
286 Perspectives on Sexual and Reproductive Health

Recent debates on welfare reform have increasingly cen-
tered on whether states should actively encourage marriage
among poor, welfare-dependent women with children.1 Fe-
male-headed families are considerably more likely than fam-
ilies headed by married couples to be poor and to receive
public assistance.2 Although encouraging marriage is an
explicit goal of the 1996 welfare reform law (the Personal
Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act),
most states have focused instead on promoting work among
welfare mothers, most of whom are unmarried, through
Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF). With
reauthorization of welfare legislation looming, promoting
marriage is viewed as one strategy to reduce poverty and
welfare caseloads.

Unfortunately, surprisingly little is known about the mar-
ital histories of unwed mothers. In this article, we use na-
tionally representative data from the 1995 National Survey
of Family Growth (NSFG) to compare the marital behav-
ior of women who have an out-of-wedlock birth—the tar-
gets of state TANF programs—with that of women who delay
childbearing until marriage. Specifically, we ask two straight-
forward empirical questions: Among black, Hispanic and
white women, how do marriage rates and patterns  among
women who have a nonmarital birth differ from those of
women who remain childless before marriage; and to what

extent do black, Hispanic and white women who marry
after a nonmarital birth stay married? These are important
questions in a welfare policy environment that increasingly
views marriage as a panacea, especially for historically dis-
advantaged racial and ethnic minorities.

BACKGROUND

Since welfare reform passed in 1996, an estimated 7.8 mil-
lion children have been born to unwed mothers; this total
results from average increases of slightly more than 1% per
year in nonmarital births throughout the 1990s in the Unit-
ed States.3 Nonmarital childbearing may be one of the most
important impediments to the formation of lasting healthy
marriages. Indeed, women who have nonmarital births are
substantially less likely than other women to marry,4 and
if they do, they are more likely to divorce.5 Understanding
what motivates unwed mothers to marry is essential for in-
forming public policies that promote two-parent families
and marital stability.

As early as three decades ago,6 research and political dis-
course unveiled substantial racial and ethnic differences in
family formation. For example, even though the birthrate
among unmarried blacks dropped steadily after peaking in
the late 1980s, the rate among unmarried whites rose in the
1970s and leveled off after peaking in the mid-1990s. By 1998,
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centive to marry following a nonmarital birth.
We also expect disproportionately high divorce rates

when women marry after having a child out of wedlock.
When the new husband is not the biological father, the pres-
ence of a child may strain economic resources and be a
source of conflict (leading, for example, to arguments over
visitation rights or resource allocation within the house-
hold). A woman who marries after having a nonmarital birth
also might be more likely than others to be poorly matched
with her husband if the marriage was motivated by eco-
nomic exigencies rather than the quality of the relation-
ship or a strong sense of commitment.

DATA AND METHODS

The Sample
The sample for our analysis comes from Cycle 5 of the NSFG.
This data set provides detailed, retrospective life-history in-
formation—e.g., family background, marital and nonmarital
relationship histories, and fertility experiences—for 10,847
women aged 15–44 in 1995. The data are nationally repre-
sentative of U.S. women of childbearing age at that time.20

After excluding women of other races and ethnicities, we cre-
ated event-history files, based on person-years, for 10,441
black, Hispanic and non-Hispanic white women who were
never-married at age 14. We used adjusted NSFG poststrat-
ification weights in all analyses to avoid sample inflation.

Among white women, who accounted for 74% of the sam-
ple, 11% had had a nonmarital first birth (6% before age
20 and 5% later), and another 20% had been pregnant be-
fore marriage but had not given birth (i.e., they miscarried
or aborted that pregnancy). Twenty-one percent of white
women had divorced after their first marriage.

Black women made up 14% of the sample. Of these
women, 46% had had a nonmarital first birth (28% were
younger than 20 at the time, and 18% were 20 or older),
and an additional 15% had had a nonmarital pregnancy
that did not end in a live birth. Twenty percent of black
women in the sample had divorced after their first marriage.

Among Hispanic women, who made up 12% of the sam-
ple, 23% had had a nonmarital first birth (14% as a teenag-
er and 9% as an older woman), and another 20% had con-
ceived outside of marriage but had not carried to term. For
19% of Hispanic women, their first marriage had ended in
divorce.

Throughout the article, the term “nonmarital birth” refers
to a nonmarital first  birth only. We chose to focus on non-
marital first births exclusively because they are the first ob-
servable fertility event after which we expect divergent mar-
ital patterns, or trajectories, between unwed mothers and
women who remain childless until marriage. Although sub-
sequent nonmarital fertility is of empirical and policy in-
terest, it awaits further research.

