0.35** 0.16
3–6 years (slope) − 0.07 0.09 − 0.07 0.09
 ≥ 6 years (slope) − 0.04 0.03 − 0.04 0.03
Calendar time
Prior to 1966 (slope) 0.19 0.13 0.19 0.13
1966–1976 (slope) − 0.13 0.09 − 0.13 0.09
1976–2000 (slope) 0.16*** 0.05 0.16*** 0.05
After 2000 (slope) 0.05*** 0.01 0.05*** 0.01
Wife’s age
14- 20 years (slope) 0.07 0.15 0.06 0.15
20–25 years (slope) -0.03 0.08 -0.06 0.08
25–30 years (slope) 0.13*** 0.05 0.11* 0.06
 ≥ 30 years (slope) − 0.02 0.02 − 0.03 0.03
Wife’s age at first marriage (ref: 20–25 years)
14–20 years 0.20 0.21 0.24 0.21
25–30 years − 0.26 0.16 − 0.32* 0.16
30 + years − 0.28 0.38 − 0.32 0.38
Age dif. between husband and wife (ref: wife and husband born in the same year)
Husband older − 0.05 0.13 − 0.04 0.13
Wife older 0.03 0.15 0.01 0.15
Missing 2.49*** 0.14 2.48*** 0.14
How couples meet (ref: arranged or introduced)
By themselves 0.05 0.10 0.06 0.10
Missing − 0.50* 0.26 − 0.49* 0.26
Education (ref: illiterate)
Primary school 0.28* 0.16 0.30* 0.16
Middle school 0.37** 0.15 0.42*** 0.15
High school 0.40** 0.17 0.49*** 0.18
Bachelor’s degree and higher 0.26 0.29 0.39 0.30
Hukou (ref: rural)
Urban 0.18 0.22 0.22 0.22
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The effect of children’s sex composition

Children’s sex composition was found to have a strong influence on martial stabil-
ity, but only in rural China. For rural women with one child, having a boy sharply 
reduces the risk of divorce comparing to those with only one girl. For rural women 
with two or more children, those with only boys have the lowest risk of divorce, fol-
lowed by families with both boys and girls, whereas families with only girls have the 
highest risk of divorce. The strong marriage stabilising effect of having boys reflects 
persistent son-preference in rural China. It is a finding that echoes evidence for India 
(another patriarchal society with strong son preference), for which Bose and Smith 
(2003) showed an increased risk of divorce among families with only girls com-
pared to those with at least one boy. In contrast, children’s sex composition has no 

Table 1  (continued)

Covariates Model 1 Model 2

Coef SE Coef SE

Ethnicity (ref: Han ethnicity)
Other ethnic groups 0.20 0.18 0.21 0.18
Missing − 1.27 0.81 − 1.23 0.81
Region of residence (ref: middle inland)
Beijing, Tianjin, Shanghai 0.15 0.19 0.22 0.19
Eastern coastal region -0.32* 0.19 -0.28 0.19
Northern region 0.26* 0.15 0.26* 0.15
Western region 0.09 0.16 0.08 0.16
Missing 0.12 0.25 0.16 0.26
Premarital cohabitation 0.10 0.16 0.00 0.17
Remarriage − 0.30 0.41 − 0.10 0.42
Constant − 11.02*** 1.28 − 10.85*** 1.31
Log likelihood − 261,221.20 − 257,711.62
No. of subjects 17,974 17,974
No. of marriages 18,377 18,377
No. of divorces 511 511

*p < .1; **p < .05; ***p < .01

Table 2  Error structure in 
Model 2

*p < .1; **p < .05; ***p < .01

Unobserved heterogeneity (�) SE

Divorce 0.28* 0.16
Correlations
Divorce–Marital conception − 0.86*** 0.03
Divorce–Nonmarital conception 0.38*** 0.04
Divorce–Marriage − 0.73*** 0.02
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significant effect on marital stability among urban women. As previously noted, 
son-preference has been stronger in rural China. Not having a boy potentially causes 
greater strain to marriages of rural couples than to those of their urban counterparts.

