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Type and timing of  first union formation in Québec  
and the rest of  Canada: Continuity and change  

across the 1930–79 birth cohorts

Laura Wright1

Abstract

Trends in age at marriage have been well documented, but less is known about age at first union among 
recent cohorts of  Canadians. Using the 2011 GSS, I document changes in the type and timing of  first union 
formation among Canadians born over five decades, and examine how regional differences in partnering 
behaviours have changed over time. The trend away from entering marriage directly has continued among 
Canadians born in the 1970s, but Québec-Canada differences have narrowed. The trend towards later 
marriage has continued, but age at first union has not changed across the five cohorts under study. 
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Résumé

Les tendances en ce qui a trait à l’âge au mariage ont été bien documentées, mais moins est connu quant à 
l’âge à la première union chez les dernières cohortes de Canadiens. À partir de données provenant de l’ESG 
de 2011, je documente les changements au niveau du type et du moment de la formation de premières unions 
auprès de Canadiens nés au cours de cinq décennies et j’examine en quelle mesure les différences régionales 
quant aux comportements liés au partenariat ont changé au fil du temps. La tendance à délaisser l’entrée 
directe au mariage a continué chez les Canadiens nés dans les années 1970, mais l’écart Québec-Canada a 
diminué. La tendance vers le mariage plus tardif  a continué, mais l’âge à la première union n’a pas changé à 
travers les cinq cohortes à l’étude.

Mots-clés : Première union, mariage, union libre, Québec, Canada.

Introduction

Patterns of  union formation have been changing in Canada and other Western nations over the last six 
decades. Past cohorts of  Canadians have been delaying or forgoing marriage, and have increasingly formed 
nonmarital cohabitations, either as a step in the marriage process or as a union separate from marriage (e.g., Kerr 
et al. 2006; Le Bourdais and Lapierre-Adamczyk 2004). Differences between Québec and Canada in the type 
of  first union, either marriage or cohabitation, widened between 1960 and 2000 as people in Québec became 
increasingly less likely to directly marry than other Canadians (Le Bourdais and Lapierre-Adamczyk 2004). Have 
these diverging trends continued, or has the gap narrowed with the rise of  cohabitation in the rest of  Canada 
among the newest birth cohorts? It is also less clear whether recent cohorts of  Canadians are delaying all types 
of  unions or whether the rise of  cohabitation has offset delays of  marriage. Studies of  older Canadian cohorts 
suggest that median age at first partnership has not increased to the same extent as median age at first marriage 
(Ravanera et al. 2002). In other words, has age at first union increased along with age at first marriage in Canada, 
or do Canadians born in the 1970s continue to form their first romantic co-residential unions at the same age as 
their parents’ and grandparents’ generations?
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Understanding the changing partnership behaviours of  recent cohorts of  young Canadians is important be-
cause these changes are part of  a much larger and significant transformation of  family behaviours (Lesthaeghe 
1995). There are also widespread institutional and individual implications for changes in partnership behaviours, 
including delayed and lower fertility, changes in union stability and the family contexts in which children are 
reared, the length of  time spent as a dependent in the parental home, and intergenerational resource transfers 
(e.g., Bumpass et al. 1991; Kerr et al. 2006; Wu and Balakrishnan 1995). It is important to examine partnering 
behaviour in the culturally distinct region of  Québec separately from the rest of  Canada, because changes in 
partnering patterns have taken a different trajectory in the two regions (Hamplová et al. 2014; Laplante 2014). 
I seek to add to our broad understanding of  family transformation and to provide stimulus for future research 
on the implications of  these recent family changes. 

Drawing on the 2011 General Social Survey, I update and extend past research on the changing patterns of  
union formation in Canada by examining how the type and timing of  first union formation have changed across 
cohorts of  Canadians born between 1930 and 1979. I examine changes across cohorts in the proportion of  
men and women choosing cohabitation rather than marriage as their first union type, changes in the proportion 
who are ever-partnered by age 35, and changes in median age at first marriage and at first partnership. I examine 
these aspects of  union formation by region to investigate whether differences between those in Québec and in 
the rest of  Canada are continuing to grow or if  the differences are narrowing as the rest of  Canada continues 
on the trend toward increased cohabitation and declines in marriage.

Background

Changes in union type

There has been a significant transformation in demographic behaviour in Canada and other Western coun-
tries since about the 1960s, characterized in part by increased flexibility in union formation (Kerr et al. 2006; 
Lesthaeghe 1995). These changes are due to a combination of  ideational shifts, including secularization and 
increased individualism, which created new norms regulating union formation, and structural changes, including 
the increased labour force participation of  women (Lapierre-Adamczyk and Charvet 2000; Lesthaeghe 1995; 
Oppenheimer 1997).

Recent cohorts of  Canadians have been delaying marriage compared to cohorts who came of  age in the 
decades following WWII (e.g., Kerr et al. 2006), and an increasing proportion are forming non-marital cohabit-
ations (Le Bourdais and Lapierre-Adamczyk 2004). In Canada, the median age at first marriage among women 
reached the lowest point in the 20th century in the 1960s, at around 21 years. Since then, the median age at 
first marriage has been increasing dramatically; in 2008, the average first-time Canadian bride was 29 years old 
(ESDC 2016). At the same time, the marriage rate in Canada has been decreasing, reaching only 4.4 marriages 
per 1,000 people in 2008 (Statistics Canada 2012). 

