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To better understand the link between marriage and childbirth, this study examines social 
factors affecting premarital conception leading to marriage, while considering the timing of 
marriage after conception. Using data from the 2007-2020 Korean Longitudinal Survey of 
Women and Families (n = 8,021) and employing multivariate logistic regression, this study 
finds that marriages resulting from premarital conception occur both before and after 
childbirth, with variations in the timing of marriage across birth cohorts. Older cohort 
women were more likely to get married immediately after childbirth, while younger ones 
tended to opt for bridal pregnancies. Additionally, women with an advantaged 
socioeconomic status and family backgrounds exhibited a reduced likelihood of premarital 
conception that leads to marriage, as compared to their socially disadvantaged 
counterparts. The findings imply that family formation and structure situations in Korea 
may work as a mechanism that exaggerates social inequality, similar to observations in the 
West.   
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Introduction     

Despite rapid changes in family formation behaviors, including getting 
married for the first time at a later age, having fewer children, and the 
increased prevalence of divorce (Statistics Korea [KOSTAT] 2022a), it is likely 
that Koreans maintain a strong connection between marriage and childbirth 
(Kim and Lee 2018; B. Lee 2017). As non-marital births are relatively low in 
Korea, making up around 2% of overall births (KOSTAT 2022b), to examine 
the degree of relation between marriage and childbirth, previous studies have 
investigated the trend of bridal pregnancy (i.e., covering up premarital 
pregnancy by marrying before childbirth) and its variations by women’s 
socioeconomic status (Kim and Lee 2018; B. Lee 2017). An upward trend in 
bridal pregnancies has been discerned across generations, with prevalence 
increasing from 16% within the marriage cohort of the 1970s to 20% among 
those in the marriage cohort of the 2000s. This upswing appears to be 
concentrated within socioeconomically disadvantaged groups (Kim and Lee 
2018). 

It is important to pay attention to when premarital pregnancy culminates 
in marriage; that is, before or after childbirth. Examining marriage that takes 
place soon after childbirth can serve as an alternative perspective to explore 
the intricate relationship between marriage and childbirth. Marriage taking 
place after a premarital pregnancy can be affected by women and their 
partners’ socioeconomic status, family background, and personal and 
sociocultural circumstances at the time of pregnancy (S. Kim 2016). If women 
can cover-up their premarital pregnancy through marriage before childbirth, 
they are more likely to do so because of the negative stigma attached to non-
marital births in Korea (Raymo et al. 2015). However, if women or their 
partners are not able to marry before their child is born, they may opt to 
marry even after having their child since Korea is known as a relatively 
“tight” society, having strong norms and a low tolerance of deviant behaviors 
(Gelfand et al. 2011; Uz 2015). Importantly, they may differ from those who 
have and raise children out of wedlock (J. Lee 2018; McLanahan and 
Sandefur 2009). In addition, the phenomenon of marriage soon after 
childbirth diverges from the Western context, where the prevalence of non-
marital births has substantially increased while the occurrence of bridal 
pregnancies has declined (Bachu 1999; Michas 2022; Osterman et al. 2023).  

It is also critical to examine whether premarital conception that leads to 
marriage is more likely to be observed among women of lower socioeconomic 
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status, and whether these women are more likely to opt to marry soon after 
childbirth. Recent studies in Korea have identified trends in various family 
behaviors that are consistent with the “diverging destinies” framework, which 
means that family formation may act as a mechanism for exacerbating social 
inequality for the next generation (K. Kim 2017a; McLanahan 2004; Raymo 
and Park 2021). For example, women with higher levels of education are less 
likely to divorce than less-educated women (Raymo and Park 2021), and 
divorce is highly related to the degree of resources available for children. 
Identifying whether a premarital conception leading to marriage is more 
likely to occur among socially disadvantaged women provides another 
opportunity to examine the diverging destinies framework in the Korean 
context. 

This study aims to examine the social factors of premarital pregnancy 
leading to marriage by dividing them into categories based on the timing of 
marriage and comparing these categories with traditional family formation 
behavior, i.e., conception after marriage. In terms of social determinants, 
unlike previous studies (Kim and Lee 2018; B. Lee 2017) that mostly focused 
on women and their partners’ socioeconomic status, this study considers 
women’s family background, including parents’ education, financial situation, 
and family structure during childhood.  

Theoretical Background and Literature Review 

Premarital Conception Leading to Marriage 

The link between marriage and childbirth has weakened significantly over 
the last few decades in the West as the proportion of children born to 
unmarried mothers in the US increased from 18% in 1980 to 40% in 2021 
(Michas 2022; Osterman et al. 2023). Unlike the West, Korea still maintains a 
robust connection between marriage and childbirth, and therefore, the 
proportion of children born to unmarried women remains low (KOSTAT 
2022b) while the number of premarital conceptions leading to marriage has 
increased (Kim and Lee 2018; B. Lee 2017). According to social comparison 
theory, individuals often compare themselves to others to establish a sense of 
what is “normal” (Himsel and Goldberg 2003). In a place like Korea, 
renowned for its relatively “tight” society (Gelfand et al. 2011; Uz 2015), 
individuals continue to closely observe others and strive to conform to 
normative behaviors (Baldwin and Mussweiler 2018). This is substantially 
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related to rigid social norms regarding childbearing within the context of 
marriage: Even though people are getting married later and having fewer 
children than before, there is still an expectation that children should be 
raised by married parents (Kim and Lee 2018). 

