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Abstract: Many demographic challenges and new trends have been observed
across formerly state socialist countries after embarking on their political and
economic transition. Including countries that range from Eastern Europe to Central
Asia, this study explores whether some family-related events were more sensitive
to the transformation that occurred in the 1990s than others, and whether the
disruption was immediate or delayed across this wide range of contexts. Based on
year-speci c hazard ratios over four decades, results point to changes in fertility 
patterns being clearly linked to the transition. Second birth rates reacted almost
immediately to societal disruption, whereas a more delayed change occurred for
 rst births. Although abrupt changes in marriage and divorce rates also occurred, 
these changes often began before the transition and therefore may be part of
longer-term developments. That second births were the most sensitive family event
to the immediate change in conditions may be due to economic costs, but also
unique characteristics related both to its lack of conferring a new social role on
the individual, such as in the case of marriage and parenthood, and the narrower
window of time in which this event usually occurs. The delayed changes in  rst 
births may instead re ect changes in norms and culture that in uenced younger 
individuals when they reached childbearing ages.
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1 Introduction

The study of family dynamics has long been concerned with how macro-level
conditions and the social context affect the timing and occurrence of family-related
events. One way of understanding how context matters is to isolate a critical
historical juncture with a signi cant development or event and observe how things 
change after this juncture (see, e.g., Neyer/Andersson 2008). The fall of the Berlin
Wall and collapse of the Soviet Union is a remarkable example of a critical juncture
that ushered in an intense period of transformation. Myriad demographic changes
in post-socialist regions have been well documented in a large body of research,
including on marriage, childbearing and divorce. We know there was widespread
change in partnership dynamics, including marriage and cohabitation, as well as
in childbearing behavior. Although we can piece together  ndings from studies 
that address these family events individually and for speci c countries, drawing 
widespread conclusions is dif cult because of differences in samples, timing, 
and methods across countries and family-related events. No research to date has
compared standardized trends over time for multiple dimensions of family behavior,
presenting a  ne-grained picture of how rapidly and when exactly changes occurred.

Based on the current literature, we cannot yet answer the following two questions:
For which family-related event do we see the most widespread impact from the
transition among post-socialist countries? Was the impact of transition on selected
events immediate or delayed? In this study, we address these questions and assess
whether some events that are integral to family dynamics are more sensitive to
major societal disruption than others, using the transition from state socialism as
a critical juncture. Speci cally, we track period estimates of marriage, entering 
parenthood, having a second child, and divorce using a standardized procedure.
We do not explore the take-up of “new” behavior, such as non-marital cohabitation, 
in keeping with the aim of tracking long-term trends of common family behavior.
Our results yield insight into whether there are certain moments in the life course
that are more vulnerable than others, as well as how societal disruption affects
individuals, couples and families.

In our search for signs of a universal effect in any of these life course events,
we include a wide range of contexts that all experienced the transition from state
socialism to democracy, dominant-party, and authoritarian systems (Belarus,
Bulgaria, Czech Republic, Estonia, Georgia, Hungary, Kazakhstan, Lithuania,
Poland, Romania, and Russia). Despite diversity in cultural heritage and levels
of prosperity, there were commonalities across the country groups in terms of
relatively similar institutional arrangements, including access to healthcare, fertility
control, education, and employment. Similar societal norms were promoted about
women as workers and mothers, there was full employment on paper, and the
state organized and managed services from the cradle to the grave (Frejka 2008;
Blanchard 2008). After either 1989 (fall of the Berlin Wall) or 1991 (dissolution of the
Soviet Union), the countries we include all adopted market reforms to some degree,
shifted toward democratic processes and opened their borders. Many countries
gained independence and some lost parts of their territory, ushering in an intense
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period of nation building. New opportunities and risks emerged that had great
potential for shifting the behavior of individuals and families in all eleven countries
we study, and a wealth of research shows us that behavior did indeed shift.

Our analysis of this critical period and wide range of countries is possible due
to the Harmonized Histories dataset (Perelli-Harris et al. 2011), which is based on
Generations and Gender Surveys, and has been extended to include an update
on earlier surveys in many of the post-socialist countries. We make use of these
retrospective histories to estimate hazard ratios of experiencing each event in each
year from the 1970s and 1980s – to establish secular trends – and into the 1990s and 
2000s to establish change that may be linked to the transition from state socialism,
particularly if showing an abrupt deviation in the 1990s. We explore changes in
family demography for both men and women.

2 Theoretical perspectives and previous research

Marriage, childbearing and divorce are life course events that have all been argued
to be governed by individual and societal norms and values, as well as in uenced 
by economic context. In the case of the post-socialist transitions, changes occurred
in all these domains, making it impossible to point clearly to the speci c causal 
mechanisms at work. As such, Frejka (2008) argues that all forces of change,
including economic and ideational, must be included in the main explanation of
broad changes in family and fertility behavior, which he argued was simply the
transition to capitalism.

Theoretically, the speci c arguments for how family life course events are 
in uenced work in the following ways. In the Second Demographic Transition (SDT) 
framework (Lesthaeghe/van de Kaa 1986; van de Kaa 2004), a shift in values and
norms promotes and allows for individuals to make more individualized choices
related to when and if they marry, have children and divorce. The gender, sexual and
contraception revolutions that were part of the SDT were key elements that allowed
women greater freedom of choice in these matters (Lesthaeghe/Surkyn 2002). They
enabled women’s autonomy so that they were no longer dependent on being in a 
partnership. These changes upended the order and timing of when women and
men began co-residential unions and started their families (Billari/Liefbroer 2010)
as well as contributed to family instability through allowing more movement out
of partnerships that were not successful. In an updated overview of how well the
SDT explains fertility and non-marital cohabitation trends over the turbulent last
three decades, Lesthaeghe (2020) points out a remarkable diversity in how family
behavior developed (including postponement of marriage and childbearing, non-
marital cohabitation, higher parity transitions) as well as how behavior may  rst 
develop in different parts of the population, in line with the patterns of disadvantage
thesis (Perelli-Harris/Gerber 2011).

