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Abstract
With nonmarital births comprising roughly 40% of all births, nonmarital childbear-
ing has become a major part of the family formation landscape in the U.S. These 
elevated rates of nonmarital childbearing form the context in which young women 
both establish individual preferences about their own future family formation behav-
iors, and embark on their own sexual trajectories. Although previous research has 
shown that girls’ and young women’s attitudes about sex, contraception, and preg-
nancy predict their likelihood of having sex and using contraception, no research 
to date has investigated whether their preferences specifically about nonmarital 
childbearing may predict their sexual and contraceptive behavior. I use the National 
Longitudinal Study of Adolescent to Adult Health, with a total of 6288 observa-
tions, to address this question. I investigate marital versus nonmarital sexual debut, 
and consistency of contraceptive use when never married and sexually active, by 
whether girls state a preference against nonmarital childbearing at ages 11–16. I find 
that girls who state a preference against nonmarital childbearing are relatively more 
likely to marry before first intercourse, to delay first intercourse while unmarried, 
and to use contraception consistently if they have sex while being never married.

Keywords Sexual debut timing · Contraception · Nonmarital fertility

Introduction

Since the mid-twentieth century, patterns of family formation behavior have 
changed dramatically in the United States. Declines in marriage rates (Sch-
oen and Cheng 2006; Harknett and Kuperberg 2011), increases in cohabitation 
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(Smock 2000), and more permissive norms about nonmarital sex (Cherlin 2004) 
have resulted in increased rates of nonmarital childbearing: the annual percent-
age of births occurring to unmarried mothers peaked at 41% of all births in 2008 
(Martin et  al. 2015). These increases in nonmarital childbearing, and changed 
norms about unmarried parenthood, comprise the backdrop against which girls 
and young women in this period have both developed their own individual-level 
preferences about the marital or nonmarital context of their own future fertility, 
and have embarked on their own romantic and sexual trajectories.

Research on attitudes toward sexual behavior and contraception suggests that 
individuals tend to act in ways that are consistent with their attitudes in these 
domains. Women with positive attitudes to sex are more likely to have earlier 
sexual debut, while women with positive attitudes to contraception, and those 
who wish to avoid pregnancy, are more likely to use contraception (Bartz et al. 
2007; Davies et  al. 2006; Rostosky et  al. 2003). No research to date, however, 
has investigated whether girls’ and young women’s preferences about the mari-
tal versus nonmarital contexts of their own potential future births may shape 
their sexual behaviors in ways that either increase or decrease their risk of non-
marital pregnancy. Although previous research has found that women who wish 
to avoid nonmarital childbearing are less likely to have nonmarital first births 
(Shattuck 2017), it is nonetheless unclear how they accomplish this. In particu-
lar, marrying before first intercourse, postponing sexual debut while unmarried, 
and using contraception consistently when unmarried and sexually active may 
all play a role. Examining these various mechanisms can not only clarify how 
women who wish to avoid nonmarital childbearing manage to do so, but also can 
provide insight into how individual preferences about nonmarital childbearing 
may influence girls’ and young women’s choices about sex and contraception 
more broadly.

In the present study, I use the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent to 
Adult Health (Add Health) to investigate how the preferences about unmarried 
motherhood that girls state in adolescence predict the timing and marital ver-
sus nonmarital context of their sexual debut, and their contraceptive consistency 
when sexually active and unmarried, at ages 12–30. I consider the role of girls’ 
nonmarital birth preferences in shaping their sexual behavior within the broader 
context of their social, economic, and family characteristics, controlling for 
race/ethnicity, mother’s education, own achieved education, and future expecta-
tions. I find that girls who state a preference against nonmarital childbearing are 
relatively more likely to marry before sexual debut, and to postpone first inter-
course while unmarried. Girls who state a preference against nonmarital fertility 
are also relatively more likely to use contraception consistently while sexually 
active and unmarried, as compared with girls who do not state this preference. 
These findings help to illuminate how the family formation preferences that girls 
develop in adolescence shape their sexual and contraceptive behavior across the 
early life course.
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Attitudes, Preferences, and Sexual Behavior

Women’s individual-level attitudes and preferences about sex and childbearing are a 
key mediating mechanism by which broader social norms about family influence wom-
en’s own sexual and reproductive behaviors. According to the cognitive-social model of 
fertility intentions (Bachrach and Morgan 2013), individuals translate semi-conscious 
representations of particular family-related constructs (e.g., nonmarital childbearing), 
and the positive or negative feelings they associate with those constructs, into indi-
vidual-level preferences for their own lives and behavior. Developed in childhood and 
adolescence, these preferences shape individual-level sexual and reproductive behavior 
across the life course (Huinink and Kohli 2014).

Previous research has documented a strong predictive relationship between girls’ 
and women’s attitudes about sex, contraception, and pregnancy and their sexual debut 
timing and contraceptive use. Girls who expect that they will feel positive emotions 
after sex (Rostosky et al. 2003) and those whose mothers are more accepting of teen 
sex (Davis and Friel 2001) are more likely to have earlier sexual debut. Girls who 
believe their parents will disapprove of their having sex are more likely to have later 
sexual debut (Bearman and Bruckner 2001). Women with positive attitudes toward 
contraception (Davies et al. 2006), and those who believe their friends think contracep-
tive use is important (Frost et al. 2012), are more likely to use contraception. Women 
with negative attitudes about contraception are less likely to use contraception (Net-
tleman et al. 2007). Women who state that they do not want to get pregnant (Frost and 
Darroch 2008), or that they are actively trying not to get pregnant (Bartz et al. 2007) are 
more likely to use contraception consistently. Women who are ambivalent about preg-
nancy (Bruckner et al. 2004), those who have fatalistic attitudes to pregnancy (Frost 
et al. 2007), and those who romanticize the risk of pregnancy are less likely to use con-
traception (Higgins et al. 2008).