The trend towards delayed or forgone marriage may be offset by increases in non-marital cohabitation, 
which has largely become an accepted and normalized part of  the transition to partnership (Guzzo 2014; Setter-
sten and Ray 2010). Cohabiting couples accounted for 6.3 per cent of  co-residential Canadian couples in 1985, 
10 per cent of  couples in 1995 (Wu and Balakrishnan 1995), and nearly 17 per cent of  Canadian couples in 2011 
(Statistics Canada 2012). The percentage of  Canadians who have ever cohabited has increased over time, as has 
the proportion of  first unions that are non-marital cohabiting relationships. Using the 1984 Canadian Fertility 
Study, Rao (1990) found that 20.6 per cent of  Canadian women cohabited outside of  marriage with their first 
partner. Dumas and Belanger (1997) updated this research using the 1995 General Social Survey, and found that 
of  the Canadians who entered a first union between 1990 and 1994, 57 per cent formed a cohabiting union. The 
most recent information to date on the proportion of  Canadians starting conjugal life through cohabitation is 
derived from life table estimates using the 2001 Census, which finds that 53 per cent of  Canadian women born 
in the 1970s can expect to cohabit as a first union (Le Bourdais and Lapierre-Adamczyk 2004). 

This past work has shown that the prevalence of  cohabitation is increasing in Canada, but because each 
study uses different samples, measures, and methodologies, it is difficult to explicitly examine changes over time. 
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For instance, some studies have examined cohabiting unions formed in a given year (e.g., Dumas and Belanger 
1997; Manning et al. 2014), some use cross-sectional data to determine how many Canadians are currently co-
habiting (e.g., Wu and Balakrishnan 1995), and some estimate the proportion of  people who have ever-cohabit-
ed, regardless of  the order of  the union (e.g., Brown et al. 2012; Bumpass and Lu 2000; Bumpass et al. 1991). In 
this paper, I use retrospective data to examine the differences in the type of  first union across five birth cohorts 
of  Canadians, and whether increases in cohabitation have offset declines in direct marriage.

First union timing

Median age at first marriage has been increasing in Canada, and the prevalence of  cohabitation generally, 
and as a first union, has also increased. Yet, less is known about median age at first union when considering both 
marriage and cohabitation as possible first union types, especially in Canada. Manning et al. (2014) show that in 
the United States, median age at first union has not increased; Americans were partnering at roughly the same 
age between 1988 and 2010. They also show that the proportion of  people who have ever partnered has also 
stayed relatively stable during this period. 

Few studies have compared increases in the median age at marriage and median age at first union in Canada. 
Past studies of  women born in the 1960s and earlier have found no significant changes in the median age at first 
partnership over time (Ravanera et al. 1998). However, since these studies, Canadians born in the 1970s have 
entered early adulthood and little is known about their partnering behaviour, despite many claims in the popular 
media that the new generations of  Canadians are delaying or forgoing monogamous relationships. In this paper, 
I draw from the most recent available data to examine whether these trends have continued among the most 
recent Canadian cohort to enter into early adulthood. 

Regional differences 

The meaning and prevalence of  cohabitation differ greatly between Québec and the rest of  Canada 
(Hamplová et al. 2014). Quebecers tend to have more liberal perspectives on family issues than other Canadians 
(Wu 2000). Cohabitation has become a socially acceptable alternative to marriage in Québec, but is more likely 
to be a childless prelude to marriage in the rest of  Canada (Hamplová et al. 2014; Kerr et al. 2006; Le Bourdais 
and Lapierre Adamcyk 2004). In 1981, only 7 per cent of  couples in Québec were cohabiting, compared to 29.8 
per cent in 2001 (Kerr et al. 2006), and 38 per cent in 2011 (Hamplová et al. 2014). There were also increases in 
the proportion of  couples that were cohabiting in the rest of  Canada during this period, but these increases were 
not as rapid or dramatic as those seen in Québec. In the rest of  Canada, the prevalence of  cohabitation increased 
from 5 per cent of  couples in 1981 to 12 per cent in 2001 and only 14 per cent in 2011 (Hamplová et al. 2014). 

The differences in union formation behaviour between people in Québec and the rest of  Canada are far 
greater than the differences between the other Canadian provinces (Pollard and Wu 1998). In fact, the marriage 
rates of  all of  the Canadian provinces, excluding Québec, became more similar over the course of  the 20th 
century (Wu and Balakrishnan 1995), reaching 608 per 1,000 women outside of  Québec and only 373 per 1,000 
women in Québec in 1994 (Pollard and Wu 1998). Moreover, the gap between the proportion of  women in 
Québec and the rest of  Canada expected to ever-marry has widened from the 1960s to the 2000s, with 40 per 
cent of  Québec women expected to marry compared to 60 per cent of  other Canadian women (Le Bourdais 
and Lapierre-Adamcyk 2004). In a recent study of  how the competing risks of  forming a first union through 
marriage or cohabitation have changed across cohorts of  Canadians born between 1911 and 1971, Laplante 
(2014) found that the difference in the risks of  cohabitation between French-speaking Québec Catholics and 
other groups of  Canadians became dramatic starting in the 1951–60 birth cohort. He also finds that the risks 
of  entering marriage have declined for all Canadians across cohorts, but that the category “French-speaking 
Québec Catholics and Atheists” has shown the greatest decline. 

Differences in union formation behaviour between Québec and the rest of  Canada have been best explained 
by referencing differences in normative cultures that are bounded by language, region, and religion (Laplan-
te 2006, 2014). The demographic behaviour of  French-speaking Catholic Québecois in particular diverged 
from other groups as the norms governing these behaviours diverged (Laplante 2006). Canadian researchers 
have argued that Québec experienced a “quiet revolution” in the 1960s whereby ideologies, values, and norms 
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changed rapidly towards individualism, secularism, and gender equality, which led to the creation of  a unique 
regime of  union formation (Laplante 2014; Pollard and Wu 1998; Wu and Baer 1996). 

