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Combining Two Nationally Representative Surveys to  
Estimate Trends in Divorce in the United States 

 
Descriptive Finding 

 
Abstract 
 
BACKGROUND 

For interpretation of trends in divorce to be valid, a prerequisite is adequate data quality. Past 

studies have compared various sources of data, with some arriving at optimistic and others more 

pessimistic conclusions about data quality.  

 

OBJECTIVE 

We introduce and assess a new data resource for estimating divorce trends and patterns: pooled 

data from the National Survey of Family Growth (NSFG) and the Health and Retirement Study 

(HRS). When combined, these data provide coverage across a broad age range (15+) over a long 

time series. We compare period divorce rates from 1970 to 2019 using the NSFG/HRS with vital 

statistics, the American Community Survey, and the Panel Study of Income Dynamics. We 

illustrate the potential value of the NSFG/HRS by showing trends in rates of legal divorce, 

marital dissolution, and dissolutions from marriages and cohabiting unions combined.  

 

RESULTS 

There is robust evidence across sources showing a US divorce rate decline. We also find 

correspondence across data sources in divorce rates by age and period. Legal divorce and marital 

dissolution rates have declined since the 1980s, but there has been no decline in dissolution from 

marriages and cohabiting unions combined. 

 

CONTRIBUTION 

The results support the utility of the pooled NSFG/HRS for studying co-residential relationship 

dissolution and increase our confidence in other data sources. The NSFG/HRS can be used by 

researchers to conduct a wide array of analyses such as individual-level hazard modeling, the 

estimation of cumulative probabilities of marital dissolution by marriage cohort, and subgroup 

analyses. 



 

 
1. Introduction 

Trends in divorce are a key aspect of family change in the United States and elsewhere. Between 

1960 and the late 1970s, the US divorce rate more than doubled. This catalyzed much debate 

about “what’s happening to the family?”, particularly given the implications of marital 

dissolution for child and family welfare (Bumpass 1990; Raley and Sweeney 2020; Smock and 

Schwartz 2020). Since the late 1970s, the divorce rate has plateaued and declined in the United 

States (Cohen 2019; Kennedy and Ruggles 2014; Stevenson and Wolfers 2011). Declines and 

plateaus in divorce rates have also been noted in other countries such as Sweden, France, 

England and Wales, South Korea, and Japan (Härkönen 2014; Jones 2015).   

For the interpretation of trends in divorce to be valid, a prerequisite is adequate data 

quality. Past studies have compared various sources of data to study divorce trends, with some 

arriving at optimistic conclusions about data quality through the mid-1990s (Bumpass and Raley 

2007; Raley 2011) and others more pessimistic about data quality since the mid-1990s (Kennedy 

and Ruggles 2014). The latter assessment suggests that at least some of the decline in divorce 

rates may be due to increasing undercounts of divorce in vital statistics data and data quality 

issues and/or limitations in a number of surveys (Kennedy and Ruggles 2014).  

Specifically, scholars have argued that divorce trends calculated from vital statistics 

should be viewed with considerable skepticism post-1995 (Cohen 2023; Kennedy and Ruggles 

2014). At that time, funding was curtailed for the national collection of divorce certificate data 

from US states (Ventura 2018). Since then, not all states have reported divorce data and there is 

no centralized system of data quality monitoring. By contrast, the American Community Survey 

(ACS) is considered a high-quality source of divorce data given that it is nationally 

representative and asks whether household members have divorced in the past twelve months; 



 

however, these questions have only been asked since 2008. Thus, when used alone, they cannot 

be used to assess longer-term trends. Further, vital statistics and ACS data only contain 

information on legal divorce. Not all separations end in divorce, especially for more 

disadvantaged populations (Tumin and Qian 2017).  

The Survey of Income and Program Participation (SIPP) has also been used to estimate 

trends in divorce (e.g., Martin 2006; Rotz 2016). But in recent years, it has experienced a high 

and growing rate of imputed missing data on divorce dates (i.e., 30% of divorce dates were 

imputed in the 2004 wave and nearly half in the 2008 wave) (Kennedy and Ruggles 2014:591)  

The Panel Study of Income Dynamics (PSID), another possible data source, contains information 

on marital separations and cohabitation dissolutions, but does not have rich cohabitation history 

information. 

The National Survey of Family Growth (NSFG) has also been used for numerous studies 

of divorce (e.g., Bumpass and Raley 2007; Eickmeyer 2019; McErlean 2024) and allows for 

analyses of trends over many decades, given its rich information on relationship histories (e.g., 

dates of marriages, separations, divorces, and cohabitations), low rates of missing data on 

dissolution dates, and generally high response rates (National Center for Health Statistics 2021). 

A drawback, however, is that it contains information only on relatively young people and thus 

omits rising divorce rates among older adults, that is, the “gray divorce revolution” (Brown and 

Lin 2012). For older adults (ages 51 and over), the HRS has been an important resource for 

divorce research (Brown and Lin 2012). It contains rich retrospective and prospective marital 

histories over multiple waves, low rates of missing data on divorce dates, prospective 

cohabitation history information, and generally high response rates (Fisher and Ryan 2018).  



 

Our innovation is to assess a new data resource for estimating divorce and co-residential 

relationship dissolution trends and patterns: pooled data from the NSFG and the HRS. Overall, 

we believe that the NSFG and HRS are two data sets in which problems identified in other data 

sources are minimized, and, when combined, capture a broad age range of divorce, marital 

dissolution, and cohabitation dissolution experiences across a relatively long historical horizon. 

We build on past work by (1) comparing period divorce rate trends (both overall and by age) 

between 1970 and 2019 from the NSFG/HRS data to those from vital statistics, the ACS, and the 

PSID. We do not include the SIPP given its high rate of imputed missing divorce dates, although 

analysts could similarly assess the robustness of trends from the SIPP in future research; and (2) 

illustrating a key advantage of the newly pooled data by showing trends not only in legal 

divorce, but marital dissolutions, and dissolutions from marriages and cohabiting unions 

combined. Cohabitation has increased dramatically; thus, studies of divorce alone may 

increasingly understate co-residential family instability.  

Our study is part of a tradition of research assessing the quality of divorce statistics by 

comparing estimates across multiple sources. This literature includes earlier studies using US 

data (Bumpass and Raley 2007; Martin 2006; Raley 2011), more recent evaluations of US data 

sources (Kennedy and Ruggles 2014), and studies comparing divorce rates across data sources in 

Canada (Margolis et al. 2019). Researchers can use the NSFG/HRS to conduct a wide array of 

analyses regarding divorce and cohabiting union stability, including estimates of cohort-specific 

probabilities of marital and cohabiting union dissolution, individual-level hazard models of 

changing risk factors of dissolution, and subgroup variation in patterns of dissolution. All 

programs used to generate the results will be made publicly available on Open Science 



 

Framework upon publication, and age-period rates estimates from the NSFG/HRS are reported in 

the supplemental material.  

2. Data and Methods 

2.1. Data 

We use the pooled NSFG/HRS data to estimate legal divorce, marital dissolution, and co-

residential relationship dissolution trends between 1970 and 2019 drawing on retrospective 

marriage and cohabitation history information in the NSFG and retrospective and prospective 

data from the HRS. We focus on women because the NSFG did not survey men before 2002 and 

women’s reporting of marital dissolution tends to be more reliable than men’s (Bumpass, Castro 

Martin, and Sweet 1991).  

The 1988-2015 waves of the NSFG are representative of women aged 15-44 in the 

civilian, non-institutionalized population of the 50 states and the District of Columbia. Beginning 

with the 2015-2017 data collection waves, the age range was expanded to 15-49. Respondents 

were asked retrospective start and end date questions about their different-sex marital and 

cohabiting in all waves (up to 7 marriages and 6 cohabiting unions). 

The HRS is a longitudinal sample representative of older adults. The target population is 

non-institutionalized men and women aged 51 and older living in households in the contiguous 

48 states. The first cohort consists of participants aged 51-61 in 1992, and they have been 

reinterviewed biennially since then. New cohorts of adults aged 51-56 have been added to the 

study every 6 years and re-interviewed biennially. A cohort of older adults aged 70 and older 

(born before 1924) was added to the study in 1993. The HRS collects retrospective information 

on respondents’ marital histories (up to 4 marriages) and prospective information on entries and 



 

exits from marriage and cohabiting unions. Information on same-sex relationship dissolution is 

available in the HRS, but because it is not in the NSFG, we do not utilize this feature of the data.  

