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Less Is More? Repartnering and Completed Cohort Fertility 
in Finland

Linus Andersson, Marika Jalovaara, Car o line Uggla, and Jan Saarela

ABSTRACT An exten sive lit er a ture the o rizes the role of repartnering for cohort fer til ity 
and whether union dis so lu tion can be an engine for fer til ity. A large share of higher 
order unions are non mar i tal cohab i ta tions, but most pre vi ous stud ies on com pleted 
cohort fer til ity have ana lyzed only mar i tal unions, and none have incor po rated non
mar i tal cohab i ta tions using pop u la tionlevel data. To ana lyze the rela tion ship between 
the num ber of unions and cohort fer til ity for men and women, we use Poisson regres
sion with Finn ish reg is ter data to enu mer ate every birth, mar riage, and cohab i ta tion 
among the 1969–1972 birth cohorts at ages 18–46. We show that dis so lu tions of first 
cohab i ta tions are the main path way to repartnering and that most higher order unions 
are cohab i ta tions. Nonmarital repartnering is a strong pre dic tor of low fer til ity. In 
con trast, remarriage is pos i tively asso ci ated with cohort fer til ity. Because the bulk of 
first-union dis so lu tions and higher order unions are non mar i tal, repartnering is not an 
effi cient engine for fer til ity at the aggre gate level. Marriage and cohab i ta tion are far 
from indis tin guish able in a coun try often described as a sec ond demo graphic tran si tion 
fore run ner.

KEYWORDS Fertility • Union dis so lu tion • Repartnering • Remarriage • Finland

Introduction

During the past decades, a new fam ily regime has emerged across many indus tri al
ized soci e ties, where peo ple enter mar riage later in life, at lower rates, and with a 
higher divorce risk (Cherlin 2016). Nonmarital cohab i ta tions are com mon in young 
adult hood and tend to dis solve at even higher rates than mar riages (Billari and  
Liefbroer 2010; Manning et al. 2014). Consequently, an increas ing share of indi vid
u als enter more than one union dur ing their pri mary child bear ing years (Thomson 
forth com ing). In soci e ties with high union dis so lu tion, child bear ing is partly decou
pled from entry into the first union. The insti tu tions and ide als supporting a sin gle 
mar riage are par tially replaced by one that also incor po rates sequences of unions—a 
pat tern some times described as “serial monog amy” (Andersson 2015; De La Croix 
and Mariani 2015). These devel op ments have required demog ra phers to con sider the 
con se quences of union dis so lu tion and repartnering for fer til ity (Sassler and Lichter 
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2020). The ques tion is chal leng ing because union dis so lu tion and repartnering exert 
oppo site effects on fer til ity. On the one hand, union dis so lu tion force fully decreases 
fer til ity by plac ing indi vid u als out side cou ple unions. On the other hand, union dis so
lu tion allows fer til ity to recu per ate or even increase through births after repartnering, 
with some evi dence suggesting that par ity-spe cific fer til ity in repartnered unions may 
be higher than in first unions (Griffith et al. 1985; Vikat et al. 1999). To under stand 
child bear ing behav ior in soci e ties char ac ter ized by serial monog amy, it is there fore 
essen tial to ana lyze whether union dis so lu tion can increase total fer til ity rates via 
births in higher order unions. As Thomson and col leagues (2012) poi gnantly for mu
lated, can union insta bil ity be an “engine for fer til ity”?

The empir i cal accounts for the engineforfer til ity argu ment are few and, we argue, 
often inad e quate. First, and most impor tantly, pre vi ous work has tended to focus on 
divorce and remarriage (Jokela et al. 2010; Van Bavel et al. 2012). In con tem po rary 
Western con texts, cohab i ta tion is exten sively prac ticed (PerelliHarris and Lyons
Amos 2016). Nonmarital cohab i ta tions dis solve at a high rate and there fore con sti tute 
a major path way to serial monog amy, and higher order unions are often cohab i ta tions 
(Steele et al. 2006; Zeng et al. 2012). In Finland, as in the other Nor dic countries, 
roughly half of all  first births occur in non mar i tal unions, and 30% of moth ers live 
in non mar i tal unions (Jalovaara 2012; Statistics Finland 2020). Therefore, exclud
ing cohab i ta tion dis torts the rela tion ships among union dis so lu tion, repartnering, 
and cohort fer til ity. Second, most pre vi ous work has focused exclu sively on women, 
exclud ing men and for go ing the oppor tu nity to assess often the o rized sex dif fer ences 
in the asso ci a tion between partnering and fer til ity (Van Bavel et al. 2012). Third, pre
vi ous research has relied on sur vey mate rial that risks undercovering male fer til ity 
and often suf fers from selec tive non re sponse and sam ple attri tion (Guzzo and Dorius 
2016; Juby and Le Bourdais 1999).

This study uses Finn ish reg is ter data to ana lyze the rela tion ship between the 
cumu lated num ber of unions and the num ber of chil dren born among the 1969–1972 
birth cohorts by age 46. We ask whether repartnering unions have pos i tive or neg a tive 
asso ci a tions with cohort fer til ity in Finland and whether this rela tion ship dif fers for 
men and women. We use basic demo graphic meth ods to esti mate cohort fer til ity, and 
we use Poisson regres sions to esti mate the mar ginal effect on fer til ity for cumu lated 
union counts ver sus neversep a rated unions, sep a rately for women and men. One 
strong indi ca tor that union insta bil ity would increase fer til ity at the pop u la tion level 
is that the birth rate of the total everrepartnered pop u la tion is higher than that of the 
pop u la tion in a sin gle intact union. Therefore, we attend to the aggre gate rela tion ship 
between the num ber of unions and cohort fer til ity. We also explore the com po si tion 
of the repartnered pop u la tion and fer til ity of var i ous sub groups, includ ing those with 
a first mar i tal union, those with chil dren in a first union, and those who repartnered 
or remarried mul ti ple times. We aim to improve the empir i cal foun da tions of the 
engine-for-fer til ity argu ment by pro vid ing the first com pre hen sive pic ture of cohort 
repartnering and cohort fer til ity.