While examining the trend of premarital conception leading to 
marriage, the majority of studies in Korea have focused on bridal pregnancy, 
that is, covering up premarital pregnancy by marrying before childbirth (K. 
Kim 2017b; Kim and Lee 2018; B. Lee 2017). However, marriage as a means 
to conceal premarital conception may occur not only before but also after 
childbirth. The timing of marriage after premarital conception may be 
affected by personal situations and sociocultural context (S. Kim 2016). In a 
society with strong social pressure to raise children within the institution of 
marriage, individuals may still desire to be wed even after having a child. 

Women may realize that they are unexpectedly pregnant after the early 
stages of pregnancy have passed, especially old cohort women who have 
received little sex education and have poor access to contraception but are 
exposed to premarital sex (Korea Institute for Health and Social Affirs 
[KIHASA] 2010). A few case studies have examined sexual activities and 
contraceptive usage among the unmarried women in their late teens and 20s 
who moved to cities to work in factories in the ’80s and ’90s, when Korea 
underwent rapid industrialization, urbanization, and educational expansion 
(Han and Park 1996; Kwon et al. 1996). These case studies found that 
approximately 80% of the women had no formal sex education, and 
approximately 20% to 30% of them engaged in premarital sex. In addition, 
only 10% used any type of contraceptive when they had sex for the first time, 
which increased the possibility of premarital pregnancy and recognition of 
pregnancy at a later stage. While today it is not surprising to meet couples 
who disclose that they have become pregnant prior to marriage, at that time, 
social tolerance of premarital pregnancy was very low (Han and Park 1996; 
Kwon et al. 1996). Therefore, unless women are at an early stage of pregnancy 
and able to conceal their condition for a wedding, they may probably 
postpone their wedding until their child is born. 

In addition, women who marry soon after childbirth differ from single 
or cohabiting mothers who raise a child outside of marriage (J. Lee 2018). 
The starting point of marriage may depend on an individual’s perception of 
what marriage means: a wedding ceremony, co-habitation, or marriage 
registration (KIHASA 2021). According to the 2021 National Family and 
Fertility Survey, approximately 70% of respondents aged 30 or older thought 
that wedding ceremonies were the starting point of marriage, while only 10% 
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said that married life began upon the marriage being registered (KIHASA 
2021). It is conceivable that women who marry soon after childbirth may 
postpone a wedding ceremony but still register their marriage before 
childbirth, while considering the wedding ceremony to be the starting point 
of their marriage. It is important to consider premarital pregnancy that leads 
to marriage, both before and after childbirth, to examine the link between 
marriage and childbirth. 

Social Factors in Premarital Conception Leading to Marriage 

In general, premarital conception leading to marriage is affected by two 
factors: a woman’s socioeconomic status and her family background (England 
et al. 2012; K. Kim 2017b; Kim and Lee 2018; B. Lee 2017; Raymo and 
Iwasawa 2008). Regarding women’s socioeconomic status, a large body of 
research has paid special attention to the association between education and 
the risk of premarital pregnancy. It has found that women who are more 
educated are less likely to become pregnant before marriage (Kim and Lee 
2018; B. Lee 2017). Higher education may reduce the likelihood of premarital 
pregnancy, most likely as a result of greater access to effective contraceptive 
methods and a stronger motivation to avoid unintended or unplanned 
pregnancies (Frost and Darroch 2008). Higher education is closely related to 
women’s career aspirations and labor market involvement; as such, women 
who are in stable jobs try to avoid paying higher opportunity costs associated 
with unexpectedly having a child at an early age (Ellwood and Jencks 2004; 
Finer and Henshaw 2006; Frost and Darroch 2008). 

It is also likely that women’s socioeconomic status is related to the timing 
of marriage after premarital conception, as well as the chance of premarital 
pregnancy. Unless a woman decides to terminate her premarital pregnancy 
through abortion, she is more likely to marry before giving birth if she can do 
so, since non-marital childbirth is not socially acceptable in the current 
Korean culture (Raymo et al. 2015). Women who are highly educated and/or 
have stable jobs are more likely to meet men of similar or higher socioeconomic 
status based on mating patterns (Park and Smits 2005), and therefore, have 
more resources to afford marriage before childbirth than those who are less 
educated and/or have unstable jobs. 

