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ABSTRACT 
This report represents a synthesis of research conducted on 

the consequences of adolescent childbearing for adolescent mothers, their 
children, the fathers of their children, and the United States. Each year, 
nearly one million teenagers in the United States become pregnant. About 
one-third of these 15- to 19-year-old females abort their pregnancies, 14% 
miscarry, and 52% have their children, 72% of them out of wedlock. The public 
focus on adolescent childbearing has been fueled by high and rising child 
poverty rates, an increase in the number of welfare recipients, and an 
increase in welfare recipients with a long average duration of dependency. 
The children of adolescent mothers face health and cognitive disadvantages 
and are more likely to be abused. They are less likely than their peers to 
grow up in families with fathers, and they are more likely to enter foster 
care, have trouble in school, drop out of school, or become adolescent 
parents themselves. Adolescent mothers themselves face poor life prospects. 
Seven of 10 drop out of high school, and their earnings average less than 
half of the poverty level. While boys are one-third as likely as girls to 
become adolescent parents, they also are less likely to finish high school 
and they are less well-prepared to contribute to their children's support. 
After looking at five important dimensions of the problem, researchers have 
concluded that adolescent childbearing costs the country's taxpayers $6.9 
billion each year through higher public assistance and medical care costs and 
the costs of foster care and the justice system that can be linked to 
adolescent childbearing. A loss in national productivity is a cost to the 
nation that is difficult to quantify. This report focuses on young women who 
have their first child at the age of 17 or younger, but there are many 
adverse consequences, even though more modest, for older teens who have 
children. (Contains 12 graphs.) (SLD) 
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Kids Having Kids 
A Special Report on the Costs of Adolescent Childbearing 

This report was prepared for the Robin Hood 

Foundation under its grant to the Catalyst In-

stitute to organize and oversee a unique re-

search project to further our understanding of 

the consequences of adolescent childbearing for 

adolescent mothers, for their children, for the 

fathers of their children, and for the nation. The Catalyst Institute com-

missioned outstanding scholars to undertake independent research 

on various aspects of this issue. So, too, they commissioned me to pre-

pare this synthesis of the scholars' research. All of us working on this 

project have been encouraged to express our own judgments freely, 

which we have done. Therefore, neither this report nor the supporting 

research by the project scholars necessarily represents the official opin-

ion or policy of the Robin Hood Foundation or of the Catalyst Institute. 

Rebecca A. Maynard, Editor 
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Kids 
Having
Kids 
A Synthesis of Project Findings 

Each year, nearly one million teenagers in 
the United States—approximately 10 per-
cent of all 15- to 19-year-old females-- 
become pregnant. About one third of these 
teens abort their pregnancies, 14 percent 
miscarry, and 52 percent (or more than 
half a million teens) bear children, 72 per-
cent of them out of wedlock. Of the half a 
million teens who give birth each year, 

roughly three-fourths are giving birth for the first time. Even 
more striking, more than 175,000 of these new mothers are 17 
years old or younger. These young mothers and their offspring 
are especially vulnerable to severe adverse social and economic 
consequences. More than 80 percent of these young mothers 
end up in poverty and reliant on welfare, many for the majori-
ty of their children's critically important developmental years. 

Due to their weak educational and skill levels, low rates 
of marriage, and inadequate support from nonresident fathers 
of their children, young mothers face significant challenges 
in trying to provide for their children. Partly because of their 
young age, very few of these mothers complete high school 
before their first child is born. More than 80 percent of those 
who are 17 or younger when they have their first child are 



unmarried. Fewer than half of them will get married within 

10 years. Only a small minority of the unwed fathers of the 

children born to adolescent mothers provide any ongoing 

economic support for their children. 

Much of all this seems to be a uniquely American phenom-

enon. The teen birthrate in the United States is the highest of 

any industrialized nation, nearly twice as great as the next high-

est, the United Kingdom, and more than 15 times that of Japan. 

In addition, in 1988, the last year for which comparative data are 

available, a teenager in the United States was twice as likely 

to have an abortion as a teenager in the United Kingdom, the 

industrialized country with the next highest abortion rate. 

American teens were more than 13 times as likely to have an 

abortion as Japanese teens. 

