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February 2, 1997 

MEMORANDUM FOR: GENE SPERLING 

FROM: PETER ORSZAG 

SUBJECT: Some questions for the Yellen hearing tomorrow 

Here are a dozen potential questions for you to ask Janet Yellen during the mock hearing 
tomorrow. 

1. In Sunday's Washington Post, Representative Kasich argued that a balanced budget 
amendment that permanently balanced the budget would reduce interest rates and thus help 
American families. As an economist, what is your view of the economic benefits of a balanced 
budget amendment? 

2. The Administration likes to claim credit for cutting the budget deficit by 63 percent over the 
past four years and for the strong economic performance we have been enjoying. What is your 
view of these claims? Isn't a big part of the deficit reduction caused by the improvement in the 
economy, rather than policy actions taken by the Clinton Administration? Doesn't the Federal 
Reserve, your current employer, have much more to do with how the economy has been 
performing than the Administration does? 

3. As an economist, please explain to me why we shouldn't invest part of the Social Security 
Trust Fund in equities. What is your view of how to extend the solvency of the system beyond 
2029, the year in which the Trust Fund is currently expected to be exhausted? 

4. Chairman Greenspan has called for a bipartisan commission to set annual cost-of-living 
adjustments, and has stated that Social Security recipients are being overcompensated for 
increases in the cost of living. Is it your opinion that the CPI is a biased indicator of the cost of 
living? If so, how should it be addressed? 

5. The trade deficit has risen sharply under President Clinton — the current account deficit was 
almost $150 billion in 1994 and 1995, and may have surpassed that level in 1996. Don't these 
deficits mean that we are building up debt to foreigners, and aren't they therefore dangerous? 

6. Won't the Administration's $1,500 education tax credit merely raise tuitions at community 
colleges? If so, what is the point of the subsidy? 

7. Hasn't productivity growth slowed down to under 1 percent per year since 1993? What 
explains the productivity slowdown? 

8. The Administration likes to claim that the economy is stronger than it has been in 30 years. 
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I'diruaiy 11, 1997 

Two Fi e.slfviian Senators 
i. 

M-;mo To: sSeiiaiors Wayne AJIard [R-CO] & Chuck Hagel [R-NE] 
Frctrn: Jade Wanniski 
Re: Scriaie Panking hearings on CEA Chairman Janet Yellen 

i walchcd you quiz Di;. Ycllon on C-SPAM, on her conftnmation hearings, and realized vou both have an 
p..m.mj>Uon that the reason for the high national debt is the propensity of Democrats (particularly those 
iHlv..,<;e.cj by Keyncs.an economists) to spend more money than the government takes in. There is some 
L,ijifi to tliat, but not as much as you might think. The White House and the Congress under both parties 
.n lh« pa,st 30 years bave been much more responsible than the surface numbers indicate. The reason i^ a 
conlbs.on about real and «o./«/>w/government debt obligations. Thirty years ago the dollar was defined 
by our government as one-thiiiy-fifth of an ounce of gold. An ounce was fixed at $35 by law going back 
to 1934. which IS what prevented monetary inflation in the U.S. This link began breaking in 1967 as 
PivMoait Jolmson began reneging on that promise to foreign bondholders, and in 1971 when Picsidcni 
N^̂ oo A^nnally broke the dollar/gold link. That is when the difference between a dollar and ^ 
mnitnal dollar began. In the 30 years since, the paper dollar has lost 90% of its purchasing power 
ro!;Uivo to gold, and to most things that gold could buy at the old rate. 

Berore you get too hard on the Democrats and Keynesians. you have to divide the nominal national debt 
of $5 inllion by 10. Much gets the real debt to $500 billion. If this sounds fishy to you measure ihe 
fianunol <lcl>t today Osv the nominal debt in 1945, at the end of WWII, and you will find that ihc (' S 
govcr(m,.,|,Cs publicly held-dcbt was then 125% of Gross Domestic Product, and today it is 59% of GDP 
II ycm look at Ihe Wall StretU Jourmfs editorial "Constitutional Boondoggle" of FebiMary 4 in 
opposition to the Balanced Budget Amendment, you will see a chart going back to 194.5 sliowir.M the 
dociinc of the deficit in proper perspective. 

Once you get into this perspective, there is less need for Republicans to blame Democrats for taxing and 
spe.ifl.ng like dnjnken sa-lors. and less need for Democrats to blame Republicans for causing the dotlcii to 
n;̂ c vm the Reagan tax cuts. By the way, at the time the Reagan cuts passed Congress in 1981 n.ost 
l<.eyn<;:sian economists said tl.cy wouldn't do much good, because they were too small in terms of 
«Ui.a' eg;ue demand. It was only aRer the economy grew enormously - by one-third in real temis in the 
KcjiC'-̂ n years - that the Dei^ocrats looked back and said the deficits would not have happened if the tax 
rales hiid remained where Reagan found them. 

A lot of silly things have been said in the newspapers by people who simply repeat what they have hoard 
from ofhcr silly people. As freshmen U.S. Senators, you can make a great contribution by fuM 
inidasiimding why what bapijened really happened. You will first of all have a much g.eater respect for 
d.mocacy when yoii see thai the people selected for semce in the White House and Congress Ihcse past 
10 years did a pretty feood job of it. There really is no need for a BBA lo the Constift^tian as long as we 
,LMt ivic jmpcr dollar again nailed down to gold. That event alone will cause the national debt to b.-
rt-nr.mi' ed at 3% interest rates instead of today's rates which are double that amount. With hî ĥer «rowih 
.̂nd the cost of capital cut in lialf by a gold dollar, all or most ofthe projections of deficits in the Trust 

/•un< s will dis.solve as well. A new tax system that rewards successful risk-taking will actually pioduce 
•sijy u.<)<;s m anoii.er generation. Things aren't as bad as they seem to be. when you look at all those 7eros 
iii.̂ d hear about gigantic deficits in entitlement progr̂ ims in future generations 

07/11/9-1 i3:54:06 
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EXECUTIVE OFFICE OF THE PRESIDENT 
COUNCIL OF ECONOMIC ADVISERS 

WASHINGTON, D.C. 20500 

THE CHAIRMAN 

FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE CONTACT: MICHELE JOLIN 
MARCH 25, 1997 (202)395-5084 

STATEMENT BY TREASURY SECRETARY ROBERT E. RUBIN AND 
COUNCIL OF ECONOMIC ADVISERS CHAIR JANET L. YELLEN 

The Administration recognizes and respects the independence of the Federal Reserve 
in making decisions about the nation's monetary policy. We share the goal of solid economic 
growth with low inflation. 

Recent indicators suggest that our economy continues on a healthy and balanced course, 
with low unemployment, strong job creation and low inflation. We believe that the economy 
will continue on this path, led by strong private-sector investment which is creating a 
foundation for long-term growth and higher living standards for all Americans in the future. 



THE WHITE HOUSE 

W A S H I N G T O N 

JANUARY 31, 1997 

TO: GENE SPERLING, NEC 
KATIE McGINTY, CEQ 
PETER ERICHSEN, WH Counsel 
BETSY MYERS, Women's Office 
SALLY KATZEN, OIRA 

FROM: ANDY BLOCKER 
Special Assistant to the President for Legislative Affairs 

RE: CEA NOMINEE (Dr. Janet Yellen) MOCK HEARING 

CC: MICHELE JOLIN, CEA 
KATHY WHALEN, WH Counsel 
CHIP SGROW, WH Counsel 

The Senate Banking Committee has set Dr. Yellin's CEA confirmation hearing for Wednesday, 
February 5th at 10 a.m. In order to prepare Dr. Yellen for this hearing, Michelle Jolin and I have 
set up a mock hearing for Monday, February 3rd at 10:30 a.m. in room 324 OEOB. Your 
attendance and questions will be very helpful. The Senators will most likely focus on the usual 
economic and budget issues, including her position on the balanced budget amendment. 
However, I have attached information on two other potentially controversial issues which may be 
of interest to Senators; (1) two articles on Reg B, a Community Reinvestment Act (CRA) issue 
and (2) two articles that Dr. Yellin wrote conceming the effect of birth control and the 
legalization of abortion on out-of-wedlock births. 

Please let me know if you will be able to attend. (456-6620) 
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uto-like regime. 

;̂>f 'V ' Mandates versus Politics 
y< J O c f n i - i J . . » Last Friday President Clinton 
gloved to join the CCRI battle in Cali-
romia as his Justice Department 
moved against the voter-passed Inltia-
flve to eliminate preferences by public 
agencies and state universities. Less 
noticed, perhaps, was a 6-0 vote the 

day by the Federal Reserve 
|oard to withdraw a proposal Uiat 
would have led in ttie opposite direc-
Jqn of CCRI-to color- and gender-
ftmscious bank lending in the U.S. 
f WiUi Uie actions of the Justice De­
partment and Fed BoaiS crmhig on Z.hliSK'''.*"^ T l ' ™ ^^""^ 
P same day. we have b e f Z " ' t i J S i S . 5 ' J ^ } ! " ^ ^ ^ to ml-ffie same day, we have before us two 
êws of how best to approach Uie 

cJUestlon of preference-based public 
gUcy-by fiat or Uirough politics, 
f e 11 look at the matter Uirough the 
prism of the less-well-known Fed pro­
posal on bank lending. 

The amendment to Regulation B of 

Ludwig. Comptroller of Uie Currency, 
"the proposed amendment to permit 
monitoring Information to be volun­
tarily recorded by creditors...wouId 
also help creditors and Uie govern­
ment in Uie fight against discrimina­
tion. Indeed, wlUiout such monitoring 
data, self-testing in other loan cate 
gories [Uian mortgages and home fl 
nance) Is virtually impossible.. 

Associate attorney general John 
Schmidt posted a letter Uie day of Uie 
vote expressing concem about Uie 

necessarily evea a fixed place it ic . 
stantly shifting as a reiSt of r I"" 
clashing ideoloiies. The balanrii K^!!''^'^ 
which President Clinton noi^hal^S 
heart of his new amalgamared pSfitti"',' 
the product of decades of paiiiSn S i i 
gling. presidential vetoes, even a g o ^ . 
•rnent shutdom,. "The center is a 
target defined by the wines " MVT b!"f 
Mark souder (R.yind.)Tn?if Sf f roS 
and-tumble conservaUves in Uie class nf 
?L «InsTde^t î dds 
liberal Rep. Barney Frank (D.. Mass.) 
The center is your destination, not yoû  
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Oakland's In 

nority-owned business. He argued 
that "(aJUowing credit providers to 
collect certain basic data seems to us 
to be a useful step towanl getting a 
better handle on Uie extent of Uils 
problem . . 

. Many people in this country, and 
that includes many Republicans, are the Equal Credit Opportunity Ac wâ  hiVhil ? " ^ • ^ ' ' l Republicans, are 

Sacked by many of K S sevS mfnnH^°""'"I'l^''°"* '̂'•̂ "gthening 
agencies that regulate bankinT u ,'"'"°"^-o^ed business and enlarg-

j:!.e"'f?« banking. It ing their number. Reforming capital Vould have permitted banks and sav­
ings and loans to collect data on race, 
sex. color, religion and national origin 
of applicants for commercial or per­
sonal loans and Uie like. 

