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Abstract
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Objectives—This report presents information on trends and 70 1,400
variations in nonmarital childbearing in the United States and includes Number of births
information on the factors that have contributed to the recent changes.
Data are presented for 1940-99 with emphasis on the trends in the 60 1,200
1990's.

Methods—Data in this report are presented on a variety of mea-
sures of nonmarital childbearing, including numbers, rates, and per- 50 1,000

. X . . Birth
cents of births to unmarried women. Most of the data is from the National irth rate

Vital Statistics System. Additional data explaining the trends shown are
from the National Survey of Family Growth, the U.S. Census Bureau,
and other national surveys. Data are presented and interpreted prin-
cipally in charts and related tables.

Results—After rising dramatically during the half century from 1940
to 1990, out-of-wedlock childbearing leveled off, or slowed its rate of
increase, in the 1990’s. Many factors contributing to the long-term
changes as well as more recent trends are described. These include
changes in marriage patterns, sexual activity, contraceptive use, and
abortion. The experience of the United States is put into context with
data on nonmarital childbearing for other industrialized countries. Pos-
sible future trends in out-of-wedlock births are considered in the context
of current population and birth patterns.
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Figure 1. Number of births, birth rate, and percent of
births to unmarried women: United States, 1940-99
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Errata
Table 3 has been changed to correct the birth rates for non-Hispanic white women in 1997 and 1998. See highlighted text.
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differ slightly depending on which of three key measures of out-of-
wedlock childbearing is used. This report presents information on the
trends and variations in nonmarital childbearing among different
population groups and updates a detailed chartbook published in
1995, The Demography of Out-Of-Wedlock Childbearing (1). Many
factors have contributed to the long-term changes as well as the more
recent trends, including changes in marriage patterns, sexual activity,
contraceptive use, and abortion. The experience of the United States
is put into context with data on nonmarital childbearing for other
industrialized countries.

Much of the data in this report for the United States are for 1998,
the most recent year for which detailed birth statistics are available (2).
However, wherever possible, birth data have been updated for 1999,
based on preliminary statistics (3). In all but two States, births to
unmarried women are identified by a question on the birth certificate
asking for the mother's marital status. For Michigan and New York, the
mother’'s marital status is inferred from other information on the birth
certificate. Data from other sources are collected periodically and
therefore vary in recency. Data underlying the charts in this report are
presented in the detailed tables (1 through 9) that follow the charts.
Detailed information on sources is presented in the Technical notes.

Trends in the 1990’s

The number of births to unmarried women increased from
1.17 to 1.30 million between 1990 and 1999, a far slower average
increase than in the previous decade (a little over 1 percent annually
compared with nearly 6 percent annually during the 1980's) (figure 1,
tables1 and 2). The total number of nonmarital births rose just
8 percent from 1990 to 1997, but then rose an additional 3 percent in
1998 and 1 percent in 1999.

Information on the number of births is useful because it tells us
about the absolute level of nonmarital births and the extent to which
babies begin their lives with a single mother or one who is not legally
married to her partner. It is also useful for tracking and anticipating future
needs for health, social, and financial supports for single parents.

The birth rate for unmarried women increased from 43.8 births
per 1,000 unmarried women aged 15-44 years to 46.9 between 1990
and 1994, and then declined. By 1999 it had fallen to 43.9, essentially
the same as in 1990 (figure 1, tables 1 and 3). The birth rate measures
the likelihood that an unmarried woman will give birth in a given year.
Thus, it is adjusted for variations in the number of unmarried women.

The percent of births to unmarried women increased from
28.0 percent in 1990 to 33.0 percent in 1999 (figure 1, tables 1, 4).
Most of the increase was in the early 1990's. Since 1994 the percent
has been essentially stable at 32-33 percent. Like the number of births,
the percent of births to unmarried women is also useful for evaluating
the proportion of births that occur in single-parent settings, and the
potential need for social, health, and other services. Because the
population estimates needed to compute the birth rate are often avail-
able only at the national level, the number and percent of births to
unmarried women are frequently the only measures available for moni-
toring trends and variations in nonmarital births at the State and local
levels.

