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Abstract

This article compares the fertility patterns of women in consensual union and marriage in 13 Latin
American countries, using census microdata from the four most recent census rounds and a
methodological approach that combines the own-children method and Poisson regression. Results
show that in all these countries, fertility is slightly higher within consensual union than marriage and
that the age pattern of fertility is very similar in marital and non-marital unions. Further analyses
show that over the period considered, childbearing within a consensual union has passed from rare to
increasingly common, although not yet mainstream, for highly educated women in most countries
examined. Results show that in Latin America, at least since the 1980s, women’s childbearing
patterns depend on their age and on their being in a conjugal relationship, but not on the legal nature
of this relationship. The similarities in reproductive behavior between marital and non-marital unions

are not confined to the socially disadvantaged groups, but apply as well to the better off.
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Childbearing Within Marriage and

Consensual Union in Latin America, 1980-2010

One of the most salient demographic features of Latin America is its dual nuptiality regime (Castro-
Martin 2002). Marriages and consensual unions coexist side by side in all countries of the region,
although the prevalence of consensual unions varies significantly from country to country—from
about 20% of all conjugal unions among women aged 15 to 49 in Chile up to 74% in the Dominican
Republic (Castro-Martin et al. 2011)—as well as across regions within the same country (Esteve,
Lesthaeghe and Lopez-Gay 2012) and across social classes (Arriagada 2002).

Both forms of conjugal union have achieved similar levels of social acceptance, but they often
differ in terms of stability, legal obligations, and economic rights after breakdown (Quilodran 1999;
De Vos 2000; Castro-Martin 2002; Rodriguez Vignoli 2004). Unlike what occurred in the developed
world, where cohabitation did not achieve social—and statistical—visibility until the 1980s,
consensual unions have been an integral part of the family system in Latin America for centuries
(Socolow 2000). Furthermore, whereas in North America and many European countries cohabitation
is often a transitional stage leading to marriage, in Latin America the prevalence of consensual unions
remains high in later stages of the life course, suggesting that they are often regarded as a functional
alternative to marriage. Nevertheless, the most notable difference is that, whereas in North America
and Europe—with several exceptions such as the Nordic countries, France or Quebec—cohabitation
tends to be a childless stage, in Latin America it is a common family arrangement for bearing and
raising children. This feature blurs the differences between de jure unions and de facto unions.
According to a recent study, in the Latin American region, the proportion of births from lone mothers
rose from 7% to 15% from 1970 to 2000, and the proportion of births that took place within a
consensual union rose from 17% to 39% (Castro-Martin et al. 2011). In the 21% century Latin
America, hence, more children are born outside than within marriage.

This new setting is what has motivated this study. We wish to explore further the similarities and
differences in the reproductive behavior of married women and women living in a consensual union.
We know that for many Latin American women, marriage is not a prerequisite for having children,
but we aim to measure more precisely the differences in fertility patterns of formal and informal

unions over the reproductive age range. We also want to explore whether these fertility patterns by



union type are equivalent across women with different levels of education, which we use as a proxy
of social and economic resources and opportunities as well as relative position in the social hierarchy.

In the European and North-American literature, cohabitation and childbearing within
cohabitation have been usually discussed from the perspective of the Second Demographic Transition
(Seltzer 2000; Kiernan 2001; Sobotka and Toulemon 2008). The spread of cohabitation is regarded as
a consequence of secularization trends, rising expectations of personal autonomy, rejection of Church
and State intervention in the regulation of private life, and growing importance of personal
satisfaction within the couple relationship (Lesthaeghe 2010). Recent studies have also shown that
cohabitation in some countries can be also related to socioeconomic disadvantage, and used as an
alternative to marriage by people with few economic resources or poor economic expectations
(Goldstein and Kenney 2012; Kiernan et al. 2011)

In Latin America, consensual unions have traditionally been common among underprivileged
social sectors and in rural areas—Ieading to it being dubbed the “poor people marriage”—, while
they were very rare among the upper class. This pattern suggests that initiating the family formation
process within a consensual union rather than a marriage might not always be the result of personal
choice but, at least in part, the consequence of limited economic and social opportunities (Greene
1991; Castro-Martin 2001; Garcia and Rojas 2004). However, an important change in nuptiality
patterns has occurred over the last two decades. The presence of consensual unions had started to
become noticeable among the well-educated and in urban areas by the end of the 1990s (Parrado and
Tienda 1997). This presence is more manifest and better documented in the Southern Cone (Cabella,
Peri, and Street 2005; Cabella 2009; Laplante and Street 2009; Binstock 2010). Other studies have
shown that the recent rise in unmarried cohabitation has encompassed all educational groups, not just
the underprivileged (Castro-Martin, Martin-Garcia, and Puga Gonzalez 2008; Quilodran 2011).
According to data from the 2000 census round, a significant proportion of Latin American university-
educated women aged 25 to 29 and living in a conjugal union are cohabiting rather than being
married, the proportion exceeding 30 percent in Argentina, Colombia, Cuba, and Peru (Esteve,
Lesthaeghe, and Lopez-Gay 2012).

The fact that cohabitation has recently disseminated among the middle and upper class has led
researchers to make a distinction between “traditional” and “modern” consensual unions (Quilodran
2011). “Traditional” consensual unions, still the most common in all Latin-American countries, are

generally associated to cultural heritage, limited economic opportunities, and asymmetrical gender



relations. By contrast, “modern” consensual unions, still in an emerging stage, are considered as the
result of a conscious choice in the pursuit of individual autonomy, freedom from institutional control,
and less asymmetry between the genders, pretty much along the lines of the Second Demographic
Transition (Lesthaeghe 1995, 2010; Billari and Liefbroer 2004).

