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5. Ethnic differences in partnership status at first birth in the 
UK 

Chapter 5 
 

Ethnic differences in partnership status at first 
birth in the UK20 

 
 
 
Abstract. Immigrants and their descendants make up a large share of the European 
population and understanding their family formation behaviour is important. Despite 
our knowledge about ethnic differences in the occurrence and timing of childbearing 
and marriage, much less is known about differences in the link between fertility and 
union formation behaviour. This study examines the interrelationship between the 
transition to parenthood and union formation for men and women of different ethnic 
groups in the UK. We show that second generation Indian men and women are more 
likely to postpone parenthood to later stage in their relationship than the first 
generation. Second generation Pakistani and Bangladeshi migrants are instead just as 
likely as the first generation to become a parent soon after marriage, which may limit 
education and occupational career prospects, especially for women. Compared to the 
first generation, second-generation Jamaican women are less likely to experience a 
first conception outside of a union, which may be a reflection of an increased 
proficiency to prevent unplanned pregnancies. Regardless of this development, single 
motherhood remains common among Jamaican women, which may compromise their 
socio-economic outcomes as well as that of their children. 
  

                                                   
20 A slightly different version of this chapter was submitted for publication by Koops, J.C., Kulu, 

H., & Hannemann, T. 
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5.1. Introduction 

Family formation has changed drastically over the past decades in Western European 
societies, from a situation where direct marriage was quickly followed by the birth of 
the first child, to a context where people increasingly have their first child outside of 
marriage and couples postpone the birth of their first child to a later stage in their 
relationship (Billari & Liefbroer, 2010; Sobotka & Toulemon, 2008). Regardless of 
these trends at the national level, within countries much diversity is observed. 
Demographic behaviour varies substantially across different ethnic groups (Ferrari & 
Pailhé, 2017). Immigrants and their descendants make up a large share of the 
European population. Today nearly a fifth of the European population is foreign born 
(in this paper referred to as immigrants or the first generation) or has at least one 
foreign-born parent (in this paper referred to as descendants of immigrants or the 
second generation) (Agafiţei & Ivan, 2016). More than half of these migrants are of 
non-European descent (Agafiţei & Ivan, 2016). Those groups mostly consist of former 
labour migrants and migrants from the former colonies, of which many originate from 
North Africa, South Asia, and the Caribbean. 

Compared to the native population, migrants from South Asian and North 
African countries experience the birth of their first child and the formation of their 
first union generally at an earlier age, and have on average more children (Berrington, 
1994; Kulu & Hannemann, 2016; Milewski & Hamel, 2010; Pailhé, 2017). Additionally, 
they are less likely to cohabit and more likely to marry directly compared to the native 
population (Hannemann & Kulu, 2015; Kleinepier & de Valk, 2016). The childbearing 
behaviour of Caribbean migrants is more similar to that of natives, but they are less 
likely to get married or marry at a later age (Berrington, 1994; Hannemann & Kulu, 
2015). Despite our knowledge on ethnic differences in the occurrence and timing of 
childbearing and marriage, less is known about differences in the link between fertility 
and union formation behaviour. 

Single motherhood is common among migrants from the Caribbean (Berrington, 
1994; Kleinepier & de Valk, 2016), but it remains unknown if this is the result of a 
higher likelihood of becoming pregnant while being single, a lower likelihood of 
starting living with a partner once pregnant, or instead due to a combination of both. 
Moreover, it remains unknown if compared to the first generation, descendants of 
immigrants who grew up in Europe, are less likely to enter single motherhood. 
Examining this mechanism in more detail may help in understanding single 
motherhood, a situation often related to adverse socio-economic outcomes for mother 
and child (Kollmeyer, 2013; Zagel, 2014). 
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Migrant groups from North-African and South-Asian countries mostly follow a 
conservative pathway characterized by marital births (Ferrari & Pailhé, 2017; 
Kleinepier & de Valk, 2016). However, there are indications of subtle but important 
diversions from a conservative pathway. Descriptive results from a UK study shows 
that young migrants from some South Asian countries are more likely to live together 
as a couple without children, than others (Berrington, 1994). This is attributed to the 
better economic prospects of women from certain migrant groups, who are therefore 
more willing to postpone union formation, but especially parenthood to a later age 
(Berrington, 1994). In the current study, we examine if certain South Asian groups 
indeed postpone parenthood from the first year(s) of marriage to a later stage, using a 
larger sample size. Studying this is important since postponing parenthood might 
allow these women to invest more in their education and occupational career which 
can greatly enhance their human capital and socioeconomic prospects (Dale, 2006). 
We furthermore examine if postponement of parenthood to a later stage in unions 
more common among the second than among the first generation, and if ethnic 
differences among South Asian groups can be explained by socio-economic 
background. 

To sum up, the aim of the current study is to examine the interrelationship 
between the transition to parenthood and union formation in detail among 
immigrants and their descendants. More specifically we investigate 1) if there are 
ethnic and generational differences in the timing of the first conception once people 
have started their first union; 2) if union status – married, cohabiting, or single – is 
associated with the likelihood of experiencing a first conception and if this differs 
between ethnic groups and generations; and 3) if there are ethnic and generational 
differences in the likelihood of making a transition to a first union during pregnancy. 
To answer these research questions, data of the first wave of Understanding Society is 
used. The dataset is well suited in that it has an oversampling of first and second 
generation of South Asian and Caribbean descent living in the UK, and provides 
detailed information on retrospective fertility and partnership histories as well as 
socio-economic background. 

5.2. Background 

5.2.1. Fertility and union formation in the UK 

European societies are increasingly moving away from the conservative family 
formation pathway where young couples get married and have their first child soon 
after leaving the parental home. While the age at leaving the parental home and 
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forming a first (cohabiting) union have changed little, people increasingly postpone 
marriage and parenthood (Billari & Liefbroer, 2010). The UK is no exception. British 
women born between 1940 and 1949 married and started living together around age 
21 and experienced the birth of their first child around age 24. In comparison, the 
cohort born twenty years later postponed the start of their first union with only one 
year to age 22, while the mean age at first marriage and first birth rose to respectively 
24 and 28 (Billari & Liefbroer, 2010). 

