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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.


