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Declining Marriage, Not Teen
Births, Explains America’s Falling
Fertility: What the Latest Data Show

Rachel Sheffield

KEY TAKEAWAYS

The principal driver of declining birth
rates is the fact that fewer Americans are
marrying and forming families.

The sharp decline in births among women
in their 20s today is not being offset by
an increase in births among women in
their 30s and 40s.

Restoring marriage to its proper place will
require both cultural change and policy
action that is informed by that change.

irth rates in the U.S. continue to fall accord-

ing to data from the Centers for Disease

Control and Prevention (CDC) released in
April 2026.! The country’s birth rates have been
declining steadily for more than a decade, and the
total fertility rate (the number of births a woman
is projected to have over her lifetime) continues to
hit new lows. Births in the U.S. are well below the
replacement rate—the number of children born
per woman that is necessary to replace the current
population.?

The data released by the CDC show that the down-
ward trend in fertility continued in 2025. The birth
rate dropped from 53.8 births per 1,000 women in
2024 to 53.1in 2025, and the total number of births
declined by 22,534.2 In addition:
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e Teen births fell, particularly among older teens (ages 18-19);

e Among all age groups of women younger than 30, births and birth rates
(the number of births per 1,000 women in each age group) fell; and

¢ Among women 30 and older, the birth rate increased or remained
steady (in the case of women ages 45-54).*

Some media outlets and scholars say the drop in birth rates represents
positive trends. They argue that the decline is driven by falling teen births
and by women in their 20s delaying relationships and motherhood to secure
more stable lives for themselves and their future families. Proponents of
this argument assume that births are being delayed until later in life rather
than forgone altogether.®

The reality, however, is more concerning. Although teen births did
decline somewhat in 2025, the principal driver of declining birth rates
is the fact that that fewer Americans are marrying and forming fam-
ilies. The sharp decline in births among women in their 20s today is
not being offset by an increase in births among women in their 30s
and 40s. Births delayed by women in their 20s today will likely mean
overall lower births by the time these women reach the end of their
childbearing years.

Teen Births

Teen births dropped by nearly 12,000 between 2024 and 2025. The teen
birth rate—the number of births per 1,000 teenage women—dropped by 0.1
among the youngest group of teens (ages 10-14), by 0.6 for young women
ages 15-17, and by 1.7 for young women ages 18-19.

While declines in unwed teen birth rates are good news, particularly in
the case of minor-age young women, teen birth rates do not have much
effect on the overall U.S. birth rate because they are only a small share
of births today.” Declining teen births reinforce overall lower birth rates,
but they are not driving the overall decrease in birth rates. To illustrate,
even if teen births had decreased to zero in 2025 while all other births had
remained steady (no declines among women in their 20s and no increases
among women in their 30s and 40s), the overall birth rate would have
remained nearly unchanged.



ISSUE BRIEF | No. 5409 MAY 26,2026 | 3
heritage.org

Declining and Rising Births Among
Women in Their 20s and 30s

The largest driver of declining birth rates is the large drop in births
among women in their 20s. Declining birth rates among women in their
20s have a significant effect on the overall birth rate because this age group
typically bears the largest number of children. Women in their 20s are old
enough to have found a partner and married or at least to be at a socially
acceptable age to have children. Biological fertility is also at peak or near
peak for women in their 20s.8

Births among women in their 20s fell by more than 30,000 between 2024
and 2025. The largest declines in birth rates also occurred among women
in their 20s: 3.9 for women ages 25-29 and 3.6 for women ages 20-24.°
These drops are larger than the drop in teen birth rates and greater than
the increases in birth rates among women in their 30s and 40s.

Some of the decline in births among women in their 20s, particularly
women in their early 20s, is likely due to fewer births to unwed mothers.
Declining unwed births is a positive trend. Children born outside of mar-
riage are at higher risk for many negative outcomes.'® But unwed births are
not declining because of higher marriage rates among these women. Rather,
more people are failing to marry and to have children at all.

Increased Births Among Women in Their 30s and 40s

Some of the decline in births among women in their 20s is offset by an
increase in births among women in their 30s and 40s. This lends support to
the theory that births are just being delayed rather than forgone. However,
the increase in births by older women has not fully offset declining births
among women in their 20s.

Between 2024 and 2025, the birth rate increased by 2.5 for women ages
30-34, 0.8 for women ages 35-39, and 0.1 for women ages 45-54." Overall,
their total number of births increased by 19,572, but roughly 30,000 fewer
births occurred to women in their 20s in 2025, so the additional 19,572
births among older women still led to a large net decline.

It is not yet possible to know how many births delayed by women who
are currently in their 20s will be births that are permanently forgone.
However, completed fertility among recent cohorts remains well below
replacement, and unless there is a major reversal of that trend, birth rates
will continue to fall.
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Declining Family Formation

What best explains the continual decline in births is the fact that fewer
adults are marrying and forming families. Marriage and childbearing are
strongly connected. Although the U.S. has an exceedingly high nonmarital
birth rate, most births still take place within marriage. Births to married
couples have declined far less than have marriage rates themselves. Mar-
ried women have a much higher average number of children compared to
their unmarried peers. The average number of children born to married
couples has remained roughly steady for the past three decades with modest
declines in recent years. Taken together, these trends suggest that declining
marriages are the primary driver of declining births.'?

The consequences of declining marriage and family formation go beyond
shrinking birth rates. Smaller families and fewer people with families of
their own mean fewer family members for people to rely on for support
over the course of life. More older adults will reach old age without spouses
or adult children to care for them, and this will likely entail negative con-
sequences for the well-being of the elderly as well as greater reliance on
government health care and social services.'

Declining family formation is also linked to broader social consequences.
Americans report rising loneliness, but married adults with children tend
to be happier, have greater well-being, are less lonely, and are more engaged
in their communities.*

Reasons for Declining Marriage and Family Formation

Americans have not rejected the idea of marriage altogether. Most
unmarried Americans say they would like to marry someday, but fewer are
reaching that goal.”

Society encourages young people to delay marriage, often to pursue
personal and professional goals. For some, this means never marrying or
having children.' Educational and career achievement are emphasized,
along with personal autonomy and relationship experimentation. For those
who do wed, marriage is often viewed as the capstone of adult life rather
than as the cornerstone of a life that couples build together.

Economic factors also play a role in declining marriage, but these
factors have more to do with increased opportunity cost and rising
material expectations for marriage than they do with declining economic
well-being."”
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Policy Recommendations

Restoring a culture of marriage is needed to create thriving families, com-
munites, and societies. But birth rates will likely continue to fall if marriage
continues to decline. Therefore:

e Parents, schools, churches, and media should educate young people
about the importance and benefits of marriage and help young adults
prepare to build and maintain healthy marriages.

¢ Reducing marriage penalties in the welfare system is also crucial to
strengthening marriages in low-income communities. Marrying can
often mean a substantial reduction in welfare benefits, creating a sig-
nificant barrier to marital formation among lower-income Americans.

¢ The Heritage Foundation’s Special Report on the family provides
dozens of pro-marriage policy recommendations, including tax credits
for married-parent families and investment accounts redeemable
upon marriage.'®

Conclusion

Marriage is the institution that is most likely to produce children and
the environment that fosters the healthiest setting for their development.
Itis therefore, by definition, crucial to the current and future well-being of
the country, and restoring it to its proper place will require both cultural
change and policy action that is informed by that change.

Rachel Sheffield is a Research Fellow for Welfare and Family Policy in the Center for
Health and Welfare Policy at The Heritage Foundation.
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