Yet there is no complete consensus on the underlying causes and proper interpretation of the
more recent expansion of cohabitation in Latin America. Some researchers consider that it should be
attributed to modernity and the advance of the Second Demographic Transition in the region (Esteve,
Lesthaeghe, and Lopez-Gay 2012). Other researchers point at additional catalysts, such as the
increasing uncertainty that the middle class is now confronted with in their working, social, and
family life (Garcia and Rojas 2004; Arriagada 2007; Quilodran and Castro-Martin 2009). Moreover,
there are large differences not only in the prevalence of cohabitation, but also in its social meaning,
symbolic value, motivation, and consequences, across countries, social classes, and ethnic groups
(Covre-Sussai et al. 2014). In many indigenous communities, lack of a marriage certificate is deemed
irrelevant and does not lead to family instability, whereas in the poorest social segments, it is
commonly a sign of precariousness, exclusion, and vulnerability. In the middle and upper classes, it
is not clear whether the emerging form of cohabitation is a step in the union formation process that
precedes formalization, or it is an alternative to marriage and hence a family arrangement in which
children will be born and raised (CEPAL 2002).

This article is an attempt to further our understanding of the process of family formation outside
of marriage in Latin America. Comparing the reproductive behavior of cohabiting and married
women constitutes a promising avenue for understanding how consensual unions fit into the family
system (Raley 2001). Recent research has shown an important change in the socioeconomic profile
of consensual couples in the region, due to the recent uptake of cohabitation by higher educated
young adults (Esteve, Lesthaeghe, and Lopez-Gay 2012). Our main objective is to find whether there
is a similar change in the socioeconomic profile of childbearing within cohabitation. By comparing
the reproductive patterns of married women and consensually partnered women, we should be in a
better position to ascertain whether consensual unions are short-lived couple relationships, trial
marriages, “poor people marriages,” or long-lasting alternatives to marriage. We should also be able
to explore the diversity in meanings of cohabitation across Latin-American societies and across
social classes. We are particularly interested in ascertaining whether the emergent pattern of

cohabitation among the middle and upper class corresponds to a trial marriage, where children are



postponed until the relationship is formalized, or to an alternative to marriage, where children are

typically born and raised, as it has traditionally happened in the disadvantaged groups.

The prevalence of cohabitation and births within cohabitation in Latin America

In Latin America, consensual unions have been part of the family system for centuries and nowadays
they coexist side by side with marriage configuring the distinct nuptiality system of the region
(Castro-Martin 2002). Notwithstanding their key role in the family formation process, the prevalence
of consensual unions varies considerably across Latin American societies. In countries such as the
Dominican Republic, Panama, Honduras, Nicaragua, Peru, Colombia, and Uruguay—Ilisted in
descending order of prevalence—, the proportion of consensual unions even surpasses that of
marriages among women in union of reproductive age (see Table 1). The Dominican Republic is the
country with the highest prevalence of consensual unions: three out of four women aged 15 to 49
currently in union live in an informal union. Cuba, El Salvador, Venezuela, Ecuador, Brazil, and
Paraguay also have a relatively high prevalence of consensual unions among partnered women of
reproductive age, ranging from 49% to 40%. The lowest prevalence in the region is currently
observed in Chile, where only one-fifth of the unions are consensual, but this level is based on the

2002 census and the still unreleased data from the 2012 census might show an increase.
[Table 1 about here]

According to vital statistics, the number and proportion of non-marital births are remarkably
high in most countries of the region. In the 2000s, the proportion of births from unmarried women
was higher than that from married women in all Latin American countries for which data are
available (see Table 2). In some countries, such as the Dominican Republic, Venezuela, Cuba, and
Panama, the proportion of non-marital births reaches four-fifths of all births. In some countries for
which trend data are available, such as Panama or El Salvador, the proportion of births to unmarried
mothers was already very high in the 1970s. In the rest of the countries, there has been a remarkable

increase.
[Table 2 about here]

However, vital statistics in many Latin American countries suffer from under-registration

(Harbitz, Benitez Molina, and Arcos Axt 2010) and, with few exceptions such as Costa Rica, do not
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provide information on whether or not the unmarried parents are living together, so children born
from a mother living in a consensual union are not reported separately from those born from a mother
who does not have a co-residential partner.

In order to distinguish births from cohabiting mothers and lone mothers, one needs to resort to
census data or surveys with retrospective birth histories. However, the latter are not widely available
for Latin American countries. A recent analysis based on census microdata for 13 Latin American
countries documents that there has been a considerable increase in the proportion of births outside
marriage over the last decades, and that most of this rise is concentrated in cohabiting unions (Castro-
Martin et al. 2011). Table 3 illustrates the changing distribution of births in the region according to
the conjugal status of the mother from 1970 to 2000. The dramatic decline in the percentage of births
within marriage over the whole period (from three-quarters to just nearly one-half) goes in parallel
with the significant rise in births from women in consensual unions (from 16.8% to 38.9%). Data
show that the percentage of births from lone mothers has also increased, but more modestly (from
7.3% to 15%). In other words, the fact that non-marital births have surpassed marital births since the
beginning of this century in Latin America is mainly due to the increase in births from parents in

consensual union.

[Table 3 about here]

Data

We use data from the [PUMS collection of harmonized census microdata files from the four most
recent census rounds available (Minnesota Population Center 2013). Census data contain reliable
information on the current conjugal situation of all individuals (Rodriguez Vignoli 2011) and provide
a workable alternative to vital statistics or biographical surveys when used with the own-children
method of fertility estimation. We focus on 13 Latin American countries for which such data are
available: Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Costa Rica, Cuba, Ecuador, Mexico, Panama,
Peru, Uruguay, and Venezuela. Depending on the country, between one and four censuses were
available and included the information we needed.

Although access to comparable census data for a large number of countries covering four
decades is a major advantage, census data also have important drawbacks. First, data pertain only to

women’s current union status and not to union status when giving birth; second, dates of entry into



union are not reported, and hence no union durations can be computed. To minimize possible bias we

focus our analysis on births born in the year prior to the census.

Methods

We compare the fertility of women in consensual union and marriage estimating age-specific fertility
rates (ASFRs) and the total fertility rate (TFR) by union type. We do not interpret this TFR as an
approximation of completed fertility, which it is not when computed for a time-varying characteristic
such as conjugal situation, but as a measure of the overall intensity of fertility within each union type.
We estimate ASFRs and TFR using an approach that combines the own-children method and Poisson
regression, which allows us to compute standard errors and thus test whether observed differences
between marriage and consensual union are statistically significant.

