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Abstract 

 
 

 
Using survey data on low-income mothers in Boston, Chicago, and San Antonio 

supplemented with ethnographic information, we test 3 propositions drawn from Edin 

and Kefalas (2005) and other recent qualitative studies of mothers’ attitudes toward 

childbearing, marriage, and divorce.  We find strong support for the proposition that 

childbearing outside of marriage carries little stigma and is not thought to hinder one’s 

chances of subsequently marrying.  We find qualified support for the proposition that 

women prefer to have children well before marrying.  And we find almost no support for 

the proposition that women hesitate to marry because they fear divorce. Throughout, we 

are able to study attitudes among several Hispanic groups as well as among African 

Americans and non-Hispanic Whites.
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PROMISES THEY CAN KEEP: LOW-INCOME WOMEN’S ATTITUDES TOWARD 

MOTHERHOOD AND MARRIAGE 

 

 The question of why some low-income women begin having children years before 

they marry, if they ever marry, has perplexed a broad group of social scientists and 

policy-makers who are interested in the intersection of poverty, race and ethnicity, and 

family life.  One explanation has been that the decline of marriage is caused by the 

deteriorating labor market position of men with little human capital.  As the economy has 

become globalized, the opportunities for men with less education have decreased; 

therefore, it is said, they have become less attractive marriage partners (Wilson, 1987).  

Incarceration and substance abuse are said to have further reduced the availability of 

what Wilson called “marriageable” men.  Yet studies show that the changes in the labor 

market, while important, have not been large enough to account for either the entire drop 

in marriage or the difference between African Americans and Whites (Lichter, 

McLaughlin, & Ribar, 2002).  In a more recent account, Wilson acknowledged that “even 

though the joblessness among Black men is a significant factor in their delayed entry into 

marriage…it can account for only a proportion of the decline in marriages in the inner 

city, including postpartum marriages” (Wilson, 1996, p. 97). 

 An alternative perspective that has emerged in recent years points to attitudes 

among low-income individuals about the place of childbearing and marriage in the life 

course.  These attitudes are said to make an independent contribution to the separation of 

childbearing and marriage, although they may have developed in response to limited 

labor market opportunities.  Supporters of this perspective point to studies suggesting that 
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people’s attitudes toward marriage are good predictors of whether they marry (Gibson-

Davis, Edin, & McLanahan, 2005).  The most influential work along these lines is by 

Kathryn Edin and Maria Kefalas (2005), who studied women in the Philadelphia area.  

We will test in this paper 3 propositions drawn from the work of Edin and Kefalas and 

others using data from the Three-City Study of low-income families in Boston, Chicago, 

and San Antonio.    

 The first proposition is that in low-income neighborhoods little stigma is attached 

to bearing a child outside of marriage and that, correspondingly, women who start 

childbearing at early ages do not believe they will be penalized in the marriage market.  

The low-stigma argument can be found in older works on African Americans such as 

Drake & Cayton (1945) and Ladner (1971).  These older works, however, maintained that 

bearing a child outside of marriage produced short-term shame and embarrassment that 

was overcome by the accommodating and tolerant values of the community.  For 

example, Ladner (1971, pp. 217-218) writes that a teenager’s giving birth outside of 

marriage was seen as a mistake because it was “an act that was completely against the 

morals of the larger society” (emphasis in original); however, there was compassion for 

the mother and a sense that she had been “unlucky.”  More recent formulations, however, 

do not even suggest short-term shame and stigma.  For example, Edin and Kefalas write:  

Whereas outsiders generally view childbearing in such circumstances as 

irresponsible and self-destructive, within the social milieu of these down-and-out 

neighborhoods the norms work in reverse, and the choice to have a child despite 

the obstacles that lie ahead is a compelling demonstration of a young woman’s 

maturity and high moral stature (pp. 47- 48) .  
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 The second proposition is that low-income women prefer to have children at a 

young age and to marry at substantially older ages.  Edin and Kefalas have been in the 

forefront of scholars who have proposed that low-income women, given the constraints 

of their lives, see childbearing as an activity that occurs well before marriage – 

sometimes a decade or two beforehand: “While most girls don’t plan to become mothers 

at fourteen, they almost all agree that no reasonable woman would postpone childbearing 

until her thirties” (p. 35) – her “thirties” being the stage of life when marriage might 

occur.  Childbearing starts early: “Many believe that the ideal time for childbearing is 

between the late teens and the mid-twenties” whereas marriages comes much later, 

“somewhere between the ages of 25 and 40” (p. 109).  The authors imply that  women’s 

desire to have children is strong enough that, in the absence of good marriage prospects 

and with little stigma to fear, they prefer to have children young and to marry at 

substantially older ages, if they marry at all.    

 The third proposition is that low-income women fear divorce and that this fear is 

an important factor in their reluctance to marry.  They fear divorce so much, it is said, 

that they will not marry unless they are sure the marriage will last a lifetime.  They hold 

marriage in such high esteem that they believe that a person who marries but soon 

divorces would be embarrassed before friends and family.  Thus, a paradox is said to 

exist: although there is little stigma in having a child without marrying, there is 

substantial stigma in failing at one’s marriage – so much so that some women hesitate to 

marry.  Several scholars have recently put forth this contention.  In one study based on 

qualitative interviews with low-income, unmarried parents in the Trenton, New Jersey, 

area, the author observed: 
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Parents typically framed the decision not to marry in terms of minimizing the high 

likelihood of divorce. Citing numerous stories of failed marriages, the parents I 

interviewed suggested the exposure to divorce in their own families and in the 

larger society had made them approach marriage more cautiously…Rather than 

embracing a casual attitude toward marriage, parents maintained that they 

postponed marriage precisely because they thought marriage should last 

‘forever’…(Waller, 2002, p. 27). 

