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Dramatic changes in marriage, divorce and cohabitation during the last half of the 20"
century have radicdly changed the context of childbearing decisons. Many, if not most
young adults can expect to form more than one intimate partnership during their lifetimes (e.g.,
Bumpass, Sweet & Cherlin 1991; Haskey 1993). The number of children they have will be
increesngly determined by reproductive decisons in a series of cohabiting and marita unions.
And increasing numbers of couples will be making childbearing decisons in the context of the
partners differing parities.

These changes have implications for demographic models of fertility and for
sociological theories of parenthood. Parity progressions are the keystone of fertility analyss
(eg., Feeney & Lutz 1991). Standard fertility models specify parity progressons entirely in
terms of women'’ s births, and do not distinguish births with prior partners from those with
current partners. If men’s pre-union children or the parenthood of a particular child influence
couples fertility decisons, parity effects must be respecified. From asociologica point of
view, childbearing decisons by couples with stepchildren reflect and may dter ties between
stepparents and stepchildren, and between parents and their nonresident children (Seltzer
1991; Booth & Dunn 1994).

Three key vaues of children underlie potentid differences in parity progressons by
couples with and without pre-union children (Griffith, Koo & Suchindran 1985): (1) children
are symboals of the partners commitment to their relationship; (2) the first child confers
parentd status, and (3) the second child ensures that each child hasasbling. The vaues
asociated with afirgt or second child are particularly important for understanding fertility

variation and change in low-fertility societies.



Each of the vaues of aparticular child mugt, of course, be welghed againgt the
economic, socia and psychologica cogts of a couple stotd number of children. When one
of the partners has pre-union children, the vaue of afirs shared birth must be weighed
againg the codts of rearing two or more children, the value of a second shared birth againgt
the costs of rearing three or more children, and so on. The question for our researchis
whether the cogts of larger family sizes associated with stepfamily childbearing outweigh the
commitment, parental status, or sbling vaue of one or two shared children.

Until recently, dmost dl the evidence on stepfamily fertility was based on women's
pre-union children, marital unions, and U.S. data Most studies reported lower risks of
childbearing in remarriage, the more children awoman had when she remarried (e.g.,
Bumpass 1984; Lillard & Waite 1993). Similar findings were reported in the one study that
included nonmarital unions (Loomis & Landde 1996). Some analyses have included data on
men’s previous unions or children, with amilar or mixed results (e.g., Griffith et d. 1985;
Haurin 1992; O’ Keefe 1988). When no effects of pre-union children are found on births to
couples, we can infer that some additiond vaueis provided to stepfamily couples, because
they are making higher-order parity progressions with higher costs than are couples without
stepchildren. But we cannot be sure that lower conception ratesin stepfamilies are not smply
aresult of their higher totd parity.

More recent sudies, conducted by severd of us independently, provide somewhat
better tests of the extra vaue provided by shared versus stepchildren. Vikat, Thomson &
Hoem (1999) found that, in Sweden, therisk of afirg birthin aunion did not depend on the

number of children the respondent had before the union and that the risk of a higher-order



birth was gregter if it wasthe firgt in anew union. Both findings support the commitment
vaue of afirg shared birth. Unfortunately, the Swedish data do not include full information
on partners children; one knows only if one or more stepchildren lived with the respondent at
union formetion.

Thomson's (1997) andyses of pand data from the United States showed that
childbearing intentions and risks were elevated when couples had no shared children and/or
when the woman had no children. These results are congstent with the commitment and
parentd status vaues of firg births. Thomson's andyses did not show stronger intentions or
higher birth risks for a second shared child, given the presence of older haf-gblings.

Andyses of French data showed that pre-union children lowered childbearing
intentions and birth risks (Toulemon & Lapierre-Adamcyk 1995; Toulemon 1997), except
when the man had pre-union children in which case the risk of the first union birth increased.
Neither of these analyses, however, specified the number of pre-union children belonging to
the woman only, the man only, or the couple together.

Buber and Prskawetz (1999) found that stepfamily couplesin Austria had lower
union firg-birth rates than other couples only if one or the other partner had two or more pre-
union children. That is, a low parities, the commitment vaue of afirst shared birth may
increase birth risks, but the cost of higher totd parities eventudly overcomesthat vaue.

None of these studies specified parity effectsin away to directly test hypotheses
about the three vaues of first and second births -- union commitment, parental status, and
sbling rdationships. Other differencesin modd specification dso limit direct comparisons

between the studies. In this paper, we conduct a more extensive and precise test of



differencesin stepfamily fertility based on vaues of step- and own children, bringing together
datafrom the Fertility and Family Surveys conducted in Ausgtria, Finland, France, and West
Germany. These countries provide comparisons of sepfamily fertility in different welfare
regimes that may influence fertility decisons and al four FFS data setsinclude information on
children of previous aswdll as current partners.

