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Most studies that have examined whether a child’s death influences parental relationship stability have used

small-scale data sets and their results are inconclusive. A likely reason is that child loss affects not only the

risk of parental separation, but also the risk of having another child. Hence parity progression and

separation must be treated as two competing events in relation to child loss. The analysis in this paper

used Finnish register data from 1971 to 2003, covering over 100,000 married couples whose durations of

both first marriage and parenthood could be observed. We ran parity-specific Cox regressions in which

process time started from the birth of each additional child. All marriages included women of

childbearing age, none of whom had experienced any child death on entering the analysis. We find that

child loss only modestly influences the divorce risk, whereas its effect on the risk of parity progression is

considerable.
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Introduction

The death of a child is a particularly rare and unex-
pected event in economically advanced societies. It
is therefore considered one of the most stressful
and traumatic life events a person may encounter,
especially if the child dies at a young age (Li et al.
2003). Some studies suggest that losing a child
results in more intense grief than losing a spouse or
a parent (Sanders 1979; Middleton et al. 1998;
Sirkiä et al. 2000). While much research has exam-
ined the consequences of child death on the health
and mortality of parents (Li et al. 2003, 2005;
Rostila et al. 2012), few have studied how the loss
of a child affects the future of the remaining family
in terms of parental relationship stability. The
sparse existing evidence is inconclusive, mainly
because methodological limitations associated with
sampling and difficulties in tracking couples make it
difficult to draw clear conclusions (Murphy et al.
2003). Several different hypotheses suggest how the
death of a child may affect the parental relationship.
One is that it leads to an increased risk of separation
through the strain caused by this stressful life event
and the mental and psychiatric health problems
each parent may experience (Rubin 1993; Vance,

Boyle, et al. 1995; Vance, Najman, et al. 1995; Li
et al. 2005). Another possibility is that the death of
a child increases cohesion and improves the quality
of the relationship (Najman et al. 1993), which
would mean that child loss brings the partners
closer together, leading to a lower risk of separation.
Any study of the association between bereave-

ment and subsequent parental separation must
nevertheless account not only for the fact that par-
ental separation is inversely related to parity, but
for the possibility that losing a child also affects sub-
sequent fertility. Parents of fertile age who lose a
child may be strongly inclined to give birth to a
new child (Olmsted and Poznanski 1972; Legg and
Sherick 1976). In international population research,
a central line of inquiry has been to assess how ferti-
lity changes in response to mortality. Most of this
research relates to demographic consequences of
large-scale macro shocks in less developed countries,
and such effects have been observed at both the
aggregate and individual levels; see Nobles et al.
(2015) for a review of the literature. It has been
argued that exposure to mortality shapes fertility
intentions and behaviours through its impact on
expectations about the survival prospects of children.
An effect may arise because the death of a child
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causes ‘replacement’ of the child, or because expec-
tations about future mortality cause ‘hoarding’ of
children (Montgomery and Cohen 1998). Thus,
replacement may arise as an artefact of physiology,
simply because a woman stops breastfeeding and
resumes menstruating (Preston 1978). Yet in
societies where child deaths are very low, any fertility
response to child loss can hardly be related to
changed expectations about future child survival.
Couples may try to conceive intentionally after the
death of a child. Micro-level research has found
that both physiologically induced and volitional
replacement operate in various contexts (Palloni
and Rafalimanana 1999; Hossain et al. 2007; Lind-
strom and Kiros 2007).
Losing a child may consequently affect the par-

ental separation risk, but also affect fertility in
terms of replacement of the lost child. Since both sep-
aration and subsequent fertility depend on the
number of children a couple has, these associations
are likely to be parity-specific. Few empirical
studies have attempted to dissect this complex inter-
relationship, primarily because large-scale longitudi-
nal data are needed for an in-depth inquiry.
Using register-based longitudinal data from

