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half century ago, most people in Western
nations, including Australians and Amer-
icans, had one lifetime partner: their
spouses. The daring or the bohemian
may have lived with someone without

marrying, but most people married a husband or
wife without cohabiting first; and they tended to
stay married. A generation later, the risk of divorce
had increased greatly and living with a partner out-
side of marriage was becoming respectable. Still, it
was common to have just one partner during one’s
lifetime. But by the 1990s and early 2000s that had
changed. As cohabitation became the way a major-
ity of people began a first partnership, and as rates
of separation and divorce remained high, it became
increasingly uncommon to go through adulthood
with just one partner.

Multiple partnerships
In the United States, for instance, a first union that
is begun outside of marriage, as a majority now are,
has a high risk of ending in a break-up, whether or
not the couple marries while they are still together.
Consider American women who begin their first
union by cohabiting with a man. Forty-nine per
cent of these unions, according to the 1995 National
Survey of Family Growth, were predicted to end in
disruption within five years, and 69% were pre-
dicted to end in disruption within 15 years. In
addition, first marriages, whether preceded by
cohabitation or not, have a substantial probability
of ending in a break-up in the United States: 43%
end in separation or divorce within 15 years (Bram-
lett & Mosher, 2002). It is probably the case that
only a minority of young adults in the United States
will go through life with just one live-in partner.

Moreover, it is becoming common—although not
yet the experience of the majority—to have a series
of live-in partners during adulthood. This trend is a
consequence of increases in the flow into, and the
flow out of, cohabiting and marital partnerships.
Rates of cohabitation are far higher than in the past,
and marriage rates remain relatively high in the
United States. To be sure, marriage is no longer
nearly universal—as it was a half-century ago when
perhaps 95% of all adults married—but marriage
has not faded away. In fact, more than eight in ten
American women will marry, according to esti-
mates from the 1995 National Survey of Family
Growth (Andersson & Philipov, 2002), and they
tend to marry at younger ages than do women 
in many other Western countries. In addition,
according to Andersson and Philipov, rates of re-
partnering are high: more than half of American
women who end a union (either cohabiting or mar-
ital) enter another one within four years.

As for outflows, rates of union disruption are very
high in the United States—so high, in fact, that a
child living with married parents in the United
States has a higher probability of experiencing a
parental separation than does a child living with
cohabiting parents in Sweden (Heuveline, Timber-
lake, & Furstenberg, 2003). Figures 1 and 2 show
the percentages of marriages and cohabiting unions
that end in a disruption within five years in several
Western nations. Data from most of the nations
come from the Fertility and Family Surveys, a set of
comparable surveys carried out between 1989 and
1997. The American data source was the 1995
National Survey of Family Growth. The percentages
are life-table estimates that were calculated 
by Andersson and Philipov (2002). Australia, 
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Marriages ending in separation or divorce within five yearsFigure 1
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Cohabiting relationships ending in disruption within 
five years

Figure 2

unfortunately, did not participate in the Fertility and Family Sur-
veys program; the figures for Australia have been included from a
compilation of family statistics by the Australian Institute of Fam-
ily Studies (de Vaus, 2004). The Australian figures are not
precisely comparable to the figures for the other nations, but
they should be reasonably close. Similarly, close estimates have
been provided from other sources for Canada and Great Britain.1

Figure 1 shows that no nation had a risk of divorce that was even
remotely as high as the United States, where nearly one-fourth of
all marriages were predicted to end in separation or divorce within
five years. Australia’s risk of separation and divorce—9% within
five years—was comparable to that of several other countries,
such as Canada, Britain and Norway. Figure 2 shows that with
regard to the disruption of cohabiting unions the United States
once again had the highest risk—more than half were predicted to
end within five years. Here, Australia had a relatively high risk by
Western standards—four in ten would end within five years, the
third highest proportion of any country in the chart. The relatively
high risk for Australia suggests that its cohabiting unions are
mainly short-term phenomena, as in the United States. In con-
trast, cohabiting unions tend to last longer in some European
countries, where they are more often long-term substitutes for
marriage. Other statistics from the Australian Institute of Family

Studies 2004 compilation suggest that marriage
remains widespread in Australia. Seventy-seven per
cent of women were predicted to marry by age 40
(de Vaus, 2004), a higher figure than in France,
Britain or the former West Germany (Andersson &
Philipov, 2002). Overall, Australia seems to have
flows into and out of cohabitation and marriage that
are lower than in the United States, but are never-
theless substantial by Western standards.

