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Three Decades of Nonmarital First Births Among Fathers 
Aged 15–44 in the United States

Gladys M. Martinez, Ph.D. 

Figure 1. Percentage of fathers whose first birth was nonmarital, and percentage whose first birth 
was within a cohabiting union
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1Percentage of fathers with nonmarital first births was significantly lower in 2000–2009 than in 1980–1989 and 1990–1999 (p < 0.05).
2Percentage of fathers with first births within a cohabiting union was significantly higher in 2000–2009 than in 1980–1989 (p < 0.05).
NOTES: The denominator for the percentages is the number of fathers with first births in that decade. Access data table for Figure 1 
Key findings

Data from the National 
Survey of Family Growth

 ● The percentage of fathers 
aged 15–44 whose first births 
were nonmarital was lower in 
the 2000s (36%) than in the 
previous 2 decades.

 ● Fathers with first births in the 
2000s were more likely to be in 
a nonmarital cohabiting union 
(24%) than those in the 1980s 
(19%).

 ● The percentage of fathers 
with a nonmarital first birth 
over the past 3 decades has 
remained similar for Hispanic 
and non-Hispanic white men, 
but has declined for non-
Hispanic black men (1980s, 
77%; 2000s, 66%).

 ● Fathers with nonmarital 
first births in the 2000s were 
less likely to be non-Hispanic 
black men (21%) than Hispanic 
(33%) or non-Hispanic white 
(39%) men.

 ● Fathers with nonmarital first 
births in the 2000s were more 
likely to be older at the time of 
the birth (33%) than those in 
the previous 2 decades.
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Nonmarital childbearing in the United States increased from the 1940s to 
the 1990s, peaked in 2007–2008, and declined in 2013 (1–3). In 2013, the 
nonmarital birth rate was 44.8 births per 1,000 unmarried women aged 15–44. 
Using data from the National Survey of Family Growth (NSFG), this study 
examines nonmarital first births reported by fathers aged 15–44. This report 
presents trends in nonmarital first births by father’s age at birth and Hispanic 
origin and race. Given increases in births occurring in cohabiting unions 
(2,4,5), first births within cohabitation are also examined.

Keywords: nonmarital birth • cohabitation • National Survey of Family 
Growth 

What percentage of fathers had a nonmarital first birth, and 
what percentage were within a cohabiting union? 

 ● Among men with first births fathered in the 1980s, 42% were nonmarital 
(Figure 1). By the 2000s, the percentage that was nonmarital declined to 36%. 
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at: http://www.cdc.gov/nchs/data/databriefs/db204_table.pdf#1.
SOURCE: CDC/NCHS, National Survey of Family Growth, 2002, 2006–2010, and 2011–2013.
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 ● About one-quarter of fathers with first births in the 2000s had them within a cohabiting 
union. 

 ● Fathers with first births in the 2000s were more likely to have them within a cohabiting 
union (24%) than those in the 1980s (19%). 

Are there differences by race and ethnicity in the percentage of fathers 
whose first births were nonmarital? 

 ● Over the past 3 decades, about one-half of Hispanic fathers had first births that were 
nonmarital (52%–54%), and about one-third were within a cohabiting union (29%–38%) 
(Figure 2). 

 ● Among non-Hispanic white fathers, about one-quarter had a nonmarital first birth. This 
percentage has declined from 31% to 24% over the past 3 decades, but the differences are 
not statistically significant. In addition, about one of every five first births among non-
Hispanic white fathers in the 2000s occurred within a cohabiting union. This percentage has 
remained similar in the past 3 decades (16%–18%).

 ● The percentage of non-Hispanic black fathers with nonmarital first births declined from 77% 
in the 1980s to 66% in the 2000s; the percentage of non-Hispanic black fathers with first 
births that occurred within cohabiting unions was similar over the past 3 decades (23%–
32%). 
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1Percentage of non-Hispanic black fathers with nonmarital first births was significantly lower in 2000–2009 than in 1980–1989 (p < 0.05).
NOTES: The denominator for the percentages is the number of fathers with first births in that decade for each racial and ethnic group. Access data table for
Figure 2 at: http://www.cdc.gov/nchs/data/databriefs/db204_table.pdf#2.
SOURCE: CDC/NCHS, National Survey of Family Growth, 2002, 2006–2010, and 2011–2013.

Figure 2. Percentage of fathers whose first birth was nonmarital, and percentage whose first birth was within a cohabiting 
union, by Hispanic origin and race

P
er

ce
nt

■  2  ■

http://www.cdc.gov/nchs/data/databriefs/db204_table.pdf#2


NCHS Data Brief ■ No. 204 ■ June 2015
Are there differences by age in the percentage of fathers whose first births 
were nonmarital? 