Castro-Martin et al. (2011) report that apart from the level of education, in which we are mainly
interested, other markers of social position—labor force status, rural/urban residence, and home
ownership —have a net effect on childbearing outside of marriage. Labor force status could be of
special importance given the recent increase in the labor participation rate of women throughout
Latin America (Abramo and Valenzuela 2005). Given our interest for the recent uptake of
cohabitation among the middle and upper class, we estimate total fertility rates by union type

according to educational level, but also according to these three variables.

Measuring fertility within marriage and within consensual union

According to Heuveline and Timberlake’s (2004) typology, cohabitation is an alternative to marriage
when individuals choose to cohabit instead of marrying with the intention to form a family as a
married couple would. Bearing and rearing children within cohabitation signals that this union type is
regarded as an appropriate family setting. Comparing the fertility patterns of women within marriage
and consensual union, hence, is relevant to ascertain whether cohabitation has become or is on the
way of becoming an accepted alternative to marriage in a given society. However, comparing the
fertility within marriage and consensual union involves some technical challenges. Fertility is
commonly estimated using vital statistics, and vital statistics generally report whether children are
born to married parents or an unmarried mother, but do not typically report whether the unmarried
mother is cohabiting with the child’s father. Vital statistics are still largely computed following the

traditional distinction between marital and non-marital fertility, and thus have not usually



incorporated the social phenomenon of cohabitation into the birth statistics. For this reason, it is hard
to find fertility estimates by union type based on vital statistics (Kliisener, Perelli-Harris, and
Sanchez Gassen 2013). Attempts at estimating fertility within marriage and within consensual union
performed since the 1990s show a variety of solutions, but most of them rely on the use of survey
data with retrospective histories (e.g. Do Valle Silva, Henriques, and De Souza 1990; Verdugo Lazo
1994; Brown and Dittgen 2000; Raley 2001; Hoem and Muresan 2011; Van Hook and Altman. 2013).
Unfortunately, as we pointed already, the survey data required to make use of these solutions are not
available for all Latin American countries.

Dumas and Bélanger (1998) compared levels of fertility within marriage and cohabitation in
Canada using data from a retrospective biographical survey, but with an approach that can be used
with census data. They estimated five-year age group birth rates for the two union forms, for two ten-
year periods, 1975-1984 and 1985-1994, and for two regions, Quebec and the rest of Canada. They
computed TFRs for each region and period, based on women’s conjugal status at the time of birth.
They concluded that the fertility of cohabiting women was lower than that of married women in both
regions and in both periods, but that those differences were smaller in Quebec than in the rest of
Canada. In this analysis, we adapt their approach to census data. Furthermore, combining the own-
children method and Poisson regression enables us to estimate standard errors and confidence
intervals. See the Technical Appendix for an overview of the own-children method; we explain our

use of Poisson regression below.

Conditional age-specific fertility rates and TFR

Age-specific fertility rates and the total fertility rate are well-established measures of fertility whose
meaning and properties are also well known. They are usually defined and computed for all women
in reproductive age, commonly women aged between 15 and 49. They are sometimes used in the
study of differential fertility and computed for subgroups of women defined by some relevant
characteristic such as ethnic group or place of residence. Although we should be cautious with the
interpretation, technically, nothing prevents computing age-specific rates within groups defined by a
time-varying characteristic such as conjugal situation: this is exactly what the traditional marital
fertility rate is. Because these rates are computed within categories of a given variable, they are
conditional in the statistical sense and could be referred to as “conditional ASFRs” and the

“conditional TFR” respectively. Therefore, in our case, these conditional age-specific fertility rates



are the rates of giving birth at a given age while being married, living in a consensual union, or not
living in a union. The conditional TFR is the sum of such rates and provides an estimate of the
number of children born to a woman continuously married, continuously living in a consensual union
or continuously not living in a union between the ages 15 and 49 in the year for which the rates are
computed. The usual fictitious cohort is broken down into three components that are also fictitious
cohorts. The operation can also be interpreted as a decomposition exercise: the usual age-specific
rates are decomposed in three sets of rates conditional on conjugal situation. The usual TFR can be
interpreted as a weighted sum of the age-specific fertility rates of the three conjugal situations, the
weights being the proportions of women living in each of the three conjugal situations (Laplante and
Fostik 2015).

Given that, as a rule, women do not spend all of their reproductive years in a conjugal union, and
that most children are born to women who live in a union, the TFR of women in marriage and in
consensual union are much higher than the TFR for all women. The usual TFR is a measure of period
fertility for all women in a given society. The TFR based on some fixed characteristic, such as ethnic
group, is a measure of period fertility in the groups defined by these characteristics. The TFR based
on a time-varying characteristic, such as conjugal situation, cannot be interpreted as an
approximation of completed fertility, as they rely on the unrealistic assumption of being continuously
married or cohabiting from age 15 to 49. However, they are measures of the intensity of fertility

within these groups and are a sound and convenient way to compare fertility across such groups.

Poisson regression

The Poisson distribution is a discrete probability distribution for the counts of events that occur
randomly in a given interval of time (Evans, Hastings, and Peacock 2000). Poisson regression is a
common tool in epidemiology and demography for estimating rates and the effects of independent
variables on rates (Rodriguez and Cleland 1988, Schoumaker 2004). Poisson regression has several
advantages for studying fertility. Using it with a piecewise equation allows estimating age-specific
rates, and the sum of these rates provides the TFR.

In our calculations, we include the births that occurred in the twelve-month period that preceded
the census, i.e. the children less than 1 year old that coresided with their mothers at the time of

census. Piecewise equations do not include a coefficient for the intercept; the degree of freedom

10



usually associated with the intercept is used to estimate the exact value—i.e. the ASFRs estimates—
associated with each age.

Poisson regression allows using independent variables as any other regression model, but results
from preliminary analyses showed that in this particular case, doing so was not the best strategy (see
details in the Results section below). We estimate the conditional ASFRs and the TFR separately for
each level of education within marriage and within cohabitation. The estimated TFRs are equal to
those that would be computed using a simple arithmetical approach, but estimating them with
Poisson regression allows us to estimate standard errors and to test the statistical significance of

observed differences. See the Technical Appendix for more details.