2.2. Measurement and Sample 

We code a legal divorce as having occurred if the respondent reported that their marriage ended 

in a divorce or annulment. If the last observed marital status is separation, widowhood, or if the 

respondent is still married at the time of interview, the end date is coded as censored. Although 

there is little missing data on marriage end dates in the NSFG and HRS (see supplementary 

material for details), marriages and divorces tend to be underreported in retrospective accounts 

(Bumpass and Raley 2007; Hayford and Morgan 2008; Mitchell 2010), suggesting that the 

NSFG/HRS likely underestimates divorce overall; our comparison of data sources will help 

illuminate the extent to which this is the case. The total sample size for our legal divorce analysis 

is N=62,476 marriage spells. 

As noted, we also estimate trends in marital dissolution and co-residential relationship 

dissolution. Marital dissolution is coded as having occurred if the respondent reported that their 

marriage ended in a separation, divorce, or annulment, whichever occurred first. Co-residential 

relationship dissolution is coded as having occurred if a marriage spell ends in marital 

dissolution or if a cohabiting union dissolves. The total sample size for our marital dissolution 

analysis is N=62,485 marriage spells and, for our analysis of dissolution from marital and 

cohabiting unions combined, N=89,808 co-residential relationship spells. See the supplementary 

material for further details on the variable coding to harmonize measures across waves and 

sources, age and period coverage of the two sources, and sample sizes of divorces and 

married/cohabiting person-years by age and decade.  

2.3. Methods 



 

We show trends in period legal divorce rates because they can be computed across data sources, 

whereas other measures, such as divorce probabilities by marriage cohort, cannot readily be 

calculated from all sources, i.e., vital statistics and ACS data. We estimate period trends in 

divorce rates in the NSFG/HRS as, 

𝑑𝑖𝑣𝑟𝑎𝑡𝑒! = ∑ 𝑑𝑖𝑣𝑟𝑎𝑡𝑒",!" ∗ 𝑤",!$%&     (1)  

where 𝑑𝑖𝑣𝑟𝑎𝑡𝑒! is the period divorce rate for decade t (t = 1970-1979,…, 2010-2019); 

𝑑𝑖𝑣𝑟𝑎𝑡𝑒",! are age- and decade-specific divorce rates for women aged 15 and older (a = 15-19, 

20-24,…70-74, 75+) estimated from the NSFG/HRS data; and  𝑤",!$%& are weights reflecting the 

US population age distribution of married and separated women by decade—this is the 

population at risk of legal divorce. We use decades because small sample sizes in NSFG/HRS by 

age and period preclude a more fine-grained categorization of time. To compute weights, we use 

the typical procedure for computing post-stratification weights for national US data: Census and 

ACS data (Little 1993). For example, 𝑤'()'*,'*+,)+*$%&  is the proportion of married women in 

1970-1979 who are 15-19 as estimated from decennial census data. We use mid-decade estimates 

of the population at risk of divorce by decades; 1970-1979 is estimated as the average of the 

1970 and 1980 age distributions from the US decennial censuses. For the 2010-2019 period, we 

use the 2015 ACS for the population distribution of women at risk of divorce. 

 Both the numerator and denominator for the divorce rate in age group a and decade t 

(𝑑𝑖𝑣𝑟𝑎𝑡𝑒",!) are calculated from the NSFG/HRS data as: 

𝑑𝑖𝑣𝑟𝑎𝑡𝑒",! =
#	/0	$%&/1234!,#

#	/0	5"11%3$	&	437"1"!3$	8/539!,#)(.(∗#	/0	$%&/1234!,#)
      (2) 

which estimates age-decade-specific refined divorce rates. Married and separated women are 

included in the denominator as this is the population at risk of legal divorce. Because we 

measure time-to-divorce in whole years given that more precise measures are not available in all 



 

survey waves, equation (2) employs the standard demographic technique of subtracting half of 

the divorces from the denominator on the assumption that divorces are evenly distributed within 

years (Rowland 2003). To compute these rates internal to the NSFG/HRS data, we use the 

provided sampling weights normalized such that the average equals one for both sources within 

waves (Rendall et al. 2008).  

 We use similar equations to estimate period trends in marital dissolution rates (i.e., 

divorces or separations, whichever occurred first, with married women as the population at risk) 

and co-residential relationship dissolution rates (i.e., marital and cohabitation dissolutions with 

married or cohabiting women as the population at risk).  

3. Results 

Figure 1 provides a foundation for evaluating the NSFG/HRS trends and comparing them with 

other sources. It shows single-year estimates of the refined divorce rate between 1970 and 2019 

using vital statistics and ACS  (also see Goldstein 1999; Smock and Schwartz 2020; Stevenson 

and Wolfers 2007). We only include the vital statistics and ACS results here because sample 

sizes from the NSFG/HRS and PSID are too small to support single-year estimates. Figure 1 

shows a large decline in the divorce rate with the benefit of 40 years of data since the 1979 peak. 

The difference between the ACS and vital statistics estimates makes it difficult to estimate the 

magnitude of the downward trend from 1979 to the late 2010s. Across both sources of data, 

however, it is clear that there has been a large decline since 1979. In terms of levels, there is 

evidence that ACS respondents overreport divorce based on a survey experiment conducted by 

the Census Bureau (O’Connell, Gooding, and Ericson 2007:Tables 34 & 35; Schoen 2016), but 

the Census Bureau did not test whether ACS respondents also underreported legal divorce, so the 

true degree of over- versus under-reporting is unknown.  



 

Figure 2 adds NSFG/HRS and PSID trend estimates and groups the data into decade 

averages, given that some cell sizes in the NSFG/HRS and PSID are small. The divorce decline 

is apparent in each data source. Bootstrapped 95% confidence intervals of the NSFG/HRS 

divorce trend (omitted from Figure 2 for clarity but included in Figure 3) indicate that the 

divorce decline estimated from the NSFG/HRS is unlikely to be due to sampling variability. In 

terms of levels, as is typical of survey reports, the pooled NSFG/HRS data underestimate divorce 

compared to the ACS and vital statistics (although levels are similar to the PSID). Thus, we see 

robust evidence across sources that divorce has declined relative to its peak, although the 

NSFG/HRS would not be the best data with which to estimate levels of divorce. 

Figure 3 shows that, overall, age patterns of divorce across decades are quite similar 

across sources. There are larger discrepancies across sources at younger ages, with lower 

estimates of divorce at younger ages in vital statistics and ACS than in NSFG/HRS and PSID 

data. If respondents are more likely to report separations or dissolutions from cohabitation as 

‘divorce’ at young ages, this could be responsible for these differences. Because there are few 

marriages at young ages in more recent years, these differences are unlikely to have a major 

impact on population-wide trends, as is apparent in Figure 2. Figure 3 also shows that the higher 

estimates of divorce in the ACS in Figure 2 in the 2000s and 2010s are concentrated at older ages 

compared to estimates from the NSFG/HRS and PSID.  

As shown in Figure 4, trends in marital dissolution closely follow trends in legal divorce, 

although marital dissolution rates are higher. Thus, examining trends in legal divorce alone does 

not lead to a substantial misunderstanding of trends in marital stability—both divorce and marital 

dissolution have declined over the past several decades in tandem. Figure 4 also indicates that 

levels of dissolution are higher and flatter when including cohabiting unions. Rather than 



 

declining, co-residential relationship dissolution has remained at a high plateau in the United 

States. 

4. Conclusions 

An important part of assessing “what’s happening to the family” is attending to data quality to 

understand the extent to which estimated trends are believable. All data have their limitations, 

but in recent decades, scholars have argued that commonly used data sources for describing 

trends and patterns in divorce have become more problematic in various ways (Kennedy and 

Ruggles 2014) in contrast to earlier evaluations (e.g., Bumpass and Raley 2007; Raley 2011).  