How economic conditions in uence family dynamics is one of the oldest questions 
in sociology and demography, and the literature on these issues is broad. In relation
to income, both marriages and childbirths are less likely to occur when they are



•    Sunnee Billingsley, Juho Härkönen, Maria Hornung496

not affordable (Becker 1960; Hill 2015) or not perceived as affordable (Easterlin
1976). The relationship for marriage is relatively unambiguous. In contrast, although
fertility on average appears to be pro-cyclical in wealthy countries (Sobotka et al.
2011), the idea that it could be counter-cyclical has long been argued (Butz/Ward
1979a/b). In the latter case, conditions of economic improvement make it more
costly to step out of the labor market and care for children.

Similar to fertility, income is argued to be related to divorce and partnership
instability in both opposite directions. Whereas relationship quality may be
compromised when economic stress is heightened at the macro- and micro-level,
it also increases the barriers to leaving the partnership (Fischer/Liefbroer 2006),
particularly if experienced at the micro-level such as through one member of
the couple losing a job. Results are mixed, whereby we can  nd, for example, a 
pro-cyclical relationship in Hellerstein and Sandler Morrill’s (2010) study of the
US and a counter-cyclical relationship in Fischer and Liefbroer’s (2006) study of
the Netherlands. Härkönen et al. (2020) describe in greater depth the potential
mechanisms at work in how divorce rates may have changed in post-socialist
regions.

Economic conditions may in uence family behavior not just through income 
effects but also economic uncertainty. This mechanism has been intertwined
with income in much of the literature on pro-/counter-cyclical family dynamics,
particularly when assessing the impact of aggregated unemployment rates or
consumer con dence. It can be conceptualized through perceptions of future 
stability based on type of contract in employment, unemployment rates and the
current economic climate. But it appears on its own in a few different versions. For
example, it features prominently in the literature on the impact of globalization. The
globalization framework focuses particularly on the development of increasingly
volatile  nancial markets and the accelerating speed of change (Mills/Blossfeld
2005). In this narrative, individuals approach these changes from a rational choice
perspective that leads them to delay or forego transitions that are binding or
long-term commitments such as marriage and childbearing. Instead of focusing
on individuals acting out their individualized preferences, individuals’ choices are 
here understood to be constrained by work and family incompatibility as well as by
uncertainty in the labor market (Mills/Blossfeld 2013). These, in turn, are shaped by
the institutional characteristics of a setting, such as policies related directly to family
and work.

Many studies have assessed how family policies shape family dynamics, but
some questions have not yet been conclusively answered. Most studies are based
on cross-sectional data or use aggregate fertility rates as an outcome, which comes
with strong limitations (Neyer/Andersson 2008). Studies that combine longitudinal
policy measures with individual level data on fertility intentions (Billingsley/Ferrarini
2014) and actual parity transitions captured in childbearing histories (Billingsley et
al. 2022), show that family policies supporting the labor market attachment of both
parents were related to continued childbearing. These latter studies included post-
socialist and other countries in Europe.
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The shift toward dual earner-carer households, in which both men and women
are engaged in the labor market and childrearing, as well as examining how policies
support this arrangement, have been a key focus of more recent theorizing in family
and fertility research. McDonald (2000) posited that the negative affect of women
becoming more equal to men in the public sphere will reverse as institutions better
support this shift. Goldscheider et al. (2015) conceptualize this early, negative
relationship as an incomplete gender revolution and predict that gender equality
within the home will complete the gender revolution and support higher fertility.
This U-shaped pattern that is argued to develop over time between gender equality
and fertility was further elaborated by Esping-Andersen and Billari (2015). Kolk (2019)
found only weak support for this, although his measure captured female political
empowerment and not the private dimension.

Policy developments have led to variation over time and across countries in
responsibilities and rights accorded to couples depending on whether they are
married or cohabiting (Perelli-Harris/Sánchez Gassen 2012). These legal factors
have the capacity to in uence both the entrance into and exit from marriage. 

To summarize, the main theories related to family behavior are cultural (SDT) and
economic (costs, uncertainty and globalization), while also covering gender equality
in work and private life and the role social policies play in supporting women to
balance work and family.

In addition to these speci c mechanism-based explanations, a helpful perspective 
for understanding how family behavior might change in accordance with major social,
political and economic events is provided by life course theory. This framework was
conceived within historical research on the Great Depression of the 1920s. From the
study of cohorts that were children when severe economic hardship hit, followed by
the war years, Elder discussed the life course as developmental theory (1998) and
explains that all life choices are contingent on the opportunities and constraints of
social structure and culture.

The life course framework emphasizes, among other factors, the importance
of the societal regulation of key life course transitions – such as family formation 
events – and their timing as well as the long-lasting effects of early formative 
experiences (e.g., Settersten/Mayer 1997; Elder 1998). As for the former, the life
course framework highlights how social norms and institutions shape ideas around
the appropriate and optimal age for each transition. This regulation of the timing of
life course events, as it involves attitudes and beliefs, is likely to respond slowly to
societal ruptures and may moderate its effects, speci cally by counteracting the 
pressures from economic mechanisms (e.g., Mynarska 2010; Perelli-Harris 2005).
Regarding the latter, the life course approach also emphasizes how the development
of individuals’ identities, ideas and prospects are shaped by what happens when 
they are young. A critical juncture can create a cohort effect through changes in
the values and attitudes individuals develop as a child or adolescent, in which case
we would not see the effect until they reach the stage in life where partnership
and fertility careers commence. This would imply that a critical juncture could
have a lasting in uence on the life course, but it may not in uence those who have 
already begun their family careers with values and attitudes formed long ago. If
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adults’ identity formation and ideas about family life have already solidi ed, certain 
behaviors may be less sensitive to societal disruption.