Results

We present our results in graphic form for each census and country. Figure 1 depicts age-specific
fertility rates for all women by conjugal situation, and Figure 2 represents point estimates and 95%
confidence intervals of the TFR for women in marriage and in consensual union. Detailed estimates,

statistical tests, and related statistics are reported in the Annex Table.

Conditional age-specific fertility rates

Figure 1 depicts age-specific fertility rates for women aged 15 to 49 in marriage, consensual union
and not in union. The distribution of these rates for marriage and for consensual union bears little
resemblance with the distribution of age-specific rates computed for all women, which commonly
peaks around 25. The difference stems from the fact that most women neither are married nor in a
consensual union before their 20s, but those who live with a partner at young ages are likely to have a
child soon after they start their conjugal relationship. The ASFRs for marriage and consensual union
reflect this pattern. As we stressed earlier, they are not an approximation of completed fertility, but
measures of the intensity of fertility within each conjugal situation.

The main result that stems from the graphs of the conditional ASFRs is that generally there is
great resemblance in the fertility levels of married women and women living in a consensual union
across all ages. The largest differences, when there are any at all, are found among the youngest
women—aged 15 to 20—,but these differences are not regular across countries or over time, and
could be partly due to random noise if the number of partnered women below age 20 is small.

Beyond age 20, there are only minor differences in the direction of slightly higher fertility within
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consensual union than marriage. The overall picture is, therefore, one of analogous reproductive
patterns of all women in union, regardless of union type. It is worth mentioning that the similarity of
fertility patterns between women in marital and non-marital unions cannot be considered a recent
phenomenon, since it was already manifest three or four decades ago, even in countries such as

Argentina or Chile, where the overall prevalence of cohabitation was low.

Conditional Total Fertility Rates

The main result that can be drawn from the TFR estimates by conjugal situation (Figure 2 and
Table 4) is that, with very few exceptions, the TFR of cohabiting women is higher than the TFR of
married women and, in many cases, the difference is statistically significant. In the few cases where
the TFR is lower for cohabiting women than for married women (e.g. Ecuador 1982, Mexico 2000,
Uruguay 2006), the differences are small and statistically insignificant.

In most countries, the TFR of married women has declined more rapidly than the TFR of women
living in consensual union over the last decades, although there are some exceptions such as
Argentina and Uruguay. Consequently, the initial fertility gap between married and cohabiting

women has broadened over time, slightly in most countries, but considerably in others such as Brazil.

Conditional TFR for socioeconomic groups

Preliminary analyses showed that the effect of education on fertility is not proportional: highly
educated women have their children later. This did not come as a surprise, but had some practical
consequences. The conditional age-specific rates and the effects of the other independent variables
cannot be properly estimated without allowing for independent series of conditional ASFRs for each
level of education within each conjugal situation. This can be done in a variety of ways. Two things
became clear after several different attempts. First, the most substantively interesting results are
related to the education level. Second, the relatively small number of highly educated women in
many samples does not permit using a method that simultaneously retains the property of estimating
coefficients that can be interpreted as conditional ASFRs, allows estimating different series of such
coefficients for each educational level within marriage and within consensual union, and allows
estimating the effects of the other socioeconomic characteristic we were interested in. We had to
make a choice. We chose an approach that allows estimating coefficients that can be interpreted as
conditional ASFRs and focusing on the differences across education levels. We estimated the

conditional ASFRs and computed the TFR separately for each category of the socioeconomic
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characteristics we consider—education, labor force status, rural/urban residence, and home
ownership—within marriage and within cohabitation. As explained above, the estimated TFRs are
equal to those that would be computed using a simple arithmetical approach, but using Poisson
regression allows estimating standard errors, computing confidence intervals, and testing equality.
Results for education are reported in Figure 3. Detailed estimates, statistical tests, and related
statistics for all socioeconomic characteristics are available in Table A1.

Some results are in line with what would be expected: low education, economic inactivity, and
rural residence are associated with higher fertility. Home ownership, however, does not show a
consistent association with fertility across countries and over time; as pointed out by one referee, this
could be a consequence of landowning being dissociated from home-owning in slum areas. When we
compare fertility rates within-marriage and within-consensual union, the pattern of association
between socioeconomic characteristics and fertility does not diverge by type of union, except in the
case of education. In all countries, women with university education have the lowest fertility,
regardless of type of union. However, the fertility gap between high-educated women and low-
educated women is larger among women in consensual union than among their married counterparts.
This is so because while the fertility of women with less than primary education tends to be
considerably higher among women in consensual union than in marriage, the fertility of women with
university education tends to be slightly lower among women in consensual union than in marriage.

Looking at the evolution over time of TFR by educational level within consensual union and
marriage provides additional insights. Two general features emerge. First, fertility decreases over
time both within marriage and within consensual union in tandem with educational expansion.
Second, in most countries, the fertility gap between marriage and consensual union among the highly
educated diminishes over time. In many countries, over the last decades, having a child while living
in a consensual union has become less and less a distinctive feature of the lower class. Apparently,
childbearing within a consensual union is becoming an increasingly frequent option among highly
educated women as well.

In fact, in the most recent census, fertility intensity is very similar within non-marital and marital
unions for highly educated women. Specifically, fertility within consensual union among women
with university education is not statistically different from fertility within marriage in seven out of 12
countries—Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Cuba, Ecuador, Mexico, and Peru—. Even in those countries

where fertility is lower within consensual union than marriage—Argentina, Bolivia, Costa Rica and
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Venezuela—, the magnitude of the gap is small. In sum, although consensual unions among the
middle and upper classes are a relatively recent phenomenon and still less frequent than in the lower
strata, our findings suggest that, in most Latin American countries, the role of cohabitation within the
family system is currently equivalent across social strata. Although during the 1980s cohabitation
was rare among highly educated women and childbearing within cohabitation even rarer, nowadays
highly educated women are entering consensual unions not merely as a childless stage on the way to
marriage, but they are having children with their cohabiting partners as if they were married, in the

same fashion as their less educated counterparts.

Discussion and conclusion

Two main findings can be highlighted from the fertility measures computed by conjugal situation.
The first is that, with few exceptions, the TFR of consensual union is not only close to, but also
slightly higher than the TFR of marriage. The second is that the distributions of ASFRs for marriage
and consensual union are very similar across the age range, except before age 20. The general
conclusion we may draw from those findings is that in Latin America, at least for the last four
decades, women'’s fertility patterns depend on their age and on their living in a conjugal union, but
not on the legal nature of this union. For the childbearing behavior of women residing with a partner,
it does not seem to matter whether they are legally married or not.