Edin and Kefalas also advanced this position.  In the metaphor that became the title of 

their book, Promises I Can Keep, the authors argued that women avoid marriage because 

they are not sure they can keep the sacred promise to remain with their husbands until 

death, whereas they are sure they can meet their obligations to care for their children: 

“Most poor women we spoke with say that it is better to have children outside of 

marriage than to marry foolishly and risk divorce, for divorce desecrates the institution of 

marriage” (p. 207).  Edin and Reed (2005), after reviewing qualitative interviews with 49 

unmarried couples in the Fragile Families study, reported that in 53 percent of them, “one 

or both partners say their fear of divorce is part of what is keeping them from getting 

married” (p. 125).   

 The studies that have produced these ideas are insightful and have helped us 

better understand childbearing and marriage in the low-income population.  But these 

studies are based on qualitative interviews with mostly non-random samples (the 

randomly-selected Fragile Families couples being the exception) of modest size.  It is of 

interest to determine whether the findings can be confirmed in a large, random sample 

survey of low-income families.  In addition, information on Hispanics is very limited in 
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the existing studies.  The older studies of stigma (Drake & Cayton, 1945; Ladner, 1971) 

were limited to African Americans.  Edin and Kefalas (2005) included  Whites, African 

Americans, and Puerto Ricans in their sample; but there was not enough Hispanic 

diversity in their neighborhoods to include other Hispanic groups.  The Fragile Families 

qualitative sub-sample excluded couples in which both partners spoke only Spanish (Edin 

& Reed, 2005; Gibson-Davis, Edin, & McLanahan, 2005).  Waller (2002) interviewed 

only Whites and African Americans.   

 Yet there is reason to expect substantial variation among mothers of Hispanic 

ethnicity.  Americans of Mexican origin have tended to marry at earlier ages than their 

generally modest economic circumstances would predict (Oropesa, Lichter, & Anderson, 

1994).  In part, this anomaly may be caused by the relatively large number of Mexican-

origin Americans who were born in Mexico – about half of the current population (U.S. 

Bureau of the Census, 2005).  Mexico has been viewed as a country with a high cultural 

value on marriage relative to other Latin American countries and to the United States 

(Oropesa & Landale 2004).  Mexican-born residents may bring these values with them to 

the United States, resulting in an earlier age at marriage.  If a process of acculturation to 

the dominant American values occurs, then native-born Americans of Mexican descent 

could be expected to marry at older ages that are more typical of the general population.  

English proficiency could be another indicator of acculturation, since those with greater 

proficiency can communicate directly with native-born Americans and are also exposed 

more to American media. Thus, country of origin, nativity status, and English proficiency 

could differentiate patterns of marriage among Hispanics (Lloyd, 2006).  We will 

investigate all of these factors. 
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DATA 

 In this paper we will report on the results of a survey of the well-being of children 

and their families who were residing in low-income neighborhoods in Boston, Chicago, 

and San Antonio, with supplementary information from an ethnographic sample of 

families in the same neighborhoods.  The Three-City Study, as this project has come to 

be known, began in 1999 with a random-sample survey of 2,402 children and their 

caregivers.  The survey was conducted as follows:  In households in low-income 

neighborhoods (93 percent of the selected block groups had poverty rates of 20 percent or 

more) with a child age 0 to 4 or age 10 to 14, with a female primary caregiver, and with 

incomes below 200 percent of the federal poverty line, interviewers randomly selected 1 

child and conducted in-person interviews with that child’s primary caregiver (a mother in 

over 90 percent of the cases).  Families receiving benefits from Temporary Assistance for 

Needy Families (TANF), the main cash welfare program, were over-sampled. The 

response rate was 74 percent.  The survey data are weighted to correct for over-sampling 

and to give equal weight to the experiences of families in each city (see Cherlin, Fomby, 

& Moffitt, 2002).   

 Families were recruited into the ethnographic sample between June, 1999, and 

December, 2000.  Recruitment sites include formal childcare settings (e.g., Head Start), 

the Women, Infants and Children (WIC) program, neighborhood community centers, 

local welfare offices, churches, and other public assistance agencies.  Of the 256 families 

who participated in the ethnography, 212 families were selected if they included a child 

age 2 to 4.  The other 44 were recruited specifically because they had a child aged 0 to 8 
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years with a moderate or severe disability.  Families were visited an average of once or 

twice per month for 12 to 18 months and then every 6 months thereafter through 2003.   

 In 2004, the senior author of this paper, in anticipation of a survey wave planned 

for 2005, asked Edin and Kefalas for a manuscript copy of their forthcoming book, which 

they kindly provided.  He designed a series of survey questions to be asked of the 

children’s caregivers to test the 3 propositions described above.  These questions were 

pre-tested by ethnographers who were conducting follow-up visits with 37 families in the 

Boston ethnographic sample and 4 families in the Chicago ethnographic sample.  Sixteen 

of these families were African American, 15 were Hispanic and 10 were non-Hispanic 

White.  The mothers in the follow-up visits were somewhat younger, on average, than the 

mothers in the survey.  The ethnographers noted the responses to the questions and any 

comments the mothers made when responding.  In this paper, we report on the responses 

of the ethnographic sample to these questions; but because the follow-up sample is small 

and non-random, we do not present any statistical tests of the mothers’ responses. 

