
Unplanned Pregnancies Lead to 
Single Parenthood

Isabel Sawhill
Senior Fellow Emeritus, Brookings Institution
March 7, 2024

1

Isabel Sawhill March 7, 2024



Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Current Population Reports, P60-280, Poverty in the United States: 2022.

Poverty Rates Are Lower for 
Married Couples
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
These percentages represent the share of people below the official poverty measure in 2022. The official poverty measure defines poverty by comparing pretax money income to a national poverty threshold adjusted by family composition. If a family’s total money income is less than the applicable threshold, then that family and every individual in it are considered to be in poverty.

A family is defined as a group of two persons or more (one of whom is the householder) residing together and related by birth, marriage, or adoption. The householder refers to the person (or one of the persons) in whose name the housing unit is owned or rented (maintained) or, if there is no such person, any adult member, excluding roomers, boarders, or paid employees. 

A primary family is a group of two or more people, one of whom is the householder, related by birth, marriage, or adoption and residing together. All such people (including related subfamily members) are considered as members of one family. All families refers to all people living in primary families. Married-parents refers to all people living in families with married couples. Female-headed families refers to people living in families with a female householder, no spouse present, including situations where the female householder is single (never married); widowed; divorced; separated; and other married, spouse absent.

These categories are distinct from unrelated subfamilies (defined as a married couple with or without children or a single parent with one or more own, never-married children under the age of 18 living in a household and not related by birth, marriage, or adoption to the householder) and unrelated individuals (defined as persons of any age who are not living with relatives). 



*Other outcomes measured include child’s educational attainments and test scores, health, behavioral outcomes, school attendance, delinquency, teen 
pregnancy, and relationships with parents and peers.
**Earnings refer to annual individual earnings in adulthood. Values are adjusted for inflation to 2018 dollars using the CPI-U.
***The marriage premium is the effect of marriage after adjusting for the effects of other variables that are different for married and unmarried parents. 
****Mother’s education and age, family income, child’s birth weight.

Source: Social Genome Model 2.0. Urban Institute, Brookings Institution, Child Trends. 2021.

Children Born to Married Parents Have Better Life Outcomes*, Including 
More Successful Adolescence at Age 15 and Higher Earnings at Age 30
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Source: Social Genome Model 2.0. Urban Institute, Brookings Institution, Child Trends. 2021. 
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Children Born to Married Parents More 
Successfully Navigate Adolescence

*Children judged “on track” at age 15 include those who had good relationships with peers, good physical and mental health, were not absent from 
school excessively or suspended, avoided delinquency, and received acceptable scores on the Armed Services Vocational Aptitude Battery. 
**The marriage premium is the effect of marriage after adjusting for the effects of other variables that are different for married and unmarried parents. 
***Mother’s education and age, family income, child’s birth weight.

Source: Social Genome Model 2.0. Urban Institute, Brookings Institution, Child Trends. 2021.



Drifting into Parenthood Is 
Common Among Young Singles

Source: Zolna, Mia, and Laura Duberstein Lindberg. Unintended pregnancy: Incidence and outcomes among young adult unmarried women in the United 
States, 2001 and 2008. Alan Guttmacher Institute, 2012.
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
To understand why I use the word “drifting” you need to know one crucial, and to many people surprising, fact. Drifting among young single adults is very common. A majority of unmarried women under 30 drift into parenthood. Most of their pregnancies are unplanned, and although some will have abortions, 60 percent of the births to this group are unplanned – according to the women themselves.
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How we got these numbers: Data is from Trussell (2011). The probability that a person doesn't pregnant at all over a given period of time is equal to the 
success rate of her contraceptive method raised to the power of the number of years she is using that method.  We then subtract this multi-year "success 
rate" from 100% to get the failure rate (graphed above). This assumes that there is an equal chance of not getting pregnant in every year of condom use 
and that successful users and failed users (where success is not getting pregnant during a year using birth control) have the same rate. The assumption is 
reasonable given that figures we use are the figure for a “typical” user of some type of contraceptive.

IUDs Are Much More Effective than Other 
Forms of Birth Control
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
IUDs are much more effective than other forms of contraception
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LARC Use: Low but Rising Rapidly

Source: Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, National Health Statistics Reports, No. 86, 2015, Table 2; NCHS Data Brief, No. 388, 2020.

**Note: Percentages for all survey years besides 2017-2019 reflect contraceptive use among women aged 15-44 using some method. Percentages for 2017-
2019 survey (2018 midpoint) reflect contraceptive use among women aged 15-49 using some method.

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
LARC use is still very modest in the U.S. but rising rapidly thanks to projects like these and a lot of media attention.

Note: The CDC changed the age range from 15-44 to 15-49 beginning in the 2015-2017 survey, but the percentages for the 2015-2017 survey produced in this slide (2016) are adjusted to reflect the rates of contraceptive method use among women using some method aged 15-44. The percentages for the 2017-2019 survey produced in this slide (2018 midpoint) reflect contraceptive use among women aged 15-49 using some method. 
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The Way Forward
• A change in social norms

• Old norm: don’t have a child outside of marriage

• New Norm: don’t have a child until you (and your 
partner) want to be parents

• Empower young adults to achieve this new norm via 
education and access to contraception, especially 
the most effective forms

• Combine with effective social programs that create 
greater opportunity and motivation to avoid an 
unplanned birth
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