As for family background, the level of education and economic resources 
of a woman’s parents may lower the risk of premarital pregnancy because 
they will encourage their daughter(s) to pursue higher levels of education 
(McLanahan and Sandefur 2009; South 1999), helping them avoid early 
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sexual activity and unintended premarital pregnancy (Plotnick 1992). In 
addition, family disruptions during childhood (e.g., either living with a single 
parent or with other adults besides one’s parents) may increase the risk of 
women conceiving premaritally because of lower levels of parental control 
and a lack of economic resources and emotional support, likely resulting in 
behavioral problems during adolescence, including early sexual debut 
(Hofferth and Goldscheider 2010; H. Kim 2016). 

Most previous studies in Korea have paid attention to women’s 
socioeconomic status but have not considered their family background. One 
study that considered both of these factors found that the mothers’ education 
of women and family structure during childhood are significantly related to 
the chance of premarital or marital pregnancy compared to that of not having 
children. More specifically, as the education level of the mothers of these 
women are increasing, the likelihood of having marital or premarital birth 
decreases compared to those who do not conceive (K. Kim 2017b). However, 
being married without children is a relatively rare phenomenon among 
Korean women, especially those born before 1980, making up approximately 
5% of cases (Park and Park 2021). Therefore, it is hard to say that this study 
accurately examined whether the disadvantages in women’s socioeconomic 
status and family background predispose them to premaritally conceive, 
leading to marriage, instead of following traditional family formation by 
conceiving after marriage. 

Data and Method

Data 

This study draws data from the Korean Longitudinal Survey of Women and 
Families (KLoWF), which has been collected biannually from a nationally 
representative sample of 9,997 women aged 19-64 in 2007 (Korean 
Longutidual Survey of Women and Families [KLoWF] 2020). This study 
utilizes data from all waves spanning from 2007 to 2020 (first through eighth 
wave). Among the 9,997 women surveyed in 2007, 75 respondents who did 
not provide information about the date of their first marriage or childbirth in 
all waves were excluded. In addition, 535 women who were divorced or had 
their first child/marriage before the age of 18 were excluded. Divorced 
women were excluded because the KLoWF only provides information on their 
current husband. The analytical sample was further refined by excluding 
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unmarried women or married women without children. This process yielded 
a total of 8,021 married women who either conceived after marriage, had 
bridal pregnancies, or married soon after childbirth across all waves. Among 
these women, 6,216 conceived after marriage, 500 married soon after the 
birth of their first child, and 1,305 had bridal pregnancies. 

Measures 

The dependent variable, marriage and childbirth sequence, was categorized 
into three groups: conception after marriage, bridal pregnancy, and marriage 
soon after childbirth. To determine the marriage and childbirth sequence of 
KLoWF respondents, this study utilized information on the year and month 
of respondents’ first marriage and first childbirth between the first and eighth 
wave of the survey. In addition, this study assumed that all conceptions 
occurred nine months prior to birth and that the pregnancies were taken to 
full term, implying that pregnancies ending in stillbirth or induced abortion 
were not considered. Similar to previous studies (Iwasawa and Kamata 2014; 
Uchikoshi and Mogi 2018), to avoid the honeymoon effect, this study defined 
“bridal pregnancy” as a woman’s first childbirth occurring within seven 
months of her first marriage. Marriages that took place within 24 months of 
the first childbirth were categorized as “marriage soon after childbirth.” The 
KLoWF does not provide information on whether women marry the biological 
father of their first child, but it is unlikely that women marry other men 
within 24 months of their first child’s birth. It is also likely that the chances of 
marrying the biological father steadily increases until 24 months after the 
child’s birth, and then the rate of increase slightly start to decrease (Manning 
1993). Therefore, this study set the cut-off point as 24 months after childbirth. 
The estimation based on the current data revealed that approximately 80% of 
the women married within one year of childbirth. For the sensitive analysis, 
this study employed the same analysis, but with the cut-off point as 12 
months after childbirth. 

As for independent variables, this study considered women’s socioeconomic 
status and family background, as these factors recognized as significant 
contributors to premarital conception leading to marriage (England et al. 
2012; K. Kim 2017b; Kim and Lee 2018; B. Lee 2017; Raymo and Iwasawa 
2008). Specifically, women’s socioeconomic status, encompassing their 
educational level, educational assortative mating, and employment status at 
the time of their first marriage, were taken into account. Educational level has 
been measured using three categories: high school or below, two years of 
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college education, and four years of college education or above. The variable 
for educational assortative mating was created based on a husband’s relative 
education from the standpoint of the wife, and was divided into three 
categories: homogamy, which refers to pairings in which the husband and 
wife have the same level of education (coded as 0); hypergamy, which refers 
to pairings where the wife has had less education than her husband (coded as 
1); and hypogamy, which refers to marriage in which the wife has had more 
education than her husband (coded as 2). Employment status around the 
time of the first marriage is measured in two ways. For women who were 
already married at the time of the first survey, information on their 
employment status was collected from the period between six months before 
and six months after their marriage. For women who married between the 
second and eighth survey waves, employment status around the time of their 
first marriage was derived from the job history data provided in each wave, 
which provides detailed information on previous jobs, current jobs, and job 
changes. Based on this information, employment status at the time of a 
woman’s first marriage was classified into four categories: regular, temporary, 
self-employed, and unemployed.

