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PREFACE 

This report is one of a series of studies based on retrospective data collected by the 1984 Family 
History Survey. In this study, the processes of family formation and dissolution are examined as they 
evolved in the last 50 years. 

The Family History Survey data provide an important new historical perspective on families as they 
were formed either through legal marriages or common-law unions. Similarly, they shed new light on 
processes that lead to family disintegration through separation, divorce or the death of a 
spouse/partner. 

The chronology of demographic events recorded by the survey makes it possible to trace the 
frequency of changes in the family status of individuals as well as to measure the duration of each 
phase in their family life cycle. 

The study confirms that younger persons are following patterns of family formation and dissolution 
that are different from those experienced by older generations and, furthermore, that trends in the 
dynamics of family life are still evolving. In this regard, both the Family History Survey and this 
study help to improve our understanding of the Canadian family as a fundamental unit in our 
contemporary society. 

I.P. Fellegi, 
Chief Statistician of Canada. 
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HIGHLIGHTS 

Cohabitation in a "common-law union" has become a temporary alternative to marriage for a 
substantial minority of young Canadians. Among persons 18-29 at the time of the Family History 
Survey, 25% of males and 29% of females reported having entered such a coresidential relationship 
by age 25. 

Although young Canadians are postponing formal legal marriage in increasing numbers, this is 
partially offset by the formation of common-law unions. If one combines data for both marriages 
and common-law unions, it appears young Canadians have formed some kind of coresidential 
relationship at pretty much the same rate overall as their predecessors. 

Common-law unions tend to be short-lived. Among persons 18-29 at the time of the survey, less than 
one-quarter were surviving as common-law unions five years after their initiation. The couples 
involved tend either to marry or to end the relationship quickly. 

Counting both divorces and separations, the highest rate of marital breakup observed so far for an 
actual cohort of marriages is 23% 20 years after marriage for women married in the period 1960-69. 
Among women married from 1970-74, 19% have either divorced or separated after 10 years of 
marriage. Eventual rates of marital breakup for these cohorts are hard to predict, but almost 
certainly will exceed 30%. 

Marriages preceded by a common-law union appear to have slightly higher rates of breakup than those 
not preceded by a CLU but this probably reflects the kind of people likely to cohabit before 
marriage (not a random sample of the Canadian population) rather than a destabilizing effect of the 
CLU as such. For example, residents of large cities or persons not affiliated with traditional 
religions are both more apt to form CLUs and more apt to divorce after marriage. 



INTRODUCTION  

The increase in the incidence of divorce in Canada over the last two decades has been amply 
documented. The total number of divorces, the crude divorce rate (divorces per 1,000 total popula-
tion) and the rate of divorce per 100,000 married women 15 and over all rose sharply and steadily, 
especially after 1970 (see McKie, Prentice and Reed, 1982, pp. 59-60). Only in the last few years 
have these trends shown signs of abatement. The latest available figures show a 2.7% drop in the 
number of divorces between 1982 and 1983, and a 5.0% drop between 1983 and 1984. The rate of divorce 
per 100,000 married women 15 and over (perhaps the best simple measure of the current level of 
divorce) declined 3.4% from 1982 to 1983 and 5.6% from 1983 to 1984. Marital age-specific divorce 
rates for both males and females also declined slightly between 1983 and 1984, especially at the 
younger ages (Statistics Canada, 1984). The rapid and sustained rise in the incidence of divorce 
seems to have halted, although the levels remain high. 

Life-table analyses of Canadian divorce data for recent years have been used to suggest that close 
to 40% of recent marriages may eventually end in divorce. McKie, Prentice and Reed (1982), used 
1975-77 registration data on divorces classified by age to construct a divorce table and conclude that 
36.2% of a cohort of young females and 37.7% of a cohort of young males would divorce by age 80, if 
they were to experience during their lifetime the age-specific divorce rates observed in 1975-77. 

Adams and Nagnur (1981) give similar results for the period 1975-77, but also present multistate 
life-table results which suggest somewhat lower proportions of all marriages ending in divorce if 
remarriage is taken into account. 

Dumas (1983) has related registered divorces classified by duration of marriage to registered mar-
riage cohorts in Canada in order to compute duration-specific divorce rates for various marriage 
cohorts and calendar years. Summing the duration-specific rates observed in 1982, he arrives at a 
"total index" of divorce of 3,655 per 10,000, or 36.6%, and speculates that "A total divorce rate of 
approximately 4,100 per 10,000 for 1985 is thus not an unreasonable forecast" (p. 70).(1) 

It is interesting to compare the above results with the first divorce table for Canada, calculated 
by Basavarajappa (1978) for the period 1969-70. Based on current age-specific divorce rates, 27% of 
males in a synthetic cohort and 26% of females would be expected to divorce by age 75. 

The general upward trend in current or period rates has been confirmed, insofar as possible with 
the available data, in analyses of real marriage cohorts. In Dumas' tables, for example, among mar-
riages registered in 1968-69 (the earliest marriage cohort for which the necessary data on divorce by 
duration are available for the early years of marriage), 2.8% had divorced five years after marriage; 
for the 1977-78 marriage cohort, the percentage was 5.9, more than double (Dumas, 1985; derived from 
Table 28, p. 68). 

Clearly, the future behaviour of married Canadians is unknown; it cannot be measured until it has 
occurred. Attempts to say what proportion of recent marriages will or might end in divorce necessarily 
involve elements of estimation or extrapolation from recent data. What can be said with certainty is 
that annual divorce rates have risen sharply, and that, among some real birth or marriage cohorts, the 
proportion of marriages ending in divorce already has reached relatively high levels. Among women 
currently in their mid-thirties, for example, more than 20% already have experienced a divorce or 
separation from their first marriage (see below). By the time these women reach old age, that propor-
tion surely will have risen; the only question is by how much. 

Apart from the inherent difficulties of trying to predict the future, the study of current patterns 
of marriage and divorce and of their significance has been complicated by the increasing tendency of 
couples to live together in common-law unions, which have some but not all of the characteristics of 
traditional, legal marriage. The social meaning of legal marriage and of divorce is changing, so that 
divorce and marriage statistics do not always mean what they seem to mean if interpreted literally.(2) 

See footnote(s) at end of text. 
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The Family History Survey 

In order to provide a better factual base for the analysis of marital behaviour, Statistics Canada 
undertook the Family History Survey in February 1984. About 15,000 Canadian men and women between the 
ages of 18 and 65 were asked to give a detailed history of their marriages, their non-legal unions 
(also referred to as common-law unions or cohabitations), their divorces and their separations or 
break-ups. The respondents were asked the year and month of each event. Information also was 
collected on other family events such as the birth or adoption of children and the home-leaving of 
adult children, on labour force participation (with particular attention to work interruptions), and 
on a variety of other personal characteristics of the respondents. 

These data provide opportunities for kinds of analyses of marriage and divorce that were previously 
impossible. The focus of the present report is both legal and non-legal unions and their 
dissolutions, and on the marital and quasi-marital experience of real cohorts of persons or of 
marriages. The retrospective character of the survey also makes it possible to present detailed data 
on divorces prior to 1968-69 (and thus for older birth cohorts), a period for which registration data 
on divorce are insufficiently detailed. 

The use of retrospective data from a sample of respondents in 1984, however, poses some distinctive 
methodological problems. The respondents, by definition, were persons who were alive and living in 
Canada in 1984. Thus, the survey can tell us nothing about the marital experience of those who have 
died or permanently emigrated. By the same token, some are immigrants to Canada, and may be reporting 
on events (marriages, divorces, etc.) that occurred not in Canada, but in some other country, prior to 
their immigration. This makes it difficult to make direct comparisons between measures (especially 
period measures) of marriage or divorce derived from the Family History Survey and those derived from 
current registration data, except for the most recent years. 

Another key issue relates to the accuracy of the information reported by the respondents. The 
questions deal with matters that many consider highly personal and sensitive, and it is likely that 
some events (especially divorces, separations, or common-law unions) may have been misreported or 
underreported. It is even more likely that some respondents were unable to recall the dates (month and 
year) at which certain events occurred. Such recall failure is common in retrospective surveys, 
although in the Family History Survey, accuracy is favoured by the nature of the events reported 
(compare recalling the date of a divorce with recalling the date of last visit to a dentist) and by 
the fact that the respondents were reporting only on their own experiences (that is, there was no 
proxy reporting). There is no simple or definitive way to estimate resulting errors in the data or to 
assess their seriousness. One can only analyze the data with confidence in the quality of the 
fieldwork which produced them, and qualify one's conclusions where some error seems possible or 
likely. Despite these problems, the Family History Survey is a major new source of information on the 
dynamics of family formation and dissolution in Canada.(3) 

Some Conceptual Issues 

The Family History Survey collected data on two types of unions: legal marriages, and common-law 
partnerships or cohabitations (CLUs). 

Legal marriages were identified by responses to the following question: "Have you ever been legally 
married?" If the response to this question was "yes," the respondent was then asked "What was the 
date of your first marriage?" with information collected on month and year of marriage. In cases 
where the first marriage had ended due to any cause, the respondent was asked "Have you been legally 
married a second time?" and so on for third and higher order marriages. 

