
oî 
«®
AI
T#'

N C H S  D a ta  B r ie f  ■ N o. 21 ■ A u g u s t  2 0 0 9

Delayed Childbearing: More Women Are Having Their 
First Child Later in Life

T.J. Mathews, M.s., and Brady E. Hamilton, ph.D.

Key find ings

Data from the Birth Data 
File, National Vital Statistics 
System

• The average age of first
time mothers increased 3.6 
years from 1970 to 2006, from 
21.4 to 25.0 years.

• Increases in average 
age at first birth were more 
pronounced in the 1970s and 
1980s.

• Average age at first birth 
increased in all states and 
the District of Columbia; the 
District of Columbia (5.5 
years) and Massachusetts (5.2 
years) had the largest increases 
since 1970.

• In 2006, Asian or Pacific 
Islander women had the oldest 
average age at first birth (28.5 
years) and American Indian or 
Alaska Native women had the 
youngest (21.9 years).

• The average age at first 
birth has been increasing in 
many developed nations.

Of particular interest to both researchers and the public is the “average” age 
of women when they have a child, especially their first. Age at first birth 
influences the total number of births that a woman might have in her life, 
which impacts the size, composition, and future growth of the population.
The age of the mother, both younger and older, plays a strong role in a wide 
range of birth outcomes (e.g., birthweight, multiple births, and birth defects), 
so it is critical to track the average age at which women have their first birth.

Keywords: average age • f i r s t  b irth  • race and H ispan ic  o rig in  • state-specific 
average age

Are first-tim e m o th ers  o lder?

The average age of first-time mothers increased by 3.6 years, from 21.4 years 
in 1970 to 25.0 years in 2006. While the average age for first births increased 
from 1970 to 2006, the increases were more dramatic during the first two 
decades (1970 to 1990) (Figure 1).

Figure 1. Average age of mother at first birth: United States, 1970-2006

SOURCE: CDC/NCHS, National Vital Statistics System.
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From 1970 to 2006 the proportion of first births to women aged 35 years and over increased 
nearly eight times (1,2). In 2006, about 1 out of 12 first births were to women aged 35 years and 
over compared with 1 out of 100 in 1970. According to preliminary data, the proportion for 2007 
was the same as in 2006 (3). In 2006, only 21% of first births were to mothers under age 20, 
down from 36% in 1970 (Figure 2).

Figure 2. Percentage of first births, by age of mother: United States, 1970-2006
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SOURCE: CDC/NCHS, National Vital Statistics System.

D oes av erag e  age  of m other at first birth differ by g eo g rap h ic  a rea  over 
tim e?

The average age of first-time mothers increased for all states and the District of Columbia 
between 1970 and 2006. The increases ranged from 2.0 years for women in New Mexico to over
5.0 years for women in the District of Columbia, New Hampshire, and Massachusetts (Figure 3).

Figure 3. Absolute increase in mother’s average age at first birth, by state: United States, 1970-2006
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There are significant differences in average age at first birth among the states. In 1970, the 
average age at first birth was lowest in Arkansas (20.2 years) and highest in Connecticut, 
Massachusetts, and New York (22.5 years). In 2006, Massachusetts had the highest average age at 
first birth (27.7 years) and Mississippi had the lowest (22.6 years) (Table 1).

Table 1. Average age of mother at first birth, by state (1970 and 2006) and absolute change (1970-2006):
United States and each state

[By place of residence]

State 1970 2006 Absolute change, 
1970-2006

united states 21.4 25.0 3.6
Alabama 20.5 23.6 3.1
Alaska 21.6 24.3 2.7
arizona 21.2 24.0 2.8
arkansas 20.2 23.0 2.8
california 21.8 25.6 3.8
colorado 21.6 25.7 4.1
connecticut 22.5 27.2 4.7
Delaware 21.4 25.0 3.6
District of columbia 21.0 26.5 5.5
Florida 21.0 25.0 4.0
Georgia 20.7 24.5 3.8
Hawaii 22.4 25.7 3.3
idaho 20.8 23.8 3.0
illinois 21.5 25.4 3.9
indiana 20.9 24.0 3.1
iowa 21.3 24.5 3.2
Kansas 21.1 24.2 3.1
Kentucky 20.7 23.8 3.1
Louisiana 20.5 23.3 2.8
Maine 21.2 25.6 4.4
Maryland 21.6 26.1 4.5
massachusetts 22.5 27.7 5.2
michigan 21.2 25.0 3.8
minnesota 22.0 25.8 3.8
mississippi 20.3 22.6 2.3
Missouri 21.1 24.1 3.0
montana 21.2 24.5 3.3
Nebraska 21.4 24.7 3.3
Nevada 21.3 24.6 3.3
new hampshire 21.6 26.7 5.1
New Jersey 22.4 27.2 4.8
New mexico 21.0 23.0 2.0
New York 22.5 26.8 4.3
north carolina 20.8 24.6 3.8
north dakota 21.5 24.7 3.2
see note at end of table.
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Table 1. Average age of mother at first birth, by state (1970 and 2006) and absolute change (1970-2006):
United States and each state—Con.

