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Abstract

The purpose of this article is to describe family dynamics in 1970-1996 in the five Baltic Sea coun
tries of Sweden. Finland. Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania. In addition. France. Italy, and Poland will be 
included in the examination as countries of comparison representing Western. Southern, and Eastern 
Europe. The development which has occurred in the family formation, childbirth, and dissolution of fami
lies in the Baltic Sea countries will be examined using available statistical and research data. They will be 
used to discuss whether family dynamics in the Baltic Sea area reflects pan-European development and 
how family formation in the Baltic countries has been affected by earlier cultural and religious traditions, 
in addition to the impact of the Soviet system.

It has been noted that, in some respects, family formation development in the Baltic Sea countries in 
1970-96, concerning the development of the marriage rate, for example, has reflected pan-European 
development. The countries in this group are. however, quite heterogeneous in regard to their family 
formation development. Sweden has been a pioneer in change and Finland has usually followed behind 
somewhat later. In the family formation of the Baltic countries, and above all. in the age at first marriage 
and the age at first birth, there is clear evidence of the influence of the Soviet system. Nevertheless, there 
are also features of their family formation which come close to development in Western Europe more than 
in Eastern European countries, in general. For example, the increasing prevalence in Estonia of extramari
tal births is most likely a manifestation of the impact of cultural traditions. Traditions apparently have also 
quickened the unusually rapid change in family formation occurring in the Baltic countries after the 
collapse of the Soviet system.

Keywords: family dynamics, family formation, family dissolution, fertility, Baltic Sea Area, France. 
Poland, Italy

Introduction and aims of the article

Family formation in Europe has generally developed in a converging direction after World 
War II. However, one can also observe differences between the countries in family formation 
and dissolution, especially in timing. Changes which have occurred in family formation have 
usually begun in the Nordic countries, with the Western and Southern European countries fol
lowing. Changes in Eastern Europe have arisen later than in the previous groups (Vikat 1994. 
20). Lately it seems that differences between the countries of Europe have increased (Coleman 
1996, x-xi).

Family formation in the Eastern European countries has differed in some respects from 
family formation in Western Europe, but during the Soviet regime it has developed in a conver
gent direction within the region itself (Coleman 1992, 141-179). Most of the Eastern European 
countries never accepted the Western countries' model of late marriage, a small nuclear family-
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or remaining single throughout one’s life. However, the Baltic countries, for example, had a 
distinctly Western form of family demography before World War II (Coleman 1996. vi). With 
the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1989 a completely new situation arose. The possibility 
opened up for the Eastern European countries to continue their previous traditions and to grow 
closer to the rest of Europe.

This article examines the development in the last few decades of family formation in the 
Baltic Sea countries -  Sweden, Finland, Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania. This will give us a 
picture not only of the family formation development in this area, but of developmental trends 
in Europe as a whole. This is because the countries being examined represent groups of coun
tries at different stages of European family formation development. Sweden is a Northern Eu
ropean pioneer, while Finland, in some respects -  for example, regarding the increase of con
sensual unions — is closer to the Western European countries. The Baltic countries were part of 
Eastern Europe up to the end ot the 1980s. It is especially interesting to see whether the cultural 
and religious traditions of the Baltic countries preceding World War II have filtered through the 
Soviet system into family formation development and whether they have accelerated the rate at 
which European family formation development has been encompassed in the years following 
independence.

Family dynamics in the Baltic countries have also been affected, apparently, by the fact that 
the ratio ot the basic nationality to the total population has varied in different countries. Lithua
nia has been the most homogenous country among them in regard to population. The propor
tion of Lithuanians in the population, which was 81 percent before World War II, is still at the 
same level in the 1990s. In Estonia and Latvia, though, the proportion of the countries’ own 
citizens decreased under the Soviet system. The Estonian population, which had numbered 88 
percent before the Second World War, totaled only 64 percent in the 1990s, and the proportion 
of the Latvian population in the corresponding period went from 77 percent to 54 percent 
(Statistics Finland 1996, 22). One would expect the impact of the Soviet system on family 
formation to be visible particularly in the latter two countries.

