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Introduction

Marriage and free union from the 
perspective of Mexican youths living 

in Tijuana, Mexico

Resumen

Este es un estudio sobre las actitudes y 
percepciones de los jóvenes mexicanos 
acerca de la unión libre y el matrimonio. 
Se censó la población estudiantil de dos 
preparatorias públicas de Tijuana, Baja 
California, y también se obtuvo información 
proveniente de grupos focales realizados 
únicamente con estudiantes femeninas de 
las mismas escuelas. Los resultados indican 
que la mayoría de las mujeres y los hombres 
entrevistados no creen que existan ventajas 
comparativas entre el matrimonio y la unión 
libre. Asimismo, son más los jóvenes que 
están convencidos de que la convivencia 
prematrimonial contribuye a la estabilidad 
marital, que aquéllos que piensan que el 
matrimonio hace más estable a la pareja. 
También se encontró que son multinivel 
los aspectos referenciales considerados 
en las percepciones de las adolescentes 
entrevistadas acerca de los pros y contras que 
tienen la unión libre y el matrimonio.

Palabras clave: actitud, nupcialidad, pareja 
conyugal, unión consensual, matrimonio 
civil, matrimonio religioso.  

Abstract

Marriage and free union in the perception of 
Mexican adolescents living in Tijuana 

This is a study on the attitudes and perception 
of the Mexican youths on free union and 
marriage; a census was conducted in the 
student population of two public high schools 
in Tijuana, Baja California; information was 
also obtained from woman-only focal groups 
in the same schools. The results indicate 
that most of the youths do not believe in 
the existence of comparative advantages 
between marriage and free union. Likewise, 
the youths who are sure that pre-matrimonial 
cohabitation contributes to the marital 
stability are more numerous than those who 
believe that marriage makes the couple 
stable. We also found that the referential 
aspects considered in the perceptions of the 
interviewed female adolescents on the pros 
and cons the free union and marriage have 
are multilevel. 

Key words: attitude, nuptiality, spouse, 
cohabitation, civil marriage, religious 
marriage. 

eadings on Mexican marriages let us see that the process of 
familial formation in Mexico has traditionally been carried out by 
means of four different kinds of conjugal arrangements, that is: R

a) religious marriages; b) civil marriages; c) civil and religious marriages; 
and, d) free or consensual unions. The prevailing tendency during the 70’s 
and before, was one in which religious marriages and free unions tended 
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to gradually decrease, whereas civil and religious marriages and civil 
marriages increased as a result of the secularization of the Mexican society. 
But this also occurred as a result of the intervention of the State which 
carried out periodic massive campaigns of legalization, of both religion 
and consensual unions, in several parts of the country (Quilodrán, 1979; 
Ojeda, 1988). This tendency supposed the secular institutionalization of 
marriage arrangements in the whole country and especially in the states of 
the Gulf regions and in the South where, up to that time, free unions had 
been more frequent.

More recent studies on the topic, register changes in said tendency. 
And it was clearly demonstrated during the 90’s when there was an 
increase in the number of free or consensual unions at national level. This 
occurred even in places where only modest percentages were recorded 
for this kind of unions; as in the case of the north-east region of the 
country. Some explanations for the increase in the number of free unions 
are related to economic and social changes occurred during the 80’s and 
90’s; these include the increase in poverty levels, cultural changes (Solís, 
2005), scarcity of massive campaigns of civil marriages carried out by 
the State and cultural changes at the interior of the new generations. In 
the same way, Quilodrán (1993: 17) stated at the beginning of the 90’s 
the presence of a process of “gradual denaturalization of marriage”. This 
presence is questionable inasmuch as, strictu sensu, it is not possible to 
deinstitutionalize neither marriage nor weddings, because, on the one hand, 
religious marriages are a moral contract that continues being regulated by 
the codes and precepts of the religious orders, and civil marriage, as a legal 
agreement, continues being regulated by the institutions of the State. On 
their hand, weddings continue being the rite of passage that make public 
the celebration of marriage so that the conjugal union of the couples is 
socially legitimized according to cultural precepts related to religious 
institutions and the State. From that perspective, the increase in the number 
of free unions would prove a process of “de-intitutionalization of unions” 
as argued by Solís (2005: 352) recently; this would be so considering that 
an increasing number of couples unite conjugally in a consensual way; 
not requiring a moral contract being neither regulated by churches nor 
by a legal agreement decreed by the State, as well as not requiring the 
celebration of a rite of passage in order to publicly announce its formation 
in view of its social legitimization.
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Another signifi cant aspect is that although free or consensual unions 
decreased as a kind of defi nitive conjugal union up to the 70’s, they 
continued being the conjugal arrangement that involved the fi rst stage of 
the process of formation for several families, and, later on, it was legalized 
by civil marriage, which could or not be accompanied by the religious. 

This phenomenon is also part of the Mexican tradition in the process 
of family formation (Pebley and Goldman, 1986; Ojeda, 1988); which, far 
from disappearing, continues being part of the reality for several families, 
both in the urban and rural areas in the country, despite there have been some 
signifi cant changes, such as the distribution of the index of legalizations 
(Ojeda, 2007). This last fact could also contribute to the recent increase of 
free unions among conjugal couples in younger generations.