BIRTHRATE FOR 15- TO 19-YEAR
OLD FEMALES (PER 1000)

United 
States

United 
Kingdom 

Japan 

The public focus on adolescent childbearing as a major 

social issue has been fueled by three social forces. First, child 

poverty rates are high and rising. Second, the number of wel-

fare recipients and the concomitant costs of public assistance 

have risen dramatically. And third, among those on welfare we 

see a much higher proportion of never-married women, young-

er recipients, and recipients who have long average durations 

of dependency. Adolescent

childbearing has both con-

tributed to and been affect-
ed by these trends. 

To better understand 

the full costs and conse-

quences of adolescent child-

bearing, the Robin Hood 

Foundation commissioned 

some of the nation's lead-

ing scholars to research the

issue. Working in teams 

on seven coordinated stud-



ies, the scholars ex-
plored the costs and 
social consequences 
of teen childbearing 
for the young moth-
ers, their children, the 
fathers of their chil-
dren, and the entire 
nation. An additional 
study of previously 
researched childbear-
ing trends informed 
and helped round 
out this set of reports. 

ABORTION RATE FOR 15- TO 19-YEAR 
OLD FEMALES (PER 1000)

United 
States 

United 
Kingdom 

Japan 

The scholars focused their research on the roughly 175,000 
adolescents a year who have their first baby at the age of 17 
or younger. Still school age, unlikely to be married, and even 
less likely to be prepared for parenthood, these young mothers 
highlight the dimensions of the teen-pregnancy and -parent-
hood problems in this country. The researchers compared these 
young mothers with women who delay their first births until 
the age of 20 or 21, which is still two to three years younger 
than the national average age of women having their first 
child. The researchers chose this comparison group in the 
belief that a delay in childbearing until the early twenties is 
a long enough delay to make a meaningful difference in the 
life options of the young mothers and their children, and is 
potentially attainable through aggressive teenage pregnancy-
prevention options. The teenage mothers are referred to as 
"adolescent mothers" throughout this report, distinguishing 
them from older teen mothers. Those who are 20 or 21 when 
they have their first child are referred to as "later childbearers." 

To develop an understanding of adolescent childbearing 
itself, researchers attempted to untangle the pathway of early 



parenting from an intricate web of social forces that influ-
ence the life course of the mothers, including the behaviors 
and choices leading to their adolescent parenting. The re-
searchers began by examining the gross differences in out-
comes between adolescent mothers and women who delay 
childbearing until the age of 20 or 21. They then applied sta-
tistical controls to apportion this overall difference into as 
many as three categories. First, they looked for the portion 
of the difference attributable to background factors such as 
race, ethnicity, socioeconomic class, and parents' education. 
Second, they accounted for the portion of the difference due 
to factors closely linked to adolescent childbearing but often 
difficult or impossible to measure directly—factors such as 
motivation, self-esteem, peer-group influence, and the impact 
of community. 

All of the studies were able to break out these two sets of 
components. Two of the studies went further and isolated the 
effects of adolescent childbearing itself on outcomes. One 
accomplished this by using the randomness of miscarriages, 
which force a delay in the timing of the first birth. The other 
study utilized the fact that a woman who has more than one 
child is necessarily older when she gives birth to her second 
child. Scholars, therefore, were able to separate the effects of 
early childbearing from the effects of other factors that are 
correlated with early childbearing. 

The full study is to be published in October of this year 
by the Urban Institute Press under the title Kids Having Kids: 

Economic Costs and Social Consequences of Teen Pregnancy. 

The following summarizes the scholars' major findings. 



Highlights of the 
Study Findings 
CONSEQUENCES FOR THE CHILDREN OF 
ADOLESCENT MOTHERS 
The odds are stacked against the offspring of adolescent moth-
ers from the moment they enter the world. As they grow, they 
are more likely than children of later childbearers to have health 
and cognitive disadvantages and to be neglected or abused. 
The daughters of adolescent mothers are more likely to become 
adolescent moms themselves, and the sons are more likely to 
wind up in prison. 