 In 2005 the survey wave was conducted, and 80 percent of the families that had 

been interviewed in 1999 were successfully reinterviewed.  There were no significant 

differences between the 1999 characteristics of the caregivers who were reinterviewed in 

2005 and the 1999 characteristics of those who were not reinterviewed in 2005 with 

respect to age, race and Hispanic ethnicity, educational attainment, welfare usage, or 

marital status.  The 2005 survey included the questions (with some small changes in 

wording ) pre-tested in the 2004 ethnographic follow-up interviews.  To be consistent 

with the qualitative literature, we further restrict the 2005 survey sample to 1,722 

caregivers who were the biological mothers of the target child.  Table 1 displays a 
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comparison of the characteristics of the survey sample as of 2005 and the qualitative 

sample studied by Edin and Kefalas.  The 2 samples contain comparable percentages of 

African American mothers, but the survey sample contains a much higher percentage of 

Hispanics and, correspondingly, a much lower percentage of Whites.   

----- 
Table 1 about here 

------ 

 The large Hispanic sub-sample in the survey allowed us to analyze Hispanic 

attitudes in greater detail than in previous studies on this topic. The respondents in the 

2005 wave of the survey, which was conducted in English and Spanish, included mothers 

who were of Mexican (n = 445), Puerto Rican (n = 217), or Dominican origin (n = 117), 

and a diverse group we labeled as “other Hispanic” (n = 90).  (Thirty of the “other 

Hispanic” mothers said they were from Central-American countries, 8 identified as 

Cuban, and smaller numbers mentioned other countries or did not name a country.)  The 

number of mothers of Mexican origin was sufficient to allow us to differentiate mothers 

born in the United States (n = 320) from mothers born in Mexico (n = 125).  Nearly all of 

the Dominicans were foreign-born, and we do not know what percentage of the Puerto 

Ricans were born on the island.  We also included a scale of English language 

competence based on responses to 3 questions asked of women who said that English was 

not their first language: “How well do you speak English?” “How well do you read 

English?” and “How well do you write English.”  Response categories ranged from not at 

all (= 1) to very well (= 4), yielding a 3-item scale with an alpha reliability of 0.90.  We 

assigned people whose first language was English (and who therefore were not asked 

these 3 questions) the maximum score.   
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 We would caution, however, that our small non-Hispanic White sub-sample (n = 

143) is probably less representative of all low-income mothers of the same ethnicity than 

is the case for our Hispanic and African American (n = 710) mothers.  The modest 

number of non-Hispanic White families who live in heavily minority low-income 

neighborhoods in large cities is less representative because White poverty is less 

concentrated in these kinds of neighborhoods than is the case for Hispanic or African 

American poverty.  Massey and Eggers (1990) demonstrated using 1980 Census data that 

“Poverty is not very concentrated among Whites in any region,” (p. 1174) compared to 

Hispanics and, to an even greater degree, African Americans.  Krivo et al. (1998 ) 

showed that the same conditions held for Whites and African Americans in 1990. 

 Table 1 also shows that the mothers in the survey sample were 10 years older, on 

average, than the mothers in the Edin and Kefalas sample.  As befits an older sample, 

they had more children, on average; more of them had high school degrees (although the 

percent with some college was comparable); and more had married at some point.  In 

addition, fewer were currently in a relationship.  Moreover, fewer were currently 

receiving TANF; but we would note that the survey sample was conducted 9 years after 

the implementation of welfare reform, and the TANF participation rates for the survey 

respondents had dropped sharply since the start of the Three-City Study in 1999.  In fact, 

80 percent of the women in the survey sample had received TANF or its predecessor, Aid 

to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC), at some point in their adult lives.  These 

responses suggest that we are studying women who were in a somewhat older life stage – 

perhaps half a generation – than were the women in the Edin and Kefalas study.  They 

were also interviewed about 10 years after Edin and Kefalas started their fieldwork.  It is 
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possible that the attitudes of women in the survey sample could have shifted since they 

were a decade younger or that Americans’ attitudes in general could have changed since 

the time of the Edin and Kefalas’s interviews.  Nevertheless, we would argue that the 

survey responses represent a test of whether the climate of opinion in low-income 

neighborhoods about issues such as stigma and divorce is consistent with the findings of 

Edin and Kefalas.  Moreover, the survey respondents seem to have had similar 

backgrounds to the Philadelphia mothers: half of them had given birth for the first time as 

teenagers, and the majority has received welfare at some point in the past.  In some sense, 

then, we are reporting on what a group of women with similar backgrounds to the 

Philadelphia sample think about marriage, childbirth, and relationships 10 years later. 

  

STIGMA 

 We turn first to the low-stigma proposition.  Table 2 reports responses of the 

mothers in the survey sample to 4 questions about the stigma of having a child outside of 

marriage.  As the reader can see, about 80 percent of the mothers “disagree” or “strongly 

disagree” with the statements, “Having a child without being married is embarrassing for 

a woman” and “Having children when a woman is single hurts her chances of later 

getting married.”  About 80 percent “agree” or “strongly agree” with the statement, “A 

woman should have children if she wants to, even if she is not married”; and about 70 

percent agree or strongly agree with the statement, “A woman does not need to be 

married before having a child.”   These tabulations support Edin and Kefalas’s  finding 

that childbearing outside of marriage carries little stigma among women in low-income 

neighborhoods.   
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----- 

Table 2 about here 

------ 

 The 4 questions can be combined into a scale with an alpha reliability of .68, with 

higher scores indicating greater stigma.  We regressed the logarithm of this scale on a set 

of racial-ethnic categories (native-born Mexican, foreign-born Mexican, Puerto Rican, 

Dominican, other Hispanic, African American, and non-Hispanic White), competence in 

English as described previously, age in years, religion (coded Catholic = 1, non-Catholic 

= 0), education (coded high school degree or more = 1), and city of residence (Boston, 

Chicago, or San Antonio).  We used the logarithm of the scale because it was skewed: 

Most people, as Table 2 shows, responded that the stigma was low.  All tabulations and 

regressions are based on weighted data, which take into account differentials in who was 

interviewed in 2005 according to sample-design criteria and which weight the sub-

populations in each of the 3 cities equally.   