Prior studies had already documented that childbearing within consensual unions was
widespread in some Latin American countries (Castro-Martin 2002). In this study, we have
confirmed this pattern for 13 countries—which represent about 87% of the total population in the
region—over the last four decades. Certainly, this pattern is not unique to Latin America—the
probability of having a child is practically the same for cohabiting and married couples in several
European countries (Toulemon and Testa 2005; Hoem and Muresan, 2013)—, but we have
documented that it is less of a novelty in the Latin America region. The decoupling of marriage and
childbearing has long taken place without a dissociation of partnership and parenthood.

However, the important contribution of this study has been to show that the similarities in
reproductive behavior between marital and non-marital unions are not confined to the socially
disadvantaged groups, but apply as well to the better off. The negative educational gradient of
childbearing within consensual union continues to be the predominant pattern in Latin America, as it

is in the United States and in some European countries—mostly in Central and Eastern Europe—
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(Perelli-Harris et al., 2010; Goldstein and Kenney 2012). However, this gradient has become less
steep over time in Latin America, partly due to the increasing convergence of marital and non-marital
unions regarding childbearing behavior among the highly educated. This was not the usual pattern in
the past. Around 1980, the proportion of births to women with tertiary education that took place
within a consensual union was below 5% in all countries except Panama. Nowadays, not only are
university-educated women much more likely to enter a consensual union than three or four decades
ago, but their childbearing patterns do not differ much from their married counterparts.

As stated in the introduction, there is no broad consensus on whether the recent demographic
changes in Latin America should be attributed to modernity and the advance of the Second
Demographic Transition in the region, or to the increasing uncertainty that both lower and middle
classes are now confronted with. On one hand, recent changes in family dynamics have occurred
under far better economic conditions than in the 1980s. On the other hand, the remarkable expansion
of education—gross enrolment rates in third-level education rose from 23 to 42 percent between
2000 and 2011 (ECLAC 2013)—entails that some of the privileges conferred by tertiary education in
the labor market four decades ago might have dwindled. There are some demographic changes that
point in the direction of the STD, such as the increasing number of countries approaching below
replacement fertility (Cavenaghi and Alves 2009), the recent boom of cohabitation involving all
social strata (Esteve, Lesthaeghe, and Lopez-Gay 2012), the surpassing of children born inside
marriage by children born outside marriage since the turn of the century (Castro-Martin et al. 2011),
and the emergence of a postponement pattern of first births—though still timid—among the higher
educated (Rosero-Bixby, Castro-Martin and Martin-Garcia 2009). Some of the ideational features of
the STD, such as increasing secularization and tolerance to various types of non-conformist
behaviors like divorce, homosexuality or euthanasia, have also been observed in most Latin
American societies (Esteve, Lesthaeghe, and Lopez-Gay 2012). Rising education among younger
cohorts is probably a fundamental factor driving ideational change and creating a context of growing
tolerance for different life styles and family behaviors. However, a recent study by Covre-Sussai
(2013) found that, although national contexts of higher tolerance were related to the occurrence of
cohabitation in the higher educated groups, at the individual level, women in the upper strata were
not necessarily more tolerant in their values than lower educated ones.

As it is the case in more developed countries (Heuveline and Timberlake 2004, Sassler and

Miller 2011; Hiekel and Castro-Martin 2014), the meaning attached to cohabitation—as well as the
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perceived advantages of marriage—is likely to differ across societies in Latin America and across
women with different social background (Covre-Sussai et al. 2014). Our a priori expectations, in line
with traditional patterns and what is still the most common opinion, were that consensual union in the
lower social strata would be related to economic constraints and would serve as a surrogate for
marriage, and that consensual union in the upper social strata would be related to women’s
empowerment and would serve as an adaptative strategy to postpone motherhood until marriage.
However, the findings from this study did not fully confirm these expectations. Whereas childbearing
within consensual union among highly educated women was uncommon in the 1980s, nowadays
fertility levels within cohabitation and marriage are alike among the higher educated. Therefore, the
emergent pattern of cohabitation among the upper strata cannot be merely considered as a transitory
prelude to marriage, but a much longer life cycle stage where childbearing takes place, as it has
traditionally happened in the lower strata.

In sum, in addition to the coexistence of marriage and consensual union in the Latin American
region, we should be aware of the coexistence of several types of consensual unions: some are linked
to historical cultural legacies, some are poverty-driven or a strategy to cope with unplanned
pregnancy, and some favor interpersonal commitment above institutional regulation. Consensual
unions in the higher and lower strata probably have different motives and rationales, and
acknowledging the existing diversity of consensual unions and the corresponding consequences in
the event of dissolution for the well-being of children is still an unsettled challenge for public
policies. The adoption of cohabitation by the highly educated has probably been facilitated by the
wide social recognition conferred to consensual unions in the lower social strata, as this behavior did
not run counter to existing moral and legal codes. Likewise, it is possible that the diffusion of
childbearing within consensual union in the upper social strata may have been facilitated by changes
in other aspects of family life. Among those, two maybe of special importance: the increase in the
labor force participation of women and the advances in the economic protection of children in the
event of union disruption that have been implemented in most Latin American countries. Some other
institutional factors may be at play. Most Latin American countries typically maintain a somewhat
decent system of public health: as in most European countries, access to basic health care is universal
and unrelated with family status. Such a factor could be among the reasons why family formation

within unmarried cohabitation is increasing faster in Latin America and, for instance, in the UK, than
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in the USA. Future research on the diffusion of childbearing within consensual union in Latin

America could examine such hypotheses.

Technical Appendix

The own-children method of fertility estimation

The own-children method is an indirect technique for the estimation of fertility by age using census
data (Cho, Rutherford, and Choe 1986). Its original form uses the distribution of the number of
children less than five years old in the household conditional on the age of mothers aged between 15
and 49, grouped into five-year classes. It was developed for the USA census, mainly to relate fertility
measures with characteristics available in the census, but not in vital statistics. Using the number of
children less than five years old allowed comparability with the “fertility ratio”, a measure based on
this number and commonly used at the time the original authors introduced the method. The most
obvious difficulties and limitations of this method are establishing the relationship between mother
and child from census records, census undercoverage of children and women, infant mortality, and
children who do not live with their mother (Grabill and Cho 1965).