The amendment, with its tenta-

gains and inheritance taxes would be 
a start. But as Fed Governor 
Lawrence Lindsey noted at Friday's 
meeting, asking ttie govemment to 
choose between a race-bUnd philoso­
phy and one Uiat emphasizes race hi fi„» 1 " ' " " ' " " ' ^ " 1 . wu" lis lenia- pny and one Uiat emphasizes ranp in 

i l ^ i f T ^^T^ '^'""'"'^ b "̂'̂  "ame of en(SngTscS?afon 
already represented mahis a big deal-even at this late • . —• y^y^j t cj/i cocmcu 

movement in a direction opposite to 
the President's. Indeed, just three 
years, two Congresses, a Republican 
êvolution and a presidential election 

ago. the agencies Uiat regulate banks 

date m the affmnative action era 
Classing borrowers by race, Mr. Lind­
sey said, was an important decision 
apolitical matter in the most funda­

mental meaning of the term." Gov ,ir«-^ o--.wv.>, icfiiuaic uixiiKs menial meanine of the tprm " ruiv 
were considering a plan to require Lindsey insisted that "it is the 
forrowers Of sums under a million Congress and t rp^« ldem who 

. „ u u i i i o U I I U C I 

dollars to fill out a form. It would 
Dave had the effect of requiring every 
l̂usiness In America to classify it-

self-with a head count-by race and 
fender. But even with the movement 
toward "voluntary" participation, it is 
nard to imagine a banking institution 
refusing Its regulators' "request" that 
« "voluntarily" begin to collect race 
qata on ordinary loans. 
£ Concerned to protect their power 
p direct lending policy in this area, 
rarious Administration officials last 
wfeek were writing Chairman 
Greenspan about the Reg B amend­
ment. "Dear Alan." wrote Eugene 

should decide which of Uiese compet­
ing philosophies is Uie right one for 
America." 

He is right. If President Clinton 
wants to pursue explicitly race-based 
decisions hi public policy, that's fine. 
In tum, those ideas should be pre­
sented to Congress, whose job it is to 
represent publicly the views of their 
constituents. The entire country, 
we're certain, is ready to arrive at a 
resolution of these matters via a large 
public and honest debate, rather than 
continuing to set the rules through 
backdoor lawmaking by regulators 
and the courts. 

' By JOSEPH N.BoYCE 
The Oakland Unified School District 

board Is supposed to have Uie best inter-
«ts of its students In mind. Why then, has 
It chosen to approve the teaching, at tax­
payer expense, of someUUng called Ebon­
ics, an academic's name for an Inner-dtv 
patois soraeOmes referred to as Black 
English? . 
f J ^ ^ I ^ F . ^ * neighborhood on 
he South Side of Chlcagt) in Uie 1950s and 
1960s, and like oUier minority (and white) 
kids around the country-then and now-
we had our own special way of speaking 
It meant bending the rules of English us­
age In creative and sometimes subversive 
ways. It made us feel immune to author­
ity, hidependent and. above all. cool. But 
not for a single minute did we believe 
Uiat our street talk was a legitimate al­
ternative to correct English grammar and 
syntax. 

Ihafs not Uie way Uie Oakland school 
board sees it. Last week, the board unani­
mously passed a resolution that essen­
tially says some 28.000 black students un-
d̂T its Jurisdiction are bUingual. This 
means Uiat Ebonics, or Black English, 
could share Uie same status as oUier bilin­
gual programs, which are funded by fed­
eral dollars. . 

Ebonics-Uie name Is a melding of 
ebony and -phonIcs--glves legitimacy 

to variations of proper usage such as "I be 
gotag home" or "She axed (for 'asked') me 
to do it. Supporters of Uie language argue 
that it is not a dialect but a unique and le­
gitimate form of expression bom of the 
African-American experience, Uiat it can 
be traced to West African languages, and 
that teachers should acknowledge and re­
spect it as such. 

To be sure, much of the cultural, artis­
tic and social contributions African-
Americans have made have been and still 
are overlooked or minhnlzed in our pub­
lic school curriculums. That needs to 
change, and not just for the benefit of i 
black youngsters but for all students to 
tion̂  * comprehensive educa- i 

If the purpose of such an education is to { 
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Friday, the Federal Reserve Board voted 
6-0 to drop a proposal that would have per-
mitted.banks to collect information on bor­
rowers' race, sex and religion when they 
take out commercial and personal loans. 
(Under current law, such data are collected 
fin- mortgages and other home financing but 
not other forms of borrowing.) We reprint 
below a statement made by Fed governor 
Imorence Lindsey at the time ofthe vote. A 
related editorial appears nearby. 

The members of Uie Committee on Con­
sumer and Community Affairs have re­
viewed and endorse the proposal to with­
draw Uie proposed amendment to Regula­
tion B which would allow, but not require, 
creditors to ask for the race, sex, color, re­
ligion and national origin of credit appli­
cants. The Committee members reached 
tills conclusion after a long and thoughtiul 
consideraUon of aU of the arguments and 
potential ramifications of Uie matter. 
Heartfelt Debate 

The issue before us is not some techni­
cal matter of law or economics. Nor is it 
some narrow question of ideal regulatory 
implementation. RaUier. It is at Uie center 
of a heartfelt and ongoing debate in Amer­
ica about the direction of public policy with 
respect to individual characteristics. 

We fully recognize Uiat Uiere are few 
areas which are more sensitive and en­
gender more passion than Issues sur-
roundhig race, gender, national orighi and 
religion. And righUy so. Such issues go to 
the heart of our own sense of who we are 
as well as our uriderstandhig of what we 
stand for as a nation. However, we must 
not let Uie sensitivity of Uiese Issues stand •. 
in Uie way of a candid discussion of Uie 
public policy issues at hand. 

While Uiere are many views on these 
matters, two major schools of thought ap­
pear to dominate the discussion. One 
school holds matters such as race, gender, 
national origin and religion to be hrele-
vant. having no place hi how an hidlvidual 
should be treated. One might characterize 
this view, with regard to race in particu­
lar, as Uie race-bUnd position. In Uiis view, 
to ask about such matiers and, where an­
swers are not forthcomhig. to ascribe a 
category to an applicant, is philosophically 

abhorrent. This view holds Uiat from a pol­
icy perspective, adopting the proposed 
changes in Regulation B would be coun­
terproductive hi that it would move the na­
tion away from establishing a race-blind 
society. 

The altemative view holds that in order 
to assure that hidividuals of all races, gen­
ders, national origins and religions are 
treated fairly, one must be free to catego­
rize people according to these characteris­
tics and analyze the results. In this view, 
regulation cannot be race-blind, but must 
be race-conscious. This view holds that 
from a policy perspective. Uie changes in 
Regulation B are a necessary step, per­
mitting institutions to be conscious of Uie 

public debate and cpnsideration of this Under the-hew Community Reinves 
matter, for us to hnpose our views on the ment Act-regulations, detailed data o 

'̂,'commtinlfy development, housing an 
small-busmess lending will be collected e 
the level of the census tract. TJiis inform? 
tion can be used to determine the volum 
of bank lending extended for tlie develo[ 
ment and revitalization of any communit) 
What the CRA data do not contain are th 
characteristics of the borrower. A specifi 
example of this, for illustrative purpose 
only, would be that we can determine th 
number of loans and dollar amount c 
small-business lending in a given censu 
tract, but cannot tell whether the bus 
nesses receiving those loans are owned b 
African-Americans or Korean-Americans 

country. 
In fact, a consideration of Uie history of 

Uiis issue suggests Uiat Uie Board has con-
sistenUy deferred to the political process 
in Uiese matters. The Board's hiitial Judg­
ment after Uie passage of the 1974 Equal 
Credit Opportunity Act and its 1976 amend­
ment was Uiat a race- and gender-blhid re­
sult was intended. Much of Uie legislative 
record suggested histances of Mary Jane 
SmiUi not behig able to get credit but M.J. 
SmiUi being approved. Hence, Regulation 
B sought to prohibit creditors from asking 
for this inforroaUon. Later, we amended 
Uiis rule to requfre Uie collection of such 

i r - . . 

Race-consciousness and race-blindness are mutually 
incompatible. In light of these divergent phUosophieŝ ihe 
appropriate mechanism formaking decisions is the leg­
islative process. . . , • • : 

No Technical Matter 

racial (and oUier) characteristics of Uiefr 
applicants. Uiereby allowing Uiem to ad­
just decision making processes as neces­
sary to ensure equality of treatment. 

At their core these two philosophies are 
mutually incompatible. They have differ­
ent goals and objectives about how public 
policies should be designed. Uie role hidi-
vldual characteristics should play hi pub­
lic policy, and really about what type of na­
tion we should Uve hi. These differing 
philosophies are deeply and genuinely 

•• held by adherents on both sides. ? • . -
In light of Uiese divergent philosophies, 

it Is Uie view of members of the Commitiee 
on Consumer and Community Affahs that 
Uiis is a political maUer in Uie most funda­
mental meaning of Uiat term. As such. Uie 
appropriate mechanism for making deci­
sions regarding Uiis issue is Uie legislative 
process. It is our elected representatives hi 
Uie U.S. Congress and Uie President who 
should decide which of these compethig 
philosophies is Uie right one for America, 
While the savea of us each hidivldually 
have our own view on this r it would 
be bad civics, and hihnlcal leed for 

hiformation with regard to mortgages at 
the behest of the Department of Justice, 
which was in Uie midst of fair housing lit­
igation. Various legislative actions wiUi 
regard to Uie Home Mortgage Disclosure 
Act have also prompted us to modify our 
practice. " 

We believe Uiat tills history is consistent 
wiUi our view of good dvlcs. and urge Uiat 
action hi Uiis matter should take place 
through the legislative process. Our recom­
mendation is not that the legislature nec­
essarily choose to maintain the status quo, 
but that the legislative process.ahd not the 
regulatory one is Uie right meUiod by which 
consideration of tills issue should proceed. 

In addition to Uiis overarching issue, 
Uiere are two additional matters which 
warrant discussion. The first hivoives Uie 
hnpact of this dedsipn on community de­
velopment, a topic about which I am per­
sonally concemed and hi which the mem­
bers of the Commitiee as well as Uiis Boaurd 
have taken great hiteresLThe Committee 
does not view Uiis decision as harmful to 
community development. Let me explain 
why tills is the case. 

