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    Chapter 6   
 Consensual Unions in Central America: 
Historical Continuities and New Emerging 
Patterns                     

     Teresa     Castro-Martín      and     Antía     Domínguez-Rodríguez   

1          Introduction 

 The coexistence of marriages and consensual unions has long been one of the most 
distinctive features of nuptiality patterns in Latin America (Quilodrán  1999 ; De Vos 
 2000 ; Castro-Martín  2002 ; Rodríguez Vignoli  2004 ; Esteve et al.  2012a ). This ‘dual 
nuptiality’ regime, in which formal and informal partnerships – similar in their 
social recognition and reproductive patterns, but divergent with regard to their sta-
bility, legal obligations and safeguard mechanisms – coexist side by side, has been 
particularly salient in Central America, where high levels of cohabitation have pre-
vailed historically until present times. Whereas in many Latin American countries a 
trend towards the formalization of conjugal bonds and a consequent decline in con-
sensual unions took place during the fi rst half of the twentieth century (Quilodrán 
 1999 ), levels of cohabitation in Central America remained among the highest in the 
Latin American context. According to census data, the proportion of consensual 
unions already surpassed that of legal marriages in 1940 among women of repro-
ductive age in Panama; and in the 1970 census round, consensual unions outnum-
bered formal marriages also in El Salvador, Guatemala and Honduras. Therefore, 
consensual unions have long been the dominant type of conjugal union in the region, 
well before the ‘cohabitation boom’ that many Latin American countries experi-
enced as of the 1970s and particularly from the 1990s onwards (Esteve et al.  2012a ). 
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 Prior studies have documented only minor changes in the prevalence of 
consensual unions in most Central American countries since the 1970s as well as a 
 downward trend in Guatemala, depicting an overall picture of relative stability 
around high levels (Castro-Martín  2001 ). This evolution goes counter to the general 
upward trend of cohabitation in the rest of Latin America and could suggest the 
existence of a ceiling to the expansion of informal unions. Hence, it is relevant to 
examine recent trends and patterns with updated data in order to ascertain whether 
cohabitation has in fact reached an upper ceiling in the region and whether the 
apparent stability at the aggregate level conceals signifi cant changes in cohabiting 
patterns across social groups. 

 As in the rest of Latin America, consensual unions have been an integral of the 
family system for centuries (Socolow  2000 ). Their historical roots can be traced 
back to pre-Hispanic times and to the early colonial period, when male colonizers, 
largely outnumbering women, found in the “amancebamiento” a means of sanction-
ing sexual unions with indigenous women (McCaa  1994 ). The dual nuptiality sys-
tem consolidated throughout the colonial period: formal marriage was the norm 
within the Spanish elite in order to guarantee the intergenerational transmission of 
property, whereas informal unions were mainstream among the majority mestizo 
population (Lavrin  1989 ), resulting in very high proportions of births occurring out 
of wedlock (Kuzneof and Oppenheimer  1985 ; Milanich  2002 ). The Church was 
only partially successful in imposing the Catholic marriage model on culturally and 
ethnically mixed societies, and restrictions towards inter-ethnical marriages consti-
tuted an additional obstacle. In rural areas, the scarcity of civil and ecclesiastic 
authorities may also have prevented couples from seeking legal or religious sanction 
for their unions. Consensual unions, hence, have been commonplace in the region 
for centuries. Although they had broad social recognition and did not face stigmati-
zation in the past, they were rarely conferred the same social prestige or rights – for 
instance, in terms of inheritance – as formal marriages. 

 Besides the legacy of a long historical tradition of cohabitation, persistently high 
poverty levels and deprived socio-economic conditions among large segments of 
the population are also part of the explanation for the widespread presence of con-
sensual unions in Central America. Consensual unions were the typical partnership 
form outside the social elite in the past, and they still remain nowadays the predomi-
nant union type among the lower educated and disadvantaged social strata. Not only 
do the expenses of a wedding celebration pose a signifi cant hurdle for poor couples, 
but some segments of the population may also feel alienated from the legal system, 
distrust bureaucratic procedures, or perceive no practical benefi ts from legal 
contracts over implicit agreements. 

 Central America is also known for having a pattern of early sexual initiation, 
early union formation and early motherhood. As a result, the region displays the 
youngest age at fi rst union and the highest rates of adolescent fertility in Latin 
America (Monteith et al.  2005 ; Lion et al.  2009 ; Remez et al.  2009 ). All these fac-
tors are associated with a higher likelihood of entering cohabitation instead of mar-
riage (Bozon et al.  2009 ; Grace and Sweeney  2014 ). Limited access to reproductive 
health care and low contraceptive use among the poorest and less educated 
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segments of the population (Stupp et al.  2007 ; Grace  2010 ) can also lead to early 
entry into cohabitation after an unplanned pregnancy (Rodríguez Vignoli  2004 ). 

 The widespread presence of consensual unions is clearly refl ected in the remark-
ably high levels of nonmarital childbearing in the Central American region. Vital 
statistics, although prone to under-registration, indicate that since at least the 1970s 
more children are born outside the legal framework of marriage than within. 
Nonmarital births currently represent about 70 % of all births in Costa Rica and El 
Salvador and around 80 % in Panama (Laplante et al.  2015 ). A recent study on 
unmarried childbearing in Latin America based on census data (Castro-Martín et al. 
 2011 ) showed that the increase in nonmarital births observed in the 1970–2000 
period was mainly attributable to births to cohabiting parents. In this period, the 
proportion of births to women in a consensual union increased from 19 to 33 % in 
Costa Rica, although in countries such as Panama, where this proportion was 
already high in 1970, the increase was minor (from 57 to 59 %). 

 In this chapter, we will review past and recent trends in the prevalence of consen-
sual unions in six Central American countries – Costa Rica, El Salvador, Guatemala, 
Honduras, Nicaragua, and Panama – in order to ascertain whether cohabitation lev-
els have remained relatively stable around high levels or whether further increases 
can be observed in more recent times, as is the case in the rest of Latin America. We 
will also examine how the prevalence of consensual unions across the age range has 
changed in past decades. Next, we will address whether differentials in the level of 
cohabitation across educational strata, which have been traditionally very large, 
have lessened over time. Given that a recent increase in consensual unions among 
the highly educated strata has been documented for many Latin American countries 
(Esteve et al.  2012a ), it would be interesting to learn whether the same pattern can 
be observed in Central America, despite its polarized social structure and its slow 
pace of social and economic development. Finally, we will compare the socio- 
demographic profi le of married and cohabiting women aged 25–29 in order to iden-
tify similarities and differences in labor force activity, reproductive behavior and 
co-residence patterns by union type. 

