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Findinga Mate? The Marital and Cohabitation Histories
of Unwed Mothers
Abstract

In this paper, we use retrospective family life history data from the 1995 National Survey
of Family Growth (NSFG95) to examine union formation processes among American women
aged 15-44. We compare the marital histories of teen mothers with those of older unmarried
mothers, as well as women without nonmarital births. Our results (from estimated hazards
models) indicate that a nonmarital birth is associated with significant reductions in the likelihood
of being married at age 35. At age 14, for example, girls who had a nonmarita birth are 58%
more likelihood to be never married at age 35 than girls who did not have a nonmarital birth (i.e.,
20.6% vs. 13.0%). Conversely, nonmarital childbearing is positively associated with the
subsequent formation of informal or cohabiting unions, but out-of-wedlock childbearing reduces
the likelihood that cohabiting unions lead to marriage. Our life table analysis also indicates that
only 73.9% of women who had a nonmarital birth can expect to be married by age 40, whichis
roughly 20 percent lower than women who did not have a nonmarital birth. The lower marriage
rate among unwed mothers is not due to selection alone. The cumulative marriage rates of
women with unwed pregnancies that are terminated (by miscarriage or abortion) are more similar
to women without nonmarital births than to women with nonmarital births. The substantive
implication is that causal arguments regarding the long-term negative effect of nonmarital

childbearing on subsequent marriage cannot be rejected.



Findinga Mate? The Marital and Cohabitation Histories
of Unwed Mothers

I ntroduction

A voluminous literature documents the correlates and consequences of transitions to first
marriage anong American women and men (e.g., Goldscheider and Waite 1985; Lichter et al.
1991; Oppenheimer 1994). Marriage is linked with adult economic, physical, and psychological
well-being, especialy for men (Waite 1995; Nock 1998). For women, the transition to marriage
is associated with exits from poverty, while marital disruption has negative economic
consequences for women and children (Holden and Smock 1991; Peterson 1996). For the most
part, studies of unwed teen motherhood center on its short- and long-term economic
consequences (or lack thereof), while our understanding of the subsequent marital histories of
unmarried mothers, especially teen mothers, is virtually nonexistent (Geronimus and Korenman
1992; Hoffman et al. 1993). Thisomission is unfortunate. The Aend of welfare as we know it,§
especialy time limits on welfare receipt, may create new incentives for unmarried mothers to enter
marital and nonmarital unions as an adaptation to economic hardship and to cut-backsin the
welfare safety net (Edin and Lein 1997; Lichter and Gardner 1997/98).

In this paper, we use retrospective family life history data from the 1995 National Survey
of Family Growth (NSFG95) to examine transitions into marital and cohabiting unions among
women aged 15-45. Specificaly, we compare the marital histories of teen mothers with those of
older unmarried mothers, as well as with unmarried women without nonmarital births. Given the

relative lack of basic information on this topic, we are interested in several basic questions. What



proportion of unwed mothers (including teen mothers) eventually form marital or nonmarital
unions? Which factors (e.g., race, socioeconomic background, and cohabitation status) are
associated with differences in union transitions between unmarried mothers and unmarried women
without children? Does the observed negative association between unmarried childbearing and
subsequent union formation reflect processes of Aselection (e.g., women with low
Amarriageability( are also more likely to be unwed mothers) or other causal processes? Our life
table analysis and estimated hazard models provide a first step toward a better understanding of
how nonmarital childbearing shapes the subsequent marital and cohabitation histories of young
women.

In general, our study is designed to document the process of entry into first marriage
among unmarried mothers, including teen mothers. Our study bridges alarge literature on Athe
retreat from marriagel) with recent work on welfare incentive effects on family formation (South
and Lloyd 1995; Lichter et a. 1997; Moffitt 1995). Indeed, there has been surprisingly little
empirical research on the marital and cohabitation experiences of young women following a
nonmarital birth. For unmarried teen mothers, the presence of young children undoubtedly
creates a new and uncertain set of marital incentives and constraints. Our study provides a point
of departure for better understanding the union formation process of young mothers during the

current period of uncoupling of marriage and childbearing in the United States (Cherlin 1988).

Union Formation Among American Mothers
The Aretreat from marriagefl has continued apace in the United States over the past three

decades. Between 1970 and 1993, the U.S. marriage rate declined from 140 to 87 per 1000



unmarried women (aged 15-44) -- nearly a 40% decline (U.S. Department of Health and Human
Services 1995). In 1996, 68.5% of women aged 20-24 were never-married, compared with only
35.8% in 1970 (Saluter and Lugaila 1998). Delayed marriage is also evident in the rise in median
age at first marriage, from 20.3 to 24.8 among U.S. women over the 1950-t0-1996 period. For
many women, delayed marriage often means never marrying; indeed, the first marriage rateis41.1
among never-married women aged 35-39, compared with 109.4 among women aged 25-29 (U.S.
Department of Health and Human Services 1995). Moreover, life table estimates indicate that
86.6% of young women will ever-marry if current age-specific marriage rates continued
indefinitely, adrop from 94.1% observed in 1970 (Schoen and Weinick 1993). Clearly, the
retreat from marriage is reflected in continuing declines in marriage rates, increases in average age
at marriage, and the rise in the proportions never-married.