Data and M ethods

All of the countries sudied in this andys's have experienced decreasesin marriage,
Increases in cohabitation and nonmaritd fertility, and increases in divorce over the period
covered by retrospective union and birth histories (Haskey 1993; Coleman 1998), with some
variaion in the degree or timing of these changes. They are dso broadly representative of
vaiationsin sysems of socia insurance that support parenthood and/or gender equality,
culturd beliefs about gender, and inditutiondization of cohabitation as an dternative to
marriage (Bosveld 1996; Orloff 1996).

We use Finland as a representative of countries with high socid provisons for
childrearing and supports for gender equdity (Ronsen and Sundstrém 1997). Finland has
increasing divorce and cohabitation rates, but non-union births are rare (Prinz 1995;
Nikander 1998). West Germany provides an anchor on the “conservative’ sde of the
demographic and policy continuum. Although transfers to parents are quite generous, child
careisrdaivey limited and the organization of the school day makesiit very difficult to
combine employment and parenthood (HOhn 1991). For this reason, West Germany has
relatively low femae employment rates in comparison to other wedthy countries, especialy

among mothers of young children (UNECE 1995). Marriage rates are rdatively high, while



cohabitation and nonmarital births are quite low (Prinz 1995).3

France fdls generdly in the middle of the Nordic countries and Germany in terms of
policy and demographic behavior, and is sometimes classified with the former, sometimes
with the latter, sometimes in a separate category with, for example, Austria (Bosveld 1996).
The French welfare regime has long been focused on pronatalist concerns, but not on gender
equaity (asin Finland). Transfersto parents are generous, and child careis rdatively well
subsidized for toddlers but not infants (Toulemon & de Guibert-Lantoine 1998).
Cohabitation and union dissolution rates are Smilar to those in Finland and births out of
unions are aso quite low.

Ausdtria provides very generous supports for childrearing, and aso reasonably good
child care for two years prior to children’s school entry (Findl 1991). Cohabitation and union
dissolution rates are smilar to those in Finland and France. What stands out for Audtriaisits
high rate of non-union births— similar to rates for the United States (Prinz 1995).

Each of the FFS surveysin these countries obtained complete birth and union
histories from the primary respondent. Respondent’ s pre-union children can therefore be
identified by comparing union start and end dates to children’ s birth dates. Critical for our
andyss, the union histories d o include information on the number of children each partner
hed at the time of the union.*

Our specification for the risk of abirth a timet in the union can be written as.

hy(t) = huo(t) exp{>" p(t)+ R* x(t)}, )
where h,(t) isthe birth risk a timet, p(t) isthe couple s parity, Specified in ways to provide

for tests of hypotheses linked to the three vaues of first and second births, and x(t) isa



vector containing a set of other variables that characterize the woman, the man, or their
partnership. Asis suggested by the notation, p(t) and x(t) may change over time.

We begin observation at the respondent’ s first union occurring a or after her/his 14™
birthday and estimate the birth risk in each union birth interva. In fact, we subtract 9 months
from the child’ s birth date so as to estimate the risk of conceptions resulting in live births, and
assign the child to aunion based on its conception date. Thus, a birth interval may begin with
aunion or with abirth within aunion. Observations are censored when a union dissolves or
the respondent reaches the age a which childbearing is unlikely (45 for women, 50 for men).
We a0 censor a 9 months prior to the respondent’ s interview, to exclude pregnancies
reported at the interview which may or may not result in live births. Findly, we exclude
observations after amultiple birth, reasoning that two or more children born at the same time
have a different meaning for parents than the same number born a different times.

Births occurring outside of unions are not included in the hazard modds, but are
included in time-varying counts of the respondent’s children. Children born no more than 12
months prior to union formation (coresidence) are assumed to be the children of the couple,
unless the respondent reported a prior union at the time of conception. In such cases, we
treat the couple as having one shared child at union formation, and specify the birth interva to
begin at union formation. Couples in which the woman was pregnant a union formation are
tregted in agmilar fashion, with duration for the subsequent birth interva beginning when the
child isborn. Note that because we subtract 9 months from the birth dete to determine
conception, pregnancies that precipitate marriage by a cohabiting couple are treated as

cohabiting rather than marital conceptions.



Table 1 summarizes the target population, response rates, and number of male and
femd e respondents for each of the Fertility and Family Surveysin our andyss. In Finland,
samples were drawn from population registers; other countries relied on gratified household
samples. Larger numbers of femaes than males were generdly targeted. Response rates
were dl above 72 percent. The age ranges vary somewhat, but are centered on the
reproductive years. The table also shows the number of respondents contributing to our
andysis (having experienced at least one union and provided vaid data for variablesin our
modds), the number of union birth intervas produced by these respondents, and the
proportions of intervals in which respondents or partners have pre-union children, the couple
has shared children, and/or the couple conceives a child.