We con trib ute to this endeavor in three ways. First, this study is the first com pleted 
cohort per spec tive on the num ber of unions and cohort fer til ity that uses pop u la tion 
cov er age data. It thereby avoids much mea sure ment error and sta tis ti cal uncer tainty 
prev a lent in stud ies based on sur vey data. Second, the data are uniquely suited for 
these ana ly ses because they con tain yearly infor ma tion on all  mar riages as well as 
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non mar i tal cohabiting unions and nearcom plete cov er age of fer til ity. We can thus 
con cep tu al ize serial monog amy as sequences of unions of any mar i tal sta tus and elab
o rate on the empir i cal impli ca tions of how repartnering is mea sured, cov er ing both 
mar riages and cohab i ta tions. Third, because we con sider both sexes, we can ana lyze 
whether the role of repartnering in cohort fer til ity is sim i lar for women and men.

Note that through out the paper, we use the terms “union count” and “num ber of 
unions” inter change ably to describe the cumu lated num ber of unions by age 46; we 
use the terms “fer til ity” and “com pleted fer til ity” inter change ably to refer to the num
ber of chil dren born by age 46, unless oth er wise stated.

Theory and Background

Births Across Unions

The rela tion ships among union dis so lu tion, repartnering, and fer til ity in con tem po
rary soci e ties hinge on the fact that child bear ing occurs mostly within unions. Outside 
of mar i tal and cohabiting unions, the like li hood of birth is low (Aassve et al. 2006; 
Thomson et al. 2020), and child bear ing inten tions are few (Spéder and Kapitány 
2009). Union dis so lu tion can thus inter rupt intended and unin tended child bear ing 
and reduce fer til ity. Indeed, child less ness has often been found to be asso ci ated with 
union insta bil ity (e.g., Hart 2019); sep a rat ing from (Tanturri and Mencarini 2008) or 
not find ing a suit able part ner (Gałęzewska et al. 2017) are com mon expla na tions for 
remaining child less, and expec ta tions toward fer til ity behav ior are highly influ enced 
by union insta bil ity and partnering (Hayford 2009). Separation nev er the less exposes 
indi vid u als to the pos si bil ity of new unions in which fur ther child bear ing is pos si ble. 
A nec es sary con di tion to recu per ate fer til ity lost to union dis so lu tion is that fer til ity 
among the repartnered is nonnegligible (Thomson et al. 2012).

A cen tral ques tion is then why repartnering would increase cohort fer til ity. 
According to the “value of chil dren” and “com mit ment” hypoth e ses, repartnering 
may increase the prob a bil ity of births because a com mon child has value for cou
ples as a shared com mit ment and is emblem atic of a con ven tional fam ily—that is, 
a sig nal of par tic u lar impor tance for part ners who form a step fam ily (Griffith et al. 
1985). Therefore, indi vid u als may be more per suaded to prog ress to higher par i
ties in higher order unions than they would have been within a first union. Several 
stud ies report that child bear ing inten tions and child bear ing risks are greater among 
repartnered women than among women in a first union at the same par ity (Griffith 
et al. 1985; Jefferies et al. 2000; Meggiolaro and Ongaro 2010; Vikat et al. 1999; but 
see Guzzo 2017). On the other hand, in higher order unions, one or both part ners 
may have chil dren with pre vi ous part ners (Ivanova et al. 2014). Some stud ies sug
gest that the pres ence of stepchildren in the house hold impedes child bear ing (Buber 
and Prskawetz 2000; Kalmijn and Gelissen 2007; Stewart 2002; Vikat et al. 2004;  
Wineberg 1990). Selection into union dis so lu tion may con found the rela tion ship 
between union count and fer til ity (Goodman and Koupil 2010). Guzzo (2017) 
showed that a sig nifi  cant pro por tion of fer til ity in U.S. stepfamilies is due to unin-
tended births and found no ele vated like li hood of intended births in higher order 
unions. Therefore, the author con cluded that higher order union births may reflect 
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selec tion on child bear ing behav ior into the pop u la tion at risk as well as con di tions of 
partnering favor ing unin tended child births (McLanahan and Percheski 2008), rather 
than an excep tion ally high value for com mon chil dren in reconstituted fam i lies as 
pro posed by the “value of chil dren” per spec tive.

It is unclear whether fer til ity after repartnering dif fers for women and men. Vikat 
and col leagues (2004) pro posed that hold ing pri mary res i den tial cus tody of chil
dren from pre vi ous unions decreases fer til ity. Women are more likely than men to 
main tain pri mary res i den tial cus tody of chil dren from dissolved unions, which may 
impede fer til ity in higher order unions more for women than for men. The empir i cal 
evi dence is incon clu sive, how ever (Ivanova et al. 2014; Kalmijn and Gelissen 2007; 
Stewart 2002; Vanassche et al. 2015). Because indi vid u als in higher order unions are 
older than those in their first unions, age-related fecun dity is likely to mat ter more 
among the repartnered, with a more tan gi ble impact on women than men. Beaujouan 
and Solaz (2013) suggested that the predicted fer til ity gains from sec ond unions can 
be higher for women if not miti gated by fecun dity. At least two fac tors may mit i
gate the influ ence of bio log i cal age on sex dif fer ences in fer til ity. First, because men 
and women typ i cally have part ners of some what sim i lar ages, women’s agerelated 
fecun dity affects men’s fer til ity. Cultural norms and prac ti cal imped i ments may also 
set bar ri ers to par ent ing and child bear ing when men and women are older (Beaujouan 
and Solaz 2013). Second, ever-sep a rated indi vid u als tend to have had a first union 
and first birth at ear lier ages than indi vid u als in intact unions. On aver age, this pro
longed expo sure to higher par ity pro gres sions may lessen the impact of agerelated 
fecun dity (Andersson 2020; Manning et al. 2014; Saarela and Finnäs 2014). Finally, 
evo lu tion ary the ory has maintained that men, more so than women, have evolved a 
pre dis po si tion toward casual sex. Strains of anthro po log i cal the ory sug gest that sex
spe cific mat ing strat e gies pre dict sex dif fer ences in the num ber of spouses in var i ous 
human pop u la tions (Brown et al. 2009), although the the ory is mixed as to whether 
this trans lates into sex dif fer ences in the rela tion ship between the num ber of unions 
and fer til ity (for a review, see Borgerhoff Mulder forth com ing).