In fact, what is emerging today is that a noticeable
minority of individuals will enter and leave several
partnerships during their lifetimes. We can com-
pare Australia and the United States in this regard
through a tabulation by Lixia Qu of the Australian
Institute of Family Studies from the 2001 House-
hold, Income and Labour Dynamics in Australia
(HILDA) survey and a tabulation I compiled from
the 2002 National Survey of Family Growth. These
data, which are presented in Figure 3, show the 
percentage of women aged 35 to 44 who have expe-
rienced three or more partnerships. For instance, a
woman might have married, divorced, cohabited
with a second man, ended that relationship and
married a third man. Bear in mind that as this
cohort of women ages further, the percentage is
likely to increase. Fourteen per cent of American
women had experienced this many relationships,
which is probably the highest level in the West.
Eleven per cent of Australian women had experi-
enced this many relationships, which, while lower
than the American figure, is still substantial. 
Moreover, among women with some university edu-
cation, the Australian percentages are equal to or
greater than the American percentages. It is only
among women without any university education
that Americans have substantially higher propor-
tions who have experienced multiple partnerships.
Australian women, one may conclude, have a rela-
tively high proportion of multiple partnerships by
Western standards.

The phenomenon of multiple partnerships may mat-
ter for family policy because of its potential effects on
children. When I began to do research on divorce and
remarriage in the 1970s, I thought that a lone par-
ent’s remarriage would improve the wellbeing of the
children who were involved. Yet, much research has
subsequently shown that children in step-families
fare no better, on average, than do children in lone-
parent families (Ganong & Coleman, 2004). More
generally, a number of studies now suggest that the
greater the number of family living arrangements
children experience, the lower, on average, their
wellbeing seems to be. These studies come from the
United States (Osborne & McLanahan, 2007; Sun &
Yuanzhang, 2008; Wu & Martinson, 1993), the
United Kingdom (Cockett & Tripp, 1994) and New
Zealand (Woodward, Fergusson, & Horwood, 2001).
For instance, the latter article reports on a longitudi-
nal study of over 1,000 children in Christchurch,
New Zealand, who were followed from birth to age 20.
The authors reported that the more changes in
parental living arrangements—parents’ separations,
divorces, deaths or remarriages—that girls experi-
enced by age 13, the more likely they were to have
become pregnant by age 20.
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experiences of three or more partnerships, is suggestive of substan-
tial numbers; but these women could have been disproportionately
childless. In addition, we do know that the percentage of Australian
children who experience the dissolution of their parents’ partner-
ship by age 15 (23%) (de Vaus, 2004) is smaller than the comparable
figure (40%) in America (Andersson & Philipov, 2002). Still, the sit-
uation in Australia appears to have been moving in the direction we
now see in the United States. Australian children may experience
fewer transitions, on average, than American children, but a non-
negligible proportion must already be experiencing two or three.

How should we react to this phenomenon?
When I talk to American audiences, I stress the need to support
stable care arrangements for children, regardless of the number of
parents and step-parents in the home. Currently, American fam-
ily policy is strongly weighted towards supporting marriage. To be
sure, support for marriage should be a major part of any nation’s
family policies. A well-functioning stable marriage is likely to pro-
vide the best environment for children. But in contemporary
society, many children are likely to spend time in lone-parent
families. The Fertility and Family Survey data suggest that 50% of
American children will spend some time in a lone-parent family
while growing up (Andersson & Philipov, 2002). For these chil-
dren, a stable lone-parent family environment may be superior to
an environment in which a lone parent brings a partner into the
household only to see him/her leave soon afterward. I suggest that
family policies, in addition to supporting marriage, should also
support lone-parent families so that they can remain stable until
such time as the parent finds a partner who will be good for them
and their children in the long-run.

Especially among low-income lone parents in the United States,
the hardships of limited incomes—such as overdue bills and the
cost of out-of-home child care—may lead some parents to start
cohabiting relationships sooner than they otherwise might. I am
not suggesting that lone parents make decisions about relation-
ships primarily for economic reasons; but the promise of support
could make a difference in some cases. And in these cases, a par-
ent could bring a partner into the household whose presence
would be only temporary.

