
Kearney, Melissa S.

Article

Teen and non-marital childbearing

NBER Reporter Online

Provided in Cooperation with:
National Bureau of Economic Research (NBER), Cambridge, Mass.

Suggested Citation: Kearney, Melissa S. (2009) : Teen and non-marital childbearing, NBER Reporter
Online, National Bureau of Economic Research (NBER), Cambridge, MA, Iss. 1, pp. 16-18

This Version is available at:
https://hdl.handle.net/10419/61928

Standard-Nutzungsbedingungen:

Die Dokumente auf EconStor dürfen zu eigenen wissenschaftlichen
Zwecken und zum Privatgebrauch gespeichert und kopiert werden.

Sie dürfen die Dokumente nicht für öffentliche oder kommerzielle
Zwecke vervielfältigen, öffentlich ausstellen, öffentlich zugänglich
machen, vertreiben oder anderweitig nutzen.

Sofern die Verfasser die Dokumente unter Open-Content-Lizenzen
(insbesondere CC-Lizenzen) zur Verfügung gestellt haben sollten,
gelten abweichend von diesen Nutzungsbedingungen die in der dort
genannten Lizenz gewährten Nutzungsrechte.

Terms of use:

Documents in EconStor may be saved and copied for your personal
and scholarly purposes.

You are not to copy documents for public or commercial purposes, to
exhibit the documents publicly, to make them publicly available on the
internet, or to distribute or otherwise use the documents in public.

If the documents have been made available under an Open Content
Licence (especially Creative Commons Licences), you may exercise
further usage rights as specified in the indicated licence.

https://www.econstor.eu/
https://www.zbw.eu/
http://www.zbw.eu/
https://hdl.handle.net/10419/61928
https://www.econstor.eu/
https://www.leibniz-gemeinschaft.de/


1� NBER Reporter • 2009 Number 1

There is a widespread consensus 
among the American public that rates 
of teen pregnancy and unintended preg-
nancies to young, unmarried women are 
too high. Approximately 30 percent of 
teenage girls in the United States become 
pregnant, and 20 percent give birth by 
age 20. In addition, half of all pregnan-
cies in the United States are reported by 
the mother as unintended. More than 
one-third of these (1.1 million pregnan-
cies in 2001) are to unmarried women in 
their twenties. Rates of teen pregnancy 
and unplanned pregnancy are higher 
among young unmarried women, lower 
income women, women with lower lev-
els of education, and minority women. 

The concern about rates of teen 
pregnancy and non-marital pregnancy is 
driven in large measure by the observed 
inferior outcomes for children born into 
disadvantaged situations — in particular, 
those born to young, unmarried moth-
ers. In this research summary, I describe 
some of my work on the policy determi-
nants of teen and non-marital childbear-
ing and the socioeconomic differences 
in rates of teen childbearing and paren-
tal time investment in children.

Policy determinants of Teen 
and Non-marital Pregnancy

There are several commonly sug-
gested policy approaches to reducing 
the level of teen and unintended preg-
nancies. One is increased access to con-
traception. As an initial matter, the term 
“unintended” as captured in surveys is 
fraught with measurement and inter-
pretation issues, and it is not always 
clear what is meant when a woman 

reports her pregnancy to be unintended. 
Furthermore, there is ethnographic 
and anecdotal evidence that a substan-
tial number of teen pregnancies may 
be deliberate. Policies on contraception 
will be effective only to the extent that 
teenagers or other young women are 
committed to avoiding pregnancy and 
to the extent that they serve women who 
were not already using contraception. 

Research that I conducted with Phil 
Levine suggests that expanded access 
to publicly provided family planning 
services results in a moderate reduc-
tion in overall births and in births to 
teens.1 Between December 1993 and 
March 2007, 25 states received waivers 
from the federal government to extend 
the coverage of family planning ser-
vices to women who do not otherwise 
qualify for Medicaid health insurance 
coverage. We conduct difference-in-dif-
ference analyses to identify the causal 
impact of these waiver policies using 
a wide array of data sources, includ-
ing Vital Statistics birth data, abortion 
data from the Guttmacher Institute, and 
microdata on sexual activity and con-
traceptive use from the 1988, 1995, 
and 2002 National Surveys of Family 
Growth (NSFG). Using data from the 
Centers for Medicaid and Medicare 
Services (CMS), we also confirm that 
these waivers increased the number of 
women receiving Medicaid-funded fam-
ily planning services. 