Changes in reporting marital status during the 1990's

National trends in nonmarital births from 1988-89 through 1993
are affected by substantial underreporting of these hirths in two large
States, Michigan and Texas. If births to unmarried women had been

completely reported during those years, the trends would likely have
suggested an earlier and more gradual peak in out-of-wedlock
births—in the early 1990's—rather than the steep increase in 1994 as
the data indicate. Readers may wish to focus on trends before
1988-89 and after 1993, when reporting of marital status is believed
to be essentially complete in Michigan and Texas. This topic is
discussed in detail in the Technical notes.

In 1995 California changed its procedures for inferring the mother's
marital status on the birth certificate. The change affected births to
Hispanic mothers, taking into account the naming conventions for this
population, especially the use of hyphenated surnames. Nonmarital
births to Hispanic women in California fell about 17 percent from 1994
to 1995, but nonmarital births declined for other race and ethnic origin
groups as well (down 6 percent for non-Hispanic women as a group),
indicating that the drop in out-of-wedlock births to Hispanic women did
not result from the methodological change alone.

Additional discontinuities in the data were introduced in 1997 when
California, Nevada, and New York City changed their reporting proce-
dures for marital status, and in 1998 when Connecticut changed pro-
cedures. New York City strengthened its inferential procedures to base
the determination of marital status on the most reliable indicators,
namely the absence of the father's name or the presence of a paternity
acknowledgment; the comparison of parental surnames was discon-
tinued. The reporting change in 1997 resulted in fewer nonmarital births
in all population groups, although there was a greater impact on births
to women aged 30 years and over and to non-Hispanic white and Asian
or Pacific Islander women (see Technical notes).

The changes in 1997 and 1998 in the other States had little impact
on the national totals, which is the focus of this report although the
effects differed by age; the changes are described in detail in the
Technical notes. It is important to note that as a result of the changes
implemented by California, Connecticut, Nevada, and New York City,
their birth data by marital status are much more accurate.

Long-term trends

Looking now at the half century beginning 1940, we see that the
numbers of births rose thirteenfold between 1940 and 1994, from
89,500 in 1940 to 1.17 million in 1990 (tables 1 and 2); the increase
over this period averaged more than 5 percent per year. The rate of
increase has slowed considerably in recent years (figure 1, tables 1
and 2). The number increased 3 percent from 1997 to 1998, a
relatively large single-year increase; most of that rise was associated
with the increasing number of unmarried women (see next section).
The increase from 1998 to 1999 was just 1 percent. Birth rates, the
other factor influencing the number of nonmarital births, have stabi-
lized and in some cases declined in the 1990's (figures 1, 2, and
table 3).

The birth rate for unmarried women increased more than 6 times
from 1940 (7.1 births to unmarried women per 1,000 unmarried women
aged 15-44 years) to 1990 (43.8) (figures 1, 2, and table 1). The
increase in the birth rate was most rapid during the late 1970’s through
the 1980's, when the rate increased about 4 percent per year. Between
1994 and 1999, the rate has declined about 6 percent overall.

The percent of births to unmarried women rose almost without
interruption from 1940 (3.8 percent) to 1994 (32.6 percent) (figure 1,
tables 1 and 4). From 1994 to 1999 there was little change in this
measure; it was 33.0 percent in 1999.
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Figure 2. Birth rates for unmarried women by age:
United States,1940-98

Key factors driving the trends

The two key factors contributing to the rising numbers of
out-of-wedlock births through 1990 were the increased birth rates
for unmarried women and the steep increases in the number of
unmarried women in the childbearing ages (figures2 and 3,
tables 1, 3, and 5). In other words, the combination of more
unmarried women in the population and higher propensities for
unmarried women to give birth produced substantial increases in the
number of out-of-wedlock births.

The long-term trend in birth rates for unmarried women has been
cyclical for most age groups, except the rates for teenagers (figure 2,
table 3). Rates for unmarried teenagers rose essentially without inter-
ruption, increasing from 7 per 1,000 aged 15-19 years in 1940 to 46
in 1994, before declining 11 percent through 1998. Rates for other age
groups generally rose during the 1940's, 1950's, and early 1960’s,
declined sharply during the late 1960's and 1970’s and then increased
steeply during the 1980's and early 1990’s before stabilizing after 1994,
For example, from 1980 to 1994, the rates for women in their twenties
increased about 75 percent, whereas rates for women in their thirties
rose at least 90 percent. Since 1994 these rates have changed very
little. As noted above, it is likely that nonmarital birth rates by age
increased gradually in the 1990's with a somewhat artificial peak in
1994, due to substantially incomplete reporting of nonmarital births in
Michigan and Texas from 1988-89 through 1993.