In general, there is remarkable overlap in the common theoretical pathways to
the family life course events studied here. From these discussions, we would expect
the societal disruption at the dawn of the transition from socialism to have ushered
in a decline in marriage and fertility rates, and an increase in divorce rates. And we
know from past research that this is the case, even if we cannot clearly compare
the starting points and similarities of changes across the countries and events. We
have no a priori reason to expect any of the events to be more sensitive to societal
disruption than the others. Indeed, based on the standard theoretical approaches,
we might expect that all events would be in uenced similarly, given the similarity 
in the pathways to change. In our analysis, we empirically assess whether this is
the case and analyze whether an effect of the transition may be seen immediately
or with a delay, potentially indicating new norms appearing during childhood and
adolescence and in uencing family life course events occurring later. We do not 
expect trends to differ for men and women, particularly because these are events
that relate to couples, but analyze them separately in order to track any potential
deviations.

The critical juncture

Barr (2001) summarized the socialist system in Central and Eastern Europe according
to  ve stylized facts: the government was totalitarian; resources were allocated 
by central planning; workers all received the same, wages were low; these wages
were supplemented with universal bene ts; and work was guaranteed. Drawing 
also on Frejka’s (2008) discussion of the most important changes that in uenced 
family and fertility, we know that before the transition commenced, the general
policy standpoint toward families under state socialism was pro-natalist. The costs
of childbearing were substantially reduced through a range of measures, often
including meal and clothing subsidies, institutional care (nurseries, kindergartens
and after-school programs), childbirth grants, and child allowance. Housing was in
short supply and an important means to gain independence from one’s parents was 
to marry and have a child, which helped secure access to own housing.

Inef ciencies in the economic system kept demand for labor high, guaranteeing 
full employment in the population. This demand, coupled with the need for two
earners, fueled almost equal rates of employment for men and women (Frejka
2008). However, similarly to developments in the West, this was not accompanied
by gender equality in the private sphere, with women carrying the double burden of
paid work and work at home.

Family formation was incentivized and protected from risks found in market
economies under state socialism, resulting in what has been called a “Socialist 
greenhouse” (Sobotka 2002). These favorable conditions for family formation and
expansion can be seen in the relatively stable and similar childbearing patterns
before the 1990s across a wide range of countries in Central and Eastern Europe,
as well as the Caucasus and Central Asia (Billingsley/Duntava 2017; Frejka/Gietel-
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Basten 2016). Nevertheless, differences based on unique historical developments
impacted how societies adapted to state-socialism (Inglot et al. 2022); for example,
Rat and Szikra (2018)  nd three different models of “familism” developed in Hungary, 
Poland and Romania.

For varying lengths of time during the 1990s, the transformation of the economic
system was accompanied by economic crisis. Individuals, couples and families
faced massive in ation and a sharp increase in unemployment and/or wage arrears, 
a decline in social services including public childcare and health clinics, and a lack
of housing (Holzman et al. 2020; Frejka 2008). The unstable political, economic and
social environment bred uncertainty, which was exacerbated by deprivation due to
rapidly rising income inequality and the emergence of poverty (Gimpelson 2001;
Blanchard 1998; World Bank 2000; Klugman et al. 2002). Milanovic (1998: 23) terms
this era the “Post-communist Great Depression”.

After this initial economic turbulence and once market economies had begun to
function, a set of new issues arose. New career opportunities were accompanied by
increased job insecurity and heightened competition for positions. Discrimination
of women in the job market increased at the same time as educational expansion
occurred (Frejka 2008). While the market was  ooded with new services and goods, 
childcare and healthcare became more costly, as did the indirect costs of raising
children. Fajth (1999) and Teplova (2007) reported extensive losses of state and
 rm-sponsored family services, which increased reconciliation dif culties for 
women combining paid and unpaid work. In the political arena, family policies were
changing rapidly but generally became less supportive of working mothers (Frejka/
Gietel-Basten 2016; Billingsley et al. 2022). These changes led to “re-familization” in 
Central and Eastern European countries (Saxonberg/Sirovátka 2006).

However, no single narrative accurately characterizes all the countries considered
here, or the entire period since the end of the 1980s. For example, Czech Republic
and Slovakia diverged in parental leave policies as late as 2004 (Šťastná et al. 2020).
In fact, Szeleva and Polakowski (2008) studied developments in childcare and
parental leave from 1990 to 2004 in eight Central and Eastern European countries
and found that most shifted models of family policy over this period. Billingsley et
al. (2022) show that family policies dramatically changed in the aftermath of the
transition, becoming either more or less conservative across and within countries
over time. The period of European integration brought new policy pressures and
considerations for the new EU member states as well (Inglot et al. 2022). Besides
variation in policies, political instability and lack of resources – particularly at the 
beginning of the transition – led to many cases of poor policy implementation 
(Frejka/Gietel-Basten 2016).

Speci c to post-socialist countries, other relevant institutional features, such 
as how housing provision was linked to marriage and having children, were also
altered during the transition from socialism (Frejka 2008; Zakharov 2008).

Besides the in uence of policies, market reforms and democratization universally 
provided new opportunities and choices for individualized life paths (see, e.g., Oláh 
2015; Mureşan/Oláh 2019), as has been particularly pointed out for the case of the
Czech Republic (Maříková 2021) and Hungary (Szalma/Takács 2022). New travel and
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consumer opportunities also appeared and accompanied shifts in values and norms
toward more individualized life courses (Sobotka 2002).