We pooled two high-quality nationally representative surveys, the NSFG and HRS, 

which together avoid some of the main limitations identified in other sources, and compare 

estimates to assess the robustness of trends and levels of divorce. The primary benefits of the 

pooled NSFG/HRS data are that they (a) do not systematically exclude portions of the age 

distribution, in particular, “gray divorce” is included; (b) provide information on trends across a 

long time series; (c) contain information on relationship start and dissolution dates for marriages 

and cohabiting unions thus allowing for a wide range of individual-level event history analyses. 

We find robust evidence across data sources (NSFG/HRS, vital statistics, ACS, and 

PSID) of a sustained decline in the US divorce rate since the 1980s. The correspondence between 

data sources extends, with the potential exception of divorce at the youngest ages, to patterns by 

age and by period. Data quality issues could hypothetically explain the divorce decline but given 

that evidence from a variety of sources all point in the same direction, as well as similar patterns 

across sources by age, this is unlikely. Still, estimates of divorce levels do vary. Vital statistics 

and ACS data produce higher estimates of divorce than the NSFG/HRS and PSID, which is 

likely the result of recall error and omissions in marital history reports. 



 

We illustrate the potential of the pooled NSFG/HRS data by showing trends in legal 

divorce, marital dissolution (legal divorce and separations), and dissolutions from marriage and 

cohabiting unions combined. Both legal divorce and marital dissolution rates have declined more 

or less in tandem since the 1980s, but rates of dissolution from marital and cohabiting unions 

together are higher and have not declined. Thus, increases in cohabitation have fully offset the 

decline in marital dissolution, indicating that the divorce decline does not imply a broader 

increase in co-residential relationship stability. These results are consistent with previous studies 

using data through the mid-1990s (Goldstein 1999; Raley and Bumpass 2003) and using data 

only including young women (Eickmeyer 2019; Kamp Dush, Jang, and Snyder 2018). Past 

studies examining trends among young women are subject to the critique that they miss both 

increases in divorce and cohabitation among older adults.  

Researchers can use the combined NSFG/HRS to study a wide range of questions about 

divorce and co-residential relationship stability. For example, because it contains information on 

marriage start and end dates over a long period for a wide age range of the population, it can be 

used to estimate trends using different “clocks” (i.e., age, period, and cohort). Researchers may 

also use these data to estimate other divorce and dissolution measures, such as the cumulative 

probability of divorce within 20 years of marriage, the median duration of marriage, or changes 

in the probability of dissolution from cohabiting unions. It also allows for the analysis of 

differences across subgroups (e.g., by race/ethnicity, education, parenthood status) and 

individual-level hazard models using a rich set of predictors.  

 

 



 

Figure 1:  Comparison of refined divorce rate (divorces per 1,000 married women) by data source, single-
year estimates from 1970-2019.  

 

Notes: Vital statistics data from 2000 forward do not include data from all states. States not reporting vary across 
years (National Center for Health Statistics 2023). When states are not included in the numerator, they are not 
included in the denominator of the divorce rate calculation. Data from 1970-1995: annual divorces per 1,000 
married women aged 15+, Haines (2006:1-688, 1-689); 2000-2021: annual divorces, National Center for Health 
Statistics (2023) / annual number of married women aged 15+, US decennial census and ACS data (excluding 
women in states not reporting divorce counts), x 1000. ACS trend data: annual number of women aged 15 years and 
older who divorced in the previous 12 months and annual number of married women aged 15 years and older 
(Ruggles et al. 2023). 
 

 



 

Figure 2:  Comparison of refined divorce rate (divorces per 1,000 married women) by data source, decade 
averages from 1970-2019.  

 

Notes: Vital statistics data from 1970-1995: annual divorces per 1,000 married women aged 15+, Haines (2006:1-
688, 1-689); 2000-2021: annual divorces, National Center for Health Statistics (2023) / annual number of married 
women aged 15+, US decennial census and ACS data (excluding women in states not reporting divorce counts), x 
1000. ACS trend data: annual number of women aged 15 years and older who divorced in the previous 12 months 
and annual number of married women aged 15 years and older (Ruggles et al. 2023); NSFG/HRS data: all NSFG 
waves from 1988 to 2017-2019; all HRS waves from 1992 to 2020 covering marriage spells through 2019. PSID 
trends: all waves from 1968 to 2023, covering marriage spells through 2019. 
 

 



 

Figure 3:  Age-specific divorce rates (divorces per 1,000 married women) by decade and data source 

 

Notes: Vital statistics by age group and year in 1970, 1980, 1984-89, 1990: Clarke (1995); ACS data from 2008-
2019 by age group and year = annual number of women who divorced in the previous 12 months / annual number of 
married women x 1000, Ruggles et al. (2023); For vital statistics and ACS data, data for missing years are linearly 
interpolated between non-missing years within age group and averaged by decade. NSFG/HRS data: all NSFG 
waves from 1988 to 2017-2019; all HRS waves from 1992 to 2020 covering marriage spells through 2019. PSID 
trends: all waves from 1968 to 2023, covering marriage spells through 2019. 
 

 



 

Figure 4:  Refined dissolution rate per 1,000 women at risk by dissolution type 

 

Notes: Divorces=legal divorce; Marital dissolutions=legal divorce or marital separation, whichever occurred first; 
Relationship dissolution=marital dissolution or dissolution of non-marital cohabiting union. Women at risk of 
divorce are those who are married or separated; women at risk of marital dissolution are those who are married (and 
not separated); women at risk of a union dissolution are those who are either married (and not separated) or in a non-
marital cohabiting union. National Survey of Family Growth (NSFG) all waves from 1988 to 2017-2019; Health and 
Retirement Study (HRS), all waves from 1992 to 2020; US decennial census and American Community Survey 
data, IPUMS data from Ruggles et al. (2023). Bootstrapped 95% confidence intervals from 2,000 iterations.  
 

 

 
 



 

References  
 
Brown, S.L. and Lin, I.F. (2012). The gray divorce revolution: Rising divorce among middle-

aged and older adults, 1990-2010. Journals of Gerontology Series B-Psychological 
Sciences and Social Sciences 67(6):731–741. doi:Doi 10.1093/Geronb/Gbs089. 

Bumpass, L. and Raley, K. (2007). Measuring separation and divorce. In: Hofferth, S. L. and 
Casper, L. M. (eds). Handbook of Measurement Issues in Family Research. Mahwah, NJ: 
Lawrence Erlbaum: 125–143. 

Bumpass, L.L. (1990). What’s happening to the family? Interactions between demographic and 
institutional change. Demography 27(4):483–98. 

Bumpass, L.L., Castro Martin, T., and Sweet, J.A. (1991). The impact of family background and 
early marital factors on marital disruption. Journal of Family Issues 12(1):22–42. 

Clarke, S. (1995). Advance Report of Final Divorce Statistics, 1989 and 1990. Monthly Vital 
Statistics Report; 43(9). doi:10.13140/2.1.2693.5688. 

Cohen, P.N. (2019). The coming divorce decline. Socius 5:2378023119873497. 
Cohen, P.N. (2023). Rethinking marriage metabolism: The declining frequency of marital events 

in the United States. Population Research and Policy Review 42(5):80. 
Eickmeyer, K.J. (2019). Cohort trends in union dissolution during young adulthood. Journal of 

Marriage and Family 81(3):760–770. 
Fisher, G.G. and Ryan, L.H. (2018). Overview of the health and retirement study and 

introduction to the special issue. Work, Aging, and Retirement 4(1):1–9. 
Goldstein, J.R. (1999). The leveling of divorce in the United States. Demography 36(3):409–14. 
Haines, M.R. (2006). Marriage and divorce rates: 1920-1995. In: Carter, S. B., Gartner, S. S., 

Haines, M. R., Olmstead, R. S. and Wright, G. (eds). Historical Statistics of the United 
States, Earliest Times to the Present: Millennial Edition. New York, NY: Cambridge 
University Press: 1–688; 681–689. 

Härkönen, J. (2014). Divorce. In: The Wiley Blackwell Companion to the Sociology of Families. 
John Wiley & Sons, Ltd: 303–322. doi:10.1002/9781118374085.ch15. 

Hayford, S.R. and Morgan, S.P. (2008). The quality of retrospective data on cohabitation. 
Demography 45(1):129–141. 

