Trying again: reconciling after cohabitation and marital separation

When a couple separates this is often thought of as the end of the line for that relationship.
Following a separation each partner may remain single or they may repartner and form a
new relationship. There is a large and growing literature, in Australia as well as
internationally, looking at who remains single and who repartners after relationship
dissolution (Beaujouan 2012; Gatezewska 2017; Gray 2015; Raley 2020). However, a third
possibility for a couple that separates is that they reconcile and get back together. Very little
is currently known about the prevalence of reconciliation and the characteristics of couples
who chose to try again following a relationship dissolution.
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Most of the current literature on what is also termed “cyclical”, “churning” or “on-and-off”
relationships (Halpern-Meekin & Turney, 2016), focuses on dating relationships (Halpern-
Meekin, et al 2013), or young adults (Binstock & Thornton 2003). In terms of prevalence, one
recent retrospective study of currently cohabiting and married couples in the United States
found that one third of cohabiters and one-fifth of spouses reported a breakup and renewal
in their current relationship (Vennum, et al 2014). Another study among fragile families found
that one in six parents reported a separation and subsequent reconciliation by the time the
child was 5 years old (Halpern-Meekin & Turney 2016).

We use Waves 1-19 of the Household Income and Labour Dynamics in Australia (HILDA)
survey to estimate the prevalence and correlates of reconciliation among cohabiting and
marital relationships that dissolve in Australia. HILDA is a longitudinal household-based
survey that has been conducted annually since 2001. It interviews all members of the
household, and even if a household breakdown the original members of the household are
followed. As such if there is a married couple for example, and both partners are interviewed
individually but they then separate, each partner is still interviewed following the breakdown
regardless of whether they move to a new household or not.

Our analytical sample is limited to couples that were together at some point during the
survey (Waves 1-Wave 19) but who subsequently experienced a breakdown. We take a
prospective approach and follow the couples for as long as they are in the survey, until they
reconcile or until at least one original partner forms a new cohabiting or marital relationship.
We measure a relationship dissolution as any case where the couple indicated they had
separated and where they stopped living together for at least one wave. As an example
couples that were in Wave 1, after removing couples who stayed together throughout their
observation period, as well as couples whose relationship ended due to the death of a
partner, the sample includes 819 couples followed for 6,026 person/couple-years. Of these
couples, 9 per cent, or 77 couples, reconciled and recommenced living together after a
period of separation



Due to the fact that prospective observations of couples were right-censored as they
dropped out of the survey, or formed new partnerships, discrete time event history analysis
will be used to model the reconciliation transitions. For explanatory variables we focus on
characteristics of the couples at the time of the breakdown including their ages, age
differences, whether or not they had children together, the type of relationship (married or
cohabiting) as well as relationship duration.

A small but significant proportion of cohabiting and marital relationships that breakdown end
up reconciling for at least some period of time. This phenomenon is often overlooked in
studies of separation and repartnering and has important implications for researchers of
family studies, particularly for its implications on well-being and parental involvement if there
are children in the relationship (Turney and Halpern-Meekin 2017; 2020).
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