 The results, which are presented in Table 3, show that older mothers were more 

likely than younger mothers to think that births outside of marriage were stigmatizing, 

native-born Mexican mothers were significantly more likely than African American 

mothers (the reference category) to see births outside of marriage as stigmatizing, and 

residents of Boston were less likely than residents of Chicago (the reference category) to 

see births outside of marriage as stigmatizing.  Otherwise, the sizes of the coefficients for 

the right-hand-side variables are small compared to the constant, which suggests that the 

mothers almost uniformly believed there is little stigma, much as Edin and Kefalas and 

others have asserted.  Even among native-born Mexicans, the most conventional racial-
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ethnic group in this regard, 80 percent disagreed that having a child outside of marriage is 

embarrassing and 68 percent agreed that a woman does not need to be married before 

having a child.  (The corresponding figures for foreign-born Mexicans, 86 percent and 70 

percent, respectively, were similar.)  So while Mexican-origin mothers may be relatively 

more inclined than African American mothers to see stigma, in absolute terms a sizeable 

majority of mothers of all racial-ethnic groups did not believe that having children 

outside of marriage is stigmatizing.   

----- 
Table 3 about here 

------ 

 The women in the ethnographic follow-up sample also strongly rejected the idea 

that having a child outside of marriage is stigmatizing.  For instance, 90 percent disagreed 

or strongly disagreed that having a child without being married is embarrassing.  A 30-

year-old White woman in Chicago commented: 

This ain’t 1920, where they put you in a home because they’re, you’re a young 

girl and you got pregnant.  Or you’re 20 years old and you got pregnant and 

you’re not with the father or whatever.  No, I disagree with that. 

Eighty-three percent agreed that a woman does not need to be married before having a 

child.  When asked if a woman should have children whether she marries or not, a 26-

year-old White woman from Chicago said, “I think basically you should be thinking 

about if you want a child.”  Another White woman in Chicago, age 27, said, “Just 

because you’re my baby’s father doesn’t mean you should be my husband.”  In sum, we 

find strong support for the low-stigma proposition. 
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PREFERRED AGES TO HAVE CHILDREN AND TO MARRY 

 In order to determine women’s preferred ages for having children and marrying, 

the survey included 2 questions, “What do you think is the best age to start having 

children?” and “What do you think is the best age to get married for the first time?” 

Respondents were asked to choose among 5-year age categories.  To balance the 

influence of one response on the other, the order in which these 2 questions were 

presented was randomized in the survey instrument.  Table 4 presents a cross-tabulation 

of the responses of the survey sample to these questions.  The percentage of the total n in 

each cell is displayed.  The marginal distribution across the bottom of the table shows the 

responses to the question about the best age to start having children.  The marginal 

distribution down the right side of the table shows the responses to the question about the 

best age to get married for the first time.  

----- 

Table 4 about here 

------ 

  The reader can see from the marginal distribution for the question on the best age 

to start having children that very few – only 3 percent of the survey sample – chose an 

age under 20 as the best time to start having children.  This small percentage is 

noteworthy because, as we reported earlier, half of the respondents to this question had 

themselves given birth for the first time as adolescents.  Perhaps when these women were 

teenagers they would have answered differently and the response pattern might have been 

more consistent with the findings of Edin and Kefalas and others.  But looking back on 

their lives in their late 20s, 30s, or early 40s, few endorsed the idea of giving birth as 
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teenagers.  This result suggests that there is little cultural support in low-income 

neighborhoods for the idea that it is best to start having children as teenagers.  The most 

commonly-chosen response category was ages 25 to 29, and 85 percent of the women 

chose either that category or ages 20 to 24.  Relatively few chose age 30 or older, 

although that percentage exceeds the smaller percentage who chose 19 or younger.  One’s 

twenties are the best time to start having children, according to these women’s responses, 

and one’s teenage years are the worst time. 

 The marginal responses to the best-age-at-marriage question suggest that one’s 

twenties are also the best time to get married.  Once again, the modal category is age 25 

to 29; and 73 percent chose either that category or 20 to 24.  Nevertheless, the 

distribution is weighted toward older ages more than is the case for the responses about 

the best age to start having children.  About one-fourth chose either the category 30 to 34 

or the category 35 or older as the best time to marry.  Thus, the proportion who think it is 

best to marry in one’s thirties is greater than the proportion who think the best time to 

begin having children is in one’s thirties -- a result which suggests that women are more 

willing to wait to marry than to have children, as the qualitative literature suggests.  Still, 

the bulk of the sample thinks that one’s twenties are the best time to marry, just as the 

bulk of the sample thinks that one’s twenties are the best time to start having children. 

 In fact, a look at the cells in the cross-tabulation shows that 59 percent of the 

sample chose the same 5-year category for each of the 2 questions (i.e., their responses 

place them in the diagonal cells that go from the top left to the bottom right of the table), 

which implies that a majority of the mothers thinks the best ages for to start childbearing 

and to marry are within 5 years of each other.  A caution here: it may be that once a 
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respondent has chosen an age category for her first question, she may be more likely, 

when presented with an identical list of categories, to chose the same one for her second 

question, no matter which question was offered first.  If so, that tendency could 

artificially boost the similarity of her preferences.  Still, there are other indicators that 

preferences are similar: the farther one moves from the diagonal (i.e., the more dissimilar 

the 2 responses), the lower is the percentage of women who fall into a given cell.  Across 

the entire table, 30 percent of women had responses that differed by one 5-year category, 

8 percent had responses that differed by 2 5-year categories, and 3 percent had responses 

that differed by 3 5-year categories.  These results do not support the idea that low-

income women commonly have a preference map in which the ideal is to begin having 

children a decade or more before marrying.  Rather, the vast majority of women’s 

responses to the 2 questions varied by no more than 1 category and a simple majority of 

the responses were within 5 years of each other. 