 The analysis is based on census and survey data. For census data, we mainly use 
the IPUMS fi les of harmonized census microdata (Minnesota Population Center 
 2014 ). All census sources for Central America contain information on current union 
status, including the category of consensual union (Rodríguez Vignoli  2011 ). For 
Panama, six census rounds (1960–2010) are accessible in IPUMS, but for the rest of 
the Central American countries, either no census microdata are available (Honduras 
and Guatemala) or only a limited number of census rounds are accessible in 
IPUMS. Therefore, in order to examine trends and changing patterns over the past 
fi ve decades for all countries, we also use the REDATAM online system provided 
by CELADE to process census information, as well as survey data from the 
Demographic and Health Surveys (DHS) and the Reproductive Health Surveys 
(RHS). For Guatemala, we also use the 2011 National Living Conditions Survey. 
The analysis focuses on current types of partnerships because recent demographic 
surveys with retrospective union histories, which would allow us to examine the 
dynamics of the process of union formation, are not available for all countries in the 
region. 
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 Although the analyses in this chapter are of a descriptive nature and rely on 
cross-sectional data, they provide compelling evidence of recent increases in cohab-
itation in most Central American countries and a shift away from marriage among 
higher educated women, resulting in narrower gaps in the prevalence of consensual 
unions across countries and across social groups in the region.  

2     The Central American Demographic and Social Context 

 The Central American isthmus, with a total population of nearly 45 million in 2013, 
over 15 million of whom live in Guatemala, comprises some of the poorest and 
more rural countries in Latin America. High and persistent levels of poverty and 
inequality have long characterized the region (Pérez Brignoli  1989 ; Pebley and 
Rosero-Bixby  1997 ). In the last two decades, following a long period of political 
turmoil, civil unrest and armed confl icts, the Central American economies have 
begun to recover from the structural and debt crises of the 1980s, and most countries 
have entered a path of moderate economic growth. Nonetheless, the benefi ts of 
economic growth have not yet reached the majority of the population and most 
Central American countries still lag behind the rest of Latin America with regard to 
socioeconomic development. As shown in Table  6.1 , all countries except Costa Rica 
and Panama had a GDP per capita well below the average for Latin America in 
2013. Concerning social development, the Human Development Index (HDI) – a 
composite measure of income, life expectancy and education outcomes – also ranks 
all Central American countries, aside from Costa Rica and Panama, below the aver-
age for Latin America (UNDP  2014 ). 

 Poverty remains deeply entrenched in the region (CEPAL  2014 ). About half of 
the population in El Salvador, Guatemala and Nicaragua, and over two-thirds of the 
population in Honduras live below the national poverty line. The incidence of 
extreme poverty – defi ned as severe deprivation of basic human needs, including 
food – is highest in Honduras, where it reaches 46 %, well above the average for 
Latin America (11 %). Although some progress in poverty reduction has been made 
in the past two decades, advances have been very slow, and rural areas continue to 
have twice the incidence of extreme poverty than their urban counterparts (Hammill 
 2007 ). Progress in inequality reduction has been even more limited. In most coun-
tries, the Gini coeffi cient 1  remains close to or above 50, a level that denotes a very 
unequal distribution of income. Guatemala and Honduras not only record the high-
est levels of poverty but also those of socio-economic inequality. In both countries, 
the richest 10 % holds about 45 % of all income (UNDP  2014 )

   This deep-rooted social inequality may hamper the expansion of education 
across all social groups. Over the past two decades, Central America has achieved 

1   The Gini coeffi cient measures the deviation of the distribution of income among individuals or 
households within a country from a perfectly equal distribution. A value of 0 represents absolute 
equality and a value of 100 absolute inequality. 
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important gains in literacy and elementary education. Most countries have already 
met or are close to meeting the second millennium goal of primary education for all 
(CEPAL  2010 ). According to Table  6.1 , the net enrollment rate in primary educa-
tion 2  in 2012 was over 90 % for boys and girls in all countries, except in Guatemala 
and Honduras, where it was somewhat lower. However, the progress made in the 
area of secondary education has been less than optimal and there remains consider-
able variation across countries. In 2012, net enrolment rates in secondary education 
ranged from around 36 % in Guatemala and Honduras to 74 % in Costa Rica. 
The reduction in disparities of access, continuation in and completion of secondary 
education, both across and within countries, continues to be a challenge ahead in 
Central America in order to lessen social inequality and social vulnerability. Other 
important challenges that the region face are gender inequality (CEPAL  2013 ), 
and the highly segmented labor market, with large informal economies where 
employment is more volatile, pays lower wages and provides no social protection 
(Hammill  2007 ). 

 With regard to demographic trends, most countries in the region are well 
advanced in their demographic transition, although the poorest countries lag behind. 
Total fertility rates currently range from 1.8 children per woman in Costa Rica to 
3 in Honduras and 3.8 in Guatemala. Despite overall fertility reduction, adolescent 
fertility remains at very high levels, particularly in Nicaragua and Guatemala 
(Samandari and Speizer  2010 ). The prevalence of adolescent fertility is dispro-
portionally higher among disadvantaged women – poor, rural or indigenous – 
perpetuating the vicious cycle of poverty (Remez et al.  2009 ). Central America also 
stands out in the Latin American context for having an early pattern of union forma-
tion. According to demographic surveys conducted around 2000, the median age at 
fi rst union for women was slightly over 18 in Nicaragua and around 19 in Honduras 
and Guatemala (Monteith et al.  2005 ). Union disruption and migration – to other 
Central American countries or to the United States – are also frequent in the region, 
and are two major factors contributing to the relatively large prevalence of female-
headed households, which currently represent nearly one-third of all households in 
most countries of the region (CEPALSTAT; García and de Oliveira  2011 ).  

3     Current Prevalence of Cohabitation: At the High End 
of Latin America 

 Central America, together with the Caribbean, has traditionally exhibited the high-
est levels of cohabitation in Latin America, and it still maintains this leading posi-
tion, although the gap with other regions has recently narrowed due to the 
considerable increase in cohabitation that has taken place in many Latin American 
countries during the past decade (Esteve et al.  2012a ). 