Jones, G.W. (2015). Divorce trends and patterns in Asia. In: Routledge Handbook of Families in 
Asia. Routledge. 

Kamp Dush, C.M., Jang, B., and Snyder, A.R. (2018). A cohort comparison of predictors of 
young adult union formation and dissolution in the US. Advances in Life Course 
Research 38:37–49. 

Kennedy, S. and Ruggles, S. (2014). Breaking up Is hard to count: The rise of divorce in the 
United States, 1980-2010. Demography 51(2):587–598. doi:Doi 10.1007/S13524-013-
0270-9. 

Little, R.J.A. (1993). Post-stratification: A modeler’s perspective. Journal of the American 
Statistical Association 88(423):1001–1012. doi:10.1080/01621459.1993.10476368. 

Margolis, R., Choi, Y., Hou, F., and Haan, M. (2019). Capturing trends in Canadian divorce in 
an era without vital statistics. Demographic Research 41:1453–1478. 

Martin, S.P. (2006). Trends in marital dissolution by women’s education in the United States. 
Demographic Research 15:537–60. 



 

McErlean, K. (2024). Cohabiting couple’s economic organization and marriage patterns across 
social classes. Journal of Marriage and Family 86(3):762–786. 
doi:https://doi.org/10.1111/jomf.12947. 

Mitchell, C. (2010). Are divorce studies trustworthy? The effects of survey nonresponse and 
response errors. Journal of Marriage and Family 72(4):893–905. 

National Center for Health Statistics (2021). 2017-2019 National Survey of Family Growth 
(NSFG): Summary of Design and Data Collection Methods. 
Https://Www.Cdc.Gov/Nchs/Data/Nsfg/NSFG-2017-2019-Summary-Design-Data-
Collection-508.Pdf. Hyattsville, MD: U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. 

National Center for Health Statistics (2023). National marriage and divorce rate trends for 2000-
2021 [electronic resource]. 

O’Connell, M., Gooding, G., and Ericson, L. (2007). Evaluation report covering marital history. 
2006 American Community Survey Content Test Report. 
doi:https://www.census.gov/content/dam/Census/library/working-
papers/2007/acs/2007_OConnell_01.pdf. 

Raley, R.K. (2011). A brief on the quality of data of marital and relationship instability in the 
United States. Counting Couples, Counting Families conference, Bethesda, MD. 
https://www.bgsu.edu/content/dam/BGSU/college-of-arts-and-
sciences/NCFMR/documents/research-conferences/counting-couples/Marital-and-
relationship-instability.pdf. 

Raley, R.K. and Bumpass, L. (2003). The topography of the divorce plateau: Levels and trends 
in union stability in the United States after 1980. Demographic Research 8:246–58. 

Raley, R.K. and Sweeney, M.M. (2020). Divorce, repartnering, and stepfamilies: A decade in 
review. Journal of Marriage and Family 82(1):81–99. 

Rendall, M.S., Admiraal, R., DeRose, A., DiGiulio, P., Handcock, M.S., and Racioppi, F. 
(2008). Population constraints on pooled surveys in demographic hazard modeling. 
Statistical Methods and Applications 17(4):519–539. 

Rotz, D. (2016). Why have divorce rates fallen?: The role of women’s age at marriage. Journal 
of Human Resources 51(4):961–1002. 

Rowland, D.T. (2003). Demographic Methods and Concepts. Oxford, England: Oxford 
University Press. 

Ruggles, S., Flood, S., Sobek, M., Backman, D., Chen, A., Cooper, G., Richards, S., Rogers, R., 
and Schouweiler, M. (2023). Integrated Public Use Microdata Series: Version 14.0. 
[dataset]. Minneapolis, MN: IPUMS. doi:ttps://doi.org/10.18128/D010.V14.0. 

Schoen, R. (2016). The continuing retreat of marriage: Figures from marital status life tables for 
United States females, 2000–2005 and 2005–2010. In: Robert Schoen (ed.). Dynamic 
Demographic Analysis. New York: Springer: 203–215. 

Smock, P.J. and Schwartz, C.R. (2020). The demography of families: A review of patterns and 
change. Journal of Marriage and Family 81:9–34. 

Stevenson, B. and Wolfers, J. (2007). Marriage and divorce: Changes and their driving forces. 
Journal of Economic Perspectives 21(2):27–52. doi:Doi 10.1257/Jep.21.2.27. 

Stevenson, B. and Wolfers, J. (2011). Trends in marital stability. In: Cohen, L. R. and Wright, J. 
D. (eds). Research Handbook on the Economics of Family Law. Northampton, MA: 
Edward Elgar Publishing: 96–108. 

Tumin, D. and Qian, Z. (2017). Unemployment and the transition from separation to divorce. 
Journal of Family Issues 38(10):1389–1413. 



 

Ventura, S.J. (2018). The US national vital statistics system: Transitioning into the 21st century, 
1990–2017. Vital and Health Statistics 1(62). https://stacks.cdc.gov/view/cdc/52818. 

 
 
 

 

 



 

Supplementary Material 
 
(1) Additional data source details 

Response rates. In waves through the early 2010s, response rates were high (>75%), after which 

response rates began declining (roughly 65%) (National Center for Health Statistics 2021). 

Average initial response rates are 73% and at re-interview are 69 to 92%  (Fisher and Ryan 

2018). 

Missing end dates. Marriage spells with missing or invalid end dates are excluded from 

the sample. About 2% of marriage spells in the HRS have missing end dates; missing end dates 

are not imputed in the HRS. They are imputed in the NSFG and imputation rates are low 

(ranging from 1.6% of end dates in 2006 to 2.9% of end dates in 2015). An exception is 2002 

due to a problem with the skip pattern, causing marriage dissolution data to be missing for about 

one-third of all marriages that subsequently dissolved; these dates were later imputed by the 

NSFG team. In the public use NSFG data, <1% of marriage spells have missing or invalid end 

dates. 

Coverage. Figure A1 summarizes coverage of the NSFG and HRS data by age and 

decade. Between the 1990s and 2010s, the combined data provide information on women aged 

15-95+ with substantial overlap between the two surveys. It also shows that there is a coverage 

gap in the sample for older women in the 1970s and 80s (55+ and 65+). This occurs because, 

unlike other HRS cohorts, currently married HRS cohort members aged 70 and older interviewed 

first in 1993 were not asked start and end dates of prior marriages (Health and Retirement Study 

1993).  We thus impute divorce and dissolution rates using “low,” “medium,” and “high” 

estimates of the missing rates for these missing combinations rates as follows: a) Low estimate: 

Assume age- and period-specific dissolution rates for these missing ages and years are zero; b) 



 

Medium estimate. Assume they are the average of non-missing age-specific rates for later years; 

c) High estimate: Assume they equal the maximum of non-missing age-specific rates for later 

years.  

Figure A2 shows trends in the three types of dissolution rates we examine with these 

bounds for the imputation of missing dissolution rates at older ages in the 1970s and 1980s. The 

effects of the different imputation strategies are smallest for the divorce outcome and largest for 

the co-residential relationship dissolution outcome. However, in no case does the choice of 

imputation method affect the substantive interpretation of trends. We use the “medium” estimate 

in the text, which as we show, aligns with trends from vital statistics well. 

 

Figure A1:  NSFG/HRS data coverage by age, decade, and data source 
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Figure A2. Refined Dissolution Rates by Dissolution Type Per 1,000 Women at Risk: Sensitivity to 
Imputation of Missing Rates at Older Ages 

 

  

Another structural issue with the data is that the HRS does not contain retrospective 

information on cohabitation, although the NSFG does. Thus, the only information in the pooled 

data on cohabitation dissolution for the 1970s comes from the NSFG on women 35 years of age 

and younger, and similarly for the 1980s on women 45 years of age and younger. We do not 

believe this is a large problem due to the comparative rarity of cohabitation among older adults 

in the 1970s and 1980s. To estimate the magnitude of this issue, we can see that if the proportion 

of cohabiting women over age 35 in 1970 and over 45 in 1980 is linearly extrapolated backwards 

(Figure A3), we would expect about 20% of all cohabiting unions in 1970 and only 10% of 

unions in 1980 to be missing. Thus, while it is important to acknowledge that our estimate of co-

residential relationship dissolution is biased downward in these decades, we do not believe this 

bias is large. 