In our analyses, we use the information provided in IPUMS files on the age of the youngest child
of women aged between 15 and 49 (cf. Sobek and Kennedy 2009). We use only the births that
occurred in the year preceding the census, i.e. children less than 1 year of age at census date. This
would not be an optimal strategy if our main objective were to estimate age-specific rates with small
variance, but it is better suited to our goal of comparing marital and non-marital unions than using the
original five-year period. Some women may have got married between the birth of the child and the
time of census, and some women who were not living with a partner may have started living in a
consensual union after the birth of the child. In addition, some women married or living in a
consensual union at the time the child was born may be living alone at the time of census. These
potential changes in union status are less likely over a one-year period than over a five-year period.
Nevertheless, if the birth of a child tends to trigger the transformation of a consensual union into
marriage in the first year of the child’s life, the within-marriage ASFRs and TFR will be

overestimated whereas the within-consensual union ASFRs and TFR will be underestimated.
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Poisson regression

Formally, for any given individual, the Poisson regression model we use may be written as

3 49
A _ al/
T = Z Z s;Le

i=1 j=15

with

where 7 is the predicted conditional age-specific fertility rate for age ; within conjugal situation s;, s

and ¢ are binary indicator variables for conjugal situation i and age j respectively, ¢;; is the element
of the vector of coefficients for conjugal situation 7 and age j, y; is the total number of births to
women in conjugal situation i and of age j, f{y;) is the density function and y;; ! stands for the factorial
of yj;, 1.e. the product of all integers from y;; through 1.

Given that by design, the coefficients are not correlated, the variance of the sum of the

conditional age-specific rates is the sum of their variances. Formally,

var(R,) = ﬁ var(r, ),

Jj=15

where R; is the conditional TFR for conjugal situation i.
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TABLE 1 Proportion of women living in consensual union among
women aged 15-49 in conjugal union, according to most recent data
source

Percentage Source and date

Dominican Republic 73.9 DHS 2007
Panama 64.1 Census 2010
Honduras 62.3 DHS 2011-2012
Nicaragua 59.8 RHS 2006/07
Peru 59.5 DHS 2012
Colombia 58.3 DHS 2010
Uruguay 52.7 Census 2011
Cuba 494 Census 2002
El Salvador 48.9 Census 2007
Venezuela 47.8 Census 2001
Ecuador 43.8 RHS 2004
Brazil 43.5 Census 2010
Costa Rica 39.6 Census 2011
Paraguay 39.5 RHS 2004
Bolivia 37.0 DHS 2008
Guatemala 33.1 RHS 2002
Mexico 33.0 Census 2010
Argentina 30.6 Census 2001
Chile 19.8 Census 2002

Sources: Census, Demographic and Health Surveys (DHS); Reproductive Health
Surveys (RHS).
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TABLE 2 Proportion of births from unmarried mothers according to vital statistics

Year Percentage Year Percentage

Argentina 1980 29.8 2000 57.6
Chile 1970 18.8 2010 68.0
Costa Rica 1970 29.4 2010 67.4
Cuba — — 2011 80.7
Ecuador 1966 32.0 — —

El Salvador 1970 67.8 1998 72.8
Guatemala 1970 61.9 — —

Mexico 1970 27.3 2010 59.4
Panama 1970 70.9 2002 79.9
Paraguay 1970 42.6 2011 67.8
Peru 1972 41.3 2000 58.3
Dominican Republic — — 2011 89.8
Uruguay 1970 21.1 2001 55.2
Venezuela 1970 38.8 2010 83.5

Sources: United Nations Demographic Yearbook; World Fertility Report; National Institutes of

Statistics
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TABLE 3 Evolution of the distribution of births according to the conjugal
situation of the mother in selected countries from Latin America, 1970-2000

1970 1980 1990 2000
Not in umion 7.3 7.7 10.9 15.0
Consensual union 16.8 18.0 26.8 38.9
Marriage 75.9 74.3 62.3 46.1

Source: Census microdata, [IPUMS-International. Countries included: Argentina, Bolivia,
Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Costa Rica, Cuba, Ecuador, Mexico, Panama, Peru, Uruguay, and
Venezuela.
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TABLE 4 Estimates of the total fertility rate of women living in selected Latin American countries according to their conjugal
situation using data from censuses of the four most recent censuses round. Estimates from the own-children method. Women
aged 15-49. Census data from IPUMS. Weighted estimation.

Argentina Bolivia Brazil Chile
1980 1991 2001 2001 1980 1991 2000 2010 1982 1992 2002
TFR
All women 200 271 230 2.84 3.67 240  2.02 1.57 236 221 1.58
Married 534 456  4.65 433 627 438 352 264 469 379 293
In consensual union 5907 5737 474 5157 6.547° 4937 428" 318 472 422" 3227
Alone 0.59 072 0.77 1.01 0.64 068 078 064 080 0.87  0.79
Unknown situation — — — — 2.19 3.52 — — — — —
Colombia Costa Rica Cuba Ecuador Mexico
1985 1993 2005 1984 2000 2002 1982 1990 2001 2010 2000 2010
TFR
All women 227 188 190 3.02 223 1.51 372 274 211 1.98 230 1.96
Married 3.92 309 320 48 380 223 577 451 339 335 429  3.74
In consensual union 4447 35577 3727 534 4357 2427 571 472" 3.53 345 423 3.86
Alone 0.74 065  0.88 1.35 1.06  0.58 1.07  0.71 0.67 083 060  0.66
Unknown situation 0.63 042  0.67 — — — 118 075 0.80 — 124 043
Panama Peru Uruguay Venezuela
1980 1990 2000 2010 1993 2007 1985 1996 2006 1981 1990 2001
TFR
All women 3.05 250 260 212 289 198 238 224 168 323 277 1.93
Married 444 399 388 310 472 324 473 390 379 507 458  3.27
In consensual union ~ 5.25° 453" 4.66  3.947 54977 369 498 470" 3.56  6.17 54177 388"
Alone 127 102 115 092 079 064 056 076 0.64 130 121 0.78
Unknown situation — — — — 0.98 — — — — 1.07 0.32 0.44

" p<0.05; " p<0.01; ™": p<0.001. Each test compares the estimated TFR for consensual union to the corresponding estimate for
marriage.
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TABLE A1 Estimates of the total fertility rate of women living in selected Latin American countries according to selected

socioeconomic characteristics by conjugal situation using data from censuses of the four most recent censuses round. Estimates
from the own-children method and Poisson regression. Women aged 15-49. Census data from IPUMS. Weighted estimation.

