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Family formation experiences have shifted over the past several decades. Marriage, for 
example, has become increasingly postponed while childbearing prior to a marriage has 
become more common (FP-17-22; FP-17-04). This Family Profile series (companion profile is 
FP-19-16) examines differences in marriage and parenthood experiences over the past 37 
years among women holding different demographic characteristics. The current Family 
Profile uses the 1979 and 2016 Fertility Supplement of the Current Population Survey to 
explore trends in the percentage of women who experienced marriage and the share who 
had a birth by the end of their childbearing years (ages 40-44). This represents the 
experiences of women born from 1935 to 1939, which we refer to as the Silent Generation, 
and women born from 1972 to 1976, whom we label Gen-X. These generational terms are 
used for descriptive purposes to distinguish between the two cohorts of women. Shares are 
estimated across racial/ethnic and educational attainment groups.  

Changes in the Shares of Women Who Married and Gave Birth 
The vast majority of both groups of women married or had a child (Figure 1). The decline in 
marriage was greater than the decline in the share of women who gave birth. 
• Silent Generation women more often married than had a birth, whereas among Gen-

Xers, having a birth was a more common experience than marriage.
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Figure 1. Shares of Silent 
Generation and Gen-X 
Women (40-44) Who 
Ever Married and had a 
Birth in 1979 & 2016
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Race/Ethnicity 
Wide variation in racial/ethnic patterns of family formation are evident in Figure 2. 
• Among White women, there were only slight declines in the share of women who married and had a birth between Silent

Generation and Gen-Xer women.
• Similar shares of Black women in both generations had a birth, but the share who married declined dramatically. About

89% of Black Silent Generation women had married while only 65% of Gen-Xers had married by the same age.
• Silent Generation Hispanic women experienced marriage more often than a birth, but Gen-Xers more often had a birth

than married.

Figure 2. Shares of Silent Generation and Gen-X Women (40-44) Who Ever Married and had a Birth in 1979 & 2016, by 
Race/Ethnicity 

96% 89%90% 84%

1979
(Silent Generation)

2016
(Gen-X)

Whites

89%

65%

89% 86%

1979
(Silent Generation)

2016
(Gen-X)

Blacks

93%
82%88% 90%

1979
(Silent Generation)

2016
(Gen-X)

Hispanics

Source: NCFMR analyses of 1979 & 2016 CPS Fertility Supplement 



Educational Attainment 
Declines in the share of women who married are greatest for women with modest levels of education (high school or below). 
For example, 96% of Silent Generation women with a high school degree married whereas only 79% of Gen-Xers with a high 
school degree did so.  
• The gap in the share of women who married and had a birth was greatest for Gen-Xers without a high school degree, as

92% of these women had a child and 77% married.
• Among college-educated women, both marriage and childbearing became slightly more common and marriage was more

often experienced than a birth.

Figure 3. Shares of Silent Generation and Gen-X Women (40-44) Who Ever Married and had a Birth in 1979 & 2016, by 
Educational Attainment 
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Source: NCFMR analyses of 1979 & 2016 CPS Fertility Supplement 
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