Most current explanations of declining U.S. marriage rates center on the declining pool of
Amarriageablel or economically attractive men (Tucker and Kernan 1995; Oppenheimer 1997), on
the growing economic independence women (McLanahan and Casper 1995), and on cultural
shifts that emphasize individualism over familialism (Bumpass 1990). None has proven to be
completely satisfactory in Aexplainingl temporal shifts or subgroup differentials in union
formation (e.g., between African Americans and whites) (Mare and Winship 1991; Brien 1998).
At the same time, relatively few empirical studies have examined the complex link between union
formation and unwed childbearing, a situation we propose to remedy here. We argue that
changes in union formation are inextricably linked to recent trends in nonmarital and teen fertility
(Lichter 1995; Venturaet a. 1995), especiadly as nonmarriage among unwed mothers has

become more common.



Our guiding hypothesis is that nonmarital childbearing is negatively associated with
subsequent union formation -- marriage and cohabitation. But the nature of this association is
ambiguous. Indeed, any observed statistical association may reflect the alternative processes of
social causation or social selection, or perhaps both. For example, one causal argument stresses
that declines in marriage contributed to the rise in unwed childbearing (Lichter 1995; Smith et a.
1996). Smith et al. (1996) showed, for black women, that virtually all of the rise in the nonmarital
fertility ratio (between 1968 and 1985) was due to increases in the percentage of women Aat risk(
of anonmarital birth (i.e., increasing percentages unmarried). At the population level, the
substantive implication is clear: the rise in nonmarital fertility ratio is largely a consequence of the
changing marital status composition of the population; i.e., it results from delayed marriage or
rising nonmarriage (rather than from the rise of nonmarital fertility rates or declines in marital
birth rates). At theindividual level, nonmarriage places more young women Aat risk@ of an
unwanted nonmarital birth (even in the absence of changesin nonmarita fertility rates). Some
observers aso claim that the absence of good marital opportunities, coupled with greater
women-s economic independence and declining stigma of unwed childbearing, have el evated
nonmarital childbearing (rather than marriage) as akey marker of adult status for young women
(South 1997; Hogan and Kitagawa 1985). Nonmarital fertility may thus be a behaviora
manifestation of difficultiesin finding a suitable marriage partner.

An dternative view holds that the rise in nonmarital fertility has instead Acausedi the
retreat from marriage. Unwed childbearing presumably reduces the attractiveness or
Amarriageability@ of young mothersin the marriage market. For male suitors, the additional

emotional and social costs of marrying a mother (as a opposed to a childless woman) are reflected



in the burden of sharing the mother=s time and attention with the mother=s child, and in the
obligations associated with the newly acquired parental role. The economic costs also increase
for potential suitors who, with marriage, bear the obligation of supporting or sharing in the
expenses of the household, which include those directed toward the mother=s children. Itasois
an empirical question whether the stigma associated with marriage to an unwed mother may be
greater than the stigma from marriage to a divorced mother.

Unwed childbearing also affects mothers marital search activities. To be sure, children
place obvious time constraints on mothers, but they aso engender economic and social constraints
that limit mothers exposure to potential marital partners. For example, children absorb resources
that might otherwise be directed toward the purchase of personal items (e.g., clothes) or leisure
activities (e.g., health clubs) that may enhance the mother:s attractiveness in the marriage market.

Early nonmarital childbearing may also alter mothers: lifecourse trajectories in negative ways, at
least from the perspective of providing opportunities to form intimate relationships. For example,
anonmarital birth may reduce womenrs attractiveness for marriage by preventing educational
goals, increasing poverty and low earnings, and creating new dependencies on extended kin and
government transfers, while at the same time reducing access to economically attractive men in
schooal, in the workplace, or in Agood@ neighborhoods. The substantive implication is clear:
unwed childbearing is expected to reduce the probability of marriage.  Indeed, evidence from
studies of remarriage indicate that nuptiality rates are lowest among divorced women with the
largest number of co-resident children, especialy preschool children (where parenting islikely to
be especidly time-intensive).

Whether unwed childbearing Acausesi delayed marriage or nonmarriage or visaversais



unclear. Indeed, it remains ambiguous whether any statistical association, if observed, is causal or
due to the failure to control other measured and unmeasured factors (Geronimus and Korenman
1992); thisisthe social selection argument. For example, it may well be that young women who
bear children outside of marriage are Abad marriage materia( (e.g., poor emotiona adjustment,
interpersonal problems, economic difficulties, etc.), having characteristics that reduce the
likelihood of marriage regardless of the occurrence of a nonmarital birth or not. In many ways,
the analytic issue here parallels those contained in a contentious literature about the longer-term
consequences of adolescence fertility in education and economic well-being (Geronimus and
Korenman 1992; Hotz, McElroy, and Sanders 1997). Does early unwed childbearing lead to a
disadvantaged later life, or would these young mothers, because of their persona and family
circumstances, experience these disadvantages regardless of their childbearing experiences?
Severa innovative studies have attempted to control for unobserved traits by comparing the
socioeconomic achievement of sisters who did and not have a nonmarital birth, or by comparing
the later well-being of teen mothers with teenage women who miscarried a pregnancy (who are
assumed to be a random selection from the same population). Such studies generally show that
the deleterious effects of teen childbearing are substantially reduced when unmeasured variables
are taken into account (Geronimus and Korenman 1992).

