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Figure 1: Intergenerational Mobility and Inequality: The “Gatsby Curve”

IGE: lnY1︸︷︷︸
Income in current

generation

= α+ βlnY0︸︷︷︸
Income of
parents

+ ε

Source: Corak (2013)

• Inequality is measured after taxes and transfers.
• Gini index defined on household income.
• IGE measured by pre-tax and transfer income of individual fathers and sons. Notice inconsistencies.
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Figure 2: The Geography of Upward Mobility in the United States
The Geography of Upward Mobility in the United States 

Chances of Reaching the Top Fifth Starting from the Bottom Fifth by Metro Area 
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Note: Lighter Color = More Upward Mobility 

Download Statistics for Your Area at www.equality-of-opportunity.org 

Boston 10.4% 

Minneapolis 8.5% 

Chicago 

6.5% 

The ranks are from national income distribution.

Source: Chetty (2016)
Note: The measure of P(Child in Q5–Parent in Q1) derived from within-CZ OLS regressions of child income rank against
parent income rank.
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Figure 3: Fig. 3. Trends in absolute mobility: Sensitivity analysis

Source: The fading American dream: Trends in absolute income mobility since 1940.
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Figure 4: Child Income Rank vs. Parent Income Rank by Birth Cohort
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Source: Chetty et al. (2014).
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Some Basic Questions

How to Interpret These Relationships?

What Policies (If Any) Should Be Adopted to Promote
Social Mobility? To Reduce Inequality?

Is Income a Proper Measure of Welfare of Agents? Per
Capita or Household or Extended Family Unit
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Direction of Causality for Gatsby Curve?

• Inequality ↑⇒ β ↑ ?

• β ↑⇒ inequality ↑?
• Limited access to credit and labor markets ⇒ both β ↑ and
inequality ↑?

• Family or place? In what proportion?

• What exactly is place? What features determine place?
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Understanding the Sources of Inequality and Social
Immobility is Essential for Devising Effective Policies

Families? Schools? Neighborhoods? Peers?
Tax/Transfer Policy? Macro Policy?
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Which Measure of Mobility to Use?

• Rank (positional) Mobility? (and in what distribution?)

• Absolute Mobility (child doing better in real value terms than
parent)?

• Mobility Within a Lifetime?
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Recent Cohorts Appear to be Doing Worse Than Previous
Ones:

Effects Concentrated Among Younger Entrants Within
Cohorts

Negative Effects Much More Pronounced for Males
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Figure 5: Percent of Children Earning More than their Parents By Parent
Income Percentile
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Source: Chetty et al. (2017)
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Relative Mobility Has Been Stable Over Recent Periods
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Figure 6: Mean Rates of Absolute Mobility (Probability Children Do
Better Than Parents) by Cohort
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Figure 7: Child Income Rank vs. Parent Income Rank by Birth Cohort
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Source: Chetty et al. (2014).
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Figure 8: Percent of Grown Children Surpassing the Income of Parents
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Compared with past research using the PSID, I find the same rate of upward absolute 
earnings mobility for sons as the Pew Charitable Trusts did in a 2012 report (60 percent 
versus 59 percent).30 I find very similar rates of upward absolute mobility in terms of 
family income compared with the four previous PSID studies.31 The exception is that 
my family income estimates are lower than in the 2012 Pew report. For instance, Pew 
reports that 84 percent of grown children are better off than their parents, while I 
estimate it at just 73 percent. It is possible this relates to the fact that I incorporate more 
years of grown-child income from the Great Recession and its immediate aftermath. 

Source: Author’s analysis of the Panel Study of Income Dynamics (PSID). The sample begins with all parent–child pairs 

with income measured at either age 38, 39, 40, 41, or 42, and that single year of income is used (starting with age 40 and 

moving outward if unavailable). It then is restricted to pairs in which the parent turned 40 after 1974 and the child before 

2006. Up to seven years of income are then averaged, using every other year, within a 13-year window. Family incomes 

are size-adjusted and all earnings and income measures are adjusted for inflation. Sample sizes are 129 for sons, 175 for 

daughters, and 308 for pooled family income. See Appendix 1 for methodological details.