 Nevertheless, if a woman’s responses to the 2 questions differed, she tended to 

choose a lower age category for starting to have children than for marrying. The 

responses of 31 percent of the sample are classified in cells in which the best age to start 

having children is at least 1 category younger than the best age to get married (these 

responses comprise the cells below the diagonal); in contrast, 11 percent of the responses 

are classified in cells in which the best age to get married exceeds the best age to start 

having children by at least 1 category (the cells above the diagonal).   That 31 percent of 

the mothers chose a younger age category to start having children than to marry suggests 

that unconventional views of the place of marriage in the life course are common. 
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 Moreover, racial and ethnic differences are embedded in these responses.  Edin 

and Kefalas wrote that the gap between the preferred ages for childbearing and marriage 

was greater among African American mothers than among Puerto Rican mothers or non-

Hispanic White mothers.  We investigated racial and ethnic differences in the responses 

to the 2 questions in the survey using the following method: we collapsed the cells in 

Table 4 into 3 groups.  The first consists of responses in the above-diagonal cells, in 

which the best age to marry is 1 or more age categories younger than the best age to start 

having children.  For convenience we will label this group as “marriage before 

childbearing.”  The second consists of response in the diagonal cells, in which the best 

ages to marry and to start to have children fall within the same 5-year age category.  And 

the third consists of responses in the below-diagonal cells, in which the best age to marry 

is 1 or more age categories older than the best age to start having children.  For 

convenience we will label this group as “childbearing before marriage.”  We then 

estimated a multinomial logistic model with this 3-category classification as the 

dependent variable.  We included the same set of right-hand-side variables as in the 

regression on the stigma scale. 

 The results are presented in Table 5, which has 2 sets of regression coefficients 

and their corresponding odds ratios (eβ), one for “marriage before childbearing” and one 

for “childbearing before marriage.”  The reference (omitted) group is to marry and start 

to have children within the same age category.  The first column displays the odds of 

preferring marriage before childbearing, relative to the reference group.  We see that 

mothers who were more proficient in English were significantly more likely to choose 

this pattern; and mothers who lived in San Antonio were less likely to choose it than were 
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mothers in Chicago.  Two racial-ethnic coefficients were marginally (p < .10) significant: 

Non-Hispanic White mothers were unexpectedly less likely to choose this option than 

were African Americans (the omitted racial-ethnic group) – perhaps a sign of the 

atypicality of the White respondents who live in heavily minority central city 

neighborhoods – and native-born Mexicans were less likely to choose this option than 

were African Americans.   

----- 
Table 5 about here 

------ 

 The second column compares the odds of preferring childbearing before marriage.  

Here we can see that both native-born and (marginally: p = .06) foreign-born Mexican-

origin mothers, as well as Dominican mothers, were less likely to choose this option than 

were African Americans.  In other words, compared to African Americans, mothers in 

these Hispanic groups were more likely to choose the more conventional response of 

starting to have children and to marry within the same age category than to choose the 

less conventional response of having children earlier.  These results are consistent with 

Edin and Kefalas’s observation that African American women were more likely to 

endorse a life course in which having children occurred well before marrying.  But Edin 

and Kefalas were comparing African Americans with Puerto Ricans, who were the only 

large Hispanic group in our sample who did not differ significantly from African 

Americans.  It is, rather, Hispanics of Mexican and Dominican origin who seem to be 

more distinctive.  Note that we are controlling for identifying as Catholic, which is more 

common among Hispanics than among African Americans (and which by itself is not 
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significant in either column of coefficients).  Education is also not significant, perhaps 

because of the limited range of education in this sample.  

 The responses in the ethnographic follow-up sample followed the same pattern.  

The majority (22 out of 37 valid replies) chose the same age categories for having 

children as for marriage.  Twelve chose categories that correspond to having children 

more than 5 years before marrying.  Just 3 chose categories the correspond to marrying 

more than 5 years before having children.  The comments of a 23-year-old African 

American woman from Boston who had her first child at age 19 were typical of the 

majority.  On when to start having children, she said, “I think the best age would be, like, 

25 to 29 even though I did start early.”  On when to marry, she said, “I like to get to know 

my men, so about 25 to 29.”   

 

FEAR OF DIVORCE 

 Table 6 presents the responses of the survey sample to 4 questions about marriage 

and divorce.  The first two reflect whether or not women associate divorce with 

embarrassment or stigma.  Almost two-thirds of the sample agree or strongly agree with 

the statement, “Most people do not care if a woman gets a divorce.” (See the “Total” 

column). Only about one-fourth agree or strongly agree with the statement, “Getting 

divorced is embarrassing for a woman.” (See the “Total” column.)  Moreover, there were 

no significant differences in the response patterns of Hispanics, African Americans, and 

non-Hispanic Whites (not shown).  Across the board, large majorities of low-income 

mothers responded in ways which suggest that they do not consider divorce to be 

stigmatizing or embarrassing.  The findings still leave open the question of whether the 
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small group of mothers who say they find divorce embarrassing or stigmatizing are less 

likely to marry.  Table 6 also shows cross-tabulations of the responses in the survey 

sample to these 2 questions about divorce stigma by whether or not the mother is 

currently married and whether or not she has ever married.  The reader can see that there 

is virtually no relationship between a mother’s answers to these 2 questions and whether 

or not she is currently married or has ever married. 