Well now, research on levels and tendencies in the formation of 
conjugal couples within the processes of family formation have been based 
on the measurement and analysis of the events occurred in the histories of 
conjugal unions, on the differential behavior as well as on the statistical 
association of these events to the characteristics of the populations obtained 
by means of population census, vital statistics and demographic surveys. 
This enables us to currently have important scientifi c knowledge on the 
topic which has to be added to new studies. The objective of this project is 
therefore to contribute to the understanding of this phenomenon through 
the study of the social nature of that which is nowadays called free or 
consensual union among Mexican youth. In view of this, we researched 
on the attitudes and perceptions in a group of youths from two public high 
schools in the bordering city of Tijuana, Baja California, located in the 
western limit of the northeast region of Mexico.

The case of Tijuana
Numbers obtained in the last two national population censuses (INEGI, 
1990; INEGI, 2000) show that from 1990 to 2000 people living in free 
union changed from 13.6 to 18.6 percent among men and from 14.2 to 18.9 
percent among women. 

This increase, however, had signifi cant differences in various cities. For 
instance, while in the city of Queretaro the number of free unions changed 
from 7.2 to 10.8 percent among men and from 6.6 to 10.6 percent among 
women; in the city of Tijuana, the increase was from 19.4 to 30.8 percent 
among men and from 19.5 to 30.8 percent among women, making the latter 
city the one with the highest increases in free unions in Mexico. 
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In the same way, local journalists in Baja California have made public 
the concern from certain sectors of the population on the increase of this 
kind of conjugal unions in the region. This is made just at the moment in 
which direct State interventions have started again to legalize the unions of 
couples by means of the massive performance of civil marriages. That is the 
case of the campaign carried out at the beginning of 2008 in several parts 
of the country, including Tijuana and the whole state of Baja California 
(Fregoso, 2008).

On the other hand, the social importance of free or consensual unions 
in Baja California and especially in Tijuana can be clearly seen in the 
results from the recent Encuesta de Salud Reproductive en la Adolescencia 
(Youth Reproductive Health Survey), 2006 (Palma, 2008). According to 
personal calculations based on this source, the percentage of unions has 
already exceeded in a slight way that of marriages among the population 
between 18 and 29 years in age; for both genders in Tijuana. This is 
assumed considering that among women from this age group, 24.4 percent 
are united in a consensual way and only 22.8 percent are married; and in 
the case of males at these ages, 20.4 percent are united in a consensual way 
and only 17 percent are married. Whereas at a state level, the number of 
free unions is slightly inferior to that of marriages in the same age groups: 
20.3 percent versus 21.1 percent among women, and 18.7 percent versus 
15.6 percent among men.

Another signifi cant characteristic in Tijuana is the strong index of 
attraction of immigration related to its signifi cant economic development 
that took place along the last three decades; especially in the industrial 
sector. The high percentage of immigrants from almost all of the states of the 
national territory makes the locals have social and cultural characteristics 
from other regions of the country which intertwine with those natural from 
the northeast of the republic.

Methodology and information resources
The study combines quantitative and qualitative methods. Quantitative 
analysis is expressed on simple contingency tables from which only results 
of variables at a level of trust above 95 percent were used. Qualitative 
analysis is based on a discourse analysis technique. 

The data used in the quantitative analysis were obtained from a survey 
carried out on a student population from two public high schools in Tijuana. 
The total number of surveyed students was of 2,535; including men and 
women, between 15 and 20 years of age and who belong to the urban 
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popular social class of Tijuana. Qualitative data were obtained from six 
focal groups having only female students from the same high schools. This 
section collects data derived from the collective participation of 48 female 
students with ages ranging from 15 to 20 years of age who, voluntarily, 
informed and with the consent of their parents, decided to take part in the 
survey.

Juvenile attitudes towards marriage and free union
Conjugal stability
In terms of options for common coexistence, a fi rst signifi cant feature to 
analyze on the perceptions of the youths is the relationship they establish 
between the kind of conjugal arrangement and the stability of the couple. 
In order to achieve this, we analyzed data collected from the student survey 
carried out in the two public high schools. Hence, we fi rstly analyzed the 
extent to which youth agree or disagree with the idea stating that “becoming 
married makes the couple more stable”, and whose answers are in tables 
1 and 2. 

As seen on table 1, the most common stance (41 percent), for this 
question was one that neither agreed nor disagreed with the statement. 
This demonstrated conviction, neutrality and indecision among youths 
regarding the relationship between marriage and conjugal stability. 
On the other hand, 59 percent of the youths clearly expressed defi ned, 
however contrary, postures; specifi cally, 28 percent of them expressed 
their disagreement with the statement, whereas 31 percent asserted their 
agreement. So that only little less than a third part of the total of students of 
the two high schools is convinced that “becoming married makes couples 
more stable”.

TABLE 1
MARRIAGE MAKES COUPLES MORE STABLE 

Opinion Total Men Women
100.0 100.0 100.0

Totally agree 10.0 11.5 8.8
Agree 21.1 22.8 19.9
Neither agree nor disagree 40.9 39.5 41.9
Somehow opposed 8.6 7.4 9.6
Opposed 19.4 18.8 19.8
Source: author’s own calculations based on data from census to two high schools in Tijuana.