It is less clear whether the differences in union formation patterns between Québec and the rest of  Canada 
have continued to increase for those born in the 1970s, or whether there has been some convergence over time 
as cohabitation has become increasingly popular in non-Québec Canada. Laplante’s (2014) study is the most 
recent to examine some of  these questions; however, he does not explicitly examine changes over time in the 
proportion of  ever-partnered, or patterns in median ages at first marriage and first union over time. 

Present study

Past research provides insight into the union formation behaviours of  Canadians, but relies on data from 
2006 or earlier. In this paper, I add to our understanding of  ongoing changes in union formation by using the 
most recent Canadian data available on cohabitation and marriage formation. By using retrospective data on 
union histories reported in the 2011 GSS, I am able to build on the approaches and findings of  past research 
by analyzing the union formation patterns of  birth cohorts rather than period changes in union formation. I 
am also able to analyze trends over a very wide range of  birth cohorts born between 1930 and 1979, which will 
provide a better understanding of  long-term trends in marriage and cohabitation.

Research questions

In this paper I address three research questions. First, how has the type of  first union that Canadians form 
changed over time, and have the differences in the type of  first union formed between those in Québec and the 
rest of  Canada widened for those born in the 1970s? Second, is the decline in marriage over time being offset 
by increases in cohabitation for Canadians in Québec and other parts of  Canada? Finally, has cohabitation been 
delayed to the same extent as marriage across cohorts of  men and women in Québec and other parts of  Canada, 
or has earlier cohabitation offset delays in marriage? 

Data

I use the 2011 General Social Survey (GSS) to examine changes in union formation across five birth cohorts 
in Canada. The Canadian GSS is a cross-sectional survey conducted by Statistics Canada every year since 1985, 
with a specific thematic focus each year. The data for this study come from Cycle 25, the fifth and most recent 
GSS to focus on families. The GSS uses a stratified clustered sample and is representative of  the non-institution-
alized population aged 15 years or older living in the 10 Canadian provinces. It was conducted by computer-as-
sisted telephone interviews between February and November 2011, and had a response rate of  65.8 per cent. 
The 2011 GSS is ideal for this study because it includes detailed retrospective information on both marriage and 
cohabitation histories for respondents born between 1911 and 1996, which allows for an examination of  long-
term trends in the changes of  timing and type of  union formation over many birth cohorts in Canada. These 
data are also the most recent available on Canadian families, and cover the most recent Canadian cohorts that 
have reached adulthood, born in the 1970s. 

Sample

I restrict my analysis to respondents with complete information who were born after 1929 and before 1980. 
I exclude immigrants who migrated to Canada after age 15 (n = 2,859), in order to maintain the comparability 
of  the Québec population and the rest of  Canada population, since patterns of  immigration have changed 
dramatically in the last 100 years (Boyd and Vickers 2000), and to ensure that all of  the partnering events that 
were included in the analyses occurred in Canada. These restrictions resulted in a sample of  15,941 respondents, 
reduced from the original sample of  22,435. 
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Measures

The GSS uses an inclusive measure of  cohabitation and allows respondents to self-classify their unions as 
cohabitation regardless of  the length of  co-residence. The English version of  the GSS asks respondents if  they 
are, or have been, in a “common-law relationship, even if  for less than one year.” The French version asks the 
same questions but uses the term union libre. Québec follows the civil law tradition, whereas the rest of  Canada is 
based on the common law tradition, which has resulted in different legal definitions of  unions de libres in Québec 
and common law unions in the rest of  the country (Beaujot et al. 2013). This measure of  cohabitation is therefore 
inclusive of  both definitions, used by both Anglophone and Francophone Canadians. I use the term cohabitation 
to encompass both common law unions formed outside of  Québec and unions de libres in Québec. 

I construct two separate dependent variables that reflect time to first union and time to first marriage. I use 
the age the respondent reported beginning their first union, either marriage or cohabitation, to construct the 
age at first partnership measure. I use respondents’ reports of  their age at their first marriage, regardless of  any 
previous non-marital unions, to construct the age at first marriage measure. To construct my key independent vari-
ables, I group respondents by decade of  birth, encompassing respondents born in the 1930s through the 1970s. 
I group these respondents into two categories based on their province of  residence: those living in Québec and 
those living in the rest of  Canada (ROC). 

Finally, I control for several sociodemographic factors in the multivariate analyses. Language and religion have 
been found to predict union formation behaviours (e.g., Eggebeen and Dew 2009; Rao 1990), largely as markers 
of  separate cultures, with different normative systems (Lapierre-Adamczyk and Charvet 2000; Laplante 2104). 
I classify the respondents into English-speakers, French-speakers, and others, based on the language they speak 
most frequently at home. I group respondents by religious affiliation, which includes categories for no religion, 
Catholic, Protestant, and other. Past research has also found that the more highly educated are more likely to 
marry (e.g., Sassler and Goldscheider 2004; Wu and Pollard 2000), and the less educated are more likely to co-
habit, but that this association is weaker in Québec (Kerr et al. 2006). Highest educational attainment is coded as 
less than a high school diploma, a high school diploma, some postsecondary education including college, trades 
certificate or incomplete bachelor’s degree, and bachelor’s degree or higher. Lastly, individuals with divorced 
parents have been shown to be less likely to marry (Lapierre-Adamczyk and Charvet 2000), at least partly due to 
different attitudes towards marriage (Axinn and Thornton 1996). To control for these differences, I include an 
indicator for whether the respondent lived with two parents until at least age 15 years. 

