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Are modem family forms more diverse now than in the past? Conventional
wisdom takes the answer to be yes, while in this chapter we provide evidence

suggesting that the answer is more nearly no. This question is not merely of
academic interest but is of considerable importance to several ongoing de-

bates. For example, family diversity is central to the recent "culture wars"

over the family, with some authors viewing recent changes in the family as

simply reflecting new and more diverse family forms (Demo, Allen, and
Fine 2000; Stacey 1991), and others seeing these changes as heralding a se-
rious and fundamental decline in the institution of the family (Gilder 1986;

Popenoe 1993; Whitehead 1993).

The conventional viewp~int is also adopted by several authors in this

volume (see e.g., Fussell and Furstenberg; chap. 2; Fussell and Gauthier,

chap. 3), in which the traditional markers of adulthood are seen as having
shifted dramatically with the changing social landscape of the past several

decades, with young adults today possessing far more options as they move

through adulthood than in the past. These changes are seen as having been

particularly consequential for women, who have a markedly wider range of

options relative to what was available to them in decades past. Moreover,
the consequences of these greater options are widely argued not to be con-

,..

fined only to women's employment opportunities but to reach even fur-

ther to influence many realms of women's lives, including childbearing and

marriage.

Logically, the arguments encapsulated in the conventional view would

imply greater diversity in the family patterns over time, with some women

continuing to follow traditional trajectories of marriage and childbearing

but others increasingly following nontraditional patterns. Examples of non-

traditional patterns include delaying childbearing and marriage, bearing

children outside of marriage, or retreating nom marriage altogether. Thus
conventional wisdom holds that because women early in the twentieth cen-

tury had relatlvely fewer life options, their pathways through marriage and

childbearing were simpler than those for women born later in the twentieth
century. Diversity in women's family lives, thus, should have increased dra-

matically over time, with much of what we regard as new, diverse, and "non-

traditional" in patterns of marriage and childbearing emerging only recently.
Our findings contradict this assumption with respect to women's pat-

terns of marriage and childbearing. We find that diversity in women's pat-

terns of marriage and childbearing is not confined to recent generations
and that family diversity has not increased over time. These findings suggest

not only that can we detect a diverse set of family experiences for women

born early in the century but also that the diversity in women's trajectories

through marriage and childbearing differs little then and now. We conclude

nom this that there are deep historical roots to what is typically regarded as

"modem" diversity in the family.
Our answers to these questions come nom analyses of women's be-

haviors in two domains-childbearing and marriage-for women in the

United States born between 1914 and 197°. Our focus on women's pathways

through childbearing and marriage can be seen as providing stylized demo-

graphic biographies (Settersten and Mayer 1997), or what we call "demo-bi-

ographies," for successive birth cohorts of women-stylized in the sense

that what our data provide is only a small part of the subjective biographical

accounts that these women might have actually told us about themselves
(Mills [1959] 2002). Although stylized, our data and methods provide de-

scriptions of the childbearing and marital trajectories of women over an un-

usually long historical period-for birth cohorts spanning more than fifty
years. Another distinctive aspect of our analyses is that they take seriously

the idea that marriage and childbearing are interrelated. In doing so, we

move beyond usual descriptions that supply snapshots of women's marital
behaviors separately nom women's childbearing behaviors and instead pro-

vide analyses based on the view that women's life courses are best seen as
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processes unfolding continuously in time and across multiple behavioral
domains.

As Fussell and Furstenberg note (this vol., chap. 2), when social sci-
entists describe trends, they almost always focus on changes in averages-

for example, trends in women's mean age' at marriage or a first birth,

changes in the proportion who have separated or divorced, shifts in the av-

erage number of children a woman has during her reproductive years, and
so forth. Our interest in family diversity requires something different. It re-

quires that we look not only at the mean or modal family experiences of
women but also at how varied women's family experiences are.and whether

such "diversity" has changed over time. Asking about diversity in family ex-

perience also requires acknowledging that family structure may not be fixed
for a given woman but, instead, may be fluid, as when a woman marries, has
children, divorces, remarries, and bears children in the remarriage. Thus, a

truer, more accurate account of the diversity of family experience requires

, movingbeyondsnapshots of familyexperienceand asking instead-abouttra-
jectories of family experience.

To achieve these goals, we focus on the order and sequence of life
events for women in two behavioral domains-marriage and childbearing.

We then use these data to distinguish between "traditional" and "nontradi-

tional" trajectories through marital and <;hildbearing statuses, for example,

by contrasting pathways in which all childbearing occurs within an enduring

first marriage and "nontraditional" pathways in which a divorce or separa-
tion has occurred or in which one or more children are born outside of mar-

riage. We then ask how diverse are women's pathways and whether this di-

versity has varied for successive cohorts of women.
As noted above, we follow the marital and childbearing behaviors of

U.S. women born between 1914 and 197°. Our analyses thus span a rela-

tively long and unusually eventful historical period in which successive gen-
erations of women became adults, bore children, married, divorced. and re-

married under a very diverse set of historical contexts: the Great Depression,

World War II, the postwar baby boom years of economic prosperity, the eco-

nomic recession and sexual revolution in the 197°s, the Reagan years of the

1980s, and a period of rapid economic expansion during the early 199Os.
Our chapter is organized as follows. First. we outline our questions

and the changes we expect to observe in women's lives when we look at tra-

jectories of childbearing and marriage across successive birth cohorts of

women. We then provide some detail about the data we use and about the

descriptive methods we employ. This section is followed by our empirical re-
sults and some concluding remarks.

THEORY

Although social scientists have often construed marital and childbearing be-
haviors as tightly connected (Becker 1991; Bumpass 199°), there is often a

surprising disjuncture between theoretical and empirical research, with most

empirical studies documenting historical trends in marriage separately from

historical trends in childbearing. As a result. we know much about evolving
patterns of marriage in terms of delayed age at first marriage, increased mar-

ital instability and remarriage, the rise of cohabiting unions, and so forth
(Bumpass and Sweet 1989; Casper and Bianchi 2002; Castro-Martin and

Bumpass 1989; Cherlin 1992; Preston and McDonald 1979; Spain and

Bianchi 1996). likewise, we know much about evolving patterns of marital

fertility (Bumpass 199°; Cherlin 1992; Martin 2000; Rindfuss, Morgan, and

Offut 1996; Ryder 1980) and nonmarital fertility (Ventura et al. 1995; Wu,

Bumpass, and Musick 2001). We know, however. surprisingly little' about
how marriage and childbearing have coevolved during the twentieth century.'

Historical patterns of change show a clear upward trend in age at first
marriage (Spain and Bianchi 1996), although social scientists continue to

debate whether this reflects a postponement of marriage (Oppenheimer

1988) or a retreat from marriage altogether (Becker 1991; Goldstein and

Kenney 2001). Similarly, divorce rates have increased steadily, with annual

(Cherlin 1992, 21) and cohort (Preston and McDonald 1979) divorce rates
rising steadily since the mid-nineteenth century. leveling off at historically

high levels only in the 1990S (Goldstein 1999). Because of this, the propor-

tion of marriages ending in divorce has increased steadily (Cherlin 1992;
Preston and McDonald 1979), and it is estimated that more than half of all

recently contracted marriages will dissolve (Castro-Martin and Bumpass
1989). Although these trends have often been interpreted as evidence of

family decline (Gilder 1986; Popenoe 1993; Whitehead 1993), it is the case

that remarriage occurs frequently following divorce (Bumpass, Sweet, and

Castro-Martin 199°). Thus, high levels of both divorce and remarriage have

led some to conclude that individuals in the United States are following a

pattern of serial marriage rather than abandoning the social institution of
marriage altogether (Cherlin 1992).

Accompanying these changes have been important shifts in norms

and attitudes concerning family and gender roles as both men and women

have adopted more egalitarian views. For example, Thornton (1989. 873) has
argued that between the late 1950S and the 1980s, there has been "an im-
portant weakening of the normative imperative to marry. to remain married,

to have children, to restrict intimate relations to marriage. and to maintain

.
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separate roles for males and females." Important shifts also occurred in at-

titudes about the sexual activity of young adults, with increasingly less social

stigma attached to sexual activity prior to marriage. These shifts in attitudes

may have also increased public acceptance for forms of emotional intimacy

and sexual activity that were once expected to occur only within marriage.

There have also been important shifts in fertility in the United States.

Fertility rates have declined steadily during the past two centuries, save for

the baby boom period during the mid-1940S and 195Os, with fertility now

slightly less than two children per woman (Bumpass 1990; Casper and

Bianchi 2002; Ryder 1980). As a result. the average size of U.S. families has
declined markedly, with some noting a convergence to a two-child norm

(David and Sanderson 1987). While much childbearing continues to take

place within first marriages, increases in divorce and remarriage have given
rise to a research literature on remarital fertility (Griffith, Koo, and Suchin-

dran 1985; Stewart 2002; Thomson and U 2002; Thornton 1978),'1Remar-

riage is of particular interest to us in this chapter not only because it will

complicate women's pathways through marital statuses but also because

patterns of childbearing in a first marriage. between marriages. and within

a marital union will. on average, lead women who remarry to have diverse

marital and childbearing trajectories. (Although social scientists have just
started to understand fertility dynamics in remarriages, findings in various

studies buttress these expectations.) For example. couples in a remarriage

who have children from previous marital or cohabiting unions are less likely

to desire or bear another child (Stewart 2002), but they also have more chil-

dren on average than typical couples. After adjusting for these differences,

Thomson and U (2002) find that such couples are more, not less, likely to

desire and to bear another child than couples in a first marriage.