As a result, life events have become more protracted and diverse. The prevalence 
of births to married couples has for example reduced drastically (Ermisch, 2001). 
Moreover, while before 1970 almost all out-of-wedlock births were to women who did 
not live together with a partner, nowadays the majority of nonmarital births happen 
within the context of cohabitation (Perelli-Harris, Sigle-Rushton, et al., 2010). Already 
in the early 1990s, about three quarters of British men and women under the age of 35 
started their first partnership in cohabitation (Ermisch & Francesconi, 2000). 
Moreover, cohabiting couples have become less likely to marry before the birth of the 
first child. While in 1975-1984 still 73% of cohabiting couples married before the 
conception of their first child, for the period 1995-2005 this percentage had dropped 
to 45% (Perelli-Harris et al., 2012). In addition, it has become more common to start 
a cohabiting relationship in the period between conception and birth of the first child, 
while the number of ‘shot-gun marriages’ has decreased (Ermisch, 2001). 

Concurrently with behavioural changes, norms regarding family life have 
changed in the UK. The belief that people should get married before having children 
has decreased over cohorts (A. Park & Rhead, 2013). However, research also shows 
that people apply these norms more to others. When asked about their preference for 
their own situation, people are often more conservative and indicate to prefer to marry 
before to have children (Berrington, Perelli-Harris, & Trevena, 2015). Moreover, even 
though conceptions and births outside of marriage have become more common in the 
UK, they occur disproportionally at relatively young ages and among people with a 
lower socio-economic status (Ermisch, 2001). 

5.2.2. South Asian and Caribbean minorities in the UK 

The majority of South Asian minorities living in the UK are of Indian, Pakistani or 
Bangladeshi descent. In these countries people mostly follow a conservative family 
formation pathway (Alexander, Garda, Kanade, Jejeebhoy, & Ganatra, 2006). The first 
migrants from India arrived in the UK as children of British service personnel after the 
Second World War. A second wave from India and Pakistan arrived in the 1960s and 
1970s as labour migrants, which were shortly followed by Bangladeshi in the 1970s 
and 1980s (Berrington, 1994). Research among South Asian minorities reveals that 



 

144 
 

their family formation behaviour differs substantially from that of the native British 
population. The union formation of South Asian minorities is characterized by early 
and near universal marriage in combination with low separation and divorce rates 
(Hannemann & Kulu, 2015). Compared to the British majority, South Asian minorities 
also tend to become parents at an earlier age and have on average more children 
(Coleman & Dubuc, 2010; Kulu & Hannemann, 2016). 

In the Caribbean family system, childbearing often precedes marriage and men 
tend to play a more limited role in the family life with so called ‘visiting unions’ being 
common (Miner, 2003). Caribbean migrants living in the UK are primarily from 
Jamaican origin. Jamaican migrants mostly arrived in the 1950s and 1960s as labour 
migrants for the transport and health service (Peach, 1998). The fertility rate of 
Caribbean minorities is rather similar to that of the British (Coleman & Dubuc, 2010). 
However, Caribbean minorities have lower marriage rates and higher separation and 
divorce rates (Hannemann & Kulu, 2015). Perhaps, the most striking difference with 
the native British population is the high percentage of female-headed households. In 
1990, among Caribbean minorities 40% of households were female-headed and 58% 
of Caribbean minorities under age 16 were living in a lone-parent family, while this 
was true for respectively 27% and 16% of households of the native British population 
(Berrington, 1994). 

Thus far, the literature suggests that fertility and union formation of minority 
groups from South Asia and the Caribbean often resemble family formation patterns 
common in the origin country. These findings are in line with the socialization theory 
which assumes that preferences and behaviour are for a large part formed during 
childhood and are relatively stable over the life course (Bandura, 1977; Kalmijn & 
Tubergen, 2006). Due to the more conservative family formation pathway in the 
country of origin, we hypothesize that, compared to native British: 

 
H1SA: South Asian minorities are more likely to experience their first conception soon 
after the start of their first co-residential relationship, and 

 
H2SA: South Asian minorities are less likely to experience a conception outside of 
marriage. 

 
Moreover, since we expect South Asian minorities to retain sexual intercourse to the 
institution of marriage, we hypothesize that: 

 
H3SA: It is less common for South Asian minorities to experience a transition to a 
union during their first pregnancy. 
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Our expectations regarding family formation behaviour of Caribbean minorities in the 
UK are rather different. Because marriage plays a less central role in family formation 
in the Caribbean, we hypothesize that, compared to native British: 

 
H4CA: Caribbean minorities are more likely to experience a first conception outside 
of marriage, and 

 
H5CA: Caribbean minorities are less likely to make a transition to a union during 
pregnancy. 

 
We have no reason to believe that the relationship between union duration and the 
likelihood of experiencing a conception differs much between Caribbean minorities 
and the native British population. Overall, we expect the relationship to be weak for 
both groups, where some couples become parents soon after they start living together, 
while others wait longer to make the transition to parenthood. 

5.2.3. Differences between the first and second generation 

Previous research shows that differences in fertility and union formation between 
native British and South Asian and Caribbean minorities persist but tend to be smaller 
for the second generation. Descendants of South Asian immigrants have for example 
a somewhat higher cohabitation risk and a lower total fertility rate compared to the 
first generation (Hannemann & Kulu, 2015; Kulu & Hannemann, 2016). Among 
Caribbean minorities, the second generation has somewhat higher first union rates, 
which is mostly due to a higher likelihood of entering a cohabiting relationship 
(Hannemann & Kulu, 2015). Marriage and fertility rates are instead very similar for 
Caribbean immigrants and their descendants (Hannemann & Kulu, 2015; Kulu & 
Hannemann, 2016). 