The effect of premarital conception

Using a standard event-history approach (Model 1), the results show that a premari-
tal birth significantly increases the risk of disruption, but a premarital conception 
leading to a marital birth has no significant disruptive effect. Previous findings of a 
disruptive effect of premarital conception in China (Ma et al., 2018; Xu et al., 2015) 
reflect the contribution of these premarital pregnancies that transitioned into out of 
wedlock births. A comparison between Model 1 and Model 2, however, reveals the 
extent to which estimates of the effect of premarital conception were biased without 
accounting for joint determination. After controlling for selectivity, whether a child 
was conceived before marriage (regardless of whether it was born within or before 
marriage) has no significant causal effect on the risk of divorce. The error structure 
in Table 2 further shows that the processes of divorce and childbearing following 
nonmarital conception are positively correlated, indicating the existence of unob-
served individual characteristics that influence the risk of nonmarital conception and 
divorce in similar ways. Consistent with Hypothesis 4a, women with non-traditional 
sexual and childbearing behaviours are selected into divorce.

Contrary to Hypothesis 4b, there is no evidence of a significant direct effect of 
premarital pregnancy on divorce net of selection effects. This is perhaps owing to 
the nature of premarital conceptions in China. Although not shown in Table 2, the 
processes of childbearing following nonmarital conception and marriage formation 
were significantly and positively correlated, with a correlation coefficient of 0.24 
(p < 0.01). Previous studies in the US have argued that the existence of positive 
unobserved correlation between marriage and nonmarital conception could poten-
tially indicate a broader family building strategy (Brien et al., 1999; Musick, 2007). 
In other words, women who became pregnant before marriage may have had plans 
to marry. In the scenario where an event of premarital pregnancy may be planned, it 
is less likely to have a significant disruptive effect on marital stability.

The effects of children from previous relationships

Hypothesis 5 posits that the presence of stepchildren increases the risk of divorce. 
The results suggest that children from previous marriages elevated the risk of 
divorce after controlling for selection effects, but this effect is not statistically 
significant.
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Other determinants of divorce

Consistent with Waite and Lillard (1991) and Lillard and Waite (1993), this study 
finds that the risk of divorce in China is highest during the first three years of mar-
riage. Duration dependency for women’s age suggests that women’s risk of divorce 
increases most sharply between ages 25 and 30 years. The duration dependency for 
calendar time further demonstrates temporal shifts in the risk of divorce in China. 
This risk sharply declined during the Cultural Revolution (1966–1976), when the 
state intensified its intervention in personal affairs. During this period divorce was 
only allowed under limited circumstances (Diamant, 2000). Divorce has risen since 
the late 1970s, and again since the turn of this century. In line with the findings in 
Mu, Turunen & Rizzi (2018), this analysis finds that women married as teenagers 
had a higher risk of divorce than those married between ages 20 and 25, whereas 
those married after age 25 had a lower risk of divorce again. Compared to illiterate 
women, those with primary, middle or higher school educational attainment have a 
higher risk of divorce.

Premarital cohabitation experience has no significant association with divorce 
risk after accounting for the effects of premarital conceptions. Compared to the first 
marriage, remarriage does not have a significant impact on marital stability. Sig-
nificant associations between divorce and the missing categories of two variables 
(age gap between husband and wife and how the couple met) hinders meaningful 
interpretation. Perhaps women who had experienced divorce were less likely or less 
willing to recollect information pertaining to their former spouses.

Summary

Past work in the US has suggested that marriage, divorce and childbearing are inter-
related family processes (Lillard & Waite, 1993; Upchurch et  al., 2002). Children 
could affect a couple’s likelihood of ending their marriage, but at the same time, 
women in turbulent relationships may deliberately postpone or avoid childbearing. 
Unobserved factors such as personal traits and value orientations could also simulta-
neously influence one’s risk of divorce as well as marriage and childbearing behav-
iours. A person with more individualistic traits and less traditional family values 
could be more prone to both premarital conception and divorce compared to those 
attaching greater importance to traditional family and sexual norms. Ignoring the 
potential of selection effects could bias estimates of children’s effects on marital 
dissolution. This analysis estimated a joint model of marital dissolution with mar-
riage formation, childbearing following marital and nonmarital conception to dis-
cern direct effects of children from selectivity. Several direct effects of children on 
the risk of subsequent divorce were examined including the presence and number 
of children, their ages and sex composition, and childbearing following nonmartial 
conception. The results confirmed the existence of unobserved factors that affect 
marital dissolution and childbearing outcomes and demonstrated the extent to which 
estimates of direct effects were confounded by joint determination.
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As anticipated, childlessness was found to significantly elevate the risk of divorce 
net of selection effect. Children could deter disruption by increasing the financial 
and/or psychic costs associated with divorce. At the same time, under the influence 
of Confucian family norms, it is likely that having children is considered a central 
component of what constitutes a wholesome and happy marriage. Not having any 
children could itself become a source of strain in a marital relationship. In tradi-
tional China, divorce was socially prohibited and yet allowed when the wife could 
not bear children. Until this day, the importance of children remains little dimin-
ished. The positive association between childlessness and divorce may be attribut-
able to the paramount importance attached to having children.