Next, family background was measured using parents’ educational level, 
residential area, family structure, and financial situation as of the time the 
respondent was approximately 15 years of age. Parents’ educational level was 
based on the highest level of education attained by either the father or 
mother, and had three categories: middle school or below, high school, and 
college education or above. The area of residence at 15 years of age was 
constructed using three categories: metropolitan areas, medium and small 
cities, and rural areas. Family structure has been measured based on the 
question, “Did you live with your parents when you were 15 years old?” If the 
woman lived with both parents at that age, it was coded as 1, and 0 otherwise 
(e.g., living with a single parent or with other adults besides her parents). 
Financial situation was also measured based on the question, “How was your 
family’s financial situation when you were 15 years old?” There were five 
categories, ranging from very poor to very rich, 1 being very poor and 5 very 
rich. As for other covariates, women’s ages in 2007 were categorized as being 
in their 30s or younger, 40s, 50s, or 60s. The age at the time of the first 
marriage and the age gap between couples were also taken into consideration. 

Analyses 

To examine the effects of explanatory variables on the link between marriage 
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and childbirth sequence, this study employed three sets of multivariate 
logistic regression models, comparing three categories of outcome variables 
individually: 1) bridal pregnancy vs. conception after marriage, 2) marriage 
soon after childbirth vs. conception after marriage, and 3) marriage soon 
after childbirth vs. bridal pregnancy. Model 1 includes the variables of age in 
2007, age at the time of the first marriage, and the age gap between couples, 
which are related to demographic aspects of marriage. In Model 2, women’s 
socioeconomic status, including educational level, employment status, 
educational assortative mating, are added to Model 1. This model examines 
the effects of women’s socioeconomic status on marriage and childbirth 
sequence while taking into account control variables. Model 3 adds several 
family background variables based on conditions when the women were 
approximately 15 years of age to Model 2. This model aims to investigate the 
effects of both women’s socioeconomic status and family background on 
marriage and childbirth sequence. 

Results 

Descriptive Statistics 

Table 1 presents the weighted descriptive statistics of the variables for the 
three marriage and parenthood sequences in 2007. In the total sample, 
approximately 78% women conceived after marriage, and 22% conceived 
before marriage, of which 16% married before childbirth and 6% soon after 
childbirth. Age distribution differed according to the marriage and 
parenthood sequence. More than half of the women who conceived after 
marriage or had bridal pregnancies were in their 40s or younger in 2007, 
while approximately half of the women who married soon after childbirth 
were in their 50s or older. The age gap between couples were larger for 
women who married soon after childbirth (four years), compared to those in 
other groups (three years). 

In addition, approximately 65% of the women had a high school degree 
or below, and 22% had a four-year college degree. Women who married soon 
after childbirth were most likely to be disadvantaged in terms of attaining 
higher education. Women who conceived after marriage were more likely to 
have a four-year college degree (25%) than women with bridal pregnancies 
(16%) or women who married soon after childbirth (8%). The educational 
assortative mating variable reveals that approximately 76% of couples were 
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made up of two people with the same level of education. About 19% had 
husbands with higher levels of education compared to their wives, while only 
5% had wives with more education than their husbands. Interestingly, 
compared to women who conceived after marriage, those who married soon 
after childbirth were less likely to be educated and less likely to have 
husbands with higher education. Employment status at the time of a woman’s 
first marriage also differed according to marriage and parenthood sequence. 
Women who married soon after childbirth were less likely to be employed in 
either regular or temporary jobs compared with those who conceived after 
marriage.   

Regarding family background, women who conceived after marriage 
were more likely to have grown up in metropolitan areas (at 15 years of age), 
while those who married soon after childbirth were more likely to have 
grown up in rural areas. In terms of educational achievement by individuals’ 
parents, women who married soon after childbirth were more likely to have 
parents with lower educational levels. The family structure of women at 15 
years of age was similar across the three groups.   

Table 1 
Weighted Descriptive Statistics of Variables in 2007    

  
Total 
(n = 

8,021)

Conception 
after 

marriage

Marriage 
soon after 
childbirth

Bridal 
pregnancy

Marriage and parenthood sequence

 Conception after marriage 78.22 

 Marriage soon after childbirth  5.88 

 Bridal pregnancy 15.90 

Age in 2007

 30s or younger 42.36 43.57 20.53 *** 44.50 

 40s 27.55 27.60 24.36 *** 28.49 

 50s 19.11 18.43 33.59 *** 17.09 

 60s 10.98 10.40 21.53 ***  9.92 + 
Age at the time of 1st marriage (wife) 24.94 25.10 23.73 *** 24.61 *
Age gap between couples  3.36  3.30  4.14 ***  3.34 

Educational level 

 High school or below 65.39 62.74 86.39 *** 70.66 ***
 2 years of college 12.18 12.48  5.57 *** 13.13 
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 4 years of college or above 22.44 24.78  8.04 *** 16.22 ***
Educational assortative mating

