Relationships and Low Birth Weight
There was a statistically significant difference according to race and ethnicity in
the percentage distributions of women by
relationship type and relationship duration (Table 3). For example, higher percentages of non-Hispanic white women
than non-Hispanic black or Hispanic
women were married and in relationships
in duration of from ﬁve to 10 years at the
time of conception (Table 3).
We calculated the unadjusted odds ratios
for low birth weight associated with selected characteristics for a woman’s most recent
singleton live birth for all women and separately for non-Hispanic white women, nonHispanic black women and Hispanic
women. Here, we present the results pertaining to the relationship variables. Among
all women, low birth weight was more likely among infants both of women who were
cohabiting and of women who had some
other type of nonmarital relationship with
the baby’s father at the time of conception
than among married women (odds ratios,
1.6). Within racial and ethnic groups, the unadjusted odds ratios for low birth weight according to relationship type were not statistically signiﬁcant. These results differ from
those presented in Table 1, which may be because the small sample size for women
whose infants had low birth weight was not
adequate to detect a signiﬁcant difference
in percentages at the 5% alpha level.
The unadjusted odds ratios for low
birth weight among all women according
to relationship duration were not statistically significant. However, among nonHispanic white women, low birth weight
was more than four times as likely among
those with relationships of 12 months or
less at conception as among those in relationships of longer than 10 years. There
was no difference in the unadjusted odds
ratios for low birth weight among nonHispanic black or Hispanic women according to relationship duration.
As shown in Table 4 (page 286), after adjusting for selected characteristics, we found
that the effects of relationship type and relationship duration were statistically signiﬁcant for non-Hispanic white women and
Hispanic women. Among non-Hispanic
white women, compared with those who
were married at the time of conception, low
birth weight was less likely among those
who were in nonmarital, noncohabiting relationships (odds ratio, 0.1) at the time of
conception. In addition, low birth weight
was three times as likely among non-Hispanic white women in relationships of from
ﬁve to 10 years duration as among those in
relationships of longer than 10 years.
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Furthermore, compared with Hispanic
women who were married to the child’s father
at the time of conception, low birth weight
was almost six times as
likely among Hispanic
women who were in
nonmarital, noncohabiting relationships. In contrast, low birth weight
was less likely among
Hispanic women in relationships of one year
or less at the time of conception than among
those in relationships of
more than 10 years.

Discussion

Table 3. Percentage distribution (and standard errors) of U.S.
women aged 15–44 with a recent singleton birth, by relationship
type and duration at conception, according to race and ethnicity
Characteristic

All†
(N=2,578)

Non-Hispanic
white
(N=1,408)

Non-Hispanic
black
(N=568)

Hispanic
(N=515)

Relationship type at conception
Married
68.9
77.2 (1.2)
Cohabiting
12.1
10.2 (0.9)
Other
19.0
12.7 (1.0)

27.6 (2.3)
16.7 (1.9)
55.7 (2.4)

64.6 (2.5)
16.4 (2.0)
19.0 (2.0)

Relationship duration at conception (in mos.)‡
≤12
17.6
14.1 (1.0)
13–60
36.9
34.8 (1.3)
61–120
30.5
33.7 (1.2)
≥121
15.0
17.5 (1.0)

30.8 (2.4)
42.9 (2.6)
19.1 (2.1)
7.3 (1.2)

22.4 (2.5)
38.7 (2.8)
26.1 (1.8)
12.8 (1.9)

Total
100.0
No. (in millions) 13.3

100.0
8.9

100.0
1.7

100.0
2.1

†“All women” includes women of other races/ethnicities not shown separately. ‡Data for this
variable were missing for a small number of cases; missing data were not included in calculations of percentages. Note: All Ns are unweighted; all percentages are weighted.

Not all nonmarital relationships are associated with an elevated risk of low birth
weight. In unadjusted and adjusted analyses of racial and ethnic groups, low birth
weight was no more likely among women
who were cohabiting at the time of conception than it was among women who
were married at the time of conception. In
addition, among non-Hispanic black
women, low birth weight was no more
likely among women in nonmarital, noncohabiting relationships at conception than
among married women. Furthermore, although the unadjusted odds ratios for relationship type were statistically signiﬁcant
when data for all women were analyzed,
the adjusted odds ratios were not.
Our ﬁndings provide further evidence
that being unmarried, per se, is not detrimental to infant health. Rather, our ﬁndings and related research15 suggest that
other factors account for the higher rates
of low birth weight among unmarried
women compared with married women.
An advantage of using the 1995 NSFG instead of vital statistics data is that we were
able to examine the association between
relationship characteristics and low birth
weight, having controlled for several other
variables. From our ﬁndings, however, we
do not know the extent to which individual variables account for differences in the
unadjusted and adjusted results. Future
research could examine the inﬂuence of
speciﬁc factors, such as maternal smoking
and location of most prenatal care visits.
Hispanic women in noncohabiting relationships (19% of Hispanic women) were
at increased risk of low birth weight. A possible explanation is that Hispanic women
in nonmarital, noncohabiting relationships
who become pregnant may receive less so-

cial or economic support from family and
friends or experience more stress associated with not living with the baby’s father
than do non-Hispanic women in similar
types of relationships. Research that
examines the broader social context in
which Hispanic women conceive and nurture pregnancies may identify differences
between women in cohabiting and other
nonmarital relationships that we did not
explore here.
Surprisingly, compared with the infants
of non-Hispanic white women who were
married at the time of conception, infants
of non-Hispanic white women who were
in nonmarital, noncohabiting relationships
were less likely to have low birth weight.
It may be that this group of unmarried
women includes a greater proportion of
professional women who have higher incomes and better resources than other unmarried women. These women also may
be more likely to have other supportive relationships. Research that examines these
factors may help explain our ﬁndings.
Our ﬁndings with respect to relationship
duration for both non-Hispanic white and
Hispanic women also are puzzling. These
results may reﬂect the interaction among
age, birth order and relationship variables,
but because sample sizes were small, we
did not examine interactions among variables. The relationship duration results for
Hispanic women also may be affected by
the small number of cases, especially when
all variables are cross-classiﬁed.
In general, a limitation of the NSFG is its
relatively small sample size for examining
events such as low birth weight. Although
p-values less than 0.05 allow us to conclude
that there is a relationship between variables,
the wide conﬁdence bands for some odds
ratios indicate that precision could be im285