Many scholars have argued that demographic shifts were largely caused by the
unfolding of the SDT in post-socialist regions (e.g., Sobotka 2008, 2011; Mureşan
2007; Zakharov 2008; Hoem et al. 2009), whereas others have argued that the
observed changes may be more complicated than that and are also related to new
economic constraints and uncertainties (e.g., Perelli-Harris/Gerber 2011; Billingsley
2010; Potârcă et al. 2013; Gerber/Berman 2010). To be sure, social and cultural
shifts paved the way for a delayed SDT in post-socialist countries, even if its links
to the speci c changes in marriage, natality and divorce are less clear. It is worth 
noting that trends in partnerships (Hoem et al. 2009) and divorce (Härkönen et al. 
2020) indicate that the SDT had in some contexts begun before the transition from
socialism commenced.

A well-developed literature exists on family dynamics during the transition years
in most of the countries included in this study. It is beyond the scope of this paper
to review each literature on marriage, fertility and divorce within each country. As
argued, comparative research is best suited to address the questions of this study.
Comparative perspectives such as the ones used in this paper are rare, although
comparative analyses of other types do exist. For example, Sobotka (2003), Frejka
and Sobotka (2008), Billingsley (2010), and Billingsley/Duntava (2017), among others,
have shown trends in fertility for a wide range of post-socialist countries, but annual
changes were either not the focus or the measures were based on aggregated rates.
Sobotka and Toulemon (2008) and Perelli-Harris and Lyons-Amos (2015) extended
this comparative discussion to marriage and partnership dynamics as well.
Härkönen et al. (2020) analyzed divorce rates across a smaller group of countries
and identi ed an increased prevalence of divorce that varied across countries and 
could not be explained by compositional changes in marriage.

Broadening the analyses to include a wider range of family dynamics, Andersson/
Philipov (2002) and the follow-up study by Andersson et al. (2017) presented life
table representations of family events to assess how family dynamics differed
across countries. These two studies introduced the novel perspective of the child’s 
point of view alongside adults’, providing a snapshot of partnership and separation 
behavior in a given period. Although the latter study updated these  ndings, allowing 
a comparison of two moments in time, the observation points were decades apart
and it is not clear when the documented changes occurred.

Billingsley and Oláh (2022) studied changes in the amount of time women
spent in co-residential unions during their twenties in the same set of countries
analyzed in this study. The aim was to identify whether less time in a union could
be a contributor to universally declining fertility rates during the  rst years of the 
transition from socialism. Rather than focusing on marriage and divorce, however,
they considered the entrance to and dissolution of all unions that were co-residential.
Overall, the number of years spent in a co-residential union before age 30 declined
across the Central and South-Eastern European countries, with little or no changes
in the post-Soviet countries. Underlying these two different  ndings, however, were 
many similarities. Virtually all countries experienced an increase in partnership
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instability, but this was counterbalanced by even earlier ages at entering a union
during the 1990s in some countries, whereas in others it was exacerbated by union
postponement and fewer women entering a union at all during their twenties.

None of these studies provide the capacity to judge how universally family
dynamics were upended during the transition from socialism, which family
transitions were sensitive to transition in general, and whether shifts in family-
related events were immediate or delayed. The present study addresses these
questions and gaps.

3 Data and methods

Data on  rst marriages,  rst births, second births, and  rst divorces are drawn from 
the Harmonized Histories dataset (Perelli-Harris et al. 2011) for the eleven countries
in our analyses. This data source compiles individual histories from the Generations
and Gender Surveys (GGS) for over 20 countries. Our study is one of the  rst to also 
use the harmonized data from the second waves of the GGS, where available (seven
countries). The second wave lengthens the histories that were already documented
in the previous wave and does not add additional respondents.

The GGS is based on a sampling of 18-79-year-olds that is nationally representative.
In the surveys, respondents were asked to recall  rst and subsequent partnerships 
and births, along with their timing. Speci cally, participants were asked when they 
entered and ended all co-residential unions and whether they were marital or non-
marital. The country data has been carefully explored and is considered high quality
in general (see e.g., Vergauwen et al. 2015), although some more recent surveys
have been less explored.

Table 1 lists the years in which each country was surveyed. We include all men
and women from the age of 16 (or the age they were at the start of the observation
period, 1970) until they transition to  rst marriage or  rst birth, whereas those 
person-years in which there is only a  rst child born at any time between 1970 and 
the survey are included in the sample for the second birth analysis. Similarly, only
those person-years in which a respondent was married were included in the analysis
of divorce. The sample includes individuals born between 1924 (these individuals
who had not yet either married, had children or divorced were 46 years old in 1970)
and 1993. Table 1 also shows the sample sizes on which all analyses are based in
terms of number of respondents (not person-years).

We use event history analysis methods to assess changes in transition rates
over time for both men and women separately. This approach allows us to use
the most up-to-date information available, including individuals who have not yet
experienced the event under study. It properly accounts for different lengths of time
under which an individual is at risk of experiencing the event. We use a piecewise
exponential hazard model, which assumes the risk of an event is stable within each
segmented duration speci ed in the baseline hazard. The baseline hazard is time 
since age 16 for  rst marriage and  rst birth analyses, whereas it is time since the 
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 rst birth for the second parity transition model and time since marriage for the 
divorce model.

In addition, estimates are adjusted for age at  rst birth in the second birth model, 
as well as age at marriage and number of children (time-varying) in the divorce
model. By including single year dummy variables, estimates are produced for every
year under observation. Due to the long history covered in the data, we have few
additional covariates included in the analyses. We use information on the highest
level of education ever achieved and the time when this level was achieved to
construct a time-varying measure of education that shows when an individual was
studying and when they completed their education at a speci c level. We do not 
include birth cohort in the analysis, as this information would overlap with other
measures of period and age (time since the observation begins and age 16/age at
previous event). Results can be therefore interpreted as a combined cohort and
period approach. Relative risks are interpreted as the combined in uence of the 
timing and probability of event, which means that we do not distinguish between
whether changes are due to postponement or fewer events ever occurring.

