
coercion or assault among sexually active
adolescents, particularly among pregnant
adolescents and those who have already
had a child.18 According to the National
Survey of Children, about 18% of sexual-
ly active women aged 17 and younger re-
port having been forced to have sex at
least once.19 While these data point to dra-
matic social problems, they do not support
the conclusion that all young mothers who
have older partners would report that they
were forced to have sex. It would also be
incorrect to conclude that having a part-
ner of the same age assures that sexual ac-
tivity is consensual.

That births to unmarried minors who
have substantially older partners repre-
sent a relatively small portion of all U. S.
adolescent births belies the popular per-
ception that preventing sexual involve-
ment between older men and young ado-
lescents will substantially reduce rates of
teenage pregnancy. New state and feder-
al initiatives that emphasize the vigorous
enforcement of statutory rape laws20 are
unlikely to be the magic bullet to reduce
rates of adolescent childbearing, since the
number of births that result from acts cov-
ered by such laws is small. Policymakers
need to pay attention to broader means of
reducing teenage childbearing, such as
sexuality education, youth development
and contraceptive services. Policies that
improve young women’s current lives and
expand their future options might better
address the issues that lead some to pre-
maturely engage in childbearing and
other adult behaviors.

Finally, those few adult men who be-
come involved with considerably younger
women may respond to incentives and
disincentives to fathering a child with a
minor. The disincentives, such as ex-
panding the reach and increasing the
penalties of statutory rape laws, have al-
ready been advanced; improving access
to economic opportunities and achieve-
ment for disadvantaged  men may be an
equally important avenue to try to dis-
courage adult sexual involvement and
childbearing with minors.
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Table 6. Among couples in which a man aged
22–30 fathered a child in 1988, percentage with
selected characteristics, by age of mother (un-
weighted N=5,040)

Characteristic Mother’s age

15–17 ≥18 

Mother married at delivery 27.5 76.2***
Lived together during

pregnancy 54.1 82.5***
Woman wanted pregnancy 27.6 58.2***
Woman wanted pregnancy/

was unmarried at delivery 12.6 31.2***

***p≤.001.


