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Abstract There is a growing body of literature that examines the relationship

between parental separation and children’s life-course patterns. The aim of this

paper is to analyze the effect of parental separation on the timing of nest-leaving of

young adults. After providing descriptive findings using the recent Generation and

Gender Survey for six countries (Italy, France, Hungary, Bulgaria, Russia, and

Georgia), we assess the extent to which the association between parental separation

and nest-leaving timing is masked by two mechanisms. First, do the children of

separated parents develop characteristics that differ from those of children of intact

families, which in turn cause them to leave the parental home at a different pace?

Second, do the children of separated people leave the parental home at different

ages in response to the new family structure? After we identify the two mechanisms

at work, our findings become similar across countries, and show that children who

have experienced parental separation tend to leave home earlier, but that the last

child in the household—who would leave the mother alone—tends to delay his/her

departure.

Keywords Generation and Gender Survey � Parental separation � Leaving home �
Life-course patterns � Italy � France � Hungary � Bulgaria � Russia � Georgia

Résumé Un nombre croissant d’études traitent des relations entre la séparation

parentale et les modèles de parcours de vie des enfants. Cet article a pour objectif

d’analyser l’effet de la séparation des parents sur le calendrier de départ des jeunes

adultes du foyer parental. Après avoir présenté des résultats descriptifs issus des
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Enquêtes Genre et Génération de six pays (Italie, France, Hongrie, Bulgarie, Russie

et Géorgie) nous évaluons dans quelle mesure l’association entre la séparation des

parents sur le calendrier de départ du foyer parental est occultée par un double

mécanisme. Premièrement, les enfants de parents séparés développent-ils des ca-

ractéristiques différentes de celles des enfants de familles dites complètes qui

peuvent à leur tour les conduire à quitter le domicile parental à un rythme différent ?

Deuxièmement, les enfants de personnes séparées quittent-ils le domicile parental à

des âges différents du fait de la nouvelle structure familiale ? Après avoir identifié

les deux mécanismes à l’œuvre, les résultats entre pays deviennent semblables et

montrent que les enfants qui ont connu une séparation parentale ont tendance à

quitter le domicile parental plus précocement, mais que le dernier enfant dans le

ménage dont le départ laisserait la mère seule a tendance à le postposer.

Mots-clés Enquêtes Genre et Génération � Séparation parentale �
Départ du domicile parental � Modèles de parcours de vie � Italie � France �
Hongrie � Bulgarie � Russie � Géorgie

1 Introduction

There is a growing body of literature examining the relationship between parental

separation1 and children’s life-course patterns. Nevertheless, in the wider literature

on the effects of partnership dissolution on children, only a few studies have looked

carefully at the role that family structure—which is altered as a consequence of

family disruption—plays in the propensity of young adults to leave home. There are

huge variations in the average age at which young adults leave the parental home

within and across European countries (Billari et al. 2001; Billari and Liefbroer

2010; Corijn and Klijzing 2001; Chiuri and Del Boca 2010; Parisi 2008). At the

same time, divorce rates are increasing across Europe, including in those countries

where divorce and separation rates have traditionally been low. Thus, there is a

pressing need for research that provides insights into how the experience of parental

separation affects young people’s decisions about how long they live with their

parents, and how this effect varies across different countries. The experience of

parental separation will no doubt be more commonplace for young adults in the

future. Among European children, parental separation has already replaced death as

the main cause of family disruption.

While research has started to address the implications of divorce for the lives of

the children involved, very little is known about this issue in countries where

divorce has only recently become commonplace, or where data limitations have

made it difficult to understand the consequences of partnership disruption. In this

study, we take advantage of the availability of rich longitudinal retrospective family

1 In the study, we refer to ‘‘parental separation’’ as the time at which parents stop living together; they

either were married or cohabiting. The decision to not distinguish between married and cohabiting

couples, and to talk generally about separation, is due to the low diffusion of cohabitations for the cohorts

of women we are studying (see Sect. 4).
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history data from the recent Generation and Gender Surveys (GGSs) (Vikat et al.

2007) to test our hypotheses on the different contexts of six countries (Italy, France,

Bulgaria, Hungary, Georgia, and Russia). We use the GGS to shed light on a

particular consequence on children of partnership disruption that may differ across

countries. The degree to which divorce is diffused for a certain cohort of children

may matter for the relationship between parental separation and leaving home.

In case divorce is not diffused, and hence stigmatized, the effect on children’s life-

course path might be stronger. In France, where divorce is highly diffused and is

ingrained in social life, the impact of divorce on leaving home may differ from Italy,

where divorce has only recently become more widespread. A similar picture appears

if we compare Georgia, where family disruption is not at all widespread, with the

former communist countries of Hungary, Bulgaria, and Russia, where divorce is

more commonplace, and therefore socially accepted. Despite this, its consequences

in terms of how it influences the relationship between family disruption and youth’s

life-course paths and timing is not well understood. Among all of the countries

considered in this study, there is a remarkable variation of the norms concerning

leaving home and co-residence, determined not only by cultural factors but also by

opportunities and constraints at macro level, which would include the functioning of

the educational system, labor market as well as welfare systems. Young people also

face differences at the individual level, including their personal economic resources,

enrolment in education, employment, and partnership status. In many of the former

communist countries, we find high rates of co-residence and normative pressure to

leave home later. Among the countries we considered, this is especially true for

Bulgaria and Hungary, where the normative mean age at leaving home is around 30

and where a high proportion of young people consider it perfectly acceptable to

never leave home—respectively 35 % of men and 43 % of women for Hungary and

49 % of men and 27 % of women in Bulgaria—(Aassve et al. 2012). In France, the

norm is to leave home at an early age, whereas in Italy, the mean age at nest-leaving

is much higher. Russia, in contrast, is one of the countries where the norm of home

leaving is among the lowest—around 24 years old (Aassve et al. 2012).

An important aspect of the GGS is that it provides information about both the

children’s home-leaving behavior and the exact timing of the parents’ separation.

As a result, an analysis of the GGS data can help us determine whether the

mechanisms of parental separation and of leaving home are the same in countries

where the patterns of divorce and home-leaving are very different.