Analytic strategy

I begin by charting changes in the proportion of  Canadian women and men, in Québec and in other parts 
of  Canada, who enter their first union through marriage, through cohabitation, or who remain unpartnered by 
age 35. For these analyses I exclude respondents born in 1977 or later, because they had not yet reached age 35 
at the time of  the survey. 

Next, I examine how changes across cohorts in the age at first union compare to changes in the age at 
first marriage, while controlling for other factors that influence the timing of  union formation. To do this, I 
use discrete time logistic regression models to examine the risks of: 1) forming a first union and 2) entering 
legal marriage—separately for Québec and the ROC, and by sex, and include controls for language, religion, 
education, and childhood family structure. Respondents enter the risk set at age 15 and exit at age of  first mar-
riage/first union or the date of  the survey, whichever occurs first. I created a person-period data file consisting 
of  245,941 person-years for the time to first marriage analyses, and 200,019 person-years for the time to first 
partnership analyses. 

Unlike Cox-proportional hazards models, discrete time models require that the shape of  the baseline hazard 
(the duration dependence) be specified (Box-Steffensmeier and Jones 2004; Jenkins 2005). Rather than assume 
a theoretical shape of  the hazard function, I use a piecewise linear spline, with knots at each quintile of  survival 
time, to model the duration dependence.2 Within each linear segment, the hazard rate is assumed to be constant 

2.	 I specified the baseline hazard in several different ways, and a 5-point piecewise spline specification was the best 
characterization of  the baseline hazard according to a variety of  fit statistics, including the BIC and AIC (Singer and Willett 2003). 



Wright: Type and timing of  first union formation in Québec and the rest of  Canada

239

but is allowed to vary across segments. This approach has the advantage of  allowing the shape of  the hazard 
function to be determined empirically without burdening the model with dummy variables for every unit of  
time (Singer and Willett 2003). 

I then use these discrete time logistic regression models to estimate men’s and women’s median survival 
times to two events: (1) first marriage and (2) first partnership, by birth cohort and by region, while controlling 
for relevant sociodemographic variables. All estimates are derived using sample weights, to ensure they are rep-
resentative of  the population. 

Results

Description of  the sample

Table 1 presents characteristics of  the full analytic sample. The left panel of  the table provides the number of  
women in each birth cohort and the percentage of  each cohort living in Québec and in other parts of  Canada; the 
right panel displays the same information for men. Roughly 30 per cent of  women and men born between 1930 
and 1959 were living in Québec, and this proportion decreased slightly for those born between 1960 and 1979. 

Table 1. Characteristics of the Sample 2011 General Social Survey  
Cycle 25 (Family), n = 15,941

Women Men
Birth cohort n Region % Birth cohort n Region %

1930–39 1,673 ROC 71.7 1930–39 962 ROC 72.3
Québec 28.3   Québec 27.7

1940–49 1,717 ROC 71.7 1940–49 1,359 ROC 73.3
Québec 28.3   Québec 26.7

1950–59 2,256 ROC 73.0 1950–59 1,766 ROC 71.4
Québec 27.0   Québec 28.6

1960–69 1,858 ROC 75.5 1960–69 1,504 ROC 77.0
Québec 24.5   Québec 23.0

1970–79 1,560 ROC 76.5 1970–79 1,286 ROC 77.0
Québec 23.5   Québec 23.0

Notes: Proportions are weighted to be representative of the Canadian population.
“ROC” stands for “rest of Canada,” and signifies respondents living in provinces 
outside of Québec.

Proportion marrying, cohabiting, and never-partnered by age 35

To examine changes over time in the type of  first union that Canadians form, I plot the proportion of  each 
cohort that entered into marriage directly, the proportion whose first union was a non-marital co-residential 
partnership, and the proportion unpartnered by age 35. Figures 1 and 2 display these proportions for women 
and men, respectively, by region. The solid lines represent the proportion whose first union was legal marriage, 
the dashed lines represent the proportion who cohabited with their first partner, and the dotted lines represent 
the proportion who had never partnered by age 35. The grey lines show the trends for those living in Québec, 
and the black lines show the trends for those in the rest of  Canada (ROC). In light grey, I provide the 95% con-
fidence intervals derived from two-sample tests of  equality of  proportions for each point estimate.

Figure 1 shows that women in Québec are less likely to enter into direct marriage than women in the ROC 
across all birth cohorts, and the decline in the proportion entering marriage directly across birth cohorts is more 
dramatic in Québec than for women in the ROC. Approximately 87 per cent of  women living in Québec born 
in the 1930s entered marriage directly, compared to approximately 93 per cent of  their counterparts living in the 
ROC. The regional difference in the propensity to enter marriage directly is similar among women born in the 
1940s. However, there is no significant regional difference in the proportion of  women who cohabit with their 
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first partner in these early birth cohorts; in both regions, fewer than 2 per cent of  women born in the 1930s and 
1940s entered their first unions through cohabitation. The difference in these cohorts is that women in Québec 
were less likely to be in any type of  partnership than those in the ROC (10–12 per cent of  those in Québec 
compared to 5–6 per cent of  those in the ROC). 