The dynamics of family formation from 1970 to 1996 in the five Baltic Sea countries will be 
examined on the basis of existing statistics and research. Their development will be compared 
to the corresponding development in France, Italy, and Poland. France was chosen for the com
parison as a representative of the Western European countries, Italy of Southern Europe and 
especially of the Catholic countries, and Poland as a representative of the Catholic countries of 
Eastern Europe. The development which has occurred in family formation will be clarified on 
the basis of changes in the marriage rate and age at marriage, and in the prevalence of consen
sual unions. Fertility development is shown by changes in the age at birth and number of chil
dren, and the birth of children outside marriage. Development occurring in the dissolution of 
families is shown by changes in the divorce rate and in new marriages. A lack of comparable 
data limits the examination, however.

f  amily formation

Marked changes have taken place in family formation in Europe since the 1970s. There has 
been a sharp decrease in the marriage rate and marriages are entered at a continuously later age. 
This does not mean, however, that there would be a decrease in living in a union. Instead of 
getting married, it is more and more common for people to start their life together in a consen
sual union. Different forms of cohabitation have become the norm for first partnerships for an 
overwhelming majority of the population, particularly in the Nordic countries and in the Baltic 
countries. The period between forming a partnership and entering marriage has lengthened 
(Council of Europe 1996, 18).
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Before World War II, the Baltic Sea countries being studied here were all distinguished by 
the Western European nuptiality behavior described by Hajnal (1965) and characterized by a 
high age at first marriage and a high proportion of the population that would never many'. The 
changes of the last few decades have been more apparent in this region than to the east of this 
region. However, the Baltic countries, which belonged to the East European countries, lived 
under the Soviet regime after the war, so that different preconditions arose for their family 
formation development (Vikat 1995, 11).

Partnerships formed at a young age and based on marriage, which were still the predomi
nant form of cohabitation in Europe in the 1960s, have become more varied and more fragile 
partnerships in the last few decades. Even so, it did not become more common in 1970-1990 to 
live without any family ties, instead a greater variety of partnership styles have developed. In 
most European countries the proportion of 45-54-year-olds who had lived outside marriage is 
already less than 10 percent, which up to the 1940s was the borderline distinguishing between 
Western and Eastern nuptiality behavior. In Finland, for example, the proportion of persons 
always having lived outside of marriage has diminished since 1970 and was 9.6 percent in 
1990-91. In Sweden the corresponding proportion was at its lowest -  5.9 percent -  in 1980-81. 
but it had risen to 8.7 percent by 1990-91 (Miettinen 1997, 24). The proportions of single 
women remained low in Eastern Europe up to the late 1980s (Coleman 1992, 151). In 1989 the 
proportion of single persons in the population in the Baltic countries was slightly under 40 
percent, in Sweden it was almost 50 percent, and even in Finland it was rather close to this 
figure (Statistics Finland, 1996, 23).

In the Baltic Sea countries the type of partnership formation first began to change in Swe
den, where nuptiality began its decline at the end of the 1960s. Sweden was not only a pioneer 
in partnership changes in the Baltic area: along with Denmark it represents the first countries in 
all of Europe where the predominance of marriage began to crumble. In the early 1970s nuptiality 
was already lower in Sweden than in Finland and, even though the difference between the 
countries gradually shrunk, in the mid-1990s the Finns still entered marriage more often than 
Swedes. In fact, the development of nuptiality in Finland resembled the development of the 
marriage rates in Western European countries, those of France, for example (Figure 1).

Figure 1. Total first marriage rate for women below the age of 50.
1,51

Nuptiality

Source: Council of Europe 1997.Note: In Sweden major reform in legislation concerning the pension system for widows was introduced in 1989/90. 
causing extensive increase in marriages of never before married persons 1989.
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In the Baltic countries the total first marriage rates for females below the age of 50 remained 
higher, up to the beginning of the 1990s, than in Sweden and Finland, but they began to de
crease rapidly in the 1990s, after the countries gained independence. In Estonia and Latvia the 
total first marriage rate dropped below that of Finland in 1993.