Papeles de POBLACIÓN No. 60 CIEAP/UAEM

40

When comparing the answers of the youths according to gender, it is 
interesting to see that the weak support to this idea is even weaker among 
women. On the one hand, there are fewer women (29 percent) than men 
(34 percent) who clearly agree with that idea. On the other, female youths 
seem to be less convinced about it by having slightly more opinions against 
that assertion; just as having more uninterested opinions to it. 

Age is probably a variable that resulted statistically signifi cant with 
regards to their attitudes on the same idea. Table 2 shows that there is an 
inverse relationship between age and degree of indecision or neutrality 
with regards to the idea that “becoming married makes the couple more 
stable”; the older the male youths, the less cases of indecision or neutrality 
in that regard. By contrast, one sees a direct relationship between the age 
of the youth and the extent to which they disagree with said idea. The 
older the youths, the higher the number of them who clearly disagrees 
with the idea; this situation is more visible in the oldest age group which 
corresponds to those who reached legal adult age (18 years).

The second statement asserts: “living together before marriage makes 
couples more stable”. This idea, as seen on table 3, has more support than 
the previous one. The proportions of masculine and feminine students 
who agree or strongly agree with this idea and that of those who neither 
agree nor disagree are almost equal; they have numbers above a third of 
the students in each case (37 and 38 percent, respectively), whereas only a 
fourth part of them clearly expressed to be against that idea.

When sorting out responses by sex, one sees once again interesting 
differences which prove a clearly higher degree of acceptance of this idea 
among males than among females (45 percent versus 30 percent); whereas 
the opposition to such idea is slightly higher among female students than 
among men. In the same way, the levels of indecisiveness or neutrality in 
regard to the same idea are higher among women than among men; in such 
manner that  always more men support said idea.

TABLE 2
MARRIAGE MAKES COUPLES MORE STABLE

Age (years)
Opinion Total 15-16 17 18-20

100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
Totally agree 10.1 9.5 9.8 11.4
Agree 21.4 22.5 21.2 19.8
Neither agree nor disagree 41.0 43.1 41.1 36.7
Somehow opposed 19.1 17.4 19.5 21.7
Opposed 8.4 7.2 8.4 10.4

Source: author’s own calculations based on data from census to two high schools in Tijuana.



April/ June 2009

Marriage and free union from the perspective of Mexican youths... /N. OJEDA

41

Age is again signifi cant in this topic. Table 4 shows that the proportion of 
youths who do not agree with the idea that “living together before marriage 
makes couples more stable” is a minority in all age groups; despite the 
fact that this posture gains supporters as age increases and especially 
among those who have reached the offi cial legal age. In spite of this, we 
shall observe that youths who seem to be convinced of a positive relation 
between both variables and those who neither agree nor disagree with it are 
always more in all age groups.

To sum up, we can say that youths who clearly agree with the idea that 
“becoming married makes the couple more stable” are fewer. Most of them 
disagree, are neutral or indecisive in that respect. By contrast, there are 
more youths who agree to the idea that “living together before marriage 
makes couples more stable” and the support to this idea is more visible 
among men than among women, and among those younger than 18 years 
of age in both sexes.

Table 3
Living together before becoming married makes couples more stable

Opinion Total Men Women 
100.0 100.0 100.0

Totally agree 12.4 15.7 19.8
Agree 24.4 29.4 10.4
Neither agree nor disagree 37.7 33.2 41.2
Somehow opposed 9.7 8.1 11.0
Opposed 15.8 13.6 17.6

Source: author’s own calculations based on data from census to two high schools in Tijuana.
.

TABLE 4
LIVING TOGETHER BEFORE BECOMING MARRIED MAKES COUPLE 

MORE STABLE
Age (years)

Opinion Total 15-16 17 18-20
100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Totally agree 12.5 12.2 13.6 11.9
Agree 24.7 26.5 22.7 23.5
Neither agree nor disagree 37.4 37.3 39.5 35.3
Somehow opposed 15.8 15.6 14.7 17.4
Opposed 9.6 8.4 9.5 11.9

Source: author’s own calculations based on data from census to two high schools in Tijuana.
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Comparative advantages of married women and those in a union
Another signifi cant aspect to examine in this topic is the posture that 
youths have with regards to the possible comparative advantages of each 
kind of union. This is especially signifi cant in the case of women who, in a 
society such as the Mexican, have fewer legal rights when they are part of 
a free union; this, apart from the different social and cultural costs between 
genders that are associated to the different legal status of each of these 
kinds of conjugal arrangements (Díaz Conde, 2002).

In order to learn the postures assumed by youths in that respect, we 
analyzed the responses of the students to a statement asserting that “married 
women have more advantages than women in free unions” according to 
gender and age. To that respect, table 5 shows that only a minority of male 
and female students (25 percent) agrees with this idea. There are many 
more youth who agree that “married women have more advantages than 
women in free unions” (46 percent) and especially women (49 percent). 
On the other hand, it is outstanding that a signifi cant number of youth 
sassert that they neither agree nor disagree with this idea, especially among 
males, who are a third part of them.