 Homogamy 75.62 75.17 87.20 *** 73.53 

 Hypergamy 19.31 19.89 10.50 *** 19.70 

 Hypogamy  5.07  4.93  2.30 **  6.77 **
Employment status at the time of 1st marriage

 No employment 52.25 50.21 72.83 *** 54.73 *

 Regular employment 38.71 40.38 21.36 *** 36.93 *

 Temporary employment   5.55   5.82   2.38 **   5.38 

 Self-employment   3.48   3.59   3.43   2.96 

Family background at around 15 
years of age

Residential area

 Metropolitan area 32.00 34.08 18.40 *** 26.79 ***

 Medium and small cities 21.95 22.03 19.27 22.58 

 Rural area 46.05 43.89 62.34 *** 50.64 **

Family Structure (lived with both 
parents) 88.53 88.59 87.63 88.60 

Parents’ educational level

 Middle school or below 69.56 67.65 84.83 *** 73.33 ~

 High school 21.27 22.16 10.14 *** 21.03 

 College or above   9.16 10.19   5.03 **   5.64 ***

Financial situation (1~5)   3.22   3.21   3.37 ***   3.24   

Note. *** p < 0.001, ** p < 0.01, * p < 0.05, + p < 0.1
Reference for the significance test (2 tailed t-test): conception after marriage  

To further examine the association of age with marriage and parenthood 
sequence, Table 2 presents a weighted cross-tabulation of the two variables. 
Contrary to expectations, premarital conception leading to marriage is more 
likely to occur among older cohort women, while bridal pregnancy is more 
likely to occur among younger. More specifically, approximately 20% of the 
women in their 40s or younger conceived out of wedlock, leading to 
marriage, with approximately 16% marrying before childbirth, that is, bridal 
pregnancy. On the other hand, approximately 25% of women in their 50s or 
60s conceived prior to marriage, with 14% marrying soon after childbirth, 
and 10% before childbirth. This demonstrates the importance of considering 
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premarital conception leading to marriage before and after childbirth, when 
examining the link between marriage and childbirth, especially among older 
cohort women.    

Social Factors in Premarital Conception Leading to Marriage  

The three models in Table 3 examine the effects of social factors on the 
possibility of having a bridal pregnancy compared to that of conceiving after 
marriage. The results from Model 1 show that women became less likely to 
have bridal pregnancies as they age, suggesting that bridal pregnancies are 
more likely to occur among younger cohorts of women, which aligns with the 
findings of previous studies (Kim and Lee 2018; B. Lee 2017). In addition, 
women with bridal pregnancies were more likely to marry at a younger age 
compared to women who conceive after marriage.  

Model 2 examines the effect of women’s socioeconomic status on the 
odds of bridal pregnancies while taking into account control variables. Women 
with a college degree or above were less likely to have a bridal pregnancy than 
those with high school diploma or below. For example, women with a four-
year college degree or above were about 45% less likely to have a bridal 
pregnancy compared to women with a high school degree or below. In 
addition, women with higher education than their husbands were more likely 
to have bridal pregnancies than women with the same levels of education as 
their husbands. Furthermore, women with regular employment were less 
likely to have bridal pregnancies than those who were unemployed. However, 
women with other types of employment did not show significant differences 
from those without employment in terms of having bridal pregnancies.  

Model 3 adds family background to Model 2, and the results demonstrate 
that residential area, parents’ educational level, and financial situation 
significantly affect the odds of having a bridal pregnancy. Women who grew 

Table 2 
Weighted Cross Tabulation between Age and Marriage and 

Parenthood Sequence 
  30s or younger 40s 50s 60s

Conception after marriage 80.45 78.37 75.45 74.11

Marriage soon after childbirth 2.85    5.19 10.33 11.52

Bridal pregnancy 16.7 16.44 14.22 14.37
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Table 3 
Results from Multivariate Logistic Models Predicting the Odds of 

Bridal Pregnancy compared to Conception after  
Marriage (n = 7,521)  

Variables M1 M2 M3

  Coef OR Coef OR Coef OR

Age in 2007 (Ref. 30s or younger)

40s -0.068 0.93 -0.168* 0.85 -0.167* 0.85 

(0.07) (0.08) (0.08)

50s -0.314*** 0.73 -0.500*** 0.61 -0.502*** 0.61 

(0.09) (0.10) (0.10)

60s -0.447*** 0.64 -0.652*** 0.52 -0.654*** 0.52 

(0.12) (0.13) (0.13)

Age at the time of 1st marriage -0.058*** 0.94 -0.040*** 0.96 -0.038*** 0.96 

(0.01) (0.01) (0.01)

Age differences between couples -0.001 1.00 -0.002 1.00 -0.002 1.00 

(0.01) (0.01) (0.01)

Educational level 
(Ref. high school or below) 

2 years of college -0.302** 0.74 -0.293* 0.75 

(0.11) (0.12)

4 years of college or above -0.590*** 0.55 -0.534*** 0.59 

(0.10) (0.11)

Educational assortative mating 
(Ref. homogamy) 