Regional differences in the proportion of  women entering conjugal life through cohabitation become signifi-
cant in the 1950s birth cohort, and increase among those born in the 1960s (Figure 1). Approximately 22 per cent 
of  women in the ROC born in the 1950s cohabited with their first partner, compared to 29 per cent of  women in 
Québec. By the 1960s birth cohort, the majority of  women in Québec cohabited as their first union (62 per cent), 
as did a large minority of  women in the ROC (42 per cent). The trend toward cohabitation and away from direct 
marriage continues for women born in the 1970s; however, the regional divergence in first union type that had 
been increasing since the 1940s birth cohort appears to have stalled among this birth cohort. Women in Québec 
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Figure 1. Percentage of women whose first union was marriage, cohabitation, and 
who never-partnered by age 35, by region, 1930s-1970s birth cohorts, with 95% 
confidence intervals
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Figure 1. Percentage of women whose first union was marriage, cohabitation, 
and who never-partnered by age 35, by region, 1930s–70s birth cohorts, with 
95% confidence intervals
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Figure 2. Percentage of men whose first union was marriage, cohabitation and who 
never-partnered by age 35, by region, 1930s-1970s birth cohorts, with 95% 
confidence intervals
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Figure 2. Percentage of men whose first union was marriage, cohabitation 
and who never-partnered by age 35, by region, 1930s–70s birth cohorts, with 
95% confidence intervals
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born in the 1970s continue to be more likely to cohabit with their first partner than their counterparts born in 
the ROC, but the difference is smaller than in the previous birth cohort. Approximately 16 per cent of  women in 
Québec born in the 1970s entered directly into marriage, compared to roughly 32 per cent of  women in the ROC, 
which indicates that large regional differences remain despite the stalled divergence over time.

The proportion of  women never-partnered by age 35 has stayed relatively stable across the birth cohorts of  
women born in the ROC, increasing slightly, albeit statistically insignificantly, from 5–6 per cent of  those born 
in the 1930s and 40s to 8–9 per cent of  those born in the 1950s, 60s, and 70s. There are also no statistically 
significant changes in the proportion never-partnered by age 35 across birth cohorts among women in Québec, 
which decreased slightly, from 10–11 per cent of  those born in the 1930s and 40s to 6–7 per cent of  those born 
in the 1960s and 70s. 

The proportions of  men who enter directly into marriage, who cohabit with their first partner, and who 
remained unpartnered by age 35 are shown in Figure 2. The overall and region-specific patterns in men’s first 
union types are similar to those found for women; however, those born in the 1940s and 50s were slightly less 
likely to enter directly into marriage than their female counterparts. Approximately 59, 44, and 28 per cent of  
men living in the ROC born in the 1950s, 60s, and 70s, respectively, entered directly into marriage with their 
first partner, compared to 53, 26, and 16 per cent of  their counterparts in Québec. Regional differences in the 
proportion of  men entering conjugal life through cohabitation first appear in the 1950s birth cohort, which is 
the same pattern as seen for women. As was the case for women, the difference between men born in Québec 
and the ROC in the propensity to marry directly also increases between the 1940s, 50s, and 60s birth cohorts, 
but the regional divergence slows among the most recent birth cohort, who were born in the 1970s and came of  
age in the 1990s, albeit to a lesser degree than is the case for women. The proportion of  men born in the ROC 
who never partnered by age 35 has increased across birth cohorts, ranging from approximately 5–6 per cent 
in the early cohorts to around 12 per cent in the most recent birth cohort of  men born in the 1970s, and the 
difference between the those born in the 1930s and 40s and those born after is statistically significant. Among 
Québec-born men however, there are no statistically significant changes in the proportion never-partnered by 
age 35 across the birth cohorts (Figure 2). 

Age at first marriage vs. age at first union across cohorts

Next, I examine cohort differences in the risk of  entering first marriage, and the risk of  entering a first 
union of  any kind, in order to predict the timing of  union formation. Tables 2 and 3 present odds ratios from 
discrete-time logistic regression models for women and men, respectively. The left panel of  each table displays 
models predicting first marriage separately by region, and the right panel displays the same for first union. 

The parameter estimates describing the duration dependence shown in the bottom of  Tables 2 and 3 rep-
resent the fitted baseline hazard function (transformed into odds ratios) (Jenkins 2005; Singer and Willett 2003). 
The baseline represents English-speaking respondents born in the 1950s, who have no religious affiliation, gradu-
ated high school, and who lived with both parents until at least age 15. Across all models, the odds of  experien-
cing a partnering event peak in the second quintile of  survival time (ages 18–21 years for the marriage models 
and 18–19 years for the first-union models). After this point, the baseline hazard decreases over survival time. 

The marriage models for women in the left panel of  Table 2 show that there are significant differences 
in the odds of  marriage across birth cohorts for both women in Québec and women in the ROC. Women in 
Québec born in the 1970s have 3.2 times lower odds of  marriage compared to those born in the 1950s (0.31 
odds ratio). For women in the ROC, the difference is smaller; those born in the 1970s have 1.89 times lower 
odds of  marriage compared to the 1950s birth cohort. Francophone women in Québec have lower odds of  
marriage than Anglophones in Québec, but there are no differences by language in the ROC. In the ROC, 
any religious affiliation is associated with higher odds of  marriage, but Protestants have the largest differ-
ence, with odds of  marriage 1.24 times that of  women with no religious affiliation. In Québec, Protestant 
and other religious groups are more likely to marry, but Catholics are not statistically different in their odds 
of  marriage compared to the unaffiliated. In both regions of  Canada, women with higher levels of  education 
have lower odds of  marriage. Women with a bachelor’s degree or higher have lower odds of  marriage than the 
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high school educated (1.56 times lower for women in Québec, and 1.85 times lower for women in the ROC). 
Finally, women who grew up without two parents in the home had 1.18 times lower odds of  marriage than 
respondents who lived with two parents, regardless of  region. 