Completed Cohort Perspectives on Births Across Unions

Early stud ies from the United States sug gest that remarried women fully or par tially 
attain the fer til ity lev els of those in intact unions (Cohen and Sweet 1974; Lauriat 
1969; Thornton 1978). Thomson and col leagues (2012) sim u lated com pleted fam ily 
size with imputed data on birth rates across unions. They found that child bear ing after 
first unions came close to com pen sat ing for women’s loss of fer til ity due to union dis-
so lu tion. Observational data on recent cohorts in Italy sug gest that remarriage recu
per ates fer til ity among divorced women (Meggiolaro and Ongaro 2010). Li (2006) 
esti mated that remarried women in the United States do not have higher fer til ity than 
neversep a rated women. Among the few to ana lyze both women and men, Van Bavel 
and asso ci ates (2012) pooled Euro pean Social Survey data to study the asso ci a tion 
between divorce and fer til ity at age 45. They found that divorce is neg a tively related 
to fer til ity for women but not for men. Jokela and col leagues (2010) reported a pos
i tive asso ci a tion between the num ber of mar riages and fer til ity for men but found 
no such asso ci a tion for women. These stud ies ana lyzed only mar i tal unions. To our 
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knowl edge, Forsberg and Tullberg (1995) conducted the only study that included 
cohabiting unions of both men and women. Their anal y sis, which drew on only 375 
men and 492 women and lacked infor ma tion on child bear ing beyond third births, 
found a pos i tive effect of the num ber of unions on fer til ity.

The set ting for the cur rent study is Finland. The Nor dic countries, includ ing  
Finland, are often described as fore run ners in the socalled sec ond demo graphic 
tran si tion, espe cially with regard to partnering behav ior. These countries dem on
strate a high prev a lence of sep a ra tion, repartnering, cohab i ta tion, and child bear ing in 
cohab i ta tions (Hoem et al. 2013; Jalovaara et al. 2021; Lesthaeghe 2010; Väisänen 
2017). Therefore, our study con text pres ents a strong case study of fer til ity in serial 
monog amy regimes. Finland has a fam ilyfriendly wel fare sys tem with sub si dized 
childcare, and employ ment con tracts allow paren tal leave for both men and women 
(Saarela and Finnäs 2014). These gen der equity pol icy schemes and cul tural con
texts are asso ci ated with indi vid u al ized incen tives for fam ily for ma tion that would, 
according to insti tu tional the ory (McDonald 2000), lessen sex dif fer ences regard ing 
part ner behav ior and child bear ing. Therefore, the Finn ish case may be con sid ered a 
con ser va tive test for disparities between men and women in the asso ci a tions among 
union dis so lu tion, repartnering, and cohort fer til ity.

Methods

Data

We use indi vid uallevel data from reg is ters containing yearly doc u men ta tion of 
births, deaths, migra tion, cores i den tial unions, and mar riages. The ana lyt i cal pop u
la tion cov ers the entire Finn ishborn birth cohorts of 1969–1972 who were alive and 
reg is tered as resid ing in Finland in 2018 and who had been reg is tered as resid ing in 
Finland since the year of their 18th birth day (N = 243,471). To pre vent the under es-
ti ma tion of births and unions that may have occurred abroad, we focus on the pop u
la tion remaining res i dent in Finland. All indi vid u als are followed until age 46. Since 
1987, Statistics Finland has maintained an excep tion ally long com pre hen sive pop u
la tion record of cores i den tial unions. The Finn ish reg is ters con tain infor ma tion on the 
place of res i dence down to the spe cific dwell ing, enabling the link age of dif fer ent-sex 
indi vid u als in cores i den tial cou ples. Therefore, we can ana lyze both cohab i ta tion and 
child bear ing his to ries for indi vid u als aged 18–46 in the 1969–1972 birth cohorts.

Union Dissolution, Repartnering, and the Number of Unions

We mea sure the total num ber of unions by age 46 in two ways: (1) mar i tal unions 
only and (2) all  unique cohab i ta tions and mar riages (all  unions). The mar i tal sta tus 
of a unique cou ple pair is defined by the event of mar riage, regard less of whether the 
mar riage occurred at the onset of the rela tion ship or after a non mar i tal  cohab i ta tion 
with the same part ner. Thus, a union that is at first non mar i tal and there af ter becomes 
mar i tal is counted as a sin gle mar i tal union. This operationalization is moti vated by 
the com mon occur rence of pre mar i tal cohab i ta tion, non mar i tal fer til ity, and  mar riage 
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after child bear ing in Finland and aligns with the research design to cap ture the  
num ber of unique unions. We pair mar riage records with Statistics Finland’s defi  ni tion 
of coresidence, which con sid ers an indi vid ual to be liv ing in a union if they lived with 
a dif fer entsex indi vid ual who is not a close rel a tive (a sib ling or a par ent) in the same 
dwell ing beyond 90 days and the age dif fer ence between the two does not exceed 20 
years. The rule regard ing the age dif fer ence does not apply if the part ners have a com
mon child. This method has been established as accu rate (Jalovaara and Kulu 2018; 
Saarela and Skirbekk 2020) and con forms to inter na tional stan dards for the iden ti fi-
ca tion of cou ple house holds (Kennedy and Fitch 2012). Union dis so lu tion is derived 
from divorces, res i den tial moves, and death reg is ters. Most union dis so lu tions (98.8%) 
are due to divorces and sep a ra tions. Because both types of dis so lu tion events place 
indi vid u als at risk of repartnering and fur ther child bear ing, we use both types to define 
the everdissolved pop u la tion. Excluding the bereaved pop u la tion has no impact on the  
results. Figure A1 (shown in the online appen dix, along with all  other fig ures and 
tables des ig nated with an “A”) shows the frac tion of the pop u la tion ever partnering  
and ever repartnering, based on infor ma tion on mar i tal unions only and on both mar
i tal and cohabiting unions. The mar i tal repartnering inci dence is approx i ma tely 8%. 
In  con trast, the mar i tal and cohabiting repartnering inci dence is approx i ma tely 39%, 
which under scores the value of includ ing cohab i ta tions in repartnering mea sures.