Hypergamy -0.152+ 0.86 -0.152+ 0.86 

(0.09) (0.09)

Hypogamy 0.612*** 1.84 0.593*** 1.81 

(0.14) (0.14)

Employment status at the time of 1st marriage 
(Ref. no employment) 

Regular employment -0.152* 0.86 -0.137+ 0.87 

(0.07) (0.07)

Temporary employment -0.171 0.84 -0.165 0.85 

(0.15) (0.15)

Self-employment -0.119 0.89 -0.114 0.89 

(0.18) (0.18)
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Family background at the age of 15 years

Residential areas (Ref. metropolitan areas)

Medium and small cities 0.240** 1.27 

(0.09)

Rural areas 0.234** 1.26 

(0.08)

Parents’ educational level (Ref. middle school or 
below)  

High school 0.109 1.11 

(0.09)

College or above -0.344* 0.71 

(0.16)

Financial Situation -0.072* 0.93 

(0.04)

Family structure (lived with both parents) 0.087 1.09 

(0.10)

Constant -0.020 -0.166 -0.184

(0.29) (0.29) (0.33)

Note. Standard errors in parentheses  
*** p < 0.001, ** p < 0.01, * p < 0.05, + p < 0.1 
Ref.: reference category, OR: odds ratios, Coef: coefficients  

up in metropolitan areas, had parents with college degrees or above, or lived 
in financially affluent families were less likely to have bridal pregnancies. This 
suggests that women from advantaged family backgrounds are more likely to 
adhere to traditional family behaviors, such as conception after marriage. 

Models in Table 4 examine the influence of social determinants on the 
likelihood of marrying soon after childbirth compared to having a conception 
after marriage. Unlike in bridal pregnancies, Model 1 shows that the odds of 
marrying soon after childbirth increased as women age, especially for those 
in their 50s or older. This suggests that older cohort women are more likely to 
marry soon after childbirth compared to younger ones. Moreover, the age 
gap between couples was also larger for women who married soon after 
childbirth than for those who conceived after marriage.  

Similar to bridal pregnancy, however, Model 2 shows that women’s 
educational level is an important factor in lowering the odds of marriage 
soon after childbirth. For example, women with a four-year college degree or 
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above were 40% less likely to marry soon after childbirth compared to 
women with a high school degree. In addition, women with lower education 
than their husband were less likely to marry soon after childbirth compared 
to women with the same levels of education as their husbands. Moreover, 
women who have regular or temporary jobs had lower odds of marrying 
soon after childbirth compared to unemployed women. Additionally, the 
results of Model 3 show family background to have no significant effects on 
the likelihood of marrying soon after childbirth after taking into account 
control variables.  

Table 4 
Results from Multivariate Logistic Models Predicting the Odds of 

Marriage soon after Childbirth compared to Conception after 
Marriage (n = 6,716)

Variables M1 M2 M3

  Coef OR Coef OR Coef OR

Age in 2007 (Ref. 30s or younger)

40s 0.528*** 1.70 0.271+ 1.31 0.246+ 1.28 

(0.14) (0.14) (0.15)

50s 1.125*** 3.08 0.683*** 1.98 0.653*** 1.92 

(0.13) (0.15) (0.15)

60s 1.285*** 3.61 0.798*** 2.22 0.764*** 2.15 

(0.16) (0.17) (0.17)

Age at the time of 1st marriage -0.020 0.98 0.008 1.01 0.011 1.01 

(0.02) (0.02) (0.02)

Age differences between couples 0.038* 1.04 0.036* 1.04 0.036* 1.04 

(0.02) (0.02) (0.02)

Educational level (Ref. high school or below)

2 years of college -0.450+ 0.64 -0.447+ 0.64 

(0.24) (0.24)

4 years of college or above -0.946*** 0.39 -0.940*** 0.39 

(0.20) (0.21)

Educational assortative mating 
(Ref. homogamy)

Hypergamy -0.463** 0.63 -0.447** 0.64 

(0.16) (0.16)

Hypogamy 0.013 1.01 0.021 1.02 

(0.35) (0.35)
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Employment status at the time of 1st marriage 
(Ref. no employment) 

Regular employment -0.358** 0.70 -0.345** 0.71 

(0.12) (0.12)

Temporary employment -0.629* 0.53 -0.621* 0.54 

(0.30) (0.31)

Self-employment -0.198 0.82 -0.202 0.82 

(0.27) (0.27)

Family background at the age of 15 years

Residential areas (Ref. metropolitan areas)

Medium and small cities 0.222 1.25 

(0.16)

Rural areas 0.199 1.22 

(0.14)

Parents’ educational level (Ref. middle school or below)

High school -0.130 0.88 

(0.17)

College or above 0.242 1.27 

(0.25)

Financial Situation 0.011 1.01 

(0.05)

Family structure (lived with both parents) -0.085 0.92 

(0.15)

Constant -2.820*** -2.849*** -3.089***

  (0.46)   (0.45)   (0.52)   

Note. Standard errors in parentheses 
*** p < 0.001, ** p < 0.01, * p < 0.05, + p < 0.1
Ref.: reference category, OR: odds ratios, Coef: coefficients  

The last three models in Table 5 examine the relationship between social 
determinants and the likelihood of marrying soon after childbirth compared 
to that of having a bridal pregnancy. The results reveal that older cohort 
women had higher odds of marrying soon after childbirth than their younger 
counterparts. For example, women in their 60s or older were about five times 
as likely to marry soon after childbirth compared to women in their 30s or 
younger. In addition, women marrying soon after childbirth were more likely 
to have larger age gaps with their husbands. 