The socialization theory suggests that different groups are responsible for 
shaping a person’s attitudes and preferences during childhood, of which parents are 
the most important (Younnis & Smollar, 1985). Parents of the second generation can 
be expected to transmit preferences obtained in the country of origin to their children, 
since this was the context where these parents grew up (Kleinepier & de Valk, 2016). 
However, starting from young ages, descendant of immigrants are also in contact with 
individuals from the country of destination, such as teachers, peers, and the media 
(Kalmijn & Tubergen, 2006). These groups play an important role by their cultural 
integration in the host country and increase the likelihood of the second generation 
adopting norms that are different from the ones they receive from their parents. As 
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such, the second generation might still value some aspects of the custom and habits 
that is common in their ethnic community, while simultaneously having a more loose 
approach towards other aspects (Giguère et al., 2010). 

Compared to India, Bangladesh and Pakistan, the British society differs 
substantially in norms and values regarding family formation. In addition, educational 
and occupational prospects, especially that of women, are better and more emphasized 
in the UK. Getting married but postponing childbearing to a later stage, would 
correspond largely with the conservative pathway of the ethnic group, while 
simultaneously allowing young adults to free time and resources to invest in the couple 
or in their own development. The timing of the first conception might therefore be one 
of the facets that differs between South Asian immigrants and their descendants. We 
therefore hypothesize that compared to the first generation: 

 
H6SA: Descendants of immigrants from South Asia are less likely to experience the 
first conception within the first years after the start of a co-residential relationship. 

 
Research shows that cohabitation is more common among the second generation of 
South Asian descent (Hannemann & Kulu, 2015). In addition, and due to their 
upbringing in a Western European society, the second generation might be more open 
to the idea of having sex before marriage. However, one of the beliefs which may only 
slowly change over generations is that marriage is the best institution for having 
children; especially because research shows that even among native British this view 
is rather persistent (Berrington et al., 2015). It can therefore be expected that marriage 
remains the most important institution for childbearing among South Asian migrants, 
even for the second generation. Instead, cohabitation might mostly serve as a first 
stage in the family formation process, preceding marriage and childbearing, and 
nonmarital conception is likely to be avoided by the use of contraceptives. We 
therefore expect any generational differences in the likelihood of experiencing a first 
conception outside of marriage and in the transition to a union during pregnancy 
among South Asian minorities to be small. 

Generally, we expect behaviour of first and second generation of Caribbean 
descent to be similar, since family formation behaviour of Caribbean minorities are 
more likely to be similar to that of the host society to begin with. However, society 
might be less accepting of single motherhood in the UK than in the Caribbean. 
Moreover, single motherhood might be more penalizing for education and career 
perspectives of young adults in the UK context. In addition, it is plausible that the 
second generation has received a better sexual education in the UK than their parents’ 
generation did in the Caribbean, and modern contraceptives might be more readily 
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available in the UK. Descendants of Caribbean immigrants, who grew up in the UK, 
might therefore be more willing and better able to prevent single parenthood. We thus 
hypothesize that compared to the first generation: 

 
H7CA: Descendants of immigrants from the Caribbean are less likely to experience a 
first conception outside a co-residential union, and that 

 
H8CA: Descendants of immigrants from the Caribbean are more likely to make a 
transition to a union during pregnancy. 

 

5.3. Data and Method 

5.3.1. Data 

Data for this study comes from the first wave of Understanding Society, a longitudinal 
household study of around 40,000 households in the UK, which includes an ethnic 
minority boost sample of over 4,000 households. Regardless of the oversampling of 
certain ethnic minority groups, sample sizes are too small to use the prospective aspect 
of the dataset. Instead, information of the first wave is used which was collected in 
2009 and 2010 and includes detailed retrospective information on the partnership and 
fertility history of 50,994 respondents aged 16 years and older (Knies, 2016; McFall, 
Nandi, & Platt, 2014). 

5.3.2. Analytical approach 

In order to test the hypotheses, discrete-time event-history analyses were performed 
to estimate the monthly risk of individuals to experience the conception of their first 
biological child21 and the start of their first union. Individuals were at risk of 
experiencing pregnancy and union formation from age 15 onwards and were followed 
until the event date or were right censored at the interview date. The models were 
corrected for the hierarchical structure of the data with events nested in individuals. 
Since the data is based on a household sample, results for men and women are 
analysed in separate models to fulfil the statistical requirement of using independent 
observations. Although it would be interesting to determine whether the 
interrelationship between union and fertility behaviour is different for higher-order 
births and unions, only about 9% of Caribbean and 4% of South Asian minorities are 

                                                   
21 Only pregnancies which ended in a live birth are accounted for in the retrospective data. 
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living with a higher-order partner when becoming a parent for the first time and few 
experience a change in union status after the birth of their first child. The sample sizes 
are therefore too small to examine higher-order births and unions. 

To answer the research questions if union duration and union status influence 
the likelihood of experiencing a first conception and if being pregnant influences the 
likelihood of forming a union, time-varying covariates are constructed which provide 
monthly information on union duration, union status, and fertility status. In addition, 
dummy variables are created to capture ethnicity and generation. Interactions 
between these dummy variables and the time-varying covariates are added to the 
models to test ethnic and generational differences in the effect of union duration, and 
union and fertility status. Results from these models are presented both in odds ratios 
(in Tables) and in average marginal effects (in Figures). The latter expresses the 
average effects of the independent variables on the predicted probability of an event - 
conception or union formation – occurring. An advantage of using average marginal 
effects is that this estimate is not influenced by the degree of unobserved heterogeneity 
in the model – as is the case for odds ratios – and is therefore a robust measure to 
compare effects across groups (Mood, 2010). 

In a next step, we examine to what extent ethnic and generational differences in 
the effect of union duration, union status and fertility status can be explained by socio-
economic background. To estimate the reduction in the effect, we use the KHB-
method, which can correctly decompose the change in logit coefficients across 
hierarchical models (Karlson, Holm, & Breen, 2012). 