The concept of legal marriage and the questions asked are straightforward and need little further 
discussion. This does not mean that all the responses in the survey were correct. For example, people 
with children may tend to report themselves as married even though they are single or cohabiting. Or, 
respondents who have had several marriages might be inclined to omit mention of one or more of them, 
particularly if they occurred many years earlier. 

CLUs were identified in the FNS by means of the following question: "Have you ever been a partner 
in a common-law relationship? By this we mean, partners living together as man and wife, without 
being legally married." The intent of the question was to capture events and related statuses that 
are closely akin to marriage in the usual sense. The phrases "common-law partner" and "living 
together as man and wife" would suggest unions of some seriousness and stability, as opposed to brief, 
casual episodes of cohabitation. 

See footnote(s) at end of text. 
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That the question in the FHS tended to capture such unions is suggested by a comparison with data 
collected in the recent Canadian Fertility Survey, where the question was asked in a different way: 
"Have you ever lived with a partner without being married?" - that is, there is no mention of 
"common-law" and no reference to "man and wife." Generally speaking, the proportions of persons 
reported as currently cohabiting are similar in both surveys, while the proportions ever cohabiting 
are higher in the CFS than in the FHS, as one would expect given the more restrictive question in the 
latter survey (see Burch, 1985, pp. 35-39). This expectation is based on the assumption that in 
reporting on past unions (especially those in the more distant past), respondents would be more apt to 
classify a relationship as one involving "living with a'partner without being married" and thus report 
it, than as one involving "living together as man and wife"; the less-restrictive question from the 
Canadian Fertility Survey would tend to capture more of such past unions. The same tendency could 
affect reporting on current unions, but it is expected to be less pronounced.(4) 

As with legal marriage, the extent of misreporting is unknown. 	It might be expected that some 
persons in common-law partnerships would report themselves as married,(5) or that persons with two or 
more such relationships would not bother to report all of them, especially those that were 
short-lived. 

With regard to all unions as described above, the FHS asked whether a particular union was still 
intact at the time of the survey, or, if it had terminated, what was the cause of termination. In the 
case of legal marriages, the question related to whether the couple was "still living together." If 
not, the possible causes listed were: separation (physical or de facto ); divorce or annulment 
(preceded by separation); death of the spouse. Instructions to the interviewer made clear that the 
concept of separation was meant to refer to marital breakdown, not to cases of separation due to 
work, military service or the like. In addition, the respondent was asked to supply the month and 
year of each of these events - in the case of divorce or annulment, the date both of the physical 
separation and the final legal decree. On the assumption that most separations eventually lead to 
divorce, the availability of information on physical separations as well as on legal divorces provides 
an opportunity for more complete estimates of the extent of voluntary marital dissolution. 

In the case of cohabitations, the causes of termination were: marriage to the common-law partner; 
separation; death of the partner. Note that in  the case of marriage, the cohabitation terminates as a 
non-legal union , but continues as a union. 

The availability of data on different types of unions as described above opens up new possibilities 
for description and analysis, but also raises issues of the most appropriate or effective mode of 
analysis. The general issue is: Should data on legal marriages and cohabitations be treated 
separately or combined, and if the latter, what is the best way to combine them? 

The arguments for their combination relate to the many similarities of cohabitation to legal 
marriage. The partners share domestic life in the same house or apartment; they are presumed to have a 
sexual relationship; in many contexts they function in society as a couple. It is precisely these 
similarities that have led the many legal jurisdictions to recognize such unions as marriages, if they 
persist long enough.(6) In assessing the experience of the individual and of the population as a 
whole, therefore, with respect to marriage and marriage-like behaviour, it can be misleading to speak 
only of legal marriage. It is true, for instance, that younger Canadians have tended to postpone 
marriage in recent years, but that is only part of the picture to the extent that many of them are 
living together. They are not married, but they are not quite single either, at least not in the 
traditional sense of that word. 

The arguments for continuing to make a sharp distinction between legal marriages and CLUs relate to 
their obvious differences in legal status, but also to possible differences in their nature and conse-
quences, in the type of people who enter them, in their intentions at the time of union formation - in 
short, differences in their behavioural character. 

The proper treatment of marriages and CLUs, both conceptually and technically, emerges in this 
report as a central unresolved, or at best partially resolved, issue. 

THE FORMATION OF UNIONS 

Two general trends have characterized the formation of unions in Canada over recent decades, 
namely, the delay of legal marriage (rising average age at marriage) and the increased tendency to 
form non-legal unions (see Dumas, 1984). These trends are apparent in Table 1, which gives cumulative 
rates of marriage and of CLU formation by age, for specific age and sex groups. These figures are 

See footnote(s) at end of text. 
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derived from a conventionally constructed double-decrement survival table, in which marriage and CLU 
formation are treated as competing risks, two mutually exclusive ways of leaving the 
never-married/never in CLU population (see Technical Appendix for a fuller explanation). The analysis 
deals with first unions only. That is, a person is removed from the population at risk (those who 
have never been in either type of union) as soon as he or she either marries or cohabits. A first 
marriage is counted only if it is also a first union of any kind, and similarly for common-law unions. 

Note that this table does not show the proportion ever-married or ever in a CLU by a given age, 
since it relates only to first unions of either kind. If a person's first union is a CLU, then by 
definition it cannot he a marriage, so that the figures in the "marriage" column are bounded by those 
in the "CLU" column and vice-versa.  Among the younger cohorts in particular, more have actually 
married by a given age than shown in this table, but the additional marriages are second unions, 
following a CLU. 

TABLE 1. Cumulative Probabilities of Entry Into First Union(1) (Marriage or CLU) by Age, by Age Group 
at Time of Survey, 1984 

Age group 

Age 	50-59 years 	40-49 years 
	

30-39 years 	18-29 years 

Marriage 	CLU Total Marriage 	CLU Total Marriage 	CLU Total Marriage 	CLU Total 

Female 

15 .01 .00 .01 .01 .00 .01 .00 .00 .00 .00 .00 .00 

20 .24 .00 .24 .32 .01 .33 .26 .02 .28 .16 .13 .29 

25 .71 .00 .71 .74 .01 .75 .67 .08 .75 .43 .29 .72 

30 .83 .01 .84 .86 .02 .88 .75 .12 .87 - 

35 .88 .01 .89 .90 .02 .92 .78 .13 .91 - 

40 .91 .01 .92 .90 .02 .92 - - - - 

45 .92 .01 .93 .90 .02 .92 - - - - 

50 .92 .01 .93 - 

55 .92 .02 .94 - 

N 1,208 1,322 2,029 2,712 

Male 

15 .01 .00 .01 .00 .00 .00 .00 .00 .00 .00 .00 .00 

20 .08 .00 .08 .10 .00 .10 .11 .02 .13 .05 .07 .12 

25 .49 .00 .49 .57 .01 .58 .55 .09 .64 .33 .25 .58 

30 .71 .01 .72 .77 .03 .80 .68 .14 .82 - 

35 .81 .01 .82 .84 .04 .88 .73 .16 .89 - 

40 .86 .02 .88 .87 .05 .92 - - - - 

45 .88 .02 .90 .88 .05 .93 - - - - 

50 .89 .02 .91 - - - - - - - 

55 .90 .03 .93 - - - - - - - 

N 1,171 1,383 2,032 2,657 

(1) The figures in this table give the cumulative proportion of the cohort who have entered a first 
union (whether marriage or CLU) by a given age. A first marriage following a CLU is not counted 
as a first union, and similarly for a first CLU following a marriage.  The figures  are derived 
from a standard double decrement survival table. 

Note: "N"  indicates sample size. 
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The data show a clear recent trend away from marriage as a first union. Among women 18-29 at the 
time of the survey, 16% had entered marriage as a first union by age 20, compared to 26% among women 
30-39, 32% among women 40-49, and 24% among women 50-59. At later ages, the differences are still 
more pronounced. By age 25, for example, only 43% of women 18-29 had entered marriage as a first 
union compared to 74% for women 40-49 by the same age.(7) For reasons noted above, the proportion 
entering all first marriages (both those which are first unions of any kind and those which follow a 
CLU) would he somewhat higher, especially for the younger age groups, among whom CLUs are more 
common. Among women 18-29, for example, in addition to the 43% who have entered marriage as a first 
union by age 25, another 12 to 14% (by rough calculation) have entered a first marriage from a CLU, 
for a total of 55 to 57% ever married by age 25. Note that this is still substantially under the 70ô 
or so ever married by that age for older age groups (for whom the figures on cumulative probabilities 
of marriage are largely unaffected by the incidence of CLUs -- 1% or less. A more detailed analysis 
of union formation is needed, especially one involving different kinds of life table calculation, 
including combined and multistate life tables (see Adams and Nagnur, 1981). 

Even more striking is the increase over time in the tendency to enter CLUs as first unions. Among 
women 18-29, for example, 29% report having formed a CLU as a first union by age 25, compared to only 
8% among women 30-39, 1% among women 40-49, and virtually none among women 50-59. The patterns are 
similar for other durations, and generally for males. 