Girls’ and women’s prospectively stated preferences and intentions about pregnancy 
and childbearing are also highly predictive of the timing, number, and contexts of the 
births they eventually have. Women who state an intention to have children are more 
likely to give birth, and to give birth sooner (Schoen et al. 1999). Women’s intended 
numbers of children as stated in their teens predict their total numbers of births at the 
end of their childbearing years (Hayford 2009). Women who, in their teens, state a pref-
erence against nonmarital childbearing are less likely to have a nonmarital first birth 
(Shattuck 2017).

Frost et al. (2007) have investigated whether a belief that nonmarital childbearing 
is normatively acceptable in general predicts women’s likelihood of using contracep-
tion, and found no association. However, no research to date has investigated whether 
girls’ and young women’s preferences about whether they themselves would consider 
nonmarital childbearing may affect their likelihood of contraceptive use, or the timing 
of their sexual debut.
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Social and Economic Contexts for Preferences and Behavior

Adolescent girls’ attitudes and preferences about nonmarital fertility are shaped by 
the behaviors they witness and the norms they experience in their families and com-
munities (Bachrach and Morgan 2013). In addition, the social norms to which girls 
are exposed, and their relative access to material resources, directly enable and con-
strain girls’ ability to avoid nonmarital childbearing. Social and economic charac-
teristics affect girls’ relative ability to find a “marriageable” partner (Cherlin 2004; 
Edin and Kefalas 2005; Lopoo and Western 2005), their ability to access and afford 
contraception (Singh et al. 2001), and the normative acceptability in their communi-
ties of engaging in or abstaining from nonmarital sex (Edin et  al. 2007). Because 
these social and economic characteristics both affect girls’ preferences, and also 
directly influence their marital, sexual, and contraceptive behavior, it is important 
that my study takes these characteristics into account.

Nonmarital childbearing in the U.S. is relatively more common among lower-
income women (Shattuck and Kreider 2013). Women with low SES are also less 
likely to marry than those with high SES (Schwartz and Mare 2005). Thus, girls 
with low SES in their families of origin may be relatively more accepting of non-
marital childbearing. Previous research has shown that girls with relatively lower 
SES are more likely to have an earlier sexual debut, and less likely to use contracep-
tion, as compared with higher-SES girls (Longmore et al. 2001). Girls with lower 
SES may have difficulty affording contraception, while norms in their communities 
may favor nonuse of contraception as a sign of trust between couples (Edin et  al. 
2007).

Nonmarital childbearing in the U.S. is also relatively more common among Black 
and Hispanic women (Kim and Raley 2015). Due to a pool of prospective partners 
that is limited by Black men’s relatively poorer economic prospects (Lichter et al. 
1992) and disproportionate likelihood of incarceration compared to Whites, Black 
women are less likely to marry than White women (Lopoo and Western 2005). Rel-
ative to White girls, Black and Hispanic girls may be more likely to have family 
members, friends, and neighbors who have nonmarital births, and to see these non-
marital births met with acceptance (Browning and Burrington 2006). Because of dif-
fering norms about sex and contraception in girls’ communities and friend groups, 
sexual debut timing and likelihood of contraceptive use also differ by race/ethnicity 
(Cavanaugh 2004; Cavazos-Rehg et al. 2009). On average, non-Hispanic Black girls 
have the earliest sexual debut, and non-Hispanic Asian girls have the latest sexual 
debut, while non-Hispanic White and Hispanic girls fall between these two groups 
in their sexual debut timing (Cavazos-Rehg et al. 2009). Relative to White women, 
Black, Hispanic, and Asian women are also less likely to use contraception (Jones 
et al. 2012).

Because girls’ attitudes and preferences about nonmarital fertility may be formed 
in conjunction with their preferences about college and careers (Barber 2001), 
girls who wish to pursue college and careers may view these activities as incom-
patible with early nonmarital motherhood. Previous research has shown that girls 
who achieve high academic success, and those who aspire to go to college, are more 
likely to have later sexual debut (Crockett et  al. 1996; Smith 1997). Women who 
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have achieved higher educational attainment are also more likely to use contracep-
tion (Frost et al. 2007).

Many religious denominations promote a value of marriage and moral disap-
proval of nonmarital sex (Thornton and Camburn 1989). Thus, girls with strong reli-
gious beliefs may be more likely to want to avoid nonmarital childbearing. Research 
has shown that girls involved in religious congregations are more likely to have later 
sexual debut (Thornton and Camburn 1989). Girls whose parents espouse conserva-
tive attitudes about sex are more likely to delay their sexual debut (Jaccard et  al. 
1996). Girls from intact families are also more likely to have later sexual debut, and 
to use contraception when they begin having sex (Manlove et al. 2003; Pearson et al. 
2006).

Do Preferences Against Nonmarital Childbearing Predict Steps to Prevent 
Nonmarital Pregnancy?

Nonmarital childbearing has become a common feature of the family formation 
landscape in the U.S. (Martin et  al. 2018). It has also been the subject of largely 
negative commentary by politicians, and in the popular media (Usdansky 2008). 
Marriage is still widely considered the optimal context for childbearing, even among 
those who engage in nonmarital family formation (Edin and Kefalas 2005). None-
theless, popular stigma against nonmarital childbearing has eroded since the latter 
half of the twentieth century (Cherlin 2004). In this context, young women may 
plausibly devise their sexual and contraceptive behaviors to be consistent with their 
preferences about nonmarital childbearing. If a young woman prefers not to have a 
nonmarital birth, is she more likely to behave in ways that reduce the risk of non-
marital pregnancy?