Cohort Fertility

We mea sure the cumu lated num ber of chil dren born to indi vid u als aged 46, the lat est 
obser va tion with com plete union his to ries. We use birth reg is ters, linking par ents to 
their chil dren, to track each indi vid ual’s com plete fer til ity his tory. These records are 
highly reli able for cov er ing fer til ity com pared with selfreported infor ma tion, par tic u
larly for male fer til ity. Paternity is established around the date of deliv ery if the cou ple 
is mar ried and by the father’s for mal con sent if the cou ple is not mar ried. If pater nity 
is contested, social ser vices inves ti gate. Only about 2% of the chil dren born have no 
reg is tered father. Because of sex dif fer ences in fecun dity by age, the cut off at age 46 
slightly under es ti mates male com pleted fer til ity. Sensitivity ana ly ses using the 1963 
male birth cohort show that the effect of even a 10year increase in the age range (i.e., 
mea sur ing cohort fer til ity by age 55) is small because only 1.8% of births occur to 
fathers aged 46–55 (Figure A2). Male fer til ity after age 46 con trib utes only mar gin ally 
to women’s com pleted fer til ity because of depen dency on female part ners’ agerelated 
fecun dity. Figure A3 shows that the share of partnered men in the 1963 cohort who had 
a (female) part ner aged 40 or youn ger (a crude proxy for fecun dity) decreased from 
9% at age 46 to 0.2% at age 55. Swed ish reg is ter data on male cohort fer til ity show 
that by age 47, most fer til ity is cap tured (Barclay and Kolk 2020). Tables A1 and A2 
describe births across the num ber of unions and var i able dis tri bu tions.

Analytical Strategy

First, we describe the prev a lence of neverpartnered, everpartnered, eversep a rated, 
and everrepartnered indi vid u als in the full pop u la tion. Second, in mul ti var i ate mod els,  
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2327Repartnering and Completed Cohort Fertility in Finland

we use Poisson regres sions to accom mo date the count dis tri bu tion of the out come 
var i able, that is, the num ber of chil dren born. Poisson regres sions are use ful to model 
the dis tri bu tion of dis crete events in large pop u la tions and are often applied to rates 
that occur with some prob a bil ity, such as births (Nisén et al. 2018):

y = exp α +β1UnionCount +β2Sex +β3UnionCount × Sex +β4BirthCohort( ). (1)

In our base model, y is the Poisson inci dence rate, which in our case is the num
ber of chil dren; α is the inter cept; and β are the param e ters to be esti mated. The 
regres sor var i ables are sex, union count, the inter ac tion of sex and a union count, and 
birth cohort. Union count refers to the cumu lated num ber by age 46. Our mea sure 
of union count defined by all  mar i tal and cohabiting unions con tains five categories: 
zero unions; one intact (neversep a rated) union (the ref er ence cat e gory); one union 
that has sep a rated; two unions; three unions; and four or more unions. Our mea sure 
that enu mer ates mar i tal unions con tains four categories: zero mar riages; one intact 
(neverdivorced) mar riage (the ref er ence cat e gory); one divorced mar riage; two mar
riages; and three or more mar riages. We set the thresh old for col laps ing unions at four 
or more (and at three or more for mar riages) because higher order unions were rare, 
as shown in Table 1.

We report aver age mar ginal effects (AMEs) with 95% con fi dence inter vals for 
women and men of every level of union count against the ref er ence cat e gory of one 
intact (neversep a rated) union. These effects can be interpreted as the asso ci a tion 
between a spe cific union count and the mean num ber of chil dren, com pared with the 
ref er ence cat e gory of one intact union. Comparisons of men’s and women’s AMEs 
show the degree of sim i lar ity in the rela tion ship between union counts and aver
age fer til ity of men and women, com pared with men’s and women’s respec tive ref
er ence categories of one intact union. Exponentiated coef fi cients and test sta tis tics 
from the Poisson regres sion mod els can be found in Tables A7–A18. We esti mate 
the base model A (cor re spond ing to Eq. (1)) sep a rately for the enu mer a tion using  
mar i tal unions and the enu mer a tion using all  unions. Model B adds union dura tion, 

Table 1 Prevalence of partnering and repartnering by age 46, total pop u la tion: All mar i tal and cohabiting 
unions

Total Population EverPartnered Repartnered

Never Partnered 25,395 (10)
Partnered, Never Repartnered 124,471 (51)
 Intact 95,283 (44)
 Separated 29,188 (13)
Ever Repartnered 93,765 (38)
 Two unions 62,056 (28) (66)
 Three unions 22,345 (10) (24)
 Four+ unions 6,864 (3) (7)
 Five+ unions 2,500 (1) (3)
Total 243,631 (100) 218,236 (100) 93,765 (100)

Note: Percentages, shown in paren the ses, are rounded to the nearest inte ger.
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and Model C adds age at first union. These two var i ables are deci sive prox i mate 
deter mi nants of union and fer til ity tra jec to ries (Sobotka et al. 2011). We do not esti
mate the influ ence of age at first birth because we do not want to con di tion on par ent-
hood. To fur ther inves ti gate the role of union type, we ana lyze a com bined mea sure 
of mar riages and cohab i ta tions across union counts. Specifically, we cat e go rize indi-
vid u als according to whether they had only mar i tal unions, only cohabiting unions, 
or both mar i tal and cohabiting unions by age 46.