In the current study, we examine the post-birth marital and cohabitation histories of young
women. Our multivariate analysis follows closely the recent study by Bennett et al. (1995) on the
influence of nonmarital childbearing on subsequent union formation, including cohabitation and
marriage as competing outcomes, controlling for observed family background characteristics

(e.g., parental education and race). Unlike Bennett et a. (1995), however, our study evaluates



whether this influence differs by prior cohabitation, and our life table analyses document
differences by the age of the mother at first birth (e.g., teen motherhood). We aso acknowledge
that the effects of nonmarital childbearing and subsequent unstable relationships may well be
endogenous; both may Aselectd on the same observed (e.g., grades, family background, etc.) and
unobserved characteristics (e.g., temperament or Arisk-takingl personality). Lacking dataon
siblings in the NSFG95, we nevertheless can compare the prospective marital histories of teens
whose pregnancies were brought to term with those whose pregnancies were terminated (i.e.,

through abortion or miscarriage).

Data and Methods

Cycle 5 of the National Survey of Family Growth (NSFG95) provides detailed
retrospective life history information, including family background, marital and nonmarital
relationships histories, and fertility experiences, for 10,847 women ages 15 to 44 in 1995. We use
thisinformation to create event history files for 10,804 women who were never married at age 14.
These files permit prospective analysis of the consequences of nonmarital fertility for subsequent
union formation which takes into account both time-invariant background characteristics of the
woman and time-varying factors, including her age and the occurrence of non-union and
nonmarital fertility, and for analysis of the transition to marriage, nonmarital cohabitation
immediately preceding the episode of risk.

Our multivariate discrete time analysis follows that of Bennett et a. (1995). Models of
first union transitions include race (African American coded A1" versus al others), mother=s

education (with less than a high school education serving as the reference group in al models),



rural residence (coded A1" versus nonrural residence), and age at first sexua intercourse (a set of
dummy variables indicating first intercourse at age 16 to 18, at 19 to 22, or at 23 or older, with
Ayounger than 16" as the reference group). Our empirical analysis estimates the effects of out-of-
union childbearing, atime-varying covariate in multivariate models and a subsample delimiter in
life table comparisons. Separate life table estimates are provided for al women, women who had
anonmarital birth, women who had afirst birth as a teenager, and women with nonmarital teen
first births. For women who experienced a nonmarital first birth, life tables are created which
consider that child:s living arrangements, and for those who experienced a nonmarital first
pregnancy, whether the pregnancy ended with miscarriage or abortion. Distributions for these
variables are shown in Table 1 for this nationally representative sample of women.

(Table 1 about here)

Preliminary descriptive analysis of the probability of marrying by age 35 is based upon
observed proportions of women at each age who either had a nonmarital birth or not in the
following year. All other analyses take advantage of an event history analytical approach.
Discrete-time event history modeling evaluates the risk of transition to marriage or cohabitation
associated with characteristics described by covariates included in the model. All models control
for the womanrs age during the period of observation or, for cohort analysis of the consequence
of anonmarital birth, the duration of the period of risk of marriage following that birth. For
multivariate analyses, age is collapsed into categories Ayounger than 18,0 A18 to 19,0 A20 to 24,0
A25 to 29,0 A30 to 34,0 and A35 and older.i This strategy approximates Cox regressionin a
continuous-time framework (Blossfeld, Hamerle, and Mayer 1989), where time-dependent

covariates are treated as step functions and bias in the estimated effects of covariates is minimized



by specifying a semiparametric form of the baseline hazard function.

All life table analyses are based upon data in person years, and most begin with age 14 and
censor with atransition to marriage or the date of interview. Life tablesfor evaluating cohort
effects and the influence of the child:s living arrangement begin with the nonmarital birth.

Logistic regression models yield transition hazards -- conditional probabilities of experiencing the
event of interest during atime interval, given that the event was not experienced prior to the

interval in question -- according to the method described by Guilkey and Rindfuss (1987).

Findings
Nonmarital Childbearing and Union Formation

We begin in Table 2 by establishing the relationship between nonmarital childbearing and
the likelihood of remaining never-married by age 35 (see Bennett et a. 1995 for similar anaysis
with the NSFG88). Women are classified by whether they are never-married and childless at age
x and either (1) had a nonmarital birth in the following year (column 2) or (2) did not have a
nonmarital birth (column 1). Our results have a straightforward interpretation: a nonmarital birth
reduces the likelihood of being married at age 35. For example, girls who had a nonmarital birth
at age 14 were 58% more likely to be never married at age 35 than girls who did not have a
nonmarital birth (i.e., 20.56 vs. 12.99). Similarly, unmarried mothers at age 19 were 59% more
likely to be never-married at age 35. For 20-24 year olds, the relationship between nonmarital
fertility and subsequent marriage is even stronger. Indeed, 38% of unmarried mothers aged 20-24
were never-married by age 35, compared with 19% of women without a nonmarital birth.