When investigating the determinants of different patterns of nest-leaving among

children of separated parents, researchers have found both direct and indirect

effects. The direct effects are those resulting from the changes in family structure,

which may produce incentives or disincentives to leave home; while the indirect

effects are related to the children’s cognitive and non-cognitive skill levels, which

may be attributable to having experienced parental separation during childhood

(Sect. 2).

Our analysis contributes to this literature by trying to answer the following

questions in the same setting (which is presented in Sect. 3) in a number of countries

where these issues have not yet been explored. First, do the children of separated

parents develop characteristics that differ from those of children of intact families
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(for example, in terms of human capital accumulation and socialization), which in

turn lead them to leave the parental home at a different pace? Second, do the

children of separated parents leave the parental home at different ages partly in

response their new family structure (for example, if the mother would be alone in

the home if they left)? We also look at whether the effect is mitigated or

exacerbated by the presence of other siblings in the house, an issue that has not been

previously explored. Moreover, in our study, we try to take into account the

possibility that children of separated parents have different unobservable charac-

teristics that would have caused them to leave the parental home at a different pace

in any case. In terms of methodology, we study nest-leaving by means of discrete

duration models.

2 Parental Divorce and Separation and Children’s Home-Leaving Decisions
in the Literature

The hypothesis that parental separation is associated with the timing at which young

adults leave home has been tested empirically in the North American context,2 but

to a much lesser extent in the European one.3 The main result of these studies has

been that children who have experienced parental separation leave home earlier than

children in intact families. However, this finding should be seen in the context of

North American or Northern European countries, where separation is widely

diffused and the transition out of the parental home tends to take place at relatively

early ages.

The broader hypothesis that experiencing parental separation can be associated

directly or indirectly with the transition of children out of the parental home is

embedded in the wider literature on the general effects that parental divorce and

separation have on children’s development, on their transition to adulthood, and on

their subsequent life-course patterns.

The direct effects, which may act as push factors for leaving home, are linked to

the family structure (Aquilino 1991; Mitchell 1994; Musick and Bumpass 1999).

After parental separation, children usually reduce the quantity and quality of contact

with the non-co-resident parent, and can be forced to live in a new stepfamily.

Young people who are exposed to a single-parent family environment are more

likely to remain at home than those who are exposed to a stepfamily structure,

although children in both categories leave the nest sooner than children who live

with both biological parents (Aquilino 1991; Holdsworth 2000; Bernhardt et al.

2005).

When we refer to the indirect consequences of parental separation, we mean that the

children who experience the separation of their parents may develop different

2 See, for example, McLanahan 1985, 1988; Goldscheider and Goldscheider 1988, 1998, 1999;

McLanahan and Bumpass 1988; McLanahan and Garfinkel 1989; Aquilino 1991; Astone and McLanahan

1994; McLanahan and Sandefur 1994; Tang 1997; McLanahan and Percheski 2008.
3 A few examples are O’Connor et al. (2003), Bernhardt et al. (2005) and Ongaro and Mazzuco (2009).
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characteristics, which may in turn affect the timing of leaving home (Cherlin et al.

1991, 1995). In the literature, parental separation is usually associated with a

worsening of children’s outcomes (Steele et al. 2009). The empirical evidence shows

that compared to young people whose parents stay together, the children of separated

parents complete fewer years of school and are more likely to drop out of school

(Astone and McLanahan 1994); have different attitudes towards sexuality, divorce,

and family formation (Amato and Booth 1991; Amato et al. 1995; Amato and DeBoer

2001; Aquilino 1994; Axinn and Thornton 1996; Furstenberg and Teitler 1994;

Thornton 1991; Booth and Amato 1994; Ongaro and Mazzuco 2009); are subject to

weaker parental control over their behavior (Cummings and Davies 1994); start sexual

activity earlier and have children at younger ages (McLanahan and Sanderfur 1994);

are more likely to cohabit (Furstenberg and Teitler 1994) and to experience disruption

in their own marriages (Cherlin et al. 1995; Teachman 2002); and are more likely to

suffer from long-term depression (O’Connor et al. 2003).

According to McLanahan and Bumpass (1988), all these results support the so-

called ‘‘socialization explanation’’, which argues that parental role models and

parental supervision are the major factors in determining the offspring’s future family

formation behaviors (more so than the hypothesis of socialization and stress); and the

‘‘role-model explanation’’, which argues that children develop their own ideas of what

is acceptable and ‘‘workable’’ behavior from what they observe in their parents.

However, the negative association between parental separation and poor

children’s outcomes could just be due to different unobservable family character-

istics, which affect both the probability of getting separated and children’s

outcomes. Nı́ Bhrolcháin et al. (2000), examining association between the

experience of family disruption and a range of children outcomes usually

considered adverse (such as also leaving home early) warned about the fact that

the associations observed may not be interpreted as indicating that family disruption

causes a greater risk of the outcomes studied.

Studies that have looked at the effect of parental separation on schooling

outcomes have, for example, found large negative effects, which disappeared once

unobserved heterogeneity was taken into account (Hofferth 2006; Aughinbaugh

et al. 2005; Sanz-de-Galdeano and Vuri 2007; Francesconi et al. 2010). Therefore,

the long list of adverse effects of parental separation cited above should be viewed

with caution and causal inference addressed with particular care in this area.

As a result of parental separation, the family in which the child continues to

live—often a female-headed, single-parent family—tends to be poorer (Aassve et al.

2007, 2009), and some of the effects of parental separation may be caused by the

economic circumstances of single mothers. Economic deprivation may play an

important role: poorer families may have less money to spend on educational

activities and less time available to help children with schoolwork (McLanahan

1985). Shorter educational paths and fewer resources from the family can accelerate

the process of establishing an independent life and leaving home, with the goal of

finding better conditions outside of the family. On the other hand, having less

education and fewer resources are also linked to a higher likelihood of being

unemployed, and to a lower probability of receiving transfers from parents to set up

a first independent household.
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We contribute to this literature by studying how parental separation, through the

development of the child and the new family structure, influences the decision to

leave home in a number of countries where comparable studies have not been

carried out. We also investigate whether the effect is mitigated or exacerbated by

the presence of other siblings in the house, an issue which has not been previously

explored. In general, the presence of multiple siblings can be linked to higher youth

mobility (Rainer and Siedler 2009), and, we expect, to an earlier nest-leaving.