We find that extending Medicaid 
family planning services to women at 
higher levels of income dramatically 
increased the number of women receiv-
ing those services. By itself, this does 
not necessarily indicate an effect on 
behavior, as it could merely reflect a 
crowding out of privately provided ser-
vices. However, we demonstrate that the 
waiver policies reduced overall births 
to non-teens by about 2 percent and to 

teens by over 4 percent. Scaling these 
estimates by the estimated proportion 
of women in a state made newly eligi-
ble by expanded coverage, we find that 
births to newly-eligible non-teens fell by 
almost 9 percent. Moreover, our analysis 
of individual-level data from the NSFG 
implies that the reduction in fertility 
associated with income-based waivers is 
attributable to greater contraceptive use; 
we find no evidence of an effect on sex-
ual activity. Based on the cost per recipi-
ent of family planning services, we find 
that each birth avoided would cost on 
the order of $6,800. 

Another policy approach to address-
ing teen and non-marital childbearing is 
to alter the financial costs and incen-
tives for childbearing. This approach was 
taken during the reform of welfare, first 
as part of state waiver demonstrations 
and then with the 1996 national wel-
fare reform legislation. In previous work 
I found that family cap policies imple-
mented as part of welfare reform in the 
early- and mid-1990s were not effective 
at reducing birth rates among targeted 
women.2 The family cap was the pri-
mary welfare reform policy targeted at 
reducing non-marital childbearing — it 
ended the practice of providing families 
on welfare with additional cash benefits 
when a new child was born into the fam-
ily. The motivation behind the policy 
was to eliminate the financial incentive 
for conceiving an additional child while 
on welfare and thereby to reduce births 
among the target population. 

I use the variation across states in 
the timing of family cap implementation 
to identify whether this policy leads to 
a reduction in births. The primary eco-
nomic question is whether the avail-
ability of fewer resources at the mar-
gin decreases a woman’s propensity to 
bear additional children. The potential 
direct effect of the policy is to reduce 
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higher-order births: a decrease in mar-
ginal resources raises the price of an 
additional child and may thereby deter 
a woman from having additional births. 
Insofar as the policy sends a message that 
welfare is less generous than previously, 
it may also lead a woman to delay child-
bearing until she is financially secure and 
thereby reduce first births as well.

The vital statistics birth data for 
the years 1989 to 1998 offer no evi-
dence that family cap policies lead to 
a reduction in births among women 
ages 15 to 34. After I control for state 
effects, month effects, and state-specific 
linear time trends, I find that a decline 
in births of more than 1 percent can be 
rejected at the 95 percent confidence 
level. (The upper bound of the confi-
dence interval is an increase in births 
of 1.1 percent.) This finding — of no 
effect on births — is maintained across 
multiple specification checks. The set 
of confidence intervals around six alter-
native estimates has a lower bound of a 
1 percent decline and an upper bound 
of a 2 percent increase. I also find that 
the data reject large declines in higher-
order births among demographic groups 
with relatively high welfare participa-
tion rates. 

A third approach to addressing high 
rates of teen pregnancy involves targeted 
interventions, or programs run at the 
school or community level. In a recently 
completed draft for an NBER confer-
ence volume, I review the evidence on 
the effectiveness of teenage pregnancy 
prevention programs.3 Teen pregnancy 
prevention programs can be usefully cat-
egorized into three types: 1) sex educa-
tion programs with an abstinence focus; 
2) sex education with a contraception 
focus; and 3) multi-component youth 
development programs that include sex 
education as one of many features. Some 
programs are based in schools and are 
compulsory, others are school-based but 
voluntary, and others are run through 
community centers and groups. There 
is substantial variation across programs 
in terms of the types of populations 
served, including racial and ethnic dif-
ferences as well as ages of the teenagers 

involved. My review of the most com-
pelling evidence concludes that absti-
nence education programs tend to be 
ineffective at reducing rates of sexual 
activity. However, compared to non-
abstinence-focused sexual education 
courses, these programs do not lead to 
lower rates of contraceptive use among 
sexually active teens, as some critics have 
claimed. Certain contraceptive-focused 
sex education programs may be effective 
at reducing risky sexual behavior among 
participants. And finally, a couple of 
high-profile multi-component interven-
tions show promise of being effective, 
but would be very difficult and expen-
sive to replicate in other settings. 

In sum, the past two decades have 
seen numerous and varied efforts — by 
community groups, schools, non-prof-
its, and all levels of government — to 
bring down rates of teen pregnancy and 
childbearing in this country. Research in 
this area, at this stage, is far from being 
able to offer a conclusive answer to the 
question of what drove the rise and sub-
sequent decline in teen pregnancy. Nor 
can we conclusively answer why the level 
of teen childbearing and unintended 
(as reported by the mother) childbear-
ing are so much higher in the United 
States than in other developed coun-
tries. A long-term goal of my research 
is to address this issue of international 
comparisons. 