 

Figure A3. Proportion of Cohabiting Unions Above Age 35 and 45, Observed and Linearly 
Extrapolated 

 

(2) Measurement of relationship spells & dissolutions  

Because of the number of waves in the NSFG and HRS and coding across two data sources, our 

definitions of the start and end dates of marriage and cohabitation and our method for identifying 

whether a dissolution occurred and if so, what type, vary somewhat, although we attempt to 

harmonize across sources and waves as much as possible. 

Tables A1 to A3 (end of document) provide details about how we coded our key 

measures: relationship start dates, end dates, duration, whether or not a dissolution occurred, and, 

if so, what type. Table A1 provides this information for analyses in which the outcome is legal 

divorce. Table A2 provides this information for marital dissolutions. Table A3 provides this 

information for cohabiting unions. For analyses where the outcome is co-residential relationship 

dissolution, we pool the data on marital and cohabitating dissolutions, coding cohabiting couples 

who transition to marriage as having one combined relationship spell. For these analyses, 

“failure” is either a marital dissolution or a dissolution from a cohabiting union. 

 



 

(3) Sample sizes of divorces and person-years at risk by age and decade  

Table A4 shows sample sizes for the numbers of divorces and married person-years (both 

estimated from the NSFG/HRS data). These are weighted frequencies using probability weights 

from the NSFG and HRS in which the weights have been normalized within waves and data 

sources so that the sum of the weights equals the sample size. The structural zeros for the 

combination of ages and decades shown in Figure 1 from the main text are evident here and are 

imputed using the method discussed in section (1) above. The data shown in Table A4 are used 

to construct age and period divorce rates. They are weighted as shown in equation (1) of the text 

using the age- and period-specific distribution of women at-risk of the dissolution type from 

Census and ACS data and summed to obtain period divorce rates. 

 



 

(4) Divorce, marital dissolution, and co-residential relationship dissolution rates  

Table A5 below shows divorce, marital dissolution, and co-residential relationship dissolution 

rates per 1,000 women estimated from the pooled NSFG/HRS data–the primary estimates in this 

article.  

 
 
 



Table A1. Marriage and Divorce Measures, NSFG & HRS

Data Entry Divorce Duration
NSFG Wave

1988 Retrospective month & year variables, up to 4 
marriages, including: 1st,  2nd, most recent previous 
(if married more than 3 times), & current marriage 
(NSFG-created variables not available)

Retrospective month & year raw variables, divorce end 
dates for up to 3 marriages: 1st, 2nd, & most recent 
previous marriage if married more than 3 times. (NSFG-
created variables not available.)

“End date - start date” where End date is divorce date for those 
divorced, date of widowhood for those widowed, and interview date 
for those still married or separated. Only divorce is coded as failure.

1995 NSFG-created retrospective month & year variables, 
up to 5 marriages. 

Retrospective month & year raw variables: divorce end 
dates for up to 5 marriages.

“End date - start date” where End date is divorce date for those 
divorced, date of widowhood for those widowed, and interview date 
for those still married or separated. Only divorce is coded as failure.

2002 NSFG-created retrospective month & year variables, 
up to 5 marriages. 

Retrospective month & year raw variables: divorce end 
dates for up to 5 marriages.

“End date - start date” where End date is divorce date for those 
divorced, date of widowhood for those widowed, and interview date 
for those still married or separated. Only divorce is coded as failure.

2006-2010 NSFG-created retrospective month & year variables, 
up to 6 marriages. 

Retrospective month & year raw variables: divorce end 
dates for up to 6 marriages

“End date - start date” where End date is divorce date for those 
divorced, date of widowhood for those widowed, and interview date 
for those still married or separated. Only divorce is coded as failure.

2011-2013 NSFG-created retrospective month & year variables, 
up to 5 marriages. 

Retrospective month & year raw variables: divorce end 
dates for up to 5 marriages

“End date - start date” where End date is divorce date for those 
divorced, date of widowhood for those widowed, and interview date 
for those still married or separated. Only divorce is coded as failure.

2013-2015 NSFG-created retrospective month & year variables, 
up to 5 marriages

Retrospective month & year raw variables: divorce end 
dates for up to 5 marriages

“End date - start date” where End date is divorce date for those 
divorced, date of widowhood for those widowed, and interview date 
for those still married or separated. Only divorce is coded as failure.

2015-2017 Public-use file: NSFG-created retrospective year 
variables, up to 6 marriages

Public-use file: retrospective year raw variables for 
divorce, up to 6 marriages

“End date - start date” where End date is divorce year for those 
divorced, year of widowhood for those widowed, and interview year 
for those still married or separated. Only divorce is coded as failure.

2017-2019 Public-use file: NSFG-created retrospective year 
variables, up to 4 marriages. Restricted-use file: 
month and year variables, up to 4 marriages. 

Public-use file: NSFG-created retrospective year variables 
for divorce (or separation if divorce is preceded by 
separation), up to 4 marriages. Restricted-use file: month 
and year variables for divorce only (even when divorce is 
preceded by separation), up to 4 marriages.

Public-use file: “End date - start date” where End date is divorce date 
(or separation date if divorce is preceded by separation) for those 
divorced, date of widowhood for those widowed, and interview date 
for those still married or separated. Restricted-use file: “End date - 
start date” where End date is divorce date for those divorced, date of 
widowhood for those widowed, and interview date for those still 
married or separated. Only divorce is coded as failure.

Marriage



Table A1. Continued…

Data Entry Divorce Duration

HRS Cohort - each dateset contains restropective and longitudinal data from multiple waves
1992 RETROSPECTIVE (data collected in 1992): 1) if 

currently married: month & year of current marriage; 
2) if currently separated/divorced/widowed, month & 
year of last marriage; 3) if currently cohabiting, 
month & year of first and only marriage or the last 
marriage if married more than once; 4)  marriage year 
for up to 3 additional marriages if married more than 
once; SUMMARY: year is available for up to 4 
marriages, month is available for up to 1; month is 
assumed to be January for the rest. PROSPECTIVE 
(data from 1992-2020): compare between waves, new 
marriage occurs if: 1) partner ID changed (this 
includes changing from "0" [not living with a 
partner/spouse] to an ID # [living with a 
partner/spouse] or from one ID # to a different ID #) 
and marital status is married as of change; or 2) 
partner ID did not change but marital status changed 
to "married." Month & year assigned to be the 
midpoint between waves or censored at the first 
wave

RETROSPECTIVE (data collected in 1992): 1) if 
currently divorced, retrospective divorce month & year of 
the last marriage; 2) if currently partnered, how the last 
marriage ended is unknown; 3) retrospective divorce year 
for up to 3 additional marriages if married more than once 
(only divorce, widowhood, and "other" were provided as 
possible answers, not separation; "other" is treated as 
neither a divorce nor a separation and flagged as 
"marend_typemis" = 1.  SUMMARY: year is available 
for up to 4 marriages; month is available for up to 1; 
month is assumed to be June for the rest. 
PROSPECTIVE (data from 1992-2020): compare between 
waves, divorce occurs if:  1) marital status changed from 
"separated" to "divorced;" or 2) marital status changed 
from "married" to "divorced" [Durations ending in 1995 
and 1996 will over estimate divorce in the prospective 
data because question didn’t individually identify 
separation and divorce dates.] Month & year assigned to 
be the midpoint between waves.

"=End year - start year" where End date is divorce year for those 
divorced, year of widowhood for those widowed, and interview year 
for those still married or separated. Only divorce is coded as failure.

1993 PROSPECTIVE ONLY (data from 1993-2020): 
compare between waves: 1) partner ID changed (this 
includes changing from "0" [not living with a 
partner/spouse] to an ID # [living with a 
partner/spouse] or from one ID # to a different ID #) 
and marital status is married as of change; 2) partner 
ID did not change but marital status changed to 
"married." Month & year assigned to be the 
midpoint between waves or censored at the first 
wave

PROSPECTIVE ONLY (data from 1993-2020): compare 
between waves:  1) marital status changed from 
"separated" to "divorced." 2) marital status changed from 
"married" to "divorced" [Durations ending in 1995 and 
1996 will over estimate divorce in the prospective data 
because question didn’t individually identify separation 
and divorce dates.] Month & year assigned to be the 
midpoint between waves.