Among persons 40 and over at the time of the survey, very few (one in twenty or less) report ever 
having entered a CLU as a first union. This reflects the fact that when these cohorts were in their 
late teens and early twenties, the typical ages for the formation of a first union, common-law unions 
were not accepted or tolerated to the extent that they are today. For many in these cohorts, the first 
experience with "living together" will have come after separation or divorce from a first marriage. 
The figures in Table 1, thus, do not reflect the total experience of these cohorts with common-law 
unions.(8) 

The experience of the youngest age group, by contrast, shows the increasing prevalence (and 
presumably social acceptance) of entry into a CLU as one's first union. Among both males and females 
18-29 at the time of the survey, CLUs are almost as important as marriages as first unions. Among 
males, the proportion entering a CLU by age 20 actually exceeds the proportion entering marriage.(9) 

The tendency towards delayed marriage and increased CLU formation have largely offset one another, 
a point that has been obscured by emphasis on the rising age at first marriage. The relevant 
information is in the columns headed "Total" (stands for total first unions) in Table 1. Among males 
18-29, for example, 58% have entered a first union (either a marriage or a CLU) by age 25. This 
percentage equals or exceeds slightly the comparable figure for persons 40-49 and 50-59 at the time 
of the survey, and is only slightly lower than that for males 30-39. A similar result obtains for 
females. In other words, young people have not been avoiding coresidential unions, only formal 
marriage. 

THE DISSOLUTION OF MARRIAGE: COHORT RESULTS 

The Family History Survey data offer two distinctive advantages for the study of marital 
dissolution. First, they allow for the study of the complete experience to date of relatively early 
marriage cohorts (as early as the mid-1930s) and of relatively old birth cohorts (persons as old as 64 
at the time of the survey). Second, they provide information on the timing of the actual breakup of 
the marriage, that is, on the initial separation from co-residence, as well as on the date of the 
formal divorce decree (see also McVey and Robinson, 1981). This permits a better approximation of the 
full extent of marriage breakdown than previously. It is still an approximation, since some separated 
spouses may reconcile rather than divorce, even though they report the marriage as ended at the time 
of interview.(10) 

The Family History Survey also allows a separate treatment of first and second or higher order 
marriages. But since second marriage has remained relatively uncommon in Canada until very recently 
(only about 5% of the respondents to the FHS reported two or more marriages during their lifetimes), 
this section deals only with the dissolution of first marriages. The small numbers of second or later 
marriages reported would limit possible analyses in any case, and would introduce complications better 
left to later, more specialized studies. 

The tables in this section are based on life-table analyses in which one form of decrement is 
considered at a time (e.g., divorce, or divorce and separation combined), with dissolution due to 
death of the spouse treated as a disturbance. An alternative would have been to calculate multiple 

See footnote(s) at end of text. 
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decrement tables in which the two forms of marital dissolution are treated as competing risks. There 
are arguments for and against either approach, most of them involving issues of the purpose of 
analysis. But the results do not differ greatly, primarily because the incidence of widowhood or 
widowerhood is fairly low up to about 40 years of marriage duration. And for the descriptive purposes 
of this report, the simpler approach seems adequate. 

Table 2 shows for several broad marriage cohorts, the life-table proportions of marriages ending in 
divorce. The cohorts are aligned roughly with relevant historical periods. Thus, the 1934-44 cohort 
includes marriages formed up until the end of World War II.(11) The 1945-59 cohort represents the 
parents of the postwar baby boom. The 1960-69 cohort represents marriages of the 1960s, a period of 
unusually rapid and radical change in family life, gender roles, and sexual customs and attitudes. 
Marriages from 1970 on represent the period following a major reform in Canadian divorce legislation, 
whose provisions went into effect around 1969-70. 

TABLE 2. Cumulative 
1934-1979 

Probabilities(1) of 	Divorce 	by Duration 	of Marriage, 	for Marriage 	Cohorts, 

Duration 
of 

marriage 

(years) 

Marriage cohort 

1934-44 1945-59 1960-69 1970-74 1975-79 

Female 

5 .02 .02 .05 .09 .07 

10 .04 .04 .12 .16 
15 .06 .07 .15 
20 .08 .10 .18 
25 .09 .11 - 
30 .11 .13 - 
35 .11 .14 

40 .11 - - 

N 455  1,774 1,445  940 818 

Male 

5 .01 .02 .04 .06 .06 

10 .01 .04 .10 .12 
15 .02 .06 .13 - 

20 .04 .08 .14 - 

25 .06 .10 - - 
30 .06 .12 - 
35 .07 .12 - - 
40 .07 - - - 

N 185 1,517 1,460 893 855 

(1) Based on divorce tables in which legal divorce is the only source of decrement to the cohort of 
marriages. 

Note: "N" indicates sample size. 

The pattern of consistent and large increases in the incidence of divorce is unmistakable. At 20 
years duration of marriage, for example, only 8% of the 1934-44 female cohort had divorced, compared 
to 10% of the 1945-59 cohort and 18% of the 1960-69 cohort. At 10 years duration, the figures for the 
successive cohorts, starting with the most remote, are 4%, 4%, 12% and 16%. The rapidity of the 
increase is striking, with the rate for the 1960-69 cohort three times that of the two previous 

See footnote(s) at end of text. 
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cohorts, and that of the 1970-74 cohort four times as large. At 10 years duration, the 1970-74 cohort 
has a cumulative divorce rate (16%) substantially higher than that of the earliest cohort at 40 years 
duration (11%). The highest incidence of divorce recorded to date is in the 1960-69 female marriage 
cohort at duration 20, by which time 18% of marriages - almost one in five - had ended in divorce. 

The overall pattern for males is similar - increasing rates across cohort - although the reported 
rates for males generally are lower. The explanation for lower male rates is not immediately 
apparent. One possibility is differential reporting error for the two sexes. Another possibility is 
that males surviving until the time of interview were selected for marital stability, that is, those 
surviving were less apt to have experienced divorce than those who died. This is consistent with the 
common finding of sharper marital status differentials in mortality for males than females. Other 
compositional factors may be at work. For example, the male sample may differ in terms of rural/urban 
residence or nativity/immigration status. For example, a larger proportion of divorced males may have 
emigrated. These questions deserve further study, but little can be done in the context of the FHS due 
to the absence of information on the nativity/immigration status and other socio-economic 
characteristics of the respondents. 

To return to trends, it can be noted that at five years duration, the cumulative proportion 
divorced is slightly lower for the 1975-79 than for the 1970-74 female cohort, but this does not 
necessarily signal a reversal in trend, being due in part to the required waiting time for divorce. 
This highlights the importance of looking also at data on separations in order to get a more complete 
picture of marital breakdown. 

TABLE 3. Cumulative Probabilities(1) of Divorce or of Separation by Duration of Marriage, for Marriage 
Cohorts, 1934-1979 

Duration of 
marriage (years) 

Marriage cohort 

1934-44 1945-59 1960-69 1970-74 1975-79 

Female 

5 .02 .02 .05 .09 .12 
10 .05 .04 .12 .19 - 
15 .07 .08 .18 
20 .08 .11 .23 - - 
25 .11 .15 - - - 
30 .12 .17 - - - 
35 .13 .19 - - - 

40 .13 - - - - 

N 455 1,774 1,445 940 818 

Male 

5 .01 .03 .04 .08 .08 
10 .02 .05 .10 .16 - 
15 .03 .06 .15 
20 .04 .09 .19 - - 

25 .06 .12 - - - 

30 .07 .15 - - - 

35 .08 .16 - - - 
40 .08 - - - - 

N 185  1,517 1,460  893 855 

(1) 	Based on divorce tables in which a marriage is considered broken if 	there has been 	either 	a 
divorce or a separation, even if the latter has not yet led to a divorce. 

Note: "N" indicates sample size. 
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Table 3 presents the relevant information for marriage cohorts. This table parallels Table 2 but 
adds reported physical separations to divorces - a marriage is considered ended if the couple have 
legally divorced but also if they have separated "from bed and board." This procedure overestimates 
the extent of marriage dissolution to the extent that some separated couples may be reconciled, but it 
is thought that most separations eventually lead to divorce. 

With this definition of marital dissolution, the 1975-79 marriage cohorts (male and female) have 
cumulative proportions dissolved by duration 5 appreciably larger than rates for divorce only (71% 
larger for females and 33% larger for males). Many of these marriages have ended, but there has been 
insufficient time for final decisions and the completion of formal divorce proceedings. These cohorts 
also report cumulative dissolution rates at duration 5 that are the same as (males) or slightly higher 
than (females) those of the 1970-74 cohorts at the sane stage of married life. Clearly, the high 
rates of breakup early in marriage have not been reversed among the most recent marriage cohorts, but 
there are signs that the rise in rates may have peaked. 