Low-Birthweight Babies When compared to children of 
mothers age 20 or 21 when they had their first child, the child-
ren of adolescents are more likely to be born prematurely and 
50 percent more likely to be low-birthweight babies--of 
less than five and a half pounds (Moore, Morrison, and Greene 
forthcoming). Low birthweight raises the probabilities of a 
variety of adverse conditions such as infant death, blindness, 
deafness, chronic respiratory problems, mental retardation, 
mental illness, and cerebral palsy. In addition, low birthweight 
doubles the chance a child will later be diagnosed as having 
dyslexia, hyperactivity, or another disability. Even after factor-
ing out a variety of related background characteristics, the re-
search indicates that adolescent childbearing and closely linked 
factors heighten the risk of low birthweight and later problems 
the children, their parents, and their schools must confront. 

Childhood Health Problems As they grow, the children 
of adolescent moms tend to suffer poorer health than do the 



children of women who were age 20 or 21 when their first 
child was born (Wolfe and Perozek forthcoming). Therefore, 
one would also expect them to see the doctor more often 
than do children of later childbearers. But, perversely, they 
receive only half the level of medical care and treatment their 
counterparts receive. 

Based on parents' reports of their children's health status, 
children of later childbearers are much more likely to be in 
"excellent" health than are the children of adolescent moms: 
60 percent of the children of the later childbearers are so rated, 
versus 38 percent of the children of adolescent mothers. Mean-
while, in his or her first 14 years, the average child of an ado-
lescent mom visits a physician and other medical providers an 
average of 2.3 times per year, compared with 4.8 times for a 
child of later childbearers. Early childbearing and closely linked 
factors—such as motivation, peer group influence, and commu-
nity context—account for about one third of this large difference. 

RATES OF tow BIRTHWFIGI1T BABIES 

Increase 
Attributed to
Adolescent

Childbearing and 
Closely Linked 
Factors 

Babies Born to 
Adolescent 
Mothers 

Babies Born to 
20- to 21-year-old 

Mothers 

On average, an adolescent mother consumes $3,700 per 
year in healthcare for her children. Even though each of her 
children individually receives substantially less care than child-
ren of later childbearers, the typical adolescent mom annually 

consumes nearly 20 percent 
more medical care for her 
children than she would if 
she delayed childbearing 
until age 20 or 21 for the 
very simple reason that she 
has, on average, more child-
ren than her older child-
bearing counterparts do. 

Almost half of her chil-
dren's medical bills--$1,794--
is paid for by the taxpayers 
in the form of publicly sup-
ported health subsidies. After 



other variables are controlled for, including the poorer health of 
children of adolescent mothers, the typical adolescent mother 
actually consumes an average of $562 more a year on healthcare 
for her children than does her counterpart who delays childbear-
ing until age 20 or 21. At the same time, she spends $144 a year 
less out-of-pocket, while the public pays $776 more through 
Medicaid and other publicly funded health insurance for her 
children than they pay for children of otherwise similar child-
bearers. Based on this estimate, the health-services dimension of 
adolescent childbearing ccsts taxpayers about $1.5 billion more 
each year than if girls age 17 and younger had delayed parenthood. 

The Homes Where They Live Children of adolescent 
moms are much less likely than their peers to grow up in homes 
with fathers (Moore et al. forthcoming). In addition, the quality 
of the homes where they live is rated substantially lower than 
those of the comparison group, even after controlling for various 
background factors. This conclusion is based upon results of the 
widely accepted Home Observation for Measurement of the 
Environment (HOME) survey, which rates homes based on the 
emotional support and cognitive stimulation provided to child-
ren. For example, the sur-
vey analyzes the amount 
and quality of attention 
children receive from their 
parents and the degree 
to which their residences 
contain books, educa-
tional toys, and games. 

RATES AT WHICH KIDS SAY THEY RUN
AWAY BETWEEN THE AGES OF 12 AND 16 

Increase
Attributed to 
Adolescent
Childbearing 

   and Closely
Linked Factors 

Children of 
Adolescent 

Mothers 

Children of 
20- to 21-year-old 

Mothers

Runaway Children 
Children of adolescent 
moms are two to three 
times more likely than 
the children of their 



older childbearing counterparts to report having run away 
from home during those years. Five percent of adolescent 
mothers' children are sufficiently miserable in their homes 
that they report running away from it sometime between 
the ages of 12 and 16, compared with only about 2 percent of 
children born to later childbearers (Moore et al. forthcoming). 