To some people. It may matter ver 
much whether Uie small-business people ii 
this census tract are of African or Koreai 
descent. But Uiis gets to Uie heart of the is 
sue discussed above, about wheUier w< 
should be a race-blind or a race-consciou: 
society. It is not, however, a technical mat 
ter of optimal community-developmen 
policy. As a technical matter regarding thi 
level of community-development activity 

• if one were teally Interested solely in th( 
development of a given community, a gooc 
case could be made that agnosticism witi 
regard to Uie characteristics of the indl 
viduals doing Uie investing might be th( 
best approach. The history of many of ouj 
dUes has been one of different ethnic 

. groups supplanting each oUierboth as res 
,-idents and as owners of Uie^ smail busi-
' nesses in the area. It seems difficult to un-
vr! derstand how adding yet another filter re-
' gardlng the characteristics of borrowers 

could facilitate Uiis process, h 
The second matter that is hnportant to 

emphasize regards enforcement of exist-
.lag laws. It is and always has been Uie 
• case that the Justice Department, regula­
tory agencies, or a state or municipality 
could override Regulation B with regard 
to any histitution it was Investigathig for 
discrimination. It is Important to empha­
size therefore tiiat Uie array of fah lend-
hig enforcement tools now available will 
not be affected -e Committee's rec­
ommendation. 
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AN ANALYSIS OF OUT-OF-WEDLOCK CHILDBEARING IN 
THE UNITED STATES* 

GEORGE A AKERLOF 
JANET L. YELLEN 
MICHAEL L. KATZ 

This paper relates the erosion of the custom of shotgun marriage to the legali­
zation of abortion and the increased availability of contraception to unmarried 
women in the United States. The decline in shotgun marriage accounts for a sig­
nificant fraction ofthe increase in out-of-wedlock first births. Several models illus­
trate the analogy between women who do not adopt either birth control or 
abortion and the hand-loom weavers, both victims of changing technology. Mecha­
nisms causing female immiseration are modeled and historically described. This 
technology-shock hypothesis is an altemative to welfare and job-shortage theories 
of the feminization of poverty. 

I . INTRODUCTION 

Wlien Daniel Moyniiian wrote iiis famous report, The Negro 
Family [U. S. Department of Labor 1965] tiie black out-of-
wedlock birtii rate was 24 percent. Twenty-five years later this 
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Ethnographic studies describe shotgun marriage in the late 
1960s. For example, Rubin [1969], who studied working-class 
whites in San Francisco in the late 1960s, found that courtship 
was brief and quite likely to involve sejcual activity. In the event 
of pregnancy, marriage occurred. One of her subjects expressed 
the matter succinctly and with the absence of doubt With which 
many social customs are unquestionably observed: "If a girl gets 
pregnant you married her. There wasn't no choice. So I married 
her." The norms regarding pregnancy and marriage were appar­
ently much the same among blacks, although perhaps with 
greater ambiguity and more doubt since out-of-wedlock birth­
rates for blacks were much higher than for whites.* 

For whites the shotgun marriage ratio began its decline at 
almost the same time as the advent of femede contraception for 
unmarried women and the legalization of abortion. In the late 
1960s and very early 19708, many major states including New 
York and Califomia clarified their laws regarding abortion (sig­
nificantly prior to Roe v. Wade in January 1973). At about the 
same time it became easier as well as more common for unmar­
ried people to obtain contraceptives. In July 1970 the Massachu­
setts law prohibiting the distribution of contraceptives to 
unmarried individuals was declared unconstitutional in the land­
mark case Eisenstadt v. Baird. (See Garrow [1994, p. 457].) This 
paper will explain why there might be a link between female con­
traception and the legalization of abortion and the declining shot­
gun marriage rate. 

Why should there be such a link? Both the advent of female 
contraception and the legalization of abortion are analogous to 
technical change: each has shifted out the frontier of available 
choices. While the morality of using these options generates 
heated debate, family planners have viewed female contraception 
and abortion as welfare-improving for women: they have made 
women free to choose. But technological innovation creates both 
winners and losers. A cost-saving innovation almost invariably 
penalizes producers who, for whatever reason, fail to adopt it. 
The hand-loom weavers of Britain in the early nineteenth cen-

4. Thus, in the very poor Pruitt-Igoe public housing project in St. Louis, Rain­
water [1970] reports, 'marriage is considered the most attractive solution (to an 
unwanted pregnancy]." But the custom of marriage, at least in Pruitt-Igoe, was 
not unquestioned, for Rainwater also observes: "But it [marriage] is not auto­
matic; shotgun weddings are to be carefully considered, because if the couple is 
not compatible, they are not likely to stay married." 
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A second model illustrates ancther reason why the previous 
support system could have been eroded by the advent of female 
contraception and legal abortion. The fact that the birth of the 
baby is now a choice of the mother has implications for the deci­
sions of the father. The sexual revolution, by making the birth of 
the child the physical choice of the mother, makes marriage and 
child support a sociaZ choice of the father. This second model ex­
plores how the decisions of the father depend upon the decisions 
and options of the mother. The logic of this model corresponds to 
what one contributor to the Internet wrote to the Dads' Rights 
Newsgroup: "Since the decision to have the child is solely up to 
the mother (see Roe v. Wade) I don't see how both parents have 
responsibility to that child. . . . When one person has the decision­
making power, they alone have the responsibility to provide and 
care for that decision." 

In this second model, out-of-wedlock birth is the consequence 
of a sequence of decisions: about male-female relationships, about 
sexual activity, about the use of contraceptives, about abortion in 
the event of pregnancy, and about marriage in the event of birth. 
This work extends that of Becker [1981] by incorporating out-of-
wedlock births and the sexual participation decision into a ratio­
nal choice framework.* 

The major economic theories for increased out-of-wedlock 
births are based on changes in job availability (see Wilson [1987]) 
and changes in welfare incentives (see Murray [1984]),'' but as 
will be discussed, empirically neither of these factors explains 
more than a small fraction of the change. The altemative hypothe­
sis offered in this paper thus fills a void. In the absence of any 
better theory, despite econometric evidence to the contrary, the 
welfare theory serves as the primary rationale for reducing wel­
fare support. However, if the rise in out-of-wedlock births is 
mainly due to technical change or has occurred for yet some fur­
ther reason, currently envisioned cuts in welfare will fall far 
short of their proponents' expectations. 

This paper offers theoretical reasons why the technological 
shock of abortion and female contraception may have played 
a major role in the rise of out-of-wedlock childbearing. If the 
simplest versions of our models totally explained the data, then 
arguably the repeal of abortion and the denial of female contra-

6. This paper also extends to premarital states the work on the distribution 
of retums between men and women in marriage. For a recent review see Lund­
berg and Pollak [1994]. 

7. These are the two main theories reviewed by Ellwood and Crane [1990]. 
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TABLE I 
VITAL STATISTICS: BIRTHS, FERTILITY RATES, MARITAL STATUJS, OUT-OF-WEDLOCK 

BIRTHS 

Births (in thousands)* 

1965-1969 1970-1974 1975-1979 1980-1984 1985-1989 

Total 3599 3370 3294 3646 3809 
White 2990 2760 2660 2915 3001 
Black 542 538 540 590 636 

Birthrates per 1000 married 
women 15-44'' 

White 119.4 103.6 93.1 94.5 90.2 
Black 129.1' 110.3 93.3 90.6 84.5 

Birthrates per 1000 unmarried 
women 15—44' 

White 12.7 12.6 13.7 18.9 24.1 
Black 91.0' 94.6 85.5 81.7 84.4 

Women married, 15-44 (in percent)^ 
White 67.8 65.3 61.6 58.8 57.9 
Black 55.9' 52.9 45.2 39.9 37.7 

Men married, 15-44 (in percent)"* 
White 60.9 58.7 54.9 52.1 51.4 
Black 49.7' 46.5 42.1 36.8 35.6 

Out-of-wedlock births (in lOOOs)* 
Tatal 322 406 515 715 911 
White 144 166 220 355 485 
Black 189' 230 280 337 393 

Percent of births out-of-wedlock* 
Total 9.0 12.1 15.6 19.6 23.9 
White 4.8 6.0 8.2 12.2 16.1 
Black 34.9' 43.0 51.7 57.1 61.6 

a. Source. Vital StatUtia of the United StaU: 1989: Wume I—Natality, T«ble« 1-76 to 1-79 and Currant 
Population Scriea P-20. 

b. Source. Vita/ Slalistia of the United State§, 1989: Wume I—Natality, T^ble« 1.77. 
c. Source. Vital Statietiei ofthe United Statet, 19S9: Wume 1—Natality, Tabla 1-76. 
d. Source. Currant Population Reports, Saries P-20, Marital Slatut and Lining Arrangementt and Mari­

tal Status and Family Status. 
e. Source: Vital Stalittiet ofthe United Statei, 1989: \folume I—Natality, Tablei 1-77 and 1-78. 
r. Baa«d only on 1969 flguraa. 

series, but not in their first differences. In each case we fit ARMA 
models to characterize the relevamt time series processes includ­
ing year dummies (the dummy in levels is 0 prior to the relev£Uit 
year and 1 thereafter) to capture discrete changes in the level of 
a series at one or more dates or trend dummies (the dummy is 0 
prior to the relevant data and increases by 1 per annum thereaf­
ter) to allow for changes in trends. In the case of abortion, use of 
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the pill, and sexual participation, there was a jump in levels, 
rather than a change in trend, whereas in the case of the white 
shotgun marriage ratio there was a change in trend, rather than 
a jump in the series. The table reports our preferred specifica­
tions. Key findings conceming the presence and estimated mag­
nitudes of changes in levels and trends are robust with respect to 
alternative specifications, including the inclusion of lagged de­
pendent variables, further moving average and autoregressive er­
rors, changes in the sample period, and altemative methods of 
construction of the underlying series.* Precise dating of shocks is 
typically more difficult for nonwhites than for whites. The re­
ported benchmark equations pass standard tests for the absence 
of autoregressive errors and heteroskedasticity. 

A. Out-of-Wedlock Births 

The fraction of children bom out of wedlock increased at an 
accelerated pace beginning in the middle 1960s, for both whites 
and blacks. This trend has continued almost to the present time. 
In 1970 there were about 400,000 out-of-wedlock births (out of 
3.7 million total births); in 1990 there were 1.2 million out-of-
wedlock births (out of 4.0 million total). 