Argentina Chile
Marriage Consensual union Marriage Consensual union
1980 1991 2001 1980 1991 2001 1982 1992 2002 1982 1992 2002

Education level

Less than primary 567 464 519 6687 649" 592" 471 337 265 523 446 317

Primary 520 453 445 512 55477 4737 457 370 284 453 4237 319

Secondary 394 421 403 413 3437 391 398 359 263 325 383  3.07

University 440 332 348 3.8 3.857 2207 3.09 326 242 150 3.03 1.85
Labor force status

Employed 348 343 322 260 40177 349 297 264 195 225 199" 1.76

Unemployed 557 345 382 10377 4357 413 338 261 147 287 103" 191

Inactive 579 516 532 6.73 6.81 5707 493 399 333 517 457 3.79
Area

Rural 6.19 511 500 74577 6817 584" 529 404 300 536 528 342

Urban 525 453 458 550 56077 457 459 374 290 459 403 3.19
Home ownership

Owner 505 427 451 543’ 5607 468 453 365 287 447 399 315

Other 596 518 495 648 59977 497 499 410 3.09 5.1 464" 3.37

g p<0.05; " p<0.01; = p<0.001. Each test compares the estimated TFR for consensual union to the corresponding estimate for

marriage.
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TABLE A1 Estimates of the total fertility rate of women living in selected Latin American countries according to selected

socioeconomic characteristics by conjugal situation using data from censuses of the four most recent censuses round. Estimates
from the own-children method and Poisson regression. Women aged 15-49. Census data from IPUMS. Weighted estimation.

(Continued).
Brazil

Marriage Consensual Marriage Consensual union

2001 2001 1980 1991 2000 2010 1980 1991 2000 2010
Education level
Less than primary 5.22 577 6.50 464 383 256 677 519 455 337
Primary 4.04 4.68" 533 392 323 254 514 43877 397 3200
Secondary 3.36 4.05" 475 373 308 254 401 387 35477 287
University 2.74 2.44 384 282 237 219 293 3.13 234 1.94
Labor force status
Employed 3.67 4.08 447 319 255 186 458 329 285 206
Unemployed 2.78 437" 581 368 256 197 624 422" 346 258
Inactive 4.79 5.93 6.66 480 432 363 71277 555 530 426
Area
Rural 5.16 5.89:* 739 528 412 267 7.76:: 6.02:: 5.04::: 3.48::
Urban 3.88 4.81 578 410 336 2.62 6.1277 466 41277 3.1
Home ownership
Owner 4.34 5.027" 630 439 346 257 680 498" 421" 3.2
Other 4.41 5.41 628 441 366 277 635 4907 438 3.8

g p<0.05; " p<0.01; = p<0.001. Each test compares the estimated TFR for consensual union to the corresponding estimate for

marriage.
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TABLE A1 Estimates of the total fertility rate of women living in selected Latin American countries according to selected
socioeconomic characteristics by conjugal situation using data from censuses of the four most recent censuses round. Estimates
from the own-children method and Poisson regression. Women aged 15-49. Census data from IPUMS. Weighted estimation.
(Continued).

Colombia Costa Rica
Marriage Consensual union Marriage Consensual union
1985 1993 2005 1985 1993 2005 1984 2000 1984 2000
Education level
Less than primary 434 333 357 466 3887 418" 5.07 3.73 5.75 453"
Primary 3.68 296 296 416 33477 3.4 4.77 3.78 4.80 445"
Secondary 316 295 291 3977 308 331 3.50 3.42 3.85 227"
University 273 183 240 320 179 2.64 4.59 2.70 0.33 1.41
Labor force status
Employed 336 191 214  3.69° 2347 228 2.97 2.12 2.76 1.92
Unemployed 249 203 287 307 190 298 4.86 1.92 3.25 1.83
Inactive 420 352 3.65 48277 4017 420 5.10 4.19 5.59 4.90
Area
Rural 454 381 344 465 4.35:: 4.06:* 5.23 3.87 5.60 4.63"
Urban 363 285 311 4377 32277 3.6l 4.58 3.80 4.76 4.06
Home ownership
Owner 3.69 290 3.06 42277 34477 3.66 4.85 3.56 5.45 422"
Other 431 333 355 4807 3727 391 4.90 4.22 5.36 4.47

g p<0.05; " p<0.01; = p<0.001. Each test compares the estimated TFR for consensual union to the corresponding estimate for
marriage.
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TABLE A1 Estimates of the total fertility rate of women living in selected Latin American countries according to selected

socioeconomic characteristics by conjugal situation using data from censuses of the four most recent censuses round. Estimates
from the own-children method and Poisson regression. Women aged 15-49. Census data from IPUMS. Weighted estimation.