(Table 2 about here)



The trangition to first marriage is associated with many factors (e.g., Bennett et al. 1995;
Lichter et al. 1992), including nonmarital fertility. Table 3 presents the results from hazards
models that include other conventional variables as controls, replicating Bennett et al .=s (1995)
analyses for women in the 1980s. The first panel includes al women; the second panel includes
results from anayses excluding women who married within six months of their nonmarital birth.
This distinction isimportant, as nonmarital fertility may accelerate the transition to first marriage
to the biological father but not to other men. Although we cannot establish paternity or determine
whether mothers marry their children:s father, following Bennett a al. (1995) we can reasonably
assume that marriages that occur within 6 months of the birth of a child will involve the biological
father. By eliminating these rapid post-birth marriages, we are able to evaluate whether a
nonmarital birth reduces the likelihood of marriage to other men (i.e., non-fathers of the mother=s
child).

We begin in model 1 of panel 1 by noting that the odds of marriage among African
American women is only 46 percent of nonblack women. The lower marriage rates among black
women clearly are not due to the lower marriageability associated with high rates of nonmarital
fertility (see aso Lichter et a. 1992). Women from higher education backgrounds have a lower
risk of marriage than women whose mothers have less than a high school education. And rura
women are 44% more likely to marry than non-rural women, aresult clearly consistent with past
research (McLaughlin et al. 1995). The positive zero-order effect (.25) of a nonmarital birth on
subsequent marriage is eliminated when these variables are controlled in model 1.

(Table 3 about here)

When women who married within 6 months of their nonmarital birth are excluded from
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the analyses (model 3), the negative effect of a nonmarita birth indicates that unmarried mothers
tend to marry their child:s father rapidly, other mothers have slow transitions to marriage. A
nonmarital birth reduces the likelihood of marriage to other men by on fifth (i.e., the oddsratio is
.80), confirming that Bennett:s findings first observed for the 1980s (reproduced here in columns
2 and 6 Table 3) continue to apply, abeit less strongly, in the 1990s (Bennett et al. 1995).

Manning (1995) has shown that nonmarital childbearing among cohabiting couplesis
associated with subsequent transitions to marriage. Going beyond Bennett et a. (1995), when we
include a variable for cohabitation in our model (Model 2), which takes into account the fact that
roughly 40% of all nonmarital births occur to cohabiting couples (Bumpass and Lu 1998),
nonmarital childbearing appears as an important negative predictor of marriage (b = -.46). The
likelihood of marriage among unwed mothersis only .63 of that of other women, and it is even
lower if we exclude marriages that occurred within 6 months of childbirth (.51). Clearly, these
results reinforce the view that nonmarital childbearing isamajor impediment to subsequent
marriage among American women.

The negative effect of nonmarital childbearing on union formation C both formal and
informa C is further revealed in the results presented in Table 4. Here we fit hazards models to
first union (either marital or nonmarita), first formal union (i.e., marriage), and first informal or
cohabiting union. The models include out-of-union births, as well as severa standard control
variables, including age at first intercourse as a control for sexua development. Bennett et al.
(1995) reported that out-of-union births were negatively associated with first union formation
(including cohabitation), but that the effect was negative for first marriage but positive for first

informal union. The substantive implication is that nonmarital childbearing is associated with
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cohabitation at the expense of marriage. This also implies that nonmarital fertility places unwed
mothers on atrack of subsequent family instability, given the currently observed high dissolution
rates and short durations of most cohabiting unions (Bumpass and Lu 1999).
(Table 4 about here)

Indeed, the resultsin Table 4 generally corroborate the previous results of Bennett et al.
(1995). Our results show that nonmarital fertility has a statistically significant negative effect (b =
-.25) on the likelihood of forming unions. But thisfinding is due entirely to its effects on marriage
rather than cohabitation. Like Bennett et al.=s (1995) study, we find at the bivariate level (model
not shown) that nonmarital fertility increases the risk of transitions into cohabiting unions.*
However, unlike Bennett et al .=s study, we show an inconsequentia net effect of nonmarital
childbearing on informal union formation (model 4). More specificaly, bivariate results (not
shown) indicate that unwed mothers are 1.55 times more likely to form informal coresidental
unions than are other women, but this effect is explained entirely by antecedent background
characteristics of the mother. When the analysisis restricted to cohabiting women (model 3), a
nonmarital birth has a significant negative effect on marriage transitions; cohabiting women are
15% less likely to marry if they have a child out-of-wedlock than if they delay fertility. Clearly,

nonmarital childbearing alters the post-birth marital histories of young women.

Life Table Estimates of Marriage

The risk set for analyses excludes women who were cohabiting at the time of the birth of
their first child.
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In Table 5, our life tables estimates, based on the entire NSFG95 sample of women aged
14-45, indicate that 87.2% will ever-marry by age 40. Most (82.9%) of these women, given
current age-specific first marriage rates, are expected to be married by age 30. If the sampleis
restricted to women with no nonmarital birth, 88.3% are expected to marry by age 40.
Obviously, these estimates are confounded by cohort trends in marriage and nonfertility, but
nevertheless reflect the lived experiences of women currently aged 14-45 in 1995.

(Table 5 about here)

In contrast, only 71.7% of women who had a nonmarital birth will have married by age 40.
Women with nonmarital births have cumulative marriage rates at age 40 that are roughly 20
percent lower than women who did not have a nonmarital birth. While at every age the
cumulative percentage ever-married are lower for unwed mothers than women without out-of-
wedlock children, differences seem greatest at younger ages. For example, unwed mothers were
38% less likely to be married at age 25 than their counterparts who delayed childbearing until
after marriage (i.e., 67.5% vs. 43.1%). At the age 20, women with nonmarital births are about
40% less likely to be ever-married than women bearing afirst child only subsequently to marriage.
Such results are consistent with earlier results reported in Tables 2-4.