 ● Teen fathers (under age 20) in the 1990s and 2000s were more likely to have a nonmarital 
first birth than those in the 1980s (Figure 3). About one-half of teen fathers in the 2000s 
had their first birth within a cohabiting union (49%), an increase from the 1980s (27%) and 
1990s (33%). 

 ● Fathers aged 20–24 were more likely to have a nonmarital first birth in the 2000s (60%) than 
those in the 1990s (51%) or 1980s (42%). In the 1980s, a smaller percentage of these fathers 
had a first birth within a cohabiting union (21%) compared with the 1990s (32%) and the 
2000s (38%). 

 ● Among fathers who had their first births at ages 25–44, the percentage who had nonmarital 
first births did not differ significantly in the past 3 decades. But the percentage of these 
fathers who had a first birth within a cohabiting union increased in the 1990s (13%) and 
2000s (15%) compared with those in the 1980s (5%).
Figure 3. Percentage of fathers whose first birth was nonmarital, and percentage whose first birth was within a cohabiting 
union, by age at first birth

1Percentage of fathers under age 20 with nonmarital first births was significantly lower in 1980–1989 than in 1990–1999 and 2000–2009 (p < 0.05).
2Percentage of fathers under age 20 with first births within a cohabiting union was significantly higher in 2000–2009 than in 1980–1989 and 1990–1999
(p < 0.05).
3Linear increase in the percentage of fathers aged 20–24 with nonmarital first births from 1980–1989 to 2000–2009 was statistically significant (p < 0.05). 
4Percentage of fathers aged 20-24 and 25-44 with first births within a cohabiting union was significantly lower in 1980–1989 than in 1990–1999 and 
2000–2009 (p < 0.05). 
NOTES: The denominator for the percentages is the number of fathers with first births in that decade for each age group. Access data table for Figure 3 at: 
http://www.cdc.gov/nchs/data/databriefs/db204_table.pdf#3.
SOURCE: CDC/NCHS, National Survey of Family Growth, 2002, 2006–2010, and 2011–2013.
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Has the Hispanic origin and race distribution of fathers having a nonmarital 
first birth changed over the past 3 decades? 

 ● About 33% of nonmarital first births were fathered by Hispanic men in the 2000s, an 
increase from 24% in the 1980s (Figure 4). Between 38% and 39% of nonmarital first births 
were fathered by non-Hispanic white men in each decade. 

 ● The percentage of nonmarital births fathered by non-Hispanic black men declined over time 
(from 29% to 21%), while the percentage fathered by Hispanic men increased (from 24% to 
33%).

 ● In the 1980s and 1990s, the percentage of nonmarital first births was highest for births 
fathered by non-Hispanic white men. 
■  4  ■

Figure 4. Percent distribution by race and ethnicity among fathers with nonmarital first births

1Percentage of nonmarital first births to non-Hispanic white fathers in 1980–1989 was significantly higher than for Hispanic fathers (p < 0.05). 
2Percentage of nonmarital first births to non-Hispanic white fathers in 1990–1999 was significantly higher than for non-Hispanic black and 
Hispanic fathers (p < 0.05). 
3Percentage of nonmarital first births to non-Hispanic black fathers in 2000–2009 was significantly lower than for non-Hispanic white and 
Hispanic fathers (p < 0.05). This percentage has declined since 1980–1989.
NOTE: Access data table for Figure 4 at: http://www.cdc.gov/nchs/data/databriefs/db204_table.pdf#4.
SOURCE: CDC/NCHS, National Survey of Family Growth, 2002, 2006–2010, and 2011–2013.
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Has the age distribution of fathers having a nonmarital first birth changed 
over the past 3 decades? 

 ● About 4 of 10 fathers with nonmarital first births in the 1980s (42%) were younger than age 
20 (Figure 5). The percentage of nonmarital first births to teen fathers declined in the 1990s 
(29%) and the 2000s (23%).

 ● Mirroring a delay in childbearing overall (4), the percentage of nonmarital first births 
fathered by men aged 25–44 increased over time. In the 1980s, 8% of nonmarital first births 
were fathered by men aged 25–44. This percentage increased in the 1990s (24%) and again 
in the 2000s (33%).

 ● The percentage of nonmarital first births fathered by men in their early 20s (ages 20–24) 
was lower in the 2000s (43%) than in the 1980s (51%). 
■  5  ■

Figure 5. Percent distribution of father’s age at nonmarital first birth

1Percentage of nonmarital first births to fathers aged 25–44 in 1980–1989 was significantly lower than those for age groups under 20 and 20–24 (p < 0.05). 
2Percentage of nonmarital first births to fathers aged 20–24 in 1990–1999 was significantly higher than those for age groups under 20 and 25–44 (p < 0.05). 
3Percentage of nonmarital first births to fathers under age 20 in 2000–2009 was significantly lower than those for age groups 25–44 and 20–24 (p < 0.05).
The percentage of nonmarital first births to teen fathers has declined significantly over time.
NOTE: Access data table for Figure 5 at: http://www.cdc.gov/nchs/data/databriefs/db204_table.pdf#5.
SOURCE: CDC/NCHS, National Survey of Family Growth, 2002, 2006–2010, and 2011–2013.
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Summary