Another major shift in U.S. fertility has been a steady increase in

births to unmarried women. The proportion of births to unmarried women
in the United States, which had increased steadily over the course of the

twentieth century, has recently plateaued at historically high levels since

1995 (Ventura and Bachrach 2000; Wu, Bumpass, and Musick 2001). The

characteristics of women having nonmarital births has changed as well,

from first births to teenage women in the 1960s to higher-order births to
older mothers. and from births to women in neither a marital nor cohabit-

ing union to births to cohabiting women (Bumpass and Lu 2000; Wu,

Bumpass, and Musick 2001). Although we know relatively little about the

marital and childbearing trajectories of women who have one or more chil-

dren outside of marriage, findings from a handful of studies suggest that the

I

I

!

lives of such women are quite varied (Furstenberg, Brooks-Gunn, and Mor-

gan 1987; Wu, Bumpass, and Musick 2001; Wu and Martin 2002).

Do studies of the life course shed any light on whether women's mar-

ital and childbearing trajectories have become more or less complicated over

time? An ongoing debate among life-course researchers has been whether

there has been a trend toward greater standardization in the transition to

adulthood or whether this transition has been subject to increasing variabil-
ity (Shanahan 2000).

As Settersten (1997) notes, proponents of the so-called standard-
ization thesis tend to emphasize life-course transitions in the domains of

education and work, placing great importance, for example. on the rising ed-

ucational attainment of both men and women and on the increasing im-

portance of education in the transition from school to work. From this per-

spective. the dictates of modem occupational systems and accompanying

educational institutions are seen as standardizing the life course during

the period of adolescence and early adulthood (Mayer and Muller 1986;

Mayer and Schoepflin 1989; Meyer 1986). For example, Mayer and Schoep-

flin (1989) note that social welfare W°visions are typically organized around
strict age categories that define young adult responsibilities and entitle-

ments. Thus. in most Western industrialized nations, there are strict age cri-

teria governing compulsory schooling, permissible work, driving, drinking,

military service, and voting. Similarly, Bertaux and KoWi (1984) argue that

the cognitive "map" of the life course for modem individuals is organized

into three periods: a period in which children, adolescents. and young adults
are enrolled in school; a lengthy period spanning early to late adulthood in

which the life course is structured by work activities; and a retirement period
in which individuals engage in postwork activities.

By contrast, proponents of the so-called individualization thesis point
to long-term secular developments. particularly in the area offamilial and in-

timate relationships, which they argue have caused life-course trajectories to

become more complex and diverse (e.g., Buchman 1989; Giddens 1993).
Thus, for eX'ample, strict religious, community. and family norms regarding
the permanence of marriage and strictures against sexual activity outside of

marriage have eroded in the face of the sexual revolution of the 1960s and

197°S (Laumann et al. 1994), the increasing instability of marriage (Cherlin
1992). the rapid rise of cohabitation (Bumpass and Lu 2000; Bumpass and

Sweet 1989). and the equally rapid rise in nonmarital fertility (Wu. Bumpass,
and Musick 2001).

Overall. then, the broad theoretical arguments and empirical trends

,.-'
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reviewed do not provide straightforward predictions about the direction of

historical change in women's joint pathways through marriage and child-

bearing. Although declining fertility may have simplified married women's

trajectories of childbearing, with many women "standardizing" their fertil-

ity around two-child norms (David and Sanderson 1987), women's pathways

through marriage may have become more complicated and hence more var-
ied over time. Considering these two trends jointly yields ambiguous pre-

dictions. If the increasing complexity of marriage has outpaced standard-

izing patterns of childbearing. then women's trajectories through marriage
and childbearing may have become more varied and complex over time. But

if increasingly standardized trajectories of childbearing offset the increasing
complexity of marital patterns then trajectories of family experience may ac-

tually have become less complex. The third possibility is that the two trends
offset one another and that there is therefore little net change.

DATA AND METHOD

To describe trajectories of marriage and childbearing. we use retrospective
data on the marital and fertility experiences of U.S. women available in the

June 1980. 1985. 199°, and 1995 Current Population Surveys (CPSs). In
these data. married women aged fifteen or older and never-married women

aged eighteen or older were asked the dates of birth (to the nearest month
and year) for their first four and most recent children. Similar information
was obtained for the dates of the first two and most recent marriages-data

on when their marriage began and. if a marriage ended. the dates (as rele-

vant) of widowhood. separation, and divorce in the 198o, 1985. and 199°

June CPS. In June 1995. these marriage data were expanded slightly to en-

compass the first three and most recent marriages. With these data, we can
determine when a woman's marriage began, when it ended, how it ended,

and whether she bore children prior to a first marriage. within a first mar-

riage, between marriages. or in second or later marriages.
One advantage of these data is that they provide very large samples for

women born between 1914 and 1980. One difficulty is that women born in

the late 1970S and early 1980s are very young at last survey-for example,

women born in 1980 were at most fifteen years old in June 1995. As a result.
we restrict our attention to six birth cohorts of women: those born 1914-24.

1925-34,1935-44.1945-54.1955-64, and 1965-7°. In all. these birth co-
horts span more than fifty years and cover an unusually interesting period of
U.S. history. Women born between 1914 and 1924 reached their early adult

years during the Depression era, while women born between 1925 and 1934

Historical Roots of Family Diversity [117
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were in their early twenties during the prosperous post-World War II years.

Similarly, women born 1945-54 comprise the main portion of the baby

boom generation who reached their early twenties during the late 1960s and

early 1970s, a period marked by the Vietnam War. The oldest of the women

born 1955-64 represent the tail-end of the baby boom generation. while

those born 1965-70 were in their teen years and early twenties during the

Reagan and Bush administrations.
Because these data are retrospective, the oldest women interviewed

will supply data on their marriage and childbearing experiences over many

more years than the youngest women-a woman aged sixty-five in 199°

will be providing us with 65 years of life experience. while a woman aged

forty will obviously be able to provide us with only forty years. These differ-

ences mean that we will observe a greater number oflife events among older

women-with the passage of time, we might expect more of them to have

experienced a divorce or widowhood, a remarriage. and so forth-than

among their younger counterparts. To adjust for these differences, we chose
to examine only the first thirty-five years oflife experience for the first four

birth cohorts-that is, for women born 1914-24. 1925-34. 1935-44. and

1945-54. Restricting the sample to only those women for whom we can ob-

serve at least thirty-five years of life experience is not possible for the last

birth cohort (women born 1965-7°). since the oldest of them would be at

most thirty years old in June 1995, the date of the most recent survey. Simi-

larly. imposing this restriction substantially reduces our sample size for

those women born 1955-64. since only women born betweeri 1955 and

1960 could be thirty-five years or older in June 1995 and only women born

in 1955 could be thirty-five years or older in June 199°. To deal with this

problem for these last two birth cohorts. we chose to include only those

women who were at least twenty-five years old.

Another reason for restricting our attention to the first thirty-five years

oflife is that this age range covers the period during which individuals move

from adolescence into early and mid-adult statuses. Furthermore. the age

cutoff should not significantly impair our ability to track childbearing; for

these cohorts of women, virtually all childbearing will have been completed

by age thirty-five. Clearly. though. this restriction will exclude some marital

experiences-some women may marry for the first time after age thirty-five.

and larger numbers of women may experience a marital separation. divorce,
or remarriage after age thirty-five. Widowhood. especially, is affected by our

decision to restrict our attention to the first thirty-five years of life. In any

case. our estimates for the first four cohorts tells us what happened during

the first thirty-five years oflife for women born during these years. while our

...
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estimates for the last two cohorts tells us what happened during their first

twenty-five to thirty-five years oflife.

Our main goal in this chapter is to describe the life-course trajectories

of maniage and childbearing jointly. As noted above. we do so by construct-

ing what we call "demo-biographies" that provide simple descriptions of the

observed trajectories of marriage and childbearing, in which we ignore the

timing of marital and childbearing events available in these data. For ex-

ample, consider a woman who enters a first maniage at age twenty and has

two children, the first at age twenty-two and the second at age twenty-seven;

at age thirty-five, we observe her in this first maniage with two children.
Similarly, consider a woman who is observed to enter a first maniage at age

twenty-nine and who also has two children, the first at thirty-one and the sec-

ond at thirty-four; at age thirty-five, we also observe her in this maniage and
with two children. In our analyses, we regard both women as having identi-

cal demo-biographies since they followed identical trajectories of maniage

and childbearing: entry into a first maniage, followed by two children. Thus,

descriptions of this sort focus attention on the order and sequencing of
events defined by childbearing and marital statuses but ignores variation in

the age at which these events occurred.

