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Repartnering following 
relationship breakdown

T
he formation of close emotional ties to a

single other in an intimate relationship,

particularly marriage, has been regarded as

a sign of transition from adolescence to

adulthood (Schwartzberg, Berliner and Jacob

1995). Yet an increasing number of young people

are choosing to delay marriage or not marry at all,

and an increasing number of those who do marry

become single again (ABS 1997). 

Remarriage rates in Australia have also fallen 

(a decline of more than 50 per cent between 1976

and 1997), however this does not mean divorced

persons are not repartnering. For the past ten years,

about one-third of all marriages have involved at

least one partner who has been married previously,

and 20 per cent of all de facto couples involve at

least one partner who is divorced – a trend that

has been maintained over five years (ABS 1997).

While much of the remarriage research focuses on

the characteristics of those who have actually taken

the step into remarriage after the breakdown of their

marriage or de facto relationship, understanding

the factors surrounding an individual’s prepared-

ness to repartner can also contribute to our

understanding of remarriage and repartnering

trends and behaviour. 

The first part of this article discusses some of the

research literature that has identified the charac-

teristics of those who repartner, and the perceived

benefits of repartnering. The second part reports

the findings from the Australian Family Life Course

Study, conducted by the Australian Institute of

Family Studies, which asked unattached respondents

about their future relationship intentions.

Research literature

Many studies of remarriage have been conducted

from a socio-economic or demographic point of

view. Such approaches, founded on traditional

assumptions about the types of resources that each

partner brings to the relationship, generally focus

on the costs and benefits of entering or leaving a

relationship as explanations for repartnering. 

However, in the wake of trends such as those

noted earlier, researchers have had to re-examine

their approaches to the study of marriage and

remarriage. More recently it has been suggested

that it is not women’s greater financial indepen-

dence or changes in their attitudes towards marriage

that are the main factors contributing to reduced

partnering rates, but the decline in employment

opportunities that restrict men’s capacity to take

on the role of primary breadwinner (Oppenheimer

1994, cited in Birrell and Rapson 1998). 

At some point following the breakdown of a marriage or
long-term de facto relationship, the issue of whether or not
to embark on another partnership is bound to arise. What
factors are likely to influence men and women in their 
decision to remain single or to repartner?

Drawing on data from Institute’s Australian Family Life
Course Study, this article examines the socio-demographic
characteristics of men and women who have indicated a
clear desire either to seek out a new partner or to remain
unattached.
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Theories of first marriage cannot be applied wholesale

to remarriage (Rajulton and Burch 1992). The experience

of a first marriage is carried with individuals into subse-

quent relationships and their views about the institution

of marriage may be changed by the experience of divorce.

Certainly, they will be older and bring different resources

to a subsequent relationship, and the characteristics they

seek in a potential spouse may have changed.

While most people will marry (or intend to marry) at

some point in their lives, remarriage is a less universal

event than first marriage with a less well defined social

meaning (for example, remarriage is not seen as a rite of

passage, as is marriage). There may be reduced social

pressure on divorced individuals to marry for a second

time, however the prospect of creating and living in a

stepfamily can be intimidating (Cherlin 1978; Sweeney

1997). While first and subsequent marriages are clearly

not the same, some of the factors influencing choices

about first marriage may also be important (in different

ways or to different degrees) to individuals considering 

a similar second commitment.

However many qualms a divorced person may have

when contemplating repartnering or remarriage, the

desire to be in a relationship often remains compelling.

When the Australian Institute of Family Studies surveyed

523 divorced people four to six years following their

divorce, 57 per cent of the fathers and 38 per cent of the

mothers had remarried, with a further 14 per cent of

each in a cohabiting relationship (Weston 1991). Even

those who were not in a relationship at the time indicated

their inclination towards repartnering. As Weston points

out, divorced people clearly favour repartnering over

remaining single. In addition, few participants in Spanier

and Thompson’s (1989) study endorsed the statement

that they would never consider remarriage, although a

minority were somewhat reluctant. Nevertheless, the

experience of divorce for some is such that they vow to

avoid repartnering altogether.