Changes in population size are also important in accounting for
changes in nonmarital births. The numbers of women in the childbearing
ages (defined as 15-44 years) increased substantially from the mid
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Figure 3. Number of unmarried women by age:
United States, 1965-98

1960's until the early 1980's, reflecting the impact of the baby boom
generation (figure 4, table 6). Moreover, increasing proportions of
women and men postponed marriage beginning in the mid-1960's, a
trend that shows no sign of abating. For example, between 1965 and
1998, the percent unmarried among women aged 20-24 years more
than doubled from 33 to 73 percent, and more than tripled among
women aged 25-29 vyears, rising from 13 to 45 percent (figure 5,
table 7). Increases in the percent unmarried were similarly steep among
women in their thirties. The proportion of teenagers who are unmarried
has always been very high, but even that proportion has increased;
among women aged 18-19 years, the percent unmarried rose from 74
in 1965 to 94 in 1998. As a result of these changes in population size
and the timing of marriage, there were dramatic increases in the
numbers of unmarried women in these age groups through the early-
to mid-1980’s (figure 3, table 5). During the 1990’s, the population of
unmarried women has continued to increase, with the increase in the
late 1990's fueled mainly by growth in the teenaged population.

The percent of all births to unmarried women rose steeply
through the early 1990’s because of four concurrent trends (figures 1,
6, and tables 1 and 4). First are the increases in the number and
proportion of unmarried women as more and more women from the
baby boom generation postponed marriage (figures 4, 5, and tables 5
and 7); second, the increases in hirth rates for unmarried women of all
ages (figure 2, table 3); third, a decrease in birth rates for married
women (figure 7, table 8); and fourth, a decline in the number of
married women in age groups 18-29 years (table 5). Thus, the percent
of all hirths that were to unmarried women rose because births to
unmarried women increased while births to married women declined.
Increases in the proportion of out-of-wedlock births have been dramatic
for all age groups (figure 6, table 4), but the pace of increase has slowed
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Figure 5. Percent unmarried, female population by age: United States, 1950-98
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Figure 6. Percent of births in each age group to
unmarried women: United States, 1950-99
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Figure 7. Birth rates for married and unmarried women:
United States, 1960-99
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in the 1990's. The percent of hirths to unmarried women has changed
very little in the mid- to late-1990's, reflecting the offsetting effects of
changes in the key factors. The size of the population of unmarried
women in the reproductive ages continues to increase and the married
female population continues to fall, but birth rates for unmarried women
have stabilized and rates for married women have risen.

Changes in birth rates for married women played an important role
in the explosive increase in the percent of births to unmarried women
through the early 1990’s. Because married women account for most
births, a decline in marital fertility can lead to an increase in the percent
of births that are out of wedlock, even if birth rates for unmarried women
change little or decline. From 1960 to the late 1980's, the birth rate for
married women fell more than 40 percent (figure 7, tables 1 and 8).

Variations by race and ethnicity

Nonmarital birth rates differ considerably by race and Hispanic
origin. Reliable rates can be computed for white, black, and Hispanic
women; populations by marital status and race have not been
available to compute similar rates for other race and ethnicity groups
except in census years. Until the early 1990's, rates for white women
included births to Hispanic and non-Hispanic white women because
the necessary detailed population denominators were not available.
Rates have been computed separately for Hispanic women since
1990, and non-Hispanic women, since 1994.

Rates for unmarried black women have historically been higher
than for white (including Hispanic) women, but the disparity has nar-
rowed because birth rates for unmarried white women have increased
more steadily than for unmarried black women (figure 8, table 3). In
1970 the rate for unmarried black women, 96 per 1,000, was nearly 7
times the rate for unmarried white women, 14. By 1998 this differential
was just under 2; the rate for black women fell to 73 whereas the rate
for white women rose to 38 per 1,000.

The rate for unmarried white women more than doubled from 18
per 1,000 in 1980 to 38 in 1994, and has since changed little (38 in
1998). (The rate for non-Hispanic white women has also changed little
since 1994 it was 28 in 1998.) In contrast, the rate for unmarried black
women increased about 12 percent from 81 in 1980 to 91 in 1989, and
has declined steadily since, by 19 percent, to 73 per 1,000 in 1998
(figure 8 and table 3).