We repeat the mul ti var i ate mod els adjusted for basic sociodemographic fac tors 
known to influ ence partnering behav ior: socio eco nomic sta tus, edu ca tional level, 
region of res i dence at age 18, and paren tal social class. We operationalize socio eco
nomic sta tus as the indi vid ual’s dis pos able income rank, based on yearly earn ings, 
cap i tal income, and employ mentcon tin gent social secu rity trans fers that are sub
ject to state tax a tion. We use the income quar tile of age- and period-spe cific income 
around age 46, derived from age and yearrank per cen tiles of the entire work ing
age pop u la tion. To avoid incor po rat ing tem po rary fluc tu a tions, we use the max i mum 
value dur ing the cal en dar year of the 45th birth day, the year before, and the year 
after. Educational level is defined by the indi vid ual’s highest attained edu ca tional 
level, with four categories that cor re spond to the ISCED codes 1–2, 3–4, 5, and 6+ 
(UNESCO 2012). Parental social class is mea sured using the EGP occu pa tional class 
scheme using dom i nance cod ing (Thaning and Hällsten 2020). Region of res i dence 
is a dummy var i able that takes the value 0 for urban and 1 for rural/semi rural munic
i pal ity. Control var i ables are fur ther described in Tables A2 and A3.

Parenthood has been found to be selec tive on traits, includ ing socio eco nomic sta
tus, which may influ ence births and partnering after the dis so lu tion of a first union 
(Nisén et al. 2018). We also ana lyze, there fore, a sub sam ple consisting of the child
bear ing pop u la tion, mean ing that we repeat the model of Eq. (1) for the sub pop u la
tion that has at least one child from a first union.

Results

Incidence of Union Dissolution and Repartnering

First, we ana lyze the prev a lence of partnering, union dis so lu tion, and repartnering 
among the 1968–1971 birth cohorts by age 46, based on enu mer at ing mar riages and 
cohab i ta tions. Table 1 shows that by age 46, 38% of indi vid u als in the full pop u la-
tion had more than one union, one half had a sin gle union, and one tenth had never 
mar ried or cohabited. Of the 218,236 indi vid u als who ever partnered, 44% were still 
in their first union at age 46, 13% had dissolved the first union and had not repart
nered, and 43% had repartnered. Three quar ters of indi vid u als who had dissolved a 
union repartnered by age 46 (93,756 / 122,944 = .76). Among the repartnered pop u
la tion, 66% partnered twice, 24% partnered three times, and 10% partnered four or 
more times. Tables A4 and A5 show that these pat terns are largely iden ti cal for men 
and women. In sum, in Finland, repartnering—the prac tice of serial monog amy—is 
almost as com mon as partnering once.

Table 2 relates to the pop u la tion that ever repartnered and shows that 72% of 
all  first dissolved unions were cohabiting unions, whereas 28% were mar riages. 
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2329Repartnering and Completed Cohort Fertility in Finland

Approximately 40% of all  higher order unions were cohab i ta tions fol low ing a (first 
dissolved) cohabiting union, 36% were mar riages fol low ing a (first dissolved) cohab
iting union, 13% were cohab i ta tions fol low ing a (first divorced) mar riage, and 11% 
were mar riages fol low ing a (first divorced) mar riage. Table A6 shows that the pat-
terns are essen tially the same for men and women. We con clude that repartnering 
behav ior is dom i nated by sequences of non mar i tal unions.

Marital Repartnering, Cohabiting Repartnering, and Cohort Fertility

We now ana lyze union dis so lu tion and repartnering as a pre dic tor of cohort fer til ity 
in mul ti var i ate mod els. To ana lyze how the operationalization of unions mat ters 
for the asso ci a tion between repartnering and fer til ity, we enu mer ate unions as all  
mar riages and cohab i ta tions and as mar riages only. Panel a in Figure 1 dis plays the 
AMEs of the total num ber of unions (mar riages and cohab i ta tions) on com pleted 
fer til ity by age 46, com pared with indi vid u als with a total of one intact union. 
The model includes the inter ac tion between the num ber of unions and sex and 
adjusts for birth cohort. Average fer til ity for everrepartnered indi vid u als is higher 
than for indi vid u als who sep a rated with out repartnering but lower than for those 
in one intact union. By age 46, the dif fer ence between those with sep a ra tion with
out repartnering and those with one intact union is approx i ma tely −0.8 chil dren for 
men and −0.65 chil dren for women. Also, aver age fer til ity is sub stan tially lower 
for everrepartnered indi vid u als than for those in one intact union. The dif fer ence 
is approx i ma tely −0.2 chil dren for men with two, three, or four or more unions; 
the dif fer ence increases from −0.2 for women with two unions to −0.35 chil dren 
for women with four or more unions. In sum, empir i cal evi dence from all  unions 
in Finland does not sup port the hypoth e sis that repartnering fully or mod er ately 
recu per ates fer til ity lost because of union dis so lu tion. The neg a tive effect of union 
dis so lu tion is stron ger for men than for women, at a mag ni tude of 0.2 chil dren, and 
repartnering com pen sates for this fer til ity defi  cit only slightly more for men than 
for women.

Panel b in Figure 1 is based on mar riages only. In sharp con trast to the pic ture gained 
from all  unions (mar riages and cohab i ta tions), the com pleted fer til ity of the remarried 
group far exceeds that of indi vid u als in one intact mar riage. Men and women who had 

Table 2 First-union civil sta tus, first-union child bear ing sta tus, and total higher order unions by  
first-union civil sta tus: All ever-repartnered men and women

Childless Childbearing

Share of Individuals by FirstUnion Childbearing Status 64,451 (68) 29,305 (31)
Cohabitation Marriage

Share of Individuals by FirstUnion Civil Status 67,576 (72) 26,180 (28)
Share of Higher Order Unions by FirstUnion Civil Status
 Firstunion (dissolved) cohab i ta tion 54,513 (40) 49,718 (36)
 Firstunion (divorced) mar riage 16,073 (13) 17,230 (11)

Note: Percentages, shown in paren the ses, are rounded to the nearest inte ger.
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two mar riages by age 46 have, on aver age, 0.23 and 0.20 more chil dren, respec tively; 
cor re spond ing num bers for men and women with three or more mar riages are 0.50 and 
0.55, respec tively. The esti mated neg a tive effect of divorce with out repartnering is sub
stan tially smaller than the cor re spond ing num bers based on all  unions.