B. Fertility and Marriage Rates 

The number of births per unmarried woman aged 15 to 44 
roughly doubled for whites from the late 1960s to the late 1980s. 
In contrast, for blacks this rate declined by 5 to 10 percent over 
the same period. For both whites and blacks the fraction of un­
married women rose dramatically: by slightly more than 30 per­
cent for whites and by slightly more than 40 percent for blacks. 
There were also rapid declines in the fertility rates of married 
women, by almost a third for blacks and a quarter for whites. The 
decline in the fertility rates of married women and the decrease 
in the fraction of married women contributed, along with the de­
cline in the shotgun marriage ratio, to the rise in the out-of-
wedlock birth ratio.* 

C. Abortions 

Abortions to unmarried women prior to legalization were 
fairly small in number; our estimates show them to be less than 

8. See Akeriof, Yellen, and Katz [1994] for further details. 
9. Nathanson and Kim [1989] have devised a decomposition that has shown 

the importance of decreasing marriage and increasing sexual experience for teen­
agers for the period 1971 to 1979. 
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Dependent variable Years 
1968 change in trend 

Constant dummy MA(1) 
Adjusted 

R' 

Change in first-birth shotgun 
marriage ratio' 

White women 1955-1989 

Black women 1955-1989 

0.0083 
(0.0069) 

-0.0037 
(0.013) 

-0.021»* 
(0.0089) 

-0.0057 
(0.017) 

-0.90*** 
(0.11) 

-0.75*** 
(0.13) 

0.48 

0.40 

a. Source. Abortions per 1000 women 15 to 44 from retrospective reports in the 1982 and 1988 National Survey of Family Growth, adjusted for age truncation, combined. See 
Data Appendix. 

b. Sourer. Percent of women using the pill on first intercourse by year of first intercourse from retrospective reports in the 1982 National Survey of Family Growth. See Data 
Appendix. 

c. Source. Percentage of l6-year-otd women in the given year who had ever had intercourse from retrospective data in the 1982 National Survey of Family Growth. See Data 
Appendix. 

d. Source. Authors' calculations based on data from the June 1980, 1982. and 1990 Fertihty Supplements of the Current Population Survey. The dependent variable is the 
percentage of women who conceived their first child out of wedlock and married within seven months prior to the birth of the child. A child is considered to be conceived out of wedlock 
i f the mother waa unmarried eight months prior to the birth. See Data Appendix. 

Standard errors are in parentheses. 'Significance at the 10 percent level. ' 'Significant at the 5 percent level. ***Stgntficance at the 1 percent level. 
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fallen to about 0.085. If the shotgun marriage rate had remained 
at its 1965-1969 level, the rise in the out-of-wedlock first-birth 
ratio for whites would have been 85 percent smaller over the en­
suing fifteen years, and 76 percent smaller over the ensuing 
twenty. The decline in the shotgun marriage ratio also played an 
important role in the increase in the out-of-wedlock first-birth ra--
tio for blacks, although the corresponding contributions, 50 per­
cent and 58 percent, respectively, are not as large. 

G. Births and Abortion 

There was a drop in births both to black and white teenage 
women in New York immediately following the legalization of 
abortion in New York in 1970. However, recent studies, which are 
discussed below, have surprisingly found a positive relation be­
tween teenage births and abortion availability. 

H. Living Arrangements of Children 

In the old days, prior to the 1970s, only a small fraction of 
children bom out of wedlock were kept by mothers who never 
married. In contrast, today only a small fraction are put up for 
adoption or given to other relatives. Consider the disposition of 
the 360,000 out-of-wedlock children bom in 1969, just before the 
technology shock. According to our own estimate, the mothers of 
135,000 of these children married within the next three years." 
Of the remaining 225,000 children, 65,000 were reported living 
with never married mothers three years later. Seventy thousand 
children in the 1969 cohort were reported in 1972 as living with 
neither parent, a figure that entails some double counting since 
not all of these children were bom out of wedlock. These figures 
are roughly consistent with the high rate of adoption at the time. 
In 1969 there were 170,000 adoptions, including some children 
whose mothers had been married at the time of birth. The frac-

11. We calculated an extended shotgun marriage ratio, defined as the frac­
tion of births conceived out of wedlock resulting in marriage before the child's 
third birthday. Applying these rates to the number of out-of-wedlock births re­
ported in Vital Statistics yielded estimates of the fraction of out-of-wedlock chil­
dren whose mothers had married before the age of three. 

12. Because of reporting error, double counting, and children whose mothers 
were married at the time of oirth, the sum of adoptions, children living with nei­
ther parent, children living with never married mothers, and children with moth­
ers who later married do not add to the total number of out-of-wedlock births. 
Four different sources of data were used, each with its own reporting error. The 
total number of out-of-wedlock births is from Vital Statistics. Estimates of the 
fraction of mothers who had married within three years of birth come from 
the Current Population Survey's Fertility Supplements, which contain retrospec­
tive questions regarding women's dates of marriage and birth dates of their chil-
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FIGURE I 

Marriage Request Game Tree with Payoffs 

We saw that 25 years ago among white working-class youths in 
San Francisco such a promise was the norm." Our own survey 
(described below) of University of Califomia at Berkeley under­
graduates in the summer of 1994 suggests that today premarital 
sexual activity does not usually entail such a commitment. 

A. Decisions in the Game 

Figure I presents the tree for a simple game that focuses on 
the role of "competition" as it affects the choices of women 
whether or not to exact a promise to marry as a condition for 
premarital sexual activity. The decision ofthe woman is whether 
or not to ask for such a promise. If she asks for this assurance, 
she mns the risk that her boyfriend will exit. The basic decision 
for the man is whether or not to leave the relationship when such 
a guarantee is the prerequisite for sexual relations with his cur-

13. Luker [1991, p. 78] writes: "Yet even these statistics [on the growth of 
teen sexuality from the 1950s to 1979-1981] do not capture how profoundly differ­
ent [current] teen sexuality is from that of earlier eras. As sources such as the 
lunsey Report suggest, premarital sex for many American women before the 
1960s was engagement' sex. The woman's involvement, at least, was exclusive 
and she generallv went on to many her partner in a relatively short period of 
time. Almost half of the women in the Kinsey data who had premarital sex had it 
with their fiances." 
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the relationship. For convenience we assume that p„, the man's 
pregnancy cost, is zero if he has not promised to" marry the 
woman. As in the case of the woman, the relationship will con­
tinue with probability 1 - 9, and with probability 9 the man will 
begin a new game with random mating of wom,en seeking part­
ners. The value of such a game to the man is v„. If the woman 
exacts the promise and the man stays in the relationship, he re­
ceives an instantaneous payoff (r„ - dJ . Again, with probabihty 
1 - 9 the relationship will continue, and with probability 9 he 
retums to the matching pool. Analogous to the notation for the 
woman's payoff, d„ is the expected per period cost ofthe promise 
of potential marriage. If the man leaves, in the next period he 
will begin a new game with value v„. Of course, future retums 
are discounted by the factor y. 

D. A Simple Example 

In principle, all of the payoffs, p ,̂ p„, r̂ , r„, d ,̂ and d„, have 
distributions across individuals. We shall make the minimal as­
sumptions necessary to illustrate the earlier analogy with the 
hand-loom weavers. Such an illustration requires two types of 
women. One of these types will adopt the technologies of abortion 
or contraception or both when they become available, with a prob­
able increase in welfare, while the other type will not adopt the 
new technologies and will consequently become impoverished. 
Men are all of the same type. 

Women in this example fall into two classes depending on 
their expected costs of pregnancy For a fraction a the expected 
cost of pregnancy is positive, denoted p/. For these women preg­
nancies will be terminated by abortion if this option is available 
at sufficiently low cost. In order to model what we consider the 
norm in the old days, we shall assume t h a t i s not only positive 
but also less than r^so thatp/ women would be willing to partici­
pate in sexual activity if their boyfriends promise to marry them. 
In addition, we shall assume that the sum p* -I- rf^ exceeds so 
that, in the absence of contraception and abortion, p^ women will 
not engage in sexual activity without an assurance of marriage. 

In contrast to the women for whom a pregnancy without 
marriage would lead to a decrease in utility, we assume that 
there is a second group of women, a fraction (1 - a) ofthe popula­
tion, for whom the cost of pregnancy, denoted p̂ r, is negative. We 
also assume that > p- -i- d ,̂ so that these women are willing to 
engage in premarital sex and bring the baby to term even without 
an assurance of marriage, df. is also assumed to be positive. As a 
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traception becomes available.) With the advent of abortion a p/ 
woman has no need to request a promise in the event of preg­
nancy. And even if she were to ask for such a promise, her partner 
would know that he would have no cost in fulfilUng it, since the 
woman would obtain an abortion rather than bring the baby to 
term. The payoff to the p ; women becomes r,, with the payoff to 
the man in such a relationship, symmetrically, r„. In this ex­
ample, the new technology enhances the welfare ofp"; women and 
their partners. 

Let us now consider the decision of a p j woman and of her 
partner. This woman may ask for a promise of marriage, but if 
she does, her partner may leave. With abortion and the range of 
p ; and df in our example, we know that the man will get r„ next 
period if he encounters ap; woman. Indeed, he will always l̂eave 
if parameter values are such that the random mating ofthe next 
period yields him a p ; woman with sufficiently high probabihty 
and if his disutility of marriage and discount factor are also suf­
ficiently high. Under these conditions, the p j woman therefore 
will not ask the man for a promise because she knows he would 
leave, and the man will stay in the relationship without making 
a commitment since he will not fare better elsewhere. The conse­
quence is that after abortion and contraception become easily 

available, there is a new equihbrium in which no woman even 
if she wants children and marriage—asks for a promise of mar­
riage. In this equihbrium if any woman did ask for such a prom­
ise, her partner would leave, and she would lose the relationship. 
The p j women, like the hand-loom weavers, suffer a reduction 
in welfare.̂ * 

16. If a, the fraction of p/ women, is sufficiently low, there will also be equi-
hbna in which all p j women ask men to stay, and no man paired with such a 
woman will leave. In addition, in this very simple model there may be mixed 
equinbna with some women demanding marriage promises and other women for­
going them over a wide range of parameter values. This occurs, however for an 
implausible reason. If a large number ofp; women ask men for marriage promises 
but a sigmficant fraction ofthose men leave, disappointed p j women who ask men 
tor a promise to marry may dominate the random pairings in the next period. A 
high probability of encountering such a partner in the next stage ofthe game can 
be sulhcient inducement for a fraction ofthe men to stay even when asked for a 
marnage commitment. This fraction of men staying will in tum be the incentive 
tor some women to ask for a promise of marriage. We beUeve that this flooding of 
the random pairings with women asking for commitments after the technology 
shock IS only a cunosum. For simplicity, we assumed that the exogenous probabil­
ity of the relationship s termination, 6, did not depend upon the type of relation­
ship between the couples. It seems reasonable, however, that the probability of a 
breakup is higher for couples in "uncommitted" relationships than for those in 
committed ones. As a result, with just a bit more realism, the equilibrium with 
no Pf women asking for marriage assurances is likely to be unique 
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elsewhere. The advent of contraception and abortion used by oth­
ers may result in an unwanted increase in sexual participation 
for those who reject the new technology. 

IV. SEXUAL PARTICIPATION, ABORTION, AND SHOTGUN MARRIAGE 

The previous section illustrated the consequences of competi­
tion in games with only one major decision. In reality, however, 
shotgun marriage is the outcome of a sequence of decisions: about 
premarital sexual activity, abortion, and marriage. In this section 
we model this sequence of decisions, with one significant change 
from the previous game. In that model the promise to marry was 
considered enforceable. In contrast, we now assume the man's 
willingness to marry just prior to the birth of the child depends 
upon a comparison of his own cost of getting married with his 
perception ofthe cost to his partner of becoming a single mother. 