The bottom two rows (Table 5) provide life table estimates of cumulative percentages
who marry for women with teen births and with teen nonmarital births. Not surprisingly, the
marriage rates of women with any teen birth (both marital and nonmarital) are quite high C 56%
are married by age 20 and 85% are expected to be married by age 40. When the sampleis
restricted to women with nonmarital teen births (bottom row, Table 5), only about 28% become

married by age 20, 69% by age 30, and 73% by age 40. As before, the marriage rates among
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unmarried mothers C including teen mothers C are very low in comparison to al women and
women without unwed births.

These cumulative marriage rates (based on the entire sample of NSFG95 women) may
misrepresent current marriage experiences of young women in light of observed marriage trends
among more recent cohort of young mothers. Bumpass and Lu (1999), for example, report a
decline in the proportion of women who legitimize nonmarital births through marriage over the
1960-64 to 1985-90 nonmarital birth cohorts. Table 6 provides life table estimates of the
cumulative percentages of women experiencing first marriage, by nonmarital birth cohort.
Column 1 shows the percentages of unmarried mothers (for successive nonmarital birth cohorts)
who married within 1 year of a nonmarital birth. These results corroborate those of Bumpass and
Lu (1999). Older cohorts of unwed mothers were more likely to marry during the child:=s first
year than is the case among today:s younger cohorts. For example, among unwed mothersin
1970-74, 12.4 % married within 1 year of the birth of the child. Among the most recent cohort
(i.e., 1990-1995), only 6.0% married within 1 year. Moreover, 44.6% of the older cohort (i.e.,
1970-74) married within 5 years, compared with 30.2% among the most recent cohort (i.e., 1990-
1995).

(Table 6 about here)

We aso observe rather large differences between pre-1975 cohorts and post-1975 cohorts
in the proportions of unwed mothers who ultimately married. For example, for pre-1975 cohorts,
75% became married within 15 years after a nonmarital birth (i.e., before most children leave
home). For the 1975-79 and 1980-85 cohorts, |ess than two-thirds became married within 15

years of anonmarital birth. Theimplication is clear: Nonmarital childbearing is becoming more
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strongly associated over time with persistent nonmarriage.

One common argument is that nonmarital fertility C especiadly for older women C may
increasingly be viewed as a Amarker(l of adult status, especialy if opportunities to marry are
limited by shortages of potential marital partners or other barriersto marriage. Most nonmarital
fertility in the United States occurs to women over the age of 20 (Venturaet a. 1995). Itis
therefore reasonabl e to argue that older unwed mothers will be less likely to subsequently marry
than younger unwed mothers. On the other hand, teen mothers (compared with older unmarried
mothers) may have other personal or economic problems that reduce their attractiveness in the
marriage market (e.g., lower education, neighborhood dislocations, etc.). Our results are
ambiguous on thisissue. For older cohorts (pre-1975), older unwed mothers tended to have
higher rates of marriage than young unwed mothers, but this pattern has reversed anong more
recent cohorts. For example, for the 1985-89 cohort of unwed mothers, 35.1% of teen mothers
married within 5 years, compared with 31.6% among mothers aged 20 or older.

Moreover, if these data are reevaluated in terms of cumulative marriage rates by a
particular age (say age 30), then teen unwed mothers are substantially more likely to marry than
their older counterparts. Asasimpleillustration, younger unwed mothers in the 1985-89 cohort
after 10 years can be compared with older unwed mothers after 5 years (when they are roughly
the same age). This comparison indicates that 57.4% of teen mothers ever-marry by age 25-29,
compared with only 31.6% of the older women. Clearly, in this comparison, the impediments to
marriage are substantially higher among older unwed mothers than among younger unwed
mothers. Or, aternatively, unwed motherhood results from the limited prospects for marriage or

other unmeasured traits, an issue of endogeneity to which we now turn.
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Issues of Endogeneity

Our results suggest a strong association between unwed childbearing and union formation,
but it is difficult to make strong causal assertions. Unmarried mothers may have many observed
and unobserved characteristics that are associated with both nonmarital fertility and nonmarriage
(e.g., women who have difficulty maintaining interpersonal relationships). Obvioudly, we cannot
observe the counterfactual case, i.e., whether mothers who stayed unmarried would have become
married had they not had an unwed child.

We approach this analytical problem in two ways. First, we compare our life table
marriage estimates for women with a nonmarital birth with those of women who became pregnant
but either miscarried or aborted the pregnancy. For purposes here, we make the reasonable
assumption that pregnant women (regardless of how the pregnancy is resolved) are drawn from
the same population of women. This Arandom assignment( of pregnant women to experimental
(i.e., childbearing women) and control groups (i.e., miscarriage) controls for unmeasured
confounding variables (Hotz et al. 1997). Thus any observed marriage differences between
unwed mothers and women whose pregnancies ended in miscarriage are due to unwed
childbearing. Obvioudly, thisis not true in the case of abortion, but we include life table
estimates for this population subgroup for purposes of comparison.