Analytic Methods
Because our sample draws from the population of women
who represent the full range of childbearing years at one
point in time (i.e., at the 1995 survey), individual women’s

rates of childbearing were 73 births per 1,000 unmarried
women among blacks and 38 births per 1,000 similar women
among whites.7 In 1999, 22% of births to white women oc-
curred outside of marriage, compared with 69% of births to
black women and 42% of births to Hispanic women. An ob-
served rise in the nonmarital fertility ratio (i.e., the propor-
tion of all births that occur outside of marriage) among blacks
can be explained almost completely by declines in marriage.
Both the rise in the rate of nonmarital fertility and changing
marital patterns, however, account for an increase in the non-
marital fertility ratio among whites.8

Black women are less likely than white women to marry
and to stay married.9 The dramatic “retreat from marriage”
in the United States appeared earliest (in the 1940s) and
most prominently among blacks.10 Their drift away from
marriage has been explained by black men’s poor em-
ployment prospects,11 by a greater economic independence
(due to a longer history of workforce participation) among
black women compared with women of other races,12 by
the receipt of welfare benefits,13 by cultural preferences
against marriage14 and as a cultural adaptation to economic
and social oppression.15 Although declines in marriage
among whites accelerated in the 1960s, they never were as
dramatic as the declines among blacks.

Marriage trends among Hispanics have been studied less
often than trends among others. High overall marriage rates
among Hispanic women (especially in the context of their
low socioeconomic status) set them apart from other eth-
nicities,16 as does their greater propensity to marry even
when marriage markets are tight (i.e., when the number of
potential partners is low relative to the number of unmar-
ried women). At the same time, however, trends toward
greater social and economic assimilation among Hispanic
immigrants have fueled increases in divorce, as many have
adopted mainstream American cultural patterns.17

The observation that marriage and nonmarital child-
bearing vary substantially across race and ethnicity sug-
gests that analyses must acknowledge culturally distinct
family formation processes. These cultural differences raise
several unresolved questions about the marriageability of
single mothers. Marriage rates may be unaffected by non-
marital childbearing among groups for whom such behavior
is common or even normative and who attach little or no
stigma to it. Among blacks, for example, the stigma asso-
ciated with nonmarital childbearing is not strong enough
to motivate marriage in the event of an out-of-wedlock preg-
nancy or birth; among Hispanics, on the other hand, non-
marital cohabitation is common, but pregnancies often lead
to marriage among cohabiting couples.18

In contrast, the stigma of nonmarital childbearing is com-
paratively strong among whites. Stigma and social disap-
proval increase the emotional and financial costs of rais-
ing a child alone and may further burden unwed mothers
by making them less-desirable marital partners. At the same
time, since white women—whether they are unwed moth-
ers or not—have better access to economically attractive men
than minority women,19 they have a greater financial in-
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risk of marriage could correspond to different consequences
of nonmarital childbearing in different historical periods,
beginning in the 1970s. A simple comparison of the per-
centage distributions of nonmarital births to women of each
race by the timing of the births (i.e., before 1970, 1970–1974,
1975–1979, 1980–1984, 1985–1989 and 1990– 1995)
showed that the proportions of these births that occurred
in the 1970s were slightly higher among blacks than among
whites or Hispanics. However, the proportions of nonmarital
births among blacks that occurred in the 1980s were near-
ly the same as, or lower than, the proportions among whites
or Hispanics.

Although these small racial differences in nonmarital
childbearing in each time period are unlikely to bias our
comparison of marriage by race and ethnicity, we performed
multivariate logistic analyses, which controlled for the oc-
currence and timing of a nonmarital birth among white,
Hispanic and black women, to uncover any period effects
that may have resulted in racial and ethnic differences in
the transition to marriage after a nonmarital birth.

We designated two cohorts—women whose nonmarital
birth occurred before 1985 and those whose nonmarital
birth occurred in 1985 or later. Women in both of these
cohorts were compared with all women  who had not had
a nonmarital birth; any attenuation of racial or ethnic ef-
fects created by adding the birth-year cohort terms to the
models would indicate that an association between the
birth’s timing and the mother’s race or ethnicity would ex-
plain racial or ethnic differences in marriage. Also, inter-
action terms tested for any differential effects of the year of
the nonmarital birth by race or ethnicity. The results from
these models are reported as odds ratios.

We then performed discrete-time event history analy-
ses, which are not shown, using logistic regression tech-
niques to obtain transition hazard rates. In turn, we used
these hazard rates to generate life tables of transitions to
marriage and, for the ever-married, of transitions to divorce.
Our strategy approximates a Cox regression in a continu-
ous-time framework,21 where time-dependent covariates
are treated as step functions and where bias in the estimated
effects of covariates is minimized by specifying a semi-
parametric form of the baseline hazard function. The data
are right-censored at marriage, divorce or the survey date.

Following the method described by Guilkey and Rind-
fuss,22 we used these life-table estimates to derive the cu-
mulative proportions of women who would marry by spe-
cific ages, for each race and ethnicity. These proportions
were calculated for two main groups of women—those who
had a nonmarital birth, whom we divided into women who
did so as a teenager and those who did so when they were
older; and those who avoided a nonmarital birth, includ-
ing those who became pregnant nonmaritally but had a mis-
carriage or abortion, whom we analyzed separately. For all
women who gave birth out of wedlock, we used the same
methodology to generate the cumulative proportions mar-
rying by the number of years since the birth.