2   The net enrollment rate in primary education accounts for the proportion of children of enroll-
ment age who are actually enrolled in primary education. 
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 Table  6.2  presents the proportion of consensual unions among women aged 
15–49 currently in a partnership, according to the most recent census or survey data. 
The fi gures attest the widespread presence of unmarried unions in the region. The 
prevalence of cohabitation among women of reproductive age is highest in Panama, 
where informal unions comprise about two-thirds of all partnerships, and it is also 
remarkably large in Honduras and Nicaragua, where consensual unions outnumber 
formal marriages. A somewhat lower prevalence but nonetheless high is found in El 
Salvador, Costa Rica and Guatemala, where consensual unions currently represent 
49, 40 and 38 % of all partnerships respectively. 3  

 Since many consensual unions are short-lived – either because the couple sepa-
rates or formalizes the union through marriage – current levels of cohabitation mea-
sured cross-sectionally in censuses and surveys are typically well below women’s 
life experience of cohabitation. However, the lack of retrospective survey data for 
all Central American countries precludes us from using a longitudinal approach to 
study the dynamics of entry and exit from cohabitation and to estimate the propor-
tion of women who have ever been in a consensual union at any point in their lives. 
It should also be noted that current levels of cohabitation at the time of the census 
or survey include second and higher order unions, which are less likely to be legally 
sanctioned than fi rst unions.

   Table  6.2  also presents the current prevalence of cohabitation among partnered 
women in the age group 25–29, in order to capture primarily fi rst unions and con-
temporary patterns, as well as to maximize comparability with the rest of the 

3   Belize is not included in this chapter because of the paucity of statistical data and because, as a 
former British colony until 1981, it has a different historical and cultural heritage than the rest of 
the countries in the Isthmus. Also, Belize shares with the Caribbean region a relatively high inci-
dence of visiting-partner relationships, suggesting the existence of more complex union patterns 
than in the rest of the Central American region. Nonetheless, we include the share of consensual 
unions among partnered women in Table  6.2  according to the Belize 2010 census to show that cur-
rent levels of cohabitation are also high. 

      Table 6.2    Percent of women in consensual union among women aged 15–49 and 25–29 in 
conjugal union. Most recent data source   

 Women 

 15–49  25–29  Source and date 
 Panama  64.1  73.9  Census 2010 
 Honduras  62.3  67.2  DHS 2011–2012 
 Nicaragua  53.8  55.5  Census 2005 
 El Salvador  48.9  53.7  Census 2007 
 Belize  47.0  52.9  Census 2010 
 Costa Rica  39.6  48.5  Census 2011 
 Guatemala  37.9  40.7  LCS 2011 

   Source : Authors’ tabulations based on censuses, Demographic and Health Surveys (DHS), and 
Guatemala Living Conditions Survey (LCS) 
  Note : Countries are sorted in descending order by prevalence of cohabitation  
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 chapters in this book. At that age most women in the region have completed their 
education and have entered their fi rst partnership. It can be observed that, in this 
specifi c age group, the proportion of partnerships built on a consensual basis is 
above the average for all women of reproductive age, but the ranking of the coun-
tries remains unaltered. As before, the highest incidence of cohabitation is observed 
in Panama (74 %) and the lowest in Guatemala (41 %).

   The widespread prevalence of cohabitation in this age group is also confi rmed if, 
instead of focusing only on partnered women, we take into consideration all women 
regardless of union status (Fig.  6.1 ). The proportion of all women aged 25–29 who 
are currently in a consensual union ranges from 26 % in Guatemala to 49 % in 
Panama. We can also observe a relatively high proportion of women aged 25–29 
who declare themselves to be single in countries such as Costa Rica or El Salvador 
− 37 % and 34 % respectively –, but these proportions are probably overestimated 
because many women who have experienced a consensual union break-up are likely 
to report their current conjugal status as single instead of separated (Esteve et al. 
 2010 ). There is also a nontrivial proportion of women who declare themselves to be 
separated or divorced at this relatively young age: in the range of 10–14 % in 
Honduras, Nicaragua and Panama. In countries with higher rates of union disrup-
tion, the mismatch between cross-sectional measures of cohabitation and the true 
extent of lifetime cohabitation will be larger.  

  Fig. 6.1    Percent distribution of women aged 25–29 by conjugal status  
  Note : Countries are sorted in descending order by prevalence of cohabitation. 
  Source : Authors’ elaboration based on the data sources displayed in Table  6.2        
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4     Spatial Patterns of Cohabitation 

 Despite generally high levels of cohabitation in the Central American Isthmus, there 
is a certain degree of heterogeneity not only across countries but also within coun-
tries, presumably linked to distinct socioeconomic and cultural factors, as well as 
ethnic composition. Detailed spatial data at the municipality level based on the 2000 
census round are represented in Map  6.1  The share of consensual unions among 
all partnerships of women aged 25–29 ranges from 5 % in the municipality of 
Almolonga (department of Quetzaltenango) in Guatemala to 91 % in the municipal-
ity of Marale (department of Francisco Morazán) in Honduras. Overall, we can 
observe strong patterns of spatial clustering within countries, but also across some 
borders, as in the case of Honduras and Guatemala. In order to understand the 
spatial patterns of cohabitation, future research would need to examine contextual 
information on dimensions such as socioeconomic development, social stratifi ca-
tion and ethnic composition (López-Gay et al.  2014 ).

   The data represented in the Map  6.1  indicate that the spatial correlation between 
ethnic composition and cohabitation varies according to ethnic group. In Guatemala, 
for instance, the areas with lower levels of cohabitation correspond to those with a 

  Map 6.1    Share of consensual unions among women 25–29 in union by municipalities. 2000 
Census round ( Source : Authors’ elaboration based on census samples from IPUMS-International 
and CELADE (Honduras and Guatemala))       
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higher proportion of Mayan population. By contrast, in Costa Rica, the areas with 
higher levels of cohabitation are located along the Atlantic coast, in the Limón prov-
ince, which has the largest concentration of Afro-Caribbean and indigenous groups.  