The main advantage of ignoring the timing infonnation available

in these data is that the resulting sequences of maniage and childbearing

clarify how the ordering of maniage and childbearing events varies across

successive cohorts of U.S. women. Yet another advantage is that this tech-

nique can be applied not only to single statuses-fertility or maniage in
isolation-but also to multiple statuses-in our case, the joint trajectories

of maniage and childbearing available in our data. And while demographers

have traditionally paid much attention to the age at which marital and child-
bearing events occur, our approach may more closely correspond to the sort

of verbal descriptions that many of us would give in describing our lives-
that we manied, had two children, divorced. remanied, and so forth-in

which we typically emphasize the order and sequencing of events.

Table 4.1 gives sample sizes for the data used in our analyses. We re-

strict our attention to three racial and ethnic groups: non-Hispanic white

women, non-Hispanic black women, and Hispanic women. As noted above,

one of the advantages of the June 1980, 1985, 199°, and 1995 CPSs is that
these data both provide very large samples and contain women born over a

period spanning more than five decades. Table 4.1 also provides breakdowns

of available sample sizes by race and ethnicity, birth cohort. and survey.

Thus, in the first panel of table 4.1. we see that these data provide us with in-

-
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TABLE4.1

DESCRIPTIVESTATISTICSFORWOMENBORN1914-7°

1914-24 1925-34 1935-44 1945-54 1955-64 1965-70 TOTAL

Whites:

1980 8.007 7.543 8,247 426 525 0 24,748
1985 3,430 6,049 6,440 4,708 4.543 0 25,170
1990 316 5,603 6,341 8.962 9.945 401 31.568
1995 0 2.616 5,526 8.161 9,068 3,965 29.336

Total 11,753 21.811 26,554 22,257 24,081 4,366 110,822

Blacks:

1980 746 862 970 44 82 0 2,704
1985 328 710 736 507 480 0 2.761
1990 35 617 778 1,231 1.540 64 4,265
1995 0 333 703 1,101 1,337 626 4,100

Total 1,109 2,522 3,187 2,883 3.439 690 13,830

Hispanics:
1980 246 391 569 27 38 0 1,271
1985 129 306 404 336 379 0 1,554
1990 10 310 436 696 1,073 38 2,563
1995 0 162 370 674 968 583 2,757

Total 385 1,169 1,779 1,733 2,458 621 8,145

All women:

1980 8,999 8,796 9,786 497 645 0 28,723
1985 3,887 7,065 7,580 5,551 5,402 0 29,485
1990 361 6,530 7,555 10.889 12,558 503 38,396
1995 0 3,111 6,599 9,936 11,373 5,174 36,193

Total 13,247 25,502 31,520 26,873 29,978 5,677 132,797

Source.June '98o. '985. '99°. and '995 Current Population Surveys.

fonnation on II.753 white women born between 1914 and 1925. Of these

II.753 women, 8.°°7 were interviewed in June 1980. 3,43° in June 1985, and
316 in June 199°.

The other panels in table 4.1 provide sample sizes by birth cohort and
survey for black women. Hispanic women. and for women of all three race

and ethnic groups. In all. we have data on IIo.822 white women. 13,83°
black women. and 8,145 Hispanic women. Combining data across these

three racial and ethnic groups yields a sample totaling 132.797 women.
As table 4.1 makes clear. data for the more recent cohorts tend to come
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from the more recent surveys, while data on older cohorts tend to come from

the less recent surveys. Thus, the number of women sampled from the 1980
survey tends to decrease for more recent cohorts, while the number of

women sampled from the 1995 survey increases. An exception to this over-

all pattern occurs for the last two cohorts, in which we chose to include

women for whom we observe at least twenty-five years oflife experience, as

opposed to the thirty-five years of experience that we imposed for the other
four cohorts.

RESULTS

each domain separately in fact provides us with little guidance for what we

might expect for women's life trajectories when we think about marriage and
childbearingjointl~

We have structUred our analyses with these considerations in mind.

We begin our analyses by considering women's childbearing trajectories and

ignoring all information on their marital statuses. We then examine trajec-
tories of marital statuses for successive cohorts, ignoring all information on
their childbearing. This allows us to compare the trends we observe with

previous research. We then examine sequences that take childbearing and
marriage jointly to see what we learn by considering the two domains si-
multaneously rather than one at a time.

As noted above, some social scientists have argued that life-course patterns

have become more standardized over time as, for example, education has be-
come both more widespread and more standardized for both men and

women (Mayer and Muller 1986; Meyer 1986). Still others have argued, by

contrast, that changing economic circumstances or the progressive loosen-
ing of norms concerning the appropriate ages at which to marry and to have

children could well imply increasing variability in life-course trajectories

over time (Settersten 2002; Shanahan 2000). Although often posed as com-

peting hypotheses, it is in fact possible, and perhaps even plausible, that

both increasing standardization and progressive loosening of age norms

may have taken place. If so, expectations concerning trends in the variability

of life-course patterns will no longer be clear-cut. That is, life-course patterns

could have become less varied over time if increasing standardization out-

paced changes in economic circumstances and loosening norms; conversely,

life-course patterns could have become more varied over time if the opposite
took place. There is also a third possibility-little trend in the variability of
life-course patterns-which could occur if these trends offset each other.

As a result, these sorts of theoretical arguments may in fact provide little

real guidance on whether we might expect more or less diversity over time
in women's life-course trajectories.

Posing the problem in terms of our specific outcomes-marriage and
childbearing-also does not yield unambiguous predictions. Past research

would lead us to expect decreasing variability over time in women's child-

bearing patterns as well as increasing variability in marriage patterns. But

when childbearing and marriage patterns are considered jointly, it is not

clear what we might expect: the amount of diversity over time in women's

joint marital and childbearing trajectories could increase, decrease, or ex-

hibit little trend. Thus, prior empirical work that has examined trends in

Childbearing

Table 4.2 shows childbearing trajectories for successive cohorts, ignoring all
information on marital status. These trajectories are based on observed fer-

tility through age thirty-five for the first four birth cohorts and for women

aged twenty-five or older for the last two birth cohorts. We present results
through the first five births. Results are shown for white, black, and His-
panic women.

The impact of the Depression on the transition to adulthood can be

seen in the relatively high levels of childlessness for women born between

1914 and 1924. Table 4.2 shows that rougWy one of every six white and His-
panic women was childless at age thirty-five. Childlessness was even more

prevalent for the Depression cohort of black women, with 28.7%, or rougWy
two in seven, of black women remaining childless at age thirty-five. Thus,
what is striking is the long reach of the Depression, which occurred when

these women were in their teens and early twenties, but which appears to
have had consequences extending into the midthirties for many of these
women.

Overall, trends in childlessness followed a U-shaped pattern, with

childlessness least prevalent for the cohort of women reaching adulthood
after the Depression and then rising sharply for more recent cohorts of

women. For white women, childlessness reached its lowest levels for the

next two cohorts, with 12.2% and 11.6% remaining childless by age thirty-
five for the 1925-34 and 1935-44 cohorts of white women, respectively.

Childlessness then increased substantially to 18.4% and 29.8% for, respec-
tively, the 1945-54 and 1955-64 cohorts of white women, levels that ex-

ceeded those for Depression-era white women. Note, however, that the quite

-
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TABLE4.2 high levels of childlessness for the two most recent cohorts of white women

SEQUENCESOFCHILDBEARINGTHROUGHAGE35FORWOMEN BORN 1914-7° , is due partly to the fact that we do not observe these women through age

I
1925-34 1935-44 1945-54 1955-64 1965-70

thirty-five; hence. the results in table 4.2 overstate levels of childlessness
1914-24

among women in these two cohorts. This is particularly true for the last

I tes:
cohort of white women, most of whom are under age thirty in these data.

17.0 12.2 11.6 18.4 29.8 49.1
Compared to white women. childlessness was higher in the earliest cohorts

I
01 16.5 11.0 11.5 17.9 22.2 21.9

of black and Hispanic women and less prevalent in later cohorts.
! 012 26.5 24.8 30.1 36.5 30.0 18.6

Table 4.2 also shows that women have increasingly followed patterns
0123 19.0 22.8 23.3 17.4 12.2 7.2

suggestive of a two-child norm (David and Sanderson 1987). Having only
012-i34 16.3 22.1 17.0 6.8 3.5 1.8

two children is the modal pattern for all three racial and ethnic groups, both
0123

for the 1945 - 54 cohort of women, for whom we have complete information45 2.7 5.2 4.6 1.4 .8 .3

All other sequences 2.0 1.9 1.9 1.6 1.5 1.1 through age thirty-five, and for the 1955-64 cohort of women. many of

Number of whom were younger than thirty-five in our last survey. Trends. however, dif-

18 18
i

fer noticeably by race and ethnicity. While having just two children is thesequences 19 22 24 22 I

Samplesize 11,753 21,811 26,554 22,257 24,081 4,366 modal pattern in all birth cohorts for white women, for black and Hispanic
Blacks: women the modal pattern shifts from high levels'of childbearing in early co-

O 28.7 16.6 13.0 14.4 20.1 29.6 horts to two children in later cohorts.
01 19.7 14.7 15.1 20.1 24.3 23.9