Table 2. Odds ratios from discrete-time logistic regression models 
predicting entry into first marriage and first partnership, women, 
n = 9,064

First marriage First union
Model Que ROC Que ROC

Birth cohort (1950s)
1930s 1.10 1.12+ 0.69*** 0.84**
1940s 1.29** 1.39*** 0.88 1.13*
1960s 0.64*** 0.67*** 1.04 0.79***
1970s 0.31*** 0.53*** 1.08 0.73***

Language (English)
French 0.84+ 1.03 1.30* 1.14
Other 0.96+ 0.98 0.94 0.99

Religion (None)
Catholic 1.14 1.13* 0.97 0.87**
Protestant 1.47+ 1.24*** 1.12 0.95
Other 1.83+ 1.22* 1.14 0.88

Education (High School)
Less than H.S. 1.10 1.01 1.04 1.17*
PSE less than BA 0.88 0.76*** 0.84 0.81***
BA or higher 0.64*** 0.54*** 0.62*** 0.50***

Family structure (2 parents)
Other family type 0.85+ 0.84*** 1.02 1.11*

Duration dependency
Marriage        Union
15–17             15–17 0.76*** 0.80*** 0.76*** 0.80***
18–21             18–19 2.12*** 1.80*** 3.64*** 2.84***
22–25             20–23 0.98 1.02 1.27*** 1.18***
26–34             24–29 0.85*** 0.92*** 0.88*** 0.95***
  35+                 30+ 0.88*** 0.86*** 0.88*** 0.87***

Note: *** p < 0.001; ** p < 0.01; * p < 0.05; +p < 0.10
Quintiles of survival time to first marriage and first partnership are used to 
model the duration dependency; these coefficients form the baseline hazard. 
Reference categories are in parentheses.
Source: 2011 General Social Survey (Cycle 25).

The right panel of  Table 2 shows the estimates from the first-union models, which treat either marriage or 
cohabitation, whichever occurs earlier, as a first partnering event. Cohort differences in the odds of  partnering 
are far smaller than differences in the odds of  marriage, and are statistically insignificant for women in Québec 
(except women in Québec born in the 1930s, who are 1.45 times less likely to form any sort of  partnership 
compared to those born in the 1950s). Cohort differences in the ROC are statistically significant, but women 
born in the 1970s have only 1.37 times lower odds of  partnering than the 1950s birth cohort (compared to 
1.89 times lower in the case of  marriage). Francophone women in Québec have odds of  partnering that are 1.3 
times higher than Anglophone women in Québec; and, similar to the models of  marriage, these are the only 
significant language differences. The only statistically significant difference by religious affiliation is for Catholic 
women in the ROC, who have 1.15 times lower odds of  partnering than the unaffiliated. Educational patterns 
in the risks of  partnership are very similar to those for risks of  marriage: the more highly educated have lower 
odds of  partnering. Finally, living in a home without two parents during childhood is associated with 1.11 times 
higher odds of  partnering for women in the ROC, but there are no differences by childhood family structure 
for women in Québec. 
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Table 3. Odds ratios from discrete-time logistic regression models 
predicting entry into first marriage and first partnership, men, n = 6,877

First marriage First union
Model Que ROC Que ROC

Birth cohort (1950s)
1930s 1.54*** 1.57*** 0.80* 1.15*
1940s 1.73*** 1.41*** 1.08 1.19***
1960s 0.50*** 0.71*** 0.79* 0.88*
1970s 0.29*** 0.64*** 0.90 0.84**

Language (English)
French 0.71* 1.09 1.05 1.08
Other 1.04 0.95 1.05 0.90

Religion (None)
Catholic 1.51** 1.12* 1.31** 0.92+
Protestant 1.38 1.36*** 1.30 1.12*
Other 3.07** 1.06 1.52 0.89

Education (High School)
Less than H.S. 0.92 0.93 1.17 1.06
PSE less than BA 0.93 1.05 1.16 1.06
BA or higher 1.00 0.96 1.03 0.86*

Family structure (2 parents)
Other family type 0.81+ 0.88* 1.08 1.07

Duration dependency
Marriage        Union
15–17             15–17 0.68*** 0.69*** 0.71* 0.71***
18–21             18–19 2.65*** 2.48*** 3.12*** 3.97***
22–25             20–23 1.27*** 1.16*** 1.53*** 1.41***
26–34             24–29 0.86*** 0.97*** 0.98 1.03**
  35+                 30+ 0.90*** 0.86*** 0.88*** 0.89***

Note: *** p < 0.001; ** p < 0.01; * p < 0.05; +p < 0.10
Quintiles of survival time to first marriage and first partnership are used to 
model the duration dependency; these coefficients form the baseline hazard. 
Reference categories are in parentheses.
Source: 2011 General Social Survey (Cycle 25).

Table 3 presents the same discrete-time logistic regression models predicting marriage and partnership, by 
region, for men. The patterns for men’s odds of  marriage are largely the same as for women, but there are a few 
exceptions ( left panel of  Table 3). Catholic men in Québec have 1.51 times higher odds of  marrying compared 
to those with no religious affiliation, and there are no significant educational differences in the odds of  marriage 
for men, in either Québec or the ROC. The right panel of  Table 3 presents the models for partnering, either 
marriage or cohabitation. Unlike for women in Québec, there is no statistically significant difference between 
the odds of  partnering for Francophone men compared to Anglophone men in Québec. There are also differ-
ences by religious affiliation for men: Catholic men in Québec have 1.31 times higher odds of  partnering than 
the unaffiliated. Catholic men in the ROC however, have 1.09 times lower odds of  partnering, and Protestant 
men have 1.12 higher odds than those with no religious affiliation. There are also few educational differences 
in the odds of  first union for men. The only statistically significant difference is for men in the ROC who have 
a bachelor’s degree or higher, who have odds of  partnering 1.16 lower than those with a high school diploma. 
Family structure in childhood does not appear to be associated with the risks of  partnership for men. 

