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U.S. births to unwed mothers reach all-time high

By Mike Stobbe

The Associated Press

12:44 PM CDT, March 18, 2009

ATLANTA

More babies were born in the United States in 2007
than any year in the nation's history, topping the
peak during the baby boom 50 years earlier, federal
researchers reported today.

There is both good and bad news from the more than
4.3 million births:

• The U.S. population is more than replacing itself, a
healthy trend.

• However, the teen birth rate was up for the second
year in a row.

The birth rate rose slightly for women of all ages,
and births to unwed mothers reached an all-time high of about 40 percent, continuing a trend
begun years ago. More than three-quarters of these women were 20 or older.

For a variety of reasons, it's become more acceptable for women to have babies without a
husband, said Duke University's S. Philip Morgan, a leading fertility researcher.

Even happy couples may be living together without getting married, experts say. Some cited a
growing trend among all adult women to have children regardless of their marital status.

The new numbers suggest the second year of a baby boomlet, with U.S. fertility rates higher in
every racial group, the highest among Hispanic women. On average, a U.S. woman has 2.1
babies in her lifetime. That's the "magic number" required for a population to replace itself.

Countries with much lower rates -- such as Japan and Italy -- face future labor shortages and
eroding tax bases as they fail to reproduce enough to take care of their aging elders.

But it's not clear the boomlet will last long. Some experts think birth rates are already
declining because of the economic recession that began in late 2007.

"I expect they'll go back down. The lowest birth rates recorded in the United States occurred
during the Great Depression -- and that was before modern contraception," said Dr. Carol
Hogue, an Emory University professor of maternal and child health.

http://media.customeracquisitionsite.com/click.ng?spacedesc=1226753_1078416_300x250_1103867_1226753&af=1083373&ml_pkgkw=-%253A%2522%2522&ml_pbi=-1226753&ml_camp=1077646&ml_crid=1226838&click=http://ad.doubleclick.net/click%3Bh=v8/37f5/3/0/%2a/b%3B212934171%3B0-0%3B0%3B20367314%3B4307-300/250%3B30485069/30502946/1%3Bu%3D127_0_0_1_17562390_1237467272%2C1f626ef3e0b92d%2CMiscellaneous%2Ccm.food_L-cm.pets_M%3B%7Eokv%3D%3Bnet%3Dcm%3Bu%3D127_0_0_1_17562390_1237467272%2C1f626ef3e0b92d%2CMiscellaneous%2Ccm.food_L-cm.pets_M%3B%3Bord1%3D934361%3Bsz%3D300x250%3Bcontx%3DMiscellaneous%3Bbtg%3Dcm.food_L%3Bbtg%3Dcm.pets_M%3B%7Eaopt%3D3/1/f2cf/0%3B%7Esscs%3D%3fhttp://switch2.comcastoffers.com/?cid=62502&src=607928


3/19/09 9:55 PMU.S. births to unwed mothers reach all-time high -- chicagotribune.com

Page 2 of 3http://www.chicagotribune.com/topic/bal-babies-0318,0,6191368,print.story

The 2007 statistical snapshot reflected a relatively good economy coupled with cultural trends
that promoted childbirth, she and others noted.

Meanwhile, U.S. abortions have been dropping to their lowest levels in decades, according to
other reports. Some have attributed the abortion decline to better use of contraceptives, but
other experts have wondered if the rise in births might indicate a failure in proper use of
contraceptives. Some earlier studies have shown declining availability of abortions.

Cultural attitudes may be a more likely explanation. Morgan noted the pregnancy of Bristol
Palin, the unmarried teen daughter of former GOP vice presidential candidate Sarah Palin. The
young woman had a baby boy in December, and plans for a wedding with the father, Levi
Johnston, were scrapped.

"She's the poster child for what you do when you get pregnant now," Morgan said.

Teen women tend to follow what their older sisters do, so perhaps it's not surprising that teen
births are going up just like births to older women, said Sarah Brown, the chief executive for
the National Campaign to Prevent Teen and Unplanned Pregnancy.

Indeed, it's harder to understand why teen births had been declining for about 15 years before
the recent uptick, she said. It may have been due to a concentrated societal effort to reduce
teen births in the 1990s that has waned in recent years, she said.

The statistics are based on a review of most 2007 birth certificates by the National Center for
Health Statistics, part of the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. The numbers also
showed:

— Cesarean section deliveries continue to rise, now accounting for almost a third of all births.
Health officials say that rate is much higher than is medically necessary. About 34 percent of
births to black women were by C-section, more than any other racial group. But
geographically, the percentages were highest in Puerto Rico, at 49 percent, and New Jersey, at
38 percent.

— The pre-term birth rate, for infants delivered at less than 37 weeks of pregnancy, declined
slightly. It had been generally increasing since the early 1980s. Experts said they aren't sure
why it went down.

— Among the states, Utah continued to have the highest birth rate and Vermont the lowest.

CDC officials noted that despite the record number of births, this is nothing like what occurred
in the 1950s, when a much smaller population of women were having nearly four children
each, on average. That baby boom quickly transformed society, affecting everything from
school construction to consumer culture.

Today, U.S. women are averaging 2.1 children each. That's the highest level it's been since the
early 1970s, but is a relatively small increase from the rate it had hovered at for more than 10
years and is hardly transforming.

"It's the tiniest of baby booms," said Morgan in agreement. "This is not an earthquake; it's a
slight tremor."
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Discuss this story and others in our talk forums
Most recent health & science talk forum topics:

All you needed to know about NEO's
Salty, liquid water has been detected on a leg of the Mars Phoenix Lander
New Orion Spacecraft may get robotic arm from Canada
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