3 Research Hypotheses and Methodological Approach

Building on previous research, we assume that the home-leaving decision depends

on parental separation and other characteristics of the young person and his/her own

family:

Leave home ¼ f(separation; other characteristics): ð1Þ

This relationship only captures a gross effect of having experienced parental sep-

aration, without telling us much about what leads to certain behaviors in the home-

leaving process. In this paper, we theorize that the effect of parental separation on

nest-leaving timing works through different channels and at different points in time.

At the time the parental separation takes place, children face a change that may

influence their development, and eventually affect their decision to leave home in

the future. We call this the ‘‘development effect’’, which is the effect of having

experienced a parental separation, especially at younger ages; and can be thought of

as the effect that parental separation may have on the cognitive and non-cognitive

skills children develop during childhood, and which may in turn affect the home-

leaving decision. For instance, we might expect to find that children of separated

parents have developed less self-confidence, which could imply a slower exit from

the parental home. Or we might expect to see a negative association between

parental separation and a child’s schooling, with fewer years of schooling implying

a faster exit from the parental home.

On the other hand, later on the life course, at the point in time when children face

the decision of whether to leave the parental home, the structure of the family they

are living in can influence their choice. We call this the ‘‘co-residence’’ effect,

which is the effect of the family composition at the time the adult child can choose

whether to leave. We posit that the children of separated parents are likely to want

to continue to cohabit with the mother if she has not found a new partner to live

with. The fact that the mother is single may act as a disincentive to leave: we expect

that children living with a lone mother leave the parental home at a slower rate,

since the cost of leaving may be higher for two reasons. First, the lone mother may

value the child staying at home more positively, and the child may feel reluctant to

leave the mother home alone; second, the child may have less incentive to leave in

order to gain independence, since the dwelling is less crowded and the mother is less

authoritative.

There can be important interaction effects among elements of the family

structure. In this framework, we want to test whether the presence of siblings plays
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an important role for both development and co-residence effects. At the time of

separation, being a child in a larger family composed of multiple children could

mean even more poverty and straitened economic circumstances, which could

negatively influence the child’s development. On the other hand, living in larger

families could buffer the negative effects of separation on children’s developing

skills; in particular, the presence of siblings could partially compensate for damage

caused by the absence of one parent. We do not have clear expectations about the

effect of having siblings in the house at the time of parental separation. On the other

hand, in a different way, the co-residence effect can be mitigated by the presence of

multiple children. With multiple children, the home is more crowded and the mother

would not be left alone; both of these factors may accelerate the departure from the

parental home for all of the siblings except for the last one.

Given these considerations, we might rewrite Eq. (1) as follows:

Leave home ¼ f development; co-residence j siblings; other characteristicsð Þ: ð2Þ

In the first step of our empirical analysis, we compare the home-leaving decisions of

the children of separated and not-separated parents by including in the following

hazard rate equation a dummy variable indicating whether the child experienced

the parental separation while still at home:

hijt ¼ 1� exp � expðaþ gj þ hXij þ dHjt þ b0Sij þ d0Nijt þ cT
� �

: ð3Þ

That is, the hazard for child i in year t of leaving the parental home j is a function of

the characteristics of the child (Xij), of the household (Hjt), of parental separation

(Sij), of the absence of other siblings at the time of the home-leaving decision (Nijt),

of the time spent at home after age 17 (T), and of a random error gj defined at the

household level included in order to capture the effect of being born and raised in

the same family. We choose a complementary log–log hazard specification, which is

consistent with a discrete time model and interval censored survival time data

(Jenkins 2005). The hazard is to be interpreted as the conditional probability

of leaving the parental home at time t, conditional on having stayed home until

time t-1.

Young individuals enter the sample when they are at risk of leaving home

(i.e., from age 18). For each child i in each year t we observe whether s/he has left

the parental home, whether his/her parents separated, and how many siblings are

still living in the same household (plus a set of other time characteristics of the child

and of the mother through Xij and Hjt). Each child therefore has a ‘‘duration’’, which

indicates the time, expressed in years, s/he takes to leave home since age 18. The

duration is censored if the child has not left home (i.e., still lives in the parental

home at the time of observation).

In our model, both time-invariant and time-varying covariates are included: the

former are variables that are constant for individuals throughout all their duration

(for example, gender), while the latter can take different values in different years

(for example, age) and are indicated with the subscript t. The main variable of

interested Sij is equal to one if the parents separated while the child was still living

in the parental house and, therefore, it is time invariant. The coefficient b0 gives us
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the gross effect of separation not yet specified as a combination of development and

co-residence effects.

To capture these two effects, we need a further specification:

hijt ¼ 1� exp
�
� expðaþ gj þ hXij þ dHjt þ d0Nijt

þb1Dij þ b2OijDij þ b3Cijt þ b4NijtCijt þ cT
�
:

ð4Þ

The hazard function now depends on: a dummy variable Dij indicating whether the

child experienced parental separation before age 18 (time-invariant); a dummy vari-

able Cijt indicating whether the mother is alone (i.e., with no cohabiting partner) when

the child is at risk of leaving home (time-varying); the interaction of these two vari-

ables with dummies Oij and Nijt indicating, respectively, the absence of siblings at the

time of separation (time-invariant) and the absence of siblings when at risk of leaving

home (time-varying). The coefficients b1 and b1 ? b2 represent the development

effect when, respectively, there are siblings or there are no siblings at the time of

separation. They reflect the effects on the home-leaving decision of having experi-

enced parental separation during childhood or adolescence. Meanwhile the coeffi-

cients b3 and b3 ? b4 represent the co-residence effect when, respectively, there are

siblings or there are no siblings still living at home with the mother. They reflect the

effects on the home-leaving decision of this particular family structure.