Clearly, unwed mothers differ from other women on

many characteristics, observed and unobserved, that could
affect their likelihood of marrying. Thus, in our decision
to compare the cumulative proportions marrying among
women who avoided nonmarital childbearing and the sub-
set who conceived nonmaritally but did not give birth, we
assumed that these groups would share characteristics, since
they are drawn from the same population (i.e., women who
became pregnant before marriage). Differences in marriage
rates between them would suggest that nonmarital child-
bearing has “causal” effects on the likelihood of marriage;
Hotz and colleagues conducted a similar natural experi-
ment to study the consequences of teenage childbearing.23

Alternatively, if unwed mothers and women who conceived
nonmaritally but did not give birth follow similar marriage
trajectories, nonmarital childbearing might not have a causal
effect, and unwed mothers’ relatively low marriage rates
might stem from other factors (i.e., factors that would bias
their “selection” into groups more likely to  bear children
outside of marriage or to have poor marital prospects).

Finally, we used the same methodology to derive the cu-
mulative proportions of ever-married women who made
the transition to divorce. (Although racial and ethnic dif-
ferences in the probability of divorce following separation
may increase the importance of considering separations
as well as divorces, we focus on formal divorce alone be-
cause it has legal ramifications for family interactions and
financial obligations.) We calculated the proportions di-
vorcing by specific ages for women who avoided nonmar-
ital childbearing (and for the subset of these women who
were pregnant nonmaritally), and estimated the propor-
tions  divorcing among women who gave birth out of wed-
lock as teenagers and among those who gave birth when
they were older.

Marriage Among Unwed Mothers

TABLE 1. Odds ratios from event-history regressions exam-
ining the effects of selected characteristics on the transition
to marriage

Characteristic Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

No. of yrs. since age 14 1.07** 1.07** 1.07** 1.07**

Race/ethnicity
White (ref) 1.00 .na 1.00 1.00
Hispanic 0.91* .na 1.01 1.18**
Black 0.44** .na 0.53** 0.58**

Nonmarital first-birth cohort
No nonmarital

first birth (ref) .na 1.00 1.00 1.00
Before 1985 .na 0.53**,† 0.66**,† 0.89*,†
1985 or later .na 0.40** 0.45** 0.48**

Race and nonmarital first-birth cohort interactions
Hispanic x before 1985 .na .na .na 0.37**,†
Hispanic x 1985 or later .na .na .na 0.69**
Black x before 1985 .na .na .na 0.63**
Black x 1985 or later .na .na .na 0.79

–2 log likelihood 49,146.6** 49,078.1** 48,847.6** 48,777.3**

*p≤.05. **p≤.01. †Effect differs significantly from that of later cohort at p≤.01.
Notes: na=not applicable. ref=reference group. N=105,422 person-years. Sig-
nificance of –2 log likelihood values is determined by comparison to model
with intercept only (–2 log likelihood of 50,315.4).
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our comparison between women who gave birth out of wed-
lock and those who conceived but did not give birth non-
maritally. On the other hand, their inclusion in the group
with no nonmarital birth will bias our overall results in a
conservative direction, because the marital transitions of
that group of women will be downwardly biased.

In the unexpected case that women who did not report
a nonmarital pregnancy are similar to unwed mothers, the
exclusion of those who did not report the loss of a non-
marital pregnancy from the nonmaritally pregnant group
could underestimate the selection effects. More important,
however, any observed differences in marriage rates between
unwed mothers and women who delay motherhood until
marriage are likely to be conservative estimates.

RESULTS

Multivariate Analyses
We present the results of our regressions of the transition
to marriage as odds ratios (i.e., the odds of being married
compared with the odds of being unmarried). Estimates
from the first model, which assessed the effects of the
woman’s age (i.e., the number of years since she was 14)
and race and ethnicity only, indicate, not surprisingly, that
Hispanic and black women have significantly lower odds
of marrying than white women (odds ratios, 0.9 and 0.4,
respectively—Table 1). Results from a model assessing the
effects of the woman’s age and the period of her nonmari-
tal birth (i.e., birth-year cohort) suggest that nonmarital
childbearing significantly lowers the odds of marriage, and

In addition, we estimated the same cumulative propor-
tions for women who married within six months of hav-
ing given birth out of wedlock, no matter how old they were
at the time of the birth. Women who wed within six months
of a nonmarital birth are the most likely to marry the child’s
biological father; these women, therefore, have a lower risk
of divorce than other unwed mothers. Such couples may
best represent what might be expected when so-called frag-
ile families—the targets of current welfare reform efforts to
promote marriage—are formed. Further, if the divorce pat-
terns of women who conceived premaritally but did not
give birth are similar to those of unmarried women who
bore a child, then the high divorce rates associated with
nonmarital childbearing can be attributed to other, un-
measured factors, and causal interpretations would be un-
warranted.