Second, we compare unwed mothers who keep their children C the children live in the
mother-s home C with unwed mothers whose children do not live at home. Previous research on
remarriage (Sweeney 1998) shows that divorced women with children are much less likely to

remarry than childless divorced women. The usual inference isthat children create disincentives
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(i.e., including financial and childrearing costs) for prospective male partners, and that children
restrict mother=s search activities for partners, although Bennett et al. (1995) conclude that thisis
not the case. We therefore expect that unwed mothers who maintain custody of their children
will have significantly lower marriage rates than mothers who relinquish custody.

Table 7 provides life-table based cumulative ever-marriage rates for women who lost a
nonmarital pregnancy (row 1), miscarried the nonmarital pregnancy (row 2), and aborted a
nonmarital pregnancy (row 3). For these three subpopulations of pregnant women, the
percentages marrying by a given age are remarkably similar; roughly 83% can expect to marry by
age 40. The more interesting comparison, however, is with cumulative marriage rates at age 40,
previously reported in Table 5, for women with (71.7%) and without a nonmarital birth (88.3%).
These results suggest that Aselection@ into unwed childbearing accounts for only a small fraction
of the large marriage difference between unwed mothers and women without nonmarital births.
In fact, women with unwed pregnancies that are terminated (by miscarriage or abortion) are more
similar to women without a nonmarital birth than to women with a nonmarital birth, regardless of
age at first conception. The substantive implication is that causal arguments regarding the effect
of nonmarital childbearing on subsequent marriage cannot be rejected.

(Table 7 about here)

At the same time, the causal mechanisms for such effects are unclear. Does the child itself
create new costs or barriers to marriage for the mother? In Table 8, we provide life table
estimates of marriage for unwed mothers, distinguishing between those who retain custody of
their child and those who are not custodians. The results indicate that cumulative marriage rates

are higher among mothers who Agive up@ their out-of-wedlock children than among those who
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maintain custody. For unwed mothers who give up custody, 63% became married with 10 years.
For unwed custodial mothers, the corresponding figure is lower at 53%. These differences are
intriguing and consistent with our causal hypothesis, but they are not conclusive. Mothers who
retain custody may be different in uncertain ways from mothers who give up custody of their
children (Meyers and Garansky 1993). Fortunately, any differences are likely to reinforce rather
than negate our causal conclusions. From previous research on child custody orders, we know
that mothers without custody exhibit certain traits (e.g., mental health or economic problems) that
would arguably reduce rather than enhance their attractiveness in the Amarriage market.f
(Table 8 about here)

Discussion and Conclusion

Our goal of evaluating the relationship between unwed childbearing and subsequent union
formation isincreasingly important from a policy standpoint. The new welfare reform bill and
resulting public assistance program (TAFN) are targeted at welfare-dependent and nonemployed
single mothers. An explicit goal is to discourage nonmarital fertility (e.g., through abstinence
programs and rewards to states for reducing unwed childbearing) while supporting childbearing
and childrearing within two-parent married-couple families. Faced with time-limits on welfare
receipt, unmarried mothers must adapt economically to the new welfare environment in many
ways, indeed, in the absence of welfare income, incentives to marry or cohabit may increase
among single mothers with minor children. Yet, our understanding of union formation processes
among unwed mothersis limited.

Our paper addressesthisvoid. Retrospective family life history data from the 1995

Nationa Survey of Family Growth indicate that a nonmarital childbearing is associated with
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significant reductions in the likelihood of being married at age 35. At age 14, for example, girls
who had a nonmarital birth were 58% more likely to be never married at age 35 than girls who did
not have a nonmarital birth (i.e., 20.6% vs. 13.0%). Nonmarital childbearing, however, is
positively associated with the subsequent formation of informal or cohabitating unions, but thisis
due entirely to family background characteristics. Our life table analysis aso indicates that only
72% of women who had a nonmarital birth can expect to be married by age 40, which is roughly
20% lower than women who did not have a nonmarital birth. Moreover, the lower marriage rate
among unwed mothers evidently is not due to selection alone. The cumulative marriage rates of
women with unwed pregnancies that are terminated (by miscarriage or abortion) are more similar
to women without nonmarital births than to women with nonmarital births. The substantive
implication is that causal arguments regarding the long-term negative effect of nonmarital
childbearing on subsequent marriage cannot be rejected.

To be sure, our study has been largely descriptive. As such, future work must identify and
evaluate the specific potential causal mechanisms through which nonmarital childbearing may
diminish subsequent prospects for marriage. From the perspective of single mothers, for example,
nonmarital childbearing and childrearing may reduce marital search activities, limit Aexposurel to
economically attractive prospective partners (if childbearing cuts short women-s educational or
occupational achievement), or may serve as an aternative route to family formation and reduce
the incentive to form traditiona husband-wife families (e.g., women with children are less likely
than childless women to Adesire to marry@). Any incentive to marry may aso be discouraged by
the resulting loss of welfare income available to single mothers with children (McLaughlin and

Lichter 1997). From the perspective of potential male partners of the mother, the presence of
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another manrs children in the home may represent a financial and emotional cost that discourages
marriage. Children also compete for the mother=s time and attention, which also may affect his
incentivesto marry. Clearly, if marriage is to be amajor adaptative response of unwed mothers
to the new welfare environment and to low income, our attention should now be focused on the
specific constraints faced by unwed mothers in the marriage market.