Rates for unmarried Hispanic women are available only since
1990. The rate was highest in 1994, at 101 per 1,000, and has dropped
11 percent since (figure 8, table 3). The birth rate for unmarried Hispanic
women is the highest of any race or ethnicity group; this is consistent
with the overall fertility patterns for Hispanic women (2, 4).

Rates for unmarried women by age within race and Hispanic origin
groups show essentially the same trends as the overall rates by race
and ethnicity. Rates have fallen especially steeply for unmarried black
women under age 35 years (table 3).

Birth rates for married black women have declined even more than
rates for unmarried black women and are now quite similar (tables 3
and 8). As a result, the proportion of births to unmarried black women
remains high, 69 percent in 1999. Birth rates by age for unmarried
non-Hispanic white and Hispanic women have generally stabilized or
declined during the mid-1990’s, while rates for married women have
been increasing. Despite this, the proportions of births to unmarried
non-Hispanic white and Hispanic women increased during the 1990’s
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Figure 8. Birth rates for unmarried women: United States,
1970-98

(figure 9, table 4) because of increases in the percent of these women
who were unmarried. In 1999 the percents of out-of- wedlock hirths were
22 for non-Hispanic white and 42 for Hispanic women.

The percent of births to unmarried mothers also differs by
mother’s place of birth (figure 10) (2). Overall in 1998, 34 percent of
births to women born in the 50 States and the District of Columbia were
nonmarital compared with 29 percent of births to women born else-
where. The gap by nativity is seen for all population groups, with a
twofold or greater differential for births to Asian or Pacific Islander
women.

In 1999, 4 in 10 nonmarital births were to non-Hispanic white
women, with black women accounting for about one-third of the births,
and Hispanic women, one-fourth (figure 11) (3). As recently as 1980,
black women accounted for nearly half of all nonmarital births (table 2).
The change in distribution reflects the much greater long-term increase
in the nonmarital birth rate for all white women than for black women,
especially among women aged 20 years and over. In addition, Hispanic
women have accounted for an increasing proportion of all U.S. births—
marital and nonmarital—since 1980 (2-4).

Teenage childbearing

Trends in teenage births are important to monitor because
although less than 3 in 10 nonmarital births are to teenagers, the vast
majority (79 percent) of teenage births are out of wedlock. Substantial
progress has been recorded in reducing overall teenage birth rates in
the 1990's. The rate for teenagers 15-19 years dropped 20 percent
between 1991 and 1999. The rate for younger teenagers, 15-17
years, fell 26 percent whereas the rate for older teenagers 18-19

Figure 9. Percent of all births to unmarried women:
United States, 1980, 1990, and 1999

years dropped 15 percent (3). Of particular note, the birth rate for
second births to teens who have had a first birth dropped
substantially—by 21 percent—from 1991 to 1996 before stabilizing
(figure 12, table 9).

Although recorded birth rates for unmarried teenagers appear to
have peaked sharply in 1994, it is likely that the actual peak occurred
earlier, perhaps as early as 1991, when the rate for all teenagers
reached its highest level. As discussed earlier in this report and in the
Technical notes, substantially incomplete reporting of out-of-wedlock
births in Michigan and Texas from 1988-89 through 1993 artificially
depressed national estimates of nonmarital birth rates, including rates
for teenagers. Birth rates for unmarried teenagers have declined since
1994 (figure 13, table 3). The rate for unmarried teenagers 15-17
years fell 16 percent from 1994 to 1998, while the rate for older
unmarried teenagers 18-19 years fell 8 percent. To put these recent
declines in perspective, we should note that from 1980 to 1994, the rate
for unmarried teenagers 15-17 years rose 55 percent, whereas the rate
for teenagers 18-19 years rose 80 percent. Birth rates have dropped
for unmarried non-Hispanic white, black, and Hispanic teenagers, but
they dropped the most for black teenagers.