We do not include directly any variable regarding the experience of a step family,

but the effects of it may be read indirectly through the included variables: children

living in a step family may have experienced separation before age 18 (Dij = 1) and

their mother would be not alone in case the child left home (Cijt = 0).

In interpreting the results, we need to keep in mind that separation is not a random

event: couples self-select into separation, and hence all of the effects we find could be

driven, at least in part, by this selection. Specifically, there may be unobservable pre-

existing characteristics that influence both the probability that the parents will separate

and the child’s decision to leave home. If this were the case, we would observe the

same differences between the children of non-separated parents and the children of

separated parents, even in the absence of parental separation. Selection into separation

probably varies across countries, being driven by structural factors such as the

economic situation and norms concerning separation. Therefore, it is difficult to claim

that the significant estimated coefficients represent causal relationships. In particular,

we may expect to find that the development effect is driven by unobservable

characteristics that affect both parental separation and children’s outcomes, as has

often been demonstrated in the literature: for instance, the children of separated

parents may perform worse at school because of pre-existing characteristics (Sanz-De-

Galdeano and Vuri 2007), and may leave the parental home at a faster rate simply as an

automatic consequence of having a shorter schooling career. For the co-residence

effect, the estimates are causal if we assume that, given separation, separated mothers

who re-partner and cohabit with a new partner do not differ from separated mothers

who live alone in a way that would influence children’s home-leaving decisions, apart

from the structure of the family.

To shed some light on these issues, we perform two further analyses. First,

suppose some unobservable characteristics influence both the probability of the
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couple getting separated and the child’s development. The level of parents’

discordance could be an example, by increasing the probability of parental

separation and by negatively influencing the child’s development. There are couples

that, nevertheless the high level of discordance and conflicts, would not separate for

the sake of the children or because divorce was not so common, delaying their

decision later in time. We therefore compare the leaving-home decisions of children

whose parents separate after the children left home with the leaving-home decisions

of children of ever-together parents, excluding those children whose parents

separated before they left home-(employing a slight different specification of model

3 in which the dummy Sij takes value 1 if the parents separated after the child left

the parental home). If we find a significant effect of ‘‘future parental separation’’ on

children’s leaving-home decisions, we may suspect that selection is driving the

results when estimating Eq. (3).

Second, we compare the home-leaving decisions of children whose parents have

been alive and together throughout their childhoods with the home-leaving

decisions of children who experienced the death of the father (Corak 2001), as in

model (4). In the age range of the parents studied, the death event may be seen as

much more random than the decision to separate.4 We argue that, when considering

the co-residence effect, the family structure resulting from both events is similar:

indeed, children have more space and more privacy in the home, and may be

concerned about leaving their only remaining parent home alone.

These further analyses work as robustness checks to our findings in the main

analyses. We are still not able to claim that the found relationships are causal but

hopefully we are able to give some indication of the possible selection effects,

which may be important for further research in this field.

4 Data, Sample Selection, and the Definition of Variables

Our analyses are based on data from recent nationally representative comparative

surveys conducted within the framework of the GGS for six countries: Italy, Bulgaria,

France, Georgia, Hungary, and Russia.5 This is a retrospective survey in which

respondents provide information about their fertility, partnership, and work histories.

For the purposes of our analysis, we selected mothers who have at least one child

aged 18 years or older, since we consider a child at risk of leaving home from that

age onwards. For each woman, we have information on all of her children, and we

know whether and when each child left the parental home. Our dependent variable

is then defined at the child level as the time the child takes to leave home, starting

4 Although the death event can in certain cases be considered as not random—when for example is the

reflection of poorer health resulting from a lower socio-economic status—we assume that in the age range

of the fathers of the children considered, these inequalities should not yet be so determinant to cause a

‘‘selection’’ into death, as it is the case for separation.
5 The survey analyses for Italy is also called the ‘‘Family and Social Subjects’’ (FSS). For all of the

countries, we used the first wave of the longitudinal surveys, which contains retrospective information.

Germany was excluded because the GGS data provide cohort fertility and marriage trends for this country

that are not comparable to the official ones; hence, it is useless for our purposes.
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from age 18. It is censored if the child is still in the parental home at the time of the

interview.

For each mother, we know all of the marriage and cohabitation spells she has had in

her life, with the starting dates and ending dates in case of separation or the death of the

partner. This allows us to determine in what situation the child was born (marriage,

cohabitation, out of a relationship), and whether and when his/her parents separated. We

can therefore construct our main variables of interest as follows: whether the child has

experienced parental separation while still at home (and before age 18), whether s/he has

experienced a stepfamily while still at home (and before age 18), whether the mother is

living with/without a partner (who may be the father or a new partner) at the time the

child is age 18 or older (that is, when at risk of leaving home). We can also easily

reconstruct whether there are other siblings in the house at the moment of separation,

and, year by year, when the child is at risk of leaving home. The GGS is one of the few

available surveys that provides the kind of information needed to address this research

question, and it is absolutely the only one that takes a cross-country perspective.

Children born outside of a relationship have been excluded because we believe

they do not have a parental separation experience comparable to those of children

who cohabited with the father and had the opportunity to get to know him.6

Moreover, we decided to exclude the children of mothers who, at the time of the

interview, were living with other members of the family, such as parents, brothers,

sisters, or other relatives.7 We do this in order to increase the chances that, when the

child is at risk of leaving home, the mother is truly alone.

On the other hand, there are a few children who continued to live in the parental

home even after their marriage (having their spouse move into their parents’

home).8 We decided to keep these cases, since this behavior can be interpreted as an

extreme sign of not wanting to leave.

We included in our model a number of control variables related to the child

and his/her mother that have been shown in the previous literature to influence

the timing of nest-leaving: the child’s gender and age, the mother’s age, level of

education, and birth cohort.