The age of the youths again proves to be a variable that provides 
differences in postures. Table 6 shows that there is a slightly inverse 
relation between the age of the youths and their agreement to the statement 
that “married women have more advantages than women in free unions”; 
so that the level of agreement with this idea decreases according to the 
increase in age of the youths, especially once they are 18 years of age. Well 
now, it is important to point out that despite this situation is valid for both, 
men and women, it is more stressed in latter than in the former.

So far, the results described and especially the fact that only a fourth 
of the youths in this study agree with the statement that “married women 
have more advantages than women in free unions” lead us to wonder about 

Table 5
Married women have more advantages than women  in free union

Opinion Total Men Women 
100.0 100.0 100.0

Totally agree 7.2 6.9 7.4
Agree 17.6 17.2 17.9
Neither agree nor disagree 29.1 32.9 26.1
Somehow opposed 24.6 16.6 25.4
Opposed 21.5 26.4 23.2

Source: author’s own calculations based on data from census to two high schools in Tijuana.
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their posture on the opposite idea, which is “women in free unions have 
more advantages than those married”. Table 7 shows that the proportion of 
youths who agree with this other idea is even lower than in the previous 
case. Scarcely a 15 percent of the total of the students of both genders 
agrees with this thinking; this percentage is even lower among women. 
The disagreement with the notion that “women in free unions have more 
advantages than those married” is higher by half of the total of cases among 
women and it is of 43 percent among men. It is also signifi cant that, once 
again, many students of each sex neither agree nor disagree with the idea 
that “women in free unions have more advantages than those married”; and 
this is especially true for men with 39 percent. 

These results show a lack of credibility on their side about the clear 
existence of comparative advantages of marriage in favor of women and 
vice versa (from free union in regard to marriage). However, it is important 
to highlight that even within such lack of credibility there is higher bias 
among women in favor of marriage (25.3 percent in favor of marriage 
versus 12.3 percent in favor of free union) than among men (24.1 percent 
in favor of marriage versus 17.9 percent in favor of free union).

TABLE 6
MARRIED WOMEN HAVE MORE ADVANTAGES 

THAN WOMEN IN FREE UNION
Age (years)

Opinion Total 15-16 17 18-20
100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Totally agree 7.2 6.3 7.4 8.2
Agree 17.5 19.6 18.0 13.0
Neither agree nor disagree 29.3 29.1 29.8 29.4
Somehow opposed 24.5 23.9 23.9 26.4
Opposed 21.5 21.1 20.9 23.0

Source: author’s own calculations based on data from census to two high schools in Tijuana.

TABLE 7
WOMEN IN FREE UNION HAVE MORE ADVANTAGES 

THAN MARRIED WOMEN
Opinion Total Men Women

100.0 100.0 100.0
Totally agree 4.3 4.8 3.9
Agree 10.5 13.1 8.4
Neither agree nor disagree 36.1 39.2 33.6
Somehow opposed 18.8 15.0 21.9
Opposed 30.3 27.9 32.2

Source: author’s own calculations based on data from census to two high schools in Tijuana.
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Strangely, the age of the youths was not signifi cant in the statistical 
testing that was made. Conversely, the place of birth did represent statistical 
signifi cant differences in the degree of agreement or disagreement among 
youths to the idea that “women in free union have more advantages than 
those married”. A variable that, on the one hand, demonstrates the migration 
condition of the students and, on the other, refers in an indirect way to their 
place of socialization. To that respect, we can see in table 8 that just above 
a half of the total of immigrant youths who were born in the central-south 
region of the country expressed to disagree with “women in free union 
have more advantages than those married”. The disagreement with this 
idea is also high among those born in the north and Baja California, who 
respectively represent 43 and 47 percent of the cases. Only the minority 
in each of these three groups agrees with the aforementioned idea. It is 
interesting, nevertheless that at least a third of them in each group stated 
neither to agree nor to disagree with such idea; this proportion increases 
according to the distance of birth from the border, reaching 40 percent 
among those native from Baja California.

The results obtained in this fi rst part of the study enable us to conclude 
that students from the high schools included in the research project are 
not convinced of the advantages for married women; however, it is clear 
that they are neither convinced that women in free unions have more 
rights. From their point of view, marriage and free union do not seem to 
be opposed in a signifi cant way in regard to the advantages that each of 
these kinds of conjugal agreements could have for women. It seems as 
though youths are convinced that none of these two kinds of conjugal 
arrangements provides clear comparative advantages to Mexican women. 