Factors linked to repartnering
Research has shown a number of variables to be related

to the likelihood of remarriage, sometimes in complex

ways. Earlier research (Glick 1980) found that age and

the presence of children negatively affected women’s but

not men’s likelihood of remarriage. Koo, Suchindran and

Griffith (1984) suggested that the presence of children

might both deter potential partners and hinder the

search for a new mate. 

More recently however, the propensity to remarry has

been linked to the age of the youngest child (Sweeney

1995). Younger children (less than six years old) tend to

reduce the remarriage prospects of sole mothers relative

to childless women, whereas having children older than

18 years increases the likelihood of their remarriage, 

perhaps because adult children are not perceived as

obstacles to repartnering, either for women or for a

potential partner. Having a child older than 18 years

reduces the prospects of remarrying for men, relative to

childless men, possibly because the financial demands of

young adult children are greater than younger age groups

on absent fathers. While the presence of children may

restrict opportunities to socialise, the effort may be seen

as worthwhile since, for sole mothers in particular,

repartnering may offer release from financial hardship

(Coleman and Ganong 1990; Sweeney 1995; Weston

1991). 

Age and status indicators such as education and income

are clearly important factors in remarriage, partly because

they indicate access to material resources and success in

roles other than relationships and family. Perhaps because

men seek younger partners and women seek older partners,

women who remarry tend to be younger and without 

children (Spanier and Glick 1980; Koo and Suchindran

1980). Midlife men and women have been found to be 

less negatively affected by relationship transitions and

continued singlehood compared with younger age groups,

suggesting the possession of coping strategies which ease

their adjustment (Marks and Lambert 1998). High income

increases men’s chances of remarriage but not women’s

(Glick 1980). Men from Catholic backgrounds were sig-

nificantly less likely than other men to remarry, perhaps

because they tend to hold more traditional views about

marriage (Sweeney 1997). 

Findings about the impact of education level on women’s

propensity to remarry have been inconsistent (Bumpass

et al. 1990; Smock 1990; Teachman and Hechert 1985).

Sweeney (1995) found that high occupational status (a

composite of education, income and labour force variables)

decreased the likelihood of remarriage for women, whereas

women who were younger when they divorced were more

likely to remarry. For women who had divorced later in

life the probability of remarriage was reduced. Remarriage

was also more likely for women with less commitment to

work, who perhaps viewed marriage as an alternative to

employment. 

The manner in which a long-term or committed rela-

tionship ends is likely to influence whether one considers

embarking upon another relationship. Those who initiate

the separation are most likely to repartner (Khoo 1989;

Sweeney 1997), while negative attitudes toward remar-

riage occur if there are difficulties coming to terms with

the breakdown of the previous relationship (Spanier and

Thompson 1987), especially in those who are left as

opposed to those who leave. Although dating can also

facilitate adjustment to singlehood, for those who have

known only one partner, and particularly one sexual 

partner, the prospect of beginning a new relationship 

can be ‘scary’ (Spanier and Thompson 1987: 207).

The type of relationship one leaves may also be important

in deciding whether one repartners. De facto relationships

are generally considered to be less difficult to dissolve

and cohabiting couples are reportedly less committed to

the relationship than married couples (Nock 1995). Thus

those who have experienced the breakdown of a cohabiting

relationship may be less likely to rule out future intimate

relationships. Experiencing the breakdown of a marriage

and going through the divorce process can also lead to

negative attitudes towards marriage and a decision to not

repeat the experience (Spanier and Thompson 1987).