Table 3 also reveals more clearly than does Table 2 (dealing with divorce only) the continuation of 
marriage breakdown among earlier marriage cohorts at relatively high durations of marriage. In the 
1960-69 cohorts aL duration 20, for example, an additional 5% of both males and females were separated 
but not yet divorced at the time of the survey. And, in the 1945-59 and 1934-44 cohorts, the 
cumulative percentage of first marriages broken by divorce or separation climbs sharply after 20 years 
of marriage, roughly doubling between durations 20 and 35/40. 

TABLE 4. Cumulative Probabilities(1) of Divorce by Duration of Marriage, for Age Groups at Time of 
Survey, 1984 

Age group 

Duration of 
marriage (years) 

18-29 	30-39 	40-49 	50-59 	60 years 
years 	years 	years 	years 	and over 

Female 

5 .09 .07 .04 .01 .02 

10 .17 .14 .08 .02 .04 

15 .18 .11 .05 .05 

20 .20 .15 .07 .07 

25 - .19 .08 .09 

30 - .19 .09 .10 

35 - - .10 .11 

40 - - .10 .11 

N 1,230 1,784 1,231 1,133 647 

Male 

5 .05 .06 .03 .02 .01 

10 .08 .12 .08 .03 .03 

15 .16 .11 .05 .03 

20 .16 .14 .07 .04 

25 - .16 .09 .05 

30 - .19 .11 .06 

35 - - .11 .07 

40 - - .11 .07 

N 898 1,728 1,272 1,077 542 

(1) Based on divorce tables in which legal divorce is the only source of decrement to marriages. 
Note: "N" indicates sample size. 



15 

Tables 4 and 5 present data on divorce and on divorce plus separation for five broad age 
groups.(12) Since members of a given birth cohort tend to marry for the first time in the same 
period, these data also reflect the strong secular increase in voluntary marriage dissolution, with 
the sharp break in trends coming for people under 50 years of age at the time of the survey. Those 
40-49, at 30 years duration of marriage, have achieved very high rates of dissolution, with 
approximately one fifth (19%) of marriages of both males and females having terminated by divorce, 
with an additional 8% of females separated, for a total dissolution rate of 27% and an additional 6% 
of males separated, for a total dissolution rate of 25%. But it must be kept in mind that this result 
is partly due to age at marriage selection. Persons in the age group 40-49 who have been married for 
30 years must have married before age 20, that is, near or below the average age at marriage. And 
persons who marry young are known to have elevated risks of marital dissolution (Balakrishnan, et 
al.,  1986). Thus, the experience reflected in the above figure is that of an unrepresentative 
sub-sample of the total birth cohort. Were the cumulative experience of this birth cohort to be 
studied retrospectively again in another 10 years, the rate of marital dissolution at duration 30 
might be somewhat lower, as the more favourable experience of those who married later is taken into 
account. A similar selection bias affects the figures for persons 30-39 at duration 20, persons 18-29 
at duration 10, and so forth. 

TABLE 5. Cumulative Probabilities(1) of Divorce or of Separation, by Duration of Marriage, for Age 
Groups at Time of Survey, 1984 

Age group 

Duration of 
marriage (years) 

18-29 	30-39 	40-49 	50-59 	60 years 
years 	years 	years 	years 	and over 

Female 

5 .14 .08 .04 .02 .02 

10 .28 .17 .09 .03 .04 

15 .24 .13 .06 .06 

20 .28 .18 .08 .08 

25 - .25 .11 .11 

30 - .27 .13 .12 

35 - - .14 .14 

40 - - .14 .14 

N 1,230 1,784 1,231 1,133 647 

Male 

5 .11 .07 .04 .03 .01 

10 .19 .15 .09 .04 .04 

15 .22 .12 .06 .04 

20 .22 .17 .08 .06 

25 - .21 .11 .08 

30 - .25 .14 .09 

35 - - .16 .09 

40 - - .17 .10 

N 898 1,728 1,272 1,077 542 

(1) Based on divorce tables in which marriage is considered broken if there has been either a divorce 
or a separation, even if the latter has not led to divorce. 

Note: "N" indicates sample size. 

The evidence presented above on the secular increase in divorce raises the popular question: What 
will be the  eventual  experience of recent cohorts of marriages and of young married people? Will they 
experience the high rates of marital dissolution that one hears about, with 40% or more of marriages 

See footnote(s) at end of text. 
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Figure 1  

Cumulative Probabilities of Divorce by Duration of Marriage,  
for Marriage Cohorts, 1934-1979, Females  

Cumulative probability of divorce Cumulative probability of divorce  

.20 — — .20  

.18  — — .18  

.16 —  —  .16  

.14 —  

.12 — 

.10 —  

.08 — 

.06 — 

.04 — 

.02 — 

~ 	 —  .14  

0 1 	 I 	 I 	 I 	 I 	 I 	 I 	 I 	 I  

0 
	

5 	10 	15 	20 	25 	30 	35 	40  

Duration of marriage (years)  



.24 —  

.22 —  

.20 —  

.18 —  

.16 —  

.14 —  

.12 — 	• 

.10 — 

.08 — 

.06 — 

.04 — 

.02 — 

•  
~ 

• 
~ 

0 

17  

Figure 2  
Cumulative Probabilities of Divorce or of Separation by Duration of Marriage,  
for Marriage Cohorts, 1934-1979, Females  
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eventually ending in divorce? The simple answer is that there can be no definitive answer until more 
time has passed. Even the FHS data can describe only a small segment of the relevant behaviour, 
namely, that which has already occurred. The rest will occur in the future over several decades, and 
thus is a matter for speculation and forecast. 

If one examines the trajectory of the curves in Figures 1 and 2 (based on Tables 3 and 5 
respectively), however it is easy to imagine that some of them could pass the 30% mark, and reach 40%  
or higher, but this would assume that divorce rates would remain high for these cohorts or age groups 
throughout their lives. If the 1960-69 female cohort, for example, were to experience the same 
relative increase in the cumulative proportion of broken marriages between durations 20 and 40 as the 
1934-44 and 1945-59 cohorts (approximately 50% increase), then by duration 40, approximately 28% would 
have experienced divorce from their first marriage. If the 1970-74 cohort were to experience the same 
relative increase as the 1960-69 cohort between durations 10 and 20, and then the same relative 
increase as the two earliest cohorts between durations 20 and 40, the proportion divorcing by duration 
40 (when these women would be approximately 60 years old on average) would be approximately 39%. 
Whether such an extrapolation provides a reasonable forecast of the divorce experience of these 
younger cohorts, however, is a behavioural as well as a statistical question. 

In technical demographic terms, a central question is whether the duration pattern of divorce (that 
is, the timing of divorce by marriage duration) for older birth cohorts and earlier marriage cohorts 
is apt to apply to younger and more recent cohorts, or whether their "tempo" of divorce is apt to be 
different. One possibility is that the divorce rates of the earlier cohorts have been exceptionally 
high at later durations due to the alignment of their married lives with historical events. More 
concretely, the 1934-44 and 1945-59 cohorts started their marriages in an era when divorce was still 
rare, and were overtaken, as it were, by the radical social and legal change of the 1960s and 1970s. 
Many who divorced at relatively high durations and at relatively old ages presumably would have done 
so earlier had circumstances changed earlier. The divorce rates at middle and high durations are 
therefore unusually high relative to the early experience of these cohorts. 

The technical demographic question relating to the younger and more recent cohorts is whether 
they will experience "cohort inversion" in regard to divorce (see Hobcraft, Menken and Preston, 
1982). That is, having experienced very high rates of divorce early in marriage, will they have lower 
rates later on, or, will the very high rates persist over middle and higher durations? 

Underlying these technical/statistical questions are questions about the validity of two competing 
behavioural models. The first assumes that a marriage cohort that has very high levels of marital 
breakdown at early durations, will "get it out of their system," and settle down to more stable 
marriage, with lower rates at middle and higher durations. Becker, Landes and Michael (1977), for 
example, argue that divorce can among other things, be attributed to a poor choice of partner due to 
insufficient information; the poor choice is discovered early, and the marriage is ended. By this 
line of reasoning, the post-1970 Canadian marriage cohorts, who have had very high rates of divorce 
early in their married life, may have correspondingly lower rates later on, and fall short of the high 
projected levels of eventual marriage dissolution. 

The second behavioural model, by contrast, assumes that early experience with divorce, whether by 
an individual or a marriage cohort, increases the likelihood of divorce at later stages, especially in 
a context of eased social and legal restrictions on divorce. This model sees divorce not so much as 
the result of a mistake in the choice of a lifetime partner, as an increasingly routine adjustment to 
individual or life-cycle change or to continuing social change, at all stages of one's life. Limited 
evidence on rates of dissolution of second marriages (higher than for first) tends to favour this 
model (McCarthy, 1978), although to date persons in second marriages represent a highly selected 
group, so that the evidence is far from conclusive as to what would happen when divorce and remarriage 
involve a substantial minority (presumably less selected) of the population. 