Table 1 about here

Although the ages a which we are able to observe unions and births vary across
countries, the proportion of intervas producing a conception is hdf or morein Finland,
France and Austria, somewhat lessin West Germany. Pre-union children are uncommon but
not rare; as many as ten percent of union birth intervas reported by French and Austrian
women occurred in sepfamilies. Note that the proportion of spellsin which the couple has a
shared child is much lower in Austria than in the other three countries. Audtria has a much
higher rate of non-union fertility than do Finland, France and West Germany, which may
account for the lower proportion of births that are the second or higher-order in the same
union.

In order to test hypotheses about the vaue of first and second union births, we must

firgt control for the total number of children (hers + his + theirs) a couple has & the beginning



of abirthinterval. We want to know whether the risk of abirth is higher, net of totd parity, if
the birth isthe first or second in a particular union and/or if one of the partners has no children
of her/hisown. In our models, we specify parity effects as dummy variables representing
total parity one, two, three and four or more; couples having no children a dl (hers, hisor
theirs) are the reference group.

The specification of stepfamily parity variables to test our hypotheses is somewhat
complex and isoutlined in Table 2. The vadue of afirgt union birth to express the couple' s
commitment is represented by a positive effect of having no shared children. The parenta
satus vaue is represented by positive effects of one partner having no children. Note that for
couples with total parity one, these two indicators are the same; in order to distinguish the
commitment from the parentd status vaue of sepfamily births, we rely on couples having two
or more children atogether. Note further that if one partner has no children of her/his own,
I.e.,, isnot abiologica parent but only a step-parent, the couple by definition has no shared
children. We must therefore interpret the effect of one partner not being a parent as an effect
that is added to the effect of the coupl€’ s having no shared children. Findly, we test the
sbling vadue of a second union birth by contrasting couples with only one shared child to
those with at least two shared children, among couples whose totd parity istwo or more. If
haf-sblings do not provide the same vaue as full sblings, we would expect the coefficient for
this variable to be pogtive.

The basdline time parameter for the birth risk is specified as alinear spline with nodes
a 6 months, 2 years, 5 years, and 10 years. Severa control variables are dso represented as

linear splines: union duration (nodes at 2, 5, and 10 years); respondent’ s and partner’ s ages



(nodes at 25, 30, 35, and 40 years of age), and calendar time (nodes at 1970, 1980, 1990
where possible). Union duration is specified only for spdlls that begin with aunion birth; for
thefirg birth in aunion, union duraion isidenticd to the underlying time parameter.
Additiona control variablesinclude whether the respondent was born out of the country,
union order, and union status (cohabiting, married after cohabiting, married directly). With
the exception of nativity status, al variables vary across time, and union status may vary
within abirth interva. All modds were estimated separately for mde and femde
respondents, using aML software (Lillard 1993; Lillard & Panis 1996; 1998).

Figure 1 graphs the basdline conception risks acrosstime. Recdl that birth intervas
may begin at union formation or a aunion birth. In generd, the risk of conception increases
or remains congtant from the beginning of the spell through the second year, decreasing
seadily theresfter. Differencesin the intercepts have no intrindc meaning.

Figure 1 about here

In Table 3, we present relative risks corresponding to regression coefficients for each
parity varidble. Figureswritten in bold are rdative risks that are sgnificantly higher or lower
than that for the reference group. Full model parameters are available on request.

Table 3 about here

With the exception of France, couples with totd parity one or more have lower birth
risks than couples with no children; in France, risks are lower only at parities two and three.
In Finland and West Germany, risks are substantialy reduced from totd parity one to two,
and remain low at higher parities; in France and Audtria, couples with two, three and four or

more children (combined) have rdaively smilar birth risks.



Only in Finland and West Germany istherisk of abirth higher if it isthefirg ina
union. No effects of having a shared child (or not) are found in France and Audtria. Little
support is found for the vaue of parentd status. Only Austrian women report a Sgnificantly
higher birth risk when one of the partners has no children, in comparison to partners who are
both parents but have no shared children, and in West Germany, a childless partner reduces
the conception risk in comparison to other couples with no shared children. Findly, thereis
condderable evidence for the value of afull sbling to acoupl€ sfirg shared child. In Finland,
France and West Germany (women), the risk of a second union birth is higher in stepfamilies
than for couples without pre-union children. Pardld results are not found in Audtria

Discussion and Conclusions

The vdue of afirgt shared child to stepfamily couplesis clear in Finland and West
Germany. Ther rate of first union births is much higher than that of couples with no children
a dl or with a least one shared child, net of their combined pre-union parity. This effect
does not seem to be associated with generous state supports for childcare, because it is found
in the most liberd and most conservative of our countries, but not in between.  On the other
hand, the effect in Finland could be due to generous parenta leave and other subgdies, while
that in West Germany represents a selection of non-employed women into new unionsand a
continuation of the full-time maternd role.