What does repartnering offer?
For the newly unattached, becoming involved in another

relationship can provide a distraction from dwelling on

the separation, something to look forward to, relief from

loneliness and isolation, and a boost to one’s self-worth

(Weiss 1975). The health benefits of marriage, which are

particularly positive for men, are also well documented

(Waite 1995). On the other hand, a reluctance to become

involved in a new relationship may stem from several con-

cerns: fear of hurt and rejection, lack of confidence in

ability to attract a partner, and the expectations others have

of those who have recently become single (Weiss 1975).
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Further psychological benefits are apparent from the

findings of a five-year longitudinal study of marital status

continuity and change (Marks and Lambert 1996). As well

as measuring the six dimensions of psychological wellbe-

ing – autonomy, personal growth, positive relations with

others, purpose in life, self-acceptance, and environmental

mastery – Ryff and Keyes (1995) also assessed global 

happiness, personal mastery, and hostility. Those who

remained never married, separated or divorced over the

period of the study reported lower global happiness and

lower wellbeing overall compared with continuously married

respondents. Those who were divorced or widowed at the

start of the study and who remarried in the study period

also experienced improved wellbeing, although to a lesser

degree than first-marrieds. In particular, remarrieds

reported increased autonomy, personal growth and purpose

in life. If a respondent made more than two transitions

(marriage–divorce–remarriage), scores on all measures of

wellbeing except for autonomy and personal growth were

also lower than those continuously married. 

It is noteworthy that the psychological benefits of

remarriage far outnumber the material gains, yet financial

recovery is often cited as the primary reason a person –

particularly a woman – might remarry. 

Australian Family Life Course Study
In examining the factors that may influence people in

their repartnering choices, this article draws on data from

the Australian Family Life Course Study, conducted by

the Australian Institute of Family Studies in 1996. This

study was a national random telephone survey of 2685

men and women between the ages of 25 and 70 years.

A total of 610 respondents reported not being in a 

relationship at the time of interview. These individuals

were asked: ‘Even though you don’t have a partner, are

you interested in forming a relationship at present?’, and

their answers were recorded verbatim.

In order to explore the differences between those who

reported they were interested in forming a new relation-

ship and those who were not, responses were coded as

clearly indicating ‘yes’ or ‘no’. As the focus of the study

was on unattached respondents, those who had experi-

enced neither a marriage nor a de facto relationship, or

who were found to have reported elsewhere that they

were in a relationship, were excluded from the analysis.

Of the 291 respondents remaining, 153 said they

would enter a new relationship, and 138 said they would

not. Men and women’s data were separately analysed.

Repartnering influences 
In the Institute study, some factors found to influence

decisions about repartnering were consistent with those

already known to influence actual remarriage behaviour.

However, the most striking finding was that the nature of

the factors important to men were quite different from

those important to women.

Several factors were associated with women’s repart-

nering intentions, but apart from more men being open to

a new relationship, the only significant influence for men

was the nature of their previous partnership. 

While 65 per cent of men said they were interested in

a new relationship, only 43 per cent of women were con-

templating this – figures similar to the proportions of those

in Weston’s (1991) sample that had actually repartnered.

Age
Consistent with prior research on those who remarry (Koo

and Suchindran 1980; Spanier and Glick 1980), respon-

dents who had decided to look for a new partner were

younger (40.7 years) than those who intended to remain

single (43.4 years) – a significant but clearly not a large age

difference. While women in their fifties were slightly less

likely than younger women to be seeking a partner, there

was no link between age and relationship plans for men. 

Time since separation
Although women overall had been without a partner for

significantly longer than men (6.2 years compared with

4.8 years), the time since the breakdown of the last rela-

tionship did not differ for those who were and were not

looking for a new relationship, either for men or for women.

Separation decision
In contrast to previous findings (Khoo 1989; Sweeney

1997), decisions about repartnering were not related to

which partner initiated the separation – the ‘leaver’ and

the ‘left’ were as likely to be interested in repartnering as

not. The fact that respondents were not in a relationship

at the time of interview suggests that those initiating the

separation did not move directly into a waiting relation-

ship once the marriage or de facto union was dissolved.

Health and wellbeing
In regard to health and wellbeing, the results were some-

what ambiguous; overall, health was not related to

repartnering decisions. In comparison, general life satis-

faction was significantly greater for those who were not

looking for a new partnership. This result runs counter to

the evidence that health and wellbeing are greater for

those in relationships (Marks and Lambert 1996; Waite

1995). However it does suggest that, in this sample, those

not looking for a new relationship are comfortable with

their singleness, or at least do not perceive a lack in their

overall life situation.