5     Trends in Cohabitation Over the Past Five Decades 

 The widespread presence of consensual unions is not a novelty in Central America. 
This region, together with the Caribbean, has long displayed the highest levels of 
cohabitation in the Latin American context (Castro-Martín  2001 ). Although statisti-
cal information is limited for the fi rst part of the twentieth century, census data 
compiled in early United Nations Demographic Yearbooks record exceptionally 
high levels of cohabitation for some Central American countries in comparison to 
the rest of Latin America. The share of consensual unions among partnered women 
of reproductive age was 59 % in Panama according to the 1940 census, and reached 
70 % in Guatemala in the 1950 census. In the 1960s census round, for which data 
are accessible for all countries, consensual unions outnumbered formal marriages in 
Guatemala and comprised about half of all unions in Honduras, El Salvador and 
Panama. A somewhat lower level, but still high, was recorded in Nicaragua (40 %). 
Costa Rica was the only ‘outlier’ as regards the regional pattern of high cohabita-
tion: according to the 1963 census only 14 % of partnered women aged 15–49 were 
in informal unions. 

 Table  6.3  and Fig.  6.2  depict time trends in the prevalence of consensual unions 
based on a fairly comprehensive list of data sources compiled, which includes cen-
suses and surveys (mainly Demographic Health Surveys and Reproductive Health 
Surveys) from 1960 to date. Although variation in coverage and quality across dif-
ferent data sources and periods might affect comparisons over time and create some 
artifi cial fl uctuations, the high degree of consistency of different data collected over 
close dates and the coherence of the tendencies over time point to the reliability of 
the evolution portrayed. 

 Since the 1960s, the evolution in the prevalence of cohabitation has not been 
uniform across all Central American countries. Most countries have followed a 
trend characterized by relative stability or moderate increases, but there are also 
some countries that have undergone a large increase or a substantial decline in the 
prevalence of unmarried unions over this period. In general, those countries where 
the share of consensual unions was around half of all partnerships among women of 
reproductive age in the 1960s, such as El Salvador, Honduras or Panama, have 
maintained those high levels of cohabitation and, with the exception of El Salvador, 
have experienced a moderate rise in recent years. By contrast, those countries where 
the share of consensual unions was below half of all partnerships, such as Nicaragua 
and Costa Rica, have experienced a considerable expansion of cohabitation. The 
increase was particularly sharp in the case of Costa Rica, where the share of consen-
sual unions among all partnerships of women in reproductive age rose from 14 % in 
1963 to 40 % in 2011. The observed increase was particularly intense from the 
mid- 1990s onwards.
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   A trend in the opposite direction can be observed in Guatemala, the most popu-
lated Central American country. By the mid twentieth century, Guatemala had the 
highest levels of cohabitation in the region. As mentioned above, consensual unions 
represented 70 % of all unions among women of reproductive age according to the 
1950 census. Afterward, a prolonged downward trend can be observed until the 
mid-1990s: the proportion of consensual unions nearly halved from the 1964 census 
to the 1994 census. Two subsequent surveys, the 1998 Demographic and Health 
Survey and the 2002 Reproductive Health Survey, indicate that the decline in cohab-
itation levels has recently stalled and the more recent 2011 Living Standards Survey 
even shows a slight increase. The observed tendency towards higher formalization 
of unions during the second half of the twentieth century constitutes an exception 
not only in Central America, but also in the Latin American context, and the under-
lying causes are intriguing. Guatemala, where about half of the population still lives 
in rural areas and nearly one-third lives in severe poverty, has experienced a very 
slow pace of social and economic development. The 36 years of civil war, which 
dominated the second half of the twentieth century, also caused extensive societal 
disruption and halted the expansion of education and health programs. The high 
proportion of indigenous population combined with marked social, economic and 
political inequality has resulted in a two-tier country where ethnic divides are 
strongly correlated with geographical location and socio-economic stratifi cation 
(Hallman et al.  2007 ). However, despite the common belief that unmarried cohabi-
tation is more frequent among the Mayan groups than among  ladinos  – the Spanish- 

  Fig. 6.2    Trends in the percentage of consensual unions among total unions. 1960–2011. Women 
15–49 
  Source : Authors’ elaboration based on Census, Demographic and Health Surveys, Reproductive 
Health Surveys and national surveys       
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speaking non-indigenous or mestizo population–, several studies have documented 
the opposite pattern (Castro-Martín  2001 ; Grace and Sweeney  2014 ). It is possible 
that increases – albeit small – in age at union formation may have driven the down-
ward trend in cohabitation during the second half of the twentieth century. Another 
potential explanation is that, in countries with traditionally very high levels of 
cohabitation largely linked to poverty and low women’s status, the expansion of 
primary education favors the formalization of partnerships at fi rst, and it is not until 
the expansion of secondary education to large segments of the population that the 
tendency to form a consensual union reemerges, although with a different connota-
tion than in the past. In this regard, access and attainment of secondary education is 
still rather limited in Guatemala and vast inequalities linked to ethnicity, gender, 
socio-economic status and geography remain: only 23 % of the population over age 
25 has at least some secondary schooling (UNDP  2014 ).

   Overall, the diverse trends across countries over the past fi ve decades have led to 
an increasing convergence of the levels of cohabitation in the region. Since coun-
tries with a historically high prevalence of consensual unions have experienced 
small to moderate increases, while countries with a traditionally low prevalence of 
consensual unions, such as Costa Rica, have experienced very large increases, past 
divergences in the levels of cohabitation across neighboring countries have less-
ened. The singular downward trend in cohabitation observed in Guatemala during 
the second half of the twentieth century seems to have halted and, since it started off 

  Fig. 6.3    Trends in the percentage of consensual unions among total unions. 1960–2011. Women 
25–29 
  Source : Authors’ elaboration based on Census, Demographic and Health Surveys, Reproductive 
Health Surveys and national surveys       
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at a very high level, it has also contributed to the increasing convergence in the share 
of consensual unions in the region, which now hovers in the 40–60 % range. 

 Figure  6.3  presents analogous time trends in the prevalence of consensual unions 
for the age group 25–29, in order to capture mainly fi rst unions. The long-term trend 
patterns (1960–2011) are largely similar to those presented above, but the magni-
tude of the increase in the more recent period is generally larger when we focus on 
this young age group. Costa Rica is the country that displays the largest expansion 
of cohabitation among partnered women aged 25–29 in the past two decades: from 
20 % in 1992 to 49 % in 2010. Honduras and Panama have also experienced recent 
increases in cohabitation after decades of relative stability, and consensual unions 
currently comprise more than two-thirds of all unions among women aged 25–29. 
Even Guatemala displays a moderate increase in the share of cohabitation in the 
most recent years, after several decades of sustained decline. With the exception of 
El Salvador, all countries have experienced a sizable rise in the prevalence of con-
sensual unions among women aged 25–29 since the turn of the twenty-fi rst 
century.