[By place of residence]

State 1970 2006 Absolute change, 
1970-2006

ohio 21.3 24.7 3.4
oklahoma 20.7 23.1 2.4
oregon 21.4 25.4 4.0
pennsylvania 21.7 25.5 3.8
Rhode island 22.1 26.2 4.1
south carolina 20.6 24.0 3.4
south Dakota 21.1 24.0 2.9
Tennessee 20.7 24.0 3.3
Texas 20.9 23.9 3.0
utah 21.4 23.9 2.5
vermont 21.7 26.5 4.8
virginia 21.4 25.8 4.4
Washington 21.5 25.9 4.4
West virginia 20.8 23.9 3.1
Wisconsin 21.8 25.3 3.5
Wyoming 21.0 23.7 2.7
NOTE: Difference of averages was significant at p<0.05 for the United States and each state.

D oes the  av erage  age  of first-tim e m o th ers  differ by race  and  H ispanic 
orig in?

The average age at first birth increased for all racial and ethnic groups between 1990 and 2006 
with increases ranging from 0.6 years for American Indian or Alaska Native (AIAN) women to 
1.7 years for Asian or Pacific Islander (API) women.

In 2006, API women had the oldest average age at first birth (28.5 years), whereas AIAN women 
had the youngest (21.9 years); a difference of 6.6 years. The average age at first birth for 
non-Hispanic white women (26.0 years) was older than the average for the U.S. population (25.0 
years) while those for non-Hispanic black (22.7 years) and Hispanic women (23.1 years) were 
younger (Figure 4).
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Figure 4. Average age of mother at first birth, by race and Hispanic origin of mother: United States, 1990 and 2006

1For 1990, excludes data for New Hampshire and Oklahoma, which did not report Hispanic origin.
SOURCE: CDC/NCHS, National Vital Statistics System.

Variations among race and Hispanic origin groups within states tend to mirror these patterns with 
API women being the oldest first-time mothers, and AIAN women the youngest (access Table 2 
online).

How d o e s  the  United S ta te s  co m p are  with o th er co u n trie s  in av erage  age  at 
first b irth?

According to the latest data for selected countries, the average age at first birth in 2006 ranged 
from 25.0 years in the United States to 29.4 years in Switzerland. The average age at first birth 
has steadily increased among developed nations (1,4- 6). All of the countries shown here had 
increases in average age at first birth since 1970, with a range of 2.9 years in Sweden to 4.6 years 
in Denmark. While the United States was in the middle of this range with a 3.6-year increase 
between 1970 (21.4 years) and 2006 (25.0 years), it had the youngest average age at first birth in 
both time periods for the nations shown (Figure 5).
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Figure 5. Average age of mother at first birth: Selected countries, 1970 and 2006
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1 Latest data are for 2005.
SOURCES: CDC/NCHS, National Vital Statistics System, Council of Europe, Vienna Institute of Demography, Statistics Canada, and Japanese Ministry of Health, 
Labour and Welfare.

Sum m ary

Delayed childbearing in the United States is evident in the 3.6-year increase in the average age at 
first birth between 1970 and 2006 (2,7- 9). The dramatic increase in women having their first birth 
at the age of 35 years and over has played the largest role in the increased average age of first
time mothers.

Since 1970, the average age at first birth has increased in all states, rising 5.0 years or more in the 
District of Columbia, Massachusetts, and New Hampshire, while increasing less than one-half 
that number in Mississippi, New Mexico, and Oklahoma.

Since 1990, there have been increases in average age at first birth for all racial and Hispanic 
origin groups but there remain large differences by race and ethnicity. In 1990 and 2006, AIAN 
women had the youngest average age at first birth; the average age at first birth was oldest for API 
women, followed by non-Hispanic white women.
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Along with the United States, many other developed nations have observed increases in average 
age at first birth with some now averaging near 30.0 years of age. Increase in age at first birth, 
which affects the number of children a woman will have during her childbearing years, has 
important ramifications for family size and overall population change.

D efinitions

Average age: The arithmetic mean of mother’s age at birth.

First birth: The first child born alive to a woman.

Race and Hispanic origin: Race and Hispanic origin are reported separately on birth certificates. 
Persons of Hispanic origin may be of any race. Persons of non-Hispanic ancestry are further 
classified by race because there are substantial differences in fertility and maternal characteristics 
between Hispanic and non-Hispanic persons. Persons of AIAN and API ancestry are not classified 
separately by Hispanic origin because the majority of these persons are non-Hispanic. Multiple- 
race data reported since 2003 were bridged to single-race categories for comparability among 
states and for trend analysis (1).

D ata s o u rc e s  and  m ethods

This report contains data from the birth data set, which is part of the National Vital Statistics 
System (NVSS). NVSS contains all live births reported in the United States. The birth data set is 
the primary data set for analyzing birth trends and patterns in the United States. Birth data sets are 
available from NCHS at http://www.cdc.gov/nchs/data_access/VitalStatsOnline.htm and 
http://www.cdc.gov/nchs/VitalStats.htm.
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