5.3.3. Independent variables 

Union duration provides monthly information on the time since the start of the union. 
The variable is coded as ‘0’ if individuals are not in a union at a certain time point, ‘1’ 
in the first 24 months of a relationship, and ‘2’ if the duration since the start of the 
union is longer than 24 months. Union status differentiates between being married or 
not.22 The variable fertility status provides monthly information if individuals are (0) 
not expecting a child and do not have biological children, (1) are expecting a child, or 
(2) have experienced the birth of their first biological child. Generally, unions formed 
in the period of the pregnancy are assumed to succeed the conception. However, it is 
not correct to make this claim for unions that are formed in the first month of the 
pregnancy, since the formation of a union might actually have preceded the pregnancy. 
To not over-estimate the number of unions formations that succeed conception, we 

                                                   
22 As sample sizes are too small to examine if results are different for first unions compared to 

higher-order unions, union status simply takes the value ‘0’ after the first marriage ended and ‘1’ when 
a new marriage was formed. The same strategy is used for union duration. 
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follow the strategy - which is commonly adopted in fertility literature - of only coding 
someone as being pregnant starting from 8 months before the birth of the child until 
the moment of the birth of the child (Perelli-Harris et al., 2012).23 

Ethnic background uses information on the country of birth of individuals and 
their parent(s). If individuals and their parents were born in the UK, they are labelled 
as natives. Men and women born outside of the UK are labelled as immigrants, and 
respondents who are born in the UK, but have at least one parent who was born outside 
the UK are labelled as descendants of immigrants. For 0.2% of the second generation, 
parents were born in different non-UK countries. In these cases, preference was given 
to the country of the father. We differentiated between migrants and their descendants 
from India, Pakistan, Bangladesh, and Jamaica. The dataset also includes a substantial 
sample of migrants from Western and African countries and their descendants. We 
did not consider these minority groups, because the number of respondents for each 
separate country is too small to test hypotheses independently. 

Information on education and occupational level of the respondent is available 
in the dataset. However, this is often influenced by family formation behaviour. 
Women who experience a birth at an early age (common among South Asian 
minorities) or who become a single mother (common among Jamaican minorities) are 
for example more likely to drop out of school or the labour market (Hoem & 
Kreyenfeld, 2006). To prevent reverse causality and thereby overestimating the 
influence of socio-economic status, we use the information on the socio-economic 
status of the childhood family instead. Socio-economic status takes the highest 
educational attainment of both parents. Research has shown that even after 
controlling for socioeconomic and demographic characteristics of immigrant families 
immigrant parents’ relative level of education maintains its importance in explaining 
the socio-economic position of their children (Ichou, 2014). If only information of one 
of the parents was available, this was used. The variable differentiates between having 
(1) no school / no qualifications / no certifications, (2) some qualifications / some 
certificates, and (3) post-school qualifications / certificates university / higher degree. 
For wave 1, the questions on father and mother’s highest obtained educational level 
are only asked in the sample months January to June. For a part of the sample that 
was interviewed in the remaining months, the question was asked instead in wave 2 
(collection years 2010-2012). However, even when combining information of the first 
two waves, to 18% of the sample, the question is not asked. To avoid a large reduction 
in sample size and statistical power of the models, instead of deleting these individuals, 
the variable socio-economic status includes a fourth category: Info missing. 

                                                   
23 Since information on gestation period is not available, the number of union transitions during 

pregnancy could be somewhat overestimated due to early births, however, this overestimation is 
countered by late births. 
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Four control variables were constructed. Cohort differentiates between 10-year 
cohorts, with the youngest cohort born between 1985-95. Individuals born before 1945 
were grouped together in one category. Age is a time-varying covariate referring to the 
respondents’ age in months since their 15th birthday until the moment of an event (or 
right censoring). To correct for any nonlinear effect of age on the occurrence of an 
event, the squared-variant (age2) and cubic-variant (age3) are added to all models as 
well. 

5.3.4. Non-response and sample size 

Information of 6.4% proxy-respondents had to be deleted as they were based upon 
information provided by other household members in absence of the respondent and 
lacked information on union and fertility histories. On top of that, 0.8% of the sample 
was deleted from the risk set because they experienced their first conception or first 
union before their 15th birthday. Another 4.8% of the sample was deleted due to 
missing information on at least one of the (in)dependent variables. Missing month 
information of the timing of events was imputed with a random month. For the 
dependent variables, this amounted to 4.7% of start of first union and 0.9% of first 
conception. In total, information on 25,162 women and 19,756 men were used for 
analyses. 

5.4. Results 

To keep the result section concise, only the main results for women are presented in 
figures throughout the section. More information is provided in the Supplementary 
Material (Section 0). The models including socio-economic status and the results for 
men are discussed at the end of the section. 

An overview of the sample size by ethnic background and gender as well as 
information on the number of person months and events experienced per subgroup 
are shown in Table S5.1 of the Supplementary Material (Section 0). In our sample, few 
second generation men and women of Bangladeshi descent have experienced the 
formation of their first union or the conception of their first child. Therefore, even if 
we find differences between immigrants and their descendants from Bangladesh, it is 
unlikely that these differences will be statistically significant. 

5.4.1. Union duration and the probability of transitioning to a first conception 

The predicted probability of women experiencing the conception of the first biological 
child is shown in Figure 5.1. The probability is shown separately by ethnic group, 
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taking information of the first and second generation together. The figure shows that 
the probability of experiencing a conception increases when women are in the first two 
years of their relationship. For South Asian minorities, the probability diminishes for 
longer spells of union duration. However, this trend is not observed for Caribbean 
minorities and native British. As expected it is found that compared to British women, 
South Asian minorities have a significantly higher probability of experiencing a first 
conception in the first two years of their relationship (H1SA), while the probability of 
Caribbean minorities is very similar and not significantly different from that of native 
British women (Table S5.2 Model 1). 