Model 2 shows that women’s education has marginal effects on the 
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timing of marriage after premarital conception. Women with four years of 
college education were less likely to marry after their childbirth instead of 
before it compared to women with a high school degree. Furthermore, 
women with lower education than their husbands were less likely to marry 
soon after childbirth, indicating that men with higher socioeconomic status 
than their wives are more likely to marry before childbirth. Women’s 
employment status around the time of their first marriage also had marginal 
effects on the possibility of marrying soon after childbirth. This suggests that 
women with regular jobs are less likely to marry soon after childbirth than 
those without jobs. The final model indicates some marginal effects of family 
background on the likelihood of marrying soon after childbirth. In the 
sensitivity analysis, the cut-off point for marriage timing after childbirth was 
lowered to 12 months and the same analysis as presented in Table 4 and Table 
5 was conducted. The results remained consistent and robust.  

Table 5 
Results from Multivariate Logistic Models Predicting the Odds of 
Marriage soon after Childbirth compared to Bridal Pregnancies 

(n=1,805)
Variables M1 M2 M3

  Coef OR Coef OR Coef OR

Age in 2007 (Ref. 30s or younger)

40s 0.583*** 1.79 0.447** 1.56 0.393* 1.48 

(0.15) (0.16) (0.16)

50s 1.406*** 4.08 1.179*** 3.25 1.156*** 3.18 

(0.15) (0.16) (0.17)

60s 1.681*** 5.37 1.409*** 4.09 1.368*** 3.93 

(0.18) (0.20) (0.20)

Age at the time of 1st marriage 0.025 1.03 0.042* 1.04 0.044* 1.05 

(0.02) (0.02) (0.02)

Age differences between couples 0.038* 1.04 0.037+ 1.04 0.037+ 1.04 

(0.02) (0.02) (0.02)

Educational level (Ref. high school or below)

2 years of college -0.156 0.86 -0.150 0.86 

(0.26) (0.26)

4 years of college or above -0.399+ 0.67 -0.418+ 0.66 

(0.22) (0.23)
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Educational assortative mating 
(Ref. homogamy)

Hypergamy -0.347* 0.71 -0.346+ 0.71 

(0.17) (0.18)

Hypogamy -0.565 0.57 -0.556 0.57 

(0.37) (0.37)

Employment status at the time of 1st marriage 
(Ref. no employment) 

Regular employment -0.242+ 0.78 -0.230+ 0.79 

(0.14) (0.14)

Temporary employment -0.541 0.58 -0.543 0.58 

(0.33) (0.33)

Self-employment -0.176 0.84 -0.228 0.80 

(0.31) (0.31)

Family background at the age of 15 years

Residential areas (Ref. metropolitan areas)

Medium and small cities -0.015 0.99 

(0.18)

Rural areas 0.027 1.03 

(0.16)

Parents’ educational level 
(Ref. middle school or below)

High school -0.267 0.77 

(0.19)

College or above 0.493+ 1.64 

(0.29)

Financial Situation 0.072 1.07 

(0.06)

Family structure (lived with both parents) -0.314+ 0.73 

(0.17)

Constant -2.471*** -2.498*** -2.730***

  (0.52)   (0.52)   (0.60)   

Note. Standard errors in parentheses 
*** p < 0.001, ** p < 0.01, * p < 0.05, + p < 0.1
Ref.: reference category, OR: odds ratios, Coef: coefficients   
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Discussion and Conclusion 

Although the chance of having a premarital pregnancy in Korea has increased 
over the last few decades due to increases in age at marriage and non-marital 
sex, the vast majority of births still occur within marriage (KOSTAT 2022b). 
This suggests that more couples may be choosing to wed after experiencing a 
premarital pregnancy (Kim and Lee 2018; B. Lee 2017) because the strong 
link between marriage and childbirth remains. However, to confirm this link, 
it is necessary to examine not only marriage before childbirth but also marriage 
after childbirth, as the timing of marriage after premarital conception is 
affected by women’s personal and social context at the time of their pregnancy. 
As such, this study examined the social factors influencing premarital 
conception leading to marriage while considering the timing of marriage 
after premarital conception. The findings can be summarized as follows.  