Declines in births and birth rates for all teenagers and for unmarried
teenagers are factors in the slowed pace of increase in the 1990’s in
births and birth rates for unmarried women, in part because hirths to
unmarried teenagers still account for nearly one-third of all nonmarital
births. For example, if the hirth rates for unmarried teenagers in 1998
were the same as the rates observed in the peak year of 1994, there
would have been an additional 45,000 births to unmarried women, or
a total of more than 1.34 million in 1998, 3 percent more than the actual
number that year.
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Because of steep increases in birth rates for unmarried women
aged 20 years and over and in the number of these women, as noted
earlier, the proportion of all nonmarital births that are to teenagers has
dropped considerably. In 1970, for example, half of all births to unmar-
ried women were to teenagers; since 1985 only about one-third of these
births have been to teenagers (figure 14, table 2). Women in their
twenties account for over half of nonmarital births.

Changes in marriage and family formation

As noted earlier, dramatic changes in marriage patterns have
occurred since the mid-1960's, with increasing proportions of women
and men postponing marriage. The increase in the absolute numbers
of unmarried women was especially dramatic because the number of
women in the childbearing ages was surging upward during this
period. These women were born during the baby boom years.
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Figure 13. Birth rates for unmarried teenagers:
United States, 1970-98

Akey change in marital status patterns has been the large increase
in cohabitation or “living together” among unmarried couples (5, 6). In
the years 1980-84, 29 percent of out-of-wedlock births were to cohab-
iting couples; by 1990-94, this proportion increased to 39 percent,
according to data from NCHS' National Survey of Family Growth
(NSFG) and the National Survey of Families and Households (5). Most
of the increase in births to unmarried women since the early 1980’s was
in births to unmarried cohabiting women; nearly all of this increase was
among non-Hispanic white women (figure 15).

Concurrent with the increase in cohabitation has been continued
declines (although at a slower pace) in the proportion of women
marrying upon the discovery of a premarital conception (figures 16, 17)
(7). Data from the fertility supplements of the Current Population Survey
show that most of this decline occurred from the early 1960's to the late
1970's, but the proportion has continued to fall through the early 1990's.
Among women aged 15-29 years conceiving a first birth before mar-
riage during 197074, nearly half (49 percent) married before the child
was born. By 1975-79 the proportion marrying before the birth of the
child fell to 32 percent, and it has declined to 23 percent in 1990-94.
The decline between 1980-84 and 1990-94 was entirely in the white
population (figure 17).

Nonmarital pregnancies

Most of the information in this report focuses on nonmarital
births. However, to fully understand trends in nonmarital births
requires some review of trends in nonmarital pregnancies. The most
recent year for which pregnancy rates by marital status can be
computed is 1995, because information on abortions and fetal losses
is not as current as information on live births. The pregnancy rate for
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Figure 14. Distribution of nonmarital births by age: United States, 1970 and 1999
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unmarried women in 1995 was 95.8 pregnancies per 1,000 unmarried
women aged 15-44 years (figure 18), compared with a rate of 113.2
per 1,000 for married women (8).

Pregnancy rates among unmarried women of all races increased
sharply, from 88 to 102 pregnancies per 1,000 unmarried women aged
15-44 years between 1980 and 1990, but declined slightly to 96 by
1995. The decline in nonmarital pregnancy rates has been greatest
among women of races other than white, among whom the rate declined
from 175 per 1,000 in 1990 to 152 in 1995. Despite this decline, in 1995
pregnancy rates remained nearly twice as high among women of races
other than white as among white women (77 per 1,000 in 1995).

The majority of pregnancies among unmarried women are unin-
tended. Information on unintended pregnancies comes from the NSFG
(9, 10). Although the proportion of unintended pregnancies has declined
for both formerly married and never-married women, still 63 and 78 per-
cent of their pregnancies in 1994, respectively, were unintended (fig-
ure 19).
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A critical factor affecting trends in nonmarital births is the abortion
rate. The abortion rate for unmarried women in 1995 was 39.3 abortions
per 1,000, more than 4 times the rate for married women (8). In 1995
about 4 in every 10 pregnancies among unmarried women ended in
abortion, compared with about 1 in 12 pregnancies among married
women (figure 20). The likelihood that a nonmarital pregnancy will end
in abortion differs little between white and black women, but is some-
what lower for Hispanic women (figure 21).

The pregnancies of unmarried women were less likely to end in
abortion in 1995 than was the case in 1980 (figure 20) (8). Forty-one
percent of nonmarital pregnancies ended in abortion in 1995 compared
with 59 percent in 1980. The abortion rate for unmarried women fell by
one-fourth between 1980 and 1995.