The use of computer-assisted self-interviews in Cycle 5
of the NSFG reduced, but did not eliminate, the underre-
porting of abortion,24 and we assumed that the underre-
porting of a nonmarital pregnancy that ended in miscar-
riage would be no greater than the underreporting of one
that ended in abortion. If a married woman in our sample
failed to report a premarital pregnancy that ended in an
abortion or miscarriage, she would be included among those
with no nonmarital birth, but not in the group of women
who miscarried or aborted a nonmarital pregnancy. If
women who did not report these events share character-
istics with those who accurately reported them, their ex-
clusion from the nonmaritally pregnant group will not bias

TABLE 2. Cumulative proportion of women ever marrying by specific age, according to race, ethnicity and nonmarital fertility
history

Race/ethnicity and Age
nonmarital fertility history

18 20 21 22 23 24 25 26 27 28 29 30 35 40

White
Had a nonmarital first birth† 4 14 22 28 34 40 48 50 55 58 61 64 76 82

At age <20‡ 8 28 41 47 55 61 67 69 73 74 77 79 87 89
At age ≥20† na na 4 8 13 18 27 30 36 43 45 50 65 70

No nonmarital first birth§ 8 25 34 43 52 58 64 68 73 77 80 81 88 89
Miscarried/aborted 
nonmarital first pregnancy† 3 17 24 32 38 44 50 56 61 66 71 73 83 85

Hispanic
Had a nonmarital first birth† 3 10 15 20 24 28 32 34 37 40 44 47 59 62

At age <20† 5 17 26 30 34 41 44 46 49 53 57 60 65 65
At age ≥20†† na na 1 5 10 10 17 18 20 25 29 31 52 55

No nonmarital first birth† 14 33 42 51 59 66 72 76 80 84 86 87 92 93
Miscarried/aborted
nonmarital first pregnancy‡‡ 4 20 26 30 34 37 44 49 55 64 67 67 78 82

Black
Had a nonmarital first birth† 2 9 13 16 19 24 26 29 32 35 40 42 50 59

At age <20†† 3 16 21 25 28 32 34 37 38 41 43 45 52 59
At age ≥20† na na 1 3 6 11 14 17 22 25 28 30 40 43

No nonmarital first birth† 7 21 26 30 35 41 44 49 53 58 59 60 69 76
Miscarried/aborted
nonmarital first pregnancy§ 3 9 12 15 21 24 26 34 36 43 45 47 60 66

†Differs significantly at p≤.01 from all other groups of the same race and ethnicity. ‡Differs significantly at p≤.01 from all other groups of the same race and ethnici-
ty, except those who had no nonmarital first birth. §Differs significantly at p≤.01 from all other groups of the same race and ethnicity, except those who had a non-
marital first birth as a teenager. ††Differs significantly at p≤.01 from all other groups of the same race and ethnicity, except those who miscarried or aborted a non-
marital pregnancy. ‡‡Differs significantly at p≤.01 from all other groups of the same race and ethnicity, except those who had a nonmarital first birth at age 20 or
later. Notes: Analysis is based on a total of 10,441 women. Of these, 2,412 women had a nonmarital first birth (1,392 before age 20 and 1,020 at age 20 or later) and
8,029 women did not (frequencies unweighted). Of the 8,029 women who had no nonmarital first birth, 1,167 women miscarried or aborted a nonmarital first preg-
nancy. na=not applicable.
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that the effect has increased over time (0.5 for the earlier
cohort and 0.4 for the later one).

Our third model shows, however, that nonmarital child-
bearing cannot fully explain marriage differences between
blacks and whites. Black women still have significantly lower
odds of marrying than white women (0.5) even when we
control for nonmarital childbearing. However, nonmarital
childbearing appears to explain completely the difference
in the odds of marriage between Hispanics and whites (i.e.,
the odds ratio for Hispanics loses significance in this model).

The final model includes the interaction between race
and nonmarital childbearing, to estimate whether the ef-
fects of nonmarital childbearing differ significantly by race
and ethnicity. The results show that the effects of nonmarital
childbearing are stronger for blacks and Hispanics than for
whites (i.e., the odds ratios reflecting the interaction effects
are below 1.0). The negative effects of a nonmarital birth
on the likelihood of marriage have increased over time for
whites; they have decreased for Hispanics; and they have
not changed significantly for blacks. Thus, the racial dif-
ference in the effect of a nonmarital birth remains, but has
generally become weaker over time. The implication is that
nonmarital childbearing has had a growing negative effect
on marriage among white women, and this change has been
relatively greater than that for black women.