The descriptive results on the time of leaving home, shown in the first three lines of

Table 1, provide some initial insight into the general differences across countries. In

France, children start leaving home very early, and by age 25, 75 % of the sample is

living outside the parental home. In Italy, children start leaving home much later. In

Bulgaria, Hungary, and Russia, children start leaving quite young (by around age 20,

25 % of children are out of the parental home), but then some individuals are still living

with their parents up to ages 30?. In Georgia, given the large number of children who

stay in the parental house even after they marry, we see fewer children leaving home.

At the child’s level, we consider the following information, all of them specified as

dummy variables, which do not vary over time: the child is a girl; the child was born

6 Percentages of cases: 2.2 % (Italy), 7.5 % (France), 6.1 % (Bulgaria), 6.4 % (Hungary), 6.7 %

(Russia), 2.1 % (Georgia).
7 Percentages of cases: 2.9 % (Italy), 1.6 % (France), 10.9 % (Bulgaria), 5.1 % (Hungary), 14.3 %

(Russia), 14.1 % (Georgia).
8 Percentages of cases: 3.8 % (Italy), 0.2 % (France), 11.1 % (Bulgaria), 6.1 % (Hungary), 0.0 %

(Russia), 32.8 % (Georgia).
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during a cohabitation rather than a marriage; the child is an only child; the child

experienced the parental separation while he/she was still living in the parental house;

the child experienced the parental separation when he/she was younger than 18 years

old; the child experienced a stepfamily while he/she was still living in the parental

house; the child experienced a stepfamily when he/she was younger than 18 years old;

the child’s father died while the child was still living in the parental house; the child’s

father died when the child was younger than 18. The considered variables at the

mother’s level are also fixed over time: education (high, middle, and low) and a

dummy variable, which takes value 1 if the mother was born before 1945. In addition,

there are few time-varying dummy variables that describe the family structure at each

year t: whether the child is the only sibling still living in the house, whether the mother

is separated and currently living alone (i.e., she is not living with nor the father of the

child nor a new partner); whether the mother is widowed and currently alone. These

variables can take a different value in year t. For example, suppose that in year t there

are two siblings who still live with their parents: if one sibling leaves the parental house

in year t ? 1, then the other sibling will have the dummy variable ‘‘no sibling in the

household’’ equal to zero up to year t, but equal to 1 from year t ? 1 onward. Mother

and child’s age are time-varying continuous variables (child’s age, in terms of survival

analysis, expresses the time dependence).

In the bottom part of Table 1, we include all descriptive statistics, by country, of all

the variables listed above. The time-varying variables are described when the child is

age 18. The proportion of daughters and sons is equal, apart from Georgia where just

43 % of the children considered are females. The majority of the adult children were

born in a marriage (versus cohabitation). Only in France does the percentage of adult

children born from a cohabiting union reach 5 %. These figures do not, of course,

reflect the current situation, since they refer to much older cohorts. We then observe

that the mean age of the mothers when the child was age 18 is very similar in all the

countries, above 40. Nevertheless, when we look at the percentage of women born

before 1945, we notice that the Italian, French, and Hungarian samples have a larger

percentage of women belonging to the older cohort than the Russian, Bulgarian and

Georgian samples. This means that, on average, at the time of the interview, the Italian,

French, and Hungarian women were older than the women from the other countries.

This may partly explain why the average level of education of the women living in

these three countries (in particular in Italy) is lower than in, Russia, Bulgaria, and

Georgia. Another explanation is historical: in communist countries, on average,

people spent more time in higher education. When looking at the family composition,

we find that the percentage of only children varies substantially between the countries;

indeed, we observe relatively low percentages in Italy and France (around 8 %); a bit

higher in Hungary and Bulgaria (around 13 %); and much higher in Russia and

Georgia (18 and 21 %, respectively).

An interesting variable—which cannot be included in the analysis,9 but is worth

looking at—is the opinion of mothers about the right time for a child to leave the

9 Although this is an interesting variable, it is not possible to include it as an independent variable in our

analysis. This is because all of the respondent women in our sample have at least one child older than age

18; therefore, when they answer this question, the women may report their children’s actual behavior

rather than their opinion.
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parental home. Italy is truly an outlier, with just 15 % of mothers agreeing that a

young adult should start living on his/her own by the age of 18; while in the other

countries, this percentage varies from 44 to 68 %. However, these findings are not

surprising given the trends observed in the Mediterranean countries, where adult

children tend to stay in the parents’ home longer than in other European countries.

Table 1 Descriptive statistics

Italy Bulgaria France Hungary Russia Georgia

Age at home-leaving (first quartile) 24 21 19 21 20 24

Age at home-leaving (median) 27 26 22 25 23 –

Age at home-leaving (third quartile) 33 38 25 31 32 –

Child is female 0.481 0.482 0.491 0.487 0.482 0.431

Child was born in a cohabitation

(vs. marriage)

0.002 0.015 0.049 0.015 0.031 0.018

Child is an only child 0.094 0.133 0.082 0.132 0.184 0.210

Child has no siblings in the household

(TV)

0.150 0.260 0.209 0.238 0.339 0.262

Child experienced parental separation

while at home

0.037 0.068 0.198 0.174 0.234 0.028

Child experienced parental separation

before age 18

0.027 0.059 0.160 0.141 0.203 0.024

Child experienced a stepfamily while

at home

0.013 0.037 0.099 0.101 0.153 0.004

Child experienced a stepfamily before

age 18

0.009 0.030 0.080 0.079 0.119 0.003

Child experienced father’s death while

at home

0.132 0.091 0.084 0.133 0.150 0.204

Child experienced father’s death before

age 18

0.054 0.032 0.050 0.054 0.085 0.059

Parental separation after the child left

home

0.007 0.026 0.038 0.020 0.020 0.012

Mother’s age (TV) 45.5

(5.4)

41.6

(4.5)

43.8

(4.9)

42.5

(4.7)

43.2

(4.9)

44.5

(5.4)