   In sum, previous studies that examined trends in cohabitation in the Central 
American region during the second half of the twentieth century described this evo-
lution as characterized by relative stability, with short-term fl uctuations around a 
level that was already high in the 1950s, suggesting that cohabitation in the region 
might have leveled off (Castro-Martín  2001 ). Data from the latest surveys and from 
the 2010 census round indicate that further increases in cohabitation have recently 
taken place in most countries, and this rise becomes even more evident when we 
focus on the 25–29 age group, questioning the assumption of stable cohabitation 
levels in the region.  

6     The Age Profi le of Cohabitation: A Union Type Not 
Confi ned to Youth 

 The age profi le of cohabitation can provide some indications on the underlying 
dynamics of entry and exit from cohabitation. Figure  6.4  illustrates the prevalence 
of consensual unions according to women’s age for different time periods in six 
Central American countries. As expected, the highest incidence of cohabitation cor-
responds to the youngest age groups. In all countries except Guatemala, informal 
unions currently outnumber formal marriages until age 30. Consensual unions 
account for the large majority of partnerships among women under age 20, ranging 
from 84 % to 95 % in all countries but Guatemala. Their incidence is also very high 
in the 20–24 age group, reaching over 70 % of all partnerships in Honduras, 
Nicaragua and Panama. Although cross-sectional data do not allow us to analyze 
adequately the timing and process of union entry, they suggest that fi rst union for-
mation outside the legal marriage framework is the norm in the region.
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   The ratio of consensual unions to formal marriages diminishes with age, a pat-
tern that could refl ect multiple underlying processes: cohort changes in the rate of 
entry into cohabitation, a higher preference for marriage among women who delay 
union formation, a tendency to formalize relationships as women grow older, differ-
ent rates of separation among married and cohabiting women, and different rates of 
entry into cohabitation among formerly married and formerly cohabiting women at 
later ages. These processes cannot be adequately disentangled without longitudinal 
data. However, although consensual unions become less prevalent at advanced ages, 
the graphs corroborate that they cannot be accurately portrayed as a type of union 
confi ned to youth. The proportion of consensual unions surpasses that of formal 
marriages among women aged 35–39, and represents around 45 % of all unions 
among women aged 45–49 in Honduras, Nicaragua and Panama. Some of these 

  Fig. 6.4    Percent cohabiting among partnered women by age group and year 
  Source : Authors’ elaboration based on Census; Demographic and Health Surveys; Reproductive 
Health Surveys and national surveys       
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consensual unions might be second or higher order unions, which are generally 
more likely to be informal than fi rst unions. Nevertheless, the fact that cohabitation 
remains common at later stages of the life cycle suggests that the process of union 
formalization is not widespread in Central America and that for many women 
cohabitation represents a surrogate for marriage rather than merely an early stage in 
the family formation process. 

 When we read the cross-sectional data cohort wise, in most countries we can 
observe a decline in the proportions cohabiting over the life cycle, which could 
refl ect a certain tendency to formalize conjugal unions with duration, but the drop 
observed is relatively moderate. For instance, in Panama, where the prevalence of 
cohabitation has been relatively stable for the past fi ve decades, the percentage of 
partnered women in consensual union at ages 20–24 in 1980 was 62 %, and 20 years 
later in 2000, this percentage drops to 46 % for this female cohort then aged 40–44. 
Although we cannot ascertain whether these women continue cohabitating with the 
same partner or a different one, this moderate descent indicates that, for a large seg-
ment of the population, cohabitation is not merely a transient state in the pathway to 
marriage, but a partnership form with long-term expectations. 

 When data from different periods are compared, in most countries the level of 
cohabitation has risen moderately across the whole age range over time, but age 
patterns remain relatively stable, except in the case of Costa Rica, where differences 
among the younger and older age groups have widened considerably over time, 
presumably as a result of the sharp rise in cohabitation experienced by younger 
cohorts since the 1990s. Guatemala also displays a singular pattern: whereas the age 
profi le was nearly fl at in the 1970s and 1980s, indicating little variation in the preva-
lence of cohabitation across the reproductive age range, in 2011 differentials across 
age groups are more marked, refl ecting the recent increase in cohabitation among 
young cohorts, after decades of a downward trend.  

7     Changes in the Educational Gradient of Cohabitation 

 In Central America, the ‘dual nuptiality’ regime has traditionally mirrored the large 
economic and social inequalities prevailing in the region. Formal marriage was the 
rule for the upper social class, whereas consensual unions functioned as a kind of 
surrogate marriage for those social groups with low education, few economic 
resources and poor economic expectations (Arriagada  2002 ). This socioeconomic 
divide in family formation patterns had led to symbolically associate cohabitation in 
the region with poverty, gender inequality, and distrust of legal processes. 

 Social class differentials in the prevalence of cohabitation were indeed extremely 
marked in the past. In 1960, for instance, the share of consensual unions among 
partnered women aged 25–29 in Panama was 11 % for those with at least secondary 
education compared to 64 % for those who had not completed primary schooling. A 
widely polarized social structure was manifested in very divergent union formation 
patterns, suggesting that family formation via cohabitation was not always the result 
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of personal choice but largely the consequence of limited economic and social 
opportunities (García and Rojas  2004 ). This negative educational gradient of 
 cohabitation persists until today in all Central American countries, although, as we 
will see next, much more attenuated than in the past. 

 Education is often used as a proxy for socio-economic status, which is related to 
property ownership and hence with the perceived need to formalize a conjugal 
union in legal terms. Education also enhances social mobility and prospective 
opportunities in life chances, infl uencing women’s decisions in the domain of fam-
ily and work. At the same time, education shapes attitudes, values and aspirations, 
providing women with greater personal autonomy and bargaining power to negoti-
ate conjugal arrangements on the terms they wish (Castro-Martín and Juárez  1995 ). 
Therefore, changes in the educational gradient of cohabitation can provide insights 
not only into the impact of socioeconomic inequalities on union formation patterns 
but also into the different social meanings attached to cohabitation across social 
classes. 

