
 R educing teen pregnancy will decrease out-of-wedlock 
childbearing and increase the percentage of children 

born to married couples.  While the majority of non-marital 
births are to adult women, the teen years are frequently a 
time when unmarried families are first formed—a strong 
rationale for focusing on teens in any broad effort to reduce 
out-of-wedlock childbearing and strengthen marriage.  
 
• Although only three out of ten non-marital births in 

the United States are to teenagers, nearly half (48 per-
cent) of all non-marital first births occur to teens—the 
largest single group.1 

• More than 80 percent of teen births are to unmarried 
teens, up from only 15 percent in 1960.2,3 

• Men and women today marry, on average, four to five 
years later than did their counterparts in the 1950s.4  
As a result of later marriage, earlier menarche, and 
earlier age of first sex, on average, teens today begin 
having sex approximately eight to ten years before 
marriage.4,5 

• In contrast with the 1960s and 1970s, when most of 
the growth of single-parent families was caused by 
increases in divorce or separation, nearly all of the 
growth in the past several decades has been driven by 
increases in out-of-wedlock childbearing.6,7 

• Despite a reduction in the teen birthrate, which con-
tributed to the leveling off after 1994 of the propor-
tion of children born outside marriage, in recent years 
the proportion of non-martial births has increased.  In 
2004, the number of births to unmarried women 
reached a record high.2,6  

• Teen mothers spend more of their young adults years 
as single parents than do women who delay childbear-
ing.8 

• Only 30 percent of teen mothers who marry after their 
child is born remain in those marriages at the age of 
40.9  

• Teen marriages are twice as likely to fail as marriages 
in which the woman is at least 25 years old.10 

• Teenagers who have a non-marital birth are signifi-
cantly less likely to be married by the age of 35 than 
those who do not have babies as teens.11  

• Children in single-parent families are more likely to 
get pregnant as teenagers than their peers who grow 
up with two parents.12  In fact, teen girls without fa-
thers are twice as likely to be sexually active at an 
early age and are seven times more likely to get preg-
nant than their peers with both parents.13  

• For teen boys, living with two parents decreases the 
odds of early sexual initiation by 70 percent.13   

• Since twenty-nine percent of teen pregnancies end in 
abortion, and teens account for approximately 17 per-
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cent of all abortions performed annually, preventing 
teen pregnancy also has the advantage of reducing the 
need for abortions.14  It is important to note that since 
1990, the teen pregnancy, birth, and abortion rates 
have all declined steadily, and in fact, abortion rates 
among teens have declined 45 percent compared to 
only 13 percent for women aged 20-24.15-17  

 
When asked about their aspirations for marriage and child-
bearing, most teens would like to get married and have chil-
dren within marriage. 
 
• A majority of teens say that they want to get married 

and stay married during their lifetime.1  

• Less than eight percent of teen mothers marry their 
baby’s father within one year of the birth.18 

• A study of first births found that almost one-third of 
cohabitating couples had broken up five years after 
the birth of their child compared to 16 percent of mar-
ried couples.19, 20 

• Approximately two-thirds of teen boys agree that it is 
better to get married than to go through life single 
compared to just over half of teen girls.  Slightly 
more than four in ten teen boys approve of divorce as 
a remedy for a troubled marriage compared to about 
half of teen girls.20 

• Teen boys are also less likely than teen girls to ap-
prove of non-marital childbearing.21 

 
Clearly, helping more women reach adulthood before they 
have children would go a long way toward ensuring that 
more children grow up in stable, married families. And 
considering the large body of research on the benefits to 
children of growing up in such families, the link between 
reducing teen pregnancies and improving overall child 
well-being is clear.  
 

 
 
 

 

SOURCES   
 
1. Dafoe Whitehead, B., & Pearson, M., Making a Love Connection: Teen 

Relationships, Pregnancy, and Marriage. 2006, National Campaign to Pre-
vent Teen Pregnancy: Washington, D.C. 

2. Martin, J.A., Hamilton, B.E., Ventura, S.J., Menacker, F. & Kirmeyer, S., 
Births: Final Data for 2004. National Vital Statistics Reports, 2006. 55(1). 

3. Ventura, S.J.B., C.A., Nonmarital childbearing in the United States, 1940-
99. National Vital Statistics Reports, 2000. 48(16). 