To sum ma rize, when we use a defi  ni tion of unions that includes both cohab i ta tion 
unions and mar riages, repartnering neg a tively pre dicts ulti mate fer til ity. When only 
mar i tal unions are enu mer ated, repartnering pos i tively pre dicts fer til ity. To give an 
over view of the union con text of births and the role of par ent age—that is, the con
text in which part ner ship chil dren in the repartnered pop u la tion are born and the 
rela tion ship to cohort fer til ity—we decom pose the cohort fer til ity rate (CFR) for (1) 
the everpartnered but neversep a rated and (2) the everrepartnered pop u la tion. We 
mul ti ply the union type (mar riage and cohab i ta tion) and union order (first and higher 
order union) age-spe cific fer til ity rate with the pro por tion of indi vid u als at a given 
age. This cal cu la tion gives the pro por tional com po si tion of cohort fer til ity of births 
from mar i tal and cohabiting unions in first and higher order unions. In Figure 2, 
blue indi cates births in mar riage, and green indi cates births in cohabiting unions. 
Dark gra di ents indi cate births in first unions, and light gra di ents indi cate births in 
higher order unions. As men tioned ear lier, unions are counted as mar i tal if the cou ple 
dyad ever marries by age 46. The CFR is highest in the intactunion pop u la tion. For 
both the pop u la tion in intact unions and the everrepartnered pop u la tion, births occur 
mostly within mar i tal unions. Among everrepartnered indi vid u als, most births occur 
after first-union dis so lu tion (i.e., in a higher order union), and births in cohabiting 
unions rep re sent a sub stan tial minor ity of all  births among everrepartnered indi vid
u als. The slope of the curves sug gests that after age 46, the CFR will likely increase 
mar gin ally for repartnered men but not at all  for repartnered women. Using the same 
exer cise, we decom pose the repartnered pop u la tion with a first mar i tal union and 
first cohabiting union, respec tively (Figure A4). We show that in line with Figure 1 
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Fig. 1 AMEs (with 95% confidence intervals) of the number of all unions (cohabitations and marriages) 
on cohort fertility by age 46 for men and women (panel a) and of the number of marital unions on cohort 
fertility by age 46 for men and women (panel b). Data are adjusted for birth cohort (N = 243,631). Ref. = 
reference. Int. = intact. Sep. = separated. Div. = divorced.
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2331Repartnering and Completed Cohort Fertility in Finland

(panel b), the CFR is higher among those who repartner after a first mar riage (approx-
i ma tely one quar ter of repartnered indi vid u als) than among those in intact unions. 
Furthermore, whereas births in the first mar riage are essen tial, the net pos i tive CFR 
among the remarried is achieved by addi tional par ent age in higher order mar riages. 
Among men and women who repartnered after a first cohabiting union (about three 
quar ters of the repartnered pop u la tion), higher order par ent age births are sub stan tial, 
but cohort fer til ity is lower than that of intact cou ples.

Figures A5 and A6 show results from reit er at ing all  ana ly ses in Figure 1 but 
adjusting for paren tal socio eco nomic posi tion, urban/rural res i dence, income, and 
edu ca tion. The results remain essen tially the same. Figures A7–A10 dis play results 
from the anal y sis repeated for those who had a birth in a first-order union. In mod-
els that exclude con trol (Figures A7 and A8) as well as in mod els that include them  
(Figures A9 and A10), we find a pos i tive asso ci a tion between fer til ity and repart
nering after dissolved child bear ing unions. The pos i tive sign of repartnering among 

c. Women: One intact union d. Women: Ever repartnered

a. Men: One intact union b. Men: Ever repartnered
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Fig. 2 The proportional contribution of births by parentage (union order) and by union civic status to total 
cohort fertility. The graphs show age-specific fertility rates of ever-partnered, never-separated men (panel 
a), everrepartnered men (panel b), everpartnered, neverseparated women (panel c), and everrepartnered 
women (panel d). CFR = cohort fertility rate.
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those who had chil dren in the first union may reflect that this group has char ac ter is-
tics that beget fur ther par ent hood in sub se quent unions, such as fecun dity, health, a 
pref er ence for chil dren, behav ioral traits, or eco nomic resources. However, because 
the model excludes child less indi vid u als and indi vid u als who may or may not enter 
par ent hood first in a higher order union, it may not iden tify the full impact of union 
dis so lu tion on the CFR.

Repartnering Trajectories and Cohort Fertility

The contrasting results of panel a (all  unions) and panel b (mar i tal unions) in Figure 
1 sug gest that fer til ity behav ior after union dis so lu tion is het ero ge neous with respect 
to mar i tal sta tus. Figure 3 shows the AMEs of union counts on fer til ity across dis-
tinct partnering and repartnering tra jec to ries. Individuals with one intact union—both 
mar riages (85%) and cohab i ta tions (15%)—by age 46 form the ref er ence cat e gory. 
The ref er ence categories in Figures A12 and A13 are intact mar riages and intact 
cohab i ta tions, respec tively.

Only-mar ried indi vid u als—whose first and higher order unions are all  mar i tal—are 
the only groups with higher aver age fer til ity than those in one intact union (Figure 3). 
Evermar ried indi vid u als with at least one non mar i tal union have roughly 0.25 fewer 
chil dren across union counts. Those who never marry but have had mul ti ple non mar i tal 
unions by age 46 have, on aver age, roughly 1.0 fewer chil dren. Sex dif fer ences within 
categories exist but do not fol low a uni form pat tern in rela tion to repartnering. For 
exam ple, nevermar ried men have a slightly stron ger neg a tive asso ci a tion with fer til ity 
at two unions than nevermar ried women, but they have a weaker neg a tive asso ci a tion 
at four or more unions. Among the evermar ried, repartnering is more strongly neg a
tively asso ci ated with fer til ity for women than men, but among those who have only 
mar i tal unions, mul ti ple remarriages are more pos i tively asso ci ated for women than for 
men. Figure A12 adjusts for con trol var i ables, which do not alter the con clu sions.
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Fig. 3 AMEs (with 95% confidence intervals) of the number of all unions (marriages and cohabitations) on 
cohort fertility by age 46 for men and women by partnering and repartnering trajectory, adjusted for birth 
cohort (N = 243,631). Ref. = reference. Int. = intact. Div. = divorced. Sep. = separated.
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The het ero ge ne ity shown in Figure 3 problematizes the inter pre ta tion of pre vi ous 
research, which has typ i cally presented a lin ear asso ci a tion of the num ber of unions 
(or dichot o mizes ever and neverrepartnered indi vid u als) rather than mod el ing 
counts. Married-only groups rep re sent only 14% of the ever-repartnered pop u la tion 
and con sti tute the only categories with higher fer til ity than those in one intact union. 
These find ings under score that union dis so lu tion is unlikely to be an effec tive engine 
for fer til ity for the total eversep a rated pop u la tion. At the same time, they show that 
high fer til ity can be achieved amid union dis so lu tion and repartnering tra jec to ries.