Life-Table Estimates of Marriage
The probabilities of marriage, or cumulative proportions
of women ever married by specific ages (Table 2, page 289),
for each racial and ethnic group suggest that nonmarital
childbearing is associated with reduced rates of marriage,
a finding that is consistent with the data in Table 1. Among
whites, for example, women who had a nonmarital birth
are significantly less likely to be married by age 40 (82%)
than are women who conceived out of wedlock but did not
give birth (85%) or who had no nonmarital birth (89%).
However, selection may partly account for the lower mar-
riage rates among women who gave birth out of wedlock,
since the difference between those with a nonmarital birth
and those with a nonmarital conception is relatively small.

Whereas the cumulative proportion ever married by age
40 among whites who had a nonmarital birth as a teenag-
er was the same as that among women who avoided a non-
marital birth (89%), only 70% of women who had a non-
marital birth when they were 20 or older married by age
40. Teenage unwed mothers may simply have more time
than older ones to find a spouse.

Among Hispanic women, only 62% of those who gave
birth out of wedlock had ever married by age 40, compared
with 93% of women who avoided nonmarital childbear-
ing. The cumulative proportion ever marrying by age 40
among Hispanic women who miscarried or aborted a non-
marital pregnancy was 82%. Clearly, unmeasured factors
cannot explain the large difference between the marriage
trajectories of unwed mothers and women who had no non-
marital birth; the presence of the child or stigma sur-
rounding a nonmarital birth appears to be a major im-
pediment to marriage among Hispanics. Those who avoid
nonmarital childbearing have a significantly higher risk of
marriage than other women at almost all ages. However,
Hispanic women who give birth outside of marriage are sig-
nificantly less likely to marry by age 40 than are similar white
women (62% vs. 82%; p≤.01—not shown).

Our estimates for black women are consistent with find-
ings from previous research, which has shown that over-
all, lower proportions of black women than of other racial
groups ever marry.25 Only 59% of black women who had
a nonmarital birth married by age 40, compared with 76%
of black women who avoided a nonmarital birth. Among
those who lost or terminated a nonmarital pregnancy, 66%
married by age 40. Thus, although nonmarital childbear-
ing reduces the likelihood of marriage among black women,
their overall low rates of marriage—even among childless
women—suggest that other factors, such as cultural attitudes
and values or the shortage of economically attractive men,
also play a large role.

Teenage unwed mothers are more likely than older
unwed mothers to wed by midlife. Because the teenage
mothers in our sample have had more time, on average, to
marry than the older mothers, it is important to compare
these two groups by their time to marriage following the
birth event, rather than by the time since age 14. Figure 1
shows the trajectory of first marriages among unwed moth-

Marriage Among Unwed Mothers

FIGURE 1. Cumulative proportion of women ever marrying after having a nonmari-
tal first birth, by number of years since that birth, according to race, ethnicity and age
at birth
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Hispanic and white women predispose them to higher rates
of marital instability when they do marry. Indeed, women
who miscarried or aborted a nonmarital pregnancy have
cumulative 10-year divorce rates that are more similar to
those of unwed mothers than to those of women who avoid-
ed nonmarital childbearing. One interpretation is that for
Hispanics and whites, marital instability may be associat-
ed less with out-of-wedlock childbearing per se than with
other, unobserved risk factors. Among black women, by
contrast, those who avoided nonmarital childbearing have
the same probabilities of divorce as those who lost or abort-
ed a nonmarital pregnancy, and teenage unwed mothers
who marry are more likely to divorce. Thus, among blacks,
a nonmarital birth may destabilize a subsequent marriage,
unless the marriage involves the child’s biological father.

DISCUSSION

The debate over reauthorization of the 1996 welfare law
has raised considerable interest in whether marriage can
be a panacea for unwed mothers. Our study demonstrates
that nonmarital childbearing shapes marital trajectories
and patterns of marital dissolution. Thus, marriage pro-
motion policies might begin by promoting lower rates of
nonmarital childbearing.

Whether nonmarital childbearing per se is responsible
for lower marriage rates and higher divorce rates is hard to
know. On the one hand, nonmarital childbearing may re-
strict women’s opportunities to marry, and even if unwed
mothers eventually marry, an early out-of-wedlock birth
may create conflict or problems (especially financial hard-
ship) that lead to divorce. On the other hand, unwed moth-

ers, beginning with the year following the birth, for whites,
Hispanics and blacks. Except for whites, the marital tra-
jectories do not differ appreciably between teenage unwed
mothers and those who had a nonmarital birth when they
were older. Among whites, however, unwed teenage moth-
ers marry more quickly after an out-of-wedlock birth than
unwed older mothers; older unwed mothers may find fewer
potential mates than younger mothers. Still, roughly one-
half of unwed white mothers have married by the time their
child is five years old, compared with one-third or fewer of
minority unwed mothers.

Interestingly, whites and Hispanics are more likely than
blacks to marry in the first few years following a nonmar-
ital birth. For example, by the third year afterward, ap-
proximately one-fifth of Hispanic women and one-third of
white women have married, compared with about one in
seven black women. Previous studies have found that a birth
often precipitates marriage among white and Hispanic cou-
ples who cohabit.26 Indeed, many of these white and His-
panic women and their children might have been living in
families headed by unmarried couples, although we did
not assess the extent of cohabitation in our analysis.