To return to Figures 1 and 2, the first behavioural model assumes that the curves for more recent 
cohorts will tend to taper off toward the horizontal as duration increases, and that the continuing 
rise in the curves of the earlier cohorts represents an historically atypical situation. The second 
behavioural model assumes that the curves will continue to rise with duration, reaching eventual 
proportions of dissolution of 40% or more. On balance, the precise number - whether 40% or 30% or 50% 
eventually divorcing - is less important than the fact that divorce is no longer a rare event, the 
experience of a small and unrepresentative segment of the population. It is a central and probably 
permanent feature of Canadian family life.(13) 

See footnote(s) at end of text. 
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THE TERMINATION OF COMMON-LAW UNIONS 

The widespread entry into CLUs in Canada (as in many other Western nations) is a recent phenomenon, 
with about 90% of first CLUs reported in the FHS (for both males and females) having occurred in 1970 
or later. Thus, the largest part of the evidence from the FHS (as well as from other surveys) relates 
to recent unions, which could have reached at most 15 years duration. There is little statistical 
basis for inferring what may happen to these CLUs "in the long run." A longer observation period is 
possible for CLUs formed prior to 1970, but their numbers are relatively small, and in any case they 
probably are not representative of the later CLUs, formed after this pattern of behaviour became more 
common and more widely accepted. 

A related point is the concentration of CLUs among younger birth cohorts. The vast majority (84% 
for females and 79% for males) were reported by persons under 40 at the time of the survey. About 
half were to persons under 30. 

The most striking feature of CLUs is their transitory character. As can be seen in Table 6, among 
all first CLUs reported by female respondents, rates of "dissolution" by either marriage or separation 
were such that only 20% would be surviving as CLUs 10 years after their formation. For males, the 
corresponding figure is 13%. 	Put differently, over four fifths of CLUs are apt to terminate as 
non-legal unions within the first 10 years. 	Indeed, approximately 70% do so within the first five 
years. The median survival time (not shown) for these unions is about three years. 

More concretely, most Canadian couples who have formed CLUs tend either to marry their partner or 
to separate fairly quickly. It does not appear that CLUs have become a substitute for legal marriage, 
but rather that they serve as a prelude to a potential marriage (a trial marriage), or are more in the 

TABLE 6. Cumulative Probabilities(1) of Survival, Marriage, or Separation for CLUB by Duration, for 
CLU Cohorts, 1984 

CLU cohort 

Duration 
(years) 

1970-84 

 

Pre-1970 	All 

      

Survival Marriage Separ- 	Survival Marriage Separ- 	Survival Marriage Separ- 
ation 	ation 	ation 

Female 

5 .31 .42 .27 .52 .44 .05 .34 .42 .24 
10 .18 .48 .34 .34 .52 .14 .20 .48 .32 
15(2) .08 .55 .38 .29 .54 .17 .15 .51 .34 

N 	= 	1,238 N = 140 N = 1,379 

Male 

5 .24 .50 .27 .45 .29 .26 .27 .47 .26 
10 .11 .56 .33 .22 .43 .36 .13 .54 .33 
15(2) .05 .62 .33 .18 .44 .38 .10 .56 .34 

N = 1,099 	N = 122 	N = 1,221 

(1) These are cumulative probabilities based on a double decrement survival table. They refer to all 
CLUs, not just those that are also first unions, as in Table 1. Thus, CLUs formed after breakup 
of a marriage are included. 

(2) Strictly speaking, CLUs formed in 1970 and later cannot be at duration 15 in 1984. These figures 
involve some extrapolation based on cohort experience through a small part of duration 14. 

Note: "N" indicates sample size. 
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nature of a co-residential affair. But an adequate interpretation of this pattern of high instability 
requires more data on intentions and attitudes, and on other characteristics of partners in various 
types of unions than are currently available. 

The data suggest some changes in this regard over time. That is, for older respondents and for 
earlier cohorts of CLUs, survival rates of first CLUs appear to be somewhat higher (see Tables 6 and 
7). For example, for female CLUs reported as having begun in the period prior to 1970, the life-table 
proportion surviving at five years duration is 52%, compared to 31% for those initiated in 1970 or 
later. 

The proportions of CLUs surviving at a given duration also declines with age at the time of the 
survey. Among women 40-49, for example, 54% of reported first CLUs were surviving as such 5 years 
after their initiation; for women 18-29, the figure is 22%, less than half as high, despite some age 
at formation selection bias in the latter figure (these unions must have been formed before age 25). A 
similar pattern is observed for males, and at higher durations, where comparisons are possible. It is 
interesting to note, however, that even among older persons (40-49), very few - less than 10% - of 
CLUs survive as such at 20 years duration. 

The patterns underlying this general trend in the survival of CLUs appear to differ somewhat for 
males and females. For females, the probability of marriage is roughly the same for the 1970-84 
cohorts as for those prior to 1970, whereas the probability of separation is markedly higher for the 
more recent cohorts. Among males, by contrast, the probability of separation is roughly the same for 
the two sets of CLU cohorts, whereas the probability of marriage is markedly higher for the more 
recent cohorts. 

TABLE 7. Cumulative Probabilities(1) of Survival, Marriage, or Separation, for CLUB by Duration, for 
Age Groups, 1984 

Age group 

Duration 
(years) 

18-29 years 30-39 years 	40-49 years 

      

Survival Marriage Separ- 	Survival Marriage Separ- 	Survival Marriage Separ- 
ation 	ation 	ation 

Female 

	

5 	.22 	.45 	.33 	.35 	.45 	.20 	.54 	.33 	.13 

	

10 	.09 	.49 	.42 	.15 	.54 	.31 	.38 	.44 	.18 

	

15 	- 	- 	- 	.10 	.54 	.36 	.20 	.57 	.23 

	

20 	- 	- 	- 	- 	- 	- 	.09 	.57 	.34 

N  =  729 	N  =  418 	N  =  128 

Male 

	

5 	.16 	.54 	.30 	.23 	.51 	.26 	.42 	.35 	.23 

	

10 	.04 	.64 	.32 	.12 	.57 	.31 	.23 	.45 	.32 

	

15 	- 	- 	- 	.12 	.57 	.31 	.16 	.48 	.36 

	

20 	- 	- 	- 	- 	- 	- 	.07 	.48 	.45 

N = 528 	N - 439 	N = 143 

(1) These are cumulative probabilities based on a double decrement survival table. They refer to 
all CLUs, not just those that are also first unions, as in Table 1. Thus, CLUs formed after 
breakup of a marriage are included. 

Note: "N" indicates sample size. 
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Similarly for age groups (see Table 7), women 40-49 have lower probabilities of separation than 
women 18-29, but similar probabilities of marriage. In addition, the pattern of marriage probabilities 
does not change consistently across age groups. For males, the probabilities of separation rise 
slightly among the lower age groups, while the probabilities of marriage rise consistently from older 
to younger age groups. 

The main reason for these sex differences in CLU outcome probably is the different timing of first 
CLUs relative to marriage. For women 40-49, for example, only 23% of reported first CLUs are first 
unions, in other words 77% were formed after the breakup of a first marriage. For males 40-49, by 
contrast, 77% of first CLUs are first unions; only 23% involve post-marital cohabitation. Thus, a 
larger proportion of CLUs reported by males were initiated at a relatively young age, and would be 
expected to have higher separation rates, other things equal. More of the female CLUs would have 
occurred after age 30, a factor favouring union stability and thus lower separation rates. 

But the complex processes involved here are not well-understood, and further analysis of the FHS 
data is needed (insofar as sample size allows) to shed more light on processes of selection in the 
formation and dissolution of unions, and on the causal relevance of age, union type and order of union 
(1st, 2nd, etc.) on patterns of CLU dissolution. 

MARRIAGE AND COMMON-LAW UNIONS - COMPARISONS AND COMBINATIONS 

As noted above, the availability of data on CLUs as well as on legal marriages raises new 
conceptual, substantive and analytical issues. Comparisons can be made between the two types of 
unions, and they can be combined in various ways to derive characteristics of all unions, legal and 
non-legal taken together. 

In the previous section, data on the brevity of most CLUs was interpreted to mean that they do not 
seem to serve the same functions as marriage, that they are as much a prelude to as a substitute for 
legal unions. This would argue for their separate treatment. But a completely separate treatment is 
not entirely satisfactory either in that the two events are not mutually exclusive. Many 
cohabitations end in marriage, or, what amounts to the same thing, many marriages are preceded by a 
CLU, such that one may legitimately think of one continuous union. 

The neglect of this point in the study of marriage dissolution can result in an arguable assignment 
of durations to some marriages, namely, those preceded by a CLU. For example, a marriage preceded by 
a CLU of three years duration may legitimately be considered five years after the legal ceremony as 
having a duration of eight years (as a union) as well as a duration of five years as a legal 
marriage. If such a marriage breaks up one can view the marriage as having lasted five years or the 
union, eight. 

Ignoring survival time in the CLU may tend to exaggerate the instability of marriages preceded by 
CLUs. On the other hand, adding the survival time spent in the CLU to arrive at the survival time for 
the total union biases in the other direction, since by definition the total union is not subject to 
separation during its CLU phase. 