The previous model showed that advances in reproductive 
technology could lead to the immiseration of women through in­
creased competition. The model in this section illustrates another 
mechanism whereby the technology shock could lead to the femi­
nization of poverty. In the old world, before the sexual revolution, 
women were less free to choose, but men were expected to assume 
responsibility for their welfare, an expectation that was more of­
ten fulfilled than breached. Nowadays women are freer to choose, 
but men are affording themselves the comparable option. In the 
model we present, the man reasons: "If she is not willing to obtain 
an abortion or use contraception, why should I sacrifice myself to 
get married?" This model accurately predicts a decline in shotgun 
marriage: with abortion readily available, many relationships 
that previously ended in shotgun marriages now end in abortion. 
When, instead, the woman carries the baby to term, the man can 
also rationalize remaining single. The model also realistically 
predicts a decline in the fertility rate (see Wilson and Neckerman 
[1986]) and an increase in the out-of-wedlock birthrate. However, 
as shall be discussed later, we think that the factors emphasized 
in the last section are probably more important empirically in 
explaining the increase in out-of-wedlock births in the United 
States. 

A. Description ofthe Model 

Figure I I is a tree diagram showing the sequence of decisions 
and their payoffs for a couple deciding whether or not to initiate 
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The payoffs corresponding to each path ofthe tree determine 
the equilibrium outcomes of the game, including the shotgun 
n.arriage rate. We first describe the payoffs to the woman and 
then to the man. 

B. Payoffs to the Woman 

For notational convenience we shall normalize the payoffs so 
that the woman's payoff if she engages in sex and does not be­
come pregnant is 0. I f she decides to forgo the relationship en­
tirely, her payoff is -s .̂ If the woman agrees to the sexual 
relationship and a pregnancy occurs, she has the further choice 
of whether or not to obtam an abortion. The financial and emo­
tional cost of the abortion to the woman is â , so her payoff if 
she chooses an abortion is -a^. If she does not choose to have an 
abortion, there are two possibilities: either her partner marries 
her, or she is left as a single mother. We let 6̂  be the cost of having 
a child even if she does get married, so that her payoff" as a mar­
ried mother is -b^. In contrast to our previous model, we assume 
for simplicity that b̂  is positive for all women, so that no women 
want children, even with marriage. If she does not get married, 
there is an additional cost (both financial and emotional) in the 
amount d ,̂ so that her payoff in this state is -6^ - d̂ . (For sim­
plicity, we assume that > 0 so that all women prefer marriage 
to single motherhood. With < 0, a woman prefers single parent­
hood to marriage to the partner, and the game tree must include 
the woman's decision whether or not to marry as well.) 

C. Payoffs to the Man 

We normalize the man's payoffs by assuming that the reward 
from sex is 0 i f no pregnancy occurs. Assuming that the man 
gains eiyoyment from sex equal to s„, his payoff" i f the woman 
chooses not to initiate a sexual relationship is -s„ . In the event 
of a pregnancy the man's payoff depends on wheSier or not the 
woman chooses an abortion and, if not, whether the man marries 
her. TD allow for the possibility that the woman's choice of an 
abortion may be costly to the man, we denote the man's payoff" in 
the event that the woman chooses an abortion as - a„ . I f the 
man's partner chooses not to abort, the man's payoff depends on 
whether or not he marries her. We assume for simplicity that 
marriage imposes a cost of d„ on the man, so that his payoff" if he 
marries is -d„ . Survey research by Marsiglio [1988] suggests 
that the major costs which men attach to forming households 
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model allows a surprisingly rich description of the interactions 
between the woman's decision and the man's. 

E. Equilibria ofthe Game 

If the cost of abortion is less than the cost of single mother­
hood, this game has a trivial solution: all pregnant women obtain 
abortions. Since in this case there are no births whatsoever, we 
focus on the more relevant case in which â  > b̂ . In this instance 
the frequency of abortions, legitimate births, and out-of-wedlock 
births depend on parameter values. 

With Of > bf, the game contains a basic simultaneity: abor­
tion is sufficiently costly that any pregnant woman would prefer 
to carry her baby to term if she could be sure that her partner 
would marry her. But men differ in the disutility of marriage {dJ. 
Some will, and others will not, marry partners who forgo abor­
tion. Thus, the woman's decision whether or not to abort depends 
on her perceived probability that the man will marry her if she 
carries the baby to term. For a given probability of marriage, 
those women with df. in excess of a critical value, d f \ choose to 
abort. For these women the disutility of single parenthood is too 
high to risk bearing a child. In contrast, women with df below 
df carry their babies to term, gamblmg on the prospect that, 
having decided against abortion, their partners will legitimate 
the child. These decisions of the women determine the average d 
of those women choosing not to_abort. This value is d f , with the 
uniform distribution assumed, df = df'/2. The higher the proba­
bility of marriage, the higher is dp\ 

18. Pairs for whom {d, ,dj are not in the positive orthant will reveal their 
true va ues of and d„ pnor to the abortion decision and therefore will separate 
themselves from the Mme that we are describing here. The minimum values of 
df and d atO correctly reflect the information structure of the game for pairs of 
men and women for whom d f > 0 and men for whom d„ > 0. If the woman has a 
negative value of cf̂ , she has no reason not to reveal it to her partner prior to the 
abortion decision since she does not want to marry him in any case. She should 
then make up her mind whether or not to have a baby dependent upon whether 
% J ? ' >J"iependent of the man's decision. If the man has a negative value 
ot then he should reveal that to his partner prior to the abortion decision If 
d IS negative and d, is positive, the couple should reveal their information and 
then get mamed if the woman does not prefer an abortion. The game we have 
descnbed will take place, however, if both d,and d„ are greater than 0 If d > 0 
the man wants the woman to beheve that d„ is as large as possible to majamize 
her willingness to obtain an abortion. Similarly, if d, > 0, the woman wante the 
man to believe that df is as great as possible so he will marry her. In such a 
situation neither the man's statements about his value of d nor the woman's 
statemente about her value of d, are credible. In these circunistances our model 
correctly assumes that the man and the woman know the distribution of d and 

but not their values for their specific partners. 
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FIGURE I I I 

The Relationship between the Cost of Abortion and the Mean Disutility of Single 
Parenthood among Women Who Bear Children Conceived out of Wedlock 

quirements that (1) and (3) be simultaneously satisfied. The solu­
tion sets are somewhat complex, Itirgely because of ceilings and 
the possibility of multiple equilibria when Df is sufficiently large, 
but the nature of the solutions can be_summarized by a graph, 
which plots the equilibrum value(s) of df as a function of - bf. 

Figure I I I shows that as the cost of abortion, â , falls, with 
the cost of bearing a child (bf) constant, the equihbrium value of 
df will fall. A decrease in the cost of abortion raises both the abor­
tion rate and the out-of-wedlock birthrate. With abortion less 
costly, the fertility rate is lower for sexually active women. With 
fewer women choosing to carry their babies to term, the meem 
disutility of single parenthood among women choosing to bear 
children declines, and there is a consequent decrease in the mar­
riage rate iF). The out-of-wedlock birthrate therefore rises. 

For each equilibrium plotted in Figure I I I , the welfare (pay­
offs) to women and to men can be easily calculated. Three com­
parative static results are obtained if we restrict our attention to 
"intemal equilibria." First, as the cost of abortion falls, women 
who do not refrain from sexual activity and who will not obtain 
an abortion if they become pregnant will lose out, because their 
probability of marriage will decline. Second, the expected value 
of welfare for all women may rise, or dechne, dependent on the 
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amended to include endogenous changes m stigma, is consistent 
with the facts documented in Section I I conceming the magni­
tude and timmg of changes in sexual participation, abortion, con­
traceptive use, shotgun marriage, and the living arrangements 
of children. 

I 

A. Welfare Theory, Jobs Theory, and Mix Effect 

Despite their prominence in the Uterature, neither the wel­
fare theory (see Murray [1984]) nor the job-shortage theory (see 
Wilson [1987]) can explain the size and timing ofthe increase in 
out-of-wedlock births. For example, Ellwood and Summers [1986] 
argue that AFDC could not have played a major role in the rise 
of out-of-wedlock births because AFDC rose a great deal in the 
1960s and fell in the 1970s (when ehgibihty requirements also 
became more stringent), while out-of-wedlock births rose continu­
ally Moffitt [1992, p. 29] reaches similar conclusions. He also 
finds that the effects of welfare benefits estimated with cross-
section and panel data are too small to account for more than a 
very small fraction of the rise in the out-of-wedlock birth ratio. 

Wilson's joblessness hypothesis has also been questioned. 
Mare and Winship [1991, p. 194], using cross-section data, esti­
mate that at most 20 percent of the decline in marriage rates of 
blacks between 1960 and 1980 can be explamed by decreasing 
employment. Jencks [1992, p. 133] has noted that the decline in 
the fraction of married unemployed black men aged 30 to 44 be­
tween 1960 and 1980 was only slightly higher (13 percent) than 
the decline in the fraction of married employed black men (11 
percent)." In confirmation of these suspicions, Wood [1995] esti­
mates that only 3 to 4 percent of the decline in black marriage 
rates can be explained by the shrinkage of the pool of eligible 
black men. 

A third theory, which we term the mix-effect hypothesis, pos­
its a relationship due to selection between the legalization of 
abortion and the out-of-wedlock birthrate. If anything, this the­
ory fares worse than either the joblessness theory or the welfare 
theory. According to the mix-effect hypothesis, the shotgun mar­
riage rate might have declined following the legalization of abor­
tion because the type of couples who would have been especially 
likely to marry in the event of a premarital pregnancy prior to 
legalization would have been especially likely to obtain an abor­
tion and avoid shotgun marriage after legalization. (O'Connell 

21. Also see Lerman [1988]. 
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The technology shock hypothesis thus meets the test that 
changes in the use of the technology are of sufficient magnitude 
to be a potential propagator of the subsequent and very substan­
tial changes in out-of-wedlock births and family stmcture—pro­
vided that the effect has the right sign. 

C. The Technology Shock Explanation for Rising Out-of-Wedlock 
Childbirth 

Avery simple theory, which builds on the models ofthe previ­
ous sections, suffices to explain not only the increase in the out-
of-wedlock birthrate but also the related changes in family stmc­
ture and sexual practice. According to this theory, the legalization 
of abortion, starting in the late 1960s, induced a large fraction 
of immarried women, who were wilhng to obtain an abortion if 
pregnant, to engage in premarital sexual relations while forgoing 
the promise of marriage in the event of a premarital conception. 
Similarly, the invention of the pill and increased availability of 
contraception enhanced the wilhngness of unmarried women to 
participate in uncommitted, premarital sex by reducing the odds 
of a pregnancy in the first place. The technology shock thereby 
triggered the behavioral shifts depicted in our two static models. 
Women who wanted to bear children were immiserized because 
their competitive position, and thereby their ability to bargain 
for the marriage guarantee, deteriorated, as in our first model. 
Moreover, their partners' degree of empathy and willingness to 
marry after the fact, may also have declined once it was apparent 
that the woman herself was unwilhng to obtain tin abortion. This 
causation mechanism is illustrated by our second model. 