Figure 4. Percent of Grown Children Surpassing the Income of Parents
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Source: Winship (2017). Author’s analysis of the Panel Study of Income Dynamics (PSID).
Note: The sample begins with all parent–child pairs with income measured at either age 38, 39, 40, 41, or 42, and that single
year of income is used (starting with age 40 and moving outward if unavailable). It then is restricted to pairs in which the
parent turned 40 after 1974 and the child before 2006. Up to seven years of income are then averaged, using every other year,
within a 13-year window. Family incomes are size-adjusted and all earnings and income measures are adjusted for inflation.
Sample sizes are 129 for sons, 175 for daughters, and 308 for pooled family income. See Appendix 1 for methodological
details.
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Figure 9: Percent of Grown Sons in Each Fifth of Male Earnings by Each
Fifth of Father Earnings
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children raised in a given fifth of father earnings who ended up in each fifth of grown-
son’s earnings. The percentages displayed within each bar add to 100.

The label in the lower-left corner of Figure 1 reveals that 40 percent of sons raised in the 
bottom fifth of father earnings (centered on age 40) remained in the bottom fifth of male 
earnings (centered on age 40) in adulthood. Note that the bottom fifth of sons’ earnings 
was better-off on average in absolute terms than the bottom fifth of father earnings; the 
rank ordering is conducted within each generation. 

Figure 1. Percent of Grown Sons in Each Fifth of Male Earnings by Each Fifth of Father Earnings

Source: Author’s analysis of the Panel Study of Income Dynamics (PSID). The sample includes the 442 father–son pairs 

where fathers had at least 8 years of non-missing earnings (out of a maximum of 15) and sons had at least 9 years. See 

Appendix 1 for methodological details.
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Source: Winship (2017). Author’s analysis of the Panel Study of Income Dynamics (PSID).
Note: The sample includes the 442 father–son pairs where fathers had at least 8 years of non-missing earnings (out of a
maximum of 15) and sons had at least 9 years. See Appendix 1 for methodological details.
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Figure 10: Percent of Grown Daughters in Each Fifth of Female Earnings
by Each Fifth of Mother Earnings
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As discussed above, averaging more years of income tends to lower mobility estimates, 
so it is likely that Figures 1 through 3 actually overstate mobility. Ideally, they would be 
based on samples in which all parents and children have 15 years of income data within 
a 31-year window (or 31 years of data, or more). However, there are no such parent–
child pairs available. The more years of income we require, the smaller the sample gets, 
and the less reliable the estimates in thinly-populated cells. 

In Appendix 2, I review the previous literature on economic mobility levels. Several of 
the studies with transition matrices based them on quintiles. Three studies—one using 
the PSID, the others using administrative data—found that between 29 and 32 percent 
of men with fathers in the bottom fifth of earnings ended up in the bottom themselves, 

Source: Author’s analysis of the Panel Study of Income Dynamics (PSID). The sample includes the 854 mother–daughter 

pairs where mothers had at least 5 years of non-missing earnings (out of a maximum of 15) and daughters had at least 7 

years. See Appendix 1 for methodological details.

Figure 2. Percent of Grown Daughters in Each Fifth of Female Earnings by Each Fifth of Mother Earnings
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Source: Winship (2017). Author’s analysis of the Panel Study of Income Dynamics (PSID).
Note: The sample includes the 854 mother–daughter pairs where mothers had at least 5 years of non-missing earnings (out of
a maximum of 15) and daughters had at least 7 years. See Appendix 1 for methodological details.
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Figure 11: Percent of Grown Children in Each Fifth of Family Income by
Each Fifth of Parental Income
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and the estimates of stickiness at the top ranged from 38 to 43 percent.18 Fertig (2003), 
using the PSID, found higher levels of stickiness—52 percent at the bottom and 46 
percent at the top. My estimates indicate less mobility than these studies (except for 
Fertig’s estimate of upward mobility from the bottom). 

Fertig is the only researcher of whom I am aware who estimated a mother–daughter 
earnings transition matrix, but her results show implausibly high mobility. Dahl and 
DeLeire (2008) estimate a father-daughter transition matrix using administrative data, 
finding results very similar to mine whether I compare daughters to fathers or mothers. 

Figure 3. Percent of Grown Children in Each Fifth of Family Income by Each Fifth of Parental Income

Source: Author’s analysis of the Panel Study of Income Dynamics (PSID). The sample is restricted to the 719 parent–child 

pairs where parents had at least 10 years of non-missing income and children had at least 9 years. Incomes are adjusted 

for family size. See Appendix 1 for methodological details.
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Source: Winship (2017). Author’s analysis of the Panel Study of Income Dynamics (PSID).
Note: The sample is restricted to the 719 parent–child pairs where parents had at least 10 years of non-missing income and
children had at least 9 years. Incomes are adjusted for family size. See Appendix 1 for methodological details.
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Table 1: Summary of Key Measures of Persistence
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The easiest way to interpret intergenerational rank associations, which can range 
between -1 and 1, is as the number of percentiles by which the richest and poorest 
children will tend to be separated in adulthood. An IRA of 0.4 indicates that the richer 
of two children will tend to have an income placing her 40 percentiles higher than the 
poorer child. Because the two children started out 100 percentiles apart, 40 percent of 
the gap between them persists. This is another way to interpret the IRA—as the share of 
the percentile gap between two children that will tend to persist into adulthood. If two 
children are 20 percentiles apart, they will typically be 8 percentiles apart as adults (20 
multiplied by 0.4), leaving a percentile gap 40 percent as large as the initial gap.