Cultural and religious traditions do not seem to have had as clear an impact on the develop
ment of nuptiality in the Baltic countries in the 1970s and 1980s as the Soviet system had. In 
Catholic Lithuania the development of nuptiality has been similar to that in Poland, but until 
the beginning of the 1990s it had been higher than in Italy, for example. However, after inde
pendence it has been easy tor the Baltic countries, apparently because of their traditions, to 
draw closer to Western Europe. The marriage rate in Lithuania rapidly reached the same level 
as in the Catholic countries of Southern Europe. Similarly, until 1990, the marriage rates in 
Estonia, whose culture is closely connected to the Nordic countries, were higher than in Swe
den and Finland. There has been rapid change after independence, however. Nuptiality in Esto
nia, as well as in Latvia, has already dropped below that of Sweden, which represents the 
lowest European nuptiality level, with Catholic Lithuania staying at only a slightly higher level.

Under the Soviet system, economic factors -  for example, those relating to finding housing 
-  affected nuptiality. Unmarried couples were not considered families and could not apply for 
a joint apartment (Vikat 1994, 150). The poor availability of contraceptives has also apparently 
been related to nuptiality. The contraceptive prevalence rate, which in Sweden and Finland, for 
example, was close to 80 percent in 1985-90, was 26 in Estonia, 19 in Latvia, and 12 in Lithua
nia (Unicef 1994, 30). Even though abortions were used in Estonia and Latvia as contraceptive 
methods, some of those who accidentally became pregnant did marry in this situation. Vikat 
(1994. 15), for example, notes that in Estonia pregnancy is often a serious incentive to mar
riage.

Average age at marriage

The average age at marriage has been shown to correlate closely with the overall propensity 
to marry and the differences found between countries in the age at marriage prove that there is 
a difference in nuptiality (Kieman 1997, 64). In Sweden and Finland this was clearly evident. 
The age at marriage continued to rise in 1970-96 at the same time that nuptiality decreased. In 
Sweden, where already in 1970 the age at marriage among women was higher than in Finland, 
toe age at marriage increased by almost five years during the period under study. In Finland, 
also, the age at marriage rose by more than four years, but it stayed constantly somewhat closer 
to the age at marriage in France than in Sweden (Figure 2).

In the Baltic countries the correlation between nuptiality and age at marriage is not equally 
as evident, however. Age at marriage, which in the early 1970s was at the same level in the 
Baltic countries as in Sweden and Finland, has not risen during the period investigated in the 
same way as in the Nordic countries. On the contrary, the developmental trend in the Baltic 
countries was a somewhat declining one up to the 1990s. Even though the age at marriage 
among women began to rise in the 1990s, especially in Estonia and Latvia, the change was not 
at all as large as was the decline in the marriage rates.

The development of the age at marriage in the Baltic countries resembles the development 
to other Eastern European countries, in Poland, for example. The pro-natalist welfare policies 
to the USSR helped to sustain precocious nuptiality (Coleman 1992, 151). The age at marriage 
|n Estonia differs distinctly from that in the Nordic countries. In Lithuania the age at marriage 
ls just as low as in Poland and differs clearly from the Southern European Catholic countries. In 
toly, for example, age at marriage in the 1990s was over four years higher than in Lithuania.
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Figure 2. Mean age o f women at first marriage.

Source: Council of Europe 1997. , . . looojon
Nole: In Sweden major reform in legislation concerning the pension system for widows was introduced in 1989/9U. 
causing an extensive increase in marriages of persons never before mamed in 1989.

Consensual unions

A decline in nuptiality and a rise in the age at marriage are considered to be due in part to 
the increase in consensual unions. Even though unofficial cohabitation existed also in previous 
decades, in Sweden and Finland, for example, consensual unions have usually been invisible in 
the statistics. Some population groups have had a greater tendency to cohabit unofficially. Peo 
pie who have lived in unregistered partnerships have been, for example, those who had not been 
able to afford to get married, or who had not officially been divorced from their spouse, or who 
were against marriage for ideological reasons.

In the current sense -  above all as nubile cohabitation -  consensual unions began to increase 
in Sweden in the 1960s and in Finland in the 1970s. Rothenbacher (1995. 3-9) divided the 
European countries into three groups according to the prevalence of consensual unions. Among 
the Baltic Sea countries. Sweden belonged to the countries in which consensual unions had 
already become stabilized. Finland was included in the countries where consensual unions are 
emerging as a significant way of life, and the East European countries among countries where 
consensual unions are still rare. Should the Baltic countries be included in the latter group m 
regard to the prevalence of consensual unions or have consensual unions had some other sig
nificance there due to cultural and religious traditions? It is difficult to answer this question 
because comparative data is lacking. Information on consensual unions in the Baltic countries 
is not available. Some research data does exist, however, on Estonia, for example (Vikat 1994, 
1995).