The technology shock hypothesis, like Wilson's job shortage 
theory, relates the increase in out-of-wedlock childbearing to a 
decline in the supply of eligible males. However, this decline oc­
curs because there are fewer men who are willing to get married, 
and not just because there is a shortage of jobs. The technology 
shock theory explains the reduced marriage rates of both edu­
cated men with low unemplojmient and uneducated men with 
high unemployment. The technology shock model also predicts, 
and our survey results described below confirm, a decline in inti­
macy between sexual partners, since relations are likely to be 
short term, reinforcing the unwillingness to marry. 

The technology shock theory suffices to explain why there 
was such a large rise in the rate of retention of children born out 
of wedlock. In the old days, if the woman wanted a child, she was 
typically able to exact a promise that the man would marry her. 
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women to perceive the increased willingness of men to move if 
such marriage promises are demeinded. As new expectations 
formed, social norms readjusted, and the shotgun marriage rate 
declined, albeit gradually. In the end, however, men who wanted 
sexual activity but did not want to promise marriage in case of 
pregnancy, were neither expected nor requii-ed to do so. 

A second, important reason, why the decline in the shotgun 
marriage ratio occurred gradually, rather than abmptly, relates 
to stigma. Declining stigma of out-of-wedlock childbirth was a 
natural, endogenous consequence of the technology shock. A de­
cline in stigma, represented in both models by a decrease in df, 
further reinforced the technology-driven causes for the decline in 
shotgun marriage and increased retention of out-of-wedlock 
children. 

As we have documented, the norm of premarital sexual absti­
nence all but vanished in the wake of the technology shock. With 
premarital sex the mle, rather than the exception, an out-of-
wedlock childbirth could no longer serve as a sign that society's 
sexual taboos had been violated. The stigma attached to out-of-
wedlock childbearing thus gradually but, ultimately greatly, 
eroded. A reduction in df in our first model augments the willing­
ness to engage in uncommitted premarital sex. In our second 
model, a reduction in df is an additional factor working to reduce 
the pressure on fathers to do their duty in the case of an im-
wanted pregnancy. Since out-of-wedlock childbirth no longer re­
sulted in social ostracism, literally and figuratively, shotgun 
marriage no longer occurred at the point of the shotgun. Reduc­
tion in stigma provides an additional reason why women who, in 
previous times would have put up their baby for adoption, chose 
to keep the baby instead. As we have seen, in 1970 most children 
whose mothers did not get married in the first three years after 
their birth were put up for adoption (commonly by relatives). In 
contrast, by the late 1980s about two-thirds of these babies were 
kept by the mothers. 

There can be little doubt that the stigma of out-of-wedlock 
childbearing has dechned enormously. Even the name ofthe phe­
nomenon has been changed over the last fifteen years: children 
born out-of-wedlock are no longer referred to as "illegitimate." 
The willingness of officials to ask, and of citizens to answer, ques­
tions about out-of-wedlock childbearing is a further indicator of 
the dechne in stigma. For example, in the CPS fertility supple­
ment, retrospectively questioned white mothers revealed 32 per-
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D. Survey Results 

Our technology shock theory posits two distinct mechanisms 
whereby the shotgun marriage norm eroded. The first model em­
phasizes the role of the new technologies m increasing the will­
ingness of women to participate in uncommitted premarital sex. 
The second emphasizes the diminished sense of responsibility of 
men to care for women who have passed up available contracep­
tion and abortion options. Our guess, based partly on the quali­
tative results of a survey we conducted of University of Cali­
fomia at Berkeley undergraduates, is that the first mechanism is 
more important than the second. We attempted to see whether 
students would agree with the logic of the second choice model 
regarding the effect of abortion availabiUty on a man's responsi-
bihty to marry his partner. 

Students were asked to gauge the responsibihty of a man to 
marry his sexual partner m two vignettes: one in which abortion 
is "easily available" and another in which abortion is "illegal, as 
it was in this country until the IdlOs."^* They were also asked to 
explain the reasoning underiying their responses. Differences in 
students' ratings of responsibihty with and without easily avail­
able abortion had the expected sign, but were on average small-
only 1.2 points on a scale of one to ten—a particularly surprising 
result given that the questionnaire had been designed to ehcit 
such a reaction. In this sense, students implicitly conceded the 
logical point that abortion should have an impact on their respon-
sibihties. Interestingly, however, not a single student volunteered 
any explanation whatever of the difference in his or her answer 
to the two different vignettes. In other words, no student com­
mented on the availabihty of abortion as a factor goveming the 
responsibility for marriage. Instead, students focused on the level 
of responsibility. The most common explanation, offered by both 
male and female respondents, was that the man is responsible to 
the child but not to the pregnant woman. Many emphasized the 
financial responsibility of the man for the child. Others explained 

24. The first vignette concemed Michael, aged 20, and Sharon, aged 19, each 
with M V ^ T f ^^^'"^^ ^ J ^ " " department store clerk. Aftir going out 

M ^V*""" " A ^ " ' ^•'"""^ becomes pregnant. Michael makes it clear that 
he would prefer not to get marned and that he wants Sharon to get an abortion 
Abortions are easily available in their area, but Sharon says she would like to get 

^ "J?"̂  ^f^^ ^ second vignette is exactly tlie 
obStneH feth'f.K^K'? except for the conditions under which abortion can be 
obtained. Rather than being "easily available," on the contrary, "abortion is illegal 
as It was in this country until the eariy 1970s." ^ 
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when the distance to the nearest abortion provider declines.̂ * 
These studies thus show that births dechne at a much lower rate 
than one to one with the number of abortions. 

VI. CONCLUSION. 

Over the last 25 years disturbing trends have occurred in the 
United States (and other Western countries as well). Just at the 
time, about 1970, that the permanent cure to poverty seemed to 
be on the horizon and just at the time that women had obtained 
the tools to control the number and the timing of their children, 
single motherhood and the feminization of poverty began their 
long and steady rise. As a result, United States poverty rates 
have been stubbomly constant for the last quarter century. 

It is important to understand why these changes in family 
stmcture have occurred. Quantitative work by economists and 
sociologists suggests strongly that the magnitude of these 
changes is simply too great to be explained by the increase in 
welfare eligibility and benefits (which occurred in the 1960s and 
not the 1970s). Nor can it be explained by the decline in jobs for 
the less educated. Despite the lack of ambiguity from econometric 
work, misperceptions persist. On the right it is commonly be­
lieved that welfare did it, and on the left, that the deterioration 
of male jobs is the culprit. 

There is, in consequence, a need for another explanation. 
That other explanation, which is also popular, centers on the 
vague notion that single parenthood increased because of a 
change in attitudes toward sexual behavior. This paper endorses 
that view, and attempts to explain the mechanisms whereby 
those changes in sexual and marital customs occurred. Although 
doubt will always remain about the ultimate cause for something 
as diffuse as a change in social custom, the technology shock the­
ory of this paper does fit the facts. The new technology was 
adopted quickly and on a massive scale. It is therefore prima facie 
plausible that it could have accounted for a comparably large 

25. These new resulte are particularly surprising in view of eariier studies 
that showed declines in teenage birthrates following the legalization of abortion— 
a decline in teenage birthrates in New York City after statewide legaUzation (see 
Joyce and Mocan [1980]) and a differential decline in out-of-wedlock birth ratios 
in states that legalized abortion in the late 1960s and early 1970s (see Sklar and 
Berkov [1974]). 
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under 45 who were omitted from the sample in prior years be­
cause of age truncation. A single series was constmcted from the 
two panels by using the data from the 1982 panel for the period 
1960 to 1972, an average ofthe data in the 1982 and 1988 panels 
for the period 1973 to 1981, and the data from the 1988 panel 
thereafter. The later panel was omitted from the pre-1973 series 
because ofthe importance of age truncation. This series was used 
to perform the time series tests reported in Table I I I . However, 
the NSFG contains considerable underreporting of abortion, in 
comparison with the complete tabulations from medical providers 
available from the Alan Guttmacher Institute after 1972. For ex­
ample, from 1973 to 1982 the NSFG third and fourth panels re­
ported only 31.3 percent ofthe abortions to unmsirried women 
reported in the Alan Guttmacher Institute survey. The aggregate 
abortions statistics in Table I I are based on the Alan Guttmacher 
data afl^r 1972. Before 1973 the table uses abortions from the 
1982 NSFG, adjusted for reporting error. 

The fraction of women aged 16 with sexual experience was 
compiled from the 1982 panel of the National Survey of Family 
Growth from answers to the following two questions: "At any 
time in your life, have you ever had sexual intercourse?" If yes, 
women were subsequently asked: "When did you have sexual in­
tercourse for the first time—what month and year was that? How 
old were you at that time?" 

The series on the use of the pill is the fraction of unmarried 
women reporting using the pill on first intercourse by date of first 
intercourse from the 1982 panel. 

Shotgun Marriage Rate 

The shotgun marriage ratio, to recall, is the fraction of births 
conceived out of wedlock with marriage between conception and 
birth. To obtain an annual series and extended shotgun marriage 
ratios with marriage after the birth of the child, we followed the 
methodology of O'Connell and Moore [1980], O'Connell and Rog­
ers [1984], and U. S. Department of Commerce [1991, p. 10, Table 
F]. The Fertility Supplements to the Current Population Survey 
taken in 1980,1982, and 1990 sisked women about the birth dates 
of their children and also their dates of marriage and divorce. The 
1980 and 1990 surveys queried all women 15 to 65 about the first 
five births; the 1982 Supplement asked only about first births. 
The first birth shotgun marriage ratio is the fraction of first 
births taking place within seven months of marriage, where the 
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An Analysis of Out-Of-Wedlock 
Births in the United States 

Around 1970, the United States experienced a 
reproductive technology shock. The legalization of 
abortion and dramatic increase in the availability of 
contraception gave women the tools to control the 
number and timing of their children. Over the ensuing 
25 years, however, there have been huge increases in 
the number of single-parent families headed by 
unmarried mothers. The usual economic 
explanations—welfare benefits and the declining 
availability of good jobs—explain only a small firaction 
of the change. In our view, it was the technology shock 
itself that, by eroding the age-old custom of shotgun 
marriage, paradoxically raised out-of-wedlock birth 
rates instead of lowering them. If so, cuts in welfare 
benefits will have little effect on out-of-wedlock births, 
serving mainly to lower the standard of living of the 
country's poorest children. Better family planning 
education, birth control advice, and requirements 
forcing fathers to pay child support are more promising 
policies to reduce out-of-wedlock births. 
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3 An Analysis of Out-of-Wedlock Births in the United States 

abortion laws. At about the same time it became 
easier for unmarried people to obtain contraceptives. 
In July 1970 the Massachusetts law prohibiting the 
distribution of contraceptives to unmarried people 
was declared unconstitutional. We have found that 
this rather sudden increase in the availability of both 
abortion and contraception—we call it a 
reproductive technology shock—is deeply 
implicated in the increase in out-of-wedlock births. 
Although many observers expected liberalized 
abortion and contraception to lead to fewer out-of-
wedlock births, in fact the opposite happened— 
because of the erosion in the custom of "shotgun 
marriages." 