Mother was born before 1945 0.628 0.367 0.486 0.467 0.377 0.423

Mother’s education: primary 0.639 0.404 0.580 0.476 0.215 0.240

Mother’s education: secondary 0.327 0.436 0.285 0.417 0.543 0.587

Mother’s education: tertiary 0.034 0.160 0.135 0.108 0.241 0.172

Mother agrees child should leave at 18 0.148 0.540 0.688 0.444 0.542 0.566

Mother is alone and separated (TV) 0.021 0.035 0.104 0.081 0.128 0.022

Mother is alone and widowed (TV) 0.051 0.024 0.041 0.042 0.059 0.058

Children 21,039 4,030 5,573 7,179 3,901 3,955

Households 9,707 2,374 2,397 3,779 2,300 2,222

Total year—observations 193,497 29,690 28,224 54,823 24,230 40,544

Notes. First quartile, median, and third quartile of the age at home-leaving; average value of the inde-

pendent variables, with standard deviation in brackets for continuous variables. TV stands for time-

varying covariates. Time-varying variables (no siblings in the household, mother’s age, mother is alone

and separated, mother is alone and widowed) refer to the time when the child is 18 years old
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These data also provide some initial insight into the different contexts

characterizing the samples in the different countries. The spread of marital or

cohabitation separation is quite different in the contexts considered, which

obviously results in different proportions of children experiencing parental

separation, going from more than one out of five in Russia; to 17 % in Hungary

and 19 % in France; to extremely low levels in Italy (\4 %), Bulgaria (7 %), and

Georgia (3 %). These figures are consistent with recent official data, which show

very different total divorce rates10 (no official data are available for cohabitations)

in the countries considered, varying from very low levels in Georgia and Italy (6 and

13 %, respectively), to high levels (above 40 %) for France, Hungary, Bulgaria, and

Russia.11 These numbers are higher than the percentages we found because they

refer to the synthetic cohort in 2002 (2009 for Georgia), while our sample includes

much older women who had a lower probability of getting divorced.

A natural consequence of these numbers is that in countries where we observe

more women separating, we also observe more women re-partnering, and hence a

higher percentage of children experiencing a stepfamily (in France, Hungary, and

Russia).

5 Results

Results of the complementary log–log models,12 with random effects at household

level, are reported in Tables 2, 3, and 4. Table 2 reports the results when we estimate a

gross effect of being the child of separated parents on the decision to leave home

(Eq. 3). Table 3 reports the results when we consider the age of the child at separation,

the partnership status of the mother (time varying), both interacted with the number of

siblings in the household at the time of separation and in each calendar year from age

18 of the child, respectively (Eq. 4). Finally, Table 4 sums up the development and co-

residence effects for children of separated mothers, with and without siblings. In all of

these estimates, we consider only children who either have grown up in an intact

family (i.e., their parents never separated, at least when the children were still living at

home) or who have experienced their parents’ separation; children who experienced

the death of the father (while still living at home) are excluded.

In all of the models we estimate the hazard of the time of leaving home starting at the

age of 18. As a result, a positive coefficient indicates a positive effect of that variable

on the hazard (i.e., a faster process of nest-leaving, and thus at a younger age), whereas

a negative coefficient reflects a slower rate of nest-leaving (and thus at an older age).

10 The ‘‘total divorce rate’’ is the probability of divorce for a married person if he or she were to pass

through his/her marriage years conforming to the duration-specific divorce rates of a given year. The rate

refers to a synthetic marriage cohort. It is computed by the summation of divorce rates by duration of

marriage (generally up to 30 years) observed in a given year.
11 Data for Italy, France, and Hungary come from the latest available Eurostat information; while data for

Georgia and Russia come from national official statistics.
12 We have not used survey weights in the regressions because they were missing for Georgia, Bulgaria,

and Italy. However, we have conducted the same analyses for France, Hungary, and Russia, for which the

data were available, and observed that results did not differ in a significant way.
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The control variables have similar effects in all of the countries across all of the

models. The coefficients are only reported in Table 2, but the variables are included

in all of the estimated models. Moreover, the signs of the coefficients are the

expected ones and confirm previous research. Females leave home earlier than

males, and this effect is particularly large in Georgia, Bulgaria, and Hungary;

obviously, older children are more at risk than younger ones of leaving home, but at

a declining rate. The mother’s age has a small negative effect in all of the countries

(apart from Georgia and Russia, where it is not significant); while the mother’s

cohort has a positive effect, with the children of mothers belonging to older cohorts

being at greater risk of leaving home than the children of mothers belonging to

younger cohorts. With regard to the mother’s education, we observe that the higher

the educational level of the mother, the lower the risk of home-leaving for the

children: the excluded category is made up of mothers with a primary educational

level, and we can see that having either a secondary or a tertiary educational level

slows the home-leaving process for the adult children. This may be due to the fact

that children whose parents have attained a higher level of education are themselves

more likely to attain a higher level of education, which could imply a longer stay in

the parental home. Being the last child in the house, in general, has a negative effect

on the hazard of leaving home: this may confirm that living in a less-crowded house

(i.e., with no other sibling around) provides fewer incentives to leave.

When we look at the coefficient of the gross effect of having experienced the

separation of the parents on the decision to leave home, we obtain different results

in different countries (Table 2, ‘‘Child experienced parental separation while at

home’’). Separation has a positive effect in Bulgaria and France (i.e., children whose

parents separated leave the parental home earlier than children whose parents did

not separate), while it has a negative effect in Russia and Georgia. The effect is not

significant in the remaining countries. Therefore, an analysis of the effect of

parental separation estimated with a simple dummy for having experienced the

parents’ separation does not lead to any general conclusion.

The complementary log–log has been estimated with random effects at the

household level to control for unobservable characteristics that siblings born in the

same family may share. In all of the models and in all of the countries, rho, which is

the proportion of the total variance explained by the household variance component

and theoretically can go from 0 to 1, is high and significantly different from zero,

meaning that siblings share unobserved characteristics, which affect the home-

leaving decision.

Table 3 reports the effect of having experienced parental separation at younger

ages (under age 18, before the potential home-leaving decision), the effect of the

mother being alone (time varying) and the interaction of these two variables with

the absence of a sibling at the time of separation, and in each calendar year from age

18 of the child (Eq. 4).