Adoption—In earlier periods, adoption played a role, not affecting
the nonmarital birth rates, but rather limiting the number of families
initially headed by unmarried mothers. Before 1973 about one in five
premarital hirths to white women were relinquished for adoption. By the
mid-1980's (1982-88), this proportion fell to 1 in 30. Formal adoption
has been low and continues to be very low for black women (figure 22)
(12).

Sexual activity and contraceptive use

Trends in nonmarital pregnancy rates reflect, in part, trends in
sexual activity among unmarried women. Among unmarried adult
women of childbearing age, levels of sexual activity remained stable
or even increased slightly between 1988 and 1995. The proportion of
unmarried women in their twenties who were sexually active in the
previous year increased slightly, from 72.6 to 76.8 percent, while the
proportion reporting having sex once a week or more remained stable
(approximately 40 percent in both 1988 and 1995) (figure 23).

Contraceptive use may also have played a role in declining preg-
nancy rates among unmarried women. The percent of all unmarried
women at risk of unintended pregnancy (that is, sexually active in the
past 3 months, and neither sterile, pregnant, post-partum, or seeking
pregnancy) who were not using a method of contraception declined
between 1988 and 1995 from 18 to 12 percent (figure 24). The methods
used by unmarried women underwent important shifts, including an
increase in the use of condoms, a decrease in oral contraceptive use,
and a shift to the use of long-acting methods (injectable or implant
contraceptives) (12). Sterilization remained an important method for
unmarried women in 1995, accounting for about one-quarter of all
contraceptive use in that group. The vast majority of unmarried women
using sterilization relied on tubal ligation; few relied on their partners’
vasectomy (12).

These shifts in method use had offsetting influences on the risk
of unintended pregnancy. The chances of contraceptive failure (includ-
ing method failure and incorrect or inconsistent use) in the first 12
months of use are higher for the condom (14 percent) than for oral
contraceptives (8 percent), and lowest for injectables (3 percent),
implants (2 percent), and sterilization (13). Thus, the mix of methods
used by unmarried contraceptive users in 1995 included greater pro-
portions of both more effective and less effective methods.

Among teenaged women, both stabilization in the proportion of
teens who have ever had sexual intercourse and more effective use of
contraception have contributed to declines in nonmarital pregnancy.
According to the NSFG and CDC's Youth Risk Behavior Surveys, the



10 National Vital Statistics Reports, Vol. 48, No. 16, October 18, 2000

70 p=

Percent

1950-54 1955-59

NOTE: Based on women aged 15-29 years at first birth.

1960-64 1965-69

1970-74

SOURCE: Bachu A. Trends in Premarital Childbearing: 1930 to 1994. Current Population Reports, P23-197. Washington, DC: U.S. Census Bureau. 1999 (reference 7).

1975-79 1980-84 1985-89 1990-94

Figure 16. Among first births conceived before marriage, percent marrying before birth of child: United States, 1950-54
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Figure 17. Among first births conceived before marriage,
percent marrying before birth of child by race and
Hispanic origin: United States, 1965-69, 1980-84, and
1990-94

proportion of teenaged women who are sexually experienced leveled
off or declined in the 1990's, reversing the steady increases over the
previous two decades (14-16). Unmarried teenagers at risk of unin-
tended pregnancy were not significantly more likely to be using a
method of contraception in 1995 compared with 1988, but teenagers
became more likely to have used contraceptives at first intercourse (8,
15). Changes between 1988 and 1995 in the methods used by unmar-
ried teenagers using contraception were similar to changes observed
among all unmarried women.

The decline in nonmarital pregnancy rates since 1990 has been
most pronounced among black women. These trends probably reflect
changes in contraceptive use. Among unmarried black women aged
15-44 years, levels of sexual activity in the previous year remained
stable between 1988 and 1995 (8). However, contraceptive use shifted
in ways that may have reduced the risk of unintended pregnancy. Again,
according to the NSFG, the proportion of unmarried non-Hispanic black
women who were sexually active and at risk of unintended pregnancy
but not using any method of contraception declined from 18 percent in
1988 to 12 percent in 1995 (figure 25). Among unmarried black women
who were using a method of contraception, the proportion using oral
contraceptives declined dramatically—from 44 to 26 percent between
1988 and 1995—but this decline was offset by the adoption of injectable
or implant methods by 10 percent of unmarried black contraceptors.
These long-acting methods were particularly likely to be adopted by
black teenagers: about one-quarter of sexually active black women
15-19 years of age were using these methods in 1995 (8, 12). In
addition, condom use rose dramatically among unmarried black women,
from 10 to 23 percent between 1988 and 1995. Calculations by the Alan
Guttmacher Institute suggest that contraceptive-failure rates among
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Figure 18. Pregnancy rates for unmarried women aged
15-44 years by race: United States, 1980, 1990, and 1995
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Figure 19. Percent of pregnancies to women aged 15-44
years unintended by woman’s marital status:
United States, 1987 and 1994