Summary and Discussion

In mid–twen ti eth cen tury Western soci e ties, remarriage at child bear ing ages fol
low ing divorce or wid ow hood was a fairly incon spic u ous yet mar ginal phe nom
e non (Cherlin 2016). Today, union sep a ra tion is a major ity expe ri ence in many 
countries, and two to three quar ters of the pop u la tion repartner (Thomson forth
com ing). This pat tern of serial monog amy, a defin ing char ac ter is tic of partnering 
in many con tem po rary soci e ties, likely affects child bear ing behav ior. Union dis so
lu tion reduces fer til ity because indi vid u als effec tively exit the pri mary con text of 
child bear ing. Simultaneously, union dis so lu tion enables child bear ing in sub se quent 
unions via repartnering and may be an engine for fer til ity. Hence, a first grasp of 
the asso ci a tions among union dis so lu tion, the num ber of unions, and cohort fer til
ity is essen tial for under stand ing fer til ity regimes in con tem po rary soci e ties with 
high union insta bil ity. Yet, ample empir i cal cohort fer til ity anal y sis on the issue is 
lacking. Although research has long indi cated that cohab i ta tion drives much dis so
lu tion and repartnering, stud ies have almost exclu sively exam ined mar i tal unions 
when ana lyz ing the link between repartnering and fer til ity (but see, e.g., Forsberg 
and Tullberg 1995; Hart 2019).

This study uses Finn ish reg is ter data to enu mer ate every birth, mar riage, and 
cohab i ta tion among men and women in four birth cohorts at ages 18–46. First, we 
show that repartnering is com mon in Finland. Among the everpartnered by age 46, 
it is almost as com mon to have formed more than one union as it is to have formed a 
sin gle union. Moreover, most unions in the ever-repartnered pop u la tion are non mar i-
tal. When enu mer at ing only mar riages, we find that remarriages are pos i tively asso ci-
ated with cohort fer til ity com pared with remaining in a sin gle intact mar riage. When 
we enu mer ate unions by mar riages and non mar i tal cohabiting unions, how ever, indi
vid u als with more unions have mark edly fewer chil dren than those in a sin gle intact 
union. Among those who had a first union resulting in child bear ing, repartnering is 
pos i tively asso ci ated with cohort fer til ity when we mea sure unions both as mar riages 
and as mar riages and cohab i ta tions. Among indi vid u als with only mar i tal unions by 
age 46, remarriage increases fer til ity. For indi vid u als with only cohab i ta tion unions 
by age 46, fer til ity is par tic u larly low. Across model spec i fi ca tions, the over all rela-
tion ship between the num ber of unions and cohort fer til ity is fairly sim i lar for women 
and men.

These results have impli ca tions for union dis so lu tion and repartnering as engines 
for fer til ity, the con cep tu al i za tion of mul ti ple unions (serial monog amy) as a fam ily 
and fer til ity regime, and the mean ing of mar riage and cohab i ta tion in this con text.
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We show that the repartnered pop u la tion has more chil dren than those who do not 
repartner after union dis so lu tion and that aver age fer til ity is mark edly lower for the 
total repartnered pop u la tion than for those in intact unions. Nonetheless, repartnering 
may well be a path way to higher ulti mate fer til ity for seg ments of the pop u la tion. Tra
jectories involv ing divorce and remarriage result in higher fer til ity than tra jec to ries 
for intact mar riages. Men and women who enter par ent hood in a first child bear ing 
union but sep a rate and repartner have higher cohort fer til ity than par ents who stay in 
a sin gle union. This find ing is indic a tive of selec tion by unob served traits cor re lated 
with mar riage and par ent hood in first unions that also gen er ate or thwart fer til ity in 
higher order unions. However, indi vid u als with these par tic u lar repartnering tra jec
to ries are not numer ous enough to impact fer til ity among the everrepartnered pop u
la tion. Therefore, the results sug gest that union dis so lu tion and repartnering will not 
be an engine for fer til ity for the pop u la tion at large. Our find ings are rather con sis tent 
with con tem po rary fer til ity the o ries that high light the neg a tive forces of union dis
so lu tion for fer til ity, which are poten tially driven by an imbal ance in gen der roles 
(Goldscheider et al. 2015) or other value shifts (Zaidi and Mor gan 2017). Future 
research may take note of this het ero ge ne ity when inves ti gat ing the causal effect of 
union dis so lu tion and repartnering on cohort fer til ity.

The engineforfer til ity lit er a ture is often paralleled by a dis course regard ing 
poten tial sex dif fer ences in the repartnering–fer til ity asso ci a tion (as related to sex dif
fer ences in childcare and agerelated fecun dity after dis so lu tion; Ivanova et al. 2014) 
and in mat ing strat e gies (as iden ti fied by evo lu tion ary the ory; Borgerhoff Mulder 
forth com ing). However, our ana ly ses do not sup port the notion of a uni form gen dered 
rela tion ship between repartnering and cohort fer til ity. The most robust dif fer ences 
between men and women are that among neverpartnered indi vid u als and sep a rated 
but neverrepartnered indi vid u als, men have some what lower fer til ity than women. 
The neg a tive rela tion ship between the num ber of (mar i tal and cohab i ta tion) unions 
and cohort fer til ity is some what stron ger for women than for men, at a mag ni tude of 
up to 0.1 fewer chil dren, but this pat tern is not con sis tent across mod els. The pos i tive 
asso ci a tion between remarriage and fer til ity is higher for women than for men, but 
fer til ity is not nec es sar ily com plete for repartnered men at age 46. Thus, fol low ing 
cohorts to older ages may tip the bal ance in favor of men.