Could the need for this type of partnership be lessened? Consider
a child support payment experiment conducted in the state of
Wisconsin. A randomly selected group of lone mothers receiving
public assistance was allowed to keep all of the child support pay-
ments they received from absent fathers. (The other lone parents
in the study had their payments effectively taxed by the state

This intriguing evidence in the research literature
suggests that the greater the number of transitions
to which children must adjust, the worse off they
appear to be with regard to outcomes such as
behaviour problems and teenage childbearing. It
may be that some of the new partners moving into
the home require children to readjust from what
had been a stable, well-functioning lone-parent
family system. Or it may be that some new partners
do not invest in the step-children’s wellbeing and
take the attention of parents away from their chil-
dren and towards the new relationship.

To be sure, not all children manifest these prob-
lems. In fact, the majority of children who
experience multiple transitions do not show an 
elevated level of difficulties. But the risk of experi-
encing problems seems to rise with the number of
transitions.

Is there a cause and effect relationship?
We cannot be sure. Perhaps some other character-
istics, such as a predisposition to depression, leads
some parents to have difficulty achieving stable
relationships and to pass along their depressive ten-
dencies to their children, and a researcher might
mistake this for a causal relationship between tran-
sitions and children’s difficulties. But it appears
likely that at least some of the relationship is causal.
Fomby and Cherlin (2007) investigated this rela-
tionship in an American two-generational survey.
The mothers of the children studied had themselves
been interviewed as adolescents. So when their
children’s experience of transitions was studied, it
was possible to control statistically for their moth-
ers’ experience of family transitions a generation
earlier and for their mothers’ own reports as ado-
lescents of delinquent behaviour, early sexual
behaviour, and so forth. Even after these adjust-
ments, it was found that the more family transitions
the children experienced, the more delinquent
behaviour they reported and the more behaviour
problems their mothers reported observing.

There are no figures available on the number 
of children in Australia who experience multiple
partnerships. Figure 3, which shows women’s 
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(1997). For the percentage of cohabiting relationships that
disrupt within five years (Figure 2), the British data are from
Kiernan (2002), and the Canadian data for predominantly
French-speaking Quebec and predominantly English-speak-
ing Ontario are from LaPierre-Adamcyk, Le Bourdais, and
Marcil-Gratton (1999).
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government.) When the study began, no one was
thinking about family relationships. But a few years
later, social scientists analysing the data found that
mothers who had been able to keep more of the
child support payments had been less likely to start
cohabiting relationships—although they had not
been less likely to marry (Cancian & Meyer, 2006).
The increased source of income may have allowed
some lone mothers to avoid the sort of short-term
cohabiting relationships that might not have had
much potential for benefiting their children and
might not have lasted very long. The mothers may
have been able to take their time finding suitable
long-term partners to marry.

This is only one study, of course. It is relevant to
American social policy because it suggests that sup-
port for lone parents could be provided in a way that
increases stability but does not discourage marriage,
which would be important to American policy makers
who have been reluctant to increase support for lone
parents for fear of creating disincentives to marry.
Australian policy makers, in my observation, also
support marriage but are not as concerned about the
possible disincentives inherent in assisting lone par-
ents. In fact, Australia already does a better job of
supporting stability in the lives of lone parents than
does the United States. Its social provisions for lone
parents are more generous than in the United States
and not time-limited or, for the most part, conditional
on paid work (Whiteford, 2001). These more gener-
ous policies could be one reason that Australian
women without higher education, as Figure 3 demon-
strates, are less likely to have multiple partnerships
than are comparable United States women.

Conclusion

It may be worthwhile for policy makers in both Aus-
tralia and the United States to take notice of the
emerging phenomenon of multiple partnerships. It
was originally enabled by the increase in divorce
during the second half of the 20th century. But
despite the ready availability of unilateral divorce,
few people have more than two marriages. What
has really propelled the growth in the proportion of
people who have three or more partnerships is the
great rise in cohabitation, which began in the last
quarter of the 20th century and continues today.
The bar for starting a cohabiting relationship—the
extent to which a relationship must be satisfactory
in all regards and likely to last indefinitely—is lower
than the bar for marriage. Many individuals will live
with a partner whom they will not necessarily
marry. In fact, they may not be considering mar-
riage at all when they form a partnership. While
many of these partnerships may prove satisfactory
to the adults concerned, the speed with which some
adults proceed from partnership to dissolution to
repartnering may not be optimal for any children
involved.

Endnotes
1 For the percentage of marriages that end in separation or

divorce within five years (Figure 1), the British data are
from Haskey (1999), Figure 5 (the figure is for divorces
only), and the Canadian data are from Statistics Canada