A more striking finding is that fewer women than might be expected
012 12.1 14.8 19.2 29.0 27.9 21.9

have only two children. Even for women born between 1945 and 1954. where
0123 10.6 14.3 17.4 17.3 15.6 15.4

this pattern is most prevalent, just over one out of three white women. and
01234 24.7 32.2 26.0 13.5 7.7 5.2

somewhat fewer than one out of three black and Hispanic women', follow this
0123

pathway; hence. by age thirty-five. the vast majority of women in the 1945-45 2.8 5.9 6.7 3.6 2.4 1.7,
54 cohort-rougWy two out of three white. black, and Hispanic women-

Allother sequences 1.4 1.5 2.6 2.1 2.0 2.3

Number of deviated from what we often think of as a two-child norm. Moreover, this

sequences 13 14 21 19 20 12 pattern is even less characteristic of trajectories of childbearing in earlier

Samplesize 1,109 2,522 3,187 2.883 3,439 690 cohorts of women. Thus. what is commonly presumed to have occurred

Hispanics: historically-that childbearing typically stopped at two children-is on the
16.6 15.2 12.5 11.2 19.7 28.2 "

one hand the most typical pattern that we observe. but it is also true that0 t

01 13.2 12.7 11.5 15.5 18.4 26.9 throughout this century, more women have deviated from this "norm" than
012 19.2 17.5 22.6 28.4 29.1 25.1 have followed it.

0123 13.8 15.7 18.9 20.1 17.8 11.4
If what is often considered to be "normative" is in fact not "typical" sta-

01234 33.2 29.2 25.9 16.4 10.3 5.0
tistically. what might we say about childbearing trajectories that are both

0123
nonnormative and statistically atypical? The percentage of women with path-

45 2.1 7.8 6.9 3.8 3.1 1.4

1.7 4.6 1.6 2.0 ;, ways that do not fall into one of six trajectories for childbearing and the total
All other sequences 1.9 1.9

number of sequences we observe by race and ethnicity and birth cohort areNumber of
10 15 17 17 15 13 also reported in table 4.2. For white women born between 1914 and 1924,sequences I

2.0% follow sequences not reported in table 4.2. Thus. the six sequences dis-Sample size 385 1.169 1.779 1.733 2.458 621

played in table 4.2 summarize the fertility trajectories of 98% of women

Souru.June1980.1985.199°. and1995CurrentPopulationSUIVeys. It in this cohort. Conversely. 2.0% of women in this cohort follow one of the
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thirteen trajectories that fall outside the patterns reported in table 4.2. (These

more complicated trajectories consist of patterns involving twin 'or higher-or-

der multiple births, i.e., sequences such as 0 ~ 2 or 0 ~ 1 ~ 3.) Looking

across table 4.2, we see that relatively few women have childbearing trajecto-

ries that are not explicitly represented by the six trajectories in table 4.2, with

the percentage of women not falling into one of these six trajectories ranging
from 1.1% to 4.6%. These results show, too, that most of the diversity in

childbearing patterns also lies in this very small group of women.! Thus,

while most women follow relatively straightforward childbearing trajecto-

ries, a ;mall proportion of women have much more complicated patterns.

Overall, table 4.2 also suggests a general trend toward fewer children,
although the patterns involved are complicated. For both black and white

women, the proportion who have four children by age thirty-five peaks for
the 1925-34 cohort and declines steadily for each cohort thereafter, while for

Hispanic women, the proportion who have four children declines steadily

across all cohorts, beginning with that of 1914-24. But trends in the pro-

portions who have three children by age thirty-five are somewhat different,

with a modest increase over the first four cohorts of black and Hispanic
women and a similar increase over the first three cohorts of white women.

This trend toward smaller families can be seen more clearly in table

4.3, in which we repeat the first three childbearing sequences oftable 4.2 but
combine all others into a single residual category. How quickly this trend oc-

curred differs modestly by race and ethnicity. The percentage of white

women having more than two children drops from 52.0% for the 1925-34
cohort to 46.8% for the 1935-1944 cohort and declines even more steeply,

to 27.2%, for the 1945-1954 cohort. For black women, the decline in family

size is less rapid, with slightly more than one in three black women in recent

cohorts having more than two children by age thirty-five, compared to more

than one in two black women born between 1925 and 1944. Note that for

Hispanic women such a trend is much less evident: table 4.3 shows declines

of only 10 percentage points across the 1935-44 cohort and the 1945-54 co-
horts among women who had more than two children.

The patterns in tables 4.2 and 4.3 thus suggest a general shift away

from women bearing large numbers of children toward their bearing no

children, one child, or two children. Although not consistent with perhaps

naive expectations about strong two-child norms, these patterns are consis-

tent with expectations that women's trajectories of childbearing have become
more uniform with time, with women in earlier birth cohorts having more

varied trajectories of childbearing relative to their counterparts born in later
years.

[~

'I
,'"

We now turn to the sequences of marital statuses for successive cohorts of

women, ignoring information on childbearing. Table 4-4 presents results
that parallel our analyses in tables 4.2 and 4.3. The first row for each ethnic

group gives the percentage of women who are never-married at age thirty-

five. For white women in the first four cohorts, the percentage of women

who are never-married at age thirty-five shows relatively little change, fluc-

tuating from a low of 4.5% for the 1935-44 cohort to a high of6'9% for the
1945-55 cohort. Compared to white women, roughly twice as many His-
panic women are never-married at age thirty-five; in the first four cohorts of

Hispanic women, the percentage of those never-married rises modestly
from a low of8.6% for the 1914-24 cohort to 11.9% for the 1945-54 cohort.
As in tables 4.2 and 4.3, interpreting the percentages for the two most recent
cohorts is confounded by age truncation in these cohorts; thus, increases in'£

1
.~.f.,,,.
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TABLE4.3

SEQUENCES OF CHILDBEARING THROUGH PARITY 2 AND AGE 35
FORWOMENBORN1914-7°

1914-24 1925-34 1935-44 1945-54 1955- 64 1965-70

Whites:

0 17.0 12.2 11.6 18.4 29.8 49.1
0-t1 16.5 11.0 11.5 17.9 22.2 21.9
0-t1-t2 26.5 24.8 30.1 36.5 30.0 18.6
All other

sequences 40.0 52.0 46.8 27.2 18.0 10.4
Blacks:

0 28.7 16.6 13.0 14.4 20.1 29.6
0-t1 19.7 14.7 15.1 20.1 24.3 23.9
0-t1-t2 12.1 14.8 19.2 29.0 27.9 21.9
All other

sequences 39.5 53.9 52.7 36.5 27.7 24.6
Hispanics:

0 16.6 15.2 12.5 11.2 19.7 28.2
0-t1 13.2 12.7 11.5 15.5 18.4 26.9
0-t1-t2 19.2 17.5 22.6 28.4 29.1 25.1
All other

sequences 51.0 54.6 53.4 44.9 32.8 19.8

Source,June 198o, 1985, 199°, and 1995 Current Population Surveys.

Marriage
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Source.June 1980, 1985, 199°, and '995 Current Population Surveys.

these percentages, relative to earlier cohorts, could reflect a tendency either

to delay or to forgo marriage.2

The patterns are somewhat different for black women. Table 4.4 sug-

gests an increase across successive cohorts of black women in the percentage

who have never married by age thirty-five, with this percentage reaching

18.9% for black women in the 1945-54 cohort. This increase is also mirrored

in a widening black/white gap. For women in the earliest cohort, the per-

centage of black women who have never married by age thirty-five is roughly

twice that of white women, a pattern observed also for the earliest cohort of

Hispanic women. This ratio widens substantially for the last three cohorts of

black and white women. Table 4.4 suggests that entry into first marriage has

decreased more rapidly for successive cohorts of black women than for their

white counterparts, a result consistent with observations made by Wilson

(1987).3The black/white gap. however, widens for successive cohorts.

The percentage of women who have married and who have not left that

marriage by age thirty-five (table 4.4) captures the most common experience

of women. irrespective of birth cohort or race and ethnicity. One might thus

regard this trajectory as "normative" in two senses: it is in accord with norms

concerning the permanence of marriage and it is the statistical norm. But

like others (Bennett. Bloom. and Craig 1989), we find substantial movement

away from this trajectory. For white women born in the first quarter of the

twentieth century, about 80% remained in their first marriages at age thirty-

five. This percentage steadily declines, by about 20 percentage points. for
successive cohorts of white women, with about three in five women in the

1945-54 or 1955-64 cohorts still in their first marriages at age thirty-five.