For Pakistani, Bangladeshi and Jamaican women, generational differences in the 
effect of union duration are minimal (Figure 5.2) and not statistically significant (Table 
S5.2 Model 2). However, second generation Indian women have a significant lower 
probability of experiencing a first conception in the first two years of their union 
compared to the first generation. Regardless, their probability of experiencing a first 
conception within the first two years of their relationship remains significantly higher 
than that of British women. Hypothesis H6SA (descendants of immigrants from South 
Asia are less likely to experience the first conception within the first years after the 
start of a co-residential relationship) is therefore only confirmed for Indian women, 
but not for Pakistani and Bangladeshi women. 

 

 
Figure 5.1. Predicted probability of women experiencing the conception 
of their first child, by union duration and ethnicity. 
Information of the first and second generation are taken together. 
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Figure 5.2. Predicted probability of women experiencing the conception of their first child, by union duration, 
ethnicity, and generation
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5.4.2. Marriage duration versus union duration 

For South Asian minorities, union duration mostly equals marriage duration, while for 
native British and Jamaicans it also involves cohabitation. Since cohabiting couples 
may prefer to wait for parenthood until they are married, the inclusion of cohabitation 
duration may have reduced the probability experiencing a first conception during the 
first two years of a relationship, especially for native British and Jamaican minorities. 
We therefore estimated ethnic differences in a model that only uses information on 
marriage duration (results not shown). The analyses reveal that for British and 
Jamaican women the probability of experiencing a first conception indeed increases 
when only marriage duration is taken into account. As a result, differences between 
South Asian migrants and the native British population decrease but remain 
statistically significant. 

5.4.3. Union status and the probability of transitioning to a first conception 

The predicted probability of experiencing a first conception by union status is 
presented in Figure 5.3. The results show that compared to unmarried women, 
married women have a higher probability of experiencing a conception. Although the 
predicted probability of experiencing a conception outside of marriage is generally low 
for all women, clear ethnic differences are observed. As hypothesized, compared to 
native British women, women of South Asian descent are less likely to experience a 
conception outside of marriage (H2SA), while the probability of Jamaican minorities 
is almost twice as large (H4CA). These differences are statistically significant (Table 
S5.3 Model 1). 

Figure 5.4 presents the predicted probability of experiencing a first conception 
by union status for first- and second-generation women. To make generational 
differences clearer, Figure 5.4 only presents the probability of experiencing a first 
conception when being unmarried. As hypothesized (H7CA), it is found that compared 
with the first generation, descendants of immigrants from the Caribbean region are 
significantly less likely to experience a first conception outside a co-residential union 
(Table S5.3 Model 2). However, the difference between the second generation and the 
native British population remains statistically significant. Further testing (results not 
shown) reveals that the reduction is completely accounted for by second-generation 
women’s lower probability of experiencing a conception when not living with a 
partner. The probability of experiencing a conception in cohabitation does not differ 
between the first and second generation. Overall, we expected to find that compared 
to immigrants from South Asia, the second generation might be more likely to 
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experience a first conception outside of marriage, but that these generational 
differences would be minor. In line with this reasoning, we find a small increase in 
conception rate outside of marriage for second generation Pakistani and Indian 
women. In contrast, we find a slight reduction for second-generation Bangladeshi 
women. The differences only reach marginal significance for Pakistani women 
(p=0.052). 

 

 
Figure 5.3. Predicted probability of women experiencing the conception 
of their first child, by union status and ethnicity. 
Information of the first and second generation are taken together. 

5.4.4. Fertility status and the probability of transitioning to a first union 

Figure 5.5 presents results on the influence of fertility status on the probability of 
making a transition to a first union. Generally, women are substantially more likely to 
start a union when they are pregnant with their first child than when they are not 
pregnant. After the first child is born, the likelihood of starting a union decreases and 
becomes more similar to the level found before the conception of the first child. 
However, the pattern for Jamaican women diverges from the pattern just described. 
In fact the increase in probability of making a transition to a first union for this group 
of women is scant and significantly lower than that of the native British (Table S5.4 
Model 1), which is in line with Hypothesis H5CA. Since we expected premarital sexual 
intercourse to be less common among migrants of South Asian descent, we 
hypothesized (H3SA) that it is less common for this group to experience a transition 
to a union during their first pregnancy, compared to native British. The results do not 
support this hypothesis as no significant differences are found between South Asian 
and British women. 
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Figure 5.4. Predicted probability of unmarried women experiencing the conception of their first child by 
ethnicity and generation
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We hypothesized (H8CA) that descendants of Caribbean immigrants are more 
likely to make a transition to a union during pregnancy compared to the first 
generation. However, no differences between generations are found in this regard 
(Figure 5.6). We expected generational differences to be small for South Asian 
minorities. Figure 5.6 shows that this is true for Indian minorities. For Pakistani and 
Bangladeshi it appears as if compared to the first generation, the second generation 
are less likely to make a transition to a union during pregnancy. However, this 
difference is not statistically significant. Note that due to small sample size, 
information of second generation Pakistani and Bangladeshi had to be aggregated. 
This strategy is commonly adopted by family sociologists and demographers studying 
ethnic differences in the UK, and can be defended by the fact that Pakistani and 
Bangladeshi minorities are relatively similar in fertility and union formation 
behaviour, due to their common cultural background. 
 

 
Figure 5.5. Predicted probability of women experiencing their first union 
formation, by fertility status and ethnicity 
Information of the first and second generation are taken together. 
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Figure 5.6. Predicted probability of women experiencing their first union formation by fertility status, ethnicity, 
and generation
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5.4.5. Controlling for socio-economic status 

In a next step, socio-economic status is added to all models. The results are presented 
in Model 3 of Table S5.2, Table S5.3, and Table S5.4. Women growing up with parents 
with a higher socio-economic status have a lower likelihood of experiencing a first 
conception and a first union compared to women growing up with parents with no 
qualifications. However, controlling for socio-economic status explains little of the 
ethnic differences in the effect of union duration, union status, and fertility status. The 
largest reduction is found for second generation Bangladeshi, for whom the likelihood 
of experiencing a first conception during the first two years of the first union reduces 
with about 10%. The literature suggests that a reason why Indian women postpone 
parenthood more often to a later stage compared to Pakistani and Bangladeshi women 
is their higher economic prospect. However, Table S5.2 shows that even after 
controlling for SES the difference between second-generation women of Indian 
descent on the one hand and Pakistani and Bangladeshi women on the other, remains 
substantial. 