In the present study, I track subsequent marital status, sexual debut timing, and 
contraceptive consistency, among adolescent girls who had never had intercourse 
when they answered either “yes” or “no” to the question “Would you consider hav-
ing a child in the future as an unmarried person?” I investigate whether girls who 
said they would not consider nonmarital childbearing are more likely to engage in 
behaviors that may enable them to avoid nonmarital pregnancy—by marrying before 
sexual debut, by delaying sexual debut while unmarried, and by using contraception 
consistently during nonmarital intercourse. Abortion and post-conception marriage 
can also be used to prevent nonmarital childbearing, and contraceptive failure can 
result in unintended nonmarital conception. However, to keep the present study to a 
manageable scope, I do not consider these events in this paper.

I consider girls’ sexual debut timing and marital versus nonmarital context, and 
their contraceptive consistency while unmarried, in the context of girls’ other soci-
oeconomic and family characteristics and beliefs about their future prospects for 
schooling and marriage—factors that may shape both their preferences about non-
marital childbearing, and their sexual and contraceptive behavior. I expect that, net 
of sociodemographic characteristics, and relative to girls who do not state this pref-
erence, adolescent girls who state a preference against nonmarital childbearing will 
be more likely to marry before first intercourse, as well as to delay sexual debut 
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while unmarried, and to use contraception consistently while never married and sex-
ually active.

Data and Methods

I use data from the restricted file of the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent 
to Adult Health (Add Health). Add Health is a nationally representative survey com-
posed of people who were in grades 7–12 in the 1994–1995 school year (Harris 
2009). Add Health allows for respondents’ preferences for or against nonmarital 
childbearing, as stated in adolescence, to be compared with their own subsequent 
sexual and contraceptive behavior. I know of no other survey that asks respondents 
whether they would or would not consider having children while unmarried.

Add Health respondents were interviewed at four waves: Wave 1 (1994–1995), 
Wave 2 (1996), Wave 3 (2001–2002), and Wave 4 (2008–2009). I measure my focal 
independent variable (preferences about nonmarital childbearing) at Wave 1. I meas-
ure my outcome variables—sexual debut timing, marital versus nonmarital context 
of sexual debut, and contraceptive consistency—using reports given at Waves 2, 3, 
and 4.

I limit my sample to female respondents from the Add Health school sample who 
were aged 11–16 at Wave 1 and who had never married and never had intercourse at 
Wave 1. These girls had a mean age of 14.9 at Wave 1. I limit the sample in this way 
to ensure that respondents were not retrospectively justifying any births, marriages, 
or sexual experiences they had already had when they were asked about their non-
marital birth preferences. I exclude girls who were older than 16 at Wave 1 because 
girls who had no marriages or births despite their longer exposure to these risks may 
be selective of those who are particularly dedicated to avoiding early family forma-
tion. In addition, girls who had not yet had intercourse at ages 17 and above may 
be particularly selective of girls who are purposefully delaying sex until marriage, 
or those who wish to avoid heterosexual sex altogether. Among the birth cohort of 
girls surveyed in Add Health, about half of those in the U.S. at large had intercourse 
by age 16, but only about 3% had intercourse before age 13 (Abma and Sonenstein 
2001).

My focal independent variable is respondents’ answer to the question asked at 
Wave 1, “Regardless of whether you have ever had a child, would you consider hav-
ing a child in the future as an unmarried person?” with possible answers “yes” and 
“no.” I code the “no” answer as “1,” and treat this response as indicating that the 
respondent expressed a preference against having a nonmarital birth. A girl saying 
she would consider having a nonmarital birth, which I code as “0,” does not neces-
sarily indicate that she prefers to have a nonmarital birth, but merely that she would 
not rule it out. A limitation of this measure is that it does not control for the strength 
of preferences. It also does not ask respondents directly whether they wish to marry, 
or wish to have children. Some respondents who answer “yes” may not wish to 
marry. Some respondents who answer “no” may not wish to have children.

I first use descriptive statistics to compare the characteristics of girls who 
said they would consider a nonmarital birth to those who would not, conducting 



571

1 3

Preferences Against Nonmarital Fertility Predict Steps to…

Chi-square tests and t-tests, respectively, for differences in percentages and means 
between these two groups. I next use descriptive statistics to generate a graph com-
paring sexual debut timing and marital and nonmarital context by girls’ stated pref-
erences about nonmarital fertility.

Next, I conduct two multivariate analyses, for which I divide the overall sample 
of girls who had not had intercourse at ages 11–16 into two overlapping analytic 
sub-samples. To investigate the role of preferences about nonmarital childbearing 
on girls’ sexual debut timing and context, I use a discrete-time competing hazard 
model (Hosmer et  al. 2008) to estimate girls’ monthly hazard of having a marital 
sexual debut, a nonmarital sexual debut, or not experiencing first intercourse. For 
this analysis, I limit the sample to girls who were interviewed through at least Wave 
3 and/or 4; for brevity, I refer to this sample below as the “sexual debut timing sam-
ple.” I use respondents’ retrospective reports to convert their first-intercourse and 
marriage histories into person-months ranging from the date of their Wave 1 inter-
view (ages 11–16) through the date of their latest interview, either at Wave 3 (ages 
18–23) or at Wave 4 (ages 24–30). Respondents exit this analytic sample through 
attrition after Wave 3 or by experiencing sexual debut. A nonmarital sexual debut 
occurs for those who have intercourse and are never observed to marry, or before 
any observed marriages for those who are observed to marry. A marital sexual debut 
occurs among all those who are observed to marry before they have had intercourse; 
for the great majority of those who have a marital sexual debut, sexual initiation is 
reported as simultaneous with marriage. Thus, respondents who have a marital sex-
ual debut are effectively censored at marriage. I weight estimates with the Wave 1 
weight, as described in Add Health weight guidelines as being appropriate for time-
to-event analysis (Chen and Chantala 2014). After dropping respondents with miss-
ing values, a total of 3779 girls are included in this hazard analysis; they contribute 
428,182 observed person-months.