Because we are interested in change over time, we focus primarily on within-
country differences instead of differences between countries. Results for men and
women are presented separately for each country and all four family-related events
are displayed across the same window of time (1970-2010). All relative risks are
based on 1980 as the reference category. To remove noise from our estimates and
identify trends more clearly, we display the estimate based on a three-year moving
average. For instance, 1972 represents the average of 1970-1972. Whether the non-
averaged hazard ratio is statistically different from 1980 is determined through a
p-value of less than 0.05 and is indicated with a marker for that point. As mentioned,
all hazard ratios are adjusted for a time-varying educational measure that includes
time spent studying up until the highest level achieved. The baseline hazard is time
since age 16 for  rst marriage and  rst birth, whereas it is time since the  rst birth for 
the second parity transition model and time since marriage for the divorce model.
In addition, estimates are adjusted for age at  rst birth in the second birth model, 
as well as age at marriage and a time-varying indicator of number of children in the
divorce model. Full model results for one selected country (Belarus) can be found in
Appendix Table A1 and A2.

We consider the trends in terms of whether there was an immediate shift (early
1990s), a delayed shift (late 1990s or early 2000s), a shift that occurred before the
transition from state socialism (1980s or earlier), or no shift at all. The focus is
mainly on those estimates that show a statistical deviation from 1980. In the few
instances when the trend differed for men and women, one was usually unclear, and
we therefore discuss the trend that was the clearest.

4 Results

Figure 1 presents our main results by country, showing how marriage,  rst birth, 
second birth, and divorce trends changed over time separately for men and women.
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Note the shift in axis for men in the  gures due to high relative risks for divorce. In 
general, the pace of change and development was often similar for marriage and the
 rst birth, but different patterns and timing emerged for second births and divorce. 
Family-related events were usually similar for men and women according to the
general pattern, even if not for years in which there was statistically signi cant 
deviation.

Considering marriage  rst, we see a decline in hazard ratios even before the 
transition began in Estonia, Georgia, Hungary, Kazakhstan and Romania. All other
countries showed a timing of decline that followed immediately after the transition
commenced (i.e., before 1995). We do not  nd any country in which there was a 
delayed decline in marriage rates, and all countries experienced a decline. This
means that marriage was postponed across all eleven countries in the 1980s or
1990s, relative to 1980.

Besides the onset of decline, some trends are worth considering. For the former
Soviet countries of Georgia, Russia and Estonia, the decline in marriage risks was
substantial and slowed down in the mid-1990s (Georgia) and the 2000s (Russia,
Estonia). In the case of Georgia, it is important to note that the decline in marriage
may be related to individuals choosing a religious form of marriage instead of civil
registered marriages more frequently than before and that the questionnaire did
not capture both forms of marriage. While marriage risks in Georgia and Russia
declined after a stable period around 2000, marriage risks in Kazakhstan started
to increase around the 2000s, reaching higher marriage risks for women in 2010
than in 1980. The decline in marriage risks in the Czech Republic, Lithuania, and
Romania introduced a steady trend of decreasing marriage risks until 2010. In
Poland, marriage risks started to decline slowly in 1990, followed by an increase in
marriages in the mid-2000s.

In contrast, the trend for  rst birth shows a marked delay in its decline for
almost all countries. The exceptions were the following: In Hungary, the timing of
parenthood was already postponed for women throughout the 1980s. In contrast,
an immediate decline in  rst birth hazard ratios was evident for Estonia, and in 
Kazakhstan we do not  nd a clear decline in  rst birth hazards at all. The most 
general pattern was stable  rst birth risks in the  rst two decades observed, and 
a decline that was especially strong until 2000. In Belarus, Estonia and Kazakhstan,
birth risks increased again, leading, especially in Kazakhstan, to more similar  rst 
birth risks in 2010 than in 1990. In Lithuania, we  nd stabilizing  rst birth risks after 
2000, particularly for men. In Russia and Romania, in contrast,  rst birth risks have 
somewhat continuously decreased since 1990.

Second births show a trend that appears to be more similar to what we observed
for marriage, in terms of an immediate reaction in hazard ratios to the transition
from state socialism. In the case of marriage, however, quite a few countries
experienced changes before the transition occurred, but not a single country
showed this pattern for second births. The only exception to the immediate decline
was found in Hungary, where only a few years (1999 and 2002) deviated statistically
from 1980 (and this was only found for Hungarian women). The decline in second
births appeared more pronounced than for  rst births from 1990 onward in Belarus, 
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Bulgaria, Romania and Russia. However, the samples at risk of different events are
different, so any comparison of effect sizes must be made with caution. For Estonia,
Georgia, Kazakhstan and Lithuania, the development of second birth risks mirrored
those for  rst births. In the Czech Republic, the transition affected second birth risks 
less than  rst birth risks. 

The hazard ratios for divorce, on the other hand, present a less clear picture.
Almost all countries show a long-term increase in divorce since the 1970s, but not
all annual estimates were statistically signi cant and there was more variation by 
gender in these estimates. For women in Estonia, Georgia, Kazakhstan, Lithuania
and Poland, we see signi cant increases in divorce in our  rst observed decades. 
This early increase was visible for men only in Bulgaria and for both men and
women in Romania. In contrast, an immediate increase in divorce after the collapse
of communism was evident for Bulgarian women and both men and women in the
Czech Republic and Russia. A delayed effect appeared for men in Lithuania and
Poland. We did not observe any statistically signi cant increase in divorce over time 
in Belarus, although the trend did increase over time. The transition decade led to
a strong increase in divorces in the post-Soviet countries of Georgia, Lithuania and
Russia. In most cases, divorce risks increased throughout all decades observed.