5.4.6. Results for men 

Results for men are shown in the Supplementary Material (Section 0). Generally, the 
results are similar to that of women. We will discuss the cases where the results of men 
substantially differ. Figure S5.1 presents the probability of men experiencing a first 
conception by union duration. For second-generation Indian men, a much larger 
reduction is found in the probability of experiencing a conception during the first two 
years of a relationship, resulting in effect sizes that are similar to those of British men. 
The probability of experiencing a conception early on in the union is higher for second 
generation than for first generation Bangladeshi men. However, this difference is not 
found to be statistically significant, and could be an artefact of the small sample size. 
Using marriage duration instead of union duration changes little in the results for men 
(results not shown). Figure S5.2 shows that in contrast to unmarried Jamaican 
women, unmarried Jamaican men’s probability of expecting the birth of their first 
child does not differ much across generations. Moreover, Bangladeshi men’s 
probability of expecting the birth of their first child when not being married is higher 
for the second generation than for the first generation. Though this difference is not 
statistically significant, it reduces the difference of the second generation with that of 
native British men, which in turn is not found to be statistically significant anymore. 
Even after pooling the information of South Asian men, the sample was too small to 
estimate the relation between fertility status and union transition for the first and 
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second generation separately. In Figure S5.3, the result are therefore only presented 
for Jamaican men; which are almost identical to the results found for women. 

5.5. Discussion 

Family formation behaviour in Western societies has increasingly diverged from the 
conservative pathway characterized by direct marriage followed by the birth of the first 
child. Using Understanding Society data, the current study examines family formation 
among immigrants and their descendants in the UK. By studying the transition to 
parenthood and union formation among first- and second-generation migrants as well 
as the native British population, this study provides valuable insight into the way 
ethnic minorities navigate between the social values and expectations of their ethnic 
group on the one hand, and the values and behaviour of the host society on the other. 

We expected South Asian minorities (1) to be more likely to experience their first 
conception soon after the start of their first co-residential relationship, (2) to be less 
likely to experience a conception outside of marriage, and (3) to be less likely to make 
a transition to a union during their first pregnancy. Support was found for the first and 
the second hypotheses. However, the third hypothesis was not confirmed. In fact, 
among South Asian minorities the probability of making a transition to a first union 
increases drastically during pregnancy, and does not differ from that of the British 
population. We therefore conclude that the family formation pathway of South Asian 
migrants living in the UK is conservative in the way that childbearing is strictly bound 
to the institution of marriage, but this is not necessarily the case for sexual intercourse. 

Due to the higher education and occupational prospects in the UK and better 
access to contraception and sexual education, second generation South Asian 
minorities were expected to be less likely to experience the conception of their first 
child within the first two years after the start of a co-residential relationship. This 
hypothesis was only confirmed for second-generation men and women of Indian 
descent, and not of Pakistani and Bangladeshi descent. In the literature, variation in 
demographic behaviour between South Asian minority groups is often attributed to 
differences in economic prospect (Berrington, 1994). Due to their higher economic 
prospect, Indian women are expected to postpone parenthood to a later age 
(Berrington, 1994). Women of Pakistani and Bangladeshi descent are instead assumed 
to have lower economic opportunities and are therefore ‘pushed’ into the motherhood 
track (Neyer & Andersson, 2008). The current study shows that differences between 
South Asian minorities only exist for the second generation. Moreover, the differences 
are not only found for Indian women, but also for Indian men. The study furthermore 
reveals that differences in socio-economic status only explain little of the differences 
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that are found between the South Asian groups. However, even though actual 
educational and occupational ‘potential’ cannot account for the differences in 
postponement of parenthood for descendants of South Asian immigrants, ethnic 
differences in assigned importance of female education and occupation could still play 
a role. In other words, perhaps female education is valued more among Indian 
minorities than among Pakistani and Bangladeshi minorities, which influences their 
decisions regarding timing of union formation and especially childbearing. 

Previous research has shown that single motherhood is common among migrant 
groups originating from the Caribbean region (Berrington, 1994; Kleinepier & de Valk, 
2016). However, so far little is known about the mechanism of how these women enter 
single motherhood. Because marriage plays a less central role in the Caribbean and 
men tend to play a more limited role in family life, we expected that compared to the 
native British population, Jamaican minorities are (1) more likely to experience a first 
conception outside of marriage and (2) less likely to make a transition to a union 
during pregnancy. Both hypotheses were confirmed for men and women. 

Compared to the Caribbean context, single parenthood is less accepted in the UK 
and could be more detrimental for social and economic prospects. In addition, modern 
contraceptives and sexual education might be more readily available in the UK. We 
therefore expected that compared to immigrants from the Caribbean, the second 
generation would be (1) less likely to experience a first conception outside a co-
residential union and (2) be more likely to make a transition to a union during 
pregnancy. In line with the first hypothesis it was found that among women the 
probability of experiencing a conception while being unmarried is lower for the second 
generation. This reduction is solely due to a reduction in the probability for single 
living women; the probability of experiencing a conception within cohabitation 
remains unchanged over generations. Instead, first and second generation men of 
Caribbean descent are equally likely to experience a first conception outside a union. 
Most likely, mothers more often take responsibility of raising children who are born 
outside of a union, possibly even more so among migrants of Caribbean descent. Single 
motherhood might therefore be more penalizing than single fatherhood, which could 
be a reason why we only find a reduction in the effect for single living women. Against 
expectation, we did not find any differences in the probability of making a transition 
to a first union during pregnancy between the first and second generation of Jamaican 
descent. 

