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Changes in the age women experience family formation events over the past several decades 
have led scholars to argue  marriage and childbearing have become decoupled (Hayford, 
Guzzo, & Smock, 2014). Furthermore, women’s postponement of marriage has been more 
pronounced than the delay in childbearing, resulting in a crossover in the ages at first 
marriage and first birth (FP-17-22). This Family Profile series (companion profile is FP-19-15) 
explores whether trends in marriage and childbearing over the past 37 years have been 
experienced similarly for women with different demographic characteristics. The current 
profile uses data from Vital Statistics Birth Records and the Fertility Supplement of the 
Current Population Survey to estimate women’s median age at first marriage and first birth in 
1979 and 2016 across racial/ethnic status and educational attainment groups. (Note: 2016 is 
the most current year data from the CPS Fertility Supplement are available).  

Changes in the Median Age at First Marriage and First Birth 
• Between 1979 and 2016, women’s median ages at both first marriage and first birth 

increased, but the age at marriage increased more than the age at first birth. 
• A crossover in the median age women entered marriage and had a first birth occurred 

in 1991 (FP-17-22). In 1979, the median age at first marriage (22.2) was less than the 
age at first birth (22.4). By 2016, the median age at marriage (27.6) was greater than 
the age at first birth (26.9).  
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Figure 1. Women’s 
Median Ages at First 
Marriage and at First 
Birth in 1979 & 2016

Marriage Birth

Source: NCFMR analyses of Age 
at Marriage: 1979 & 2016 CPS 
Fertility Supplement; Age at 
Birth: National Center for 
Health Statistics (1979 & 2016)

Race/Ethnicity 
Each racial/ethnic group considered here experienced a postponement in birth and marriage from 1979 to 2016, and for each 
racial/ethnic group, the ages at marriage increased more than the ages at first birth.  
• Among White women, the median age at first marriage was younger than the age at first birth across time points with a 

narrowing of the gap in age at marriage and first birth.   
• Black women experienced younger ages at childbearing than marriage at both time points with a slight widening of the 

gap in age at marriage and fist birth.  
• Hispanics were the only racial-ethnic group to experience a crossover in the median ages at marriage and birth that 

appears to have been driven by a greater increase in the age at marriage. 

Figure 2. Women’s Median Ages at First Marriage and at First Birth in 1979 & 2016, by Racial/Ethnic Status 

Source: NCFMR analyses of Age at Marriage: 1979 & 2016 CPS Fertility Supplement; Age at Birth: National Center for Health Statistics (1979 
& 2016)   



Educational Attainment 
The age at first birth and age at first marriage increased across education levels, but with striking variation in patterns and 
levels. In 2016, the age at marriage was more similar across education groups than the age at birth. The education levels were 
measured at time of the event. 
• Among women who had less than a high school education, the median age at first birth was younger than the median age 

of marriage in both 1979 and 2016, and the gap has grown. 
• A crossover in the ages at first marriage and birth occurred between 1979 and 2016 for women who reported a high 

school education and some college education. The gap in the age at first birth and marriage grew more for those with a 
high school degree than those with some college. 

• College educated women experienced parallel increases in their ages at first marriage and birth meaning the gap in age at 
marriage and birth persisted. The age at marriage remained consistently about three year younger than the age at first 
birth. 

Figure 3. Women’s Median Ages at First Marriage and at First Birth in 1979 & 2016, by Educational Attainment 

 

  

Source: NCFMR analyses of Age at Marriage: 1979 & 2016 CPS Fertility Supplement; Age at Birth: National Center for Health Statistics (1979 
& 2016) 
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