TABLE 8
WOMEN IN FREE UNIONS HAVE MORE ADVANTAGES THAN 

MARRIED WOMEN, BY MIGRATORY ORIGIN 
Migratory stratus 

Immigrant
Opinion Total Native North Center/south

100 100 100 100
Totally agree 4.1 4.0 5.2 4.8
Agree 10.3 10.5 11.5 8.8
Neither agree nor disagree 36.0 34.0 40.0 39.6
Somehow opposed 19.0 19.0 18.5 19.0
Opposed 30.5 32.5 24.8  27.8
Source: author’s own calculations based on the census to two high schools in Tijuana.
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This situation is even clearer when considering the high proportions 
of youths who express neither to agree nor to disagree in regard to the 
comparative advantages of women in each of these kinds of unions. This 
specifi c fi nding allow us seeing the complexity of the topic and the need 
to have more information in order to understand its meaning, provided 
that it could be understood in several different ways, such as: 1) youths do 
not have a clear stance on the idea they are being asked about; 2) youths 
provide the same value to marriage and to free union; 3) youths are not 
interested in defi ning themselves in such an idea; 4) or else, youths really 
think that women have the same advantages in marriage as in free unions. 
This situation established the need to research further on the content and 
meaning of the perceptions of the youths on the topic, but especially on the 
advantages and disadvantages of free union from the female perspective, 
by being them who experience in a more direct way the social and cultural 
costs that derive from the different legal conditions of this kinds of conjugal 
unions in Mexico.

With the objective of making progress in this complex topic and in this 
analytical direction, we now present the results obtained by means of the 
focal groups technique resulting from subgroups of feminine students from 
15 to 19 years in age from the same public high schools in Tijuana.

Feminine perceptions on free union

As a kind of introduction to the topics dealt with in the focal groups, 
youths from the high schools responded in an written way, individually and 
privately, to these three open questions: 1) “I come to school because...”; 
2) “My greatest desire when I grow up is...”; and, 3) “Getting married and 
having children means for me...”. The analysis of the answers to these 
statements allows determining the individual postures of the youths in 
regard to these topics and later on to contrast them with the contents of 
the dialogues that were carried out among the same girls in the dynamics 
of focal groups. This procedure enabled us to determine some key aspects 
that contribute to better understand the perceptions of the youths on the 
advantages and disadvantages of free union. We now describe the fi ndings 
in that respect.
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Personal and familial eagerness for self-improvement
The complete analysis of the individual answers from the female youtht 
to the aforementioned questions, in general demonstrates a great desire 
from them to complete a degree and to become economically independent 
and, as they say: “To be someone in life”. It also shows a great desire for 
self-improvement so that they can help in economic terms to their loved 
ones, especially their parents and younger siblings, as well, as in their own 
words: “To provide a future to their children... when they have them”. They 
also express their interest in being happy and having a family, preferably 
married, but not necessarily, and above all they express their desire to be 
mothers: “To be a mother, even if I am not married”. Finally, they insist 
time and again on their desire to “have a stable family” or a “great family”, 
and their interest in “not depending on a man”.

In order to understand these desires expressed individually it is necessary 
to consider that, by being high school students, it is common to perceive 
an almost general interest and in some cases the fi rm determination of the 
interviewed youths to continue their studies to complete a professional 
degree and the desire to be economically independent. Well now, their 
intention implying that apart from that being a personal objective, they 
could also help others (their parents and younger siblings) demonstrates 
a feeling of moral obligation towards the family promoted at the bosom 
of many Mexican households, which could even be at times opposite to 
the personal interest of the young women. In the same way, the almost 
generalized desire to be happy by means of the formation of a family and 
the great value provided to maternity is clear. But their repeated desire to 
have a “stable family” and “not to depend on a man” is also signifi cant 
and demonstrates a concern to prevent familial instability and economic 
dependence on their partners in the future.

These desires, however, prove to be more complex when compared to 
the contents of the dialogues which appeared among youths from the focal 
groups on how to achieve these ideals and the ways to make them real. 
This is especially clear when analyzing the perceptions of the youth on the 
disjunctive between getting married and living in free union in order to 
have an ideally stable family and, more specifi cally, on the advantages and 
disadvantages that each of the conjugal arrangements could have for the 
couples, but especially for women.

Having a family in a marriage situation is the option that most 
women stated at a fi rst stage of the group dynamics. However, the almost 
generalized desire to have a family by means of marriage was questioned 
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little by little as students constructed ideas about “living together without 
being married”,“free union” as well as when they realized the importance 
of these kinds of coexistence and their relation with the aforementioned 
ideals. In the same way, these women shaped the content of what they 
understood as “advantages” and “disadvantages” of “living in a consensual 
union”.

A fi rst fi nding is the multilevel or multidimensional nature of the results 
which was shown in the contents of the perceptions of the female youths 
regarding free union. So that the aspects mentioned by them on this kind 
of conjugal union, as well as its advantages and disadvantages, take us 
to different dimentions or levels of reference that, with the purpose of 
analyzing it, were grouped in fi ve great categories: 1) aspects related to the 
individual; 2) institutional aspects; 3) aspects related to the social context; 
4) cultural aspects; and, 5) aspects related to gender.

Collective vision on pros and contras of the free union

As a kind of defi nition, we consider in the individual dimension the likes and 
preferences of the youths, their familial problems, their ideals and different 
plans for personal self-achievement. In the institutional dimension, we 
included aspects related to civil laws and religious aspects identifi ed by the 
girls as important or signifi cant to the topics. In the context dimension we 
referred to aspects that are part of the close social context in which youths 
interact on a daily basis or with certain regularity, such as: households, 
familial networks, neighbors, friends and the community or neighborhood 
where they live. At the cultural level, we consider customs, social values, 
traditions, prejudices and rites of change that are signifi cant for them and 
their social context. Finally, the gender level or dimension includes aspects 
that have to do with gender roles, the expectations of the young women 
from men and women and what they understand as “being a man” and 
“being a woman” at different stages of the vital cycle of the people; as 
well as the power relations between genders, either by having experienced 
them, or well, by having seen them in their everyday context.