Fig. 1: Hazard ratios of family-related events for women and men from 1970-
2010, three-year moving averages
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Fig. 1: Continuation
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Fig. 1: Continuation
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Fig. 1: Continuation

Note: The reference category is 1980, but because estimates are smoothed through a
moving average, the value at 1980 varies from 1. Statistical signi cance (p-value<0.05) is 
indicated with a marker for the original relative risk.
Source: own calculations
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5 Discussion

The main aims of this study were to compare shifts in family life course events
within post–socialist countries to assess patterns across countries and identify 
how they were impacted by the transition from socialism. Speci cally, we sought 
to learn how widespread changes were, whether some family dynamics appear to
be more sensitive to societal change and disruption than others, as well as whether
the transition from state socialism affected these behaviors immediately or with
a delay. An immediate change would imply a period effect. In contrast, delayed
effects may re ect changes that were more gradually set in motion by the transition, 
possibly through cohort effects on behaviors among those who were children
and adolescents at the time of the critical juncture, as argued in the life course
perspective (Elder 1998). Taken together, the analyses of different family dynamics
in the immediate and long term can provide clues on how the transition did and did
not affect family behavior. To this aim, we assessed smoothed year-by-year hazard
ratios.

As past research has shown, we  nd that the massive changes that occurred in 
the 1990s and 2000s, including economic and social transitions, economic crises,
and then economic recovery, were accompanied by changes in family-related
events (see, e.g., Hoem 2008). We assessed changes for both men and women,
which is rare in the literature. Unexpectedly, trends did not differ substantially for
men and women. The greatest disparity between the two, in terms of statistically
signi cant deviations from 1980, appeared for divorce, where men’s increases were 
more often statistically signi cant. 

Despite similar theoretical predictions related to marriage, childbearing and
divorce, countries and family-related events were differentially impacted. While
the transition from state socialism seemed to have in uenced family-related events 
strongly in some post-Soviet countries (Russia, Georgia, Kazakhstan, Lithuania)
other countries such as Estonia, Hungary and Poland were less affected. In addition,
our analyses revealed that fertility, and second birth rates more speci cally, were 
almost universally impacted by the transition whereas the shift toward lower
marriage rates and higher divorce rates often began before transition commenced.
Regarding the latter, although conditions during the 1990s contributed to changes
in the entrance to and exit from marriage, we cannot rule out the possibility that
these later developments were part of a longer secular trend. In contrast, it was only
in Hungary that we found evidence of declining birth rates before the collapse of
communism. This corresponds with the cohort trends and developments in age at
 rst birth for Hungary shown in Spéder and Kamarás (2008).

The decline in second births began almost universally within the  rst few years 
of the transition, re ecting a clear and immediate period effect. The decline in  rst 
births appears to have been slower to develop. When interpreting these two parity
events, lower  rst birth rates can generally be understood as a postponement 
of parenthood (given that the overwhelming majority of each cohort eventually
becomes a parent), whereas a decline in second births may re ect an event that is 
not just postponed but altogether foregone (although whether a shift in quantum
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has occurred, and not just tempo, is a conclusion that needs to be con rmed with 
later rounds of data collection). As mentioned above, declines in marriage rates and
increases in divorce often already began before the transition from socialism, even
though the transition may have further fueled these changes.

Although identifying precise mechanisms that underlie this parity-speci c 
change is beyond the scope of this study, we can offer some re ections based 
on these stylized facts. Rather than forming or dissolving a family, the decision of
whether to expand the family by having another child appears to be the moment in
the early family life course most vulnerable to societal disruption. This is noteworthy
given no evidence of a decline in the two-child norm (Sobotka/Beaujouan 2014).

Marriage, childbearing and divorce differ according to their nature in terms of
social signi cance as well as in terms of beginnings, continuations and endings, 
which may render them more or less sensitive to immediate and slowly evolving
in uences. Marriage and entering parenthood are events that re ect the beginning 
of family life. Generally, one precedes the other, but that was increasingly less
of a given in the decades under review with the rise of non-marital childbearing
(Koytcheva/Philipov 2008; Sobotka et al. 2008; Spéder/Kamarás 2008; Katus et al.
2007). In addition to the movable nature of these events in terms of timing, they
are also loaded with personal and social meaning. Union formation is a marker
of the entrance into adulthood and separation from the family of origin. Entering
parenthood is also a self-expression of the individual and can be seen as ful lling a 
social role (Mills 2007). Assuming that most people consider their future to include
a partner and children at some point, the main question around these choices is not
if, but when in the life cycle they will take place. To varying degrees according to the
country context, it is also a question of if and when to make a partnership of cial 
through marriage. Although marriage and divorce can occur at any time, entering
parenthood is an event that is bound in time, but still in a relatively wide window
determined by the biological clock of women and cultural age deadlines.

In contrast, the second birth, as an event that expands the family, usually occurs
in a very speci c time of the life cycle. It cannot occur before the  rst child has been 
born and most people prefer to space their children relatively closely together to
condense the time in their life with young children and to create siblings of a similar
age.

Because parents of one child have transformed their life to parenthood already,
the time cost of the second child transition may be perceived as relatively low. The
economic cost of a second child may still be considerable, however, even if the
marginal cost is lower than that for the  rst. In considering the meaning of having a 
second child, the social utility is arguably lower than for the  rst child, given that one 
has already entered the biological and social role of parent. The value of the second
child may diminish over time as well, as the age gap between two potential siblings
increases. Accordingly, it may be the case that even if the societal disruption and
economic crises of the 1990s did not prevent individuals from seeking the social
reward of entering parenthood, second births were more affected because a) the
reward is lower for the second child and potentially diminishes quickly over time,
and b) the second child carries additional economic costs. That second births were
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particularly affected in the post-Soviet states, which were contexts with more serious
economic crises and more severe turbulence (Billingsley 2010; Billingsley/Duntava
2017; Sobotka 2003) may give some credence to the importance of economic costs.