Whether marriage should be encouraged or not as a specific policy tool has a contentious
history (e.g., wed-fare programs). On the one hand, marriage may contribute positively to the
economic and emotiona well-being of children of single mothers, who may benefit themselves
emotionally from marriage to a supportive spouse (e.g., married women report better mental
health than single women). On the other hand, marriage may create new economic and emotional
dependencies on men which are ultimately unhealthy for both women and children (e.g., abusive
relationships). We cannot adjudicate these competing concerns here. Our goal has been more
modest C to evaluate the prospective marital histories of unwed mothersin a policy environment

that increasingly views marriage as a potential panacea.
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Table 1. Descriptive Statistics for NSFG95 Women Who Were Never Married at Age 14

(n=10804).
Variable Weighted Percentage/Mean (sd)
Had Nonmarital Pregnancy 36.3%
Had Nonmarital Birth 17.4%
Had a Teen Pregnancy 23.6%
Had a Teen Birth 12.9%
Married within 6 Months of Birth (among 7.8%
women with a nonmarital birth
Pregnancy Ended with Induced Abortion 29.9%
(among women with a nonmarital pregnancy)
Pregnancy Ended with Miscarriage (among 11.5%
women with a nonmarital pregnancy)
First Child Lives with Mother (among women 79.8%
with a nonmarital first birth)
First Child Relinquished for Adoption (among 0.43%
women with a nonmarital first birth)
Womarrs Mother=s Education = High School 42.4%
Womarrs Mother=s Education = More than 27.3%
High School
Womarrs Race = African American 13.7%
Womarrs Agein 1995 30.6 years (8.3 years)
Rura Residence 14%
Womarrs Age at 1% Sexual Intercourse @ <16 years 22.9%

@ 16to 18 years  40.7%
@19to22years  19.8%
@ >22 years 16.5%
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Table 2. Percentages of Women Never Married by Age 35.

Age No Nonmarital Birth Nonmarital Birth within a'Year of Age x
14 12.99 20.56
15 13.14 16.28
16 13.45 19.50
17 14.17 23.97
18 15.54 34.74
19 17.96 28.71
20-24 18.87 38.12
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Table 3. Estimates of the Relationship between Nonmarital Childbearing and the Risk of First Marriage, controlling for Age (odds ratios in brackets).

Panel 1
Including Women Who Married within Six Months of Their
Nonmarital Birth

Panel 2
Excluding Women who Married within Six Months of Their
Nonmarital Birth

Variables Bivariate (Bennett et a. Model 1 Model 2 Bivariate (Bennett et a. Model 3 Model 4
Models 1995, Table Models 1995, Table
2, Panel 1, 2, Panel 2,
p. 52) p. 52)
Nonmarital Birth .25%* [1.29] -.121* -.021[.97] -.46** [.63] .07* [1.08] -.316* -.23** [.80] -.67** [.51]
(time-varying)
Black -.64** [.53] -.695* - 77 [.46] -.65** [.53] -.67** [.51] -.669* - 74%* [.48] -.63** [.54]
Mother=s Education = J10** [1.11] -.144* -.13** [.88] -.12** [.88] Ja** [1.11] -.150* -.14** [.87] -.14** [.87]
HS
Mother=s Education > -.32%* [.73] - 479* -A47** [.63] -.42%* [.66] -.31%* [.73] -.496* -.48** [.62] -45** [.64]
HS
Rural Residence .32** [1.38] .385* 37x* [1.44] .34** [1.40] .33** [1.39] .388* 37** [1.45] .35%* [1.41]
Cohabiting in Prior 1.77** [5.89] - 1.48** [4.39] | 1.76** [5.81] - 1.49** [4.45]
Month (time-varying)
-LogL 32993 32171
-2LogL
Intercept Model 85051.786 83310.048
Full Model 81111.5** 78612.6** 79365.8** 76872.7*%*
n 1202459 8,345 1202459 person months 1190437 8234 1190437 person months
person observations person observations
months months
*p<.05 **p<.01
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Table 4. Estimates of the Influence of Out-of-Union Childbearing on the Probability of a First Union, First Forma Union (Marriage) for All and for Cohabiting
Women, and First Informal Union (Nonmarital Cohabitation), Controlling for Age (women age 30 and older).

First Union First Formal Union First Informal Union
Variables Model 1 Bennett et al. Mode 2 - All Bennett et al. Model 3 - Model 4 Bennett et al.
(1995), Women (1995), Cohabiting (1995),
Table4 Table4 Women Table4
Out-of-Union Birth -.25%* [.77] -.151* -.38** [.69] -.343* -.16* [.85] -.01[.99] .249
African American - 75%* [.47] -.507* -.82¢* [.44) -.644* -.58%* [.56] -.62%* [ .54] -.216*
Mother=s Eduction = HS -.22** [.80] -.159* -.15%* [.86] -.104* .30** [1.35] -.16%* [.85] -.121#
Mother=s Education > HS - 47** [.63] -.364* -.41%* [.66] -.370* 21%* [1.23] -.26%* [.77] .063
Rural Residence 24** [1.27] .237* .31** [1.36] -.322* 15*%* [1.16] .08[1.08] -.309*
Age at First Intercourse 16-18 -.45%* [ .64 .065 -.19+* [.83] 117+ 18** [1.19] -.65%* [.52] -.013
Age at First Intercourse 19-22 -.90%* [.41] - 471* -.44%* [ 64 -.295* 29** [1.34] -1.37%* [.25] -.732*
Age at First Intercourse 23+ -1.86%* [.16] -1.114* -1.28** [.28] -.864* .63** [1.88] -2.67%* [.07] -1.768*
-LogL 23755 22631 6415
-2LogL
Intercept Model 66411.4 63948.3 24014.7 29642.6
Full Model 62300.5** 60990.9** 23052.9** 27514.9**
n 667,090 4221 796,390 4221 129,794 663,110 4221
person months person months person months  person months

#p <10 *p<.05 **p<.01
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Table 5. Cumulative Percentage of Women Ever Marrying, by Nonmarital Childbearing Status (Women Never Married at Age 14).