----- 
Table 6 about here 

------ 

 The bottom half of the table presents responses to 2 questions about whether 

marriages are usually unsuccessful.  Neither mentions divorce explicitly, but both are 

relevant to the issue of whether women think marriages should be avoided because they 

typically fail.  The responses show that just one-fourth of the women in the sample agree 

or strongly agree with the statements “Marriage usually changes a relationship for the 

worse” and “It’s best to avoid marriage because it usually doesn’t work out.”  For these 2 

questions, there are no significant differences in the response patterns of Hispanics, 

African Americans, and non-Hispanic Whites (not shown).  Women who are currently 

married or who have ever married are less likely to agree with these pessimistic 

statements about the success of marriage; nevertheless, even among the never-married 

less than 30 percent agree or strongly agree with these statements.   

Taken as a whole, the responses to these 4 questions do not support the contention 

that most low-income women have a fear of divorce that could lead them to avoid 

marriage.  Large majorities responded that there is little stigma to divorce, that marriage 

does not usually change a relationship for the worse, and that it is not best to avoid 
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marriage because it might not work out.  Thus, our survey findings provide almost no 

support for the claim in the qualitative literature that women’s fear of divorce is a major 

factor in causing them to postpone marriage   

Because this conclusion differs from the literature, we examined the field notes 

for all 256 families in the full ethnographic sample to see whether the theme of fear of 

divorce emerged during the long fieldwork period.  We found very little mention of 

divorce at all, perhaps because marriage itself is not an issue that weighed heavily on 

these women’s minds. (Seven percent were married with a husband present in the 

household, and 15 percent were cohabiting, when first visited by an ethnographer.)   

The responses of the 41 families in the ethnographic follow-up sample were similar to 

those of the survey sample on all 4 questions: just 22 percent agreed or strongly agreed 

that “it is best to avoid marriage because it usually doesn’t work out,” and 21 percent 

agreed or strongly agreed that “marriage usually changes a relationship for the worse.”  

As for stigma, 63 percent agreed or strongly agreed  that getting a divorce “is not a big 

deal” (as the question was worded during the pilot test); and 80 percent disagreed or 

strongly disagreed that divorce is embarrassing.  On the question of embarrassment, a 

White woman from Boston commented: 

For me, I strongly disagree.  I can see somebody maybe who has some certain 

high place in society, and the whole world is watching and waiting and – but not, 

not for regular people. 

 What we did find in the field notes is evidence of a generalized anxiety about the 

reliability of men in relationships. Many women expressed concern about getting hurt in 

a relationship, regardless of its  legal status.  As one thirty-year-old native-born Mexican 
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woman from San Antonio said, “I try not to get my hopes up out of any relationship 

because it always seems to fall….I’m scared.  I’m scared to be in a relationship.”  In 

addition, the older women in the ethnography seemed less idealistic about marriage than 

younger women. As one thirty-year-old White woman from Chicago said, “I learned 

what I know from experience.”  Based on their experiences, women are reluctant to enter 

a marriage they view to be inadequate; a thirty-year-old Mexican woman in San Antonio 

says, “after going through what I’ve gone through, I’m not just settling for pennies.  I 

want the new shiny dollar now.”   These women do not feel they should have to settle for 

an inadequate man, yet they worry that there may not be a man who is adequate.  

However, whereas worries regarding a failed relationship are mentioned, divorce is not.   

Perhaps the fear of divorce that other researchers claim to have found reflects, to some 

extent, this generalized anxiety about relationships rather than a specific fear of the 

experience of divorce itself. 

 

CONCLUSION 

 Why do low-income women tend to postpone marriage but not childbearing?  Our 

tests of 3 propositions about mothers’ attitudes toward childbearing, marriage, and 

divorce partially support and partially contradict recent explanations from studies based 

on qualitative interviews.  Support from our study is strongest for the proposition that 

having a child outside of marriage carries very little stigma in low-income 

neighborhoods.  The vast majority of the mothers in our study agreed that a woman 

should have children if she wants to, even if she is not married.  Most disagreed with the 

statements that having a child without being married is embarrassing and that it hurts a 
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woman’s chances of marrying.  These sentiments were widespread; they held for African 

Americans, Puerto Ricans, Dominicans, other non-Mexican Hispanics, and non-Hispanic 

Whites as well as for women with and without high school degrees.  Native-born women 

of Mexican origin were the exception: they were more likely to respond that having a 

child outside of marriage was stigmatizing.  Still, even among native-born Mexican-

origin mothers, a large majority responded in ways suggesting that the stigma is modest.  

It seems clear, then, that the cultural climate in low-income neighborhoods accepts births 

outside of marriage as routine events which have little connection to subsequent 

marriage. 

 We found qualified support for the proposition that women prefer to start having 

children well before marrying.  On the one hand, the gap between preferred ages at first 

birth and at marriage seems to be smaller than the qualitative literature would suggest.  

Very few of the women in our sample said that the best age to start having children was 

under 20, even though about half of them had given birth as teenagers.  Most mothers 

chose an age range in the 20s as best for both starting to have children and marrying.  We 

did not, therefore, find evidence of a set of beliefs that favors a large gap such as having a 

first child in one’s late-teenage years and getting married in one’s thirties.  The gap 

between ideal ages at first childbirth and marriage was much smaller than that.  At least 

ideally, most women in our sample viewed the start of childbearing and marriage as both 

occurring during one’s twenties.   