Due to small sample size, we were not able to use the prospective aspect of the 
dataset, but instead used information on retrospective union and partnership histories 
to test our hypotheses. This posed some limitation on the interpretation of the results. 
The data does not allow for a causal interpretation of the effects found. The results for 
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example show that native British and South Asian migrants have a higher probability 
of making a transition to a first union during pregnancy. This could indicate that 
people who are faced with an unplanned pregnancy are more likely to start a union 
(conception influencing union formation). Alternatively, the anticipation of a wedding 
could increase the likelihood of having unprotected sexual intercourse (union 
formation influencing conception). It is even possible that unobserved factors such as 
value orientations and attitudes towards family life can account for the higher 
probability of experiencing a first union during pregnancy, because these factors 
increase the risk of marriage and the risk of childbearing. Another implication of the 
small sample size is that we were not able to look at the interrelation between union 
and fertility behaviour for higher order births and partnerships. Finally, the fertility 
histories did not include information on pregnancies that did not lead to a live birth. 
We could therefore not examine if the lower probability of experiencing a conception 
for single second generation Jamaican women is due to a lower probability of getting 
pregnant, or if it is due to higher abortion rates. 

Regardless of these shortcomings this study contributes to the literature by 
showing that family formation behaviour of descendants of immigrants from South 
Asia remains conservative in that they are very unlikely to experience a conception 
outside of marriage and if they do, are very likely to start a union during pregnancy. 
Regardless of socio-economic background, second generation Indian men and women 
are more likely to postpone parenthood to later stages in their relationship. Second 
generation Pakistani and Bangladeshi migrants are instead just as likely as the first 
generation to transition to become a parent soon after marriage, which may give 
especially women little room to invest in their education and occupational career. 
Moreover, we show that single motherhood is more common among Caribbean 
migrants than among British women because they are more likely to experience a 
conception while living single and less likely to transition to a first union during 
pregnancy. Second generation Jamaican women are less likely to experience a first 
conception outside of a union, which may have to do with a better ability to prevent 
unplanned pregnancies. Though this development is positive, single motherhood 
remains common among Jamaican minorities, which may have important 
implications for the socio-economic outcomes of these women and their children. 
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5.6. Supplementary Material 

Table S5.1. Sample size by ethnic background and gender as well as 
information on the number of person-months (PM) and events 
experienced per subgroup. 
   First conception  First union 
     N      PM Events  PM Events 

Wo
me
n 

1st generation Indian    478    66,302    359    50,234    432 

2nd generation Indian    347    46,603    204    38,611    241 

1st generation Pakistani    396    45,064    336    35,231    361 

2nd generation Pakistani    309    28,520    160    24,234    183 

1st generation Bangladeshi    337    28,173    294    21,993    308 

2nd generation Bangladeshi    178    14,054     48    14,092    56 

1st generation Jamaican    189    24,329    162    30,652    155 

2nd generation Jamaican    275    37,356    194    38,649    184 

Native British 18,023 2,689,714 13,311 1,851,861 15,462 

Me
n 

1st generation Indian    555    93,345    340    75,990    408 

2nd generation Indian    282    45,853    112    35,122    166 

1st generation Pakistani    398    63,796    294    51,372    334 

2nd generation Pakistani    252    25,750     96    22,165    120 

1st generation Bangladeshi    401    61,091    266    51,259    304 

2nd generation Bangladeshi    126    11,194     20    10,357     30 

1st generation Jamaican    131    26,488     99    23,817    110 

2nd generation Jamaican    170    24,671     88    22,600    104 

Native British 13,826 2,661,766  8,780 1,836,309 11,289 

 
Table S5.2. Association of union duration with the likelihood (odds-
ratios) of women experiencing the conception of the first child by 
ethnicity. Interaction effects are indicated by ‘#’. 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 
Union duration # Ethnicity  
     (1-24 months#Native=ref.)   

 

1-24 months #  Indian 1.907***   

 Pakistani 2.636***   

 Bangladeshi 2.537***   

 Jamaican 1.088   

 1st gen. Indian  2.170*** 2.160*** 

 2nd gen. Indian  1.522** 1.492** 

 1st gen. Pakistani  2.578*** 2.483*** 

 2nd gen. Pakistani  2.751*** 2.556*** 

 1st gen. Bangladeshi  2.548*** 2.404*** 

 2nd gen. Bangladeshi  2.483** 
2.247* 

 1st gen. Jamaican  1.026 
 .995 
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 2nd gen. Jamaican  1.125 1.083 

>24 months #  Native British  .929**  .929**  .923** 

 Indian 1.150   

 Pakistani 1.358*   

 Bangladeshi 1.303   

 Jamaican  .972   

 1st gen. Indian  1.067 1.037 

 2nd gen. Indian  1.268 1.233 

 1st gen. Pakistani  1.420 1.352* 

 2nd gen. Pakistani  1.210 1.102 

 1st gen. Bangladeshi  1.307 1.261 

 2nd gen. Bangladeshi  1.276 1.133 

 1st gen. Jamaican  1.112 1.093 

 2nd gen. Jamaican   .878  .842 

No union # Native British  .112***  .112***  .113*** 

 Indian  .038***   

 Pakistani  .053***   

 Bangladeshi  .079***   

 Jamaican  .258***   

 1st gen. Indian   .030***  .031*** 

 2nd gen. Indian   .046***  .046*** 

 1st gen. Pakistani   .039***  .038*** 

 2nd gen. Pakistani   .072***  .068*** 

 1st gen. Bangladeshi   .090***  .085*** 

 2nd gen. Bangladeshi   .067***  .061*** 

 1st gen. Jamaican   .316***  .309*** 

 2nd gen. Jamaican   .222***  .216*** 

Socio-economic status (None = ref.)    

Some qualifications    .848*** 

Qualifications / Higher degree     .770*** 

Info missing   1.007 

Cohort (<1945=ref.)    