Percentage Marrying by Age x

18 20 21 22 23 24 25 26 30 35 40

All Women 154 289 367 448 526 597 659 712 829 867 872
(n=109,179 person years)
Women with No 159 300 381 464 542 614 675 726 842 879 883

Nonmarital Birth
(n=76,498 person years)

Women with a Nonmarita 10.6 18.6 23.2 28.1 33.2 38.2 43.1 47.6 61.5 69.5 71.7
Birth
(n=32,681 person years)

Women with a Teen Birth 41.5 55.9 61.8 66.7 70.8 74.1 76.8 78.9 83.3 84.7 84.8
(n=15,072 person years)

Women with a Nonmarital 17.3 28.5 34.4 40.2 457 50.7 55.2 59.0 68.7 72.5 73.0
Teen Birth
(n=12,603 person years)
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Table 6. Cumulative Proportion of Women Experiencing a Nonmarital First Birth Who Marry by 1995, by Nonmarital Birth Cohort

Nonmarital Birth Cohort

Percentage Marrying within Y ear x of Birth

(n, person years)

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 20 25 30
1964-1969 (863) 165 29.0 387 462 522 570 609 647 667 689 707 723 736 747 757 788 805 813
1970-1974 (3249) 124 226 312 385 446 498 543 582 615 644 669 692 711 729 744 80.0 834 -
20 or Older at Birth 140 254 347 425 490 545 591 631 664 693 718 740 759 776 791 843 873 -
Less Than 20 at Birth* 120 220 304 375 435 487 511 570 603 632 658 680 700 718 734 79.0 825 -
1975-1979 (3976) 90 166 232 289 339 382 420 454 433 509 533 554 572 589 604 66.1 - -
20 or Older at Birth 8.9 166 232 290 339 383 421 454 484 510 533 554 573 590 605 66.1 - -
Less Than 20 at Birth* 6.0 166 232 289 339 382 420 454 483 509 533 554 572 589 604 66.1 - -
1980-1984 (4780) 9.5 176 246 307 359 405 445 481 512 540 564 586 606 624 639 - - -
20 or Older at Birth 105 193 269 333 389 437 479 516 548 576 601 624 643 661 67.7 - - -
Less Than 20 at Birth** 8.8 164 230 287 337 381 420 454 485 512 536 557 577 594 610 - - -
1985-1989 (4105) 5.7 123 194 266 335 396 448 490 522 546 - - - - - - - -
20 or Older at Birth 53 115 182 251 316 375 426 466 498 521 - - - - - - - -
Less Than 20 at Birth*** 6.1 132 208 285 357 420 474 517 550 574 - - - - - - - -
1990-1995 (1924) 60 146 217 270 302 - - - - - - - - - - - - -
20 or Older at Birth 6.5 139 207 258 289 - - - - - - - - - - - - -
Less Than 20 at Birth* 7.2 153 227 282 316 - - - - - - - - - - -

Difference between this group and women who were 20 or older at the birth is not statistically significant.
* Difference between this group and women who were 20 or older at the birth is significant at p=.009.
** Difference between this group and women who were 20 or older at the birth is significant at p=.19.
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Table 7. Cumulative Percentage Ever Marrying among Women Who Experienced a Nonmarital First Pregnancy,
by Pregnancy Loss and Age at Pregnancy

Percentage Marrying by Age x

18 20 21 22 23 24 25 26 30 35 40

All Women, 9.7 191 247 309 375 440 503 562 728 809 827
Pregnancy Lost
(n=20,593 person years)

All Women, 128 266 300 367 434 498 558 611 752 814 825
Pregnancy Miscarried
(n=5914)

All Women, 8.8 175 23.0 29.2 358 425 491 55.1 72.7 814 834
Pregnancy Aborted
(n=14,679 person years)

Teenaged Women, 209 380 470 554 628 690 740 777 8.0 8.5 865
Pregnancy Miscarried
(n=2506 person years)

Teenaged Women, 136 256 326 399 471 539 600 652 782 830 837
Pregnancy Aborted
(n=6498 person years)
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Table 8. Cumulative Percentage of Women Ever Marrying following a Nonmarital Birth,
by Child:s Living Arrangement (n=18,897 person years).

Percentage Marrying within Y ear x of Birth

Childss Living Arrangement 1 5 10 15 20 25 30
Not in Mother=s Home 10.4 41.7 63.1 71.8 77.8 79.6 80.3
(adopted, deceased, or

whereabouts unknown)

In Mother:s Home 7.9 33.3 52.6 62.7 67.5 69.5 70.2
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