Finland, which make it possible to construct
couples’ lives from the moment they marry and as
they become parents, we provide the first more
detailed analyses concerned with the question of
how a child’s death relates both to the parental
divorce risk and parity progression within the same
study population. Like the other Nordic countries,
Finland is characterized as a welfare state, with
among the lowest child and infant mortality rates in
the world, and also one of the lowest fertility rates.
In such a context, losing a child may be considered
a highly traumatic experience. The data used cover
the period 1971–2003, and include parental socio-
economic and demographic variables that are
known to affect the risks of divorce and parity
progression.
The specific contribution of this paper is that we

analyse the association between child loss and par-
ental separation by allowing for compensatory behav-
iour in terms of new births. Consequently, divorce and
parity progression are modelled as two competing
events,while divorce subsequent toparity progression
is beyond the scope of the paper. We obtained parity-
specific estimates for how the death of a child relates
to both the divorce risk and the risk of parity pro-
gression by prospectively following married couples
without any previous experience of child loss. We
ran parity-specific Cox regressions in which process
time starts from the birth of each additional child,

focusing on couples in first marriages with children,
and on deaths of young children. Like in the other
Nordic countries, the majority of all childhood
deaths in Finland occur in infancy. In our data,
approximately 70 per cent of all deaths among chil-
dren aged under 15 years occurred during the first
two years of life, and most of these are infant deaths.

Previous research

There are several reasons why child loss and sub-
sequent parental separation may be associated
(Oliver 1999). One explanation is that the tragedy
of losing a child produces strain in the relationship,
which becomes serious enough to result in separation
(Schwab 1998). The death of a young child often con-
tributes to feelings of guilt associated with parental
inability to protect the child from any harm,
especially if the child died from an unnatural cause,
such as an accident or suicide (Miles and Demi
1991–92; Schwab 1998). The mental and psychiatric
health problems that most parents experience follow-
ing the loss could produce additional strain on the
relationship. Accordingly, some studies have found
that child loss has significant consequences for
anxiety, depression, sleep disturbances, and mental
health and psychiatric hospitalization of parents
(Vance, Boyle, et al. 1995; Vance, Najman, et al.
1995; Li et al. 2005; Murphy et al. 2014). These
psychological outcomes are likely to influence inter-
action patterns and relationship quality, and may
therefore result in an elevated separation risk
(Najman et al. 1993). Bereaved parents may also
assume a more negative view of the world (Matthews
and Marwit 2004), more often display symptoms of
alcohol abuse (Vance, Boyle, et al. 1995; Vance,
Najman, et al. 1995), andmore frequently show nega-
tive emotions such as anger and desire for retribu-
tion, causing conflict within the relationship
(Gilbert 1989; Gilbert and Smart 1992; Drenovsky
1994). In addition, marital intimacy may decline in
the years following the death (Lang et al. 1996).
Given that the loss of a child is often an unexpected
event, the social support system may be unprepared
to respond appropriately to the grieving parents’
needs, which leaves them unsupported and vulner-
able. Parents affected must not only deal with
sadness and grief following the loss of a child, but
also restructured family roles or grieving siblings,
which could lead to additional strain in the relation-
ship (Fletcher 2002). Such stressors can have impli-
cations for marital stability and the divorce risk
(Rubin 1993; Lang et al. 1996).

42 Fjalar Finnäs et al.



Stressful life events may nevertheless also increase
cohesion by improving relationship quality, and lead
to a lowered or unchanged risk of separation after
the death of a child (Najman et al. 1993). Hence
bereavement could serve as a source of relationship
cohesion (Carroll and Shaefer 1994; Anderson
et al. 2005). The majority of marital relationships
do indeed survive the strain brought about by a
child’s death, and may therefore be strengthened in
the long run (Schwab 1998). Hence if a traumatic
shared experience produces commitment to the
spousal relationship, it could reduce the divorce
risk among bereaved couples (Lyngstad 2013). If
the spouses experience a tragedy together, they
may be more inclined to stay together because of
their common experience. Later marital and every-
day problems may then seem small. Thus, although
the death of a child can cause estrangement in the
relationship in some cases, in other cases it may
create a new or deeper bond between the spouses
(Klass 1986).
Empirical research on parental separation after