A variety of analytical approaches to this problem are possible. The approach taken in this report 
is simply to distinguish three kinds of unions, and to present more or less comparable survival 
probabilities. The three kinds of unions are: CLUs that had not terminated in marriage by the time of 
the survey; marriages preceded by a CLU to the same partner; marriages not preceded by a CLU. The 
basic data are presented in Table 8 for both sexes and for those age groups for which there were 
non-negligible numbers of cases. 

For CLUs, the table gives the cumulative proportions ending in separation by duration of the CLU. 
Recall that these figures relate only to CLUs that had not ended in marriage by the time of the 
survey. Thus the probabilities of separation are much higher than the net probabilities for the whole 
sample of CLUs presented in Table 6. They also are higher than the gross probabilities of separation 
from a single decrement table for the whole sample, with marriage treated as a disturbance. The 
analytic approach here thus tends to emphasize the instability of CLUs, although the direction of the 
results is the same regardless of which figures are used. 

For marriages preceded by CLUs, duration is counted in this table as duration since the beginning 
of the legal portion of the union. For both types of marriages, dissolution refers to the breakup of 
the marriage by physical separation. On comparing marriages to CLUs, use of the date of separation 
rather than the date of divorce seems more wpropriate, since CLUs by definition do not terminate by 
divorce, only by physical separation. 
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The overall pattern is clear and consistent. Marriages not preceded by a CLU have the lowest rates 
of dissolution. CLUs have by far the highest rates. 

The comparison of the two types of marriages is affected, however, by the consideration noted 
above. That is, the marriages in the middle column, if considered as unions, may legitimately be 
thought of as being at later durations than those counted from the beginning of marriage. In the case 
of females 18-29, for example, the median length of the CLUs before ending in marriage was almost four 
years; for women 30-39, the median was almost six years. From this point of view, the more relevant 
comparison of the figures in these two columns might. be  to compare the dissolution rate for a marriage 

TABLE 8. Union Dissolution Rates(1) by Type of Union by Age Group and Duration of Union, 1984 

Duration (years) 	CLU only 
	

CLU then marriage 	Marriage only 

Female 

All ages 
5 .45 .13 .06 

10 .61 .18 .11 

15 .67 .34 .15 

N 821 487 5,549 

18-29 years 
5 .62 .16 .14 

10 .84 .22 .29 

N 449 292 938 

30-39 years 

5 .39 .11 .07 

10 .65 .13 .17 

15 .77 .45 .24 

N 223 168  1,617  

Male 

All ages 
5 .53 .14 .04 

10 .69 .17 .09 

15 .73 .23 .12 

N 688 507 5,013 

18-29 years 
5 .66 .13 .10 

10 .87 .13 .21 

N 293 252 648 

30-39 years 

5 .54 .15 .06 

10 .69 .17 .14 

15 .69 .25 .21 

N 224 213  1,515  

(1) Gross rates (cumulative) of separation for CLUs, of separation or divorce plus separation for 
marriages, using date of separation as the terminal date for the marriage. 

Note: "N" indicates sample size. 
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not preceded by CLU at x years duration to the dissolution rate for marriage preceded by CLU at x - 5 
duration. In other words compare the figure for marriage only to the one on the row above it for 
marriage plus CLU. This is only a rough approach to the problem, of course, but it does suggest that 
the difference between the stability of marriages preceded and not preceded by CLUs may not be as 
great as has been thought. Further analysis of this problem, using more precise analytic strategies, 
is both possible and necessary. 

The resolution of the substantive questions, of course, may depend on more adequate data on the 
characteristics of persons entering and remaining in different types of unions, including their 
motivations and intentions. It is possible, for example, that the dissolution rates of CLUs or of 
marriages preceded by CLUs are due as much to the characteristics of the partners, as to the inherent 
characteristics of such unions. Concretely, people may enter and leave CLUs because they are certain 
kinds of people. The causal relevance of the CLU status, as such, may be negligible. It must be 
recalled in this connection that entry into a CLU is still a minority experience for Canadians, and 
thus presumably somewhat selective. 

SUMMARY 

The above analysis suggests the following conclusions, stated in point form: 

. The data confirm the general trend toward later marriage, and increased rates of formation of CLUs, 
but suggest that rates of formation of unions of all kinds may have remained more or less constant 
in recent years. Young people have been postponing legal marriage, but they do not appear to be 
postponing leaving home to live together. 

. Data for real cohorts confirm the trend towards much higher rates of marital dissolution, with 
cumulative rates of divorce or separation exceeding one-fifth for some marriage cohorts. 

. The inclusion of physical separation as well as of divorce raises the cumulative rate of 
dissolution for more recent and younger cohorts by as much as one half. It also changes high 
duration rates for earlier cohorts appreciably, indicating continuing marriage breakdown for these 
cohorts relatively late in their marriages by previous standards. 

. The FHS data provide hints that the "tempo" of marriage dissolution among middle-aged cohorts and 
those of the 1960s may have been unusual, thus providing a poor basis for the extrapolation of the 
future behaviour of more recent cohorts. But the data do not rule out the possibility that these 
younger and more recent cohorts will continue to have high rates of marital dissolution at middle 
and high marriage durations, reaching eventual proportions divorcing of 40% or more. 

. CLUs are extremely short-lived compared to marriages. But at any given duration, they are much more 
apt to have "ended" in marriage than in separation. 

. Marriages preceded by CLUs 	have higher rates of dissolution at any given duration of legal 
marriage than marriages not preceded by CLUs. This may be partly a statistical artifact, since the 
rates are roughly similar when time spent in the CLU is counted for union duration. It also may 
reflect selectivity rather than an effect of living in a CLU prior to marriage. For example, urban 
residents or those not associated with a traditional religion probably are more apt to live in a 
CLU, but also more apt to divorce. 



FOOTNOTES 

(1) The calculations in this and the previous two paragraphs involve use of a synthetic or fictitious 
cohort approach. 	That is, the experience of an imaginary birth or marriage cohort is 
"synthesized" from cross-sectional data. For example, in the divorce tables presented by McKie, 
Prentice, and Reed (1982), it is assumed that the age-sex-specific divorce rates observed in the 
period 1975-77 describe the divorce experience of a group of persons born at the same time (a 
birth cohort) as they move through life. Similarly, Dumas' calculation of a "total divorce rate" 
assumes that duration-specific divorce rates observed in a given year can describe the lifetime 
experience of persons marrying in a given year (a marriage cohort). 	The numbers resulting from 
these analytic exercises are best interpreted as convenient summary measures of current (that is, 
pertaining to a given calendar year or period) divorce experience, with standardization for the 
age or marital duration structure of the population. They are sometimes viewed as projections of 
the future lifetime experience of persons currently marrying, but this would be the case only if 
current age - or duration-specific rates of divorce were to persist unchanged for several decades 
into the future, an unlikely event. Such an extrapolation from current behaviour is particularly 
hazardous when the behaviour in question has been volatile, as in the case of marriage and 
divorce in Canada. 

(2) This kind of situation is neither new nor unique to Canada. Shryock and Siegel note that before 
the modern legalization of divorce, many marriages were terminated by abandonment or informal 
separation. 	Similarly, the very low divorce rates recorded by some nations (e.g., Ireland) 
reflect the nature of divorce laws as much as true rate of marriage dissolution or breakdown (see 
U. S Bureau of the Census, 1973, p. 551). 

(3) Data from the Family History Survey are available from Statistics Canada in the form of a 
public-use computer tape. For further discussion of problems of accuracy in the Family History 
Survey, see Burch, 1985. 	For a recent methodological discussion of demographic event history 
analysis, see Hobcraft and Murphy, 1986. 

(4) Neither survey included a minimum duration requirement in the basic question on common-law 
unions, but the inclusion of dates for the beginning and end of such unions allows for the 
analytic separation of very short-term unions (e.g., a month or two) from those that last some 
minimum period (e.g., six months or a year). This analytic possibility has not been exploited in 
the present report. All figures relate to CLUs of any duration. 

(5) In some cases, such a report could be accurate if misleading. That is, a person could be legally 
married but separated from the spouse and living with another person in a common-law union. 

(6) And if one or both partners assert a claim to rights normally associated with legal marriage. 
Formal legal marriage automatically carries certain rights; the existence of a common-law 
marriage must be proven. 

(7) Some women in the age group 18-29 at the time of the survey obviously had not yet reached age 
25. The life-table procedure used adjusts for this censoring by calculating probabilities only 
for persons actually exposed to risk during a given interval. 

(8) The number of CLUs of any kind among these cohorts is small, however, and the number of 
post-marital CLUs smaller still - too small for extensive statistical analyses. 

(9) Males who form any kind of residential union by age 20 probably are a somewhat select group in 
terms of education, socio-economic status, etc. 	Ordinary life-table analysis does not correct 
for this kind of selection bias. 

(10) The proportion remaining separated indefinitely tends to be rather small. Among females married 
between 1934 and 1944, for example, the life-table cumulative percent ever separated (but not 
divorced) at 40 years of marriage duration was only a little over 1%. 
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FOOTNOTES - Concluded 

(11) This is not to suggest that prewar and wartime marriages would be expected to have the same 
experience. 	But the numbers of marriages reported for this earliest period are such as to 
discourage a more detailed analysis. 