An IRA of 1 means that there is no relative mobility and that childhood income gaps 
persist completely—everyone ends up occupying the same rank in adulthood as 
in childhood. An IRA of 0 means that adulthood ranks are completely unrelated to 
childhood ranks, and initial percentile gaps tend to disappear. An IRA of -1 indicates that 
children are just as unequal in adulthood as in childhood, but this time rich and poor 
children have switched positions. The poorest children end up the richest adults and 
vice versa.

Men’s 
Earnings

Women’s 
Earnings

Family 
IncomeMeasure

Persistence of Relative Inequality

Intergenerational rank association (rank–rank) .44–.52 (.51) .31–.40 (.37) .51–.53 (.53)

Persistence of Absolute Inequality

Intergenerational elasticity .44–.78 (.77) .27–.54 (.40) .59–.66 (.66)

Intergenerational correlation .38–.51 (.48) .35–.42 (.39) .51–.53 (.53)

Sibling Similarity

Sibling rank association .38–.39 (.39) .24–.32 (.31) .36–.43 (.43)

Sibling correlation .33–.45 (.39) .22–.31 (.30) .35–.45 (.45)

Estimates are preferred ranges and, in parentheses, preferred point estimates. See the text for selection criteria. Women’s 

earnings compare women to their mothers or sisters. Family incomes are adjusted for family size. All earnings and incomes 

are adjusted for inflation.

Table 2. Summary of Key Measures of Persistence 

Source: Winship (2017).
Note: Estimates are preferred ranges and, in parentheses, preferred point estimates. See the text for selection criteria.
Women’s earnings compare women to their mothers or sisters. Family incomes are adjusted for family size. All earnings and
incomes are adjusted for inflation.
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What are Effective Policies to Promote Social Mobility?
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Recent Analyses Recognize:

(1) Fundamental importance of skills in modern economies

(2) Multiplicity of skills

(3) The multiple sources of skills

(a) Schools
(b) Families
(c) Neighborhoods and peers
(d) Firms

(4) The importance of supporting and incentivizing all of these
sources of skill

(5) The importance of the early life origins of adult skills

(6) Effective targeting by age of skill formation strategies

(7) Need for evaluations of skill formation approaches accounting
for costs and benefits measured in terms of social opportunity
costs
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The Family as Producer of Child Quality and as a Source of
Inequality: Early Family Environments are Deteriorating
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Figure 12: Children Under 18 Living in Single Parent Households by
Marital Status of Parent

Source: IPUMS CPS 1976-2016
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Figure 13: Share of births outside of marriage, 1970a, 1990b and 2014 or
latest available yearc — Proportion (%) of all births where the mother’s
marital status at the time of birth is other than marriedb

OECD Family Database http://www.oecd.org/els/family/database.htm 
OECD - Social Policy Division - Directorate of Employment, Labour and Social Affairs 

 

 

  Updated: 02-04-16 

d) The statistical data for Israel are supplied by and under the responsibility of the relevant Israeli authorities. The use of such data by the OECD is without 
prejudice to the status of the Golan Heights, East Jerusalem and Israeli settlements in the West Bank under the terms of international law.  
e) For Israel, births to unmarried Jewish women as a proportion of all births to Jewish women, only 
f) For Mexico, births to mothers whose marital status is other than married as a proportion of births where the mother's civil status is recorded. In 2014, the 
mother's civil status was not recorded on 7.4% of births. 
g) Footnote by Turkey: The information in this document with reference to « Cyprus » relates to the southern part of the Island. There is no single authority 
representing both Turkish and Greek Cypriot people on the Island. Turkey recognizes the Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus (TRNC). Until a lasting and 
equitable solution is found within the context of United Nations, Turkey shall preserve its position concerning the “Cyprus issue”; 
h) Footnote by all the European Union Member States of the OECD and the European Commission: The Republic of Cyprus is recognized by all members of the 
United Nations with the exception of Turkey. The information in this document relates to the area under the effective control of the Government of the Republic of 
Cyprus. 
Sources: for European countries, Eurostat Demographic Statistics; for Australia, Australian Bureau of Statistics; for Canada, Statistics Canada; for Chile, INE; for 
Costa Rica, INEC; for Israel, Central Bureau of Statistics; for Japan, Ministry of Health, Labour and Welfare; for Korea, Korean Statistical Information Service; for 
Mexico, INEGI; for New Zealand, Statistics New Zealand; for the United States, Centres for Disease Control and Prevention 
 