The proportion of consensual unions of all unions continued to increase in Sweden in the 
1980s and in 1989 it was already 27 percent (Statistiska Centralbyrän 1991). In Finland at that 
time 16 percent of those forming a partnership lived in a consensual union (Tilastokeskus 1991 )• 
In both countries consensual unions have clearly concentrated in the young age groups. For 
example, in Sweden in 1975 the proportion of those in a partnership living in a consensual 
union was 88 percent in the 16-19-year age group and ten years later this proportion had risen 
to 93 percent. Even though unofficial cohabitation increased also in the older age groups, the
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proportion of the 30-34-year age group living in a consensual union in 1985 was only 28 
percent (Kieman 1996, 65-66).

Statistics about age at marriage and age at first birth seem to show that consensual unions 
are more rare in the Baltic countries than in Sweden and Finland. On the other hand, the growth 
in the proportion of extramarital births seems to signify an increase in consensual unions. Vikat 
(1995, 10) states on the basis of interview data gathered in Tallinn in 1988 that consensual 
unions would appear to be more common than what the statistics show. Half of the first mar
riages begun in Tallinn in the 1970s and 1980s started with a consensual union. However, the 
differences between the Estonians and the Russians living in Estonia were striking in this re
spect. Among the first unions begun by Estonians, three out of four began with a consensual 
union, while among the Russians the proportion of consensual unions remained under one-half. 
However, first consensual unions in Estonia have been relatively short, which according to 
Vikat (1995. 10) is related to a low age at marriage. Currently already almost four out of five 
Estonians begin their first union with a consensual union (Vikat 1995, 42).

Fertility

The declining trend in fertility has been a pan-European phenomenon, which began in North
ern and Western Europe, but which has gradually also reached the southern parts of the region. 
Fertility in Southern Europe is now the lowest in Europe. The birth rates in Eastern Europe have 
also declined dramatically after the collapse of the Soviet Union. While fertility continues to 
decline in the southern and eastern parts of Europe, there are countries in the area’s northern 
and western parts where the birth rate has been increasing since the mid-1980s, after a period of 
stability. It can no longer be said that the countries of Europe are converging on a common 
pattern of fertility (Coleman 1996, 2-3).

The developmental trend in fertility has been quite similar in the Baltic Sea countries in 
1970-96, even though there has been a marked difference in the level of fertility in the Baltic 
countries and in the Nordic countries. In all the countries being studied the total fertility rate 
declined until 1980. after which it rose in Sweden and Finland until 1990 and in the Baltic 
countries until 1987. In the 1990s total fertility decreased rapidly in the Baltic countries and 
also in Sweden, and it was only in Finland that the total fertility rate remained at the same level. 
While fertility in Sweden and in Finland at the beginning of the period being studied was 
clearly lower than in the Baltic countries, at the end of the period the situation was the reverse 
(Figure 3).

Among the Baltic countries there were no large differences in total fertility. Lithuania did 
diverge from the others in the 1970s with its higher birth rate, but in the 1980s Estonia exceeded 
this level. In the 1990s Lithuania’s total fertility was again greater than in the other Baltic 
countries. The fertility level in Poland, one of the Eastern European countries, has been on the 
same level as in the Baltic countries. In the 1990s the Baltic countries had almost reached the 
level of the Southern European countries.

'lean age of women at birth of first child and extramarital births

In Europe in the 1950s and 1960s almost all children were still bom within marriages and first 
children, especially, at a quite early stage of the marriage. In the Nordic countries, in particular, 
die proportion of pregnant brides has been large. Beginning cohabitation, forming a family, and 
having children were almost concurrent events (Finniis 1995, 57-58). The reduction in the mean 
a8e at first birth was closely connected with the reduction in the mean age at marriage. The 
average age at marriage, which began to rise in European countries from the 1970s on, gradually 
hcgan to lose its close connection with the age at giving birth to the first child. Consensual unions 
^gan to increase and the proportion of extramarital births began to grow.
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Figure 3. Total fertility rate 1970-1996.