To better address our research questions, we will seek to interpret the coefficients

in Table 4, which are re-elaborated13 from Table 3, in the form of development and

13 The coefficient in Table 4 is either the same coefficient as the one displayed in Table 3, or the sum of

two coefficients displayed in Table 3.
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co-residence effects (the reported estimates are linear combinations of the

coefficients estimated with Eq. 4).

The development effect of having experienced parental separation before age 18

is positive in most countries, accelerating the process of leaving home: on average,

children who experienced a parental separation before age 18 leave their original

home earlier than children who did not experience the separation of their parents, or

who experienced a separation at older ages. The interaction with the variable ‘‘no

siblings at separation’’ is only significant in Bulgaria (see Table 3), where the

development effect results are stronger when more siblings were present at the time

of separation. The only country where the development effect is not significant is

Russia, which is the country where parental separation is more common. Although

Table 2 Parental separation and children’s home-leaving decisions

Italy Bulgaria France Hungary Russia Georgia

Child is female 0.545***

(0.023)

0.971***

(0.065)

0.529***

(0.040)

0.621***

(0.041)

0.454***

(0.061)

1.617***

(0.092)

Child’s age 0.695***

(0.017)

0.373***

(0.044)

0.589***

(0.040)

0.699***

(0.034)

0.225***

(0.046)

0.153***

(0.051)

Child’s age square -0.010***

(0.000)

-0.006***

(0.001)

-0.009***

(0.001)

-0.011***

(0.001)

-0.003***

(0.001)

-0.003***

(0.001)

Mother’s age -0.031***

(0.003)

-0.025***

(0.008)

-0.021***

(0.005)

-0.026***

(0.005)

-0.011

(0.008)

0.007

(0.009)

Mother was born before 1945 0.552***

(0.035)

0.720***

(0.085)

0.181***

(0.055)

0.558***

(0.051)

0.230***

(0.082)

1.170***

(0.122)

Mother’s education: primary – – – – – –

Mother’s education:

secondary

-0.385***

(0.034)

-0.309***

(0.085)

-0.003

(0.058)

-0.260***

(0.051)

-0.108

(0.099)

-0.670***

(0.124)

Mother’s education: tertiary -0.613***

(0.091)

-0.564***

(0.119)

0.104

(0.078)

-0.431***

(0.083)

-0.082

(0.112)

-1.281***

(0.174)

No siblings in the household -0.079***

(0.028)

-0.092

(0.068)

0.093**

(0.045)

-0.208***

(0.045)

-0.218***

(0.070)

-0.199**

(0.099)

Child experienced parental

separation while at home

0.101

(0.073)

0.301**

(0.140)

0.237***

(0.060)

-0.047

(0.057)

-0.495***

(0.082)

-0.897***

(0.331)

Constant -12.336***

(0.246)

-7.325***

(0.635)

-9.311***

(0.522)

-11.247***

(0.452)

-4.873***

(0.653)

-6.552***

(0.760)

Rho 0.286***

(0.011)

0.452***

(0.029)

0.294***

(0.019)

0.298***

(0.019)

0.463***

(0.029)

0.511***

(0.035)

Children 21,276 3,662 5,103 6,225 3,310 3,147

Households 8,882 2,201 2,264 3,514 2,028 1,798

Total year—observations 155,303 24,126 23,865 42,247 18,604 26,942

Notes. Estimation of the model (3). Coefficients are shown together with standard errors in brackets (*** significant at

1 % level, ** at 5 %, * at 10 %). The result from the likelihood ratio test for the proportion of the total variance

explained by the household variance component (Rho) being equal to 0 is reported (*** significant at 1 % level, ** at

5 %, * at 10 %). The variable ‘‘parental separation while at home’’ is time-invariant. Children who experienced the

father’s death while at home are excluded from the sample
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we cannot claim the existence of a causal relationship between the two facts given

the non-randomness of the separation event, the association between the two events

is strong and positive everywhere, and confirms previous studies in this strand of

research.

The co-residence effect is negative in all of the countries: children who live with

a lone mother (a mother who is not involved in a cohabiting partnership) leave the

Table 3 Parental separation, age of the child, presence of siblings

Italy Bulgaria France Hungary Russia Georgia

Parental separation before age

18 b1

0.390***

(0.136)

1.461***

(0.263)

0.683***

(0.086)

0.423***

(0.087)

0.118

(0.136)

3.126

(2.412)

Parental separation before age

18 and no siblings at

separation b2

0.284

(0.191)

-1.043***

(0.319)

-0.141

(0.133)

-0.042

(0.114)

-0.227

(0.145)

-0.930

(2.369)

Mother alone b3 0.007

(0.124)

-1.326***

(0.311)

-0.222**

(0.097)

-0.266***

(0.101)

-0.180

(0.141)

-3.500

(2.369)

Mother alone and no siblings in

the household b4

-0.310**

(0.154)

0.591*

(0.312)

-0.157

(0.120)

-0.254**

(0.129)

-0.437***

(0.162)

0.028

(1.363)

Rho 0.288***

(0.011)

0.453***

(0.029)

0.289***

(0.019)

0.297***

(0.019)

0.465***

(0.029)

0.513***

(0.035)

Children 21,276 3,662 5,103 6,225 3,310 3,314

Households 8,882 2,201 2,264 3,514 2,028 1,798

Total year—observations 155,303 24,126 23,865 42,247 18,604 26,942

Notes. Estimation of the model (4). Coefficients are shown together with standard errors in brackets

(*** significant at 1 % level, ** at 5 %, * at 10 %). The result from the likelihood ratio test for the proportion

of the total variance explained by the household variance component (Rho) being equal to 0 is reported

(*** significant at 1 % level, ** at 5 %, * at 10 %). All of the control variables (as in Table 2) are included but

the coefficients are not reported. The variable ‘‘parental separation before age 18’’ and the interaction ‘‘parental

separation before age 18 and no siblings at separation’’ are time-invariant; the variable ‘‘mother alone’’ and the

interaction ‘‘mother alone and no siblings in the household’’ vary over time, when the child is at risk of leaving

home. Children who experienced the father’s death while at home are excluded from the sample