 Although consensual unions were very rare among the upper social classes until 
the 1980s, a number of studies have documented a recent increase in cohabitation 
among the better-educated strata in many Latin American countries (Parrado and 
Tienda  1997 ; Laplante and Street  2009 ; Binstock and Cabella  2011 ; Quilodrán 
 2011 ; Esteve et al.  2012a ). The rise in cohabitation among highly educated women 
is at odds with the view of consensual unions as “poor people’s marriages”, linked 
to economic constraints and low women’s status. It tends to be interpreted as the 
outcome of value shifts towards greater personal autonomy in decision-making and 
greater gender equity in family relations, in line with the patterns observed in most 
European countries (Lesthaeghe  1995 ,  2010 ). Below, we will examine whether this 
important change in the meaning attached to cohabitation has also emerged in 
Central America. 

 Figure  6.5  illustrates changes in the educational gradient of cohabitation over 
time in the Central American countries. The graphs represent the proportion of part-
nered women aged 25–29 currently in a consensual union according to completed 
educational level for different time periods. It should be noted that cross-sectional 
data do not allow us to determine to what extent observed differentials among edu-
cational groups are due to different probabilities of entering a consensual union or 
different transition rates from cohabitation to marriage. It should also be taken into 
account that the social defi nition of high and low education is subject to change over 
time. For instance, in Costa Rica, according to the 1963 census, 68 % of women 
aged 25–29 had not fi nished primary schooling and only 9 % had completed second-
ary education or gone beyond. The corresponding percentages for 2011 were 30 and 
32 %. Therefore, the expansion of education has made the higher educated strata a 
less select group. Likewise, women with less than primary education are becoming 
an increasingly smaller fraction of the population. 

 We can observe different trend patterns by education across countries. In those 
countries that have experienced a small or moderate increase in cohabitation since 
the 1970s, such as El Salvador, Honduras, Nicaragua or Panama, the prevalence of 
consensual unions among women with uncompleted primary education has 
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remained relatively stable at very high levels, and the increase in cohabitation has 
been largely concentrated among women with secondary and higher education. 
In Panama, during the period 1970–2010, the proportion of partnered women aged 
25–29 living in a consensual union increased from 13 % to 72 % among women with 
completed secondary education and from 0 % to 50 % among women with post- 
secondary education. In Honduras, during the more recent period 1996–2011, the 
share of consensual unions increased from 2 % to 35 % among partnered women 
with post-secondary education, whereas the corresponding increase among women 
with incomplete primary was only minor: from 70 % to 76 %. In Nicaragua, cohabi-
tation was also exceptional among women with at least secondary education in 
1971, but no longer in 2005: consensual unions comprised 41 % of all unions among 

  Fig. 6.5    Percent cohabiting among partnered women aged 25–29 by completed educational level 
and year  
  Source : Authors’ elaboration based on Census; Demographic and Health Surveys; Reproductive 
Health Surveys and national surveys       
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women with secondary education and 22 % among women with post-secondary 
education. In El Salvador, recent trends point toward stability in the prevalence of 
consensual unions among the lower educated groups and a moderate increase in the 
higher educated groups. On the whole, the educational gradient of cohabitation in 
all these countries remains negative, but since the increase in consensual unions has 
been relatively larger among higher educated women, for whom cohabitation was 
very rare in the past, differentials in union patterns by education have weakened 
over time.

   In the case of Costa Rica, the Central American country that has experienced the 
largest expansion of cohabitation over the past fi ve decades, the rise in consensual 
unions has encompassed all educational strata. Back in the 1960s, the presence of 
consensual unions was relatively marginal in the higher educated strata, but also in 
the lower educated strata, in contrast to its neighboring countries. During the fol-
lowing decades and until the end of the twentieth century, the ratio of informal 
unions to legal marriages increased across all educational groups, but primarily 
among women with less than secondary schooling. This pattern changed with the 
turn of the century. From 2000 to 2011, the share of consensual unions remained 
unchanged for partnered women with less than primary education, whereas it 
increased from 20 to 32 % among women with completed secondary education and 
from 10 to 31 % among women with post-secondary education. These latter two 
educational groups currently comprise the majority of the female population aged 
25–29. 

 As already mentioned, Guatemala is the only country in the region that has expe-
rienced a downward trend in cohabitation over the second half of the past century, 
although this trend has been reversed in the past decade. In fact, the recent increase 
in cohabitation observed from the mid-1990s to 2011 among young women is 
primarily concentrated in the higher educated groups, resulting in a much weaker 
educational gradient than in the past. 

 Despite the existing divergences across countries in the evolution of cohabita-
tion, there is a phenomenon emerging in the more recent period that is shared by all 
countries: the increase in consensual unions among the higher educated strata. In 
this regard, Central America follows a similar pattern to the rest of Latin America, 
in spite of its slower pace of progress in educational expansion and socioeconomic 
development. In fact, in those countries that had already reached in the 1970s high 
levels of cohabitation – which was strongly clustered in the poor social groups–, 
most of the recent increase in cohabitation is concentrated in the higher educated strata. 

 Further research with longitudinal data is needed to examine the duration 
patterns of cohabitation and the rate of transition from cohabitation to marriage 
among well educated women in order to ascertain whether consensual unions are 
considered a temporary stage in the path to marriage and motherhood or an alterna-
tive to marriage, and hence a family arrangement where children are typically born 
and raised, as is the case among their lower educated counterparts. 

 A recent study has examined fertility trends and patterns for consensually and 
legally married women across different educational strata in 13 Latin American 
countries, including Costa Rica and Panama (Laplante et al.  2015 ). One of the rel-

6 Consensual Unions in Central America: Historical Continuities and New Emerging…



176

evant fi ndings of this study was that similarities in reproductive behavior between 
marital and nonmarital unions are currently not confi ned to socially disadvantaged 
groups, but apply as well to the better-off. Three decades ago, entering cohabitation 
and having children within cohabitation was atypical among highly educated 
women. However, nowadays not only are university-educated women more likely to 
enter a consensual union, but their childbearing patterns do not differ much from 
those of their married counterparts. In the case of Costa Rica, fertility was much 
lower among highly educated women in consensual unions than in marriages in 
1984, but it was only slightly lower in 2000. In the case of Panama, there were no 
signifi cant differences in fertility among highly educated women in informal and 
formal unions already in 1980, and this pattern remains unaltered in 2010. Although 
we lack empirical evidence for the rest of the Central American countries, the pat-
terns documented for Costa Rica and Panama seem to suggest that highly educated 
women are not entering consensual unions merely as a trial marriage, where child-
bearing is postponed until the relationship is formalized.  