Source: Council of Europe 1997.

Figure 4. Mean age of women at first birth.

Source: Council of Europe 1997.

The development of age at first birth in 1970-96 in the Baltic countries was completely 
different from what it was in Sweden and Finland (Figure 4). While in the latter countries, age 
at birth has risen throughout the period of study, in the former countries it has stayed in place, 
and has even decreased somewhat. The age at first birth has not risen in the Baltic countries 
even after independence.
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One of the main reasons for the differing development of the age at first birth in the Baltic 
countries and in the Nordic countries probably lies, in addition to housing policy, with contra
ception. Modem, freely available contraceptives have made it possible to postpone childbear
ing in the Nordic countries to an ever later date, when this has been desired for reasons of 
further education, work, or other goals. In the Baltic countries modem contraceptives have not 
been available. Abortion has been the main method of contraception. In Latvia and Estonia, for 
example, the number of abortions exceeded births in the beginning of the 1990s (Vikat 1995, 
25, Central Statistical Bureau ot Latvia 1995, 60). Not everyone has wanted to abort an acci
dental pregnancy, instead the child has been bom, either within a marriage or extramaritally. 
This is apparently the reason why these countries have developed in the same way. In Catholic 
Lithuania, where there are noticeably fewer abortions than in the other Baltic countries, the age 
at first birth has probably been low throughout the period being studied, even though this infor
mation is not available for the 1970s and the 1980s. The impact of the Soviet system is appar
ent, because the first child in Catholic Italy is currently bom almost five years later than in 
Lithuania or Poland.

Extramarital births have increased in almost all European countries, but there are marked 
differences between the countries in how prevalent they are. Also in the Baltic Sea area extra
marital births fluctuated in 1970-96 from one country to another (Figure 5). In Sweden, where 
giving birth to a child outside marriage was already more common in 1970 than in other coun
tries, the proportion of extramarital births continued to grow and in 1996 it was already over 
half of all births.

Figure 5. Extramarital births, per 100 live births 1970-1996.

Source: Council of Europe 1997.

In Finland extramarital births have been clearly less frequent than in Sweden throughout the 
Period being examined. In the 1970s rather a small number of children were bom outside mar- 
nage, but the proportion of extramarital births has continued to grow with the increase in con
sensual unions. Rothenbacher (1995, 3-9) considered Finland as belonging to the same group, 
jn regard to the prevalence of consensual unions, as Norway, France, Great Britain, Switzer- 
and. and Austria, for example. In these countries consensual unions are developing into an 
lrr>portant way of life and the number of children bom outside marriage is also large. In Sweden 
he consensual union has already become an established way of life and there is a tradition of 

having children in a consensual union.
In Estonia extramarital births have been more common than in the other Baltic countries
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and especially in the 1990s their proportion has increased rapidly. Estonia is one of the five 
European countries where the proportion of extramarital births is already almost 50 percent 
(Council of Europe 1997). Together with the Nordic countries other than Finland, Estonia rep
resents a group of countries where the proportion of marital births is markedly small. Among 
the Baltic countries, Latvia is closest to Finland in the prevalence of extramarital births. On the 
other hand, in Catholic Lithuania extramarital births have been rare, but there, too. they have 
increased in the same way as in other Catholic countries, in Poland and Italy, for example.

In regard to extramarital births, there is no way in the statistics to differentiate between 
consensual union births and births outside a partnership. According to research, some clarifica
tions can be made. Comparison of results may be difficult, however, as sample sizes, coverage 
and definitions are likely to vary.

In Sweden about 90 percent of extramarital births are assumed to be consensual union 
births. In Estonia, also, this proportion is assumed to be about the same, perhaps even greater in 
the young age groups (Council of Europe 1996, 17). In Latvia it is estimated that about one- 
fifth of all children bom in 1992 were bom to single women (Unicef, Latvian National Com
mittee 1995,25). Zvidrins (1995,17), on the other hand, states that only one child out of eleven 
can be considered illegitimate.

The change in the close connection between the age at first birth and the age at first mar
riage -  because of the increase in consensual unions, for one reason -  is confirmed by how the 
difference between these two figures has developed in 1970-96 (Figure 6).

