Journal of Social Continuity & Change
Val. 4, No. 4, Winter 2026, 573-606

Jour nal Homepage: http://jscc.yazd.ac.ir
E-1SSN: 2783-3259 P-1SSN: 2783-3100

The Durability of First Marriages among Divorced Women With and
Without Children: A Frailty Survival Model Approach

Arezoo Bagheril”

*1. Associate Professor of Applied Statistics, National Institute for Population Research, Tehran, Iran
(Corresponding Author); arezoo.bagheri@nipr.ac.ir

Original Article
Abstract

Background and Aim: A successful and stable marriage significantly contributes to individuals' overall health and well-
being. The presence of children in a family unit not only represents a valuable asset and investment for couples but also plays
a pivotal role in reducing divorce rates. This study aims to analyze and compare the key factors influencing the durability of
first marriages among divorced women, differentiating between those with children and those without, using frailty survival
models.

Data and Method: The research uses data from the first wave of a cross-sectional survey on divorce conducted by the
National Organization for Civil Registration in 2017-2018. The durability of first marriages was examined among a sample of
469 divorced women without children and 756 divorced women with children. Analytical methods included Random Survival
Forests and frailty survival models.

Findings: The analysis, based on shared frailty Weibull models, reveals that variables such as the father’s survival status, the
marriage ages of both the woman and her spouse, and their respective years of education significantly influence marriage
durability for both cohorts. Conversely, factors including the mother’s and spouse’s educational attainment, employment
status, instances of emotional divorce, the individual who filed for divorce, and the residential situation post-divorce were
found to have a notable impact exclusively on the marriage durability of divorced women without children. In contrast,
factors such as the father’s educational level, the spouse’s number of siblings, the age of the first child, the total number of
children, and the child’s custody status were significant only for women with children.

Conclusion: The findings suggest that the duration of first marriages tends to be longer among women with more children
and those who retain custody. This pattern may reflect higher exit costs associated with the marriage, a stronger commitment
to family stability for the children's sake, or societal and cultural pressures. Notably, as the first child's age increases, the
likelihood of divorce also appears to rise, potentially reflecting a diminished reliance on traditional family roles, a resurgence
of marital conflicts after the initial child-rearing phase, or new opportunities for the mother's economic and social autonomy.
These observations underscore the complexity of family dynamics throughout the life cycle and their significant influence on
divorce-related decision-making.

Keywords: Durability of women’s first marriage, Random survival forests, Shared frailty survival models, Childbearing,
Women.

Key Message: The average duration of marriage for women without children is 77.5 months, while for those with children, it
is 190.1 months. This significant difference may reflect that having children greatly increases the costs of divorce—both
financially and emotionally—in less stable marriages. Additionally, parents often show heightened commitment to fostering a
stable family environment, with children serving as a cohesive force that contributes to marital stability.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction

Childbearing represents a pivotal milestone following marriage and can significantly
influence the likelihood of divorce. The presence of a child is often perceived as a substantial
asset for couples, and if they continue living together, the value of this asset tends to increase.
Moreover, the costs of divorce are considerably are higher for divorced women with children.
The intrinsic maternal bond to offspring encourages mothers to endure marital difficulties,
often leading them to prioritize the continuity of their shared lives for the sake of their
children.

While childbearing and parental commitment are events that typically evoke joy and
enthusiasm, they can also introduce considerable stress and challenge the stability of
marriage. Various studies have indicated that the birth of a child may exert a negative
influence on the couple's relationship; nevertheless, the presence of children also reduce the
likelihood of divorce. Interestingly, research suggests that an increase in the number of
children can produce a relative reduction in the risk of divorce. This relationship between the
number of children and divorce risk exhibits a nonlinear U-shaped pattern, signifying that
both insufficient and excessive numbers of children are not ideal for marital stability. As the
number of children increases, the burden of parenting correspondingly grows, intensifying
the associated negative impacts. Therefore, the nonlinear correlation between the number of
children and divorce risk may provide a more nuanced understanding of marital dynamics.