I next investigate the role of preferences about nonmarital childbearing in pre-
dicting contraceptive consistency among never-married, sexually active girls and 
women. The contraceptive consistency outcome variable is an ordinal variable 
reported retrospectively at Waves 2, 3, and 4. In all three Waves, it is measured 
in five categories: having used contraception “None of the time,” “Some of the 
time,” Half of the time,” “Most of the time,” or “All of the time.” At Waves 2 
and 3, this variable measures how often the respondent used contraception when 
having intercourse in the past twelve months. At Wave 4, this variable measures 
how often the respondent used contraception with her current or most recent part-
ner. No measure of contraceptive consistency asked at Wave 4 is available that is 
identical to the measures asked at Waves 2 and 3. I estimate generalized ordered 
logit models of contraceptive consistency at Waves 2 and 3 and at Wave 4. A 
generalized ordered logit model allows the beta coefficient to vary for each level 
of the outcome variable. Generalized ordered logit results can be interpreted to 
mean that the degree of intensity with which an independent variable influences 
the outcome variable varies at different levels of the outcome variable, and/or that 
respondents may use different frames of reference to interpret the different thresh-
olds of the outcome variable. I use a generalized ordered logit model, rather 
than the more standard ordered logit model, because a Wald test following my 
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estimation of an ordered logit model with the same set of variables shows that the 
proportional odds assumption is not supported, and hence an ordered logit model 
of the outcome variable is not appropriate to the data (Williams 2016).

For my analysis of contraceptive consistency, I limit the original sample of 
girls who had never married and never had intercourse at ages 11–16 to include 
those who remained never married and had no births, but had had intercourse, 
when they were observed at Waves 2, 3, and/or 4. For brevity, I refer to this ana-
lytic sample below as the “contraceptive consistency sample”; some of the girls 
in the sexual debut timing sample are also in the contraceptive consistency sam-
ple, and vice versa. For the model of contraceptive consistency in the past twelve 
months, I pool information from Waves 2 and 3, including information from per-
son-waves at which respondents had had no births. For respondents who had not 
had any births at either Wave 2 or Wave 3, I include two observations on the 
dependent variable. For respondents who reported a birth at Wave 3 but not at 
Wave 2, only Wave 2 responses are included. I adjust standard errors for repeated 
observations of the same individual. I weight estimates with the appropriate 
weight for the Wave (either 2 or 3) at which each respondent was last interviewed, 
as recommended in Add Health weight guidelines (Chen and Chantala 2014). For 
the model of contraceptive consistency at Wave 4, I include only one observa-
tion per person, and again use the appropriate Wave 4 weights. After dropping 
respondents with missing values, a total of 2509 girls are included in these analy-
ses, with 837 observed at Wave 2, 1677 observed at Wave 3, and 687 observed at 
Wave 4.

In both my model investigating marriage and sexual debut timing, and my model 
investigating contraceptive consistency, I include the following independent vari-
ables that may influence girls’ preferences about nonmarital fertility, as well as 
their likelihood of postponing sexual debut, entering into marriage, and accessing 
and using contraception, as described in the literature review above. I control for 
race/ethnicity, measured in the categories of (1) non-Hispanic White alone, (2) non-
Hispanic Black alone, (3) non-Hispanic other races (including girls who identify as 
Asian, Native American, Pacific Islander, more than one race, or some other race), 
and (4) Hispanic, any race. I measure whether girls’ families were intact at Wave 1. 
I control for respondents’ mothers’ highest educational attainment, as a measure of 
girls’ SES in their families of origin. The mother’s education variable includes the 
categories of (1) less than high school, (2) high school, (3) some college, and (4) a 
Bachelor’s degree or more. I control for two scale measures that capture girls’ view 
of their future prospects with respect to their likelihood of marrying, and their avail-
able alternatives to early motherhood. The first measure asks respondents to assess 
how likely they are to be married by age 25. The second measure asks them to 
assess how likely they are to attend college. A limitation of this latter measure is that 
it does not distinguish between two- and four-year colleges. Each of these measures 
ranges from 1 to 5, with 5 representing the highest likelihood. All of the above vari-
ables are measured at Wave 1 when girls are aged 11–16. In the sexual debut timing 
model, I include the girl’s age immediately prior to the person-month of exposure. 
In the contraceptive consistency model, I include her age at the time of the interview 
when the outcome variable is measured. In the sexual debut timing model, I also 
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include the calendar year of the person-month of exposure. In my regression analy-
ses, I center all continuous measures at their respective means.

In the hazard model of sexual debut timing, I include four additional variables that 
may influence girls’ sexual debut timing, and also may be closely tied to their prefer-
ences about nonmarital childbearing. I include a time-varying measure of whether 
a girl had ever had a romantic relationship. This variable is measured on a monthly 
basis through Wave 3 and/or 4. I include a time-varying measure of an individual’s 
achieved educational attainment in the month before exposure, based on information 
about dates when diplomas and degrees were received, which is reported at Waves 3 
and 4. Categories of this variable include (1) less than high school, (2) high school 
diploma, (3) Associate’s degree, and (4) Bachelor’s degree. I include a scale meas-
ure of girls’ perceptions of their mothers’ permissiveness toward sex. I also include 
a scale measure of girls’ self-rated personal importance of religion. Both of these 
scale measures range from 1 to 5, with 5 representing the highest level. These scale 
variables are measured at Wave 1 when girls are aged 11–16. I do not include the 
relationship and self-perception variables in the contraceptive consistency model 
because they are less theoretically relevant to contraceptive consistency, and includ-
ing them does not yield statistically significant results. I do not include the achieved 
education variable in the contraceptive consistency model because the sequencing of 
reported sexual activity relative to receipt of educational credentials cannot be pre-
cisely identified. The fact that I cannot account for the role of educational attainment 
in contraceptive consistency constitutes a limitation of this model.