Child Abuse and Neglect Children of adolescent moms are 
also far more likely to be physically abused, abandoned, or neglected 
(Goerge and Lee forthcoming). In a study of Illinois Child Protec-
tive Service statistics, which are among the best and most comp-
rehensive in the nation, the scholars found that children of ado-
lescent mothers are more than twice as likely to be the victims of 
abuse and neglect than are the offspring of 20- to 21-year-old moms. 

Illinois logged 109 reports of child abuse per 1,000 children 
born to adolescent moms and only 50 per 1,000 children in the 
comparison group of children born to mothers who were 20 or 21. 
To the extent that researchers were able to factor out the influence 
of background characteristics, their work shows that adolescent 
childbearing is a major cause of this huge margin of difference in 
child-abuse rates. In addition, one of every four times Illinois 
receives a report that a child of an adolescent mother has been 
abused, it finds abuse so great it places the child in foster care. 

Foster Children An estimated 472,000 children are in fos-
ter care in the United States at any one time (Goerge and Lee 
forthcoming). Extrapolating from the Illinois study to the na-
tion, early childbearing and closely linked factors lead to 
23,600 children—an estimated five percent of all those born 
to adolescent mothers each year—ending up in foster care. 
The effect of adolescent childbearing on foster-care placement 
results in a taxpayer burden as high as $900 million a year. 

Trouble in School In school, the children of adolescent 
moms do much worse than those in the comparison group of later 



childbearers (Moore et al. 
forthcoming). They are 
two to three times less 
likely to be rated "excel-
lent" by their teachers and 
50 percent more likely to 
repeat a grade. And they 
perform significantly worse 
on tests of their cognitive 
development, even after 
differences in measurable 
background factors have 
been screened out. 

High School Drop-
outs The research sug-
gests that performance in school does not improve as children of 
adolescent mothers age. They are far more likely to drop out than 
are children born to later childbearers (Haveman, Wolfe, and Peter-
son forthcoming). Only 77 percent of the children of adolescent 
moms earn their high school diplomas by early adulthood, compared 
with 89 percent of the comparison group. Although a part of this siz-
able difference in high school graduation-rates can be explained 
by background differences, 57 percent of the graduation rate gap is 
due to adolescent childbearing and closely linked factors. 

HIGH SCHOOL DROPOUT RATES

Increase
Attributed to 
Adolescent

Childbearing 

Increase Attributed 
To Other Factors 

Children of 

Adolescent Mothers 

Children of 

                      20- to 21-year-old

Mothers 

Adolescent Mothers From One Generation to the Next 
When compared with their counterparts born to older child-
bearers, the daughters of adolescent moms are 83 percent more 
likely themselves to become mothers before age 18 (Haveman 
et al. forthcoming). After controlling for various background 
factors, adolescent childbearing and closely linked factors 
account for about 40 percent of this difference in adolescent 
pregnancy rates. Teen mothers beget teen mothers at a far 
greater rate than older mothers do, and they are far more likely 



to pass on their poor life 
prospects as a birthright. 
Furthermore, the daughters 
of teen moms, whether or 
not they become teen moms 
themselves, are 50 percent
more likely to bear children 
out of wedlock than the 
comparison group. 

LIKELIHOOD OF BECOMING A MOTHER 

BEFORE AGE 18 

Increase 
Attributed to
Adolescent 
Childbearing 

Increase Attributed 
To Other Factors 

Daughters of 

Adolescent Mothers 

Daughters of 
                      20- to 21-year-old 

Mothers 

Unproductive Lives A 
snapshot of adolescent moth-
ers' children at the age of 
24 reveals that roughly 30 
percent of them are neither
in school nor working nor 

actively looking for a job (Haveman et al. forthcoming). At that 
point in life, they are 71 percent more likely to be unengaged 
productively than are peers whose mothers delayed childbear-
ing until their early twenties. Less than half of this "economic 
activity" gap is attributable to observable background factors. 
Most of the difference is due to adolescent childbearing and 
closely linked factors. The research suggests though it does not 
spell out directly that the children of adolescent moms are less 
likely to attend college and more likely to work in low-skill jobs. 
For these and other reasons, their long-term earnings potential 
appears to be significantly lower than that of the comparison 
group born to later childbearers. 