Life-Table Estimates of Divorce
While our findings call for greater understanding of the
various incentives and barriers to marriage among unwed
mothers—especially if marriage is to be viewed as a route
out of poverty for single mothers—getting married is only
part of the story. If the benefits of marriage promotion ini-
tiatives are to have lasting effects on women and children,
staying married also is important. In Table 3, for women
of each race, we compare the cumulative probabilities of
divorce at three, five and 10 years following a first marriage
among five groups of ever-married women according to their
nonmarital fertility status. Having a child out of wedlock
is associated with greater marital instability, at least among
whites and Hispanics, even when the spouse is most like-
ly to be biologically related to the child (i.e., among those
who marry within six months of a nonmarital birth). Blacks
who marry within their child’s first six months of life have
lower rates of divorce than others. (Fewer than 5% of black
women, however, marry within a year of a nonmarital birth—
see Figure 1.)

Only among Hispanics is the likelihood of divorce after
three years the same for teenage and older unwed moth-
ers who marry. Very early motherhood and marriage may
be culturally more normative among Hispanics, which may
reduce their risk of divorce. Moreover, although a younger
age at marriage raises couples’ risk of divorce, not all teenage
unwed mothers marry at very young ages (see Figure 1).

Still, regardless of the timing of a first birth in the unwed
mother’s life course and her race or ethnicity, at least one-
quarter of marriages among unwed mothers overall end
within five years (not shown). Further, more than one-half
of unwed black mothers who marry, and two-fifths of their
white counterparts who do so, will divorce within 10 years.

Our results also suggest that the characteristics of unwed

TABLE 3. Cumulative proportion of women experiencing divorce, by race, ethnicity
and number of years since first marriage, according to nonmarital fertility history

Race/ethnicity Had nonmarital birth Had no Miscarried/
and years nonmarital aborted
since marriage At age At age Married within birth nonmarital

<20 ≥20 6 mos. of a pregnancy
nonmarital
birth

White†
3 13 12 22 12 16
5 26 24 31 19 28
10 46 39 45 29 43

Hispanic‡
3 7 10 16 11 12
5 18 18 20 17 25
10 38 38 53 30 58

Black§
3 9 10 9 14 14
5 27 20 13 27 22
10 56 45 28 41 40

†Within racial group, differences between women who had a nonmarital birth as a teenager or older and those
who had no nonmarital birth are significant at p≤.01.‡Within racial group, differences between women who had
a nonmarital birth as a teenager and those who had no nonmarital birth are significant at p≤.01. §Within racial
group, differences between women who had a nonmarital birth as a teenager and both those who did so at age
20 or older and those who had no nonmarital birth are significant at p≤.01. Notes: Analysis is based on a total of
6,618 ever-married women. Of these, 712 had a nonmarital birth before age 20; 476 had a nonmarital birth at
age 20 or older; and 5,430 had no nonmarital birth. Of women who did not have a nonmarital first birth,1,009
miscarried or aborted a nonmarital pregnancy, and of women who did have a nonmarital birth, 152 married
within six months of that birth.
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ers may have characteristics (observed and unobserved)
that reduce their likelihood of marriage and increase their
likelihood of divorce even in the absence of an out-of-
wedlock birth.

Our study compared the marriage patterns of unwed
mothers with those of presumably similar women who ex-
perienced a nonmarital pregnancy that ended in miscar-
riage or abortion. The observed lower marriage probabili-
ties among unwed mothers are not explained by selection
alone, because the marital trajectories of women who gave
birth out of wedlock differed significantly from those of
women who were pregnant nonmaritally but did not carry
to term.

Patterns of divorce appear to be different, however, with
nonmarital childbearing itself having less of an impact. The
higher probabilities of divorce among unwed mothers ap-
pear to be largely due to selection—at least for whites and
Hispanics, since cumulative proportions of divorce among
women who miscarried or aborted a nonmarital pregnan-
cy were similar to those among women who gave birth out-
side of marriage. Marriage counseling and relationship class-
es, which are being considered in some current proposals
to promote marriage and have been incorporated into oth-
ers,27 may improve marriage chances for women whose per-
sonal characteristics undermine their ability to have stable
intimate relationships. However, for blacks, personal char-
acteristics appear to matter less for maintaining a marriage,
so simply improving interpersonal or relationship skills
may be less relevant than efforts to improve the economic
foundation of marriage.

Our results indicate that nonmarital childbearing con-
tributes to lower marriage rates, especially among black
women. But out-of-wedlock childbearing is not the entire
story. Black women who avoided nonmarital childbearing
still had lower rates of marriage than white women who
bore children out of wedlock. Further, the divorce rates of
blacks who avoided a nonmarital birth and ultimately mar-
ried are much higher than the rates for similar white women,
while their divorce rates are the same as those of white
women who gave birth out of wedlock.