"=End year - start year" where End date is divorce year for those 
divorced, year of widowhood for those widowed, and interview year 
for those still married or separated. Only divorce is coded as failure.

1998 RETROSPECTIVE (data collected in 1998): 
Marriage year and month for up to the first 3 
marriages and 1 most recent marriage (up to 4 in 
total). PROSPECTIVE (data from 1998-2020): 
compare between waves: 1) partner ID changed 
(including changing from "0" to a ID # or from one 
ID # to a different ID #) and marital status is married 
as of change; 2) partner ID did not change but 
marital status changed from "partnered" to "married." 
Month & year assigned to be the midpoint between 
waves or censored at the first wave

RETROSPECTIVE (data collected in 1998): year and 
month of divorce (up to 4) calculated based on marriage 
start date and years of marital duration, if estimated 
duration = 0 year, duration is assumed to be 6 months. 
PROSPECTIVE (data from 1998-2020): compare between 
waves:  1) marital status changed from "separated" to 
"divorced." 2) marital status changed from "married" to 
"divorced."  Month & year assigned to be the midpoint 
between waves.

"=End year - start year" where End date is divorce year for those 
divorced, year of widowhood for those widowed, and interview year 
for those still married or separated. Only divorce is coded as failure.

Marriage



Table A1. Continued…

Data Entry Divorce Duration

HRS Cohort - each dateset contains restropective and longitudinal data from multiple waves
2004 RETROSPECTIVE (data collected in 2004): 

Marriage year and month for up to the first 4 
marriages. PROSPECTIVE  (data from 2004-2020): 
compare between waves: 1) partner ID changed 
(including changing from "0" to a ID # or from one 
ID # to a different ID #) and marital status is married 
as of change; 2) partner ID did not change but 
marital status changed from "partnered" to "married." 
Month & year assigned to be the midpoint between 
waves or censored at the first wave

RETROSPECTIVE (data collected in 2004): year and 
month of divorce (up to 4) calculated based on marriage 
start date and years of marital duration, if estimated 
duration = 0 year, duration is assumed to last 6 months. 
PROSPECTIVE  (data from 2004-2020): compare 
between waves:  1) marital status changed from 
"separated" to "divorced." 2) marital status changed from 
"married" to "divorced."  Month & year assigned to be the 
midpoint between waves.

"=End year - start year" where End date is divorce year for those 
divorced, year of widowhood for those widowed, and interview year 
for those still married or separated. Only divorce is coded as failure.

2010 RETROSPECTIVE (data collected in 2010): 
Marriage year and month for up to the first 4 
marriages. PROSPECTIVE  (data from 2010-2020): 
compare between waves: 1) partner ID changed 
(including changing from "0" to a ID # or from one 
ID # to a different ID #) and marital status is married 
as of change; 2) partner ID did not change but 
marital status changed from "partnered" to "married." 
Month & year assigned to be the midpoint between 
waves or censored at the first wave

RETROSPECTIVE (data collected in 2010): year and 
month of divorce (up to 4) calculated based on marriage 
start date and years of marital duration, if estimated 
duration = 0 year, duration is assumed to last 6 months. 
PROSPECTIVE  (data from 2010-2020): compare 
between waves:  1) marital status changed from 
"separated" to "divorced." 2) marital status changed from 
"married" to "divorced."  Month & year assigned to be the 
midpoint between waves.

"=End year - start year" where End date is divorce year for those 
divorced, year of widowhood for those widowed, and interview year 
for those still married or separated. Only divorce is coded as failure.

2016 RETROSPECTIVE (data collected in 2016): 
Marriage year and month for up to the first 4 
marriages. PROSPECTIVE  (data from 2016-2020): 
compare between waves: 1) partner ID changed 
(including changing from "0" to a ID # or from one 
ID # to a different ID #) and marital status is married 
as of change; 2) partner ID did not change but 
marital status changed from "partnered" to "married." 
Month & year assigned to be the midpoint between 
waves or censored at the first wave

RETROSPECTIVE (data collected in 2016): year and 
month of divorce (up to 4) calculated based on marriage 
start date and years of marital duration, if estimated 
duration = 0 year, duration is assumed to last 6 months. 
PROSPECTIVE  (data from 2016-2020): compare 
between waves:  1) marital status changed from 
"separated" to "divorced." 2) marital status changed from 
"married" to "divorced."  Month & year assigned to be the 
midpoint between waves.

"=End year - start year" where End date is divorce year for those 
divorced, year of widowhood for those widowed, and interview year 
for those still married or separated. Only divorce is coded as failure.

Marriage



Table A2. Marriage and Marital Dissolution Measures, NSFG & HRS

Data Entry Dissolution (divorce/separation whichever comes first) Duration
NSFG 

1988 Retrospective month & year variables, up to 4 marriages, 
including: 1st,  2nd, most recent previous (if married more 
than 3 times), & current marriage (NSFG-created variables 
not available)

Retrospective month & year raw variables, divorce or 
separation end dates (whichever comes first) for up to 3 
marriages: 1st, 2nd, & most recent previous marriage if 
married more than 3 times. (NSFG-created variables not 
available.)

“End date - start date” where End date is divorce date or 
separation date (whichever occurred first) for those separated or 
divorced, date of widowhood for those widowed, and interview 
date for those still married (and not separated). Divorce and 
separation, whichever occurred first, is coded as failure.

1995 NSFG-created retrospective month & year variables, up to 
5 marriages. 

NSFG-created retrospective month & year variables.  End 
dates for up to 5 marriages: divorce or separation 
whichever comes first. 

“End date - start date” where End date is divorce date or 
separation date (whichever occurred first) for those separated or 
divorced, date of widowhood for those widowed, and interview 
date for those still married (and not separated). Divorce and 
separation, whichever occurred first, is coded as failure.

2002 NSFG-created retrospective month & year variables, up to 
5 marriages. 

NSFG-created retrospective month & year variables.  End 
dates for up to 5 marriages: divorce or separation 
whichever comes first. 

“End date - start date” where End date is divorce date or 
separation date (whichever occurred first) for those separated or 
divorced, date of widowhood for those widowed, and interview 
date for those still married (and not separated). Divorce and 
separation, whichever occurred first, is coded as failure.

2006-2010 NSFG-created retrospective month & year variables, up to 
6 marriages. 

NSFG-created retrospective month & year variables.  End 
dates for up to 6 marriages: divorce or separation 
whichever comes first. 

“End date - start date” where End date is divorce date or 
separation date (whichever occurred first) for those separated or 
divorced, date of widowhood for those widowed, and interview 
date for those still married (and not separated). Divorce and 
separation, whichever occurred first, is coded as failure.

2011-2013 NSFG-created retrospective month & year variables, up to 
5 marriages. 

NSFG-created retrospective month & year variables.  End 
dates for up to 5 marriages: divorce or separation 
whichever comes first. 

“End date - start date” where End date is divorce date or 
separation date (whichever occurred first) for those separated or 
divorced, date of widowhood for those widowed, and interview 
date for those still married (and not separated). Divorce and 
separation, whichever occurred first, is coded as failure.

2013-2015 NSFG-created retrospective month & year variables, up to 
5 marriages

NSFG-created retrospective month & year variables.  End 
dates for up to 5 marriages: divorce or separation 
whichever comes first. 

“End date - start date” where End date is divorce date or 
separation date (whichever occurred first) for those separated or 
divorced, date of widowhood for those widowed, and interview 
date for those still married (and not separated). Divorce and 
separation, whichever occurred first, is coded as failure.

2015-2017 NSFG-created retrospective year variables, up to 6 
marriages

NSFG-created retrospective year variables.  End dates for 
up to 6 marriages: divorce or separation whichever comes 
first. 

“End date - start date” where End date is divorce date or 
separation date (whichever occurred first) for those separated or 
divorced, date of widowhood for those widowed, and interview 
date for those still married (and not separated). Divorce and 
separation, whichever occurred first, is coded as failure.

2017-2019 NSFG-created retrospective year variables, up to 4 
marriages. Restricted-use file: month and year variables, up 
to 4 marriages. 