We observe an even sharper decline. by about 27 percentage points. for black

women. from a maximum of6}2% in the 1925-34 cohort to 35.9% for the

TABLE4.4
SEQUENCESOF MARITALSTATUSESTHROUGH AGE35FOR WOMEN BORN 1914-70

1914-24 1925-34 1935-44 1945-54 1955-64 1965-70

Whites:
N 6.1 4.6 4.5 6.9 12.7 32.5

N-tM 79.8 80.3 72.6 62.2 60.8 51.0

N-tM-tS .7 1.1 1.7 1.8 2.3 2.5

N-tM-tD .5 .5 .7 1.2 1.0 1.2

N-tM-tS-tD 2.3 3.1 5.9 8.4 7.9 5.7

N-tM-tW 1.2 1.0 .9 .7 .5 .3

N-tM-tS-tD-tM 4.9 5.1 7.7 11.2 9.3 4.6

N-tM-tD-tM 1.5 1.3 1.4 1.6 1.2 .5

N-tM-t W-tM 1.5 1.0 .8 .6 .2 .1

Allother sequences 1.5 2.0 3.8 5.4 4.1 1.6

Samplesize 11,753 21,811 26,554 22,257 24,081 4,366

Number of

sequences 30 40 52 50 49 24

Blacks:
N 11.6 9.6 11.0 18.9 37.2 60.9

N-tM 60.5 63.2 54.1 44.4 35.9 26.7

N-tM-tS 5.0 6.7 9.2 8.2 9.7 5.2

N-tM-tD 1.1 1.4 1.2 1.6 1.2 .9

N-tM-tS-tD 4.9 5.6 10.3 12.8 8.2 4.1

N-tM-tW 4.2 3.2 3.2 2.5 1.3 .3

N-tM-tS-tD-tM 5.6 5.7 6.2 6.9 3.7 1.2

N-tM-tD-tM 2.3 1.2 1.0 1.0 .3 .3

N-tM-t W-tM 2.1 1.3 .8 .6 .1 .0

Allother sequences 2.7 2.1 3.0 3.1 2.4 .4

Samplesize 1,109 2,522 3,187 2,883 3,439 690

Number of

sequences 27 25 24 27 30 11

Hispanics:
N 8.6 10.6 10.1 11.9 16.2 30.9

N-tM 75.3 73.5 67.9 60.2 59.4 54.6

N-tM-tS 2.1 1.6 4.5 4.4 6.1 5.0

N-tM-tD 1.3 1.1 1.2 1.7 1.5 1.8

N-tM-tS-tD 2.3 3.8 5.1 8.7 6.6 4.0

N-tM-t W 2.9 1.5 2.3 1.4 .9 .0

N-tM-tS-tD-tM 2.6 4.4 4.8 6.8 5.7 2.3

N-tM-tD-tM 2.6 .9 1.0 .6 .2 .2

(continued)

,I

TABLE4.4
(CONTINUED)

1914-24 1925-34 1935-44 1945-54 1955-64 1965-70

N-tM-t W-tM 2.9 1.5 2.3 1.4 .9 .0

All other sequences 1.3 1.7 1.8 2.9 2.3 .6

Sample size 385 1.169 1,779 1,733 2,458 621

Number of

sequences 14 17 22 24 26 11
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1955-64 cohort. The trend for Hispanic women falls between that for

whites and blacks, with percentages somewhat more similar to those of
whites.

Table 4.4 also presents trajectories through age thirty-five that are as-

sociated with the dissolution of a first marriage, a first remarriage, and

higher-order dissolutions or remarriages. There are modest increases in the

percentage of women experiencing dissolution of their first marriage via

separation or divorce and a modest decrease in the percentage who experi-

ence widowhood-patterns that hold for all three race/ethnic groups. Al-

though trends toward dissolution are subject to slight increases over time, it
is harder to discern clear trends in the trajectories involving first or later re-

marriages or higher-order dissolutions.
Overall, table 4.4 clearly illustrates what others have also found: a

substantial increase in the instability of marriage. One way to view this is to

note that those at risk of marital instability or who have experienced marital

instability are women who fall into all categories save for the first. Of these

women, only those with the second trajectory (N ~ M) have not experienced

a marital dissolution. Table 4.4 provides clear evidence, then, of an increase
in marital dissolution for successive cohorts of women across all three

race/ethnic groups. More generally, there is also a clear trend toward more

complicated marital trajectories. Thus in addition to increases across co-

horts in the dissolution of a first marriage, women in later cohorts were

more likely to experience more than one marital disruption by age thirty-

five. These results suggest that women's marital life-course trajectories have
become more diverse over time.4

Table 4-4 also says something about trends in how marriages end.

Note that while the percentage of women widowed in a first marriage is

generally small, these widowhood percentages decline for all three racial

and ethnic groups. (The larger percentage of black women falling into this

category is likely to reflect the higher mortality of black males during early

and mid-adulthood.) Turning this trend on its head implies an increasing

trend for first marriages to be dissolved voluntarily. Among such voluntary

dissolutions we observe higher percentages of black women separated but

not divorced from their first marriage, relative to their white and Hispanic

counterparts.

Joint Sequences of Marriage and Childbearing

Thus far, we have analyzed marriage and fertility one domain at a time. Not

surprisingly, our results are consistent with those of previous studies. For
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example, Cherlin (1992) and Casper and Bianchi (2002) report a general
trend toward smaller family size, with the exception of the baby boom pe-
riod. Similarly,both sets of authors report evidence suggestive of an emerg-
ing two-child norm. Thus, both their findings and ours suggest that the
American family,when viewed in terms of childbearing patterns, has be-
come more uniform over successivebirth cohorts. Similarly,our results, like
those of others, show a clear trend awayfrom marriage, a finding that has of-
ten been interpreted as showing that the American family is in decline (e.g.,
Gilder 1986; Popenoe 1993;Whitehead 1993).Bycontrast, our results show
increasing diversity in women's marital experiences, which would, in turn,
support the views of those who see the family not as collapsing but simply
as diversifying (e.g.,Coontz 1992; Demo et al. 2?00; Stacey1991).As noted
earlier, however, increasing marital diversity coupled with increasing uni-
formity in childbearing yields ambiguous predictions for trends in women's
joint trajectories in marriage and childbearing. Moreover,there is strikingly
little empirical evidence on this point, despite considerable agreement
among social scientists that marriage and childbearing involvetightly inter-
woven behaviors and decisions (Becker1991;Bumpass 199°).

We address these issues in table 4.5. One advantage of the simple de-
scriptive techniques used in tables 4.2- 4.4 is that they are easily adapted
to describing joint marital and childbearing statuses. For example, we use
(N, 0) in table 4.5 to denote women who are childless and never married at

age thirty-fiveand (N, 0) ~ (M, 0) to denote women who, at age thirty-five,
move from being childless and never-married to being childless and mar-
ried. The trajectories for other rows are defined similarly.

A dramatic complexity in women's joint trajectories of marriage and
childbearing can be seen in table 4.5. For example, we have listed fourteen
separate trajectories there, representative of women's marriages and child-
bearing by age thirty-five,but these fourteen trajectories do not begin to ex-
haust the range observed in these data. For example, for white women born
between 1914and 1924, fully30.8% do not fall into one of these trajectories,
with even larger percentages-ranging from 31.6%to 38.9'%-observed for
the next three cohorts of white women. Even more black and Hispanic
women follow pathways that fall outside of those represented in table 4.5.
For blackwomen, between 4°.3% and 57.6% of women in the first fivebirth
cohorts followpathways other than those listed; for Hispanic women, the
corresponding figures are 35.6%to 48.4%.

As in previous tables, diversity in women's marital and childbearing
pathways occurs in trajectories that fall outside the table-in the so-called

tail of the distribution. But unlike previous tables, the percentage of women
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TABLE4.5
SELECTEDSEQUENCESOF JOINT MARITALAND CHILDBEARING STATUSES

THROUGH AGE35FORWOMENBORN1914-7°

1914-24 1925-34 1935-44 1945-54 1955-64 1965-70

Whites:

(N,O) 5.6 4.1 4.0 5.8 10.7 27.3

(N,O)(M,O) 9.3 6.5 5.4 7.6 13.7 18.2

(N,O)(M,O)(M,l) 12.9 8.3 7.6 9.7 13.1 12.6

(N,O)(M.O)(M,l)(S.l)(D, 1) .4 .4 .9 1.7 1.6 1.0

(N,O)(M.0)(M.1)(M.2) 22.4 20.4 22.6 24.2 18.9 10.4

(N.0)(M,0)(M,l)(M,2)(S.2)(D,2) .4 .6 1.5 2.0 1.2 .4

(N,O)(M.O)(M, 1)(M,2)(M, 3) 15.6 18.7 17.3 10.9 6.8 2.9

(N, O)(M, O) (S,O) (D. 0) .4 .4 .8 2.0 2.4 1.5

(N.O) (M,O)(S.O)(D.O)(M.O) .7 .4 .6 1.4 1.5 .8

(N,O)(N.1) .2 .2 .2 .6 1.1 3.3

(N.O)(N,l)(M, 1) .5 .4 .4 .7 1.1 1.5

(N,O)(N,l)(M,l)(M,2) .5 .4 .7 1.0 1.4 1.9

(N,O)(N, 1)(N,2) .2 .1 .1 .3 .6 .9

(N.0)(N,l)(N,2)(M.2) .1 .2 .3 .5 .7 .5

All other sequences 30.8 38.9 37.6 31.6 25.2 16.8

Sample size 11,753 21,811 26,554 22,257 24,081 4,366

Number of sequences 487 831 1,236 1,098 1,013 269

Blacks:

(N,O) 7.1 4.5 4.3 6.6 11.5 23.9

(N,O)(M,O) 15.5 8.3 5.5 4.3 5.4 5.1

(N,O)(M,O)(M,l) 8.1 6.7 6.0 4.7 5.2 4.6

(N,O)(M,O)(M,I)(S, 1)(D, 1) .3 .4 1.1 1.4 .9 .6

(N,0)(M,0)(M.l)(M.2) 5.5 7.6 7.8 8.9 6.3 2.6

(N.0)(M,O)(M.l)(M.2)(S, 2)(D, 2) .0 .4 1.3 1.7 .6 .4

(N,O)(M,O)(M.l)(M,2)(M, 3) 5.2 6.9 6.5 4.8 2.1 1.3

(N,O) (M,O) (S, O) (D,O) 1.9 .7 1.2 1.3 1.0 .3

(N, 0) (M, O)(S, O) (D, 0) (M, 0) .5 .6 .5 .6 .3 .0

(N.O)(N,I) 2.4 1.5 2.0 4.4 9.8 12.5

(N.O)(N,I)(M,I) 2.3 2.1 2.0 3.1 3.5 3.5

(N.0)(N,l)(M,l)(M,2) 1.4 1.3 2.1 3.7 2.9 3.2

(N.0)(N,I)(N,2) .9 .8 1.5 3.2 8.0 10.0

(N,0)(N,I)(N,2)(M,2) .9 .6 1.3 1.8 2.2 2.3

All other sequences 48.0 57.6 56.9 49.5 40.3 29.7

Sample size 1,109 2.522 3,187 2.883 3.439 690

Number of sequences 206 361 468 416 358 91

(continued)
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who fall into the distributional tail is large. For example, in tables 4.2 and

4.4, no more than 5.4% of women in any cohort, race, or ethnicity fell

outside the trajectories depicted in those tables. In table 4.5, by contrast,
this percentage is 3°.8% or higher for the first four cohorts of white, black,
and Hispanic women; even for the most recent two cohorts of white, black,

and Hispanic women, this percentage never falls below 16.8%. Thus, an

inescapable conclusion from table 4.5 is that the seemingly simple move
from one to two behavioral domains uncovers a substantial amount of com-

plexityin women's lives that is hidden in analyses that proceed one domain
at a time.

Our other measure of diversity-the number of distinct trajectories

observed-again shows substantially more variation in table 4.5 than in pre-

vious tables. For example, there are 487 distinct pathways through marriage

and childbearing for white women in the 1914-24 cohort displayed in table

4.5. By contrast, we observed nineteen pathways through childbearing and

thirty distinct trajectories through marriage for this same cohort; hence, the

number of distinct trajectories we observe when considering marriage and
childbearing jointly is more than sixteen times the number of distinct tra-

jectories when we consider either marriage or childbearing in isolation. The
results are even more dramatic for the next three cohorts of white women,

in which we observe 831, 1.226, and 1,°98 distinct pathways through mar-
riage and childbearing. Thus. for these cohorts, the number of distinct tra-

jectories we observe when considering marriage and childbearing jointly is

more than twenty times greater than the number of distinct trajectories

when we consider either marriage or childbearing in isolation. Results are

similar for black and Hispanic women, with the number of distinct trajecto-

ries when considering marriage and childbearing jointly more than seven

and five times greater for black and Hispanic women, respectively, than the

number of distinct trajectories when we consider either marriage or child-
bearing in isolation. These results thus also show that proceeding one do-

main at a time substantially understates the complexity of women's life-
course trajectories.

Table 4.5 contains other surprises. Social scientists have often specu-

lated that several aspects of modem life are likely to have made people's lives

more complicated, and that these resulting complications should have re-

sulted in increasingly diverse life-course patterns; Because our data speak

only to two behavioral domains, we. like others, cannot test these specula-
tions in a rigorous way. Our results, however. make clear that for the two be-

havioral domains we observe, the life-course pathways through marriage
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and childbearing for women early in the twentieth century were just as com-

plex as those for women much later in the twentieth century. Thus, what is

often viewed as a modem phenomenon-complex and diverse patterns of
family life-can in fact be observed to a surprising extent even for women
born in the 1910S and 1920S.

Another surprise is how few women follow even the most common

pathways. Consider, for example, the trajectory in which a woman enters a

first marriage, bears two children within this marriage, and remains in this

marriage when we observe her at age thirty-five. We might regard this tra-
jectory as "normative," in that it conforms to stereotypical notions concern-
ing marriage and childbearing; moreover, it also coincides with the modal

trajectory we observe for all cohorts of white women, save for the most re-

cent cohort. But as in previous tables, that a trajectory represents a modal

pattern does not necessarily imply that many women actually follow it. This

is also true in table 4.5. Thus, this "normative" path through marriage and
childbearing characterizes between 20.4% and 24.2% of the first four birth

cohorts of white women. Of the first four birth cohorts of black and Hispanic
women, the corresponding percentages are even smaller, with between

11.7% and 16.5% of Hispanic women and between 5.5% and 8.9% of black

women followi:ng this trajectory. Hence, for women between 1914 and 1954,
more than three of four white, five of six Hispanic, and ten of eleven black

women follow marital and childbearing trajectories through age thirty-five

that depart from the pathway of two children born within an enduring first
marriage.

In table 4.5, we have identified all distinct trajectories for a given birth

cohort of women and then computed the percentage of women falling into
these trajectories. But doing so imposes a specific set of substantive distinc-

tions, thus answering some questions but not others. In table +6, we reas-
semble our results by grouping together all trajectories in which childbear-

ing occurs within an enduring first marriage. These trajectories are those of
women who, by age thirty-five, have had one or more children within an en-

during first marriage, following the "traditional" trajectory of marriage and
childbearing (e.g., Uhlenberg 1969). This allows us to distinguish four types
of trajectories: for women who are single and never married, for women who
marry once but remain childless, for those 'who have one or more children

in an enduring first marriage, and all other trajectories. Note that women in

the last category will include women who had children in a first marriage but
who experienced a marital separation .or divorce, as well as those who bear

children in a remarriage or outside of marriage altogether-trajectories of
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marriage and childbearing that are taken by commentators and researchers

alike to represent "nontraditional" family forms.

Table 4.6 shows a dramatic gap in the life-course trajectories of white

and black women. For white women, the typical pathway through age thirty-
five is one in which a woman has one or more children within a first mar-

riage; for black women, the typical pathway through age thirty-five is one
in which a woman either has one or more children outside of marriage or

has experienced the disruption of a first marriage. More than 50% of white

women born between 1914 and 1954 followed a trajectory through age thirty-
five in which we observe them having one or more children within an en-

during first marriage, which drops to 41.8% for white women born between

1955 and 1964. Thus, for white women born over a fifty-year span, this tra-
jectory comprised the statistical norm and conformed to common images of

traditional family life as well. Over the same fifty-year span, what was typi-

cal for black women were nontraditional family forms that involved trajecto-

ries either in which one or more children were born outside of marriage or

in which a first marriage ended via separation or divorce. The percentage of

black women following such nontraditional life-course trajectories rose by

more than 20 percentage points, from 45.5% in the 1914-24 cohort to

68.2% in the 1955-64 cohort. Conversely, the percentage of black women

following traditional trajectories declined steadily, from 31.8% in the 1914-
24 cohort to 22.6% in the 1955-64 cohort.

,From Table 4.6 we can therefore see that what constituted a typical
pathway through marriage and childbearing differed greatly for white and

black women. "Traditional" trajectories of childbearing and marriage were
indeed typical for white women born over a fifty-year span. However, for

black women born during this same time period, "nontraditional" trajecto-

ries, in which women experienced the dissolution of one or more marriages

or bore one or more children outside of marriage, were in fact typical. More-

over, while there is clear movement away from traditional trajectories of

marriage and childbearing for women in all three racial and ethnic groups,
substantial numbers of women followed nontraditional pathways. Thus for

women born between 1914 and 1924, trajectories involving one or more

marital disruptions or one or more nonmarital births were followed by more
than one in six white women, more than one in four Hispanic women, and

nearly one in two black women. This suggests that what we often regard as

modem family developments are in fact not modem at all but, instead, have

deep historical roots in the life experiences of white, black, and Hispanic

women born as far back as the 19IOSand 1920S.
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What might the data in table 4.6 indicate about historical diversity in

women's marriage and childbearing experiences? As in table 4.5, an enor-
mous degree of diversity has been characteristic of the marital and child-

bearing trajectories of substantial numbers of women. To see this, consider

the trajectories represented in the first two rows for each ethnic group in
table 4.6. In the first row, we report percentages for women who remained

childless at age thirty-five; in the second row, we report percentages for
women who, by age thirty-five, entered a first marriage and remained in it

but did not have children. The first row, thus, corresponds to the trajectory

(N, 0) and the second row to the trajectory (N, 0) -+ (M, 0). Similarly, the

third row in each case gives percentages for women who, at age thirty-five,

were observed in a first marriage with one or more children. Women falling

into this category thus span a number of possible trajectories, for example,
(N, 0) -+ (M, 0) -+ (M, I), (N, 0) -+ (M, 0) -+ (M, I) -+ (M, 2), (N, 0) -+ (M,

