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Births to Unmarried Mothers, U.S.
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Motivation 

ÅIncrease in non -marital childbearing = fragile 
families

ÅMultiple/conflicting perspectives on causes and 
consequences 
ïChange in culture; change in economic conditions 

ïNo negative consequences; serious consequences  

ÅLack of good data on unmarried couples (especially 

fathers)

ÅThe Fragile Families Study ï1998 -2000
ï5000 births (oversample of non -marital births) 

ïInterviews with mothers, fathers and children

ïStart at the birth (hospital)   



The Questions

Å What is the nature of parental relationships at birth? What 
are parentsô capabilities? 

Å What happens to parental relationships over time?

Å How do family structure & stability affect parental  
resources (financial and health)?

Å How do family structure & stability affect the level and 
quality of parental investments in children?

Å How do family structure & stability affect child cognitive 
and socio -emotional development?



Question #1

What is the nature of parental relationships at 
birth? What are parentsô capabilities? 

High hopes and low capabilities



Relationships at Birth
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Father Involvement at Birth

Total 

(%)

Gave money/bought things for child 80

Helped in another way 76

Visited babyôs mother in hospital88

Child will take fatherôs surname92

Fatherôs name is on birth certificate84

Mother says father wants to be involved 95

Mother wants father to be involved 94



Parental Capabilities

Mothers Fathers

Married Unmarried Married Unmarried

Age (mean) 29.3 23.6 31.8 26.8

Teen parent * 3.7 (7.5 ) 26.0 (44.2 ) 0.1 (0.4) 14.2 (25.2)

First birth 35.3 45.2 34.7 49.4

Child with other 

partner À
11.7 (17.7 ) 36.7 (66.6 ) 17.8 (27.1) 39.7 (68.2)

White, non -Hispanic 48.9 21.9 50.6 17.8

Black, non -Hispanic 11.7 39.2 13.8 43.0

Hispanic 28.6 35.5 29.4 35.0

Other 10.8 3.4 6.1 4.3

Immigrant 28.7 18.3 25.9 17.9

Two parents growing 

up

61.9 40.3 68.1 42.8

* ( ) =  Conditional on first births À ( ) = Conditional on higher order birth 