8     The Socio-demographic Profi le of Cohabiting and Married 
Young Women 

 The socio-demographic profi le of young cohabiting and married women can give us 
some hints as to the background factors associated with opting for a consensual 
union rather than a formal marriage in the process of family formation. A prior 
study which compared the socio-demographic characteristics of cohabiting and 
married women of reproductive age in Central America, based on data from the 
Demographic and Health Surveys for El Salvador (1985), Guatemala (1995) and 
Nicaragua (1998), documented that women in consensual unions were on average 
younger, less educated, had experienced the key transitions to adulthood (sexual 
initiation, fi rst union and fi rst birth) at an earlier age, and were more likely to have 
experienced a prior union disruption, a profi le that suggests an earlier initiation and 
higher instability of consensual unions relative to marriages (Castro-Martín  2001 ). 
A more recent study adopting a life course approach and based on the Demographic 
and Health Surveys and Reproductive Health Surveys conducted during the 2000s 
in Honduras, Guatemala and Nicaragua also documented that an early onset of sex-
ual activity increased the likelihood of entering cohabitation in Honduras and 
Nicaragua, and found strong indications that consensual unions were less stable 
than formal marriages (Grace and Sweeney  2014 ). 

 Since not all Central American countries have recent survey data, we will com-
pare the socio-demographic characteristics of young cohabiting and married women 
based on the latest census data available. Although cross-sectional census data do 
not allow us to determine which background factors infl uence the patterns of entry 
into and exit from consensual and marital unions, the socio-demographic profi le of 
currently partnered women can still shed light on the distinct features of each type 
of partnership. 
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 Table  6.4  presents the socio-demographic composition of cohabiting and married 
women aged 25–29 in all Central American countries in recent times. As discussed 
before, although the educational gradient of cohabitation has changed signifi cantly 
over time, it remains negative for all countries. The indicators in this table confi rm 
that young women in consensual unions not only have lower education but also have 
less educated partners than their married counterparts. Nonetheless, consensual 
unions are no longer negligible among the middle and upper educated groups, as 
was the case in the past. The proportion of cohabiting young women who have com-
pleted secondary or tertiary education ranges from 16 % in Guatemala and El 
Salvador to 47 % in Panama. Women in consensual unions are also more likely to 
reside in rural areas than married women, although differentials are relatively 
small except for Panama. With regard to labor force participation, young women 
in consensual unions are slightly less likely to be employed than their married 
counterparts. Differentials are only relatively large in the case of Panama, where 
36 % of young cohabiting women are currently working compared to 54 % of young 
married women. 

 The relative prevalence of consensual unions in the indigenous population is not 
uniform across societies. Cohabiting women are more likely to belong to an indig-
enous group than married women in Costa Rica, Nicaragua, and particularly in 
Panama, but the opposite pattern is observed in Guatemala and Honduras. In the 
case of Guatemala, which holds the largest indigenous population in the Isthmus, 
previous studies have documented a lower prevalence of unmarried cohabitation 
among Maya groups than the rest of the population (Castro-Martín  2001 ; Grace and 
Sweeney  2014 ). Although we do not know exactly since when this pattern holds, in 
the 1987 Guatemalan Demographic and Health Survey the proportion of consensual 
unions among partnered women aged 25–29 was already lower among indigenous 
women (32 %) than among the rest of women (41 %).

   With regard to women’s reproductive patterns by union type, it is well- established 
that childbearing is not circumscribed to formal marriages in Latin America (Castro- 
Martín et al.  2011 ). The above-mentioned study by Laplante et al. ( 2015 ) docu-
mented that fertility levels have not differed signifi cantly between consensual and 
married unions during the past four decades in 13 Latin American countries, includ-
ing Costa Rica and Panama, and came to the conclusion that the legal status of 
conjugal unions has no relevance for Latin American women’s childbearing behav-
ior. Studies focused on the Central America region have also shown that consensual 
unions constitute a usual and socially acceptable context to have and raise children 
(Castro-Martín  2001 ). According to the indicators in Table  6.4 , the large majority of 
women aged 25–29 in both consensual and marital unions have borne at least one 
child. The incidence of childlessness is in fact lower among cohabiting women than 
married women in most countries, although differences are relatively small except 
in Costa Rica and Panama, where the proportion of cohabiting women aged 25–29 
who has not made the transition to motherhood is about half that of married women. 
Observed differentials are probably partly linked to the lower use of contraception 
by low educated women and to the fact that cohabitation is a common strategy to 
cope with unplanned adolescent pregnancy among poor social strata (Rodríguez 
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Vignoli  2004 ). Overall, these indicators confi rm that childbearing remains com-
monplace within consensual partnerships in Central America and that it does not 
seem to trigger the legalization of the union. With regard to differentials in the 
number of children born, the descriptive results point towards higher fertility levels 
in consensual unions than marriages, but these differentials are largely explained by 
educational composition, which is closely linked to contraceptive use (Laplante 
et al.  2015 ). 

 The intergenerational support provided by the extended family system continues 
to play a key role in the Latin American context and it has been argued to explain 
the resilience of families during diffi cult economic periods and to alleviate the con-
sequences of precarious situations (Fussell and Palloni  2004 ). Co-residence with 
parents, in-laws, other relatives or unrelated persons in extended and composite 
households is relatively common among young cohabiting and married women in 
Latin America (Esteve et al.  2012b ), and it represents a frequent strategy to cope 
with housing shortage, to broaden the sources of income or to facilitate the access 
to employment for mothers of young children, particularly in lower social strata 
(Ullmann et al.  2014 ). Table  6.4  presents the proportion of cohabiting and married 
women aged 25–29 that co-reside with their own parent/s or parent/s-in-law. This 
proportion is probably underestimated because it is calculated based on women’s 
type of family relationship with the household head, and in multigenerational 
households, it might be the case that none of the co-resident parents or parents-in- 
law are classifi ed as household heads. The proportion of women living in the paren-
tal household is also notably lower than when co-residence with other kin and 
non-relatives is also taken into account, as in the study by Esteve et al. ( 2012b ). 
Despite these limitations, the overall patterns observed indicate higher levels of 
intergenerational co-residence in the poorer countries of the region, such as 
Nicaragua, than in better-off countries, such as Costa Rica. However, although we 
expected to fi nd a higher incidence of co-residence with own parents or in-law par-
ents among young cohabiting women than married women, given that the former 
typically face more precarious economic conditions, the data in Table  6.4  show rela-
tively small differentials in living arrangements by partnership type.  