(12) The sample size of the FHS does not generally allow for the cross - tabulation of results by age 
and marriage cohort simultaneously. 

(13) Canada is not distinctive in this respect. Similar increases in divorce rates to unprecedented 
levels have occurred in virtually all Western nations, with the rise generally beginning around 
1970. 



TECHNICAL APPENDIX 

The results presented in this report are based on cohort survival tables for either birth cohorts 
or union formation (marriage or CLU) cohorts. A birth cohort refers to respondents born in the same 
year or years, and thus are in the same age group at the time of the survey. A union formation cohort 
refers to respondents who married or began a CLU in the same year or years. 

The survival table (or life table) methodology is generally appropriate for the presentation of 
results based on retrospective event histories collected in a survey such as the Family History 
Survey. It avoids certain biases while at the same time making full use of the data - notably through 
the retention of "censored" histories.(1) 

In a cross-sectional survey such as the FHS, the experience or exposure of some members of the 
sample is curtailed by the date of observation, that is their further observation is "censored." In 
the case of a cohort of first marriages, for example, at the time of the interview, some of the 
respondents will report that their marriages had already ended (through divorce, annulment, separation 
or widowhood); the observation of these marriages is thus complete. Other respondents will report 
that their first marriages are still intact - surviving - at the time of the interview. All that we 
know about these marriages is that their termination will occur at some point in the future, but we do 
not know what their eventual duration will be. Still other cases will have been "censored" as a 
result of the relationship between the beginning of their marriage and the date of interview - for 
example, persons married in 1980 cannot provide any information in 1984 about the status of their 
marriage at duration 10. Their case in effect has been lost to observation of the experience of the 
cohort at successively higher marriage durations. 

This can cause problems if one wants to compute summary statistics such as the proportion of 
marriages ending in divorce by marriage duration x. If the interval from marriage to interview is the 
same for all members of the sample, this is simply the total number of divorces occuring by duration x 
divided by the initial number in the cohort. But if the intervals from marriage to interview differ, 
as is typically the case, then it is necessary to take account of changes in cohort size that occur as 
marriages at short durations (less than x) are censored or withdrawn from exposure. Otherwise, the 
resulting figure will be biased downward; the proportion is low partly because so many of the 
marriages are at short durations and have not had much exposure time to the risk of breakup. 

An alternative would be to compute the statistic only for the sub-sample that have reached duration 
x, but this would in effect throw away the information on the early experience of those who have not 
reached duration x. This could introduce sample selection biases. 

A life table or survival analysis is a convenient way of dealing with this problem. It aggregates 
the experience of those members of the cohort who are exposed to some event during each interval to 
calculate probabilities (e.g., of divorce) for that interval, and then looks at the cumulative 
experience that would result if a cohort were subject to these probabilities over time. In this way 
the procedure gives proper weight to those members of the sample who were at risk of the event for 
only short durations, whether because of the event itself or censoring. 

Survival tables also have the advantage of controlling or standardizing for age composition, 
thereby allowing more meaningful comparisons among samples or sub-samples. 

Survival tables differ depending on whether they deal with only one source of decrement or more 
than one, and in the latter case whether the sources of decrement are considered as competing risks, 
or one of them is considered as a disturbance. In the case of union formation, for example, a cohort 
of young persons (say, at age 15) classified as "never in a union of any kind" is depleted by marrying 
or by entering a CLU, and since both events are of interest, a useful survival table will show the 
probabilities of each separately for each duration (in this case, duration since birth, or age). 

(1) For a detailed discussion of life-table methodology applied to demographic event histories, 
including data on marriage and marriage dissolution, see Smith, 1980. 	See also Potter (1966), 
Trussell and Menken (1980) and Rodriguez and Hobcraft (1980). 	For more general statistical 
treatments, see Chiang (1984) and Kalbfleisch and Prentice (1980). 
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In the case of an ordinary mortality table, by contrast, there is only one possible way of leaving 
the cohort of the living, namely, death. The ordinary mortality table is thus a single decrement 
table. Even where there are multiple sources of decrement, however, we may be less interested in one 
or more of them, and calculate survival tables in which persons experiencing those sources of 
decrement are excluded. In the case of marriage, for example, we may be interested in voluntary 
dissolution, and thus may wish to study divorce as it would occur in the absence of mortality of 
spouses. We would thus construct a single decrement survival table in which divorce is the single 
source of decrement, and widowhood is treated as a disturbance (see Wunsch and Termote, 1978; Mertens, 
1965) . 

In this report, tables relating to union formation involve two sources of decrement, namely, 
marriage and entry into a CLU. Tables relating to the dissolution of CLUs involve two sources of 
decrement, namely marriage to the partner or separation. In the case of marriage dissolution, all 
tables pertain to first marriages only, and only one source of decrement is considered, either divorce 
(i.e., the legal decree) or divorce or separation combined into one source of decrement to yield total 
voluntary dissolutions. 

Single decrement tables were computed using the "Survival" package from SPSS-X. 	For double 
decrement tables, since Survival does not handle multiple decrement tables, events and censored cases 
were counted using Survival, and then these counts were used to compute the final table using a 
spreadsheet. The procedure used for dealing with censoring in the calculation of event probabilities 
is the so-called "actuarial" or "life-table" method (see Chiang, 1984; Kalbfleisch and Prentice, 1980; 
Trussell and Menken, 1980). 

Table A-1 gives an example of a single decrement table. 	It relates to the first 15 years of 
divorce experience of the 1970-84 marriage cohorts of females. 

A-1. Divorce Table for 1970-1984 Female Marriage Cohorts 

1 
	

2 	3 	4 	5 	6 	7 

Exact Number Withdrawn Exposed Divorces Probability Proportion 

duration entering during to in of surviving 

in years interval interval risk interval divorce at 

duration 

(x) (NO (Cr ) (Ex) (Dr ) (dx) (S r) 

0 2351 180 2261.0 23 0.010 1.000 

1 2147 130 2082.0 24 0.012 0.990 

2 1993 148 1919.0 28 0.015 0.978 

3 1817 148 1743.0 35 0.020 0.964 
4 1633 167 1549.5 32 0.021 0.945 

5 1435 158 1356.0 24 0.018 0.925 

6 1254 114 1197.0 16 0.013 0.909 
7 1123 154 1046.0 14 0.013 0.897 

8 955 165 872.5 24 0.028 0.885 

9 766 128 702.0 4 0.006 0.860 

10 635 144 563.0 2 0.004 0.856 

11 489 186 396.0 0 0.000 0.852 

12 302 134 235.0 2 0.009 0.852 

13 166 156 88.0 0 0.000 0.845 

14 10 10 5.0 0 0.000 0.845 

15 0 0 0.0 0 0.000 0.845 

Note: To avoid confusion, the counts of survivors, censored cases and events have been rounded to 
integer values; the figures resulting from a proper application of sample weights typically 
involve decimals. 

Column 2 refers to the number of married women at exact durations, that is, at the beginning of a 
given interval of marriage duration. The number at duration 0 refers to the total number of women in 
the FHS sample married in the years 1970 through 1984 (up to the time of the survey in late February, 
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1984). NiO  refers to the number of women who reported marriages lasting at least 10 years, whether or 
not they were still intact at the time of the survey. The figures of this column are related by the 

formula Nx+1 = Nx - Cx - Dx. 

Column 3 gives C x , the number withdrawn from observation or exposure during the interval. This 
consists of those who are censored, that is who have not reached the given duration by the time of the 
interview. This column would in general also include cases where the cohort is exited due to an event 
being treated as a disturbance. In the present instance, death to a spouse would be such an event, 
although the numbers in this example would be negligible. 

Column 4 gives the number exposed to risk of the terminal event - divorce - in the interval. It 
equals the number surviving to the beginning of the interval minus half of those censored or lost to 
observation during the interval.(2) 

Column 5 gives Dx , the number of terminal events, in this case divorces, occurring during the 
interval. 

Column 6 gives the probability of divorce during the interval, calculated as D x  / Ex , that is, 
the number of terminal events divided by the population at risk during the interval. 

Column 7 gives the cumulative proportion surviving at exact duration x. 	At duration 0, by 
definition, the proportion surviving is 1.000. At later durations, Sx+1 = Sx - (dx)Sx. 

The complement of Column 7, that is, 1 - S x  gives the cumulative life-table proportion divorcing 
by the given duration. This is the statistic used in Tables 2 and 5. 

Table A-2 is a detailed example of a double-decrement table. It relates to common-law unions 
reported by males 18-29 at the time of the FHS. 	CLUs are considered ended either by separation 
(splitting up) or by marriage to the common-law partner. 	In the latter case, as noted already, the 
union continues but not as a common-law (non-legal) union. 

