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risk of marriage could correspond to different consequences
of nonmarital childbearing in different historical periods,
beginning in the 1970s. A simple comparison of the per-
centage distributions of nonmarital births to women of each
race by the timing of the births (i.e., before 1970, 1970–1974,
1975–1979, 1980–1984, 1985–1989 and 1990– 1995)
showed that the proportions of these births that occurred
in the 1970s were slightly higher among blacks than among
whites or Hispanics. However, the proportions of nonmarital
births among blacks that occurred in the 1980s were near-
ly the same as, or lower than, the proportions among whites
or Hispanics.

Although these small racial differences in nonmarital
childbearing in each time period are unlikely to bias our
comparison of marriage by race and ethnicity, we performed
multivariate logistic analyses, which controlled for the oc-
currence and timing of a nonmarital birth among white,
Hispanic and black women, to uncover any period effects
that may have resulted in racial and ethnic differences in
the transition to marriage after a nonmarital birth.

We designated two cohorts—women whose nonmarital
birth occurred before 1985 and those whose nonmarital
birth occurred in 1985 or later. Women in both of these
cohorts were compared with all women  who had not had
a nonmarital birth; any attenuation of racial or ethnic ef-
fects created by adding the birth-year cohort terms to the
models would indicate that an association between the
birth’s timing and the mother’s race or ethnicity would ex-
plain racial or ethnic differences in marriage. Also, inter-
action terms tested for any differential effects of the year of
the nonmarital birth by race or ethnicity. The results from
these models are reported as odds ratios.

We then performed discrete-time event history analy-
ses, which are not shown, using logistic regression tech-
niques to obtain transition hazard rates. In turn, we used
these hazard rates to generate life tables of transitions to
marriage and, for the ever-married, of transitions to divorce.
Our strategy approximates a Cox regression in a continu-
ous-time framework,21 where time-dependent covariates
are treated as step functions and where bias in the estimated
effects of covariates is minimized by specifying a semi-
parametric form of the baseline hazard function. The data
are right-censored at marriage, divorce or the survey date.

Following the method described by Guilkey and Rind-
fuss,22 we used these life-table estimates to derive the cu-
mulative proportions of women who would marry by spe-
cific ages, for each race and ethnicity. These proportions
were calculated for two main groups of women—those who
had a nonmarital birth, whom we divided into women who
did so as a teenager and those who did so when they were
older; and those who avoided a nonmarital birth, includ-
ing those who became pregnant nonmaritally but had a mis-
carriage or abortion, whom we analyzed separately. For all
women who gave birth out of wedlock, we used the same
methodology to generate the cumulative proportions mar-
rying by the number of years since the birth.

Clearly, unwed mothers differ from other women on

many characteristics, observed and unobserved, that could
affect their likelihood of marrying. Thus, in our decision
to compare the cumulative proportions marrying among
women who avoided nonmarital childbearing and the sub-
set who conceived nonmaritally but did not give birth, we
assumed that these groups would share characteristics, since
they are drawn from the same population (i.e., women who
became pregnant before marriage). Differences in marriage
rates between them would suggest that nonmarital child-
bearing has “causal” effects on the likelihood of marriage;
Hotz and colleagues conducted a similar natural experi-
ment to study the consequences of teenage childbearing.23

Alternatively, if unwed mothers and women who conceived
nonmaritally but did not give birth follow similar marriage
trajectories, nonmarital childbearing might not have a causal
effect, and unwed mothers’ relatively low marriage rates
might stem from other factors (i.e., factors that would bias
their “selection” into groups more likely to  bear children
outside of marriage or to have poor marital prospects).

Finally, we used the same methodology to derive the cu-
mulative proportions of ever-married women who made
the transition to divorce. (Although racial and ethnic dif-
ferences in the probability of divorce following separation
may increase the importance of considering separations
as well as divorces, we focus on formal divorce alone be-
cause it has legal ramifications for family interactions and
financial obligations.) We calculated the proportions di-
vorcing by specific ages for women who avoided nonmar-
ital childbearing (and for the subset of these women who
were pregnant nonmaritally), and estimated the propor-
tions  divorcing among women who gave birth out of wed-
lock as teenagers and among those who gave birth when
they were older.

Marriage Among Unwed Mothers

TABLE 1. Odds ratios from event-history regressions exam-
ining the effects of selected characteristics on the transition
to marriage

Characteristic Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

No. of yrs. since age 14 1.07** 1.07** 1.07** 1.07**

Race/ethnicity
White (ref) 1.00 .na 1.00 1.00
Hispanic 0.91* .na 1.01 1.18**
Black 0.44** .na 0.53** 0.58**

Nonmarital first-birth cohort
No nonmarital

first birth (ref) .na 1.00 1.00 1.00
Before 1985 .na 0.53**,† 0.66**,† 0.89*,†
1985 or later .na 0.40** 0.45** 0.48**

Race and nonmarital first-birth cohort interactions
Hispanic x before 1985 .na .na .na 0.37**,†
Hispanic x 1985 or later .na .na .na 0.69**
Black x before 1985 .na .na .na 0.63**
Black x 1985 or later .na .na .na 0.79

–2 log likelihood 49,146.6** 49,078.1** 48,847.6** 48,777.3**

*p≤.05. **p≤.01. †Effect differs significantly from that of later cohort at p≤.01.
Notes: na=not applicable. ref=reference group. N=105,422 person-years. Sig-
nificance of –2 log likelihood values is determined by comparison to model
with intercept only (–2 log likelihood of 50,315.4).