9     Conclusions 

 Central America has a long history of family formation via consensual union instead 
of formal marriage. The historically high levels of cohabitation have persisted 
throughout the twentieth century up to the present day. In the 1960 census round, 
the earliest census round for which we had data access for all countries, consensual 
unions surpassed formal marriages among women of reproductive age in Guatemala 
and Panama, and comprised about 40–50 % of all unions in the rest of the countries 
except Costa Rica. At that time, Central American countries were predominantly 
rural societies, with very high levels of illiteracy and extreme poverty. Consensual 
unions were the norm among the lower social strata and functioned as a kind of 
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surrogate marriage and an acceptable family arrangement for bearing and raising 
children. Pre-existing traditions and economic constraints rather than individual 
preferences probably lay behind the prevailing patterns of partnership formation at 
that moment. Since then, the Central American Isthmus has gone through important 
socioeconomic transformations, including economic growth, increasing urbaniza-
tion and the expansion of mass education, although the persistence of high levels of 
poverty and pronounced social inequality indicates that the benefi ts of socioeco-
nomic development have not yet reached large segments of the population. Against 
this background, changes in the patterns of union formation have been more modest 
than in other Latin American regions, but not inexistent. 

 The evolution in the prevalence of consensual unions over the past fi ve decades 
described in this chapter shows a different pace of change across countries and an 
increasing convergence in cohabitation levels in the Isthmus. In general, countries 
which already had high levels of cohabitation in the 1960s have experienced small 
to moderate increases whereas countries with traditionally low levels of cohabita-
tion, such as Costa Rica, have undergone large increases. Guatemala is the only 
country where a downward trend can be observed during the second half of the 
twentieth century, although recent survey data from 2011 suggest that the decline in 
cohabitation has halted and is possibly reversing. 

 By the end of the last century, the downward trend in Guatemala and the small or 
moderate increase in cohabitation in those countries where consensual unions had 
already surpassed formal marriages appeared to signal an upper ceiling to the expan-
sion of cohabitation in Central America. However, more recent surveys and data 
from the 2010 census round indicate that the rise in cohabitation has not come to an 
end in the region. Since the turn of the twenty-fi rst century, consensual unions have 
gained prominence in all countries but El Salvador, particularly if we focus on the 
25–29 age group. 

 This recent increase has been largely concentrated among women with second-
ary and higher education, for whom cohabitation was negligible in the past. The 
historically negative educational gradient of cohabitation remains largely in place, 
but differentials in union patterns by educational level have narrowed considerably 
in the past two decades. Unmarried cohabitation remains the dominant type of con-
jugal union among the lesser educated women, but in recent times cohabitation has 
become an increasingly frequent partnership option among higher educated women 
as well. The recent spread of cohabitation among the middle and upper classes has 
probably been facilitated by the wide social recognition conferred on consensual 
unions in the lower strata, but it challenges the traditional strong association between 
cohabitation, poverty and social disadvantage. Consensual unions presumably have 
different social meanings, underlying motivations and implications for the family 
life cycle across social classes (Covre-Sussai et al.  2014 ). In order to highlight these 
divergences, a growing number of studies distinguish between “traditional” consen-
sual unions, linked to pre-existing customs, economic constraints and women’s lim-
ited choices, and “modern” consensual unions, driven by increasing women’s 
empowerment among the better educated strata as well as changes in values regard-
ing life styles and family behaviors (Quilodrán  2011 ; Esteve et al.  2012a ; 
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 Covre- Sussai et al.  2015 ), along the lines of the Second Demographic Transition 
(Lesthaeghe  2010 ). Yet, economic uncertainty during early adulthood cannot be 
discarded as an additional factor driving the recent expansion of cohabitation among 
the middle classes at least in the fi rst stages of family formation (García and Rojas 
 2004 ; Arriagada  2007 ). In order to compare the older and newer patterns of cohabi-
tation, further research with longitudinal data is needed in order to ascertain whether 
the emerging form of cohabitation among the middle and upper classes is usually a 
transitional stage in the family formation process that precedes union formalization 
or a more long-term alternative to marriage, as it has traditionally been for the lower 
class. Recent studies highlighting the increasing convergence of childbearing pat-
terns between cohabiting and married women in the upper social strata seem to 
suggest that highly educated women do not currently view cohabitation merely as a 
prelude to marriage (Laplante et al.  2015 ). 

 Research on gender dynamics in consensual unions across social strata could 
also shed some light on the different meanings attached to cohabitation by different 
social groups (Covre-Sussai et al.  2013 ). Gender relations are expected to be more 
egalitarian in the “modern” type of cohabitation than in the “traditional” type. 
However, a former study that examined conjugal violence by union type in four 
Latin American countries, including Nicaragua, found that women in consensual 
unions were more likely to be controlled by their partners and to have experienced 
conjugal violence than married women, and this fi nding applied to both low edu-
cated and highly educated women (Castro-Martín et al.  2008 ). Hence, more in- 
depth research is needed on gender attitudes and intra-couple balance of power by 
union type, as well as on the role of economic constraints versus preferences for 
interpersonal commitment over institutional regulation as motivations for entering a 
consensual union in order to disentangle the different rationales, social meanings, 
and repercussions of cohabitation across social strata. Furthermore, preferences and 
motivations to form a consensual union might differ not only by social class but also 
between men and women. 

 In sum, besides the long-standing coexistence of marriages and consensual 
unions in the region, the contemporary coexistence of traditional and modern types 
of cohabitation adds another layer of complexity to nuptiality patterns in Central 
America. This chapter has illustrated that, despite historically high levels of cohabi-
tation in the region, the expansion of cohabitation has not come to an end so far, 
largely because of the recent increase in consensual unions among the higher edu-
cated strata. The trend analysis has revealed not only a tendency towards conver-
gence in cohabitation levels across all countries in the Isthmus, but also towards 
diminishing gaps in partnership types across social strata. In most countries, cohabi-
tation seems to have almost reached an upper ceiling among the lesser educated, but 
there is still ample room for further increase in the middle and upper education 
groups. The prospective expansion of secondary and tertiary education to larger 
segments of the population, continuing changes in attitudes and values regarding 
family and life styles, and advances in the legal and fi nancial protection of children 
after the disruption of a consensual union are likely to condition further increases in 
cohabitation throughout the Central American region in the coming decades.     
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