The latter interpretation is condstent with the reduced birth risk for West German
gepfamiliesin which one partner has no children. Putting together the rlaive risks for having
no shared children and one partner not being a parent produces about the same birth risk as

for couples whose children are dl shared. If the childless partner is sdlected for low interest
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in parenthood (relative to employment and other activities), this may baance the value of a
shared child to express the couple’ s commitment.

In each country except Audria, the rdative vaue of hdf- and full gblingsis
demondtrated by the higher birth rate for the second shared child in a stepfamily than for the
corresponding parity progression among couples without pre-union children. Because a
higher proportion of Austrian births occur outsde of unions than do births in the other
countries, we may smply not have sufficient observations to detect these effects.

Indl four countries, we find some evidence of unique fertility patterns for stepfamilies,
I.e., patterns that do not correspond to the standard parity progressons. As stepfamilies
increase, a clear understanding of fertility variation and change requires us to specify parity in

more complex ways, taking into account the separate and shared parities of the two partners.
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Aged Interview

Totd Sample

Anadytic Sample**

# Birth/union spdlls

% spdls ending in birth

% spells respondent has separate
child

% spells partner has separate child
% spells couple has shared child

Table1l. Samples, Fertility and Family Surveys

Finland
19891982

Women
22-46
4,155
3,571
8,948
554
6.6

7.5
64.6

Men
28-46*
1,670

Country/Survey Year
France Austria
1994 1995-96
Women Men Women Men
20-49 20-54

2,944 1,941 5,581 1,539
2,387 1,402 3,515 1,010
6,058 3,423 8,701 2,396
56.5 54.3 54.8 49.2
10.0 7.6 10.8 8.1
9.2 9.1 7.3 8.1
62.0 58.5 22.9 29.2

Sources. Prinz et a. 1998; Nikander 1998; Toulemon & de Guibert-Lantoine 1998; Henz 1999; origind analyses.

*Selected ages: 28-31, 34-38, 42-46

W. Germany
1992
Women Men

20-39
3,014 2,024
1,499 774
3,130 1,538
45.1 41.0
51 4.6
5.0 4.8
51.5 41.2

** Regpondents reporting at least one union, valid dates for births, union formation & dissolution, marriage, # partner’s children a union

formation, and nativity.
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Table 2: Stepfamily Parity Variables

Couple Parities

Neither partner has
children

Total parity =1
Child shared
Child not shared
Total parity = 2+
Both shared
Oneshared

None shared, each
partner is parent

None shared, one
partner not parent

Total parity 1+
none shared

16

Total parity 1+
one partner not
parent

0

Total parity 2+
oneshared
child



Table 3. Relative Risk of Conception by Parity

Country
Finland France Austria W. Germany
Women Men Women Men Women Men Women Men
Couple has no children (omitted) 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00 1.00
Totd parity one 0.57 1.05 1.02 0.43 0.45 0.63 0.40
Totd parity two 0.23 0.65 0.52 0.41 0.53 0.22 0.13
Tota parity three 0.21 0.65 0.43 0.50 0.54 0.26 0.10
Totd parity four or more 0.27 1.19 0.67 0.51 0.40 0.09 0.17
No shared children (parity 1+) 2.22 0.98 1.44 1.15 1.05 4.19 8.09
One partner not parent (parity 1+) 0.87 1.32 1.02 143 1.60 0.41 0.46
Only one shared child (parity 2+) 1.83 1.45 1.64 0.92 111 1.67 121

Source: Fertility and Family Surveys. Finland (1989, 1992), France (1994), Austria (1995-96) and West Germany (1992)
Note: All modds include controls for union status and order, nativity, respondent’s and partner’ s ages, and cadendar time.
*p<.05

* % p< 01
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Authors are ligted according to the timing of their involvement in this collaborative project.

The policy and demographic regime in the former East Germany was quite different than
that in West Germany during the period we observe, so we do not include data from East
German respondentsin thisanalysis. In asubsequent paper, we andyze stepfamily fertility
in the former socidigt countries, including East Germany.

Because information on the desths of partners children is available only if the child lived

with the respondent and remained in the household at the time of interview, and we want
paralle data on respondent’s and partner’ s children, we ignore child degths in computing
parity. The proportion of respondents reporting a child who died before the respondent

reached the end of her/his childbearing yearsis exceedingly small.
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