Clearly, other factors help explain the racial gaps in mar-
riage, including the tenuous economic position of many
low-income minority women and their families.28 For ex-
ample, blacks are less likely than others to legitimate a pre-
marital conception by marrying: In the early 1990s, only
4% of black women who conceived premaritally had mar-
ried by the time they gave birth, compared with 19% and
18% of whites and Hispanics, respectively.29 Thus, both
the quality of male-female interrelationships and men’s em-
ployment are critical factors in the marriage process;30 poli-
cies to address these factors may help to close the racial
gap in marriage.

We consider the current emphasis on marriage to be at
once important and misplaced. It is important because mar-
riage surely contributes to the economic and emotional well-
being of many women and their children. For some women,
however, it may also create new dependencies on men that

are ultimately unhealthy for everyone involved—for exam-
ple, in the case of abusive relationships.31 Yet the empha-
sis on marriage may be misplaced if earlier nonmarital child-
bearing militates against the success of initiatives that
promote marriage, especially among teenagers.32 States have
a limited track record with policies that promote marriage
and staying married. Marriage promotion might best begin
with expanded efforts to reduce nonmarital childbearing.
Indeed, policies that aim to reduce nonmarital childbear-
ing in the first place may have the indirect benefit of in-
creasing the incidence and stability of marriage, as well as
reducing the number of needy families in the United States.

REFERENCES
1. Lichter DT, Marriage as Public Policy, Washington, DC: Progressive
Policy Institute, 2001; and Coontz S and Fobre N, Marriage, poverty,
and public policy, paper presented at the fifth annual conference of the
Council on Contemporary Families, New York, Apr. 26–28, 2002.

2. Wertheimer R, Working Poor Families with Children: Leaving Welfare
Doesn’t Necessarily Mean Leaving Poverty, Research Brief, Washington,
DC: Child Trends, 2001.

3. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), Births, marriages,
divorces and deaths: provisional data for 2001, National Vital Statistics
Reports, 2002, Vol. 50, No. 14, Table 1; and Ventura SJ and Bachrach
CA, Nonmarital childbearing in the United States, 1940–1999, National
Vital Statistics Reports, 2000, Vol. 48, No. 16, Table 2.

4. Bennett NG, Bloom DE and Miller CK, The influence of nonmarital
childbearing on the formation of first marriages, Demography, 1995,
32(1):47–62; Lichter DT and Graefe DR, Finding a mate? the marital
and cohabitation histories of unwed mothers, in: Wu LL, Haveman R
and Wolfe B, eds., Out of Wedlock: Trends, Causes, and Consequences of
Nonmarital Fertility, New York: Russell Sage Foundation, 2001; and Up-
church DM and Lillard LA, The impact of nonmarital childbearing on
subsequent marital formation and dissolution, in: ibid.

5. Graefe DR and Lichter DT, When unwed mothers marry: the men
in women’s lives at mid-life, Population Research Institute Working
Paper, University Park, PA: Pennsylvania State University, 2002, No.
02–01; and Lichter DT, Graefe DR and Brown JB, Is marriage a panacea?
union formation among economically disadvantaged unwed mothers,
Social Problems, 2003 (forthcoming).

6. Moynihan DP, The Negro Family: The Case for National Action, Wash-
ington, DC: U.S. Department of Labor, 1965; and Rainwater L and
Yancey WL, The Moynihan Report and the Politics of Controversy, Cam-
bridge, MA: MIT Press, 1967.

7. Ventura SJ and Bachrach CA, 2000, op. cit. (see reference 3).

8. Smith HL, Morgan SP and Koropeckyji-Cox T, A decomposition of
trends in the nonmarital fertility ratios of blacks and whites in the Unit-
ed States, 1960–1992, Demography, 1995, 33(2):141–151.

9. Cherlin AJ, Marriage, Divorce, Remarriage, Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 1992.

10. Ellwood DT and Crane J, Family change among black Americans:
what do we know? Journal of Economic Perspectives, 1990, 4(4):65–84.

11. Wilson WJ and Neckerman KM, Poverty and family structure: the
widening gap between evidence and public policy issues, in: Danziger
S and Weinberg D, eds., Fighting Poverty, What Works and What Doesn’t,
Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1986, pp. 232–259; and
Lichter DT et al., Race and the retreat from marriage: a shortage of mar-
riageable men? American Sociological Review, 1992, 57(6):781–799.

12. Preston SH and Richards AT, The influence of women’s work op-
portunities on marriage rates, Demography, 1975, 12(2):209–222; White
L, A note on racial differences in female economic opportunity on mar-
riage rates, Demography, 1981, 18(3):349–354; and Oppenheimer VK,
A theory of marriage timing, American Journal of Sociology, 1988,
94(3):563–591.
13. Danziger S et al., Work and welfare as determinants of female pover-

Marriage Among Unwed Mothers



293Volume 34, Number 6, November/December 2002

Health Statistics, 1997, Series 23, No. 19.