Socioeconomic Differences

The economics literature on teen 
and non-marital childbearing has tended 
to focus on policy and environmental 
determinants in a rational choice frame-
work. But parallel literatures in other 
social as well as clinical sciences empha-
size the role of socioeconomic disadvan-
tage and related factors during child-
hood. Socioeconomic disadvantage can 
lead to early childbearing through a 
number of different mechanisms. The 
poor may lack the resources available to 
know about the different opportunities 
available to them or to take advantage 
of those opportunities. This could hin-
der their ability to make optimal choices 

regarding, for example, contraceptive 
use, educational attainment, and labor 
market training. Alternatively, schools 
and labor market conditions in their 
communities may be sufficiently weak 
that staying in school and avoiding early 
childbearing might not be seen as offer-
ing any real benefit. In addition, some 
ethnographic evidence suggests that 
those who grow up in disadvantaged 
situations are simply more inclined to 
have children because of what might be 
appropriately described as differences in 
preferences. 

Levine and I confirm an empirical 
relationship between individual rates 
of socioeconomic disadvantage and 
rates of early childbearing but find that 
socioeconomic disadvantage plays only 
a small role in the aggregate.4 Using 
the Panel Study of Income Dynamics 
(PSID) we observe that growing up in 
socioeconomic disadvantage is associ-
ated with substantially higher rates of 
teen childbearing. The main empirical 
contribution of this paper is a cohort-
based analysis: we want to know whether 
cohorts of women with higher rates 
of socioeconomic disadvantage at birth 
subsequently have higher rates of early 
childbearing. We use Vital Statistics 
microdata from 1968 through 2003 
to conduct an analysis of the relation-
ship between rates of socioeconomic 
disadvantage of a birth cohort and the 
cohort’s early childbearing experiences. 
As a proxy for disadvantage at birth, 
we use four alternate factors, all based 
on the mother’s characteristics: having 
been born to a mother with a low level 
of education; to an unmarried mother; 
to a mother under age 18; or to a mother 
under age 20. 

Our cohort-based analysis implies 
an even tighter correlation between 
rates of background disadvantage and 
early childbearing than is observed in 
the PSID data at the individual level. 
But, when our analysis econometrically 
controls for fixed state and year of birth 
effects, the relationship between rates of 
disadvantage and early childbearing is 
found to be quite modest. For example, 
a 10 percent increase in the proportion 
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of women who were themselves born 
to a teen mother (a measure of disad-
vantage) is associated with a less than 
1 percent increase in the proportion 
who give birth before age 18 (a mea-
sure of early childbearing). This sug-
gests that broader, societal forces are far 
more important in determining rates of 
early childbearing than rates of socio-
economic disadvantage. Our results lead 
us to conclude that the impact of a fairly 
large shock to socioeconomic disadvan-
tage would have only a modest impact 
on rates of early childbearing. 

Another area of socioeconomic 
differences in childrearing behaviors 
involves parental time-use patterns.5
Jonathan Guryan, Erik Hurst, and I use 
data from the recent American Time Use 
Surveys as well as from Multinational 
Time Use Surveys to examine parental 
time allocated to the care of their chil-
dren. We draw three major empirical 
conclusions about parental child care 
time. First, higher earnings or earnings 
potential are associated with more time 
spent with children, even though higher 
earning parents also work more hours in 
the labor market. Second, this relation-
ship appears to hold within the United 
States, across other countries, and within 
other countries examined. And third, 
this positive gradient of parental time 

use and education or income in time 
spent in child care is the opposite of the 
gradient observed for typical leisure and 
home production activities. 

Using a Beckerian framework of 
time allocation, we conclude that child 
care is best modeled as being distinct 
from either typical home production or 
leisure activities. In addition, our results 
suggest that time spent with one’s chil-
dren is more highly valued by indi-
viduals with a higher opportunity-cost 
of their time, as measured by earnings 
potential. What might account for this? 
It could arise if caring for children is a 
“luxury good,” if more educated parents 
have a lower elasticity of substitution 
between own and market-based child 
care (or just a higher relative preference 
for time spent with their children), or 
if the returns to investing in the chil-
dren of more educated parents are rela-
tively higher. The fact that the children 
of higher-educated parents receive more 
time with the active attention of their 
parents, or conversely, that the chil-
dren of lower-education parents receive 
less, may have important implications 
for the intergenerational transmission of 
human capital. 
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