 

The proportion of children born outside of marriage has increased in almost all OECD countries (Chart 

SF2.4.B). In 1970, most OECD countries saw less than 10% of children born outside of marriage, with the 

average rate across the 27 OECD countries with available data was just 7.5%. By 1995, this OECD-27 

average had grown to just over 24%, and by 2014 to as high as 40.5%. In most OECD countries the 

proportion of children born outside marriage has increased by at least 25 percentage points since 1970, 

with increases particularly large in Belgium, Norway, and Slovenia. In these three countries, the proportion 

of children born outside of marriage has increased by almost 50 percentage points since 1970. Of those 

countries where data are available for all three time points, only Japan and Greece have seen increases of 

less than 10 percentage points.    

 
Chart SF2.4.B. Share of births outside of marriage, 1970

a
, 1990

b
 and 2014 or latest available year

c
 

Proportion (%) of all births where the mother's marital status at the time of birth is other than married
b 

 

 

a) Data for Australia refer to 1971 
b) Data for France refer to 1998 
c) See note a) in Chart SF2.4.A 
d) Data for Australia, Canada (1970 only), Japan, Korea and New Zealand refer to ex-nuptial/out-of-wedlock births, that is, where the child's parents are not 
registered as married to each other (or, for New Zealand only, in a civil union with each other) at the time of the birth. For all other countries, data refer to births to 
mothers where the mother's marital status at the time of birth was other than married. 
e) For Canada (1995 and 2012), births to mothers whose marital status is other than married as a proportion of births where the mother's marital status is 
recorded. In 2012, the mother's marital status was not recorded on 10% of births. 
f) See note d) in Chart SF2.4.A 
g) See note e) in Chart SF2.4.A 
h) See note f) in Chart SF2.4.A 
i)  For the United States, data for 1970 are based on estimates 
j) See note g) in Chart SF2.4.A 
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Demographic Factors:
Change in Households and Household Behavior
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Figure 14: Family Poverty Rates by Household Type, 1974-2015 :
Households with Children Under Age 18
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Figure 15: Labor Force Participation Rates of Mothers by Marital Status
and Child’s Age , US

Note: Married category includes married husband present. Single category includes never married, widowed, divorced or
separated and married with spouse absent.
Source: Census The 2012 Statistical Abstract, Women in the Labor Force: A Databook 2015, United States Department of
Labor.

James Heckman Geo and Demo



Table 2: Female Labor Force Participation Rates, 15+
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Source: Browning, Martin, Pierre‐Andre Chiappori, and Yoram Weiss. Economics of the Family. Cambridge University Press, 2014 and
OECD.statSource: Browning, Martin, Pierre-Andre Chiappori, and Yoram Weiss. Economics of the Family. Cambridge University Press,

2014 and OECD.stat.
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Table 3: Male Labor Force Participation Rates, 15+
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2014 and OECD.stat.
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Figure 16: Percent of households by type

Figure HH-1
Percent of households by type

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Decennial Census, 1940, and Current Population Survey, Annual 
Social and Economic Supplements, 1968 to 2017. 
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Figure 17: Changes in household sizeFigure HH-6
Changes in household size
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Figure 18: More Women Marrying Down

12/28/2017 Record share of wives are more educated than their husbands | Pew Research Center

http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2014/02/12/record-share-of-wives-are-more-educated-than-their-husbands/ 1/2

SEARCH

NUMBERS, FACTS AND TRENDS SHAPING YOUR WORLD ABOUT  FOLLOW DONATE

MENU RESEARCH AREAS

FEBRUARY 12,  2014

Record share of wives are more educated
than their husbands
BY WENDY WANG (HTTP://WWW.PEWRESEARCH.ORG/STAFF/WENDY-WANG/)

It used to be more common for a husband to have more education than his wife in America. But now, for the first time
since Pew Research has tracked this trend over the past 50 years, the share of couples in which the wife is the one
“marrying down” educationally is higher than those in which the husband has more education.

Among married women in 2012, 21% had spouses who were less educated than they were—a threefold increase from
1960, according to a new Pew Research Center analysis of Census data.

The share of couples where the husband’s education exceeds his wife’s increased steadily from 1960 to 1990, but has
fallen since then to 20% in 2012.