25. Bennett NG, Bloom DE and Craig PH, The divergence of black and
white marriage patterns, American Journal of Sociology, 1989, 95(3):
692–722.

26. Manning W and Smock PJ, 1995, op. cit. (see reference 18).

27. Parke M and Ooms T, More Than a Dating Service? State Activities
Designed to Strengthen and Promote Marriage, CLASP Policy Brief, Cou-
ples and Marriage Series, Washington, DC: Center for Law and Social
Policy, 2002, No. 2.

28. Lichter DT, McLaughlin DK and Ribar DC, Economic restructur-
ing and the retreat from marriage, Social Science Research, 2002, 31(2):
230–256.

29. Bachu A, Trends in premarital childbearing: 1930 to 1994, Current
Population Reports, 1999, Series P-23, No. 197.

30. Sorensen E and Zibman C, Poor Dads Who Don’t Pay Child Support:
Deadbeats or Disadvantaged? New Federalism: National Survey of Amer-
ica’s Families, Washington, DC: Urban Institute, 2001, Series B, No. B-
30; Edin K, What do low-income single mothers say about marriage?
Social Problems, 2000, 47(1):112–133; Oppenheimer VK, Kalmijn M
and Lim N, Men’s career development and marriage timing during a
period of rising inequality, Demography, 1997, 34(3):311–330; Graefe
DR and Lichter DT, 2002, op. cit. (see reference 5); and Lichter DT, Graefe
DR and Brown JB, 2003, op. cit. (see reference 5).

31. Hetherington, EM, Marriage and divorce American style: a destructive
marriage is not a happy family, American Prospect, <http://
www.prospect.org/print/V13/7/hetherington-e.html>, accessed Oct.
2002.

32. Sawhill IV, The perils of early motherhood, The Public Interest, 2002,
146(Winter):1–11.

Acknowledgments
This research was supported in part by grants P30 HD28263–01
and R24 HD41025 from the National Institute of Child Health and
Human Development, by a grant from the National Science Foun-
dation, and by training grants R01 MH49694–07 and T32
MH19734–06 from the National Institute of Mental Health.

Author contact: graefe@pop.psu.edu

ty and household headship, Quarterly Journal of Economics, 1982,
97(3):519–534; Ellwood DT and Bane MJ, The impact of AFDC on fam-
ily structure and living arrangements, in: Ehrenberg RG, ed., Research
in Labor Economics, Vol. 7, Greenwich, CT: JAI Press, 1985; and Moffitt
R, The effect of the U.S. welfare system on nonmarital childbearing, in:
U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (DHHS), Report to Con-
gress on Out-of-Wedlock Childbearing, Washington, DC: DHHS, 1995.

14. South S, Racial and ethnic differences in the desire to marry, Journal
of Marriage and the Family, 1993, 55(2):357–370. 

15. Franklin JH, African American families: a historical note, in: McAdoo
HP, ed., Black Families, Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 1997.

16. Oropesa RS, Lichter DT and Anderson RN, Marriage markets and
the paradox of Mexican-American nuptiality, Journal of Marriage and
the Family, 1994, 56(4):889–907.

17. Bean FD, Berg RR and Van Hook J, Socioeconomic and cultural in-
corporation and marital disruption among Mexican Americans, Texas
Population Research Center Papers, Austin, TX: University of Texas,
1995, No. 95–96–04.

18. Manning W and Smock PJ, Why marry? race and the transition to
marriage among cohabitors, Demography, 1995, 32(4):509–520. 

19. Schoen R, The widening gap between black and white marriage
rates: context and implications, in: Tucker MB and Mitchell-Kernan C,
eds., The Decline in Marriage Among African Americans, New York: Russell
Sage Foundation, 1995, pp. 103–116.

20. Kelly JE et al., Plan and operation of the 1995 National Survey of
Family Growth, Vital and Health Statistics, 1997, Series 1, No. 36.

21. Blossfeld H-P, Hamerle A and Ulrich-Mayer K, Event History Analysis:
Statistical Theory and Application in the Social Sciences, Hillsdale, NJ: Erl-
baum, 1989.

22. Guilkey DK and Rindfuss RR, Logistic regression multivariate life
tables: a communicable approach, Sociological Methods and Research,
1987, 16(2):276–300.

23. Hotz VJ, McElroy SW and Sanders SG, The impacts of teenage child-
bearing on the mothers and the consequences of those impacts for
government, in: Maynard R, ed., Kids Having Kids: Economic Costs and
Social Consequences of Teen Pregnancy, Washington, DC: Urban Insti-
tute Press, 1997. 

24. Abma JC et al., Fertility, family planning, and women’s health:
estimates from the 1995 National Survey of Family Growth, Vital and 

Men’s Sexual and Reproductive Health: Recognizing and Meeting the Needs 
As recognition grows that men have distinct sexual and reproductive health needs, but that few ser-
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