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The birth and subsequent care of children born preterm can be a stressful experience for some parents, 
adversely impacting their marital relationship.

Objective
Our objective was to examine the relationship and to identify associated risk factors between preterm 
delivery and subsequent parental separation.

Methods
In this retrospective cohort study, we included all parents from Manitoba who were married or common-
law with an index delivery between April 1, 1990, and March 31, 2016, and whose relationship status was 
available in the health insurance registry for the next five years (167,135 births). From them, each parent 
of a child born preterm (6,367 births) were matched to five parents of children born full-term (30,663 
births) using socio-demographic variables. Parental separation within five years of childbirth was the 
primary outcome. Secondary outcome included the time to separation from the index delivery. A 
multivariable Poisson regression model was created to estimate the 5-year incidence rate ratios (IRR) of 
the primary outcome.

Results
Our results showed that parents of all categories of prematurity had higher rates of separation than 
parents of children born full-term. Time to separation after the index birth was similar between groups 
(Table 1). The regression model showed that compared to parents of children born term, only parents of 
children born at 34-36 weeks had a higher incidence rate of separation, although parents of children born 
at 28-33 weeks, and at <28 weeks had similar IRRs (Table 2). We identified parity >1, maternal smoking, 
high SEFI-2 score, maternal income assistance at time of delivery and mental disorders among mothers 
and fathers as parental risk factors associated with separation in this cohort.

Conclusion
In conclusion, parents of children born preterm had higher separation rates than parents of children born 
full-term. The risk factors identified can be used by health care professionals to offer appropriate supports 
to at-risk parents.
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Table 1. Description of the primary and secondary outcomes 
 < 28 weeks 

N=164 
28-33 weeks 

N=1196 

34-36 
weeks 

N=5007 

Preterm 
parents 
N=6367 

Term 
parents 

N=30663 
Parental separation 
within 5 years of the 
index birth, N (%) 

9 (5.5%) 64 (5.4%) 277 (5.5%) 350 (5.5%) 1285 (4.2%) 

Time of parental 
separation after the 
index birth (months), 
median [IQR] 
mean±SD 

 
 
 

40 [23, 45] 
34.78±18.89 

 
 
 

33.5 [16.5, 
46] 

31.72±17.52 

 
 
 

34 [16, 46] 
32.05±17.6

7 

 
 
 

34 [16, 46] 
32.06±17.63 

 
 
 

34 [19, 48] 
32.47±17.55 

IQR= interquartile range; SD= standard deviation. 

Table 2. Incidence rate ratios (IRRs) of Poisson regression model for parental separation  
Variables  Adjusted IRR 

(95% CI) 
P-value 

>37 weeks (reference) 
34-36 weeks  
28-33 weeks 
<28 weeks 

1.00 
1.26 (1.09, 1.45) 
1.20 (0.93, 1.55) 
1.27 (0.66, 2.45) 

- 
0.0017 
0.16 
0.48 

Parity  
1 (reference) 
>1 

 
1.00 

1.36 (1.22, 1.53) 

 
- 

<0.0001 
Maternal smoking 2.04 (1.65, 2.53) <0.0001 
Maternal SEFI-2 score 1.25 (1.18, 1.32) <0.0001 
Maternal income 
assistance at time of 
delivery 

3.37 (2.73, 4.15) <0.0001 

Mental disorders among 
mothers (mood or 
substance use) 2 years 
prior to index birth event 

1.84 (1.58, 2.15) <0.0001 

Mental disorders among 
fathers (mood or 
substance use) 2 years 
prior to index birth event  

2.06 (1.72, 2.45) <0.0001 

 