(Continued).
Ecuador
Marriage Consensual Marriage Consensual union
2002 2002 1982 1990 2001 2010 1982 1990 2001 2010

Education level

Less than primary 2.03 2.47 6.81 5.20 3.75 3.77 6.47 5.21 3.91 3.68**

Primary 2.16 2.34 4.96 4.26 3.30 3.22 4.82 446 3.45 3.46

Secondary 2.00 2.12 3.93 3.76 2.89 2.90 321 4.6l 2.65 3.36

University 1.65 1.82 3.80 2.73 2.15 2.37 0.45 2.20 1.93 2.27
Labor force status

Employed 1.52 1.93 4.25 3.42 2.66 2.75 3.63 330 242 2.62

Unemployed 1.47 0.93 2.75 4.60 1.20 2.76 6.17 3.49 2.62 3.04

Inactive 2.52 2.61 6.07 4.91 3.83 3.83 5.92 5.01 3.91 3.84
Area

Rural — — — 5.40 3.87 3.72 — 523 414 3.79

Urban — — — 4.13 3.21 3.09 — 4.51 3.33 3.24
Home ownership

Owner — — 5.74 4.39 3.37 3.23 5.67 4.64" 3.39 331

Other — — 5.77 4.68 3.43 3.55 5.88 4.88 3.79 3.66

g p<0.05; " p<0.01; = p<0.001. Each test compares the estimated TFR for consensual union to the corresponding estimate for

marriage.
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TABLE A1 Estimates of the total fertility rate of women living in selected Latin American countries according to selected

socioeconomic characteristics by conjugal situation using data from censuses of the four most recent censuses round. Estimates
from the own-children method and Poisson regression. Women aged 15-49. Census data from IPUMS. Weighted estimation.

(Continued).
Mexico Panama
Marriage Consensual Marriage Consensual union
2000 2010 2000 2010 1980 1990 2000 2010 1980 1990 2000 2010

Education level

Less than primary 462 370 444 42977 598 446 609 283 529 484 552 505

Primary 406 361 405 372 392 407 320 359 506 448 4597 395

Secondary 3.66 323 352 3.49 340 394 319 241 3.5 326 4507 2.63

University 3.07 261 22277 259 238 206 200 181 220 378 387 2.0l
Labor force status

Employed 3.00 259 283 276 294 266 249 203  3.62 336  3.01 2.55

Unemployed 235 240  1.66 1.93 196 213 362 228  3.08 3.63°  3.98 2.51

Inactive 467 409 470 428" 492 418 449 361 577 480" 522 461"
Area

Rural 4.81 — 474 — 533 — 544 339 5.65 — 517 457

Urban 4.13 — 407 — 376 — 320 299 4.65" — 42777 339
Home ownership

Owner 422 368 414 3.85 459 407 486 285 588 455  4.63 4.02""

Other 450 392 443 391 420 395 307 338 459 453 4837 3.63

g p<0.05; " p<0.01; = p<0.001. Each test compares the estimated TFR for consensual union to the corresponding estimate for

marriage.
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TABLE A1 Estimates of the total fertility rate of women living in selected Latin American countries according to selected
socioeconomic characteristics by conjugal situation using data from censuses of the four most recent censuses round. Estimates
from the own-children method and Poisson regression. Women aged 15-49. Census data from IPUMS. Weighted estimation.
(Continued).

Peru Uruguay
Marriage Consensual union Marriage Consensual union

1993 2007 1993 2007 1985 1996 2006 1985 1996 2006
Education level
Less than primary 5.41 3.48 586 4247 424 334 T 5977 52377 2.84
Primary 432 3.12 5237 3.68° 472 3.90 T 461 4757 3.70
Secondary 4.37 2.97 4.60 3.12 531 3.92 T 3.68° 1.847 3.18
University 3.12 2.54 2.88 2.23 3.09 236 f 1.007" 0.757 1.31
Labor force status
Employed 3.66 2.18 4377 26377 297 348 196 355 257 222
Unemployed 2.89 2.95 439" 267 232 253 227 283 479 254
Inactive 5.12 3.71 5.83 4.20 533 478 468 592 6547 4.96
Area
Rural 5.96 3.70 6.28" 444" 4.60 — — 579 — —
Urban 431 3.05 5.11 3.40 471 — — 492 — —
Home ownership
Owner 4.75 3.17 546" 37077 462 395 329 512 464 338
Other 471 3.46 5.62 3.72 476 396 366 503 477  3.86

g p<0.05; " p<0.01; = p<0.001. Each test compares the estimated TFR for consensual union to the corresponding estimate for
marriage. "The 2006 “census data” from Uruguay actually come from a survey. The small size of the subsample of married women by
education level leads to inconsistent estimates of the TFR.
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TABLE A1 Estimates of the total fertility rate of women living in selected Latin American countries according to selected
socioeconomic characteristics by conjugal situation using data from censuses of the four most recent censuses round. Estimates
from the own-children method and Poisson regression. Women aged 15-49. Census data from IPUMS. Weighted estimation.
(Continued).

Venezuela

Marriage Consensual union

1981 1990 2001 1981 1990 2001

Education level
Less than primary 571 510 354 67277 575 429

Primary 476 446 314 5427 516 3797

Secondary 4.71 4.55 2.93 3.81*** 4.73 3.50***

University 342 427 183 086 3.80  0.00
Labor force status

Employed 387  3.85 258 439 398 229

Unemployed 3.53 4.16 3.21 3.74*** 4.20*** 3.45***

Inactive 540 488 357 660 581 4.30
Area

Rural 671 541  3.60 7.26:** 6.14:: 4.38::

Urban 487 447 325 587 5197 3.80
Home ownership

Owner 514 455 3.8 6.32:: 5.37:: 3.74::

Other 490 473 350 5907 547 425

g p<0.05; " p<0.01; = p<0.001. Each test compares the estimated TFR for consensual union to the corresponding estimate for
marriage.
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FIGURE 1 Estimates of the age-specific fertility rates of women aged 15-49 living in selected Latin
American countries according to their conjugal situation, 1980-2010.
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Source: Census data from IPUMS. Estimates from the own-children method. Vertical lines at age 20, 30 and 40.
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FIGURE 1 Estimates of the age-specific fertility rates of women aged 15-49 living in selected Latin

American countries according to their conjugal situation, 1980-2010. (Continued).
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Source: Census data from IPUMS. Estimates from the own-children method. Vertical lines at age 20, 30 and 40.
Values over 0.40 for Uruguay are not depicted.
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FIGURE 2 Point estimates and 95% confidence interval of the total fertility rates of women aged 15-49
living in selected Latin American countries according to their conjugal situation, 1980-2010.
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FIGURE 3 Point estimates and 95% confidence interval of the total fertility rate of women aged 15-49 living in selected Latin American
countries according to education level by conjugal situation, 1980-2010.
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FIGURE 3 Point estimates and 95% confidence interval of the total fertility rate of women aged 15-49 living in selected Latin American
countries according to education level by conjugal situation, 1980-2010. (Continued).
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