Behind Bars The teen sons of adolescent mothers are 2.7 times 
more likely to land in prison than the sons of mothers who de-
layed childbearing until their early twenties (Grogger forthcom-
ing). Adolescent childbearing by itself accounts for 19 percent of 
this difference. By extension, adolescent childbearing in and of 
itself costs U.S. taxpayers roughly $1 billion each year to build 



and maintain prisons for 
the sons of adolescent 
mothers. In addition to 
the measurable criminal-
justice costs, other, less tan-
gible costs, such as dam-
age to people and property, 
are associated with crim-
inal activity. 

INCARCERATION RATES OF SONS DURING

THEIR YOUNG ADULT YEARS 

Increase 
Attributed to 
Adolescent 
Childbearing 

Increase Attributed 
To Other Factors

Sons of 

Adolescent Mothers 

Sons of 
                   20- to 21-year-old 

Mothers

CONSEQUENCES 
FOR 
ADOLESCENT 
MOTHERS 
In absolute terms, adoles-
cent mothers face poor life prospects. Seven of 10 will drop out of 
high school. During their first 13 years of parenthood, adolescent 
moms earn an average of about $5,600 annually, less than half the 
poverty level. And adolescent mothers spend much of their young 
adult years (ages 19 to 30) as single parents. Surprisingly, after 
accounting for differences in background and closely linked fac-
tors such as motivation, adolescent mothers earn only slightly less 
during the first 12 years of parenthood than they would be 
expected to earn if they delayed childbearing until age 20 or 21 
(Hotz, Sanders, and McElroy forthcoming). In contrast, over their 
young adult lives (ages 19 to 30), they work and earn somewhat 
more than do their later childbearing counterparts. 

Moreover, although their sources of income differ, adolescent 
mothers have combined incomes from their own earnings, earn-
ings of spouses, child support, and public assistance comparable to 
those of the older childbearers, after background and closely 
linked factors are controlled for. During their first 13 years of par-
enthood, they have income and medical-care assistance valued at 
just nearly $19,000 annually, compared with just over $20,000 



annually for their later childbearing counterparts. After netting out 
the effects of background and other factors closely linked to early 
childbearing, adolescent childbearers fare slightly better than their 
later childbearing counterparts in terms of their overall economic 
welfare having total incomes of nearly $20,000 annually as com-
pared with just over $16,000 for the comparison group. 

Although total economic support is not greatly affected by 
adolescent childbearing itself, this relatively modest level of eco-
nomic support must feed more mouths than does the income 
of their counterparts who delay childbearing until age 20 or 21, 
resulting in greater poverty. Larger family sizes, together with 
weakened chances of stable marriage, lead to about 50 percent 
higher rates of welfare dependence among adolescent parents. 

The really significant consequences of adolescent child-
bearing for the mothers are lower levels of educational attain-
ment, higher rates of single parenthood, larger family sizes, and 
greater reliance on public assistance. Even after parsing out the 
effects of background and closely linked factors that can explain 
some of the observed differences in outcomes between adoles-
cent mothers and their later childbearing counterparts, the 
research shows that adolescent childbearing itself accounts for a 

50 percent lower likelihood 
of completing high school, 
24 percent more children, 
and 57 percent more time 
as a single parent during the 
first 13 years of parenthood.

RATES AT WHICH MOTHERS EARN A 

HIGH SCHOOL DIPLOMA

Increase 
Attributed to 

Adolescent 
Childbearing 

Increase 
Attributed to 
Background 

Factors 

Adolescent 
Mothers 

20- to 21-year-
old Mothers 

Dropping Out of High 
School Pregnancy and
parenting pose major chal-
lenges to full-time school 
attendance. As a result, 
adolescent mothers drop 
out at a staggering rate, and 



those who have already dropped out are less likely to return to 
school (Hotz et al. forthcoming). Only about three of 10 ado-
lescent mothers earn a high school diploma by age 30, com-
pared with nearly 76 percent in the comparison group of 
women who delay childbearing until age 20 or 21. Controlling 
for a wide range of background variables, scholars found that 
adolescent childbearing alone accounts for more than 40 per-
cent of this difference in graduation rates. Looked at another 
way, adolescent childbearing, at its current rate, is directly 
responsible for over 30,000 adolescent girls in the U.S, annu-
ally not completing high school. 