In the case of  rst births, the declines were more gradual and usually plateaued 
by the end of the 1990s and into the 2000s. The expansion of higher education
and new dif culties of getting established in the labor market likely contributed 
to the postponement of parenthood, as these developments have been linked to
postponement in other contexts (e.g., Ní Bhrolcháin/Beaujouan 2012; Hsu 2023).
One way to understand the more delayed development in  rst birth trends is 
from a life course perspective (Elder 1998). The behavior of youth that reached
childbearing ages in the late 1990s may have developed differently due to shifts
or circumstances occurring at a formative age that shaped their life orientations,
which then were expressed through opting for continued education, investments in
work careers or other opportunities associated with a childfree life at the expense
of delays in family demographic events. The period of the 2000s was characterized
by economic recovery and growth to varying degrees across these countries, which
also leads to the possibility that the halt in the decline of  rst birth rates was not just 
a natural recuperation of postponement but was a pro-cyclical effect. But it was not
always the case that economic recovery coincided with a halt or an increase in the
decline of  rst birth rates. 

We can interpret the shift in marriage rates as a postponement of union formation,
but more importantly, the rise of non-marital cohabitation (Sobotka/Toulemon 2008;
Billingsley/Oláh 2022; Perelli-Harris/Lyon-Amos 2015). No theoretical framework
suggests that marriage would be delayed in more prosperous times, yet we observe
low rates even into the 2000s when stability and recovery had been reached by all
countries to some degree. This suggests that the changes surrounding the transition
impacted marriage rates through changing the values of individuals who would not
reach marriageable age until a decade later, even if the early decline hints at value
changes more broadly that began in some contexts before transition. Given that
value change is largely cohort driven (Kiley/Vaisey 2020), this too points to exposure
to societal change during the formative years as a possible avenue of change.

Divorce showed some immediate effects at the transition from socialism, but
we also found evidence that might be considered a delayed impact of the transition
on divorce, with changes in rates occurring in the 2000s. However, the evidence
of a long-term increasing trend would again indicate that divorce rates developed
somewhat independently from the transition from socialism. This  nding supports 
Härkönen et al.’s (2020)  ndings from a smaller sample that there was no universal 
impact of the transition. The pre-transition changes imply that the norms and values
governing divorce already began changing well before the transition from socialism
in these countries. But the erratic timing of divorce increases means we cannot rule
out that they were in uenced by economic and social conditions. 

The analysis and interpretation of our results do not take into account time-
variant conditions beyond the critical juncture of transition from state socialism and
general economic trends. Speci cally, we are unable to distinguish changes that 
may be driven by changes in policies that particularly affect family-related events,
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which we know occurred in the post-transition era (Šťastná et al. 2020; Billingsley
et al. 2022).

Our results generally align with country-speci c research on these family 
events. Direct comparisons are dif cult because of the different approaches, such 
as cohort analysis, that are typically used in studies that address these key events.
In addition, our results concern within-country changes, whereas much research
situates demographic trends in terms of levels. Nevertheless, our country-speci c 
 ndings are robust to the extent that it is possible to compare them with past work. 
In Bulgaria, the immediate decline in second births was visible after the transition
began (Koytcheva 2006). Divorce rates also showed a steady incline over time in
the Czech Republic (Sobotka et al. 2008) and an abrupt decline in marriage rates
appeared after 1990. Spéder and Kamarás (2008) similarly demonstrated a delayed
and gradual postponement of parenthood in Hungary after the transition. Agadjanian
et al. (2013) also tracked a gradual decline in marriage rates within Kazakhstan. In
Estonia (Katus et al. 2007) and Lithuania (Stankuniene/Jasilioniene 2008), a decline
in  rst births and marriage already took hold after 1990, the latter of which was 
most pronounced for 20-24-year-olds in Lithuania. Our  ndings seem to con rm the 
greater decline in second births compared to other birth orders after 1990 in Poland
(Kotowska et al. 2008), as well as the departure in marriage timing at this time.
Mureşan et al. (2008) analyzed changes in Romania after 1990 and similarly found
that slow, gradual change was more common in this context. That socialization
in the new, post-Soviet era seemed to be related to delayed changes was argued
already in Zakharov (2008) when interpreting changing fertility and family formation
dynamics in Russia. The scarcity of appropriate data in Belarus (Almialchuk et
al. 2011) until the recent collection of GGS data leaves no  ndings to which we 
can compare ours. Little research exists on comparable family demographics in
Georgia as well (see Badurashvili et al. 2019), but we  nd support for Blum et al’s.
(2009)  nding of an increase in divorce that appears for women in the more recent 
cohorts. This overview of country-speci c studies is by no means exhaustive, but 
this sample provides a useful starting point for gaining a more in-depth view of the
institutional and demographic changes that occurred within each country.

Taking a standardized approach across eleven countries, we can conclude that
the transition from socialism impacted family demography most directly through
fertility, and second parity transitions in particular, rather than through marriage
or divorce. Indirectly, through more long-term change, we also see an in uence 
on the timing of parenthood. Our results question a “one size  ts all” approach to 
understanding how societal disruption affects family demographic behaviors and
invites more consideration of which behaviors are most likely to be affected by
immediate effects and which are more likely to change through delayed effects.
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Women Men
Marriage 1st birth Marriage 1st birth

Education
studying 0.440** 0.384** 0.692** 0.591**
High 1.008 0.761** 1.242** 1.001
Medium 1 1 1 1
Low 0.745* 0.767* 0.678** 0.691**