0) -+ (M, I) -+ (M, 2) -+ (M, 3), and so forth. For white women born between

1914 and 1924, we observe eighteen distinct trajectories corresponding to
childbearing within an enduring first marriage; for other cohorts, the num-

ber of distinct trajectories varies between twelve and twenty-one. Thus

across all birth cohorts of white women, we observe a considerable degree of

diversity even within this traditional pattern of marriage and childbearing,

with the diversity of experience generated solely by different patterns of
childbearing within a first marriage.5

Diversity in family life is also commonly regarded as a modem phe-

nomenon, but our results suggest instead that family diversity has deep his-
torical roots. As can be seen in table 4.6, substantial numbers of women

have always followed pathways involving nontraditional patterns of marriage

and childbearing. The trajectories followed by such women are enormously
diverse, yet the diversity in such nontraditional trajectories varies remark-

ably little across time. For example, for white women born between 1914 and

1924, we observe 487 distinct trajectories of marriage and childbearing, 467
of which fall into the nontraditional category. Thus, 95.9% of the trajectories
observed for white women in this cohort are nontraditional in nature, an as-

tonishingly high number. Moreover, this degree of diversity remains just as

high in subsequent cohorts, ranging between a low of 94.8% for the most
recent cohort of white women to a high of 98.3% for white women born be-

tween"1955 and 1964. A similar extremely high degree of diversity-typi-
cally more than 90o/o-is observed in the nontraditional trajectories for
black and Hispanic women. Thus, we observe enormous variation in the

life-course trajectories of women who follow nontraditional pathways; more-

over, the proportion of all trajectories that are "nontraditional" has been rel-
atively constant over time.6

What characterizes these nontraditional trajectories? Table 4.7 pro-
vides one look at this question by examining specific trajectories for women

who follow a nontraditional pathway through marriage and childbearing.

For example, we observe 17.5%of white women born between 1914 and 1924
following a nontraditional trajectory of childbearing and marriage, with

1I.3%of white women in this cohort following a nontraditional trajectory in

which we observe no nonmarital fertility and 6.2% following a trajectory
in which we observe some nonmarital fertility-that is, with the woman

bearing one or more of her children outside of marriage. Thus of this 17.5%,
roughly one out of three women have borne one or more children outside

of marriage; in this cohort therefore, the vast majority of women with non-
traditional pathways have trajectories in which we observe no nonmarital

fertility. But table 4.7 also shows 'that 49% of the nontraditional trajectories
observed for this cohort occur to women who have borne one or more chil-

dren outside of marriage; hence, while nonmarital fertility makes up only

about a third of women who follow a nontraditional pathway, the trajectories
of women with some nonmarital fertility account for about half of the

distinct nontraditional trajectories observed for this cohort. Surprisingly,
there is little trend in this percentage across all cohorts of white women.

Thus, nonmarital fertility accounts for about half of the diversity in the

trajectories through marriage and childbearing of all of cohorts of white
women in our data.

The next set of rows, for each ethnic grouping, repeats these calcula-

tions for women who we observe giving birth in a second or higher-order

marriage versus women with no such remarital fertility. The percent with
any remarital fertility rises from 3.7 to 6.5 for white women born between

1914 and 1954; hence, for these cohorts, women with any nonmarital fertil-

ity comprise only a £Tactionof those with nontraditional trajectories and ac-

count for between 33.8% and 39-4% of the diversity in nontraditional trajec-
tories that we observe.

The last set of rows presents results for women who do not bear

any children following the dissolution of a first marriage versus those

women who have children either prior to a first marriage or following the
dissolution of their first marriage. The proportion with no fertility follow-
ing a first marital dissolution rises steadily across the first four cohorts of

white women, from 6.0% to 14.2%, with the distinct trajectories observed

for these women accounting for between 26% and 27% of the distinct
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TABLE4.7
DECOMPOSITION OF THE CATEGORY"ALLOTHER SEQUENCES," IN TABLE4.6, FOR WHITE, BLACK,AND HISPANIC WOMEN BORN 1914-70

1914-24 1925-34 1935-44 1945-54 1955-64 1965-70

Whites:

4. All other sequences 17.5 18.8 27.0 36.0 33.9 27.6

Number of sequences in 4 467 809 1213 1077 996 255

4.1 Any nonmarital fertility 6.2 6.9 8.9 11.1 13.5 16.2

4.2 No nonmarital fertility 11.3 11.9 18.1 24.9 20.3 11.4

Number of sequences in 4.1 229 407 610 549 540 140

(num seq 4.1)/(num seq 4) 49.0 50.3 50.3 51.0 54.2 54.9

4.3 Any remarital fertility 3.7 4.7 5.6 6.5 5.3 2.4

4.4 No remarital fertility 13.8 14.1 21.4 29.5 28.6 25.2

Number of sequences in 4.3 158 319 491 403 332 53

(num seq 4.3)/(num seq 4) 33.8 39.4 34.5 37.4 33.3 20.8

4.5 No fertility after end of 1st marriage 6.0 6.2 11.0 14.2 10.3 6.3

4.6 Fertility pre or post 1st marriage 11.5 12.6 16.0 21.8 23.6 21.3

Number of sequences in 4.5 127 211 316 295 271 80

(num seq 4.5)/(num seq 4) 27.2 26.1 26.1 27.4 27.2 31.4

Blacks:

4. All other sequences 45.5 47.4 58.7 66.6 68.2 61.9

Number of sequences in 4 195 347 453 405 344 83

4.1 Any nonmarital fertility 26.7 30.8 37.9 46.0 55.7 55.8

4.2 No nonmarital fertility 18.8 16.6 10.8 20.6 12.5 6.1

Number of sequences in 4.1 108 217 275 254 237 53

(num seq 4.1)/(num seq 4) 55.4 62.5 60.7 62.7 68.9 63.9

4.3 Any remarital fertility 4.1 3.8 3.8 3.3 1.7 .6

4.4 No remarital fertility 41.4 43.6 54.9 63.3. 66.5 61.3

Number of sequences in 4.3 37 68 89 68 45 4

(num seq 4.3)/(num seq 4) 19.0 19.6 19.6 16.8 13.1 4.8

4.5 No fertility after end of 1st marriage 11.7 10.5 15.4 17.9 9.8 4.9

4.6 Fertility pre or post 1st marriage 33.8 36.9 43.3 48.7 58.4 57.0

Number of sequences in 4.5 60 108 145 149 113 24

(num seq 4.5)/(num seq 4) 30.8 31.1 32.0 36.8 32.8 28.9

Hispanics:

4. All other sequences 27.8 28.6 34.5 43.6 44.3 40.1

Number of sequences in 4 67 149 230 254 277 82

4.1 Any nonmarital fertility 15.6 17.2 20.0 24.9 28.2 30.8

4.2 No nonmarital fertility 12.2 11.4 14.5 18.7 16.1 9.3

Number of sequences in 4.1 31 72 133 140 158 50

(num seq 4.1)/(num seq 4) 46.3 48.3 57.8 55.1 57.0 61.0

4.3 Any remarital fertility 2.9 4.0 4.2 3.9 4.3 1.4

4.4 No remarital fertility 24.9 24.6 30.3 39.7 40.0 38.7

Number of sequences in 4.3 11 39 57 54 69 9

(num seq 4.3)/(num seq 4) 16.4 26.2 24.8 21.3 24.9 11.0

4.5 No fertility after end of 1st marriage 6.5 6.2 9.1 13.1 8.3 4.3

4.6 Fertility pre or post 1st marriage 21.3 22.4 25.4 30.5 36.0 35.8

Number of sequences in 4.5 17 43 69 84 67 17

(num seq 4.5)/(num seq 4) 25.4 28.6 30.0 33.1 24.2 20.7

Souru. June198o,1985.199°, and 1995CurrentPopulationSurveys.
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sequences observed for women following a nontraditional pathway through

marriage and childbearing.7
The proportion of black women following what we have termed "non-

traditional" pathways is so large across all cohorts that calling these pathways

nontraditional might well be regarded a misnomer for this population: close

to half of all black women born between 1914 and 1934-between 45.5% and

47.4%-and well over half of all black women born 1935 or later-between

58.7% and 68.2o/o-followed such nontraditional pathways. This suggests
what continues to be a minority experience for white women has historically

been extremely common for black women. Moreover, table 4.7 makes clear
that across all cohorts of black women, more than half of women who we ob-

serve following a nontraditional trajectory have borne one or more child out-

side of marriage.

DISCUSSION

In an often-cited passage, C. Wright Mills ([1959] 2002) argued that social

scientists should study how biography and history intersect. We have taken

his dictum seriously. In this chapter, we have reconstructed women's path-

ways through marriage and childbearing, focusing on the order and se-

quencing of marital and childbearing events as they unfold in women's lives.

This is the biography part of Mills's dictum. To be sure, our demo-biographic

approach depicts a woman's life course in a highly stylized way, focusing only

on the demographic bare bones of marriage and childbearing, but it also

hews closely to the sort of verbal descriptions that many of us would give i~
describing our lives-that we married, had two children, divorced, remar-
ried, and so forth.