poor and near-poor black women declined between 1988 and 1995,

from 31 percent to 21 percent (13, 17).
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Figure 20. Percent of pregnancies ending in abortion by
marital status: United States, 1980, 1990, and 1995
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Figure 21. Percent of pregnancies ending in abortion by
marital status, race, and Hispanic origin for women aged
15-44 years: United States, 1995

International comparisons

The United States has not been alone, nor has it outpaced other
countries, in nonmarital childbearing. In 1998, for example, two-thirds
of births in Iceland and half or more of births in Norway and Sweden
were out of wedlock, compared with one-third in the United States
(18-21). Other industrialized countries with higher proportions of
nonmarital births were Denmark, France, the United Kingdom, and
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Figure 22. Among children born to never-married women
under 45 years of age, percent who were relinquished for
adoption, by race, according to year of birth
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Figure 23. Frequency of sexual intercourse among
unmarried women 20-29 years of age: United States,
1995

Finland. The upward trend in nonmarital birth proportions observed in
the United States is matched as well in all industrialized countries
(figure 26). However, levels in the United States are much higher
than in some industrialized countries. In Germany, Italy, Greece, and
Japan, less than 15 percent of births occur out of wedlock.

Future trends

Possible future patterns in nonmarital childbearing will be
affected by a variety of different factors. The size and composition of
the unmarried female population is clearly an important variable.
According to current projections by the U.S. Census Bureau, the total
number of women in the key age groups 18-29 years is expected to
rise by about 13 percent between 1999 and 2010, although the overall
number of women in the childbearing ages 15-44 years will increase
by only 0.6 percent (22). If we assume no change in the proportion of
these women who are unmarried by age (as of 1999)—a conservative
assumption—then the number of unmarried women aged 18-29
years will grow about 14 percent. Again, the overall number of
unmarried women aged 15-44 years will rise much less—only about
5 percent. If nonmarital birth rates by age remain at their 1998 levels
in 2010, the number of nonmarital births could be expected to grow
by 11 percent, from 1.30 million in 1999 to 1.44 million in 2000. Thus,
shifts in the number of women in the peak years of nonmarital
childbearing alone will account for a substantial increase in the
number of nonmarital births, even if nonmarital birth rates and the
propensity to delay marriage remain unchanged.

As just suggested, a shift in marriage patterns could make a big
difference. The above hypothetical trends could be sharply different if
marriage rates for women in their twenties especially were to increase.
Similarly, a rise in birth rates for married women could help contain an
increase in the proportion of nonmarital births. A modest 4-percent
increase has been measured in the birth rate for married women since
1996, halting—at least temporarily—the steady 14-percent decline
between 1980 and 1996 (tables 1, 8).

The sustained decline in teenage pregnancy and birth rates in the
1990's may influence future trends in the percent of births born outside
of marriage. Pregnancies and births that occur in the teenage years are
much more likely to take place out of wedlock than those to older
women. As births are deferred from the teenage years to early or late
twenties, or even thirties, they will be more likely to occur to married
women.

Fundamental changes in behavior and attitudes as well as societal
trends may play important roles. It appears that attitudes about pre-
marital sex have changed among young people. A large variety of public
and private initiatives at the Federal, State, and local level have focused
teenagers’ attention on the importance of pregnancy prevention through
abstinence and responsible behavior (23). Although large proportions
of teenagers are sexually experienced, there is consistent evidence that
the long-term upward trend in sexual activity among teenagers has
halted. There is no evidence, however, that sex in the early teenage
years is also on the decline (15). The introduction of effective new birth
control methods (implant and injectable contraceptives) has been an
important factor in the declines in birth rates for sexually active teen-
agers and adult unmarried women. In addition, the 1990's have wit-
nessed increased econo