NSFG-created retrospective year variables for divorce or 
separation (whichever comes first), up to 4 marriages. 
Restricted-use file: month and year variables for divorce or 
separation (whichever comes first), up to 4 marriages.

“End date - start date” where End date is divorce date or 
separation date (whichever occurred first) for those separated or 
divorced, date of widowhood for those widowed, and interview 
date for those still married (and not separated). Divorce and 
separation, whichever occurred first, is coded as failure.

Marriage



Table A2. Continued…

Data Entry Dissolution (divorce/separation whichever comes first) Duration

HRS Cohort - each dateset contains restropective and longitudinal data from multiple waves
1992 RETROSPECTIVE (data collected in 1992): 1) if currently 

married: month & year of current marriage; 2) if currently 
separated/divorced/widowed, month & year of last 
marriage; 3) if currently cohabiting, month & year of first 
and only marriage or the last marriage if married more than 
once; 4)  marriage year for up to 3 additional marriages if 
married more than once; SUMMARY: year is available for 
up to 4 marriages, month is available for up to 1; month is 
assumed to be January for the rest. PROSPECTIVE (data 
from 1992-2020): compare between waves, new marriage 
occurs if: 1) partner ID changed (this includes changing 
from "0" [not living with a partner/spouse] to an ID # 
[living with a partner/spouse] or from one ID # to a 
different ID #) and marital status is married as of change; 
or 2) partner ID did not change but marital status changed 
to "married." Month & year assigned to be the midpoint 
between waves or censored at the first wave

RETROSPECTIVE  (data collected in 1992): 1) If 
currently separated, retrospective month & year of the last 
marriage; 2) if currently divorced, retrospective divorce 
month & year of the last marriage; 3) if currently 
partnered, how the last marriage ended is unknown; 4) 
retrospective divorce year for up to 3 additional marriages 
if married more than once (only divorce, widowhood, and 
"other" were provided as possible answers, not separation; 
"other" is treated as neither a divorce nor a separation and 
flagged as "marend_typemis" = 1.  SUMMARY: year is 
available for up to 4 marriages; month is available for up 
to 1; month is assumed to be June for the rest. 
PROSPECTIVE (data from 1992-2020): compare between 
waves:  marital status changed from "married" to 
"separated" or "divorced" [Durations ending in 1995 and 
1996 will over estimate divorce in the prospective data 
because question didn’t individually identify separation 
and divorce dates.] Month & year assigned to be the 
midpoint between waves.

"=End year - start year" where End year is either divorce year or 
separation year (whichever occurred first) for those divorced or 
separated, year of widowhood for those widowed, or interview 
year for those still married. Divorce and separation, whichever 
occurred first, is coded as failure.

1993 PROSPECTIVE ONLY (data from 1993-2020): compare 
between waves: 1) partner ID changed (this includes 
changing from "0" [not living with a partner/spouse] to an 
ID # [living with a partner/spouse] or from one ID # to a 
different ID #) and marital status is married as of change; 
2) partner ID did not change but marital status changed to 
"married." Month & year assigned to be the midpoint 
between waves or censored at the first wave

PROSPECTIVE ONLY (data from 1993-2020): compare 
between waves:  marital status changed from "married" to 
"separated" or "divorced" [Wave 1, 2H, 4 onward: 1992, 
1993, 1998 onward] or "divorced/separated" [Durations 
ending in 1995 and 1996 will over estimate divorce in the 
prospective data because question didn’t individually 
identify separation and divorce dates.]  Month & year 
assigned to be the midpoint between waves.

"=End year - start year" where End year is either divorce year or 
separation year (whichever occurred first) for those divorced or 
separated, year of widowhood for those widowed, or interview 
year for those still married. Divorce and separation, whichever 
occurred first, is coded as failure.

1998 RETROSPECTIVE (data collected in 1998): Marriage year 
and month for up to the first 3 marriages and 1 most recent 
marriage (up to 4 in total). PROSPECTIVE (data from 
1998-2020): compare between waves: 1) partner ID changed 
(including changing from "0" to a ID # or from one ID # to 
a different ID #) and marital status is married as of change; 
2) partner ID did not change but marital status changed 
from "partnered" to "married." Month & year assigned to 
be the midpoint between waves or censored at the first 
wave

RETROSPECTIVE  (data collected in 1998): year and 
month of divorce (up to 4) calculated based on marriage 
start date and years of marital duration, if estimated 
duration = 0 year, duration is assumed to be 6 months. 
PROSPECTIVE (data from 1998-2020): compare between 
waves:  marital status changed from "married" to 
"separated" or "divorced"  Month & year assigned to be 
the midpoint between waves.

"=End year - start year" where End year is either divorce year or 
separation year (whichever occurred first) for those divorced or 
separated, year of widowhood for those widowed, or interview 
year for those still married. Divorce and separation, whichever 
occurred first, is coded as failure.

Marriage



Table A2. Continued…

Data Entry Dissolution (divorce/separation whichever comes first) Duration

HRS Cohort - each dateset contains restropective and longitudinal data from multiple waves
2004 RETROSPECTIVE (data collected in 2004): Marriage year 

and month for up to the first 4 marriages. PROSPECTIVE  
(data from 2004-2020): compare between waves: 1) partner 
ID changed (including changing from "0" to a ID # or from 
one ID # to a different ID #) and marital status is married 
as of change; 2) partner ID did not change but marital 
status changed from "partnered" to "married." Month & 
year assigned to be the midpoint between waves or 
censored at the first wave

RETROSPECTIVE  (data collected in 2004): year and 
month of divorce (up to 4) calculated based on marriage 
start date and years of marital duration, if estimated 
duration = 0 year, duration is assumed to last 6 months. 
PROSPECTIVE (data from 2004-2020): compare between 
waves:  marital status changed from "married" to 
"separated" or "divorced"  Month & year assigned to be 
the midpoint between waves.

"=End year - start year" where End year is either divorce year or 
separation year (whichever occurred first) for those divorced or 
separated, year of widowhood for those widowed, or interview 
year for those still married. Divorce and separation, whichever 
occurred first, is coded as failure.

2010 RETROSPECTIVE (data collected in 2010): Marriage year 
and month for up to the first 4 marriages. PROSPECTIVE  
(data from 2010-2020): compare between waves: 1) partner 
ID changed (including changing from "0" to a ID # or from 
one ID # to a different ID #) and marital status is married 
as of change; 2) partner ID did not change but marital 
status changed from "partnered" to "married." Month & 
year assigned to be the midpoint between waves or 
censored at the first wave

RETROSPECTIVE  (data collected in 2010): year and 
month of divorce (up to 4) calculated based on marriage 
start date and years of marital duration, if estimated 
duration = 0 year, duration is assumed to last 6 months. 
PROSPECTIVE (data from 2010-2020): compare between 
waves:  marital status changed from "married" to 
"separated" or "divorced"  Month & year assigned to be 
the midpoint between waves.

"=End year - start year" where End year is either divorce year or 
separation year (whichever occurred first) for those divorced or 
separated, year of widowhood for those widowed, or interview 
year for those still married. Divorce and separation, whichever 
occurred first, is coded as failure.

2016 RETROSPECTIVE (data collected in 2016): Marriage year 
and month for up to the first 4 marriages. PROSPECTIVE  
(data from 2016-2020): compare between waves: 1) partner 
ID changed (including changing from "0" to a ID # or from 
one ID # to a different ID #) and marital status is married 
as of change; 2) partner ID did not change but marital 
status changed from "partnered" to "married." Month & 
year assigned to be the midpoint between waves or 
censored at the first wave

RETROSPECTIVE  (data collected in 2016): year and 
month of divorce (up to 4) calculated based on marriage 
start date and years of marital duration, if estimated 
duration = 0 year, duration is assumed to last 6 months. 
PROSPECTIVE (data from 2016-2020): compare between 
waves:  marital status changed from "married" to 
"separated" or "divorced"  Month & year assigned to be 
the midpoint between waves.

"=End year - start year" where End year is either divorce year or 
separation year (whichever occurred first) for those divorced or 
separated, year of widowhood for those widowed, or interview 
year for those still married. Divorce and separation, whichever 
occurred first, is coded as failure.