Presence of children
As Koo et al. (1984) have stated, the presence of children

often limits the likelihood of remarriage for women. In the

Institute’s Australian Family Life Course Study, it would

appear that the presence of children also impacts on the

decision sole mothers make about repartnering. While

women who were childless or had one child at home were

interested in having a new relationship, those with two or

more children were clearly not interested in repartnering.

It may well be that having two or more children represents

a significant obstacle to repartnering in that the family

requires large amounts of time and energy. It may also be

that a woman with two or more children is perceived by

men to be a less attractive potential partner and, realising

this, women with more than one child may be less likely

to want to enter the relationship ‘market’ given that she

may not be seen as ‘relationship material’. 

No such concerns appear to impact on men’s repart-

nering decisions, contrary to Sweeney’s (1995) outcome.

This difference between studies may be due to the focus in

the Institute study on respondents’ intentions as opposed

to remarriage behaviour. Since most were non-residential

fathers their social opportunities may be less restricted,

depending on their access arrangements, and the presence

or absence of his own children may not become important

until a permanent relationship becomes a possibility. 
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Education, occupation and income
Educational, occupational and income variables have

generated mixed results in previous studies, and the pre-

sent research does not clarify their impact. In the Institute’s

sample, as in Bumpass et al. (1990), education was not

significantly related to repartnering decisions for both

women and men. 

However, occupational status, broadly measured here in

terms of white and blue collar occupations, did influence

the choice for women in that those in blue collar jobs were

less likely to intend to repartner. This was partly due to

the small number of women in blue collar jobs, few of

whom were interested in finding a new partner. This result

is similar to Sweeney (1997) although high occupational

status in her study was assessed in a rather more compli-

cated fashion, making comparison difficult. 

Surprisingly, financial situation was unrelated to men’s

or women’s relationship choices. Previous studies have

examined income in terms of salary or benefits received.

In this study, financial situation refers to the respondents’

overall evaluation of their economic circumstances, ranging

from experiencing severe financial difficulties, through to

coping financially (little money left at end of week) and

managing well (able to save/invest). This is a more com-

prehensive measure that may incorporate other dimensions

of the person’s life and lifestyle, such as mortgages, child

support payments, and children’s education expenses.

That financial situation did not influence relationship

choices of respondents in this study suggests that economic

measures need to be closely examined in future research.

Employment status and attachment to work
Repartnering decisions were related to employment sta-

tus for women but not for men. Once again, the

relationship is somewhat tenuous: although 21 per cent

of women were not in the labour force (unemployed but

not looking for work), fewer of these women were looking

for a new relationship. Attachment to work, measured by

whether the respondent would prefer to work even if it

were unnecessary, was unrelated to either men’s or

women’s repartnering decision. This contradicts previous

suggestions that marriage may be seen as an alternative

to work for women (Sweeney, 1995). 

Housing
If the impact of socio-demographic variables were of prime

importance to women, home ownership could have been

expected to influence repartnering decisions. Instead,

owning their home outright was found to have no direct

influence for either men or women. Nor did it have an

indirect impact through association with other factors:

housing tenure was not related to presence or number 

of children, relationship history, education, or financial

situation.

Women in public rental accommodation were not

interested in seeking a new relationship. The majority had

not previously been home owners, so their reluctance to

enter a new relationship was unlikely to be a consequence

of their falling out of home ownership when the previous

relationship was dissolved. 

This is especially significant since this group of women

could be expected to benefit most

from entering a relationship in

which their economic circum-

stances might improve. However,

they were no less satisfied with

their lives than any other group, and

with comparatively secure accom-

modation it may be that they are

content to maintain the status quo.

Since they tend to be experiencing

financial difficulties they may also

have little time or energy for a rela-

tionship, or unable to obtain or

afford the child care that would

allow them to attend social events. 

In contrast, women in the process of purchasing their

home were more likely to be looking for a new relationship.

Primarily these women had been married but not de facto.

It could be suggested that they were seeking a partner

who would provide additional income to assist in paying

their mortgage. However, they may also have recovered a

level of financial stability that allows them to consider the

possibility of another relationship.

