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for minors who had had a child with a
man aged 22–30, their lower likelihood of
living with their partner, being married
and wanting the pregnancy strongly sug-
gests that their relationship with the
child’s father is less well-established than
that of older women.

Discussion and Conclusions
While much recent public attention has fo-
cused on the role of adult men in adoles-
cent childbearing, our analyses suggest
that this attention has overestimated the
extent of the problem for a number of rea-
sons. First, the problem is usually framed
in terms of the two-thirds of 15–19-year-
olds who have had a child with a man
aged 20 and older; the problem is consid-
erably smaller when only mothers who
have not reached the age of majority are
considered. Second, focusing on fathers
who are substantially older than the
15–17-year-old mother—at least five
years—also reduces the numbers in-
volved. Third, nearly one-quarter (23%)
of minors who have a child with a much
older partner are married at the time of the
infant’s birth. Thus, 21% of births to un-
married minors are fathered by substan-
tially older men.

These births make up a small share of
all teenage childbearing. Only 8% of births
to 15–19-year-olds in 1988 in the United
States involved unmarried 15–17-year-
olds and men who were at least five years
older.† Furthermore, births to unmarried
minors and older fathers accounted for
only 3% of all nonmarital births in that
year. Thus, even if all of these births could
be prevented, the net impact on teenage
fertility and on nonmarital birthrates
would be quite small.

The young mothers and their much
older partners are distinctly different from
more age-matched parents. For teenage
mothers, older male partners appear to be
more successful economically than teen-
age fathers. Minors also appear to be hav-
ing closer and more ongoing relationships
with older men than with their peers.
Since we were able to examine only cross-
sectional measures, however, the extent
to which these differences are due solely
to age and whether they will persist over
the long term are both unknown. The ap-
parent short-term advantages observed
here in older men’s wage-earning status,
for example, may lessen over time as
younger men “catch up”.

However, when we compare older men
who father children with minors to their
peers who father children with adult
women, the men having relationships

10%).* Disproportionately high percent-
ages of men with a minor partner were
black and Hispanic; such differences in
racial and ethnic background suggest that
men with a minor partner are compara-
tively economically disadvantaged.

Although men who fathered a child
with an adult woman were, on average, 2.3
years older than their peers with a minor
partner (mean ages of 26.9 years and 24.6
years, respectively), additional analyses in-
dicate that this age advantage did not ac-
count for the observed economic differ-
ences (not shown). However, the extent to
which the younger men in these groups
may eventually improve their wage-earn-
ing potential through increased education
or labor-market experience is unknown.

The context of childbearing also differed
significantly for the adult and adolescent
mothers with a partner aged 22–30. As
Table 6 (see page 66) shows, 76% of adult
couples were married at time of the birth,
compared with 28% of mixed-age couples.
Adult-adolescent couples were signifi-
cantly less likely to have lived together dur-
ing the pregnancy than more age-matched
adult couples. Adult women were also
nearly twice as likely as minors to report
that their pregnancy was wanted. 

A similar association persisted among
couples who had not married by the time
of delivery: The proportions who were
both unmarried and wanted the preg-
nancy were 31% among the adult women
and 13% among the adolescents involved
in a relationship with an adult man. Thus,

with adolescents appear to be less desir-
able partners, since they have compara-
tively lower earning potential and less es-
tablished relationships. This probably
indicates their lack of success in the mar-
ket for adult female partners, and might
explain why they seek substantially
younger partners. 

The higher levels of prior childbearing
and alcohol use among women younger
than 18 who have an older partner suggest
involvement in behavior generally asso-
ciated with precocious adulthood. Further,
the overall low marriage rates and high
level of unwanted pregnancy suggest that
most births to minors do not occur with-
in the context of planned family forma-
tion, regardless of the father’s age.

To the extent that cohabitation implies
a close, long-term relationship, the
NMIHS data help dispel the belief that all
relationships between young mothers and
much older fathers—at least five years
older—are predatory; however, no data
are available on involuntary sexual ac-
tivity. Our data tend to support the hy-
pothesis that young mothers and their
older partners are more likely to have

*These differences persist when the sample is stratified
by race. Because of the small sample sizes involved, how-
ever, these analyses are not shown.

†We also determined the proportion of 15–17-year-old
mothers in the NMIHS whose births were fathered by
men four or more years older than themselves—44%
overall, and 34% of those who were unmarried. In gen-
eral, 13% of nonmarital childbearing to women aged
15–19 involved 15–17-year-olds and men four or more
years older. 

Table 4. Percentage distribution of men who
fathered a child with a woman aged 15–17, by
selected characteristics, according to age dif-
ference with mother (unweighted N=673)

Characteristic Father’s age

Older Similar

Employed in year before pregnancy
Yes 88.9 73.7***
No 11.1 26.3

Occupation†
Professional/

managerial 23.7 14.3*
Service sector 15.6 15.8
Other 60.7 69.9

School status‡
Behind for age 32.5 25.2
Appropriate for age 67.5 74.8

Race
Black 34.7 35.9
Hispanic 26.5 22.6
White/other 38.8 41.5

Total 100.0 100.0

*p≤.05. ***p≤.001. †Among those who were employed the year
before the pregnancy. ‡All men 19 and older were assumed to have
attained an age-appropriate education if they had at least a high
school degree.

Table 5. Percentage distribution of men aged
22–30 who fathered a child in 1988, by select-
ed characteristics, according to age of moth-
er  (unweighted N=5,040)

Characteristic Mother’s age†

15–17 ≥18 

High school degree
Yes 72.4 81.7*
No 27.6 18.3

Employed in year before delivery
Yes 90.1 93.3
No 9.9 6.7

Occupation‡
Professional/managerial 24.4 32.1*
Service sector 18.9 9.7
Other 56.7 58.2

Race
Black 34.7 16.3***
Hispanic 27.0 13.8
Other 38.4 69.9

Total 100.0 100.0

*p≤.05. ***p≤.001. †Overall, 1.8% of men aged 22–30 fathering a
child in 1988 had a partner aged 15–17, and 98.2% had a partner
who was 18 or older. ‡Among those employed the year before the
delivery.