Until the early 1970s, shotgun marriage was the 
norm in premarital sexual relations. The custom was 
succinctly stated by one San Francisco resident in 
the late 1960s: "If a giri gets pregnant you married 
her. There wasn't no choice. So I married her." 

Since 1969, however, shotgun marriage has 
gradually disappeared (see table 1). For whites, in 
particular, the shotgun marriage rate began its 
decline at almost the same time as the reproductive 
technology shock. And the disappearance of shotgun 
marriages has contributed heavily to the rise in the 
out-of-wedlock birth rate for both white and black 
women. In fact, about 75 percent of the increase in 
the white out-of-wedlock first-birth rate, and about 
60 percent of the black increase, between 1965 and 
1990 is directly attributable to the decline in shotgun 
marriages. If the shotgun marriage rate had remained 
steady from 1965 to 1990, white out-of-wedlock 
births would have risen only 25 percent as much as 
they have. Black out-of-wedlock births would have 
increased only 40 percent as much. 

Table 1. America's Reproductive Technology Shock, 1965-84 
1965-69 1970-74 1975-79 1980-84 

Births (in thousands) i 

Total 3599.0 3370.0 3294.0 3646.0 

White 2990.0 2760.0 2660.0 2915.0 

Black 542.0 583.0 540.0 590.0 

Birthrates per 1000 Married Women, Age 15-44 

White 119.4 103.6 93.1 94.5 

Black 129.1 110.3 93.3 90.6 

Birthrates per 1000 Unmarried Women, Age 15-44 

White 12.7 12.6 13.7 18.9 

Black 91.0 94.6 85.5 81.7 

Women Married, Age 15-44 (percent) 

White 67.8 65.3 61.6 58.8 

Black 55.9 52.9 45.2 39.9 

Out-ol-Wedlock Births (in thousands) 

Total 322.0 406.0 515.0 715.0 

White 144.0 166.0 220.0 355.0 

Black 189.0 230.0 280.0 337.0 

Women Age 16 with Sexual Experience (percent) 

White 13.8 23.2 28.1 32.8 

Black 35.0 42.3 50.8 49.9 

Unmarried Women Using the Pill at First Intercourse (percent) 

Total 5.7 15.2 13.4 NA 

Abortions, Unmarried Women 15-44 (In thousands) 

1 Total 88.0 561.0 985.0 1271.0 

First Birth Shotgun Marriage Rate (percent) 

White 59.2 55.4 45.7 42.0 

Black 24.8 19.5 11.0 11.4 

1 Adoptions (In thousands) 

Total 158.0 156.0 129.0 142.0 

1 Ratio o( Adoptions to Mothers Not Married Within Three Year* of Birth 

1 Total 49.0 38.4 29.0 19.6 

What links liberalized contraception and abortion 
with the declining shotgun marriage rate? Before 
1970, the stigma of unwed motherhood was so great 
that few women were willing to bear children outside 
of marriage. The only circumstance that would cause 
women to engage in sexual activity was a promise 
of marriage in the event of pregnancy. Men were 
willing to make (and keep) that promise for they 

knew that in leaving one woman they would be 
unlikely to find another who would not make the 
same demand. Even women who wouWbe willing 
lo bear children out-of-wedlock could demand a 
promise of marriage in the event of pregnancy. 

The increased availability of contraception and 
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Thus the data do support the theory. 

Indeed, the technology shock theory explains not 
only the increase in the out-of-wedlock birth rate, 
but also related changes in family structure and 
sexual practice, such as the sharp decline in the 
number of children put up for adoption. The peak 
year for adoptions in the United States was 1970, 
the year ofthe technology shock. In the five years 
following the shock the number of agency 
adoptions was halved from 86,000 to 43,000. In 
1969, mothers of out-of-wedlock children who had 
not married after three years kept only 28 percent 
ofthose children. In 1984, that rate was 56 percent; 
by the late 1980s it was 66 percent. 

Unlike the other statistics we have mentioned, the 
shotgun marriage rate itself underwent only gradual 
change following the early 1970s. Why did it not 
change as dramatically as the others? For two 
reasons. The first is that shotgun marriage was an 
accepted social convention and, as such, it changed 
slowly. It took time for men to recognize that they 
did not have to promise marriage in the event of a 
pregnancy in exchange for sexual relations. It may 
also have taken time for women to perceive the 
increased willingness of men to leave them if they 
demanded marriage. As new expectations formed, 
social norms readjusted, and the shotgun marriage 
rate began its long decline. 

In addition, the decreasing stigma of out-of-wedlock 
childbirth reinforced the technology-driven causes 
for the decline in shotgun marriage and increased 
retention of out-of-wedlock children. With 
premarital sex the rule, rather than the exception, 
an out-of-wedlock childbirth gradually ceased to be 
a sign that society's sexual taboos had been violated. 
The reduction in stigma also helps explain why 
women who would once have put their baby up for 
adoption chose to keep it instead. 

One final puzzle requires explanation. The black 
shotgun marriage ratio began to fall eariier than the 
white ratio and shows no significant change in trend 
around 1970. How do we account for that apparent 

anomaly? Here federal welfare benefits may play a 
role. For women whose eamings are so low that 
they are potentially eligible For welfare, an increase 
in welfare benefits has the same effect on out-of-
wedlock births as a decline in the stigma to bearing 
a child out-of-wedlock. The difference in welfare 
eligibility between whites and blacks and the pattems 
of change in benefits—rising in the 1960s and falling 
thereafter—may then explain why the decline in the 
black shotgun marriage ratio began earlier than that 
for whites. Because blacks on average have lower 
incomes than whites, they are more affected by 
changes in welfare benefits. As a result, the rise in 
welfare benefits in the 1960s may have had only a 
small impact on the white shotgun rate but resulted 
in a significant decrease in the black shotgun 
marriage rate. 

Policy Considerations 

Although doubt will always remain about the 
ultimate cause for something as diffuse as a change 
in social custom, the technology shock theory does 
fit the facts. The new reproductive technology was 
adopted quickly and on a massive scale. It is 
therefore plausible that it could have accounted for 
a comparably large change in marital and fertility 
pattems. The timing of the changes also seems, at 
least crudely, to fit the theory. 

Attempts to tum the technological clock backwards 
by denying women access to abortion and 
contraception are probably not possible. Even if such 
attempts were possible, they would now be 
counterproductive. In addition to reducing the well-
being of women who use the technology, such 
measures would lead to yet greater poverty. With 
sexual abstinence rare and the stigma of out-of-
wedlock motherhood small, denying women access 
to abortion and contraception would only increase 
the number of children bom out-of-wedlock and 
reared in impoverished single-parent families. Most 
children bom out-of-wedlock are reported by their 
mothers to have been "wanted" but "not at that 
time." Some are reported as not wanted at all. Easier 
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Technology Shock, 

he-Demise of Shotgun Marriage, and the 

Increase in Out-of-Wedlock Births 

In 1970 a permanent aire to poverty in America 
seemed on the horizon. Federal poverty war­
riors appeared to be gaining ground, and deci­
sions by state courts regarding abortion and by 
state legislatures regarding the availability of 

contraception seemed to be giving poor families the 
toob to control the number and the timing of their 
children. The dream of eliminating poverty, however, 
has remained unfidfilled. Not only have U.S. poverty 
rates stayed stubbornly constant over the intervening 
25 years, but also poor families have seen their lot 
worsen as huge increases in single-parent families— 
more and more headed by urunarried mothers—have 
led to the feminization of poverty in America. 

Since 1970, out-of-wedlock birth rates have soared. 
In 1965, 24 percent ofblack infants and 3.1 percent of 
white infants were bom to single mothers. By 1990 
the rates were 64 percent for black in£mts, 18 percent 
for whites. Every year one million more children arc 
*iom into fatherless families. If we have learned any 

'icy lesson well over the past 25 years, it is that for 
jldren living in single-parent homes, the odds of liv­

ing in poverty are great. The policy implications of the 
increase in out-of-wedlock births are staggering. 

Searching for an Explanation 
Efforts by social scientists to explain the rise in out-of-
wedlock births have so &r been unconvincing, though 
several theories have a wide popular following. One 
argument that appeals to conservatives is diat of 
Charles Murray, who attributes the increase to overly 
generous federal welfiire benefits. But as David Ell­
wood and Lawrence Summers have shown, welfare 
benefits could not have played a major role in the rise 
of out-of-wedlock births because benefits rose sharply 
in the 1960s and then fell in the 1970s and 1980s, 
when out-of-wedlock births rose most. A study by 
Robert MoflBtt in 1992 also found that wel&re benefits 
can account for only a smaU firaction ofthe rise in the 
out-of-wedlock birth ratio. 

Liberals have tended to favor the explanation 
offered by William Julius Wibon. In a 1987 study, 
Wilson attributed the increase in out-of-wedlock 
births to a decline in the marriageability ofblack men 
due to a shortage of jobs for less educated men. But 
Robert D. Mare and Christopher Winship have esti­
mated that at most 20 percent ofthe decline in mar-

j'c rates of blacks between 1960 and 1980 can be ex-
^ .ained by decreasing employment. And Robert G. 
Wood has estimated that only 3-4 percent ofthe de­
cline in black marriage rates can be explained by the 
shrinking ofthe pool of eligible black men. 

Yet another popular explanation is that single par­
enthood has increased since the late 1960s because of 
the change in attitudes toward sexual behavior. But so 
fn social scientists have been unable to explain exactly 
how that change came about or to estimate in any 
convincing way its quantitative impact. In recent work 
we have been able to provide both. 

The Answer: No More Shotgun Marriages 
In the late 1960s and very eariy 1970s (well before Roe 
K Wade in January 1973) many major states, including 
New York and Califomia, liberalized their abortion 
laws. At about the same time it became easier for im­
married people to get contraceptives. In July 1970 the 
Massachusetts law prohibiting the distribution of con­
traceptives to unmarried people was declared imcon-
stitutional. We have found that this sudden increase in 
the availability of both abortion and contracep­
tion—we call it a reproductive technology shock—u 
deeply implicated in the increase in out-of-wedlock 
births. Although many observers expected liberalized 
abortion and contraception to lead to fewer out-of-
wedlock births, the opposite happened—because of 
the erosion in the custom of "shotgim marriages.** 

Until the early 1970s, shotgun marriage was the 
norm in premarital sexual relations. The custom was 
succincdy stated by one San Francisco resident in the 
late 1960s: "If a gjrl gets pregnant you married her. 
There wasn't no choice. So I married her." 

Since 1969, however, the tradition of shotgun mar­
riage has seriously eroded (sec table 1 for die trend 
fi^om 1965 through 1984). For whites, in particular, 
the shotgun marriage rate began its decline at almost 
the same time as the reproductive technology shock. 
And the decline in shotgim marriages has contributed 
heavily to the rise in the out-of-wedlock birth rate for 
both white and black women. In faa, about 75 per­
cent ofthe increase in the white out-of-wedlock first-
birth rate, and about 60 percent ofthe black increase, 
between 1965 and 1990 is direcdy attributable to the 
decline in shotgun marriages. If the shotgun marriage 
rate had remained steady fi-om 1965 to 1990, white 
out-of-wedlock births would have risen only 25 per­
cent as much as they have. Black out-of-wedlock 
births would have increased only 40 percent as much. 

