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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.