Median survival time to first marriage and to first union for each cohort, by region, regardless of  union type 
and controlling for other sociodemographic factors, are presented in the top panel (for women) and bottom 
panel (for men) of  Table 4. The estimates in these tables are derived from the discrete-time logistic regression 
models in Tables 2 and 3. The age at which half  of  the women in the ROC are estimated to form a first marriage 
increased, from a low of  21.2 years for women born in the 1930s to a high of  26.1 years for women born in the 
1970s (top panel of  Table 4). Over this time, women in the ROC have delayed their first marriage by five years, 
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even after controlling for differences in education, religion, childhood family structure, and the other controls 
in Table 2. However, Canadian women are not delaying partnering to nearly the same degree as marriage. Half  
of  all women in the ROC born in the 1930s are estimated to form their first union by age 21.4, and among 
those born in the 1970s, half  are estimated to form their first union by age 22.5—a difference of  only 1.1 years. 
Typical ages at first marriage and first union corresponded quite closely in the earlier cohorts, in which marriage 
was by far the most likely way to form a first partnership. These ages began to diverge across the cohorts, espe-
cially for the 1960s birth cohort, which entered adulthood in the 1980s, as cohabitation became an increasingly 
common way to form a first union. 

These trends are even more pronounced among women in Québec. Half  of  the women in Québec born in 
the 1930s, 40s, and 50s are estimated to have married between age 21.6 and 22.4 years. By the 1960s birth cohort, 
the estimated median survival time to first marriage increased to 24.5 years. The median survival time to first 
marriage could not be estimated for Québec women born in 1970 or, later because less than 50 per cent of  this 
birth cohort is predicted to be married by age 40 years, indicating a continued delaying or forgoing of  marriage 
among this cohort. Median estimated survival time to first partnership, however, has stayed remarkably stable 
across the cohorts of  women in Québec, even with controls. The estimated median age at first union varies by 
only 1 year (ranging from age 22.3 years for those born in the 1950s and 70s to 23.3 years for those born in the 
1930s and 60s). The same patterns in fitted median survival times to first marriage and first partnership can be 
seen for men in the bottom panel of  Table 2, but men tend to enter marriage and form their first partnerships 
2–3 years later than their female counterparts.

Discussion and conclusion

The rise in cohabitation and delaying of  marriage are two of  the most important changes in union forma-
tion patterns that have occurred in Canada over the last 50 years. In this paper, I have documented these well-
known known trends in older Canadian birth cohorts, and have updated previous analyses by using the most 
recent Canadian data available to examine the most recent cohorts of  Canadians. I have also documented long-
term trends in median age at first union across birth cohorts, which has been far less studied than median age at 

Table 4. Fitted median times to first marriage and first union, across birth 
cohorts, by place of residence.

Birth Cohort
1930–39 1940–49 1950–59 1960–69 1970–79

Women (n = 9,064)
Province other than Québec

Age at first marriage 21.2 21.6 22.2 24.2 26.1
Age at first union 21.4 20.8 21.3 22.1 22.5

Québec
Age at first marriage 21.8 21.6 22.4 24.5 –
Age at first union 23.3 22.6 22.3 23.3 22.3

Men (n = 6,877)
Province other than Québec

Age at first marriage 23.8 24.3 25.5 27.7 28.7
Age at first union 23.6 23.6 24.2 24.8 25.1

Québec
Age at first marriage 23.9 23.5 25.1 31.5 –
Age at first union 24.4 23.4 23.7 24.6 24.2

Note: Estimates derived from discrete-time logistic regression models predicting entry 
into first marriage and first partnership, displayed in Tables 2 and 3.
Dash – indicates that less than half of the subgroups are predicted to experience the 
partnering event by the last time in the life table, so an estimate is not available.
Source: 2011 General Social Survey (Cycle 25).
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marriage. The results contribute to our understanding of  the way in which increases in cohabitation have offset 
the decline and delay of  marriage as a first partnership for the newest cohort of  Canadians entering adulthood. 

Consistent with past research (e.g., Laplante 2014; Le Bourdais and Lapierre-Adamczyk 2004), I found that 
across birth cohorts, an increasing number of  Canadian men and women are choosing to form non-marital 
cohabiting unions rather than marriages as they enter conjugal life. Marriage as a first partnership type has 
continued to decline among the most recent birth cohorts of  Canadians. The decline in the proportion of  Can-
adians whose first union was marriage, however, has been largely offset by an increase in the formation of  co-
habiting relationships. The proportion of  women and men in Québec and women in the ROC forming any type 
of  union by age 35 years has remained stable over the birth cohorts. Among the men in other parts of  Canada, 
however, increases in the proportion forming cohabiting unions have not kept pace with decreases in marriage 
formation for the most recent birth cohorts, leading to a slight increase in the proportion never-partnered by 
age 35 across the birth cohorts. 

I find that the trend towards delayed marriage in Canada, which began in earnest among those born in the 
1960s, who came of  age in the 1980s, has continued for both men and women born in the 1970s. The typical 
age at first partnership, when both marriage and cohabitation are considered, however, has not changed much 
over the course of  the 50 years under study. This is further evidence that the rise in cohabiting unions has indeed 
offset the delays in marriage. Canadians born in the 1970s continue to form their first unions at approximately 
the same age as their parents’ and grandparents’ generations, but the type of  first union they form is different. 