the loss of a child provides no conclusive evidence
on the size or direction of the association. Such
research is also more limited than might be expected,
since most studies have used small-scale data sets
from surveys, clinical descriptions of participants in
grief support groups, or retrospective reports.
Rogers et al. (2008) found that marital disruption
was more likely among parents who lost a child
between infancy and young adulthood than among
a control group of non-bereaved parents of similar
backgrounds. Another study, by Lehman et al.
(1987), indicated that the divorce rate among
bereaved parents was as much as eight times higher
than that of non-bereaved parents. Najman et al.
(1993) found an increased marital dissolution risk a
few months after infant death. The results from
Gold et al. (2010) suggest that parents’ relationships
have a higher risk of dissolving after a miscarriage or
stillbirth than after a live birth. Accordingly, Schwab
(1990, 1998) suggested that marital tension and
relationship dissolution are consequences of child
loss, while these effects may also depend on the
cause of death (Sirkiä et al. 2000; Murphy et al.
2003). Eilegård and Kreicbergs (2010), on the other
hand, reported that marital dissolution was no
more common among parents who lost a child to
cancer than among non-bereaved parents. Similarly,
Mitchell et al. (1996) found that mothers who lost a
baby from sudden infant death syndrome did not
have an elevated risk of marital dissolution, but
that the bereaved mothers more frequently had
another birth, particularly if it was the youngest

child in the sibling group who had died. Studies
examining the risk of divorce among parents who
have children with serious and life-threatening ill-
nesses have reached similar conclusions (Lansky
et al. 1978; Joesch and Smith 1997; Syse et al. 2010;
Grant et al. 2012). In general, they have suggested
that serious illnesses among children do not lead to
a higher risk of parental separation.
To our knowledge, there are only two previous

studies in this research area that are based on
large-scale data from administrative registers. One
of them, by Lyngstad (2013), was based on data
from registers covering the entire population of
Norway. Discrete-time hazard models were used to
estimate the effects of a child’s death on the
divorce risk for couples who had married during
the period 1970–2003. It focused on comparisons of
the annual odds of divorce for bereaved and non-
bereaved couples with the same numbers of children
born, and with the same numbers of live children,
respectively. Models included parity and duration
of marriage as independent variables, together with
controls for years since the most recent birth, age,
educational attainment, and income. If comparing
bereaved and non-bereaved couples who were at
the same parity before their child’s death took
place, the odds of divorce at parity one were almost
80 per cent higher if couples had lost a child.
However, as clearly pointed out in the paper, this
estimate may be because of the different household
composition of bereaved and non-bereaved couples
and not related directly to the bereavement experi-
ence. Results for couples with the same numbers of
live children, on the other hand, suggest that the
odds of divorce were 12–15 per cent higher for
bereaved parents than for the non-bereaved at pari-
ties two and three. Note, however, that regressions
were not estimated separately for each parity, no dis-
tinction was made between which child in the sibling
order died, and marriage durations of over 30 years
were included, and thus some women above child-
bearing age were in the study. It was recognized
that, if the fertility of bereaved couples was influ-
enced by child loss, it could affect inferences drawn
about the association between child loss and
divorce. Yet the test undertaken was conservative,
and did not explicitly treat divorce and parity pro-
gression as competing events.
The other register-based study, by Van den Berg

et al. (2016), was based on Sweden’s population reg-
ister. It covered the years 1990–2007, and included
child deaths that occurred in 1993–2003. The
primary interest was on income effects of child loss,
and a propensity score matching technique was
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applied. Since most mothers in Sweden are on par-
ental leave during the first year after childbirth and
therefore earn no labour income, the main analyses
were concerned with deaths of children at ages 1–
24 years. The results suggested that a child’s death
increased the probability of divorce by approxi-
mately five percentage points and the risk of having
another child by between zero and four percentage
points, depending on the time of follow-up. Some
complementary analyses that also included infants
and infant deaths were performed, and the results
were notably different. These additional regressions
revealed that the effect of child loss on the divorce
risk was close to zero, whereas child loss was associ-
ated with a 34 per cent higher fertility risk one year
after the death, and 12, 7, 7, and 5 per cent higher
risks of fertility during years two, three, four, and
five, respectively. Nevertheless, parity-specific
regressions were not estimated, no distinction was
made between which child in the sibling order died,
and the analyses also included marriages with
women above childbearing age, like the Norwegian
study.
Since register-based data are virtually free of

sample attrition and self-reporting bias, we can
expect results of this kind to be generalizable to a
broader population. Yet a possibility that has been
insufficiently examined empirically is that losing a
child may affect both parental relationship stability
and fertility, meaning that divorce and parity pro-
gression must be treated as two competing events.
The value of specifying the two outcomes as compet-
ing risks is that stable marriages are associated with a
higher childbearing risk and may therefore influence
the estimate for the effect of child loss on the divorce
risk. These associations naturally depend on whether
women in the couples are of childbearing age, and
they are likely to also depend on parity and on the
birth order of the deceased child. As described in
the next section, our analyses take explicit account
of these possibilities.

