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attributable to decreasing marriage rates (three percent-
age points), increasing nonmarital fertility (six points) 
and declining marital fertility (three points) accounted for 
most of the net increase in the NMFR. Among native-born 
teenagers, the increase in the NMFR could be attributed to 
a large decline in the proportion who were married, which 
placed unprecedented upward pressure on the NMFR (38 
percentage points). An increase in marital fertility and a 
decrease in nonmarital fertility, however, negated some 
of this change (causing declines of 14 and 13 percentage 
points, respectively).

Diff erences Between Racial and Ethnic Groups
Although the NMFR for black women was consistently 
higher than those for Latinas and white women, the demo-
graphic sources of racial or ethnic differences in NMFRs 
may not be uniform and may have changed over time. 
We therefore present a decomposition of such differences 
in NMFRs at the beginning and end of our time series 
 (Table 3).

These data reveal signifi cant cross-sectional variation 
in the effect of specifi c demographic factors on racial and 
ethnic differences in nonmarital fertility ratios. For exam-
ple, NMFRs were much higher among Latinas than among 
whites in both 1994 and 2005 (21- and 18-percentage-
point differences, respectively). Virtually all of the differ-
ence was due to the much higher nonmarital fertility rates 
among Latinas. 

The results were dramatically different for comparisons 
involving black women. In 1994, blacks’ NMFR was 50 per-
centage points higher than whites’; most of this  difference 
resulted from the much higher black nonmarital fertility 

rate (25 percentage points) and lower marriage rate (20 
points). In 2005, the black-white NMFR difference of 41 
percentage points was driven mostly by a smaller propor-
tion of women who were married (20 percentage points) 
and lower marital fertility (13 points); the contribution 
from the difference in nonmarital fertility shrank by nearly 
67%, to eight percentage points. Most of the black-Latina 
difference in NMFRs in 1994 and 2005 (29 and 23 per-
centage points, respectively) can be explained by higher 
rates of marriage among Latinas (26 points for both years). 
However, reductions due to differences in nonmarital fer-
tility (three percentage points in 1994 and 16 points in 
2005) and increases stemming from differences in marital 
fertility (six points and 12 points, respectively) are of in-
creasing importance.

The underlying demographic factors responsible for dif-
ferences in NMFRs within the Latina population became 
more pronounced over time and differed by age. For ex-
ample, the counterbalancing effects of the proportion mar-
ried and nonmarital fertility were responsible for much of 
the gap in NMFRs between native-born and foreign-born 
Latinas (of all ages) in both 1994 and 2005 (seven and six 
percentage points, respectively). Moreover, each of these 
standardized effects was larger in 2005 than in 1994. The 
differences in NMFRs between native-born and foreign-
born teenage Latinas were similar in the two years (11 and 
12 percentage points, respectively); change in the married 
share was mostly offset by change in the nonmarital fer-
tility rate in 2005, but was only partially offset in 1994. 
At the beginning of the study period, a high rate of mar-
riage among foreign-born teenagers in 1994 clearly placed 
downward demographic pressure on their NMFR and 
narrowed the difference between the groups’ ratios, and a 
higher nonmarital fertility rate among native-born Latinas 
had the opposite effect. At the end of the period, the pat-
tern was reversed.

DISCUSSION
Our fundamental goal was to identify the demographic 
sources of change in Latina nonmarital fertility ratios be-
tween 1994 and 2005. This is an important task in light of 
recent shifts in the size and composition of America’s La-
tino population. The high rate of nonmarital childbearing 
arguably has been a signifi cant deterrent to Latinos’ full so-
cial and economic incorporation into American society.23 
Current estimates indicate that more than one-half of all 
teenage Latinas become pregnant at least once before age 
20.24 Moreover, as we have shown here, more than 40% of 
all Latina births occurred outside of marriage in the past 
decade, a fi gure that is well above the U.S. average.

NMFRs changed very little between 1994 and 2002, 
before increasing in recent years. Our results reveal that 
this comparatively fl at trajectory concealed dynamic off-
setting demographic effects. Indeed, the retreat from mar-
riage played a large role, counterbalancing any positive 
trends associated with declining nonmarital fertility rates 
for black women and native-born Latinas. Except among 

TABLE 3. Differences in observed and standardized nonmarital fertility ratios 
 between selected subgroups, 1994 and 2005

Comparison Difference Difference in standardized NMFR

 
in observed

 Age  Proportion  Nonmarital Marital
 

NMFR
 distribution of women fertility rate fertility rate

   married

Latina vs. white     
2005 18.3 –0.1 –6.5 23.8 1.1
1994 20.9 1.2 –6.1 27.8 –2.2

Black vs. white     
2005 41.4 0.9 19.6 8.3 12.7
1994 49.8 1.2 19.7 24.8 4.0

Black vs. Latina     
2005 23.1 1.0 26.1 –15.5 11.6
1994 28.9 0.0 25.8 –3.0 6.2

Native-born vs. foreign-born
Latinas aged 15–44     
2005 6.4 8.1 17.3 –23.2 4.2
1994 7.3 2.0 4.6 –7.6 8.3

Native-born vs. foreign-born
Latinas aged 15–19     
2005 10.9 0.9 19.9 –13.6 3.6
1994 11.6 1.0 –16.2 3.8 22.9

Notes: The standardized NMFRs upon which the differences are based depict how the NMFR for each demo-
graphic component would have changed as a result of shifts in only that component over time. The sum of the 
changes attributed to the four components may not total the overall change in NMFR because of rounding.