The results further suggested that whereas the first child markedly reduces the 
risk of divorce, having additional children does not significantly improve marital 
stability. For urban women, this reflects low occurrence of second and higher order 
births since the introduction of the One Child Policy. Even for rural women who 
were generally allowed to have more than one child, having two or more children 
does not significantly affect the survival of marriage compared to women with only 
one child. In China, having at least one child stabilises marriage, but children’s mar-
riage stabilising effect does not increase linearly with the number of children.

There was no evidence that children’s marriage-stabilising effect declines as they 
age. Considered by itself, children’s age does not have an independent effect on the 
survival of marriage, regardless of parity. This perhaps further highlights the cul-
tural importance of having children in China, so that children, as a form of marital-
specific capital, do not diminish in value as they grow older. Only their absence has 
a significant disruptive effect on marriage.

Given persistent son preference in rural China, it is not surprising that the risk of 
marital disruption was found to be markedly higher among families with only girls 
compared with those with at least one boy. For urban women, however, children’s 
sex composition had little effect on marital stability.

Perhaps the most innovative finding of this study pertains to the association 
between premarital conception/birth and marital disruption, and the extent to which 
this association can be attributed to a selection effect. Before controlling for selec-
tivity, premarital births were found to significantly increase the risk of divorce, 
although premarital pregnancies leading to marital births did not affect divorce risk. 
However, whether a child was conceived or born prior to entry into marriage had no 
significant causal effect on marital stability after joint determination was accounted 
for. Meanwhile, a strong and positive residual correlation between the processes of 
divorce and nonmarital conception indicated the existence of individual-level het-
erogeneity that simultaneously affected both processes. In China, there is a potential 
selection of women with non-traditional family behaviours into marital dissolution.

It is important to acknowledge the limitations of this study. Firstly, the analysis 
only included data for women. Husbands’ socioeconomic characteristics and fam-
ily backgrounds were not included as control variables, although they could influ-
ence the risk of marital disruption. Secondly, a large proportion of marriage spells 
were censored, and a relatively small percentage of marriages ended in divorce. Low 
occurrences of divorce in the final sample may affect the generalisability of this 
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research. Given rising divorce in contemporary China, it will be valuable to replicate 
this analysis when future waves of the CFPS become available.

Appendix

See Table 3.

Table 3  Descriptive statistics of 
the main predictors of divorce 
 riska

Covariates: Children

Number of children (%)

Rural
Childless 6.75
1 child 31.61
2 children 38.04
3 or more children 23.60
Urban
Childless 12.71
1 child 67.70
2 children 13.13
3 or more children 6.46
Children’s age (mean) 21.85
Censored spell 22.09
Divorce spell 10.94
Children’s Sex composition (%)
1 child family -rural
1 girl 29.65
1 boy 51.57
Missing 18.79
1 child family -urban
1 girl 30.86
1 boy 38.74
Missing 30.39
Families with 2 and more children-rural
All girls 10.12
All boys 16.51
Both boys and girls 58.84
Missing 14.53
Families 2 and more children-urban
All girls 11.47
All boys 15.05
Both boys and girls 46.59
Missing 26.88
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Table 3  (continued) Covariates: Children

Number of children (%)

Premarital conception (%)
No premarital conception 74.88
Marital birth conceived before marriage 17.78
Nonmarital birth 7.34
Number of children born in previous marriage (mean) 1.16
Other Covariates
Duration of marriage (mean) 24.02
Divorce spell 11.23
Censored spell 24.40
Calendar time (%)
Prior to 1966 9.89
1966 to 1976 13.18
1977 to 1999 47.12
2000 to 2014 29.82
Wife’s age (mean) 46.52
Wife’s age at marriage (%)
14–19 years 23.89
20–24 years 57.76
25–30 years 14.32
Older than 30 years 4.03
Age difference between husband and wife (%)
Husband older 64.38
Husband and wife born in the same year 16.38
Wife older 16.37
Missing 2.87
How couples meet (%)
Arranged or introduced by relatives 61.91
By themselves 35.25
Missing 2.84
Wife’s education (%)
Illiterate 36.94
Primary school 19.57
Middle school 24.96
High school 15.90
Bachelor’s degree and higher 2.64
Hukou at age 12 (%)
Rural 84.51
Urban 15.49
Ethnicity (%)
Han 91.08
Other ethnic groups 8.17
Missing 0.75
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