Data and methods

The data used in this paper come from the Finnish
population register files known as ‘Palapeli’ (Stat-
istics Finland 2014). Statistics Finland combines infor-
mation from the longitudinal population census file,
the longitudinal employment statistics file, the regis-
ter of completed education and degrees, and statistics
on marriages and divorces, moves between dwellings,
and births of children. For our random sample of
reference persons, we have linkages to all their

partners and biological children. Information about
demographic events—births, deaths, marriages,
entry into unions, separations, and migrations
abroad—is measured annually. For each reference
person and their partner, annual information from
the period 1971–2003 is available. We focused on
couples in their first marriage and divorce only. Tran-
sitions into and out of cohabitation were not con-
sidered, because this form of living arrangement
was uncommon in Finland during the 1970s and
1980s, and in the data there is no information about
these transitions before 1987. Also, it needs to be
stressed that cohabitation and marriage are not
equal living arrangements in Finland, and that separ-
ation from cohabitation is not the same type of event
as divorce (Saarela and Finnäs 2014a, 2014b).
The data set we have access to contains an 8 per

cent sample of the Finnish-speaking population
born 1920–88, plus an identically constructed 50 per
cent sample representing the Swedish-speaking
population group, which amounts to barely 6 per
cent of the country’s total population. In the analyses,
each sample was weighted according to its sampling
proportion. In total, there are 123,435 unique and
unweighted marriages in the data. Of these couples,
who are all in their first marriages, 101,278 can be
observed for at least ten years, and 71,129 of the mar-
riages were still intact after ten years. Since child
mortality is low, child loss is a rare event among
families. During the first five years of marriage, 824
couples experienced the death of a child, as did a
further 200 couples during the subsequent five
years of marriage. The child deaths were naturally
concentrated in the first few weeks after birth.
The novelty of this paper lies in our approach of

treating divorce and parity progression as two com-
peting events that may both relate to child loss. The
main analyses consist of Cox hazards models of
divorce and parity progression, respectively. Dur-
ation time starts when a married couple have their
xth child (referred to as the index child), provided
that none of any previously born children had died.
Only couples with no pre-marital births are included.
The process is censored when the couple divorce or
have another child (the competing risks) within a
maximum of 15 years, on emigration, or if one
parent dies. Time since the birth of the index child
is consequently the basic duration variable. Couples
can consequently be included more than once, that
is, after their first child, after their second child, etc.
Bereavement is defined as one of the children
having died within the first year after the index
child was born (i.e., when the older children are
aged over one year) subject to the couple having
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no previous bereavement experience. Because of this
criterion, only couples with women of reproductive
age and couples who recently intended to have a
child are included, meaning that compensatory be-
haviour in terms of a new birth is possible. This set-
up makes the duration variable easy to interpret, as
time from the death of the child is more or less the
same as the time from birth of the index child.
Long-term effects of child loss and effects associated
with the loss of a teenager or an adult child are
beyond the scope of the paper. The control variables
that we included—marriage duration, mother’s age
and educational attainment, period, and ethno-lin-
guistic affiliation (mother tongue) of both parents—
are known to be determinants of divorce and fertility.
Thus, the analyses, which were done separately for
each parity, are concerned with how the divorce
risk differs between married couples who have had
x children and then lost one of them and those who
have had x children and not experienced such
bereavement. For bereaved couples at parities
higher than one, we also account for which of the
children in the sibling order died.
Before presenting results of the main analyses, we

begin by illustrating what the estimates are if a frame-
work of non-competing risks is applied.