This report highlights data on nonmarital first births fathered by men aged 15–44 at the time of 
interview. Using pooled data from the 2002, 2006–2010, and 2011–2013 NSFG, results for 
3 decades were estimated based on retrospective information on the date of the father’s first 
birth. Results from this study indicate that in the 2000s, the percentage of fathers with nonmarital 
first births declined. However, the percentage of fathers whose nonmarital first births occurred 
within a cohabiting union increased. This pattern differs from that for the mother. Data for 
women showed that the share of all births that occured to unmarried women has doubled between 
1988 and 2009–2013, and that the increase was driven by an increase in the share of births to 
cohabiting women (4).

The percentage of fathers with nonmarital first births decreased over time for non-Hispanic black 
fathers but remained unchanged for non-Hispanic white and Hispanic fathers. The percentage of 
first births occurring in cohabiting unions remained the same for non-Hispanic white, Hispanic, 
and non-Hispanic black fathers in the past 3 decades. However, the percentage of first births 
occurring within a cohabiting union was greater for women than for men, regardless of Hispanic 
origin and race (5). The proportion of teen births that occurred within a nonmarital union 
increased in the past 2 decades. Nonetheless, in contrast with the decline in the teen birth rate 
among women (3), the percentage of teen fathers with nonmarital first births increased. 

Because information on fathers’ births collected from women often contains missing data, and 
women of reproductive ages (15–44) do not necessarily have children with men of their age, it is 
important to look at trends in nonmarital births from the perspective of the men fathering these 
births. In addition, data on marital and cohabiting status at the first birth provide information on 
the transition to parenthood, which may influence subsequent fertility-related behavior (6). 

Definitions

Nonmarital birth: A birth fathered by a man before he ever married, regardless of whether he later 
marries. 

Cohabiting union: Men who report in the survey that they are unmarried but “having sexual 
relationships while sharing the same usual address” with the mother of their child.

Births fathered: Refers to the man being the biological father of the child.

Percentage of nonmarital births: The numerator of this percentage is the number of men who had 
a nonmarital first birth in a specific decade; the denominator is the number of men aged 15–44 
who ever had a child.  

Percentage of births within cohabiting union: The numerator of this percentage is the number 
of men who had a nonmarital first birth within a cohabiting union in a specific decade; the 
denominator is the number of men aged 15–44 who ever had a child.  

Father’s age: For this analysis, fathers were aged 15–44 at the time of the 2002, 2006–2010, 
or 2011–2013 interview. In Figures 3 and 5, the father’s age is based on his age at the time he 
fathered his first birth.
■  6  ■
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Hispanic origin and race: The recode variable HISPRACE2 is used for Hispanic origin and race. 
This recode, based on 1997 Office of Management and Budget (OMB) guidelines (7), allows 
respondents to report more than one race or ethnic origin. In this report, the categories Hispanic, 
non-Hispanic white single race, and non-Hispanic black single race are presented. For ease of 
writing, non-Hispanic white single race is referred to as non-Hispanic white, and non-Hispanic 
black single race is referred to as non-Hispanic black.  

Data source and methods

Pooled data from the 2002, 2006–2010, and 2011–2013 NSFG were used for these analyses. 
NSFG is a nationally representative survey of the U.S. household population, with face-to-
face interviews conducted with women and men aged 15–44 (8). The pooled data consisted of 
20,146 men aged 15–44 (4,928 interviewed in 2002, 10,403 interviewed in 2006–2010, and 
4,815 interviewed in 2011–2013). All estimates in this report were weighted to reflect the male 
household population aged 15–44 of the United States in 2002 and at the midpoints of 2006–2010 
interviews (July 2008) and 2011–2013 interviews (July 2012). More information on NSFG is 
available from: http://www.cdc.gov/nchs/nsfg.htm. Statistics for this report, including sampling 
errors, were produced using the survey analysis procedures in SAS software version 9.3. 
Percentages were compared using two-tailed t tests at the 5% level. The difference between any 
two estimates is mentioned in the text only if it is statistically significant. In addition, a weighted 
least squares regression method was used to test the significance of trends that involved more 
than two time points. Terms such as “similar” or “no significant differences” indicate that the 
estimates being compared are not significantly different. This report presents descriptive statistics 
and bivariate associations of nonmarital first births and father’s cohabiting status with Hispanic 
origin and race, which may be explained by other factors not controlled in the analysis.  

About the author

Gladys M. Martinez is with CDC’s National Center for Health Statistics, Division of Vital 
Statistics, Reproductive Statistics Branch. 
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