4. U.S. Census Bureau, Table MS-2 Estimated Median Age at First Marriage, 
by Sex: 1890 to the Present, in Current Population Survey, March. 2006. 

5. Flanigan, C., Suellentrop, K., Whitehead, M., Smith, J., Teens Sexual Ex-
perience, 1995-2002. Science Says, 2006. 22. 

6. Sawhill, I.V., What can be done to reduce teen pregnancy and out-of-
wedlock births? Brookings Policy Brief, 2001(8). 

7. Kane, A., & Lichter, D. T. , Reducing Unwed Childbearing: The Missing 
Link in Efforts to Promote Marriage. 2006, The Brookings Institute: Wash-
ington, DC. 

8. Hotz, V.J., McElroy, S.W., Sanders, S.G., The Impacts of teenage childbear-
ing on the mothers and the consequences of those impacts for government, 
in Kids having kids: economic costs and social consequences of teen preg-
nancy, R. Maynard, Editor. 1997, The Urban Institute Press: Washington, 
DC. p. 55-94. 

9. Lichter, D.L., Graefe, D.R., & Brown, J.B., Is Marriage a Panacea? Union 
Formation Among Economically Disadvantaged Unwed Mothers. Social 
Problems (Berkeley, CA: Society for the Study of Social Problems), 2003. 
50(1): p. 60-86. 

10. Lichter, D., Marriage as public policy. 2001, Progressive Policy Institute: 
Washington, DC. 

11. Lichter, D., & Graefe, D.R., Finding a Mate? The Marital and Cohabitation 
Histories of Unwed Mothers, in Out of Wedlock: Causes and Consequences 
of Nonmarital Fertility, L.L. Wu, and Wolfe, B., Editor. 2001, Russell Sage 
Foundation: New York. 

12. Horn, W.F., & Sylvester, T., Father facts, fourth edition. 2002, National 
Fatherhood Initiative: Gaithersburg, MD. 

13. The National Fatherhood Initiative, The Father Factor: How Father Ab-
sence Affects Our Youth. 2006: Gaithersburg, MD. 

14. Guttmacher Institute, Facts on American Teens' Sexual and Reproductive 
Health in In Brief. 2006, Guttmacher Institute: New York, NY. 

15. Jones, R.K., Darroch, J.E., & Henshaw, S. K., Patterns in the Socioeco-
nomic Characteristics of Women Obtaining Abortions in 2000-2001. Per-
spectives on Sexual and Reproductive Health, 2002. 34(5): p. 226-235. 

16. Ventura, S.J., Abma, J.C., Mosher, W.D., & Henshaw, S.K., Recent Trends 
in Teenage Pregnancy in the United States, 1990-2002, in Health E-Stats. 
2006, National Center for Health Statistics: Hyattsville, MD. 

17. Finer, L.B., & Henshaw, S.K., Disparities in Rates of Unintended Preg-
nancy In the United States, 1994 and 2001. Perspectives on Sexual and 
Reproductive Health, 2006. 38(2): p. 90-96. 

18. Child Trends, Facts at a Glance. 2005, Child Trends: Washington, DC. 
19. Amato, P.R., The Impact of Family Formation Change on the Cognitive, 

Social, and Emotional Well-Being of the Next Generation, in The Future of 
Children. 2005, Brookings Institution and Woodrow Wilson School at 
Princeton University: Washington, D.C. and Princeton, N.J. p. 75-79. 

20. Flanigan, C., Huffman, R., & Smith, J. , Teens' Attitudes Toward Marriage, 
Cohabitation, and Divorce, 2002, in Science Says. 2005, National Campaign 
to Prevent Teen Pregnancy: Washington, DC. 

21. Flanigan, C., Huffman, R., & Smith, J., Teens' Attitudes Toward Nonmarital 
Childbearing, 2002, in Science Says. 2005, National Campaign to Prevent 
Teen Pregnancy: Washington, DC. 

Funding for this project was provided by the United States Department of Health and Human Services, Administration for Children and 
Families, Grant Number: 90-FE-0024. Any opinions, findings, and conclusions or recommendations expressed in this material are those 
of the author(s) and do not necessarily reflect the views of the United States Department of Health and Human Services, Administration 
for Children and Families. 