Results

Table  1 shows descriptive measures of each subsample of girls’ nonmarital birth 
preferences as stated at ages 11–16, their sexual and/or contraceptive history when 
subsequently observed at ages 12–30, and their sociodemographic characteristics 
and self-perceptions as described above. A clear majority of girls say they would not 
consider a nonmarital birth. Among the sexual debut timing sample, 80.5% said they 
would not consider nonmarital childbearing; among the contraceptive consistency 
sample, 79.5% expressed this same preference.1

The majority of girls (roughly 85% of the sexual debut timing sample) initiated 
intercourse while they were observed in Add Health. The majority of these (roughly 
89% of those who initiated intercourse, and 77% of the sexual debut timing sample 
overall) had a nonmarital sexual debut. However, consistent with my expectation, a 

1 A subset of respondents who were asked their preferences about nonmarital childbearing at Wave 1 
were interviewed again 1 to 2 years later at Wave 2, and were asked this same question. Of these, about 
three-quarters (77.4%) maintained the same preference at Wave 2 as at Wave 1 (unweighted, results not 
shown). In addition, the number of individuals who changed their stated preference from preferring not 
to have a nonmarital birth at Wave 1 to being willing to consider it at Wave 2, and vice versa, were quite 
similar. The mean age of respondents who at Wave 1 said they would consider nonmarital childbearing 
(15.2) only differed by 0.4 years from the mean age of those who said they would not consider it (14.8) 
(results not shown).
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lower percentage of girls who stated a preference against nonmarital childbearing 
experienced a sexual debut while unmarried (75.2% vs 82.5%). A higher percent-
age of girls who stated a preference against nonmarital childbearing did not initi-
ate intercourse in the observation period (16.0% vs 11.7%). In addition, a higher 
percentage of girls who stated a preference against nonmarital childbearing married 
before having intercourse (8.9% vs 5.9%).

Nonmarital sexual debuts occurred earlier on average than marital sexual debuts, 
with a nonmarital sexual debut median age of 16.0, as compared with 23.4 among 
those who married before first intercourse (results not shown). Figure 1 shows the 
percentages having experienced sexual debut by age, marital versus nonmarital sex-
ual debut, and preferences about nonmarital fertility, among members of the sexual 
debut timing sample who reported initiating intercourse at Waves 2–4 of Add Health. 
Among this group, lower percentages of girls who stated a preference against non-
marital childbearing had had intercourse in their teens relative to those who said they 
would consider nonmarital childbearing. For example, among those who had a non-
marital sexual debut, only 39% of girls who stated a preference against nonmarital 
childbearing had initiated intercourse by age 15, as compared with 52% of those who 
said they would consider a nonmarital birth. However, by age 19, percentages experi-
encing nonmarital sexual debut were roughly equal among those who said they would 
and would not consider nonmarital childbearing, with about 90% of both groups 
having had intercourse. By contrast, results in Fig. 1 suggest that girls who stated a 
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Percentage Experiencing Sexual Debut by Age, Marital vs. 
Nonmarital Sexual Debut, and Nonmarital Birth Preference

Would consider nonmarital childbearing, Nonmarital sexual debut
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Would NOT consider nonmarital childbearing, Nonmarital sexual debut
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Fig. 1  Percentage experiencing sexual debut by age, marital versus nonmarital sexual debut, and non-
marital birth preference. Source National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent to Adult Health. Note: Sam-
ple is limited to respondents who experienced sexual debut while observed in Waves 2–4, among the 
sexual debut timing sample—girls who had never had intercourse at ages 11–16, observed through at 
least Wave 3 (ages 18–30)
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preference against nonmarital childbearing and had a marital sexual debut married 
younger, on average, than the girls who went on to marry before first intercourse but 
did not previously express a preference against nonmarital childbearing. These results 
suggest that for the majority of girls with a preference against nonmarital childbear-
ing, these preferences may have motivated a somewhat later initiation of nonmarital 
intercourse. For a smaller number of girls, however, preferences against nonmarital 
childbearing appear to have motivated an earlier entry into marriage. Table 4 in the 
Appendix shows the characteristics of girls who stated a preference against nonmari-
tal childbearing and married before first intercourse. These girls appear on average to 
have had more socioeconomically advantaged and socially conservative upbringings 
relative to the rest of the girls observed in the sexual debut timing sample.

Additional bivariate results in Table  1 are also consistent with my expectation 
that girls who stated a preference against nonmarital childbearing would be more 
likely to use contraception consistently once they became sexually active while still 
unmarried, relative to girls who did not state this preference. Among all girls, the 
percentages always using contraception were 46.4% at ages 12–17 (Wave 2), 60.7% 
at ages 18–23 (Wave 3), and 49.9% at ages 24–30 (Wave 4). Differences by prefer-
ence against nonmarital childbearing in the distribution of contraceptive consistency 
are statistically significant at the 0.05 and 0.10, respectively, at Waves 3 and 4. In 
both Waves, those who had said they would not consider nonmarital childbearing 
exhibited more consistent contraceptive use. At ages 18–23 (Wave 3), a higher per-
centage of girls who said they would not consider nonmarital childbearing had used 
contraception in the past twelve months either all of the time (61.7% vs 56.6%) or 
most of the time (19.4% vs 15.1%), and lower percentages had used contraception 
half of the time, some of the time, or none of the time. At ages 24–30 (Wave 4), a 
higher percentage who said they would not consider nonmarital childbearing had 
used contraception with their current or most recent partner all of the time (49.4% vs 
32.4%), and lower percentages had used contraception half of the time, some of the 
time, or none of the time. Results from the measure of contraceptive consistency in 
the past twelve months at Wave 2 are in the expected direction by preferences about 
nonmarital childbearing, but are not statistically significant.