All of the school completion gap will be made up by ado-
lescent mothers earning General Education Development (GED) 
certificates at higher rates than do their older childbearing 
counterparts. However, an emerging body of research suggests 
that, although a GED may enhance the earnings potential of 
school dropouts, it does not close the entire earnings gap. 

PERCENTAGE OF TIME THROUGH AGE 30

SPENT AS SINGLE PARENT

Increase
Attributed to 
Adolescent
Childbearing 

Increase Attributed 
To Other Factors

Adolescent 
Mothers 

20- to 21-year-
old Mothers 

Single Parenthood Adolescent moms spend nearly five 
times more of their young adult years as single parents than do 
women who have their 
first child at age 20 or 21— 
four years versus ten 
months (Hotz et al. forth- 
coming). The research 
indicates that adolescent 
childbearing itself is 
responsible for half of this 
difference. These same 
mothers would have spent 
an average of only 2.7 years 
as single parents if they had 
delayed childbearing until 
age 20 or 21. Also, children 
who grow up in the homes 



of single moms are one and a half to two times more likely to 
become teen parents themselves than are children who live in 
two-parent families. 

Employment and Earnings Although the employment lev-
els and earnings of adolescent mothers are low, early childbear-
ing is not the cause (Hotz et al., forthcoming). The research 
shows that virtually all of the large observed differences in 
hours of employment and earnings between adolescent mo-
thers and older childbearers result from factors other than their 
decisions regarding when to begin their families. For example, 
during young adulthood, adolescent mothers exert more work 
effort than do their peers, perhaps out of necessity. After back-
ground and other compounding factors are controlled for, ado-
lescent mothers work an average of 831 hours per year during 
their early adulthood (ages 19 to 30), which is 34 percent more 
than their later childbearing counterparts. 

Significant numbers of adolescent mothers join the work 
force as their children begin preschool and kindergarten, a time 
when many counterpart moms are beginning to spend time at 
home with their babies. However, during the first 13 years of 
parenthood, adolescent mothers and their comparison group 
work similar hours: 691 and 762 hours per year, respective-
ly—roughly 14 hours a week on average. 

Most striking is the finding that both groups of women 
have desperately low earnings despite moderate levels of work 
effort. Controlling for background and closely linked factors, 
adolescent moms and their comparison group earn only about 
$5,700 and $6,200 annually, respectively, during their first 13 years 
of parenthood. 

The average $6,323 annual earnings of the adolescent moth-
ers during young adulthood (ages 19 to 30), though extremely low, 
is more than 32 percent above the $4,801 average annual earnings 
of their later childbearing counterparts. This difference is due entire-
ly to their greater work effort during their mid- to late twenties. 



Total Income and Welfare Adolescent mothers have 
slightly lower total family income during their early years as 
parents than they would have had if they had delayed child-
bearing until their early twenties (Hotz et al. forthcoming). 
However, the typical adolescent mother enters the work force 
and marries at a younger age than does her later childbearing 
counterpart, resulting in 22 percent higher total income dur-
ing her young adult years (ages 19 to 30). 

From either time perspective—the early years of parent-
ing or young adulthood—adolescent parents have a different 
profile of income sources than do the comparison mothers. 
Both groups get roughly 30 percent of their total support from 
their own labor. However, adolescent mothers get a lower share 
of their total support from the fathers of their children and 
their spouses and higher shares from public assistance. 

During their first 13 years of parenthood, adolescent 
mothers get less income from their own earnings, substantially 
less from earnings of their spouses, and more from public 
assistance. During their young adult years, when most of the 
children of adolescent mothers are school age and while com-
parison mothers have infants and toddlers, the adolescent 
mothers receive a slightly higher share of their income from 
their own labor and less from public assistance. 

The adolescent mothers' earnings represent just under one 
third of their average $17,216 annual income (including the 
value of food stamps) during the first 13 years of parenthood. In 
addition, they receive for their children publicly supported 
medical care valued at roughly $1,517 annually. Despite high 
rates of single parenthood, adolescent mothers with a resident 
father receive substantial help from their spouses. Adolescent 
moms receive nearly half of their family's income—$9,000 to 
$10,000 per year—from resident fathers and spouses. Nonresi-
dent fathers, on the other hand, contribute less than five percent 
of the total income; 11 percent comes from welfare and food 
stamps; and 8 percent is medical assistance for their children. 