Marriage



Table A3. Cohabitation and Cohabitation Dissolution Measures, NSFG & HRS

Data Entry Dissolution Duration
NSFG 

1988 Retrospective month & year, up to 4 unions: the 
first 2 unions ending in marriage, the first union 
ending in separation, & the current union if currently 
cohabitating (all raw variables)

Retrospective month & year, up to 4 unions: the first 2 
unions ending in marriage, the first union ending in 
separation, & the current union if currently cohabitating 
(all raw variables)

"=End date - start date" where End date is either date of marriage for 
those married, separation date for those separated, or interview date for 
those still cohabiting. Separation is coded as failure. Marriage and 
cohabiting at interview are coded as censored.

1995 Retrospective month & year, up to 14 unions: the 
first 5 unions ending in marriage, the first 8 unions 
ending in separation, & 1 current union if currently 
cohabitating (all raw variables)

Retrospective month & year, up to 14 unions: the first 5 
unions ending in marriage, the first 8 unions ending in 
separation, & 1 current union if currently cohabitating  
(all raw variables)

"=End date - start date" where End date is either date of marriage for 
those married, separation date for those separated, or interview date for 
those still cohabiting. Separation is coded as failure. Marriage and 
cohabiting at interview are coded as censored.

2002 Retrospective month & year, up to 14 unions: the 
first 5 unions ending in marriage, the first 8 unions 
ending in separation, & 1 current union if currently 
cohabitating  (all raw variables)

Retrospective month & year, up to 14 unions: the first 5 
unions ending in marriage & the first 8 unions ending in 
separation, & 1 current union if currently cohabitating  
(all raw variables)

"=End date - start date" where End date is either date of marriage for 
those married, separation date for those separated, or interview date for 
those still cohabiting. Separation is coded as failure. Marriage and 
cohabiting at interview are coded as censored.

2006-2010 Retrospective month & year, up to 11 unions: the 
first 6 unions ending in marriage, the first 4 unions 
ending in separation, & 1 current union if currently 
cohabitating (all raw variables)

Retrospective month & year, up to 11 unions: the first 6 
unions ending in marriage, the first 4 unions ending in 
separation, & 1 current union if currently cohabitating (all 
raw variables)

"=End date - start date" where End date is either date of marriage for 
those married, separation date for those separated, or interview date for 
those still cohabiting. Separation is coded as failure. Marriage and 
cohabiting at interview are coded as censored.

2011-2013 Retrospective month & year, up to 10 unions: the 
first 5 unions ending in marriage, the first 4 unions 
ending in separation, & 1 current union if currently 
cohabitating (all raw variables)

Retrospective month & year, up to 10 unions: the first 5 
unions ending in marriage & the first 4 unions ending in 
separation, & 1 current union if currently cohabitating (all 
raw variables)

"=End date - start date" where End date is either date of marriage for 
those married, separation date for those separated, or interview date for 
those still cohabiting. Separation is coded as failure. Marriage and 
cohabiting at interview are coded as censored.

2013-2015 Retrospective month & year, up to 10 unions: the 
first 5 unions ending in marriage, the first 4 unions 
ending in separation, & 1 current union if currently 
cohabitating (all raw variables)

Retrospective month & year, up to 10 unions: the first 5 
unions ending in marriage & the first 4 unions ending in 
separation, & 1 current union if currently cohabitating (all 
raw variables)

"=End date - start date" where End date is either date of marriage for 
those married, separation date for those separated, or interview date for 
those still cohabiting. Separation is coded as failure. Marriage and 
cohabiting at interview are coded as censored.

2015-2017 Retrospective year, up to 11 unions: the first 6 
unions ending in marriage, the first 4 unions ending 
in separation, & 1 current union if currently 
cohabitating (all raw variables)

Retrospective year, up to 11 unions: the first 6 unions 
ending in marriage & the first 4 unions ending in 
separation, & 1 current union if currently cohabitating (all 
raw variables)

"=End date - start date" where End date is either date of marriage for 
those married, separation date for those separated, or interview date for 
those still cohabiting. Separation is coded as failure. Marriage and 
cohabiting at interview are coded as censored.

2017-2019 Retrospective year, up to 9 unions: the first 4 unions 
ending in marriage, the first 4 unions ending in 
separation, & 1 current union if currently 
cohabitating (all raw variables)

Retrospective year, up to 9 unions, include: the first 4 
unions ending in marriage & the first 4 unions ending in 
separation, & 1 current union if currently cohabitating (all 
raw variables)

"=End date - start date" where End date is either date of marriage for 
those married, separation date for those separated, or interview date for 
those still cohabiting. Separation is coded as failure. Marriage and 
cohabiting at interview are coded as censored.

Cohabitation



Table A3. Continued…

Data Entry Dissolution Duration

HRS Cohort - each dateset contains restropective and longitudinal data from multiple waves
1992 PROSPECTIVE: compare between waves: partner 

ID changed (including changing from "0" to a ID # 
and changing from one ID to a different ID) AND 
marital status is "partnered" as of the change. Month 
& year assigned to be the midpoint between waves 
or censored at the first wave

PROSPECTIVE: compare between waves:  partner ID 
changed (including changing from a ID # to 0 and 
changing from one ID to a different ID).  Month & year 
assigned to be the midpoint between waves.

"=End date - start date" where End date is either date of marriage for 
those married, separation date for those separated, or interview date for 
those still cohabiting.

1993 PROSPECTIVE: compare between waves: partner 
ID changed (including changing from "0" to a ID # 
and changing from one ID to a different ID) AND 
marital status is "partnered" as of the change. Month 
& year assigned to be the midpoint between waves 
or censored at the first wave

PROSPECTIVE: compare between waves:  partner ID 
changed (including changing from a ID # to 0 and 
changing from one ID to a different ID).  Month & year 
assigned to be the midpoint between waves.

"=End date - start date" where End date is either date of marriage for 
those married, separation date for those separated, or interview date for 
those still cohabiting.

1998 PROSPECTIVE: compare between waves: partner 
ID changed (including changing from "0" to a ID # 
and changing from one ID to a different ID) AND 
marital status is "partnered" as of the change. Month 
& year assigned to be the midpoint between waves 
or censored at the first wave

PROSPECTIVE: compare between waves:  partner ID 
changed (including changing from a ID # to 0 and 
changing from one ID to a different ID).  Month & year 
assigned to be the midpoint between waves.

"=End date - start date" where End date is either date of marriage for 
those married, separation date for those separated, or interview date for 
those still cohabiting.

2004 PROSPECTIVE: compare between waves: partner 
ID changed (including changing from "0" to a ID # 
and changing from one ID to a different ID) AND 
marital status is "partnered" as of the change. Month 
& year assigned to be the midpoint between waves 
or censored at the first wave

PROSPECTIVE: compare between waves:  partner ID 
changed (including changing from a ID # to 0 and 
changing from one ID to a different ID).  Month & year 
assigned to be the midpoint between waves.

"=End date - start date" where End date is either date of marriage for 
those married, separation date for those separated, or interview date for 
those still cohabiting.

2010 PROSPECTIVE: compare between waves: partner 
ID changed (including changing from "0" to a ID # 
and changing from one ID to a different ID) AND 
marital status is "partnered" as of the change. Month 
& year assigned to be the midpoint between waves 
or censored at the first wave

PROSPECTIVE: compare between waves:  partner ID 
changed (including changing from a ID # to 0 and 
changing from one ID to a different ID).  Month & year 
assigned to be the midpoint between waves.

"=End date - start date" where End date is either date of marriage for 
those married, separation date for those separated, or interview date for 
those still cohabiting.

2016 PROSPECTIVE: compare between waves: partner 
ID changed (including changing from "0" to a ID # 
and changing from one ID to a different ID) AND 
marital status is "partnered" as of the change. Month 
& year assigned to be the midpoint between waves 
or censored at the first wave

PROSPECTIVE: compare between waves:  partner ID 
changed (including changing from a ID # to 0 and 
changing from one ID to a different ID).  Month & year 
assigned to be the midpoint between waves.

"=End date - start date" where End date is either date of marriage for 
those married, separation date for those separated, or interview date for 
those still cohabiting.

Cohabitation
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