Housing tenure has not featured in past research, but

its role in women’s repartnering decisions makes it 

worthy of inclusion in future research.

Previous relationship
Significantly more men who had previously been married

had decided against seeking a new relationship compared

to those who had most recently been in a de facto rela-

tionship. This may indicate that men feel the dissolution

of a marriage more keenly than the breakdown of a de

facto relationship – perhaps because of the greater level

of commitment involved in marriage (Nock 1995) – and

are thus reluctant to risk the same outcome. However,

their financial situation and having children may also

contribute to this reluctance. Divorced men in this study

were more likely to have children and to be experiencing

some financial difficulties compared with men who had

been in de facto unions. 

The fact that women’s repartnering decisions were

independent of the nature of their previous relationship

could imply that they had recovered or retained sufficient

financial independence to render repartnering unnecessary.

It might also simply be that their recent experience of

separation has not discouraged them from repartnering.

Conclusions
The factors that were directly implicated in respondents’

decisions about repartnering mainly influenced women.

Women’s decisions as to whether or not to repartner

depended on their housing tenure, the presence and

number of children, and to some extent employment 

and occupational status. Of the factors examined, men’s

Women who were childless or had one child at home were interested in
having a new relationship, those with two or more children were clearly
not interested in repartnering.
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decisions were significantly associated only with whether

their previous relationship was a marriage or a de facto

partnership.

It should not be inferred from these findings that

issues related to material resources are the only factors 

of prime importance to women in deciding to seek a part-

ner. This would be as misleading as suggesting that the

absence of economic factors in men’s repartnering deci-

sions implies that their concerns are related only to their

emotional needs, especially given that men derive greater

benefit from marriage than do women. The point is that

socio-demographic variables alone do not explain the

entire picture. Rather, they reveal the context in which

repartnering might occur, but do not shed any light on

the affective processes underlying the behaviour.

That the salient factors vary for women compared with

men can be seen as reflecting their relative life situations,

in particular the less secure environment in which women

typically find themselves following relationship breakdown

(Sweeney 1995), especially when there are children

involved. The effects of lost employment opportunities

while married, and the decline in many women’s financial

security and residential situation following relationship

breakdown, could lead to these issues becoming much

more salient for women, increasing their impact on the

decision to embark on a new relationship. Conversely,

relative to women, men tend to have greater financial 

stability following separation/divorce (Weston 1993) 

and thus may be less likely than women to experience the

difficulties which lead to sensitivity regarding these issues.

However, for those men and women who have suffered a

decline in financial security and/or feel they have lost a

significant proportion of their assets following relationship

breakdown, the fear might be that, should another relation-

ship not survive, their security will again be undermined.

It is possible that the lack of consistency between the

results of the Institute’s Australian Family Life Course Study

and those of previous studies is linked to the difference in

dependent variables and the present focus on the intention

to repartner rather than on the act of remarriage.  Being

open to the prospect of repartnering does not guarantee a

new relationship will occur, and the factors found in pre-

vious research to impact on individuals actually taking the

step into remarriage may in fact operate on the participants

of the Institute study – if and when they take that step. 

However, there may also be real differences in the ways

in which Australians view, and make decisions about, their

relationships. Previous research is largely American, and

the lack of emphasis Australian women place on socio-

economic factors such as income and education suggests

that those factors have less impact on relationship choices

here. What is important to Australian women is their 

housing situation. If one accepts that the American dream

involves ‘rags to riches millionaires’ and the Australian

dream the ‘detached house on a fenced block of land’

(Winter and Stone 1998), then the different outcomes

make sense.

To increase our understanding of the factors that 

influence when, how and why people enter relationships

future research needs to be based not only on a limited

range of socio-demographic characteristics, but also take

cognisance of the affective processes which interact with

them. The findings of this study also suggest that Australians

are not necessarily influenced by the same factors as

those found to be important in other countries. A larger

investigation of a wider range of variables that includes

both socio-demographic and affective measures would

extend our understanding of the processes involved in

relationship formation following dissolution, and tease

out the relative contributions of the myriad interacting

and competing influences on repartnering decisions.
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