Figure 6. Mean age at first marriage and mean age at first birth 1975,1985, and 1995.
1975
Age at first birth

Age at first marriage
1985
Age at first birth

Age at first ma mage
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1995
Age at first birth

Age at first marriage

Sweden differs distinctly from the other Baltic Sea countries in that already in the 1970s in 
Sweden the first child was bom before the parents were married, and this trend has become 
increasingly evident with time. In Finland the first child was bom at an ever later age until 
1980, but since then the difference between the age at first birth and the age at marriage has 
greatly decreased. In the mid-1990s marriage and childbirth occurred almost simultaneously in 
Finland, but with the child being born slightly before marriage.

Under the Soviet system marriage in the Baltic countries was usually entered somewhat 
before the birth of the child. In Estonia the difference between the age at marriage and at birth 
continued at the same level until the beginning of the 1990s, after which a definite change 
occurred and the birth of the child began to precede marriage. In Latvia the difference between 
entering marriage and having children grew in the 1980s, but then the difference decreased. 
Also in Lithuania the time of entering marriage and of having children got closer in the 1990s.

The differences between age at marriage and age at childbirth in the Baltic countries have 
been, until the beginning of the 1990s, at relatively the same level as in Poland under the Soviet 
system. However, in the 1990s it appears that in Poland entering marriage clearly precedes 
giving birth. In Catholic Southern Europe the differences compared to Lithuania and Poland 
have still been evident, and marriages definitely come before having children.

Family dissolution

The permanency of marriages began to decrease first in Eastern Europe, where liberal di
vorce laws were enacted earlier than elsewhere in Europe. An increase in the divorce rate has 
followed the liberalization of the divorce laws all over Europe. In the 1970s, in addition to the 
countries of Eastern Europe, the number of divorces was high in Northern Europe also. At the 
end of the 1980s the divorce rates leveled out. At that time the divorce rate was highest in 
England Denmark and Finland and in some Eastern European countries (Kieman 1997, 71- 
72).

Sweden’s divorce rates rose strongly in the mid-1970s as a result of a new divorce law, and 
the divorce rate has remained at a high level since then. In Finland, again, divorces had been 
more rare until the early 1990s, when the divorce rate rose markedly with the new, more liberal 
divorce law (Figure 7).
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Figure 7. Total divorce rate 1970-1996.

Source: Council of Europe 1997.

The effect of the liberal divorce laws in the Eastern European countries can be seen in 
Latvia’s high divorce rates in the 1970s. Even though data on Estonia is not available until the 
1980s, its development has probably been the same as in Latvia. Later in the 1990s, the divorce 
rate has decreased in Latvia, however, but in Estonia it has remained almost constantly at the 
same high level. Lithuania has diverged from the other Baltic countries with its lower divorce 
rate. Nevertheless, the more liberal attitude toward divorce in Eastern European countries has 
also had an effect on the divorce rate in Catholic Lithuania. In Italy, for example, the divorce 
rate is clearly lower. On the other hand, there are also probably more marriages in Italy which, 
in reality, have ended completely. There spouses are just separated and not divorced.

Divorce statistics can no longer provide us with a complete picture of family dissolution. It 
should be possible to take consensual divorces into consideration in order to form a clear pic
ture of the permanency of partnerships and the family in today’s society. This is not possible 
using statistics, however, and there is also little research. We do know that consensual unions in 
Sweden (Hoem and Hoem 1988, 61) and in Finland end up in divorce more often than do 
marriages. In 1994 and 1995 separations of consensual partnerships in Finland formed 60 per
cent of moves to separate residences among all consensual and marital unions. Also, almost 
four times as many consensual unions were formed in these two years as marital unions (Nikander 
1996, 17, 38).

The increase in consensual unions especially among the young age groups lowers the mar
riage rates, with the divorce rates then increasing and growing closer to the marriage rates. In 
Sweden, Estonia, and Latvia the crude marriage rate and the crude divorce rate are already 
quite close to each other (a difference of 1.2-1.3). In Finland the difference is greater (a differ
ence 1.9) and in Lithuania the figures are far apart (a difference of 3.0).

