Minors Who Give Birth and Their Adult Partners
Table 2. Percentage distribution of 15–17-year
old mothers, by age difference between woman
and partner, according to selected characteristics, National Maternal and Infant Health Survey, 1988 (unweighted N=673)
Characteristic

Father’s age
Older†

Similar‡

Total

All

27.0

73.0

100.0

Race
Black
Hispanic
White/other§

26.1
33.8
25.2

73.9
66.3
74.8

100.0
100.0
100.0

Household income
≤$10,000
24.0
>$10,000
30.2

76.0
69.8

100.0
100.0

Parity
First birth
Higher-order birth

75.1***
58.2

100.0
100.0

Used alcohol 3 mos. before pregnancy
Yes
43.3
56.8***
No
22.2
77.8

100.0
100.0

24.9
41.9

***Difference is statistically significant, based on chi-square tests,
at p≤.001. †In this and subsequent tables, older signifies male partner is 5 years older than female partner. ‡In this and subsequent
tables, similar denotes couples in which the male partner is <5 years
older than the female partner or younger than she. §Other race
includes Asian, Aleutian Islander and American Indian.

pregnancy,* and 49% were living with
their partner at the time of the interview
( held up to 30 months after the birth).
The relationships between 15–17-yearold mothers and their older partners appear to be closer than those their peers
have with similar-age partners. Although
the likelihood of being married at delivery was not significantly different between
young mothers with older and similar-age
partners, the living arrangements of these
young women differed significantly by the
age of their partner. Mothers with an older
partner were significantly more likely than
those with a similar-age partner to have
cohabitated during the pregnancy and to
be doing so at the time of the interview.
Consequently, adolescent mothers with
an older partner were significantly less
likely than those with a similar-age partner to have lived with their parents during the pregnancy. Teenage mothers with
an older partner were also marginally
more likely than those with a similar-age
partner to report their pregnancy as wanted (p=.06), although clearly the majority
of births to minors, regardless of their partners’ age, were unwanted.
Are Older Men Better Partners?
Young women’s economic vulnerability
suggests that for some, older men may be
more desirable partners than teenage men.
*Women were asked, “Who lived with you during most
of your pregnancy?”
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On the one hand, older men’s age and experience suggest that their immediate
earning potential may be greater than that
of younger men. On the other hand, an
older man involved in a sexual and childbearing relationship with a minor may
possess developmental or psychosocial
deficits that directly reduce his earning potential and other aspects of his attractiveness as a partner.
Research based on nonrepresentative
samples supports both of these hypotheses. In one study, for example, older fathers reported more problem behavior
than similar-age fathers, including more
arrests and poorer academic performance;
however, older fathers also reported higher incomes and employment rates than
similar-age fathers.15 Overall, from the
perspective of a teenage woman who is
looking for a partner, men in their 20s may
appear more “economically desirable”—
or, according to William Julius Wilson’s
theories, more “marriageable”16—than
males who are still teenagers.
Although the types of data collected in
the NMIHS limit our ability to fully examine older men’s desirability as partners,
data on employment and occupational
status suggest that older fathers have
greater immediate earning potential than
similar-age partners. As Table 4 shows,
employment rates in the year prior to the
pregnancy were significantly higher for
the older fathers than for the similar-age
fathers (89% vs. 74%). Although data on
school attendance were not available,
younger men’s lower likelihood of employment (full-time or part-time) probably stemmed from their being in school;
their jobs may have included more parttime work (such as after-school jobs) that
pays lower wages. Among men who were
employed, older fathers were more likely than similar-age fathers to be in professional or managerial occupations (24%
vs. 14%), which imply higher wages.
Although racial background may be related to lower wage-earning potential,
older partners did not differ significantly
from similar-age partners by race. However, older fathers were marginally more
likely not to have finished high school
(p<.06) than similar-age fathers were to be
at least two years behind in school (33%
vs. 25%). This finding supports the finding of other studies that older partners are
more likely than similar-age partners to
have engaged in problem behavior.
The apparent earning advantage of
older men over teenage men may be shortterm only. The cross-sectional nature of the
NMIHS does not allow us to distinguish

earning differences attributable to lifecourse stages from those due to skill and
achievement. Older partners’ later stage
in the life course probably explains at least
some of their observed earning advantage.
However, the earning gap between lowskilled adult men and adolescents will
likely diminish, and potentially switch direction, over time.
Are Older Partners Different?
Do adult men who father children with minors differ from men who enter into childbearing relationships with adult women?
The behavior of adult men who father children with minors is often looked at as “deviant” and representative of problem behavior and psychosocial deficits that may
reduce their earning potential and personal stability, making such men less desirable
partners to adult women. Adult men who
become involved with a minor may be less
able to compete successfully with other adult
men for women of their own age.
Overall, a very small proportion of
adult men father children with a minor
partner. Among fathers aged 22–30 who
had a child in 1988, 1.8% had a partner
aged 15–17. Table 5 suggests that men aged
22–30 who fathered a child with a 15–17year-old have less wage-earning potential
than their peers who had a baby with an
adult woman. Nearly 28% of men with a
minor partner did not have a high school
degree, compared with only 18% of those
with an adult partner.
Although there was no significant difference between these groups of men in
the likelihood of employment in the year
before the pregnancy, men with a minor
partner were significantly less likely than
those with an adult partner to be in a professional or managerial occupation (24%
vs. 32%), and were nearly twice as likely
to be in a service occupation (19% vs.
Table 3. Percentage of 15–17-year-old mothers, by characteristics describing relationship
with male partner, according to age difference
between woman and partner
Characteristic

Father’s age

Married at delivery
Lived with partner
during pregnancy
Lived with partner
at interview
Lived with parents
during pregnancy
Lived with parents and
partner during pregnancy
Wanted pregnancy

Older

Similar

23.3

20.3

35.4

22.7***

48.6

28.1***

38.4

56.0***

12.0
27.0

12.2
20.2

***Difference is statistically significant, based on chi-square tests,
at p≤.001.
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