Perceptional dimensions of free union
The results obtained are presented in tables 9 and 10, where one can 
see the different aspects mentioned by the female youths for each of the 
dimensions and the corresponding levels of intensity or frequency with 
which they referred to each of them when speaking on the advantages and 
disadvantages involved in having a family by means of free union instead 
of becoming married.
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TABLE 9
ADVANTAGES AND PROS OF FREE UNION

Importance level (frequency)
Individual dimension 
A means to be happy and loved Super important (18 & older)
A token of love Relevant (4-6)
It allows independence from the partner, it is unattached 
loved 

Very important (11-17)

A temporary relationship, uncommitted relationship Mentioned (1-3)
It is better than being alone, when I am old Important (7-10)
Institutional dimension
It is easy to do, no paperwork Very important
It is tolerated by society, there are some rights Relevant
No not to divorce to end it Relevant
Social context 
Large number of free union in the community Important
Family background on free unions Relevant
Family support for single daughters with kids Important
Presence of children born out of the wedlock Very important
Infidelity of the father and other men in the family Super important 
Cultural dimension
Free union and marriage are almost the same, they are 
equally worth 

Relevant

Having children is more important than marriage Very important
It is important to be a mother even if not married Super important
The expectation of being supported by my mother if I 
became pregnant while single

Very important

Marriage is to produce offspring Mentioned
A lifestyle of the youths nowadays Mentioned
A trial stage to know each other and be sure about the 
election

Very important

It allows exploring the sexuality of both, especially women Important
Gender dimension
There are no responsible men to marry to Mentioned
Women have the same power as men in free union Relevant
It is easier for women to leave unfaithful men in free union Super important
It is easier for women to leave violent men in free union Mentioned
It is best to prevent machismo and control from men Very important
Source: author’s own elaboration.
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Table 9 shows fi ve aspects of individual nature that were identifi ed by 
the youths as advantages in free union. To that respect, the idea that the 
free union is a “means to be happy” is outstanding by having the highest 
level of intensity measured according to the frequency with which youths 
alluded to this kind of thinking. In second place, due to its frequency, 
the idea that free union “enables independence from the partner” and 
corresponds to a kind of “love without compromises”. In third place, they 
mentioned the idea that “it is better to be in a free union than being alone” 
when the woman is not young anymore. Free union is also perceived as 
“proof of love” and as “a temporal relationship without commitment”, but 
its frequency is much below the three fi rst ideas.

TABLE 10
DISADVANTAGES AND CONS OF FREE UNION

Importance level 
(frequency)

Individual dimension
I would like to marry some day, it is my dream Very important (11-17

times)
Marriage is important for my family, I would like to 
please my parents 

Important ((7-10 times)

I would like to preserve tradition and have a religious 
marriage 

Relevant (4-6 times)

Institutional dimension
It has no legal recognition Mentioned (1-3 times)
It  has no value before God Mentioned
It is neither civil nor religious marriage, it is nothing Mentioned
It implies less security for women Relevant
It is a social stigma for women and their children Relevant
Social context 
Presence of fathers irresponsible with children from 
free unions

Super important (18 & more
times)

Cultural dimension
A married woman is taken more seriously than one in 
free union 

Important

Marriage is more respected than free union Important
Gender dimension 
Men do not take up responsibility for his partner in free 
union

Very important

Women in free union are easily left by men Mentioned
Men do not take up responsibility for their children 
from free union 

Super important

Women are not valued by men in free union Mentioned
Source: author’s own elaboration.
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In contrast, table 10 shows the information about the disadvantages of 
free union. At the same level as the individual sphere one can see that 
three different aspects were identifi ed against free union; it is outstanding 
among them their opposition to free union because “I would like to marry 
someday”, and in second place, to say no to a free union because “getting 
married is signifi cant for the family and I want to please my parents”. One 
shall pay attention, however, to the intensity of these two postures which 
are lower to those from the two fi rst aspects in favor of the free union.

We can infer that, at individual level, the perceptions of the youths 
tend to refl ect more favorably than unfavorably aspects towards this kind 
of conjugal arrangement and with higher levels of signifi cance than the 
aspects against it.

Regarding the institutional sphere, youths coincided on three favorable 
aspects in favor of free union and on four against it. Among the aspects 
in favor of it, standing out is the idea that a free union “is easy to create 
and there is not paper work”, it is a “marriage without papers”, which was 
the most recurrent idea among youth. In two far second and third places 
they stated as signifi cant (without being important) that the free union “is 
accepted by the society and has some rights” and that this kind of union 
“does not require a divorce to be fi nished”.