I also examined differences in first union formation behaviours between Canadians in Québec and the ROC 
to determine if  the disparity in the preferred type of  first union that has been growing since the 1940s birth 
cohort has continued among the most recent birth cohorts, who came of  age in the 1990s. Consistent with past 
research (e.g., Laplante 2014; Le Bourdais and Lapierre-Adamczyk 2004), I found that the pattern of  increased 
preference for cohabitation and decreased preference for marriage as a first union type is more dramatic among 
men and women in Québec and less dramatic for those in other parts of  Canada. Across all cohorts, men and 
women in Québec are less likely to marry their first partner. However, the this trend toward an ever-decreasing 
proportion of  marriages as first union has slowed for the most recent cohort in Québec, while it continued for 
the most recent cohort in the rest of  Canada, especially for men. This means that the difference in choice of  
first union type between the Quebecers and other Canadians, which has been growing since at least the 1940s 
birth cohort, has stabilized among the youngest Canadians included in this study. This provides some evidence 
that the meaning and place of  cohabitation in the union formation process in the rest of  Canada may be be-
coming more like that found in Québec. Further examination of  the characteristics and outcomes of  cohabiting 
unions of  recent birth cohorts in the two regions is needed to fully address this question. 

Québec also displays a more dramatic pattern of  change in age at first marriage and first partnership over 
time than the ROC. Age at first marriage has increased to a greater extent in Québec, but age at first partnership 
continues to be younger in Québec than in the rest of  Canada. Quebecers are increasingly moving away from 
marriage, but not only are they still partnering, in more recent birth cohorts they are doing so earlier than other 
Canadians. 

The picture that these results reveal about how the role of  cohabitation differs in Québec and the rest of  
Canada is clear. On the one hand, Canadians outside of  Québec seem to be catching up to those in Québec in 
terms of  their propensity to start their conjugal lives through cohabitation. This indicates that cohabitation as a 
first union type is perhaps on its way to near universality among non-immigrant Canadians. However, this says 
little about whether these first cohabiting unions, or cohabiting unions in general, have replaced marriage or 
whether they are better conceived as a stage in the marriage process. The large differences in age at first marriage 
do, however, provide some evidence that marriage is still much more common among men and women in other 
parts of  Canada than it is among those in Québec who are delaying and increasingly forgoing marriage altogether. 

This study has many advantages, including the use of  the most recent available Canadian data on union 
formation, and the inclusion of  a wide range of  birth cohorts of  Canadians born between 1930 and 1979. 
However, it is not without its limitations. One limitation is that it excludes other determinants of  type of  first 
union choice and timing of  first union that have been shown to be important in past research, including the 
conception, birth, and presence of  children, income, and work status (e.g., Eggebeen and Dew 2009; Kerr et al. 
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2006; Rao 1990). The 2011 GSS includes retrospective information about fertility and work histories, so future 
work could include these measures to further the results of  this study. Unfortunately, the data do not include 
time-varying measures of  income, so a different data source is necessary to directly examine hypotheses about 
association between delayed or forgone marriage and income. 

A second limitation is the reliance on retrospective data regarding union histories. As with all retrospective 
data, these data are subject to recall and mortality biases (Hassan 2005). Recall bias is likely less of  a problem 
when studying significant life course events, such as marriage and cohabitation, that this paper addresses, than 
it may be for more mundane or more frequently occurring events (Freedman et al. 1988). Past research has also 
shown that many couples “slide” into cohabitation (Manning and Smock 2005; Stanley et al. 2006), so assessing 
the exact timing of  cohabitation union start may be difficult. This is not a major limitation in this study, because 
I use age at union start, which is easier to determine than the specific date that the union began. The mortality 
bias introduced by the data is likely more serious for the earlier birth cohorts under examination. Respondents 
born in the 1930s and 40s were between 62 and 81 years old at the time of  the survey, and only individuals 
who survived to this age could be sampled. The median survival time to first marriage for these birth cohorts 
found in this study corresponds closely with past studies of  these cohorts (e.g., Pollard and Wu 1998; Rao 1990; 
Ravanera et al. 2002), so it appears that the mortality bias is not a large concern. 

Despite its limitations, this paper contributes to our understanding of  the first partnering behaviours of  
recent cohorts of  Canadians. The widespread changes in union formation that have occurred in Canada over 
the last 50 years are continuing among the newest generation of  Canadians to come of  age. Cohabitation is in-
creasingly becoming the most common way to form a first union, and marriage is being delayed even longer and 
is increasingly forgone, especially in Québec. Yet the more things change, the more they seem to stay the same. 
Namely, the proportion of  Canadians that have formed any type of  union by age 35 has not declined along with 
the decline in marriage for those in Québec, or women in the ROC, and has declined only marginally for men 
in the ROC. The typical age at first union has stayed remarkably stable across the cohorts of  Canadians born 
between 1930 and 1979. However, the changes in the types of  unions that Canadians are forming may have 
further implications. For instance, if  cohabiting relationships continue to be less stable than marriages (Bumpass 
and Lu 2000), and if  unions formed at younger ages are more likely to dissolve, we can expect that more recent 
cohorts of  Canadians will experience more turbulent partnership trajectories than past generations. This paper 
serves as the foundation for future studies on the explanations and consequences of  the partnership behaviours 
of  Canadians born after the 1970s. 
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