Table A-2 is similar in its structure to Table A-1, the differences relating to the addition of 
another source of decrement. 	Thus, there are two columns pertaining to events in the interval, 
columns 5 and 6, and two columns of related probabilities, columns 8 and 9. 	Column 3 refers to 
censored cases and to cases withdrawn due to terminal events not considered in the table, in this 
case, death to the common-law partner. The number exposed to risk is equal to N x  - 0.5C x  (see 
footnote (2)). 

Column 10 refers to the proportion at a given duration who have survived both terminal events, that 
is, who have neither married nor separated. The complement of this would give us the proportion who 
had done either, and is not very useful. Thus, columns 11 and 12 provide the cumulative proportion of 
the original cohort who have married or who have separated by duration x, derived from columns 8-10 by 
the formulas c mx+1 = cmx + mx (Sx ) and cPx+1 = cpx + Px(Sx). 

Note that columns 10 through 12 reflect the cumulative aggregate experience of the whole cohort, 
including the relevant experience of those censored before reaching duration 10 (just as the life 
expectation at birth reflects the experience of those who die in infancy or early childhood). Note 
also that the categories represented by columns 10-12 are exhaustive; the proportions add to 1.000, 
since any union not censored must either be surviving or must have ended by marriage or separation. 

In place of Table A-2, it would have been possible to show two single decrement tables, one, a 
separation table, in which marriage is considered as a disturbance rather than as a competing event, 
and another, a marriage table, in which separation is treated as a disturbance rather than as a 
competing event. These are based on so-called "pure" probabilities, for example the probability that 
common-law partners would marry on the assumption that they were not subject to separation. Such 
probabilities are higher than the "net" probabilities contained in columns 8 and 9 of Table A-2. 
These gross tables are useful for certain analytic purposes, but multiple decrement tables such as 
Table A-2 are generally more appropriate for description of the real world (for a discussion of the 
issues involved, see Wunsch and Termote, 1978; Mertens, 1965; Jordan, 1982). 

(2) This adjustment procedure to account for censoring in the estimation of failure probabilities - 
in this case the probability of divorce during an interval - is referred to as the actuarial or 
life-table method. A variety of other estimators are described in the relevant literature, 
although this is the most common. (See Chiang, 1984 and Kalbfleisch and Prentice, 1980). 
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A-2. Survival Table for CLUs Reported by Males Aged 18-29 

1 2 3 4 5 6 

Exact Number Withdrawn Exposed Marriages Separations 

duration entering during to in in 

in years interval interval risk interval interval 

(x) (Nx ) (Cx) (Ex) (Mx) (Px) 

0 528 42 507.0 66 49 

1 370 43 348.5 80 30 

2 217 28 203.0 52 19 

3 117 28 103.0 15 16 

4 58 17 49.5 11 6 

5 25 8 21.0 4 0 
6 12 1 11.5 4 0 

7 8 0 8.0 0 0 
8 8 3 6.5 0 2 
9 3 0 3.0 1 0 

10 2 0 2.0 0 0 

7 8 9 10 11 12 

Exact Probability Probability Proportion Cumulative Cumulative 
duration of of surviving proportion proportion 
in years marriage separation at 

duration 
married separated 

(x) (mx ) (Px) (Sx) (cmx) (cpx) 

0 0.130 0.097 1.000 0.000 0.000 

1 0.230 0.086 0.773 0.130 0.097 
2 0.256 0.094 0.529 0.308 0.163 
3 0.146 0.155 0.344 0.443 0.213 
4 0.222 0. 121 0.241 0.493 0.266 
5 0.190 0.000 0.158 0.547 0.295 
6 0.348 0.000 0.128 0.577 0.295 
7 0.000 0.000 0.083 0.621 0.295 
8 0.000 0.308 0.083 0.621 0.295 

9 0.333 0.000 0.058 0.621 0.321 
10 0.000 0.000 0.038 0.641 0.321 

Note: To avoid confusion, the counts of survivors, censored cases and events have been rounded to 
integer values; the figures resulting from a proper application of sample weights typically 
involve decimals. 

In both Tables A-1 and A-2, it is important to note that some of the information is of limited 
statistical reliability due to the small numbers of unions entering an interval or the small number of 
terminal events during the interval. This is particularly the case at high durations. Thus, in Table 
A-1 at exact duration 14, only about 10 marriages remain, the others having been either censored or 
terminated. Similarly, over durations 10 and 12, the number ( weighted) of divorces is in each case 
only 2. The probabilities of divorce for these durations thus reflect random fluctuation associated 
with small numbers rather than the true state of affairs - it is doubtful, for instance, that the 
probability of divorce falls to 0.0 at duration 11 and then rises again to almost 0.01 at duration 12. 

Another reason for showing caution with respect to figures for high durations relates to problems 
of selection. In Table A-2, for example, the highest reported probability of separation is .308 
during the interval from eight to nine years duration. Quite apart from the issues of small numbers 
mentioned above, it must be remembered that males no older than 29 at the time of the survey who have 



31 

had a CLU lasting eight_ or nine years must have entered that union at ages 20 or 21 at the latest. 
These figures might reflect, therefore, the instability of unions formed at younger ages, and thus be 
unrepresentive of the whole cohort. Where data allow, one solution to this problem is to calculate 
separate survival tables for different categories of unions, e.g., those formed before versus after 
age 20. Another expedient, particularly useful in working with survey data from relatively small 
samples, is the technique of proportional hazards analysis (see Balakrishnan et al., 1986). But no 
analytic technique can adequately compensate for insufficient empirical information. 



REFERENCES 

Adams, O. B.; and Nagnur, D. N., Marriage, Divorce and Mortality: A Life Table Analysis for Canada, 
1975-77 , Statistics Canada, Catalogue 84-536, Ottawa, 1981. 

Balakrishnan, T. R.: Rao, K. V.: Lapierre-Adamcyk, E.; and -giotk —, K., A hazards model analysis of the 
covariates of marriage dissolution in Canada, Paper presented at meetings of Population Association 
of America, San Francisco, April 1986. 

Basavarajappa, K. G., Marriage Status and Nuptiality in Canada, Statistics Canada, Census Character-
istics Division, Catalogue 99-704, Ottawa, 1978. 

Becker, G.; Landes, E. M.; and Michael, R., "An economic analysis of marital instability", Journal of 
Political Economy 85:1141-1187, 1977. 

Burch, T.K., Family History Survey: Preliminary Findings, Statistics Canada, Catalogue 99-955, Ottawa, 
1985. 

Chiang, C.L., The Life Table and Its Applications, Malabar, Fla., Robert E. Krieger Publishing Co., 
1984. 

Dumas, J., Current Demographic Analysis: Report on the Demographic Situation in Canada 1983, 
Statistics Canada, Catalogue 91-209E, Ottawa, 1984. 

Hobcraft, J.: Menken, J.: and Preston, S., "Age, period and cohort effects in demography: a review", 
Population Index 48:4-43, 1982. 

Hobcraft, J.; and M. Murphy, "Demographic event history analysis: a selective review", Population 
Index 52:3-27, 1986. 

Jordan, C. W., Life Contingencies (2nd ed.), Chicago, Society of Actuaries, 1982. 

Kalbfleisch, J.D., and Prentice, R.L., The Statistical Analysis of Failure Time Data, New York, John 
Wiley and Sons, 1980. 

McCarthy, J., "A comparison of the probability of the dissolution of first and second marriages", 
Demography 15:345-359, 1978. 

McKie, D. C.; Prentice, B.; and Reed, P., Divorce: Law and the Family in Canada, Statistics Canada, 
Catalogue 89-502, Ottawa, 1982. 

McVey, W. W.; and Robinson, B. W., "Separation in Canada: new insights concerning marital 
dissolution", Canadian Journal of Sociology 6:353-366, 1981. 

Mertens, W., "Methodological aspects of the construction of nuptiality tables", Demography 2:317-348, 
1965. 

Potter, R. G., "Application of life table techniques to measurement of contraceptive effectiveness", 
Demography 3:297-304, 1966. 

Rodriguez, G.; and, Hobcraft, John N., "Illustrative Analysis: Life Table Analysis of Birth Intervals 
in Colombia", Scientific Reports , No. 16. London, World Fertility Survey, 1980. 

Smith, D. P., "Life Table Analysis", Technical Bulletins , No. 6/Tech 1365. London, World Fertility 
Survey, 1980. 

Statistics Canada, Marriages and Divorces - Vital Statistics, Vol. II, Catalogue 84-205, Ottawa, 1984. 



34 

REFERENCES - Concluded 

Trussell, J., and Menken, J., "The calculation of gross rates of continuation for contraceptive 
methods: single and multiple increment life tables". In U.S. Public Health Service, Contraceptive 
Effectiveness Among Married Women Aged 15-44, United States. Hyattsville, Md.: National Center for 
Health Statistics, pp. 49-57, refs. at p. 20., 1980. 

U. S. Bureau of the Census, Methods and Materials of Demography, By H. S. Shryock and J. S. Siegel and 
associates, Washington, U. S. Government. Printing Office, 1973. 

Wunsch, G. J.; and Termote, M. G., Introduction to Demographic Analysis, New York, Plenum Press, 1978. 