What becomes immediately apparent in taking such an approach is

that family experience can be highly fluid for some women and much less
fluid for other women. As a result, the term often used by social scientists-

"family structure"-is a useful metaphor for the family lives of some

women - those for whom family experience is less fluid - but may not be as

apt for other women-those for whom family experience is highly fluid.

Finding that some women's family lives are highly fluid and others are

n~t also implies that what is interesting is not only what might be typical and

that the range of variation in women's family lives might be of equal impor-

tance as an object of study. This, in turn, carries many consequences. Fo-

cusing on the range of variation in women's family lives provided us with a

way to examine diversity in family experience; it also let us quantify the idea
of "family diversity" in a straightforward and simple way.And because our

Historical Roots of Family Divmity [143

data spanned a good portion of the twentieth century, we could ask if family

life is more diverse now than in the past-a question that takes seriously
both the history and biography parts of Mill's dictum.

Focusing on women's pathways through marriage and childbearing
also lets us pursue empirically the idea that the transition to adulthood is

better conceptualized as a constellation. of multiple roles and statuses, a

viewpoint often articulated, but rarely followed, by life-course researchers.

We thus contrasted our approach from more conventional analyses that

examine trends in marriage separately from trends in childbearing. This

turned out to matter a great deal, with conventional approaches obscuring

substantial diversity in women's lives that is revealed when examining

trends in these two behaviors jointly. What emerges, then, is a much richer

and far more complex picture of women's pathways through marriage and
childbearing.

Our analyses show that while most women have followed so-called

traditional pathways involving childbearing within an enduring first mar-
riage, a surprising and substantial minority-more than one in six for white

women born in the 1910Sand 192os-has followed nontraditional pathways
involving marital disruption or nonmarital fertility. For white women born

around 195°, even more women-more than one in three-are observed

to exhibit such nontraditional trajectories. Thus, our analyses reveal that

surprisingly large proportions of women born in the early twentieth century

had already moved away from traditional pathways through marriage and
childbearing.

How might we characterize this diversity of family experience? Be-

cause most white women have followed traditional pathways involving child-

bearing within an enduring first marriage, one might appropriately regard
their trajectories as being normative, both statistically and socially. But the

trajectories we observe for women following such traditional pathways are

also relatively simple, while those for women following nontraditional path-

ways are extremely diverse. Thus, for white women born in the 1910S and

1920S, one in six follow nontraditional pathways through marriage and

childbearing, but the number of different pathways for such women makes

up more than 95% of the distinct pathways observed for white women born

in the 1910S and 1920S. Similarly, 98% of the diversity in the trajectories of
white women born around 195° comes from the one in three white women

who followed a nontraditional pathway through marriage and childbearing.
Our results are strikingly similar for black and Hispanic women, with be-

tween 86% and 97% of the diversity in marriage and childbearing coming
from women who followed nontraditional pathways.
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As a result, these findings provide much more specific detail about

patterns of historical change than other studies to date. On the one hand, we

observe relatively simple trajectories through marriage and childbearing

for women following traditional patterns of marriage and childbearing;

while on the other hand, the trajectories for those who depart £rom these pat-

terns are extremely diverse and complicated. Moreover, while growing num-

bers of women have followed such nontraditional trajectories, there is

also remarkably little variation over time in the amount of diversity observed

for such nontraditional trajectories. Thus, the overall rise in diversity in

women's trajectories through marriage and childbearing is an example of
what social scientists term a "compositional shift" in the population, with

more women following nontraditional patterns of marriage and childbearing

but with the diversity in the trajectories among such women remaining rela-
tively constant over time.

Our overall finding-that there has always been substantial diversity

in women's pathways through marriage and childbearing-echoes Coontz's
(1992) observation that much of what has been termed the "traditional fam-

ily" might best be understood as specific to the family patterns of white,

middle-class women during a specific period - the 195Os. However, our find-

ings complement Coontz's findings in several ways. Coontz's work is based

primarily on secondary historical sources that typically provide snapshots of

a woman's family situation; by contrast, our data provide retrospective life his-
tories from four large nationally representative surveys of women that let us

estimate the proportions of women born in different periods who follow tra-

ditional and nontraditional pathways through marriage and childbearing.
In addition, our findings depart somewhat £rom Coontz's account. For

example, our estimates suggest that nearly one out offive white women in the

1950S followed a nontraditional pathway through marriage and childbearing

in which there was a marital disruption or childbearing outside of marriage.
Perhaps more important, our findings show that diversity in family experi-
ence holds to a remarkable extent not only across time but also across women

of different racial and ethnic backgrounds. For example, because nontradi-

tional pathways involve either divorce or nonmarital fertility, we can further

characterize diversity in women's trajectories by asking if, on average, diver-
sity is greater among those women who experience divorce or for those who

bear one or more children outside of marriage. Our results suggest that di-

versity is greatest among women who have a child outside of marriage-

roughly 4°%-7°% of the diversity among women taking a nontraditional

pathway through marriage and childbearing occurred among those who
have had one or more children outside of marriage. This finding-that non-

marital fertility gives rise to the most diverse trajectories through marriage

>1
,~

and childbearing-holds with equal force both across time and race and eth-

nicity. It is thus characteristic of white, black, and Hispanic women and,

within each racial and ethnic group, for cohorts of women born over a period

of fifty years.

More generally, our results suggest that what has often been charac-

terized as a modem rise in family diversity in fact has deep historical roots.

Thus, like others, we observe steady increases in the proportion of women

who have experienced a marital disruption or who have had one or more chil-

dren outside of marriage, but we also find little change in the diversity of ex-

perience among those who divorce or who bear one or more children outside

of marriage. These latter findings provide a marked contrast to how most so-

cial scientists have interpreted historical change in the family, with rapid in-

creases in divorce and nonmarital fertility prompting many to proclaim
these changes as marking a fundamental decline in the family (Gilder 1986;

Popenoe 1993; Whitehead 1993), and others seeing these transformations as
merely giving rise to modem, albeit highly diverse, family forms (Demo

et al. 2000; Stacey 1991). Our analyses, by contrast, reveal an astonishing de-

gree of diversity in women's lives, particularly among those who follow non-
traditional pathways through marriage and childbearing. Of greater impor-

tance, however, is that diversity in women's pathways through marriage and

childbearing was as great for women born in the 1910S and 1920S as for

women born in the 1960s and 1970s. "New" forms of family diversity are in
fact not new at all.

NOTES

Funding for this research was provided by the National Institute of Child

Health and Human Development (HD 2955°), with additional research facilities pro-

vided under HD °5876 to the Center for Demography and Ecology, University ofWis-

consin-Madison. We thank Cheryl Knobeloch for expert programming assistance

and Larry Bumpass and the volume editors for helpful comments.

1. We note that a quantity such as the number of distinct trajectories falls into

a class of extreme value statistics, whose value will typically rise with sample size.

2. It is important to emphasize that the percentages for earlier cohorts should

be interpreted as the percentage we observe to be never married at age thirty-five-

clearly, some of those who we observe to be never married at age thirty-five may marry

at some later age.

3. A drawback of the CPS data is that they do not provide retrospective data on

cohabitation. Raley (1996) finds that when cohabitation is taken into account, the

black/white gap is narrowed substantially. More generally, it is unclear how our lack

of cohabitation data will affect our main finding about diversity across cohorts. For
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example, were we able to include cohabitation, diversity may have increased across

cohorts. Alternatively, it is also possible that diversity would show little trend as fam-

ily patterns involving common-law marriage were replaced by informal cohabiting

unions in later periods.

4. Note, moreover, that because the two most recent cohorts have delayed en-

try into marriage, our estimates will understate the actual diversity of marital se-

quences for these two cohorts, relative to earlier cohorts, since we do not observe

women in these cohorts through age thirty-five. Thus, table 4.4 is likely to somewhat

understate trends in the increasing diversity of women's marital trajectories.

5. As noted in our discussion of childbearing trajectories in tables 4.2 and 4.3,

the large number of distinct trajectories is due to women with twin and higher-order

multiple births. Examples of childbearing trajectories including multiple births

are (N, 0) -+ (M, 0) -+ (M, 2), (N, 0) -+ (M, 0) -+ (M, 3), (N, 0) -+ (M, 0) -+ (M, 1)-+

(M, 3), and so forth.

6. Some of the diversity that we observe for such nontraditional trajectories

may be due to measurement error-e.g., errors by women when providing retro-

spective reports of the timing of a marital separation or divorce. However, the quality

of retrospective reports of marriage and fertility iri the June CPS has been shown to be

quite high (see, e.g., Pendleton, McCarthy, and Cherlin 1989; Wu, Martin, and Long

2001); hence, while measurement error is present and will contribute to some of this

diversity, it is extremely unlikely that it is responsible for all of the diversity we observe.

7. We present and discuss the three p~nels of table 4.7 separately since these

groups of women are not mutually exclusive. Thus, a woman could fall into the first

two categories-i.e., some nonmarital fertility and some remarital fertility-if, e.g.,

she bore her first child before a first marriage and if she bore her second child in a

second marriage. Similar overlap can occur between all three groups.
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