These findings are consistent with previous research show-
ing that the majority of adolescent mothers live in poverty dur-
ing the years their children are growing up. More than 70 percent 
of them end up on welfare, and 40 percent will be on welfare for 
five years or more during the decade after their first birth. 

Adolescent mothers receive 50 percent more welfare assis-
tance than do the comparison group of women who have their 
first child at age 20 or 21, partly because women who are 20 or 21 
when they have their first child marry at higher rates and can count 
on greater support from their spouses. Still, while their children are 
in the preteen years, adolescent mothers have to make do with 
only 92 percent of the average level of income support of their 
comparison group counterparts. Moreover, adolescent moms 
have, on average, 2.6 rather than 2.0 child to raise. Therefore, when 
measured against the poverty index, which accounts for family 
size, the typical adolescent mom and her children are significantly 
poorer than their counterparts, despite their slightly higher earn-
ings and the much higher public-assistance they receive. 

CONSEQUENCES FOR THE FATHERS 
Boys are one third as likely as girls to become adolescent par-
ents, according to recent studies of teen sexuality and child-
bearing (Alan Guttmacher Institute 1994). Each year fewer than 
60,000 boys age 17 and younger father children for the first 
time. The fathers of children born to adolescent mothers are, 
on average, two and a half years older than the mom; in one 
fifth of the cases, they are at least six years older (Alan Guttmach-
er Institute 1994). Recent research also suggests that the inci-
dence of pregnancy among adolescent girls often is the result of 

sexually predatory behavior of older men. Although the Kids 

Having Kids scholars found that the consequences 
of adolescent childbearing on both young and older fathers are 
not as sharp as the effects on mothers and their children, they 
did discover some impacts, especially on younger dads. 



Adolescent Dads Ado-

lescent dads will finish an 

average of only 11.3 years of 

school by the age of 27, com-

pared with nearly 13 years by 

their counterparts who de-

lay fathering until age 21 

(Brien and Willis forthcom-

ing). After the effects of 

various background variables 

are screened out, adolescent 

childbearing and closely 

linked factors account for ado-

lescent dads finishing one 

semester less school than the 

comparison group of older 

fathers. In many cases, the semester may be the pivotal one that 

determines whether a high school senior will graduate or drop out. 

By age 27, adolescent fathers earn, on average, $4,732 less 

annually than the comparison group of men who delay father-

ing until age 20 or 21 (Brien and Willis forthcoming). Although 

just over half of this difference is explained by background 

factors, the research suggests that an average of $2,181 in low-

er earings per year is due to adolescent parenting and closely 

linked factors. As a consequence, adolescent dads are not as 

prepared as their comparison-group counterparts to contribute 

financially to the well-being of their young families or—when 

they do not live with the mothers—to pay child support. 

YEARS OF SCHOOL COMPLETED BY

FATHERS THROUGH THE AGE OF 27 

Increase
Attributed to 

Adolescent
Childbearing 

Increase Attributed 
To Other Factors 

Adolescent 
Fathers 20- to 21-year-old Fathers 

Dads of Children Born to Adolescent Moms Over the 

18 years following the birth of their first children, the dads of 

children born to adolescent mothers earn, on average, $10,712 

per year (in 1996 dollars), compared with $13,796 for the male 

partners of delayed childbearers (Brien and Willis forthcoming). 

This means they have about $3,000 less per year at their disposal 



to help support their children and families. Roughly half of these 
lower earnings are explained by various background factors. 

Little of the increased earnings that would result from de-
layed childbearing is likely to benefit the adolescent mothers 
and their children. Benefit can be felt only when the parents 
live together or the father pays child support, but currently only 
19 percent of adolescent mothers wed the fathers of their first 
child before or shortly after the birth of the child. And earlier 
research demonstrates that a small fraction of nonresident 
fathers of children born to adolescent mothers pay child sup-
port on any regular basis. Currently, only 15 percent of never-
married teen moms are ever awarded child support, and those 
with orders receive, on average, only one third of the amount 
originally awarded (Congressional Budget Office 1990). 