Year
1970 1.032 0.742 0.877 1.341
1971 0.833 0.816 1.058 0.759
1972 0.778 0.710* 0.759 1.034
1973 0.753 0.680* 0.945 0.649
1974 0.722* 0.803 0.822 1.111
1975 0.620** 0.862 0.905 1.205
1976 0.751* 0.589** 0.757 1.020
1977 0.733* 0.840 0.601* 0.762
1978 0.789 0.786 0.935 0.821
1979 0.884 0.847 0.935 1.013
1980 1 1 1 1
1981 0.927 0.718* 0.843 0.910
1982 0.792 0.766 0.936 0.961
1983 0.804 0.756* 0.847 0.786
1984 0.876 0.867 0.870 0.978
1985 0.885 0.991 0.959 0.947
1986 0.810 0.875 0.798 1.074
1987 0.799 0.982 0.758 0.880
1988 0.869 0.838 0.557** 0.703
1989 0.729* 0.839 1.029 0.828
1990 0.951 0.969 0.777 0.895
1991 0.823 0.826 0.558** 0.934
1992 0.707* 0.880 0.584** 0.794
1993 0.714* 1.002 0.751 0.582**
1994 0.730* 0.881 0.546** 0.645*
1995 0.806 0.821 0.714 0.582**
1996 0.460** 0.758 0.691* 0.885
1997 0.620** 0.569** 0.529** 0.670*
1998 0.600** 0.726* 0.650* 0.449**
1999 0.631** 0.596** 0.517** 0.733
2000 0.505** 0.787 0.553** 0.686*
2001 0.635** 0.610** 0.631** 0.497**
2002 0.671** 0.636** 0.471** 0.623**
2003 0.506** 0.715* 0.543** 0.542**

Appendix

Tab. A1: Full model results for marriage and  rst births in Belarus, relative risks 
from piecewise constant hazard models
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Women Men
Marriage 1st birth Marriage 1st birth

Year
2004 0.502** 0.537** 0.531** 0.633**
2005 0.508** 0.621** 0.452** 0.501**
2006 0.657** 0.736* 0.514** 0.562**
2007 0.701* 0.900 0.576** 0.561**
2008 0.623** 0.647** 0.484** 0.618**
2009 0.529** 0.792 0.450** 0.471**

Age
16-20 1 1 1 1
21-25 1.366** 2.254** 5.879** 8.620**
26-30 0.540** 1.377** 3.796** 8.835**
31-35 0.241** 0.671** 2.008** 5.793**
36-40 0.091** 0.246** 1.113 2.532**
41-45 0.048** 0.024** 0.775 1.460
46-50 0.035** 0.021** 0.396* 0.582

Constant 0.015** 0.011** 0.003** 0.002**
Observations 52,094 50,976 45,937 47,712

Tab. A1: Continuation

** p<0.01, * p<0.05
Source: own estimations
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Women Men
2nd birth Divorce 2nd birth Divorce

Education
studying 0.886 1.116 0.880 0.988
High 0.908 0.981 0.975 0.754*
Medium 1 1 1 1
Low  1.117 0.954 0.933 1.085

Year
1970 0.903 0.913 0.544 0.000
1971 1.103 0.795 0.765 0.000
1972 1.154 1.083 0.667 0.746
1973 1.494* 0.882 0.461* 0.000
1974 0.965 0.904 0.823 0.570
1975 0.957 0.730 0.643 1.512
1976 0.789 0.591 0.970 1.389
1977 1.191 0.937 0.722 0.869
1978 1.021 1.531 0.807 1.609
1979 0.883 0.816 0.808 0.724
1980 1 1 1 1
1981 1.046 0.465 0.900 0.000
1982 1.252 1.092 0.725 1.421
1983 1.178 0.834 0.992 1.066
1984 1.037 0.947 1.045 0.751
1985 1.490* 1.004 1.150 2.627
1986 1.080 1.019 1.317 2.305
1987 0.937 0.537 0.798 0.673
1988 1.385* 0.864 0.910 1.080
1989 0.974 0.876 1.008 2.487
1990 0.918 1.211 0.789 1.806
1991 1.116 1.058 0.666 0.784
1992 0.645* 1.138 0.798 1.363
1993 0.599* 0.658 0.539** 1.850
1994 0.590** 0.991 0.422** 1.422
1995 0.435** 1.064 0.582* 2.283
1996 0.322** 1.540 0.487** 2.741
1997 0.511** 1.529 0.387** 2.506
1998 0.501** 0.850 0.483** 1.628
1999 0.515** 1.057 0.313** 1.712
2000 0.537** 1.422 0.457** 2.757
2001 0.528** 1.186 0.436** 1.946
2002 0.584** 1.415 0.349** 1.896
2003 0.411** 1.544 0.346** 2.284
2004 0.521** 1.349 0.383** 1.386
2005 0.626* 1.554 0.340** 3.131

Tab. A2: Full model results for second births and divorce in Belarus, relative risks
from piecewise constant hazard models
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Women Men
2nd birth Divorce 2nd birth Divorce

Year
2006 0.582** 1.596 0.517** 3.104
2007 0.425** 1.753* 0.560** 3.030
2008 0.722 1.302 0.482** 1.927
2009 0.805 1.375 0.445** 2.270

Time since 1st child/married
0-2 years 1 1 1 1
3-5 years  1.513** 1.456** 1.616** 1.409
6-8 years  1.173* 1.145 1.345** 1.159
9+/9-11 years 0.240** 1.120 0.285** 1.241
12-15 years N/A 1.121 N/A 1.058
16+ N/A 1.361** N/A 0.817

Age at 1st birth/marriage
15-20 1.222** 1.236** 0.937 1.309
21-25 1 1  1 1
26-30 0.633** 1.186 0.812** 0.922
31-35 0.392** 0.850 0.610** 0.821
36-40 0.167** 1.194 0.259** 2.640**
41+ 0.174 2.390* 0.079* 1.027

Parity
0 N/A 1.309* N/A 2.663**
1 child N/A 1.440** N/A 1.979**
2 children N/A 1 N/A 1
3+ children N/A 1.194 N/A 1.951**

Constant 0.009** 0.001** 0.012** 0.000**
Observations 45,218 88,855 25,797 59,232

Tab. A2: Continuation

** p<0.01, * p<0.05
N/A = Not Applicable
Source: own estimations
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