The rest of Table 1 shows differences in sociodemographic characteristics, future 
perceptions, family characteristics, and eventual achieved education between girls 
who would and would not consider nonmarital childbearing. Despite well-docu-
mented differences in realized levels of nonmarital childbearing by SES (Shattuck 
and Kreider 2013), there are no statistically significant differences by mother’s edu-
cational attainment between girls who said they would consider a nonmarital birth 
versus girls who said they would not. Among the sexual debut timing sample, lower 
percentages of girls who said they would consider a nonmarital birth had intact fam-
ilies at Wave 1 than those said they would not consider a nonmarital birth (66.9% 
vs 73.9%). Girls who said they would consider a nonmarital birth included more 
non-Hispanic Black girls (about 20–22% vs about 11–12% of those who would not 
consider a nonmarital birth) and fewer non-Hispanic White girls (about 61–64% vs 
about 71–73%). However, it is worth noting that the difference between the stated 
preferences of non-Hispanic White and Black girls is small in comparison with the 
roughly 30–50 point difference in the percentages of actual nonmarital births among 
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Black versus White women of the same birth cohort (Martin et  al. 2011; Ventura 
and Bachrach 2000). Percentages of other race/ethnic groups were about equivalent 
between girls who would and would not consider nonmarital childbearing.

Consistent with the theory indicating that college and careers compete for time with 
early nonmarital childbearing (Barber 2001), girls who said they would not consider a 
nonmarital birth perceived a higher likelihood that they would attend college out of a 
five-point scale: 4.4 versus 4.1 among the sexual debut timing sample, and 4.5 versus 
4.2 among the contraceptive consistency sample. Girls who stated a preference against 
nonmarital childbearing eventually earned higher educational credentials than girls 
who did not state this preference. A higher percentage of girls who stated a preference 
against nonmarital childbearing went on to earn Bachelor’s degrees (33.9% vs 26.2%), 
and a lower percentage had a high school diploma only when last observed (49.6% 
vs 56.0%). There was no difference by nonmarital birth preferences in the perceived 
likelihood of being married by age 25. Girls who would consider a nonmarital birth 
perceived their mothers as being more permissive about sex (mean of 1.6 vs 1.3); this 
is consistent with the theory suggesting that parents pass their attitudes about sex on 
to their children (Barber 2000). Likely due to an association between religiosity and 
conservative values about sex and family (Thornton and Camburn 1989), girls who 
would not consider a nonmarital birth felt a stronger personal importance of religion 
(mean of 3.4 vs 3.2). There was no statistically significant difference by nonmarital 
birth preferences in the measure of whether or not respondents had ever had a roman-
tic relationship at the time they were last observed in the hazard model. In results not 
presented, there were no statistically or substantively significant differences in exposed 
person-months on the time-varying variables (observed age, having had a romantic 
relationship, and educational attainment in the month prior to exposure).

Table  2 shows the results of the multinomial logistic regression model of the 
competing hazard in a given month of having a marital sexual debut, or not having 
intercourse in the person-month, relative to the reference outcome of a nonmarital 
first intercourse. Model 1 includes sociodemographic background variables, future 
perception variables, the measure of whether the respondent had ever had a romantic 
relationship, and the measure of the respondent’s achieved educational attainment. 
The main explanatory variable is again whether, at ages 11–16, a girl stated a prefer-
ence against having a nonmarital birth. Consistent with my expectation, even after 
controlling for sociodemographic variables, girls who stated a preference against 
nonmarital childbearing were more likely to have a marital sexual debut, and more 
likely not to initiate intercourse in a given month.

Other variables predicting sexual debut timing and marital or nonmarital context 
in a given person-month are as follows, and are consistent with expectations from 
the literature. Girls with high SES (those whose mothers have a Bachelor’s degree 
or more) were more likely not to initiate intercourse than to have a nonmarital sex-
ual debut. Girls whose families were intact at Wave 1 were more likely to avoid a 
nonmarital sexual debut, either by marrying before first intercourse or by not ini-
tiating intercourse. Relative to non-Hispanic White girls, non-Hispanic Black girls 
were more likely to have nonmarital sexual debut, versus either marrying before 
first intercourse or not initiating intercourse. Non-Hispanic girls of other races were 
more likely to have a nonmarital sexual debut than to marry before first intercourse. 
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Hispanic girls were more likely not to initiate intercourse than to have a nonmari-
tal sexual debut. Likely due to greater opportunity for sexual initiation, girls who 
had ever had a romantic relationship were more likely to have a nonmarital sexual 
debut, versus either a marital sexual debut or not initiating intercourse. Individuals 
who earned an Associate’s degree were more likely to marry before first intercourse; 
those who earned a Bachelor’s degree were also more likely to marry before first 
intercourse, with results significant at the 0.10 level. Individuals observed in later 
years were more likely to marry before first intercourse or not to initiate intercourse 
than to have a nonmarital sexual debut. There was no statistically significant rela-
tionship of expectations about marriage or postsecondary education to sexual debut 
timing and marital or nonmarital context. Individuals who were older were more 
likely to have a nonmarital sexual debut than to not initiate intercourse. The age-
squared variable indicates that the greater the likelihood of marital sexual debut at 
older ages became more pronounced the more the individuals aged, likely due to the 
fact that women’s first marriage is more likely to occur in women’s twenties rather 
than their teens (Copen et al. 2012). Results in Fig. 1 support this interpretation.