The stark dif fer ences between results based on mar i tal count and those based on 
all  unions are impor tant to con sider. In terms of research design, reli ance on mar
riage data dis torts a gen eral anal y sis between repartnering and fer til ity. This does not 
mean one should dis re gard mar i tal sta tus. Instead, it is indic a tive of both the strong 
selec tion into cohab i ta tion and mar riage among the repartnered pop u la tion and the 
salience of mar riage as a con text for child bear ing. Those who repartner but never 
marry by age 46 con sti tute 26% of all  repartnered indi vid u als and have mark edly 
lower com pleted fer til ity. This find ing is in line with argu ments on selec tive stocks 
of the sep a rated and partnered inclined to union sta bil ity, with neg a tive impli ca tions 
for fer til ity. The higher com pleted fer til ity among the remarriedonly pop u la tion than 
among the mar ried and neverdivorced pop u la tion sug gests that mar riage remains a 
favored union for mat for child bear ing in the Nor dic countries (Lappegård and Noack 
2015), a region oth er wise portrayed as hav ing deinstitutionalized mar riage. Births in 
our study pop u la tion, also in higher order unions, most often take place in unions that 
are or will become mar i tal unions. Thus, child bear ing or child bear ing inten tions often 
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beget mar riage, and endur ing unions tend to become mar i tal unions (Cherlin 2020; 
Holland 2013). Nevertheless, even though non mar i tal cohabiting unions are not the 
pri mary con text of child birth, they remain crit i cal to higher order union fer til ity. 
Exposure to the risk of birth in higher order unions is con tin gent on first-union dis so-
lu tion and sub se quent repartnering in early adult hood. Analyzing the everpartnered  
pop u la tion from a cohort per spec tive, we show that the lion’s share of the first dis
solved unions and repartnered unions are non mar i tal. Hence, non mar i tal cohabiting 
unions are foun da tional events of the o ret i cal con cepts such as serial monog amy and 
indi vid u als’ engage ment in mul ti ple inti mate unions across the life course.

The mere prev a lence of mul ti ple unions and their rela tion to fer til ity dem on strated 
in the case of Finland sug gests that union dis so lu tion and repartnering are crit i cal to 
under stand ing fer til ity in the twenty-first cen tury (cf. Lichter and Qian 2019). Demo
graphic research is ambiv a lent about denoting repartnering as part of a gen eral fer
til ity regime. The con cept of multipartner fer til ity includes repro duc tive unions only. 
However, research ers who study multipartner fer til ity often show inter est in union 
his to ries and partly operationalize these in anal y sis when, for exam ple, using mar i
tal sta tus as a pre dic tor or medi at ing var i able (Lappegård and Rønsen 2013). Like
wise, the stan dard notion of serial cohab i ta tion, defined as hav ing mul ti ple pre mar i tal 
cohabiting rela tion ships (Eickmeyer and Manning 2018; Hiekel and Fulda 2018; 
Hopcroft 2018), appears very restric tive. We show that 61% of ever-repartnered  
indi vid u als have entered at least one mar i tal and one cohabiting union, whereas 26% 
could be cat e go rized as serial cohabiters. The con cept of “step fam ily fer til ity,” on the 
other hand, signifies a cou ple per spec tive rather than an indi vid ual tra jec tory, repre
senting a spe cific birth rather than the total fer til ity accu mu lated in var i ous house-
hold con stel la tions. Therefore, when study ing fer til ity in the con text of repartnering, 
demog ra phers seem moti vated to use con cepts such as “serial monog amy,” which 
denotes sequences of unions not restricted by mar i tal sta tus or child bear ing.

Our find ings should be con sid ered in light of the lim i ta tions and scope of the study. 
First, sex dif fer ences in fer til ity emerge at the righthand tail of the age dis tri bu tion 
because of the con tin ued child bear ing of older men who may also have had mul ti ple 
unions. Our cut off point at age 46 cap tured men’s com pleted fer til ity and its rela
tion to union dis so lu tion rea son ably well. Yet, how male fer til ity and repartnering at 
ages beyond female infer til ity con trib ute to sex dif fer ences in fer til ity pro vi des an 
intrigu ing topic for future research. Second, recent research sug gests that hav ing a 
first birth out side of a cohabiting or mar i tal union likely boosts child bear ing across 
unions (Thomson et al. 2021). This study assessed only the prev a lence of non union 
births, but the dynam ics of non union births deserve fur ther atten tion. Third, union 
for ma tion, union dis so lu tion, and fer til ity are deeply inter de pen dent. The antic i pa tion 
or absence of child bear ing impacts union for ma tion and dis so lu tion (Ivanova et al. 
2013), and numer ous other causal path ways operate. Revealing these pro cesses was 
not our aim, although we believe that we have improved the under stand ing of the core 
asso ci a tions of these issues—a task that argu  ably facil i tates ana ly ses on causal infer
ence. Finally, the presented pat terns may reflect the par tic u lar con text of the Nor dic 
countries, char ac ter ized by dualearner house holds, shared paren tal invest ments, and 
social secu rity schemes pro mot ing such behav iors. It is good prac tice to avoid hasty 
gen er al iza tions from stud ies with out a crosscom par a tive design. At the same time, 
the spread of non mar i tal cohab i ta tion and repartnering reflects the direc tion in which 

D
ow

nloaded from
 http://read.dukeupress.edu/dem

ography/article-pdf/59/6/2321/1682128/2321andersson.pdf by ABO
 AKAD

EM
IS BIBLIO

TEK user on 09 February 2023



2336 L. Andersson et al.

most Western and sev eral nonWestern indus tri al ized countries have been head ing 
for decades (Cherlin 2016; PerelliHarris and LyonsAmos 2016). We hope that our 
study will res o nate with future ven tures to under stand fer til ity in the con text of serial 
monog amy across soci e ties. ■
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