 On the other hand, embedded within this narrower gap were some modest but 

noticeable differences:  among women who did not choose the same 5-year interval for 

both events, more chose childbirth as ideally occuring at a younger age category than 
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chose marriage as ideally occuring at a younger age category.  There was more sentiment, 

in other words, in favor of births coming before marriage than for marriage coming 

before births.  Moreover, the earlier-birth, later-marriage ordering was favored by African 

Americans mothers more than by mothers in most Hispanic groups.  This distinction fits 

with Edin and Kefalas’s observation that the African American women in their study 

were more likely to follow a path in which having children occurred well before 

marriage.  Edin and Kefalas’s Hispanic sample was restricted to Puerto Ricans, whom 

they characterized as being less favorable to having births well before marriage than 

African Americans.  In our study, we were able to examine responses among several 

Hispanic groups:  mothers of U.S.-  and foreign-born Mexican origin, Puerto Rican 

mothers, Dominican mothers, and mothers in a residual, heterogeneous “other Hispanic” 

group.   We found that Puerto Ricans and the residual group were the only Hispanic 

groups whose preferences for ages at childbirth and marriage did not differ significantly 

from African Americans.  This is not to say that Edin and Kefalas were necessarily 

wrong; perhaps the difference between African Americans and Puerto Ricans, while 

apparent to the researchers, was smaller than the differences they would have seen in a 

more diverse Hispanic sample.   

 Finally, we found almost no evidence to support the proposition that fear of 

divorce is an important part of the story of the postponement of marriage among the 

mothers in the neighborhoods we studied.  For instance, only one-fourth of the mothers 

agreed that getting a divorce is embarrassing or that one should avoid marriage because it 

usually does not work out.  It is probably true, as many other studies have found, that 

low-income women and men (like the more affluent) will not enter into a marriage until 
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they are convinced that the material and emotional foundation are present – steady 

incomes, love and companionship, interpersonal trust, and so forth (Gibson-Davis, Edin, 

& McLanahan, 2005; Smock, Manning, & Porter, 2005).  And most people only begin a 

marriage if they expect it to last.  These ideas are supported by the women in our 

ethnographic sample, who expressed a generalized anxiety about the success of 

relationships with men.  Taken together, however, the responses of our survey and 

ethnographic samples suggest that few women avoid marriage because they are 

concerned that it may end in failure.  If our findings are confirmed in other studies, one 

might conclude that fear of the risk of divorce does not stand in the way of getting 

married for most low-income women.  

 We were also able to differentiate attitudes among Hispanic sub-groups and 

compare them to African Americans.  As the literature would lead us to expect, we found 

the strongest differences between mothers of Mexican origin and African American 

mothers.  Moreover, this difference was as strong, if not stronger, when just U.S.-born 

Mexican mothers were compared with African Americans as when just Mexican-born 

mothers were compared with African Americans.  This result is inconsistent with an 

acculturation model under which second- and subsequent-generation Mexican Americans 

are said to develop attitudes that are more in line with non-Hispanic Americans.  Rather, 

our results suggest that attitudinal differences persist among the U.S.-born Mexican-

origin population.  Dominicans and the residual group of “other Hispanics” also 

expressed more conventional attitudes toward the timing of marriage and childbearing 

than did African Americans, who showed, as expected, the least conventional attitudes.  

We did not find significant differences between Puerto Ricans and African Americans, 
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consistent with previous evidence that Puerto Ricans’ attitudes toward marriage are less 

conventional than the attitudes of Mexican Americans (Oropesa & Gorman, 2000). 

 The contribution of the qualitative literature we have reviewed is to help explain 

why it has become so common for low-income women and men to start childbearing at 

an early age but to defer marriage until a later time.  Our results are consistent with the 

arguments in the qualitative literature that having a child before marrying is widely 

acceptable and that its consequences for marriage are seen as benign by the vast majority 

of low-income mothers.  But our findings suggest caution in assuming that a long delay 

between childbearing and marriage is a widespread preference.  Rather, a delay of a 

decade or more may reflect the constraints that low-income individuals face more than 

their preferences.  These would include internally-imposed constraints such as waiting 

until one’s financial situation is stable and externally-imposed constraints such as a 

shortage of suitable marriage partners.  Finding a suitable partner and judging oneself 

ready to marry, given these constraints, could take longer than a woman might prefer.  

Moreover, we find little evidence that that fear of divorce stands in the way of marrying.  

Caring for children may be the promise low-income women think they can keep whether 

they are married or not; but, ideally at least, most approve of making the promise of 

marriage relatively close to the birth of their first child. 
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Table 1 
 
Characteristics of the Three-City Study Survey Sample (n=1722) and the Edin and 

Kefalas Sample (n=167) 

 
 Three-City 

Study 
Edin and 
Kefalas 

   
Race/ethnicity  
  

African-American 41%  39% 
  
Hispanic 51% 29% 
  
Non-Hispanic white 8% 32% 
  

Mean age 36 26 
  
Age at first birth 20 18 
  
First birth as a teenager 53% 72% 
  
Mean number of children 3.3 2.2 
  
Education   
  

Less than high school 35% 44% 
  
GED 13% 14% 
  
High school diploma 20% 8% 
  
Some college 31% 31% 
  

Ever-married  44% 14% 
  
In a relationship currently 32% 65% 
  
Work Status   
  

Not working or in school 38% 48% 
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Working part-time 20% 21 % 
  
Working full-time 36% 19% 
  
In school 11% -- 
  

Received TANF in last 2 years 17% 49% 
  
Ever received TANF/AFDC 80 % -- 
 

 32  



 

Table 2 
 
Responses to Questions Concerning the Stigma Associated with Childbearing Outside of 
Marriage (cell percentages) 
 
 
A. “Having a child without being married is embarrassing for a woman.” 
 
Strongly agree 6 
  
Agree 13 
  
Disagree 58 
  
Strongly disagree 24 
  
(n = 1,683) (101%) 
  
B. “Having a child when a woman is single hurts her chances of later getting 
married.” 
 
Strongly agree 4 
  
Agree 15 
  
Disagree 55 
  
Strongly disagree 27 
  
(n = 1,681) (101%) 
  
C. “A woman should have children if she wants to, even if she is not married.” 
 
Strongly agree 27 
  
Agree 52 
  
Disagree 16 
  
Strongly disagree 5 
  
(n = 1,678) (100%) 
  
D. “A woman does not need to be married before having a child.” 
Strongly agree 21 
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Agree 48 
  
Disagree 25 
  
Strongly disagree 7 
  
(n = 1,682) (100%) 
 
 
Note: Totals may exceed 100% due to rounding.