Results

Non-competing risks

First, if we simply compare the divorce risk of
bereaved couples with the risk for all other couples
at each point in time, and standardize for the effects
of the control variables, the risk ratio is 0.94 and not
significant (95 per cent confidence interval: 0.81–

1.08). If childless couples are excluded and a variable
for the number of live-born children is added, the ratio
is significantly higher at 1.47 (95 per cent confidence
interval: 1.32–1.62). The reason these estimates (not
shown in the tables) differ so much is that the
divorce risk is strongly related to family size.
If we therefore control for the number of children,

without taking account of the possibility that the
association between child loss and divorce may be
dependent on the association between child loss
and fertility, we arrive at the estimates presented in
Tables 1 and 2. Table 1, where we have used a
model that simply interacts parity with bereavement
status, gives the risk ratio of divorce between
bereaved and non-bereaved couples. The models
treat each year in the data as an independent cross
section, and bereavement status refers to whether
or not a couple has experienced the death of a
child before the calendar year of observation. Child-
less couples serve as the reference category in order
to provide the complete picture. We see that for both
bereaved and non-bereaved couples, the divorce risk
falls notably as the number of children increases. At
each parity, the divorce risk is higher for bereaved
couples than for non-bereaved ones, with risk ratios
ranging from 1.25 to 1.48. This is in line with results
from Norway (Lyngstad 2013) that are based on a
corresponding model giving ratios between 1.16
and 1.79.
Table 2 has a similar set-up to Table 1, but presents

the risk of giving birth. It shows that at each parity,
couples who lose a child have a much higher prob-
ability of becoming parents again compared with
those who have not lost a child. Particularly at pari-
ties one and two, the risk ratios are very high (4.6
and 5.5, respectively), but at parity three they are
also fairly high at 2.2.

Table 1 Relative divorce risks by bereavement status and parity (with 95 per cent confidence intervals), non-competing
risks model, married couples in Finland, 1971–2003

Bereaved Non-bereaved Ratio

Parity
0 – 1 –

1 1.21 (0.85–1.73) 0.97 (0.93–1.01) 1.25
2 0.71 (0.55–0.92) 0.54 (0.51–0.56) 1.33
3 0.56 (0.43–0.71) 0.38 (0.35–0.40) 1.48
4+ 0.40 (0.26–0.62) 0.30 (0.27–0.35) 1.31

n, total couple years 1,321,035
n, couple years after child loss 11,901

Notes: Bereavement status refers to whether or not a couple has experienced the death of a child before the calendar year of observation.
Parity includes live children and those who have died. Divorce risks are adjusted for marriage duration, educational level, and age at
marriage of the wife, period, parity, and ethno-linguistic affiliation. Married couples included for a maximum of 15 years. Ratio refers to
the ratio of the relative divorce risks for bereaved and non-bereaved at each parity.
Source: Authors’ calculations based on ‘Palapeli’ (Statistics Finland 2014).
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This suggests that bereaved couples are strongly
inclined to have replacement children. As an illus-
tration, Table 3 gives unstandardized parity distri-
butions for bereaved and non-bereaved couples ten
years after marriage, or at the time of the divorce
for couples who divorced. We can see that the
parity distribution of live children is similar for
bereaved and non-bereaved parents. Approximately
29 per cent of the bereaved couples are at parity two
(one live child), while nearly 26 per cent of the non-
bereaved couples are at parity one (one live child).
Similarly, around 39 per cent of the bereaved
couples are at parity three (two live children), com-
pared with 47 per cent of non-bereaved couples at
parity two. The average number of live children is
in fact 2.00 in both the bereaved and non-bereaved
groups.

Competing risks

As discussed in the previous sections, it is preferable
to use models that treat divorce and fertility as two
competing risks in terms of how they are associated
with child loss, and these risks should be estimated
separately for each parity. The results of our esti-
mations are presented in Table 4 (divorce risks) and
Table 5 (risks of parity progression). We will see that
the conclusions differ notably from the results based
on the models with non-competing risks.
Table 4 shows that, for couples with one child,

there is no increase in the divorce risk associated
with child loss. The risk ratio between bereaved
and non-bereaved parents is 1.01 (95 per cent confi-
dence interval: 0.82–1.24). For couples with two or
three children, the risk ratios are between 1.07 and
1.22, depending on family size and which of the chil-
dren in the sibling order died, but none of these esti-
mates is statistically significant at the 5 per cent level.
Parity progression, on the other hand, is highly