The increase in divorces would appear to lead to new marriages. Macura (1994) notes, 
though, that there is no distinct connection between divorce and remarriage. The decline in first 
marriage since 1960 was accompanied by a decline in remarriage. The general remarriage rate 
decreased in Sweden, for example, from 45.9 to 27.0 from 1970 to 1985, in Finland the corre
sponding decline was from 37.9 to 25.7. Also Haskey (1993, 222-223) notes that the increase 
in consensual unions in some Northern and Western European countries, for example, has been
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most common among the divorced and separated and rates of remarriage after divorce have 
declined sharply in most of Europe in the last 20 years.

The comparison of new marriages in the Baltic Sea countries is hindered again by of a lack 
of data. There is no information available on new marriages in the Baltic countries. According 
to Kutsar (1991, 74) the remarriage rate, however, has risen in Estonia in the 1970s and the 
1980s. In Finland it was found that remarriage was more common in the 1980s than in Sweden, 
but the increase which followed in consensual unions has apparently again decreased remar
riage in Finland also (Lindgren and Nieminen 1988, 17).

Conclusions and discussion

The development which has occurred in the family dynamics of the Baltic Sea countries in 
1970-96 is in some respects a reflection of pan-European development. For example, marriage 
rates in this period have decreased and the divorce rate has increased in the countries in this 
area, also in the Baltic countries. However, the divergence of family formation development in 
the Eastern European countries from the development in the rest of Europe until the end of the 
1980s, because of the impact of a different social system, is also apparent in the Baltic coun
tries. The effect of the system is especially evident in the age at first marriage and the age at first 
birth. The pronatalist population policy of the Soviet Union has favored early marriage and 
having children, while elsewhere marriage and the time of the first birth have continued to be 
postponed to a later phase of life.

There are some features in the family formation development in the Baltic countries which 
support Monnier’s and Ryhtarikova's (1996, 156-157) observation of a growing uniformity in 
population development in the Eastern European countries under the Soviet system. For exam
ple, the marriage rate, extramarital births, and the birth rate were found to be more uniform in 
the mid-1980s than two decades earlier. The total fertility rates of Estonia, Latvia, and Lithua
nia differed from each other in 1970, but in 1985 they were already on the same level. Similarly 
the age at first marriage has become more uniform in 1970-85.

The effect of the cultural and religious traditions in the Baltic countries before the Second 
World War is reflected in the development of family formation under the Soviet regime, for 
example, in how family formation comes closer in some respects to development in Western 
Europe, more clearly perhaps than in the Eastern European countries, in general. For example, 
the proportion of extramarital births has increased in Estonia, especially, in the 1970s and 1980s 
and resembles the development of the proportion of extramarital births in the Nordic countries.

The impact of the cultural traditions of the Baltic countries are perhaps also reflected in the 
unusually rapid change which has occurred in the development of family formation after inde
pendence in the 1990s. The decrease in the marriage rate has especially been rapid, as well as 
the decline in the birth rate and the increase in the proportion of extramarital births.

In the last few years it has again been noted that in the family formation of the European 
countries, the differences between the countries have grown. According to Coleman (1992, 
175) the greatest contrasts in population in the Europe of today concern sexual behavior and 
housing arrangements, for example, divorce, extramarital births, abortions, consensual unions, 
and postponing or avoiding marriage. These are strongly constrained by national legal and 
Welfare systems, which in turn reflect the preferences of the electorate.

In the Baltic Sea area in the 1990s the differences which have arisen between countries in 
lhe divorce rates are more distinct than earlier. In Lithuania and Latvia the divorce rate has 
decreased, in Sweden and Finland it has grown, and in Estonia it has remained at the same 
level. The divergence between the countries in postponement of marriage to a later date has 
also grown. On the other hand, differences in the marriage rate and in the increase in extramari
tal births have not yet been observed.

Forming a picture of the future development of family formation in the Baltic Sea countries 
ls difficult, because so little time has passed since the Baltic countries gained their independ- 
ence. Not until later will we be able to see whether Coleman’s (1992, 175) statement is true.
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that the rise in the proportion of national income spent by governments, and the distinctive 
differences in national welfare and housing policies, serve to make national demographies dif
ferent. Then we will also perhaps see how the population distortions, visible in the Eastern 
European countries since the Second World War, will evidently decrease and be replaced by 
differences influenced more by the countries’ level of economic and social development.
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