1945-1955  .913**  .913**  .946 

1955-1965  .820***  .820***  .870*** 

1965-1975  .774***  .776***  .843*** 

1975-1985  .661***  .661***  .733*** 

1985-1995  .755***  .755***  .823*** 

Age 1.006*** 1.006*** 1.006*** 

Age2 1.000* 1.000* 1.000* 

Age3 1.000* 1.000* 1.000* 

Constant  .018***  .018***  .018*** 

* p<.05; **p<.01; ***p<.001 
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Table S5.3. Association of union status with the likelihood (odds-
ratios) of women experiencing the conception of the first child by 
ethnicity. Interaction effects are indicated by ‘#’. 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 
Union status # Ethnicity 
     (Unmarried#Native=ref.)   

 

Unmarried #  Indian   .316***   

 Pakistani   .322***   

 Bangladeshi   .419***   

 Jamaican  1.875***   

 1st gen. Indian    .259***   .261*** 

 2nd gen. Indian    .374***   .366*** 

 1st gen. Pakistani    .226***   .218*** 

 2nd gen. Pakistani    .433***   .403*** 

 1st gen. Bangladeshi    .500**   .468** 

 2nd gen. Bangladeshi  
  .346*   .314* 

 1st gen. Jamaican  
 2.442***  2.372*** 

 2nd gen. Jamaican   1.622***  1.561*** 

Married #  Native British   8.079***  8.080***  8.015*** 

 Indian  10.243***   

 Pakistani  11.156***   

 Bangladeshi  11.214***   

 Jamaican   9.573***   

 1st gen. Indian  10.039***  9.868*** 

 2nd gen. Indian  10.629*** 10.172*** 

 1st gen. Pakistani  11.628*** 11.127*** 

 2nd gen. Pakistani  10.230***  9.381*** 

 1st gen. Bangladeshi  10.601*** 10.025*** 

 2nd gen. Bangladeshi  15.966*** 14.808*** 

 1st gen. Jamaican   8.993***  8.750*** 

 2nd gen. Jamaican  10.436***  9.747*** 

Socio-economic status (None = ref.)    

Some qualifications     .883*** 

Qualifications / Higher degree      .786*** 

Info missing    1.029 

Cohort (<1945=ref.)    

1945-1955   .968   .968  1.001 

1955-1965  1.025  1.025  1.080** 

1965-1975  1.244***  1.245***  1.340*** 

1975-1985  1.296***  1.297***  1.418*** 

1985-1995  1.337***  1.336***  1.442*** 

Age  1.014***  1.014***  1.014*** 

Age2  1.000***  1.000***  1.000*** 

Age3  1.000  1.000  1.000 
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Constant   .001**   .001***   .002*** 

* p<.05; **p<.01; ***p<.001 

Table S5.4. Association of fertility status with the likelihood (odds-
ratios) of women experiencing the start of the first union by ethnicity. 
Interaction effects are indicated by ‘#’ 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 
Fertility status # Ethnicity  
     (Pregnant#Native=ref.)   

 

Pregnant #  Indian .748   

 Pakistani .891   

 Bangladeshi .776   

 Jamaican .221***   

 1st gen. Indian   .721  .749 

 2nd gen. Indian   .766  .761 

 1st gen. Pak/Ban  1.080 1.078 

 2nd gen.  Pak/Ban   .599  .582 

 1st gen. Jamaican  
 .223***  .221*** 

 2nd gen. Jamaican   .219***  .216*** 

1-24m after birth #  Native British .194***  .194***  .194*** 

 Indian .060***   

 Pakistani .166**   

 Bangladeshi .136**   

 Jamaican .109***   

 1st gen. Indian   .078**  .081** 

 2nd gen. Indian   .046***  .045*** 

 1st gen.  Pak/Ban   .125***  .123*** 

 2nd gen.  Pak/Ban   .186*  .184* 

 1st gen. Jamaican   .083***  .083*** 

 2nd gen. Jamaican   .135***  .133*** 

>24 m after birth # Native British .074***  .074***  .073*** 

 Indian .058***   

 Pakistani .094***   

 Bangladeshi .026***   

 Jamaican .053***   

 1st gen. Indian   .108***  .112*** 

 2nd gen. Indian   .041***  .040*** 

 1st gen.  Pak/Ban   .050***  .050*** 

 2nd gen.  Pak/Ban   .052***  .054*** 

 1st gen. Jamaican   .064***  .064*** 

 2nd gen. Jamaican   .041***  .042*** 

Not pregnant #  Native British .104***  .104***  .105*** 

 Indian .089***   

 Pakistani .120***   
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 Bangladeshi .131***   

 Jamaican .057***   

 1st gen. Indian   .102***  .104*** 

 2nd gen. Indian   .072***  .073*** 

 1st gen.  Pak/Ban   .148***  .147*** 

 2nd gen.  Pak/Ban   .089***  .086*** 

 1st gen. Jamaican   .058***  .058*** 

 2nd gen. Jamaican   .057***  .056*** 

Socio-economic status (None = ref.)    

Some qualifications    .975 

Qualifications / Higher degree     .874*** 

Info missing    .890*** 

Cohort (<1945=ref.)    

1945-1955 1.107*** 1.107*** 1.113*** 

1955-1965  .920**  .920**  .936* 

1965-1975  .855***  .856***  .881*** 

1975-1985  .828***  .832***  .863*** 

1985-1995  .786***  .794***  .827*** 

Age 1.038*** 1.038*** 1.038*** 

Age2 1.000*** 1.000*** 1.000*** 

Age3 1.000*** 1.000*** 1.000*** 

Constant  .017***  .017***  .017*** 

* p<.05; **p<.01; ***p<.001 
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Figure S5.1. Predicted probability of men experiencing the conception of their first child, by union duration, 
ethnicity, and generation. 
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Figure S5.2. Predicted probability of unmarried men experiencing the conception of their first child by ethnicity 
and generation 
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Figure S5.3. Predicted probability of men experiencing their first union 
formation, by fertility status, ethnicity, and generation. 
Because the sample was too small to estimate the association of fertility duration with union 
transition for men from South Asia, the result are only presented for Jamaican men. 
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