influenced by the death of a child, which indicates
that replacement childbearing is strongly related to
bereavement. As shown by Table 5, the risk of
having another child differs notably between
couples who experience child loss and those who
do not. At parity one, the risk ratio is 2.24, while at
parity two it is somewhat larger, at 2.74 if the first
child dies or 4.51 if the second child dies. This is pre-
sumably because most couples who intend to have
children wish to nurture more than one child. At
parity three there is also a notable difference in the
risk of parity progression between bereaved and
non-bereaved couples. The risk ratio is 1.22 if the
first child dies, 1.51 if the second child dies, or 2.61
if the third child dies. Hence, the association
between child loss and parity progression is stronger

Table 2 Relative risks of parity progression by bereavement status and parity (with 95 per cent confidence intervals),
non-competing risks model, married couples in Finland, 1971–2003

Bereaved Non-bereaved Ratio

Parity
0 – 1 –

1 3.17 (2.87–3.50) 0.69 (0.68–0.70) 4.58
2 1.25 (1.16–1.35) 0.23 (0.22–0.23) 5.54
3 0.46 (0.41–0.50) 0.21 (0.21–0.22) 2.16
4+ 0.66 (0.57–0.77) 0.58 (0.55–0.60) 1.15

n, total couple years 1,321,035
n, couple years after child loss 11,901

Notes: Bereavement status refers to whether or not a couple has experienced the death of a child before the calendar year of observation.
Parity includes live children and those who have died. The risks are adjusted for marriage duration, educational level, and age at marriage of
the wife, period, parity, and ethno-linguistic affiliation. Married couples included for a maximum of 15 years. Ratio refers to the ratio of the
relative risks of parity progression for bereaved and non-bereaved at each parity.
Source: As for Table 1.

Table 3 Parity distribution (percentage) ten years after
marriage, by bereavement status, married couples in
Finland, 1971–2003

Bereaved Non-bereaved

Parity
0 – 6.8
1 8.9 25.6
2 28.9 46.9
3 39.1 16.6
4 17.1 2.9
5+ 6.0 1.1

Total 100.0 100.0
n, couples 1,061 100,217

Notes: In this table, the bereaved are couples who have lost a child
during the first two years of marriage. For couples who divorced
within ten years of marriage, parity is measured at the time of
divorce.
Source: As for Table 1.
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if a younger child dies. Since we focus on couples with
women of childbearing age who recently gave birth
to a child, this pattern is unlikely to be driven by
fecundity, but rather by a higher inclination to have
another child if a child has died at very young age.
Table 6 summarizes how replacement childbearing

is strongly related to bereavement, by giving unstan-
dardized parity distributions for bereaved and non-
bereaved couples ten years after the birth of their
first, second, and third child, respectively. Looking
at couples observed after the birth of their first
child, we can see that approximately 26 per cent of
the bereaved couples are at parity two (one live
child), a similar proportion to the 25 per cent of
non-bereaved couples who are at parity one.

Similarly, 41 per cent of the bereaved couples are at
parity three (two live children), while 49 per cent of
the non-bereaved are at parity two and 16 per cent
of the bereaved couples are at parity four (three
live children), while 20 per cent of the non-bereaved
are at parity three. Consistent with the strong two-
child norm in the Nordic countries (Andersson
et al. 2006), the most common aim for couples
appears to be having two live children.
Looking at couples observed after the birth of their

second child, as many as 46 per cent of those whose
first child died are found at parity three, as are
44 per cent of those whose second child died. These
proportions are lower than the comparable 64 per
cent of non-bereaved couples at parity two.

