Childbearing in Cohabiting Unions
Table 2. Percentage distribution of women
aged 15–44 who became pregnant during
cohabitation, by union status at time of birth,
according to race and ethnicity (N=657)
Union
status
at birth

Total

Hispanic

Cohabitation 59.2 69.1
Marriage
34.2 27.3
Not intact
6.6
3.6
Total
100.0 100.0

Black White Other

77.4 49.8
12.5 44.3
10.0
5.9
100.0 100.0

46.0
43.6
10.4
100.0

divided among the three time intervals
measuring the year that the union began.
The second column of Table 1 shows the
distribution of the independent variables
for women having conceived a child while
cohabiting. There were larger proportions
of Hispanic and black women (19% and
22%, respectively) among the women who
conceived a child than among the total
sample (10% and 14%, respectively). A
smaller proportion of women who conceived a child during cohabitation were
from families with two biological parents
Table 3. Hazard ratios (and standard errors)
assessing effects of predictor variables on
women’s chances of having their ﬁrst fertile
pregnancy during cohabitation, by model
(N=2,716)
Variables
Race/ethnicity
Hispanic
Black
White (ref)
Other

Zero-order
model

Full model

2.34** (.10)
1.79** (.09)
1.00
1.52 (.23)

1.77** (.11)
1.69** (.10)
1.00
1.57* (.23)

Family background†
Two biological parents (ref)
Single parent
Stepparent
Other

na
na
na
na

1.00
1.05 (.10)
1.07 (.12)
1.00 (.14)

Religiosity†

na

1.04 (.03)

Education‡
<12 years
12 years (ref)
13–15 years
≥16 years

na
na
na
na

1.33** (.10)
1.00
0.67** (.16)
0.35** (.23)

Employment‡
Not employed
Part-time
Full-time (ref)

na
na
na

1.28** (.10)
1.48** (.14)
1.00

Prior conceptions
Yes
No (ref)

na
na

0.78** (.09)
1.00

Age at start of cohabitation

na

0.96** (.01)

Year at start of cohabitation
1980–1984
1985–1989
≥1990 (ref)

na
na
na

0.95 (.11)
1.11 (.10)
1.00

–2 log-likelihood
df

8908.3
3

8780.4
16

*p≤.05 **p≤.01 †At age 14. ‡At the start of cohabitation. Note:
na=not applicable.
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in comparison with the total sample (54%
vs. 61%). Whether or not a woman conceived a child did not affect the mean religiosity of the sample
Women who had a child during cohabitation had lower education levels than
the entire sample—almost half (46%) had
less than 12 years of education, while a
quarter of the total sample had not completed 12 years. Women conceiving a child
during cohabitation were also less likely
than the total sample to be employed fulltime (44% vs. 60%).
A greater percentage of the women who
already had children went on to conceive
a child while cohabiting than the total
sample (21% vs. 14%). On average, the
women who had a child while cohabiting
were slightly younger than the total sample. Finally, women who had a child during cohabitation more often than the total
sample started cohabiting prior to 1990.
Most women had only one child during cohabitation, but approximately onefifth of women who became mothers
while cohabiting gave birth two or more
times (not shown). Among women who
gave birth during cohabitation, one-third
of Hispanic women gave birth to two or
more children, while only one-quarter of
black women and one-fifth of white
women did so.
In this article, we can distinguish between women who had children that were
born during cohabitation and those who
conceived children during cohabitation.
This distinction is important because nearly three-fifths (59%) of women who conceived a child during cohabitation went
on to give birth to that child during cohabitation (Table 2). Thirty-four percent
of the women married before the birth of
their child, while only 7% of women separated from their cohabiting partner before their child was born. It is important
to distinguish between births and conceptions because potentially different factors may predict whether a woman conceives her child during cohabitation or
whether she also gives birth to her child
while cohabiting. Furthermore, the family type at birth sharply differs among
racial and ethnic groups. The overwhelming majority of Hispanic (69%) and
black (77%) women who conceived a child
during cohabitation also gave birth during that cohabiting union, while only half
of white women did so.

values of the coefficients and represent the
percentage increase or decrease in the hazard of conception in contrast to the omitted group. The standard errors are presented in parentheses. Two models are
shown: a zero-order model consisting of
only race and ethnicity and a full model
that includes all of the covariates. Identical analyses were conducted estimating
the hazard of first birth in cohabitation,
and any differences in results between the
two outcomes are noted below.
The zero-order effects of race and ethnicity on the hazard of conception during
cohabitation indicate that Hispanics have
a 134% greater hazard of conceiving during cohabitation than do non-Hispanic
white women, while black women have
a 79% higher hazard of conceiving a child
during cohabitation. The difference between black and Hispanic women is statistically significant; blacks have a 25%
lower hazard of conceiving while cohabiting than do Hispanics. An examination
of cohabiting births, and not conceptions,

Multivariate Models
The multivariate results estimating time
to first conception are presented in Table
3. The hazard ratios are the exponential

Table 4. Odds ratios (and standard errors)
assessing effects of predictor variables on the
likelihood that a woman conceived and gave
birth to a child while cohabiting (N=657)
Variables
Race/ethnicity
Hispanic
Black
White (ref)
Other

Zero-order
model

Full model

2.39** (.22)
3.47** (.20)
1.00
0.91 (.45)

1.85** (.23)
3.00** (.22)
1.00
0.83 (.47)

Family background†
Two biological parents (ref)
Single parent
Stepparent
Other

na
na
na
na

1.00
1.20 (.22)
1.01 (.25)
2.42* (.38)

Religiosity†

na

0.96 (.07)

Education‡
<12 years
12 years (ref)
13–15 years
≥16 years

na
na
na
na

2.13** (.23)
1.00
1.36 (.33)
0.77 (.51)

Employment‡
Not employed
Part-time
Full-time (ref)

na
na
na

0.99 (.23)
0.86 (.31)
1.00

Prior conceptions
Yes
No (ref)

na
na

1.46 (.21)
1.00

Age at start of cohabitation

na

1.03 (.03)

Year at start of cohabitation
1980–1984
na
1985–1989
na
≥1990 (ref)
na

0.98 (.23)
1.20 (.23)
1.00

–2 log-likelihood
df

778.5
16

808.4
3

*p≤.05 **p≤.01 †At age 14. ‡At the start of cohabitation. Note:
na=not applicable.
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