MY ACCOUNT  

Source: Pew Research Center (2014) analysis of the Decennial Census and American Community Survey, IPUMS files.

James Heckman Geo and Demo



Figure 19: Share of Marriages Between Less-Educated Declines

12/28/2017 Record share of wives are more educated than their husbands | Pew Research Center

http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2014/02/12/record-share-of-wives-are-more-educated-than-their-husbands/ 2/2

The trend toward wives being more educated than their husbands is even more prevalent among newlyweds, partly
because younger women have surpassed men in higher education (http://www.pewsocialtrends.org/2013/12/11/on-pay-gap-

millennial-women-near-parity-for-now/2/#chapter-1-trends-from-government-data) in the past two decades. In 2012, 27% of
newlywed women married a spouse whose education level was lower than theirs. By contrast, only 15% of newlywed
men married a spouse with less education. Among college educated newlyweds (including those with postgraduate and
advanced degrees), nearly four-in-ten women (39%) married a spouse without a college degree, but only 26% of men
did so.

Another important trend has to do with marriages between spouses with similar education levels. Even though college
graduates are increasingly more likely to marry each other (http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2014/01/29/new-

academic-study-links-rising-income-inequality-to-assortive-mating/) , the overall share of couples of similar education levels
is down from nearly 80% in 1960 to about 60% in 2012.

The primary reason for the decline in the share of married couples with similar education levels is that marriages
between spouses with high school or less than high school education are much less common these days — the share is
down from 74% of all marriages in 1960 to 24% in 2012. In addition, adults with high school or less education are
much less likely to marry. The marriage rate among this group plummeted —from 72% in 1960 to 46% in 2012.

Just the opposite has occurred among college graduates. The share of couples in which both spouses have a college
degree has risen steadily in recent decades. In 1960, only 3% of couples were in this group, the share rose to 22% in
2012. Marriages between spouses with some college education were on the rise until 2000 (from 3% to 12%), but have
leveled off since then.

Despite the rise of marriages between spouses with college degrees, only 22% of all newlyweds in 2012 were in this type
of marriage. Another 19% were between spouses with a high school diploma or less. The share was 16% for newlyweds
with some college education (but no bachelor’s degree).

Source: Pew Research Center (2014) analysis of the Decennial Census and American Community Survey, IPUMS files.
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Figure 20: Divorce Rates by Schooling, US
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Source: IPUMS CPS. Divorce Rate is defined as (% divorced ages 30 − 35 ) /(% marrried age 25 − 30 ). Source: IPUMS CPS. Divorce Rate is defined as (% divorced ages 30–35) /(% married age 25–30).
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Figure 21: Birth Rates, 1909-2016

Source: Population Research Institute. NCHS, National Vital Statistics Report, Vol 66, No 1 (for data 1960–2015). NCHS,
Vital Statistics of the United States, 2003, Volume 1, Natality (for data 1909–1960).
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Figure 22: Birth rates, by age of mother and age at first live-birth:
United States, 1975–2015
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Figure 23: U.S. Fertility Hits All-Time Low in 2016... and 2006... and
1976

Note: Completed fertility data available for 1976-2012 only. Where necessary, TFR and completed fertility values are
interpolated. All values based upon live births.
Source: Pew Research Center (2015). Data for GFR obtained from National Center for Health Statistics and Heuser (1976);
for completed fertility, U.S. Census Bureau, Current Population Survey; for TFR, National Center for Health Statistics.
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Figure 24: Median Age at First Marriage, 1890 to Present

Source: United States Census Bureau. Decennial Census, 1890 to 1940, and Current Population Survey, Annual Social and
Economic Supplements, 1947 to 2018.
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Figure 25: The Decoupling of Marriage and Childbearing

2015

70

Note: Whites and blacks include only single-race non-Hispanics. Hispanics are of any race. 2014 data are preliminary. Data
for Asians only not available.
Source: National Center for Health Statistics natality data, PEW Research Center.
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Figure 26: Percentage of All Births that Were to Unmarried Women, by
Race and Hispanic Origin: Selected Years, 1960-2016

Source: Data by race and Hispanic origin for 1980–1989: U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention, National Center for Health Statistics (2014).
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Figure 27: Percentage of All Births That Were to Unmarried Women, by
Maternal Age: 2016

Source: Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, National Center for Health Statistics, National Vital Statistics System
(2018). CDC Wonder (data tool).
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Figure 28: For the Less Educated, More Births Outside of Marriage

Note: Based on women ages 15–44 who have given birth in the past year. Marital status is based on time of survey.
Source: Pew Research Center analysis of 2014 American Community Survey (IPUMS).
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