First, marriage due to premarital conception occurs both before and 
soon after childbirth, and birth cohort variations exist in the timing of 
marriage. Similar to previous studies (Kim and Lee 2018; B. Lee 2017), bridal 
pregnancies were found to be more likely among younger cohort women. 
However, if marriage soon after childbirth is considered, older cohort women 
were more likely to marry, owing to premarital conception, immediately after 
childbirth than before. This may imply that women from older cohorts may 
be more inclined to adhere to social norms prevalent at that time in Korea’s 
relatively “tight” society by choosing to marry even after giving birth to a 
child.  

This may be also because unlike older cohort women, younger cohort 
women may recognize their unplanned pregnancy at an early stage due to 
increased access to effective sex education, allowing them enough time to 
“legitimize” their premarital conception through marriage. Korean schools 
emphasized abstinence-only sex education until the ’80s, and the Ministry of 
Education started the use of sex education guidance materials to train 
teachers and endeavored to develop sex education appropriate for primary 
and secondary school levels beginning in 1984 (Oh 2007). In addition, 
because of the very low birth rates and increasingly liberal attitudes toward 
premarital sex in recent years (Hwang and Chung 2012), there may be changes 
in Korea’s social atmosphere that are more tolerant of premarital conception 
when it comes to getting married. This implies that younger cohort women 
may feel less pressures to hide their premarital pregnancies. However, women 
in older cohorts may have found it difficult to reveal their premarital 
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pregnancies due to traditional social norms at that time (Han and Park 1996; 
Kwon et al. 1996). For that reason, these women may have chosen to have the 
baby first and marry later if they were not able to hide their condition at the 
wedding ceremony.  

Second, women’s socioeconomic status and family characteristics have 
enduring effects on the possibility of having a premarital conception leading 
to marriage. Compared to women who conceived after marriage, women with 
bridal pregnancies or those who married soon after childbirth were less likely 
to have a four-year college degree, be employed in a regular job, and/or marry 
men with a similar level of education to themselves. This implies that women 
with a four-year college degree and/or regular job may have stronger 
motivations to avoid premarital pregnancy, since sudden childbirth in the early 
stages of their career increases the possibility of them having to leave the 
labor market. Indeed, Japanese women with bridal pregnancies are more 
likely to quit their jobs after marriage than are women who conceive after 
marriage (Iwasawa and Kamata 2014). In addition, men with higher educational 
levels than their wives tend to have fewer instances of premarital pregnancy 
and are less likely to marry after childbirth when a premarital pregnancy 
occurs. This indicates that the socioeconomic status of not only the woman 
but that of the man as well influences the chance of premarital pregnancy and 
the timing of marriage.  

Lastly, women with bridal pregnancies were more likely to come from a 
disadvantaged family background, which includes lower levels of parental 
education and a financially poorer environment, compared to those who 
conceive after marriage. This finding indicates that premarital conception 
leading to marriage also follows a “diverging destinies” framework, similar to 
other family formation behaviors. Moreover, this may suggest that even 
children raised by married parents may differ in terms of the degree of resources 
available to them, depending on the timing of pregnancy and marriage. 

This study has several limitations that are worth noting. First, bridal 
pregnancies have been indirectly inferred based on information related to 
dates of marriage and first childbirth, which is a limitation, commonly 
observed in previous studies in Korea and Japan (Iwasawa and Kamata 2014; 
Kim and Lee 2018; B. Lee 2017; Raymo and Iwasawa 2008). In addition, the 
data only provide the month and year of a woman’s first childbirth and first 
marriage, so this study did not use the week information, which could 
provide more accuracy in determining the period of conception. Second, the 
data is quantitative, so there are no direct questions to identify circumstances 
of premarital pregnancies (i.e., motivations, intentness, planning, and so on) 
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at the time of pregnancy. Future studies should address this limitation, with 
one suggestion being to conduct in-depth interviews with women who have 
conceived before marriage, leading to marriage. Third, this study has 
identified the social factors of the premarital conception leading to marriage. 
However, it is also important to examine the consequences of premarital 
conception leading to marriage, including divorce, marital quality, and health. 
By examining the consequences of premarital conception, future research can 
extend the diverging destinies framework from a two generational model to a 
three generational model.  

In recent years, discussions in Korea related to childbirth have been 
centered around the issue of low birth rates, as the total fertility rate has fallen 
below the 1.0 mark since 2018 (KIHASA 2021). Due to this exclusive focus 
on certain aspects of childbirth, little attention has been paid to changes in 
the personal and social contexts surrounding childbirth. To address this 
limitation, this study examined the social determinants of premarital pregnancy 
leading to marriage, categorized based on the timing of marriage. The 
findings revealed that marriage soon after childbirth occurred more frequently 
than expected, especially among older cohort women. This demonstrates the 
persistent observation of the strong link between marriage and childbirth, 
leading to the behaviors of getting married not only before childbirth but also 
after childbirth to legitimate non-marital pregnancy. This study also 
highlights that women from socially disadvantaged backgrounds are more 
likely to have premarital conceptions leading to marriage instead of following 
traditional family formation. These findings confirm that family formation 
behaviors in Korea may work as a mechanism that exaggerates social 
inequality, similar to observation in the West.  
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