In the context of Iran, the importance of studying factors influencing marital stability and
the probability of divorce has intensified in recent years. This urgency arises from the
numerous social consequences associated with divorce and its implications for declining
fertility rates. Consequently, this issue has garnered significant attention from social
researchers as well as policymakers and planners. Given the dual positive and negative effects
of children on women's marital survival, along with the differences in characteristics of
women with versus without children, the scarcity of studies addressing marital survival
modeling for these two groups underscores the necessity for differentiated analyses. The
present study aims to employ random survival forests to identify the most significant
predictive variables influencing marital survival among divorced women. Additionally, it
seeks to compare the factors impacting marital stability across these two groups of women
utilizing frailty survival models.
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Methods and Data

This study presents a secondary analysis of data derived from 469 questionnaires
completed by divorced women without children and 756 questionnaires from divorced
women with children, collected during the National Organization for Civil Registration's
Divorce Survey, conducted from autumn 2017 to autumn 2018. The analysis aimed to identify
the most significant determinants influencing the survival of first marriages within both
groups, utilizing the Random Survival Forest (RSF) algorithm informed by the log-rank
splitting rule. Furthermore, recognizing the variability in the Human Development Index and
divorce rates among married couples across different provinces, and operating under the
assumption of homogeneity in women’s characteristics within each province, frailty survival
models were employed for data analysis pertaining to these two indices. The final model
selection was guided by the Akaike Information Criterion (AIC) and Bayesian Information
Criterion (BIC), ensuring robust statistical inference.

Findings

The results demonstrated that the estimated median duration of first marriages was
significantly longer for divorced women with children (175 months) compared to those
without children (67 months). After identifying the key variables influencing marital stability
among divorced women, a Cox proportional hazards model was initially employed to assess
the divorce risk for both groups. However, due to violations of the proportional hazards (PH)
assumption, this model was found inadequate. Consequently, Accelerated Failure Time (AFT)
models, including the exponential, Weibull, log-logistic, log-normal, and generalized gamma
distributions, were used to analyze first-marriage duration in both groups. Based on the
Akaike Information Criterion (AIC) and Bayesian Information Criterion (BIC) values from the
AFT model fittings, the Weibull accelerated failure time model emerged as the optimal choice.
Final models were determined through frailty variance maximization and minimization of
AIC/BIC criteria, resulting in a Weibull model with shared frailty for the divorce rate variable
among married couples, characterized by an inverse Gaussian distribution for childless
women (Model 1), and for the Human Development Index with an inverse gamma distribution
for women with children (Model 2).

Model 1 indicated that several variables significantly impacted the duration of first
marriages among childless divorced women, including: marriage age (p=0.018), employment
status (p=0.001), mother’s educational years (p=0.017), father’s survival status (p=0.002),
spouse’s marriage age (p=0.016), spouse’s educational years (p=0.009), emotional divorce
(p<0.001), post-divorce residence (paternal home) (p=0.022), and divorce petitioner (male)
(p=0.001). Conversely, Model 2 revealed significant effects on marital duration for divorced
women with children from various factors, including educational years (p<0.001), marriage
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age (p<0.001), father’s educational years (p=0.040), father’s survival status (p=0.023),
spouse’s number of siblings (p=0.026), spouse’s marriage age (p<0.001), number of children
(p=0.003), first child’s age (p<0.001), and child custody status (p=0.017).

Conclusion and Discussion

The findings of this study reveal the intricate relationship between various socioeconomic
and demographic factors and the duration of first marriages among divorced women,
differentiated by childbearing status. An increase in the Human Development Index, along
with later ages at marriage for individuals and their spouses, was associated with shorter
first-marriage durations in both groups. Conversely, higher educational attainment correlated
positively with greater marital stability across both groups of divorced women. Notably, the
spouse's educational attainment had a significant negative effect on marital duration
exclusively among childless divorced women, whereas employment status had a similar effect
only on first-marriage duration in this group. In addition, maternal educational attainment
and the father’s survival status negatively influenced first-marriage duration for childless
divorced women; similarly, paternal education and the father’s survival status had parallel
negative effects for divorced women with children.

Interestingly, a greater number of spouses' siblings exhibited a significant positive effect on
marital stability for divorced mothers. The findings also identified emotional divorce as a
substantial factor contributing to a diminished marriage duration for childless women.
Furthermore, in instances where the husband initiated the divorce, a notable reduction in
marriage duration was observed among childless women. The analysis revealed that post-
divorce residential arrangements significantly affected marital duration, particularly for
childless women. The study also established a direct positive relationship between the
number of children and the duration of marriage. However, it was noted that as the age of the
first child increased, marital stability tended to decrease. Lastly, the results indicated that
marriages lasted longer when either parent (mother or father) retained custody of the
children, in contrast to situations where custody was assumed by other relatives, including
parents or extended family members.
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