 34  



 

Table 3 
 
Ordinary Least Squares Regression of Stigma Scale on Selected Characteristics 

(n=1625). 

Variable B SE B 
   
Age .0033** 0.00 
   
High school diploma -.018 0.02 
   
Race/ethnicity:   
   
 Native-born 
Mexican 

.12*** 0.05 

   
 Foreign-born 
Mexican 

.020 0.07 

   
 Puerto Rican .016 0.05 
   
 Dominican -.041 0.07 
   
 Other Hispanic .032 0.05 
   
 Non-Hispanic white -.0063 0.05 
   
Catholic -.053 0.03 
   
English proficiency 
scale 

.0052 0.02 

   
Boston -.082*** 0.03 
   
San Antonio -.051 0.03 
   
Constant .572*** 0.09 
   
R2  0.05 
  
F 3.17*** 
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Note: Dependent variable is the natural logarithm of the score on the stigma scale 

(mean = 0.65; s.d. =  0.30).  African American is the reference category for 

race/ethnicity.  Chicago is the city reference. 

 

*p < .10. **p < .05. ***p < .01. 
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Table 4  
 
Crosstabulation of responses to questions,  “What do you think is the best age to start 

having children?” and “What do you think is the best age to get married for the first 

time?” (Cell percentages; n = 1,658) 

 
Best age to start having children Best age 

to marry Under 20 20-24 25-29 30-34 35 or 
older 

Total 

       
Under 20 1 1 0 0 0 2% 
       
20-24 1 21 6 0 0 28% 
       
25-29 1 10 30 4 0 45% 
       
30-34 0 3 8 6 0 17% 
       
35 or 
older 

0 2 4 1 1 8% 

       
Total 4% 37% 48% 11% 1% 100% 
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Table 5 
 
Summary of Multinomial Logistic Regression Analysis for Variables Predicting 

Preference Ordering for Best Ages to Start Having Children and to Marry (n=1656). 

(Reference category: Start to have children and marry within a 5 year period.) 

 

 Marriage Before  
Childbearing 

Childbearing Before 
Marriage 

       
Predictor B SE B eB B SE B eB 

        
Age .02 .02 1.02 -.02 .01 .98 

        
 High school diploma .23 .27 1.26 -.23 .18 .80 
       
Race/ethnicity        
       
 Native-born Mexican .95* .55 2.59 -.85*** .33 .43 
       
 Foreign-born Mexican .60 .66 1.83 -1.01* .54 .36 
       
 Puerto Rican .16 .53 1.18 -.45 .34 .64 
       
 Dominican .46 .60 1.58 -.99** .48 .37 
       
 Other Hispanic .03 .56 1.03 -.69 .43 .50 
       
 Non-Hispanic White -1.00* .56 .37 -.55 .41 .58 
       
Catholic .06 .39 1.06 -.21 .24 .81 
       
English Proficiency Scale .47*** .16 1.60 .15 .17 1.11 
       
Boston -.25 .34 .78 -.03 .22 .97 
       
San Antonio -.83** .39 .43 -.39 .25 .68 
       
       
       
Constant -4.10***   .25   
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Note: African American is the reference category for race-/ethnicity. English Scale 

scored from 1 for cannot speak, read or write English to 4 for speaks, reads, and 

writes English well. Chicago is the city reference category.  

*p < .10. **p < .05. ***p < .01. 
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Table 6 
 
Attitudes Toward Marriage and Divorce by Marital Status 
 
Question Currently Married  Ever married  Total 
      
 Yes No  Yes No   
        
“Most people do 
not care if a 
woman gets a 
divorce.” 

       

        
   Strongly agree 15 16  16 16  15 
        
   Agree 50 50  51 48  50 
        
   Disagree 28 30  28 31  29 
        
   Strongly 
disagree 

8 5  6 5  6 

        
 101% 101%  101% 100%  100% 
        
χ2 6.02  3.44   
      
n 1,652  1,596  1,652 
      
“Getting a divorce 
is embarrassing 
for a woman.” 

       

        
   Strongly agree 7 8  9 7  8 
        
   Agree 15 16  15 16  16 
        
   Disagree 59 57  56 59  57 
        
   Strongly 
disagree 

19 20  20 19  19 

        
 100% 101%  100% 101%  100% 
        
χ2 1.36  2.80   
      
n 1,652  1,593  1,651 
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“Marriage 
usually changes a 
relationship for 
the worse.” 

       

        
  Strongly agree 4 6  6 6  6 
        
  Agree 11 20  13 22  18 
        
  Disagree 60 58  61 57  59 
        
  Strongly 
disagree 

25 14  20 15  16 

        
 100% 98%  100% 100%  99% 
        
χ2 48.07***  26.56 ***   
        
n 1,647  1589  1647 
      
“it’s best to avoid 
marriage because 
it usually doesn’t 
work out.” 

     

      
  Strongly agree 1 8  6 7  7 
        
  Agree 10 15  10 17  16 
        
  Disagree 61 60  62 59  58 
        
  Strongly 
disagree 

27 16  22 17  19 

        
 99% 99%  100% 100%  100% 
        
χ2 46.92***  18.13 ***   
        
n 1,654  1,595  1654 
Note: Totals may not sum to 100% due to rounding. 
 

*p < .10. **p < .05. ***p < .01. 
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