Table 4 Relative risks of divorce by bereavement status at each parity, competing risks models, married couples in
Finland, 1971–2003

Relative risk 95 per cent confidence interval Number of couples Number of divorces

Parity one
Child survives 1 106,697 18,974
Child dies 1.01 (0.82–1.24) 513 96

Parity two
Both children survive 1 79,829 12,307
1st child dies 1.07 (0.87–1.33) 509 92
2nd child dies 1.12 (0.88–1.42) 434 73

Parity three
All children survive 1 29,227 3,737
1st child dies 1.22 (0.94–1.59) 383 63
2nd child dies 1.20 (0.91–1.57) 378 59
3rd child dies 1.08 (0.70–1.66) 167 26

Notes: Bereavement refers to the death of a child within one year of the birth of the youngest child in the sibling group. Models have been
estimated separately for each parity. Risks are adjusted for marriage duration, wife’s educational level and age, period, and ethno-linguistic
affiliation. Married couples are included for a maximum of 15 years after the birth of the index child.
Source: As for Table 1.

Table 5 Relative risks of parity progression by bereavement status at each parity, competing risks models, married
couples in Finland, 1971–2003

Relative risk 95 per cent confidence interval Number of couples Number of births

Parity one
Child survives 1 106,697 80,623
Child dies 2.24 (2.04–2.47) 513 447

Parity two
Both children survive 1 79,829 29,771
1st child dies 2.74 (2.45–3.06) 509 346
2nd child dies 4.51 (4.01–5.07) 434 313

Parity three
All children survive 1 29,227 7,499
1st child dies 1.22 (1.02–1.46) 383 137
2nd child dies 1.51 (1.27–1.79) 378 150
3rd child dies 2.61 (2.07–3.27) 167 104

Notes: Bereavement refers to the death of a child within one year of the birth of the youngest child in the sibling group. Models have been
estimated separately for each parity. Risks are adjusted for marriage duration, wife’s educational level and age, period, and ethno-linguistic
affiliation. Married couples are included for a maximum of 15 years after the birth of the index child.
Source: As for Table 1.
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However, the compensatory behaviour appears to be
stronger if it is the most recently born child who died.
Couples observed after the birth of their second or
third child, are consistently more likely to be found
at parities of four or higher if a younger (later-
born) child died than if an older (earlier-born) child
died.

Conclusion

Many previous studies have examined the conse-
quences of child death on health problems and mor-
tality among parents, while few have analysed how
child loss affects the future of the remaining family
in terms of parental relationship stability. However,
the death of a child may also influence the likelihood
of giving birth to a new child within the family (repla-
cement childbearing).
In this paper, we used Finnish register data that

made it possible to construct couples’ lives from the
moments they married and became parents. Using
a framework in which divorce and parity progression
were treated as two competing events, we provided
parity-specific estimates for the effect of a child’s
death on the parental divorce risk and the risk of
parity progression, respectively, for couples where
the woman had recently given birth. Unlike previous
research, we therefore explicitly accounted for the
possibility that the association between child loss
and divorce may be distorted by the association
between child loss and fertility.
Our competing risks analyses revealed that a

child’s death has only a modest influence on marital

stability. Risk ratios of divorce between bereaved
and non-bereaved couples ranged from 1.01 to 1.22,
depending on which parity was studied and which
child in the sibling order died. These estimates
were notably lower than the risk ratios of parity pro-
gression between bereaved and non-bereaved
couples, which ranged from 1.22 to 4.51. Hence repla-
cement childbearing strongly dominates any effect
that child loss may have on the divorce risk.
Our results showed that bereaved couples of

reproductive age are highly inclined to give birth to
a new child, and that they also seem to aim to have
approximately the same number of live children as
non-bereaved couples. Insufficient consideration of
compensatory fertility behaviour is therefore a
major reason for previous literature on the associ-
ation between a child’s death and parental divorce
being so inconclusive.
Since our analyses were based on register data,

and focused on married couples only, there are also
some definite caveats. Detailed information on per-
sonal and relational characteristics between parents,
including relationship quality, was not available and
that may have helped to uncover the actual mechan-
isms that link child deaths to parental divorce and
replacement childbearing. With the set-up at hand,
we did not study whether having another child
affects the divorce risk. Nor did we study whether
the birth of a new child interrupts, distorts, or
delays the grief process, or whether it increases the
relationship quality and cohesion between parents.
Also, it needs to be stressed that we provided no
causal evidence—only estimates for associations—
since apart from incorporating standard control

Table 6 Parity distribution (percentage) by bereavement status, ten years after the birth of the first, second, and third
child, respectively, married couples in Finland, 1971–2003