Many girls who do not engage in early and nonmarital sex may do so because they 
are members of religious congregations that frown on nonmarital sex, or because they 
have grown up in homes with conservative attitudes to sex; girls who wish to avoid 
nonmarital childbearing may also be among these numbers. In order to differentiate 
the motivation to avoid nonmarital childbearing in itself from religious beliefs and 
conservative parental attitudes, Model 2 introduces the variables measuring religiosity 
and perceived maternal permissiveness to sex. Girls whose mothers were more per-
missive toward sex were more likely to have a nonmarital sexual debut than to have 
a marital sexual debut or not to initiate intercourse. Girls who espoused a higher per-
sonal importance of religion were more likely to marry before first intercourse or to 
not begin intercourse, versus having a nonmarital sexual debut. After additionally con-
trolling for girls’ mothers’ permissiveness about sex and girls’ own personal impor-
tance of religion, the coefficient for the association of preference against nonmarital 
childbearing remains statistically significant, though it decreases in magnitude. This 
suggests that although a girl’s own preference against nonmarital childbearing has an 
effect on a girl’s decision to have sex only after marriage that is independent of religi-
osity and maternal permissiveness, the effect of religiosity on sexual debut timing 
operates largely through girls’ earlier entry into marriage. Including these permissive-
ness and religiosity controls eliminates the statistical significance of the association 
between preferences against nonmarital childbearing and not initiating intercourse in 
the person-month, although the coefficient is still positive.

 Further results suggest that preferences against nonmarital childbearing also 
motivate more consistent contraceptive use among girls and young women who 
engage in nonmarital sex. Table 3 shows the results of a generalized ordered logit 
model of contraceptive consistency among girls and young women who had never 
married and never had intercourse at ages 11–16, and were unmarried, with no 
births, but sexually active at subsequent waves. For results measured at Waves 2 
and 3, contraceptive consistency is operationalized as how often the respondent used 
contraception in the past year; for results measured at Wave 4, it reflects how often 
she used contraception with her current or most recent partner.
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Consistent with my expectations, results indicate that girls who stated a prefer-
ence against nonmarital childbearing were relatively more likely to use contracep-
tion consistently, compared with girls who did not state this preference, controlling 
for SES, family intactness, race/ethnicity, age, and future perceptions. Girls who 
stated a preference against nonmarital childbearing were more likely to use contra-
ception half of the time versus some of the time, most of the time versus half of the 
time, and all of the time versus most of the time, over the past twelve months at 
ages 12–23. Those who stated a preference against nonmarital childbearing were 
also more likely to use contraception most of the time versus half of the time, and all 
of the time versus most of the time with their current or most recent partner at ages 
24–30.

Other variables predicting contraceptive consistency are as follows, and again 
consistent with expectations from the literature. For the outcome variable measur-
ing contraceptive consistency in the past twelve months, girls whose mothers had 
relatively higher education were more likely to use contraception either half of the 
time versus some of the time (for those whose mothers have a Bachelor’s degree) or 
most of the time versus half of the time (for those whose mothers have a high school 
diploma or some college or a Bachelor’s degree). Relative to White girls, Black girls 
were less likely to use contraception most of the time versus half of the time or all 
of the time versus most of the time. Hispanic girls had an overall lower likelihood of 
contraceptive consistency than White girls. Girls who were observed at older ages 
were more likely to use contraception half of the time versus some of the time, most 
of the time versus half of the time, or all of the time versus most of the time. Girls 
with a relatively higher expectation of going to college were more likely to use con-
traception half of the time versus some of the time, most of the time versus half of 
the time, or all of the time versus most of the time. For the outcome variable meas-
ured with respect to individuals’ current or most recent partner, Hispanic women 
were more likely to use contraception some of the time versus none of the time, or 
half of the time versus some of the time, relative to White women. Perhaps because 
they were confident that they could hold out for marital births, those who at ages 
11–16 had perceived a relatively higher likelihood of being married by age 25 were 
more likely to use contraception some of the time versus none of the time or half of 
the time versus some of the time.2

2 Because I limit the contraceptive consistency analytic sample at each Wave to girls who have never 
been married or had a birth, at each subsequent Wave, this analytic sample may become progressively 
more selective of individuals who either have particularly strong preferences against nonmarital child-
bearing, or are particularly dedicated contracepters. I conducted a sensitivity test—discussed in the 
Online Appendix—that suggests that although respondents in who remain unmarried and nulliparous 
at later Waves may be somewhat selective of stronger contracepters, the positive effect of preferences 
against nonmarital childbearing on contraceptive consistency remains consistent in earlier and later ana-
lytic samples.



586 R. M. Shattuck 

1 3

Discussion and Conclusions

This study is the first to investigate whether girls’ and young women’s stated pref-
erences about nonmarital childbearing (namely whether they would or would not 
consider having a child while unmarried) predict whether they engage in behaviors 
that reduce their exposure to the risk of nonmarital pregnancy. I ask whether girls 
who stated a preference against nonmarital childbearing are more likely to marry 
before first intercourse, to postpone sexual debut while unmarried, and to use con-
traception consistently while unmarried and sexually active. I find evidence for all 
three of these mechanisms among girls who stated a preference against nonmarital 
childbearing at ages 11–16, prior to sexual debut.

Although most girls’ sexual debut occurs while they are unmarried, for girls who 
express a preference against nonmarital childbearing, nonmarital sexual debut occurs 
somewhat later, compared with girls who say they would consider nonmarital child-
bearing. Girls who state a preference against nonmarital childbearing are also rela-
tively more likely to marry before first intercourse. In addition, girls who state a prefer-
ence against nonmarital childbearing are relatively more likely to use contraception 
consistently when they are unmarried and sexually active, as compared with girls who 
do not state this preference. In particular, they are more likely to use contraception 
most of the time versus half of the time, and all of the time versus most of the time. 
The role of preferences against nonmarital childbearing in predicting marital sexual 
debut, later nonmarital sexual debut, and consistent contraceptive use is largely robust 
to controls for other factors that may both shape girls preferences about nonmarital 
childbearing, and also affect their practical ability to postpone sex, marry, and access 
contraception—namely girls’ socioeconomic status, family characteristics, race/eth-
nicity, perceptions of their future college and marital prospects, and achieved educa-
tional attainment. Although some confounding variables that underlie the relation-
ship between stated preferences and sexual and contraceptive behavior may remain 
unmeasured in my models, my findings nonetheless suggest that preferences against 
nonmarital childbearing may motivate girls and young women in their teens and twen-
ties to engage in various behaviors that minimize the risk of nonmarital pregnancy.