On the other hand, the aspects stated against the free union are, at a 
signifi cant level (but without being important), the fact that in the free 
union “women have less safety” and “it is a stigma for the woman and 
her children”. Other aspects mentioned with lower frequency against free 
union are that this kind of union “does not have a legal status”, “does not 
have value before the eyes of God ” and “it is neither a civil nor a religious 
marriage; it is nothing”. Thus, in comparative terms, one fi nds that the 
institutional aspects in favor of free union stand out by their intensity, 
however they do not do so because of their number, in comparison to 
aspects against this kind of union.

Aspects related to the social context derive from the contents of the 
verbal expressions of the youths regarding the conditions and situations of 
their social context and which predispose in a certain way, or well, indispose 
young women towards this kind of union, before explicitly referring in 
favor or against free union. They are hence both verbal and non-verbal 
conditions that act at a demonstrative level in the process of socialization 
of the youths, either predisposing them, or well, indisposing them towards 
this kind of conjugal arrangement. In this regard, table 9 shows six aspects 
in favor of free union, among which it stands out, by having the highest 
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level of importance from the point of view of the youths, the problem of 
infi delity from men in the family, including that “my father has cheated on 
my mother”; followed, at a signifi cant level, by the existence of children 
born out of the wedlock among family members, neighbors, friends and 
in communities and neighborhoods. Likewise, at a signifi cant level, they 
stated the existence of free unions in the communities and neighborhoods 
and the apparently contradictory situation that families, and especially 
mothers, end up supporting single daughters who have babies without 
being married. Finally, at a signifi cant level they stated the existence of 
previous free unions in their families, including their parents and having 
divorced parents. In opposition, young women coincided on identifying 
a single aspect against free unions but at a very important level which 
refers to the cases seen in terms of lack of responsibility assumed by the 
parents towards children born out of the wedlock in their communities or 
neighborhoods and among their relatives or acquaintances.

In the cultural sphere, once again, there are more favorable aspects. 
Among them it stands out the desire to “be a mother in spite of not being 
married”, with the highest possible level of importance; followed by two 
aspects mentioned as important, and closely related to the fi rst, which are 
“to be a mother is more important than getting married” and “ I believe 
that I would have the support of my mother if I had a child without being 
married”. It is also stated at a “very important” level the fact that the free 
union is “a stage to be sure and to get to know each other” and that this 
kind of union “helps to explore the sexuality of the couple”. At a signifi cant 
level they stated that “free union and marriage are almost the same” and 
they mentioned with a low level of intensity that “marriage and free union 
are made to have children” and that free union “is a kind of life for modern 
young people”.

Lastly, there are different aspects mentioned by female youths which 
have to do with the gender dimension. A fi rst general view on the results 
shows that they referred more to aspects in favor or against the election of 
free union than to gender aspects that indispose or are against this kind of 
union. Among the fi rst ones, stand out those referred to masculine infi delity, 
machismo and economic dependence of the wife on the husband. With the 
highest level of importance they stated that in a free union “it is easier 
for the man when he is unfaithful”; “it is better because of the machismo 
of the man” and “the control of the man on the woman”. Likewise, it 
was stated that in the free unions “women have the same power as men”, 
which was considered as a signifi cant aspect to ponder, and they mention 
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that “there are no responsible men to marry anymore”. In contrast, there 
are four aspects against free union that are identifi ed in this same gender 
dimension. At a very important level it is stated that in a free union “there 
is not responsibility on the side of the father towards children born in it” 
and that “the man does not have responsibility towards the woman in a 
free union”. This last idea is stated as important. Finally, at a much lower 
level of importance they mentioned that “women are easily abandoned by 
the man in a free union” and that “women are not appreciated by the man 
living in a free union”.

The variety of aspects in favor and against free unions as well as the 
different levels of importance assigned to each of them demonstrate the 
complex nature of the perceptions on this topic in view of the formation of 
a family. As a manner of summary, we found that youth females included 
in this study almost generally show the desire to marry some day as a 
preferred means to become a couple and to form a family. This is the 
most signifi cant individual aspect that they expressed against free union. 
However, this aspect does not record the highest level of importance that the 
other identifi ed aspects appear to have as advantages in favor of free union. 
So that when comparing the desire to become married with the intention to 
have a stable family and not to depend on a man, they paradoxically see in 
free union a rather advantageous conjugal arrangement to familial life and 
to reach happiness.

The three most advantageous aspects according to intensity are: in the 
individual sphere, the desire to be happy, taking into account free union as 
“a means to be happy and loved”; the desire of not to depend on a man, 
and to think that free union allows independence from the couple by being 
“love without commitments”. In the cultural sphere, the value to maternity 
stands out, apart from the kind of conjugal union that is chosen; this is 
demonstrated when stating the desire of “being a mother despite not being 
married”. So that free union or common coexistence without being married 
is not only perceived by youth women as compatible with the great desire 
to become a mother, but also as a means to achieve this objective that has 
utmost importance for them. 