Couples observed after
first birth

Couples observed after second
birth Couples observed after third birth

1st child
died

Non-
bereaved

1st child
died

2nd child
died

Non-
bereaved

1st child
died

2nd child
died

3rd child
died

Non-
bereaved

Parity
1 11.8 25.1 – – – – – – –

2 26.4 48.8 31.2 23.7 63.9 – – – –

3 40.9 20.2 46.4 44.1 27.0 65.3 61.7 42.4 74.3
4 15.8 4.2 16.6 21.4 6.4 23.1 26.7 34.7 17.7
5 3.9 0.8 5.1 7.8 1.4 9.4 9.6 12.4 4.2
6 1.2 0.8 0.7 3.0 1.3 2.2 2.1 10.6 3.9

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
n, couples 531 106,718 509 434 79,829 384 378 173 29,231

Notes: Bereavement refers to the death of a child within ten years after the birth of the first, second, and third child, respectively. For couples
who are divorced within ten years of the birth of each child referred to, parity is measured at the time of the divorce. Numbers of couples in
Tables 5 and 6 differ slightly, as the bereavement definition and follow-up are not exactly the same.
Source: As for Table 1.

48 Fjalar Finnäs et al.



variables, we did not know how well different
married couples were equipped to handle child loss.
To allow for compensatory behaviour in terms of
new births, our focus was on couples with women
who had recently given birth, and we observed
them for a maximum of 15 years after the birth of
each additional child. The implications of the set-up
for our analysis are that we were able to study only
the immediate influence of a child’s death on the
risk of birth of a new child and divorce, respectively,
and to do so for couples who recently have given
birth and, thus, presumably should be able to repro-
duce. Long-term effects of child loss and effects
associated with the loss of a teenager or an adult
child were therefore also beyond the scope of the
paper. The idea of ours was to compare like with
like, which means that, at the beginning of each
parity, all couples had very recently given birth to a
child, and could be exposed to the death of a child
within one year after the birth of the most recent
(index) child, irrespective of whether it is the infant
or an older sibling who died. Hence, the death of a
non-infant child was also studied, although it must
have occurred to a couple who had recently given
birth. In this way, we tried to ensure that both
events in the competing risks framework are appli-
cable events (the couples are able to reproduce and
may divorce), and that at each parity the couples
have a similar family structure since all of them had
an infant at start of the process. Since the majority
of child deaths in Finland occur in infancy, and we
do include also non-infant deaths if they occur
within one year after the birth of the index child,
lengthening the period for experiencing the death
of a child beyond one year after the birth of the
index child would not produce very different results
to those reported here, and the conclusions would
remain the same, although we did not in fact
observe all child deaths.
Cohabiting couples were not included in the ana-

lyses, because the coverage of this group in the popu-
lation register was not sufficiently extensive for the
time period studied. Since cohabitation is a less for-
mally binding type of living arrangement in
Finland, it is plausible that the association between
child loss and cohabitants’ separation is stronger
than the fairly modest association between child
loss and divorce we found in this paper. Whether
that is the case is a question for future research
with other data sets than the one used here.
Another question for future studies is whether
context plays a role. In Finland, the death of a child
is a rare event. On the other hand, in countries
with higher child and infant mortality rates, losing a

child may be a less unexpected and more shared
experience, meaning that consequences and thus
effect sizes may be different from the ones reported
here.
To conclude, we have provided new empirical

insights into an area of population research that has
not been sufficiently covered in the previous litera-
ture. Our analyses revealed that, in an economically
advanced society such as Finland, a child’s death
has only a modest influence on marital stability,
whereas its association with parity progression is
considerable. Thus, replacement childbearing tends
to be more dependent on child loss than marital
dissolution is. Studies on individual and societal
consequences of child loss need to take this compen-
satory behaviour into consideration.

Notes

1 Please direct all correspondence to Mikael Rostila,
Centre for Health Equity Studies (CHESS), Stockholm
University/Karolinska Institutet, Sveavägen 160, 10691
Stockholm, Sweden; or by E-mail: mikael.rostila@
chess.su.se

2 Data from Statistics Finland used with permission TK-
53-186-09.

3 The authors gratefully acknowledge financial support
from Högskolestiftelsen i Österbotten.
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