Table 4 Development and co-residence effects of parental separation

Italy Bulgaria France Hungary Russia Georgia

Development effect, siblings b1 0.390***

(0.136)

1.461***

(0.263)

0.683***

(0.086)

0.423***

(0.087)

0.118

(0.136)

3.126

(2.412)

Development effect, no siblings

b1 ? b2

0.674 ***

(0.170)

0.418

(0.263)

0.542***

(0.129)

0.381***

(0.098)

-0.109

(0.116)

2.196***

(0.750)

Co-residence effect, siblings b3 0.007

(0.124)

-1.326***

(0.311)

-0.222**

(0.097)

-0.266***

(0.101)

-0.180

(0.141)

-3.500

(2.369)

Co-residence effect, no siblings

b3 ? b4

-0.302**

(0.145)

-0.735**

(0.297)

-0.379***

(0.112)

-0.520***

(0.111)

-0.617***

(0.135)

-3.471***

(0.865)

Notes. Coefficients are elaborated from Table 3 in order to show the total effects, standard errors, and significance

(*** significant at 1 % level, ** at 5 %, * at 10 %)
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parental home later than children who live with a mother in a couple (either with the

child’s father or a new partner). This suggests that the absence of the father—or of a

new partner—contributes to making the home less crowded, and therefore does not

create strong incentives to leave. The results are particularly strong for the last child

in the household. In all of the countries, the coefficient is negative and significant: at

the time when a child can decide whether to leave the parental home, being the last

one at home with a lone mother delays the departure (more than in families with a

lone mother but with other siblings), which suggests that the child does not want to

leave the mother alone and/or that the home is no longer crowded.

In order to gain greater insight into the self-selection issues that arise when

dealing with separation, we first compare the home-leaving decisions of children

whose parents separated after their children left home, to the decisions of children

whose parents stayed together. In absence of selection effect, we should not find any

correlation between leaving home and future separation. However, we find that the

separation of the parents, taking place after the child has left home, is positively

associated with the ‘‘earlier’’ children’s home-leaving decisions. This result means

that the development effect is affected by selection and that what matter is not

(only) the actual separation of the parents, but (also) other unobserved factors

(parental discordance, for example) which affect both parental separation and

children’s decisions (results in Appendix Table 5).

We then compare the home-leaving decisions of children whose parents have

been alive and together throughout their childhoods with the home-leaving

decisions of children who experienced the death of the father, as in model (4),

excluding children whose parents separated. In absence of the selection effect, we

should find an effect of the father’s death on leaving-home decisions. Indeed, then

looking at the same coefficients estimated for the children of married/widowed

mothers, we find the same strong negative co-residence effect, especially for the last

child in the household (results in Appendix Table 5). Given that the results obtained

in the two analyses, we think that the selection effect may be more relevant when

studying the development effect than the co-residence effect.

Finally, it is interesting to note that once the separation event is netted off by the

identification of the co-residence and development effects, which are helpful in

determining through which channels and at what point in time parental separation can

have an impact on the home-leaving decision, cross-country differences disappear.

Indeed, if we stopped at the gross effect of having experienced parental separation, the

results in different countries would be controversial; whereas when we disentangle the

gross effect in co-residence and development effects, results become coherent across

all countries. This is possible because, when estimating the gross effect of parental

separation, the country results may be driven by the average age of the child when

separation takes place, or by the kind of families (more or less numerous) for which

separation is more common. All these factors do depend on different contexts. In more

conservative countries (i.e., Italy) parental separation may be less likely, since it is less

socially accepted and less supported by welfare and may happen later in the child’s life

than in other countries, implying a different composition of the families we are looking

at. However, once the channels are identified, results show that adult children react in a

similar way across different contexts.
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6 Conclusions, Discussion, and Open Issues

In this paper, we have studied the relationship between parental separation and the

nest-leaving process among young adults. We used rich retrospective data, which

allowed us to reconstruct the point in time at which the young person left home, his/

her mother’s relationships over the mother’s life span, as well as his/her siblings’

simultaneous home-leaving decisions. This analysis was carried out for a group of

countries from south-central Europe (Italy and France), Eastern Europe (Hungary

and Bulgaria), and former U.S.S.R. countries (Russia and Georgia).

The simple association between having experienced parental separation and the

time of leaving home were found to differ in sign and direction across the analyzed

countries. However, when we disentangled the effect by distinguishing between the

‘‘development effect’’ (having experienced parental separation during childhood or

adolescence) and the ‘‘co-residence effect’’ (co-residing with a single mother when

at risk of leaving home), we obtained consistent results across all countries. We find

a faster exit from home for adult children who experienced parental separation in

childhood and adolescence, which may be related to fewer years of schooling or

faster transitions to a new family. However, consistently with most studies, we show

that this can be interpreted as a statistical association, rather than a causal link. We

also find a later exit from home when children co-reside with a lone mother, which

seems, on the contrary, to represent a causal relationship, confirming other studies

on adult children’s mobility (Rainer and Siedler 2009).

We therefore conclude that the parental family history matters when the

demographic behavior of young people is analyzed. The different effects that

emerge from our study can help us to understand the home-leaving process.

Although previous research has consistently shown that parental separation lowers

the age at nest-leaving, our results suggest that this is a gross composition of

different effects, and that the ‘‘co-residence’’ effect (that is, the post-separation

family structure) cannot be neglected.

Further research should focus on identifying the causal mechanisms that may

explain the positive development effect and the negative co-residence effect: i.e.,

whether the children of separated parents leave the parental home earlier because

they are spending less time in education, are forming a partnership earlier, or are

seeking independence because of more conflict in the family environment; and why

the last child in the household is restrained from leaving. To investigate these

questions, we would need better retrospective data on schooling, work, family

formation, and the attitudes of children.

Further research on the causal mechanisms would also allow us to reflect upon the

policy implications of the study. For example, if we were to find that the children of

separated parents often do not want to leave home because they feel obliged to care for

their lone mothers, we could suggest that increasing divorce rates are deterring young

adults from leading an independent life and being mobile in the labor market, and that

the provision of enhanced care services for older people could mitigate this effect.
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