Previous studies have shown that women’s general attitudes about pregnancy 
and contraception, and their personal feelings about using contraception and get-
ting pregnant, affect their likelihood of using contraception (Bruckner et al. 2004; 
Davies et al. 2006). The present study differs from previous work insofar as it con-
siders girls’ and young women’s vision of their long-term preferences about their 
own future family formation behavior—whether marital or nonmarital—as the 
context in which their nearer-term decisions about sexual debut timing and con-
traceptive use take shape. My findings suggest that the desire to avoid specifically 
nonmarital childbearing can motivate girls and young women to marry before first 
intercourse, to postpone their sexual debut while unmarried, and to use contracep-
tion consistently after becoming sexually active while still unmarried. The present 
study also builds evidence for a life-course perspective on girls’ and young wom-
en’s sexual and contraceptive behavior (Bachrach and Morgan 2013; Huinink and 
Kohli 2014). My findings suggest that the preferences about nonmarital fertility 
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that girls express in adolescence shape their choices as they embark on their sexual 
and romantic trajectories, in their teens and into early adulthood. Future research 
with data from the forthcoming Add Health Wave 5 might productively investi-
gate whether these effects persist into women’s 30 s and 40 s. In addition, future 
research might productively consider whether—similar to girls—adolescent boys 
primarily state preferences against nonmarital fertility, and whether these prefer-
ences also influence their sexual debut timing and contraceptive behavior.

My finding that individual preferences about nonmarital fertility predict unmar-
ried girls’ and young women’s timing of sexual debut and likelihood of using con-
traception can help to refine survey measurement and conceptual models of preg-
nancy intentions. With about two-fifths of all births in the U.S. occurring outside of 
marriage (Martin et al. 2018), nonmarital childbearing is now common enough that 
the default assumption of survey questions is that respondents’ future births will 
not necessarily take place in the context of marriage. Despite increases in nonmari-
tal childbearing, however, the different sociodemographic profiles of women who 
engage in marital and nonmarital childbearing (Shattuck and Kreider 2013; Kim 
and Raley 2015; McLanahan and Jacobson 2015) may mean that girls and young 
women may view marital and nonmarital childbearing differently, and therefore 
that a hypothetical marital or nonmarital context may influence their intentions for 
future births. Previous studies have argued that measures of pregnancy intentional-
ity should include assessment of women’s desire to get pregnant or not to get preg-
nant with a particular partner (Zabin et  al. 2000). I would argue that the marital 
or nonmarital context of a prospective birth could also productively be incorpo-
rated into models of pregnancy intentions. Surveys could ask currently nonpreg-
nant women if they would prefer to get pregnant only when married, or whether 
they would consider nonmarital childbearing. Adapting questions about pregnancy 
intentions to include marital status as an influencer of pregnancy intentions could 
thereby enrich understanding of pregnancy intentions and intendedness. In addition, 
because my findings indicate that girls’ stated preferences about nonmarital fertil-
ity predict their subsequent sexual debut timing and contraceptive behavior, these 
findings make a case for the potential utility of incorporating girls’ and women’s 
preferences about nonmarital childbearing into conceptual models of pregnancy 
prevention behavior (Ajzen and Fishbein 1977). Such preferences could be consid-
ered along with attitudes and social context variables as crucial influencers of girls’ 
and women’s intentions to prevent pregnancy and their likelihood to actually do so.

In sum, my study shows that girls’ and young women’s stated preferences against 
nonmarital childbearing predict that they will engage in behaviors that reduce the risk of 
nonmarital pregnancy. Better understanding of how women’s sexual and contraceptive 
behavior are influenced by their long-term vision of their own marital versus nonmarital 
family formation goals can contribute to better alignment between women’s preferred 
family formation timing and contexts and their own eventual family formation behavior.
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Appendix

See Table 4.

Table 4  Selected sociodemographic characteristics of girls who stated a preference against nonmarital 
childbearing and had a marital sexual debut, compared to all girls in the sexual debut timing  samplea

All girls in 
the sexual 
debut tim-
ing sample

Girls who stated a prefer-
ence against nonmarital 
childbearing and had a 
marital sexual debut

P value for differ-
ence of distribution 
of proportions or 
means

Percentages
 Mother’s educational  attainmentb 0.062
  Less than high school 14.3 15.6
  High school 44.1 34.1
  Some college 17.4 19.5
  Bachelor’s degree or more 24.2 30.7

 Family intact at ages 11–16b 72.6 86.9 0.000
 Race/ethnicityb 0.025
  White alone, non-Hispanic 68.6 76.0
  Black alone, non-Hispanic 13.6 5.4
  Other, non-Hispanic 6.5 5.7
  Hispanic any race 11.2 12.8

 Highest educational attainment when 
last  observedc

0.002

  Less than high school 5.9 3.4
  High school 50.8 38.7
  Associate’s degree 10.9 11.2
  Bachelor’s degree 32.4 46.7

Means
 Perceived likelihood of being married 

by age 25 (scale of 1 to 5)b
3.3 3.5 0.002

 Perceived likelihood of attending col-
lege (scale of 1 to 5)b

4.4 4.6 0.001

 Perceived maternal permissiveness 
toward sex (scale of 1 to 5)b

1.3 1.2 0.000

 Personal importance of religion (scale 
of 1 to 5)b

3.4 3.7 0.000

 N 3779 295

Source National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent to Adult Health (Add Health)
Estimates are weighted
a The sexual debut timing sample includes girls who had never had sex at Wave 1 (ages 11–16) and were 
observed through at least Wave 3 (ages 18–30)
b Measured at Wave 1 (ages 11–16)
c Measured at the last Wave when respondent was observed, either Wave 3 or Wave 4 (ages 18–30)
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