This favorable posture towards free union is also promoted by aspects 
perceived as advantageous by the youths in other dimensions and at levels 
of great importance, among which stand out those related to the cultural 
dimension. In this dimension one fi nds, besides the highest value provided 
to maternity, as it has already been mentioned, other aspects closely related, 
such as the higher value provided to maternity than to marriage and the 
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expectation of being supported by the family, specifi cally by the mother, 
in case of having a child without being married; as well as considering that 
free union is the testing stage that helps the couple to grow closer and to 
be sure about the election of the partner. In the same way, there are several 
gender issues that operate in favor of free unions, as they are considered 
things that one has to avoid in the future and that are easier to achieve 
when in a free union. To that respect, the problem of machismo in men in 
Mexican families is stated, as well as the economic dependence of women 
on the husband. It is thought that in a free union the woman can abandon 
the man when he is unfaithful or aggressive; in institutional terms, the lack 
of legal paper work to form a free union is stated as a signifi cant advantage.

Finally, in terms of social context, the recurrent presence of children 
born out of the wedlock among relatives and neighbors is perceived as 
a contradiction, by not being a desirable but endured fact, and even by 
being accepted in some cases as a way to achieve the ideal of being a 
mother. Well now, at the level of context, youths also demonstrated and 
even experienced situations that act against free union and that are related 
to gender issues. The most important refers to the irresponsibility of men 
towards children born out of the wedlock and the lower value provided by 
men towards his feminine partner when they live in a free union; those are 
aspects that, in spite of this, do not have the importance of those in favor of 
free union from the point of view of the youths.

Conclusions
The set of results obtained in the two kinds of analysis developed in 
this research allows concluding what follows next. With regard to the 
attitudes of the interviewed youths on the comparative advantages of 
marriage over free union and vice versa, it is demonstrated that there 
exists a lack of credibility on the side of young men and women on the 
clear comparative advantages given by either conjugal union for couples 
and for women especially. Only a minority considers that married women 
have more advantages than those in a free union, but a lower number 
of them agree with the contrary idea. Most of them disagree with both 
ideas, or well, argumented neither to agree nor disagree with them. As it 
has been mentioned, the interpretation of this former posture is complex, 
considering that it can indicate several different things, such as not having 
a defi ned posture; to have a neutral posture; to be convinced that both kinds 
of union provide same advantages for couples and for women; or well, not 
to have understood that specifi c statement. Certainly does a bit of each of 
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these options is in the meaning of such posture. The ambivalence of this 
response and the relative high proportion of youth in overt disagreement to 
such ideas confi rm the lack of credibility among youth on the comparative 
advantages between marriage and free union in Mexico.

There is, in contrast, a higher coincidence on the postures of the 
interviewed young men and women on the importance of each of these two 
kinds of conjugal arrangements with regards to the stability of the couples. 
To that respect, there are more youths who think that “living together 
before getting married contributes to the stability of the couple” than those 
who think that “getting married makes the couple more stable”.

The sex of the students, however, proved certain differences in this 
regard, considering that a higher number of young men than women think 
that pre-marriage coexistence favors conjugal stability. By contrast, age, 
place of birth and time spent living in Tijuana are only factors related to 
slight differences in the attitudes of the students with regards to the same 
ideas.

On their side, these fi ndings from the focal groups indicate certain, more 
specifi c and interesting clues on the ideas and understanding of female 
youths regarding free union and its possible advantages and disadvantages. 
The analysis on their perceptions allowed identifying the presence of 
different levels of reference regarding the advantages and disadvantages of 
free union; this occurred on account of aspects of individual, institutional, 
cultural and gender nature as well as in those related to the social context 
in which they live.

On the social nature of free union we can infer that there is in the 
imaginary of some young women a sort of mixture between the traditional 
meaning of free union in Mexico and some ideas about modern coexistence; 
but in it, traditional ideas still have more relative weight than modern ones. 
Generally speaking, free union is conceived as an alternative to marriage 
that, at the individual level, would allow them to meet their desires of 
being loved and mainly to achieve happiness. This desire, at the same 
time, is related to another superior in terms of culture, that is the desire to 
be a mother in spite of not being married; so that free union is also seen 
as a possible alternative in order to ascend to the social status of mother, 
supported in the search of the supreme value assigned to maternity and that 
is highly above the social value provided to marriage.
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On the other hand, free union also appears to be a kind of conjugal 
arrangement that provides the couple certain degree of independence and 
especially allows women to be independent from a man. In this same 
regard, but in terms of gender relations, it is thought that a free union would 
allow them to have control over their lives, unlike marriage, where the man 
would have the power in terms of not desired situations related to Mexican 
machismo, such as domestic violence or masculine unfaithfulness.

The importance of the individual, sex and cultural referents in the content 
of that understood as free union and the advantages of this kind of union for 
couples and especially to women from the point of view of female youths 
are more in number and importance than the disadvantages perceived by 
the same women. The perceived disadvantages are mainly located in the 
individual, gender and social context spheres, with high values but much 
below from those assigned to the advantages or factors in favor of the free 
union in these same spheres. With regards to the individual sphere, the most 
signifi cant disadvantage is not being able to have a wedding and to dress 
in white at the moment of uniting in a consensual way. In terms of gender, 
since free unions do not bind men in terms of responsibility towards the 
woman and children born are considered signifi cant disadvantages. The 
idea of the lack of responsibility towards children born out of the wedlock 
is reinforced by the perceived disadvantage on the lack of emotional and 
economic support (called “neglecting”) from men; this condition is part of 
the daily life or social context in which the young women live.
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