Meanwhile, the Kids Having Kids researchers found that 
fathers who do not marry the adolescent mothers of their children 
have incomes sufficient for society to expect them to contribute 
support at a level that would offset as much as 40 to 50 percent of 
the welfare costs to the adolescent mothers and their families. 
More rigorous paternity establishment and child-support en-
forcement could provide gains for children and the rest of society. 

COSTS OF ADOLESCENT CHILDBEARING 
FOR THE NATION 
How much does adolescent childbearing cost the United States? 
Even the very best data, which were culled, arranged, and ana-
lyzed for the purpose of this study, cannot possibly give a com-
plete or precise figure. Still, this study gives the clearest estimates 
to date. It controls for background factors and, where possible, 
closely linked factors to isolate the economic costs to the nation 
and to society caused by adolescent childbearing. 

Costs to the U.S. Taxpayers In looking at five impor-
tant dimensions of the problem, researchers estimate that 



adolescent childbearing itself 
costs the taxpayers $6.9 bil-
lion each year. The higher pub-
lic-assistance benefits—wel-
fare and food stamps com-
bined—caused by adolescent 
childbearing cost the taxpay-
ers $2.2 billion. The increased 
medical-care expenses cost 
$1.5 billion. Constructing and 
maintaining prisons to house 
the increased number of crim-
inals caused by adolescent childbearing costs about $1 bil-
lion each year, and the increased costs of foster care are only 
slightly less at $.9 billion. Due to the sizable effect of adolescent 
childbearing on the work patterns of fathers, the United States 
incurs a nontrivial loss of tax revenue—$1.3 billion annually. 

The cost to taxpayers of adolescent childbearing together 

with the other disadvantages faced by adolescent mothers is 
between $13 billion and nearly $19 billion per year—this is 
the amount the taxpayers would save if a policy successfully 
delayed adolescent childbearing and successfully addressed 
these other disadvantages. 

COST OF ADOLESCENT 
CHILDBEARING ITSELF TO TAXPAYERS

(IN BILLIONS OF DOLLARS) 

Increased 
Incarceration

Expenses 

Increased 
Welfare and 
Food Stamp 

Benefits 

Increased 
    Medical Care

Expenses 

Loss of Tax 
Resenue 

Increased 
Foster Care

TOTAL: $6.9 Billion

Social Costs Beyond the taxpayer expenses described above, 
another important consequence of adolescent childbearing is 
a loss in national productivity. A society using its energy and 
resources to mitigate the problems caused by teen childbear-
ing is unable to expend those resources for more produc-
tive purposes. Based largely on the diversion of its resources 
toward the increased health care, foster care, and incarcera-
tion rates apparently caused by adolescent childbearing, re-
searchers calculated a social cost to the nation of just under 
$9 billion per year. That figure utilizes the tightest controls for 
various background factors. When researchers control for a 



moderate range of back-
ground factors, they calcu-
late the social cost of ado-
lescent childbearing at $21 
billion per year. 

The gross annual cost to 
society of adolescent child-
bearing and the entire web of 
social problems that confront 
adolescent moms and ulti-
mately lead to the poorer and 
sometimes devastating out-
comes for their kids is calcu-
lated to be $29 billion. 

COST OF ADOLESCENT 

CHILDBEARING TO SOCIETY 

(IN BILLIONS OF DOLLARS) 

Cost of 
Adolescent 

Childbearing 

Cost of Adolescent 
Childbearing and 

All Related Factors Unmeasured Costs These 
are probably lower-bound 

estimates of the cost of adolescent childbearing. They do not take 
into account—because the research data are unavailable—all 
potentially relevant costs to society in terms of lost productivity 
and wasted resources. For example, adolescent childbearing is 
associated with higher levels of learning disabilities and social 
problems among children, which impact the costs of education 
and social services and lead to lost productivity. More important, 
this framework does not include the compounding intergenera-
tional effects of adolescent childbearing that are strongly suggest-
ed by the research. Finally, the report examines only the costs of 
adolescent childbearing when the mother is 17 years of age or 
younger, which represents only about 45 percent of first-time teen 
mothers. A similar pattern of adverse consequences, albeit more 
modest, was observed for older teens. 
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