What links liberalized contraception and abortion 
with the declining shotgun marriage rate? Before 1970, 
the stigma of unwed motherhood was so great that 
few women were willing to bear children outside of 
marriage. The only circumstance that would cause 
women to engage in sexual activity was a promise of 
marnage in the event of pregnancy. Men were willing 
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to make (and keep) that promise for they knew diat in 
leaving one woman diey would be unlikely to find an-
odier who would not make die same demand. Even 
women who would be willing to bear children out-
of-wedlock could demand a promise of marriage in 
the event of pregnancy. 

The increased availability of contraception and 
abortion made shotgun weddings a diing of die past 
Women who were willing to get an abortion or who 
reliably used contraception no longer found it neces­
sary to condition sexual relatioiis on a promise of mar­
nage m die event of pregnancy. But women who 

wanted children, who ob-
jcrtcd to abortion for moral 
or relipous reasons, or who 
were unreliable in their 
use of contraception found 
themselves pressured to par­
ticipate in premarital sexual 
relations without being able 
to exact a promise of mar­
riage in case of pregnancy. 
These women feared, cor-
recdy, diat i f diey rcfiised 
sexual relations, diey risked 
losing their parmers. Sexual 
activity without commit­
ment was increasingly ex­
pected in premarital rela­
tionships. 

Advances in reproduc­
tive technology eroded the 
custom of shotgun marriage 
in another way. Before the 
sexual revolution, women 
had less fireedom, but men 
were expected to assume 
responsibility for their wcl-
firc. Today women are more 
fi-ee to choose, but men 
have afforded diemselves 
the comparable option. " I f 
she is not willing to have an 
abortion or use contracep­
tion," the man can reason, 
"why should I sacrifice my­
self to get married?" By 
making die birdi of die child 

the physical choice of die modier, die sexual revolu­
tion has made marriage and child support a social 
choice ofthe father. 

Many men have changed dicir attimdes regarding 
die responsibility for unplanned pregnancies. As one 
contnbutor to die Internet wrote recendy to die Dads' 
Rights Newsgroup. "Since die decision to have die 
child is solely up to die modier, I don't see how bodi 
parents have responsibility to diat child." That atti­
tude, of course, makes it &r less likely dut die man wiU 
offer marriage as a solution to a couple's pregnancy 
quandary, leaving die modier eidier to raise die child 
or to give it up for adoption. 

Before the 1970s, unmarried mothers kept few of 

tion because die stigma of unwed modierhood has de­
clined. The transformation in attitudes was captured 
by die New York Times in 1993: "In die 'old days' of 
die 1960s, '50s, and '40s, pregnant teenagen were 
pariahs, banished firom schools, ostracized by dieir 
peers or scurried out of town to give birdi in secret." 
Today diey are "supported and embraced in dieir de-v 
cision to give birdi, keep dieir babies, continue dieir 
education, and participate in school activities." Since 
out-of-w-edlock childbearing no longer results in social 
ostracism'. literally and figuratively, shotgun marriage 
no longer occurs at die point of die shotgun. 

out-of-wedlock 

birth rate? '^^^ 
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their babies. Today they put only a few up for adop-
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The Theory and the Facts 
The preceding discussion explains why die reproduc­
tive technology shock could have increased die out-
of-wedlock birdi rate. How weU do die data fit die 
theory? 

In 1970 dierc were about 400.000 out-of-wedlock 
buths out of 3.7 million total births (see table 1). In 
1990 diere were 12 million out-of-wedlock birdis out 
of 4 million total. From die late 1960s to die late 
1980s, die number of births per unmarried woman 
roughly doubled for whites, but fell by 5-10 percent 
for blacks. The fraction of unmarried women rose 
about 30 percent for whites, about 40 percent for 
blacb. The fertility rates for married women of bodi 
races declined rapidly (also, of coune. contributing to 
die rise m die out-of-wedlock birdi ratio). 

If die increased abortions and use of contraceptives 
caused die rise in out-of-wedlock birdis, die increase 
would have to have been very large relative to die 
number of diose births and to die number of unmar­
ned women. And as table 1 shows, dut was indeed die 
case. The use of birdi control pills at first intercoune 
by unmarried women jumped from 6 percent to 15 
percent in just a few years, a change dut suggests dut 
a much larger fraction of all sexually active unmarried 
women began using die pill. The number of abortions 
to unmarried women grew firom roughly 100.000 a 
year in die late 1960s (compared widi some 322.000 
out-of-wedlock births) to more dun 1.2 million 
(compared widi 715.000 out-of-wedlock births) in die 
early 1980s. Thus die data do support die dieory. 

Indeed, die technology shock dieory explains not 
only die increase in die out-of-wedlock birth rate, but 
also related changes in fimily stmcture and sexual 
practice, such as die sharp decline in die number of 
children put up for adoption. The peak year for adop­
tions m die United States was 1970, die year of die 
technology shock. Over die next five years die num­
ber of agency adoptions was halved fix)m 86.000 to 
43,000. In 1969, modiers of out-of-wedlock children 
who had not married after three years kept only 28 
percent of diose children. In 1984, diat latc was 56 
percent; by die late 1980s it was 66 percent. 

Unlike die odier statistics we have mentioned, die 
shotgun marriage rate itself underwent only gradual 
change foUowing the early 1970s. Why did it not 
change as dramatically as die odiers? For two reasons. 
The first is diat shotgun marriage was an accepted so-
aal convention and, as such, it changed slowly. It took 
time for men to recognize diat diey did not have to 
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promise marriage in the event of a pregnancy in ex-
cliange for sexual relations. It may also have taken time 

- women to perceive the increased wilhngness of 
.1 to leave them if they demanded marriage. As new 

-xpectations formed, social norms readjusted, and the 
shotgun marriage rate began its long decline. 

In addition, the decreasing stigma of out-of-wed­
lock childbirth reinforced the technology-driven 
causes for the decline in shotgun marriage and in­
creased retention of out-of-wedlock children. With 
premarital sex the rule, rather than the exception, an 
out-of-wedlock childbirth gradually ceased to be a 
sign that society's sexual taboos had been violated. 
The reduction in stigma also helps explain why 
women who would once have put their baby up for 
adoption chose to keep it instead. 

One final puzzle requires explanation. The black 
shotgun marriage ratio began to fall earlier than the 
white ratio and shows no significant change in trend 
around 1970. How do wc account for that apparent 
anomaly? Here federal welfare benefits may pby a 
role. For women whose eamings are so low that they 
are potentiaUy eligible for welfare, an increase in wel-
&re benefits has the same effect on out-of-wedlock 
births as a decline in the srignu to bearing a child out-
of-wedlock. The difference in welfere ehgibility be­
tween whites and blacks and the pattems of change in 
benefits—rising m the 1960s and faUing there­
after—may then explain why the dechne in the black 
shotgun marriage ratio began earUer than that for 

hires. Because blacks on average have lower incomes 
jan whites, they are more affeaed by changes in wel-

&re benefits. As a result, the rise in welfere benefits in 
the 1960s may have had only a small impact on the 
white shotgun rate but resulted in a significant de­
crease in the black shotgun marriage rate. 

Policy Considerations 
Although doubt will always remain about the ultimate 
cause for something as diffiise as a change in social cus­
tom, the technology shock theory does fit the facts. 
The new reproductive technology was adopted quickly 
and on a massive scale. It is therefore plausible that it 
could have accounted for a comparably large change in 
marital and fertility pattems. The timing ofthe changes 
also seems, at least cmdely, to fit the theory. 

From a pohcy perspective, attempts to tum the 
technology clock back by denying women access to 
abortion and contraception is probably not possible. 
Even if it were, it would almost surely be counterpro­
ductive. In addition to probably reducing the well-be­
ing of women who use the technology, such measures 
could lead to yet greater poverty. With sexual absti­
nence rare and the stigma of out-of-wedlock mother­
hood small, denying women access to abortion and 
contraception would probably increase the number of 
children bom out of wedlock and reared in impover-
shcd single-parent families. On the contrary, efforts 
should be made to ensure that women can use the 
new technologies if they choose to do so. 

Finally, if the technology shock theory does explain 
the rise in single motherhood, cuts in welfare as cur-
rendy proposed would only further immiserize the vic-

Table I. America's Reproductive Technology Shock, 1965-84 

1965-69 1970-74 1975-79 1980-84 

B I R T H S ( T H O U S A N D S ) 

Total 3599 3370 
White 2990 2760 
Black 542 ' 583 

3294 3646 
2660 2915 
540 590 

B I R T H R A T E S PER 1000 MARRIED W O M E N , A G E IS -44 

White 119.4 103.6 93.1 945 
Black 129.1 1103 93J 90.6 

B I R T H R A T E S PER 1000 UNMARRIED W O M E N , A G E IS -44 

White 117 116 13.7 18.9 
Black 91.0 94.6 855 81.7 

W O M E N MARRIED, A G E IS -44 ( P E R C E N T ) 

White 
Black 

67.8 
55.9 

653 
519 

61.6 
45.2 

58.8 
39.9 

O U T - O F - W E D L O C K BIRTHS ( T H O U S A N D S ) 

Total 322 406 515 
White 
Black 

144 
189 

166 
230 

220 
280 

715 
355 
337 

W O M E N A G E 16 W I T H S E X U A L E X P E R I E N C E ( P E R C E N T ) 

White 13.8 13.2 28.1 318 
Black 35.0 413 50.8 49.9 

UNMARRIED W O M E N USING T H E P ILL AT F I R S T INTERCOURS- -

( P E R C E N T ) 

Total 5.7 15.2 13.4 NA 

A B O R T I O N S , UNMARRIED W O M E N . A G E 15-44 ( T H O U S A N D S ) 

Total 88 561 985 1271 

F I R S T B IRTH S H O T G U N MARRIAGE RATE ( P E R C E N T ) 

White 59.2 55.4 45.7 410 
Black 24.8 195 11.0 11.4 

A D O P T I O N S ( T H O U S A N D S ) 

Total 158 156 129 142 

RATIO OF A D O P T I O N S TO BIRTHS TO MOTHERS NOT MARRIED 
W I T H I N T H R E E Y E A R S OF BIRTH 

Total 49.0 38.4 29.0 19.8 

Source: George A. Akerlof, Janet L. Yellen, and Michael L. Katz, 
"An Analysis of Out-of-Wedlock Childbearing in the United 
States," Quarterly Journal of Economics, May 1996. 

tims. Such cuts would have litde impact on the number 
of children bom out-of-wedlock while impoverishing 
those already on wel&re yet further. Instead, policy 
measures to make fathers pay to support their out-of-
wedlock children would not only direcdy conttibute to 
the well-being of children, but also tax men for fcther-
ing such children, thereby ofSctting at least partially die 
change in terms between fathers and mothers. Such 
measures deserve serious policy consideration. • 
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