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U.S. Teenage Birth Rate Resumes Decline
stephanie J. ventura, m.a., and Brady e. hamilton, ph.d.
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Key findings
Data from the Natality  
Data File, National Vital 
Statistics System

The teenage birth rate •	
declined 8 percent in the 
United States from 2007 
through 2009, reaching a 
historic low at 39.1 births per 
1,000 teens aged 15–19 years.

Rates	fell	significantly	for	•	
teenagers in all age groups 
and for all racial and ethnic 
groups.

Teenage birth rates for •	
each age group and for nearly 
all race and Hispanic origin 
groups in 2009 were at the 
lowest levels ever reported in 
the United States.

Birth rates for teens aged •	
15–17 dropped in 31 states 
from 2007 through 2009; rates 
for older teenagers aged 18–19 
declined	significantly	in	45	
states during this period.
Teenage childbearing has been the subject of long-standing concern among 
the public and policy makers. Teenagers who give birth are much more likely 
to deliver a low birthweight or preterm infant than older women (1,2), and 
their babies are at elevated risk of dying in infancy (3). The annual public 
costs	associated	with	teen	childbearing	have	been	estimated	at	$9.1	billion	(4).	
The U.S. teen birth rate fell by more than one-third from 1991 through 2005, 
but then increased by 5 percent over two consecutive years. Data for 2008 and 
2009, however, indicate that the long-term downward trend has resumed (1,5). 
Although the recent declines have been widespread by age, race and ethnicity, 
and state, large disparities nevertheless persist in these characteristics (6,7). 
The most current data available from the National Vital Statistics System are 
used to illustrate trends and variations through 2009.
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The birth rate for U.S. teenagers fell in 2009 to the lowest 
level ever reported.

The U.S. birth rate for teenagers in 2009 was the lowest it has ever •	
been in the nearly 70 years for which national data are available (1,5,8) 
(Figure 1). The rate was 39.1 births per 1,000 females aged 15–19 years, 
artment of health and human services
centers for disease control and prevention

national center for health statistics

NOTES: Data for 2009 are preliminary. Data table for Figure 1 is available from: 
http://www.cdc.gov/nchs/data/databriefs/db58_tables.pdf#1.
SOURCE: CDC/NCHS, National Vital Statistics System.

Figure 1. Number of births and birth rate for teenagers aged 15–19: United States, 1940–2009

N
um

be
r o

f b
irt

hs
 (i

n 
th

ou
sa

nd
s)

 R
ate per 1,000 w

om
en aged 15–19 

Number of births

Birth rate

0

200

400

600

800

1,000

0

20

40

60

80

100

2009200019901980197019601950 1940

http://www.cdc.gov/nchs/data/databriefs/db58_tables.pdf#1


NCHS Data Brief ■ No. 58 ■ February 2011
37 percent below the 1991 rate (61.8), the most recent peak (8).

The teenage birth rate in 2009 was 59 percent lower than the historic high reached in 1957 •	
(96.3) (8).

The	number	of	births	to	teenagers	aged	15–19	in	2009	fell	to	409,840,	the	fewest	since	1946	•	
and	36	percent	fewer	than	in	1970	(644,708),	the	historic	high	point.

Recent declines in teenage birth rates have occurred for younger and older 
teenagers.

The birth rate for young teenagers aged 15–17 fell 7 percent in 2009 from 2008, the largest •	
single-year drop since 2000–2001 (1,8) (Figure 2). The 2009 rate (20.1 per 1,000), a historic 
low,	was	48	percent	lower	than	in	1991	(38.6	per	1,000).

The birth rate for older teenagers aged 18–19 fell 6 percent from 2008 through 2009, the •	
largest single-year decline since 1971–1972 (1,5,8). The 2009 rate, also a historic low at 
66.2	per	1,000,	was	30	percent	lower	than	in	1991	(94.0).

Births and birth rates for the youngest teenagers, under age 15, have also declined over the •	
last	half-century	(see	Table).	The	2009	birth	rate	for	females	aged	10–14	was	0.5	births	
per	1,000,	the	lowest	ever	reported	and	two-thirds	lower	than	in	1990	(1.4).	Moreover,	the	
number of babies born to this age group has fallen to the fewest in nearly 60 years, to 5,030 
in 2009.
■  2  ■

NOTES: Data for 2009 are preliminary. Data table for Figure 2 is available from: http://www.cdc.gov/nchs/data/databriefs/db58_tables.pdf#2.
SOURCE: CDC/NCHS, National Vital Statistics System.

Figure 2. Birth rates for teenagers, by age: United States, 1960–2009
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Birth rates for teenagers aged 15–17 have fallen since 1991 for all racial and 
ethnic groups.

Birth	rates	for	white	and	black	non-Hispanic	teenagers	and	Asian	or	Pacific	Islander	(API)	•	
teenagers aged 15–17 dropped 53 percent to 63 percent from 1991 through 2009 (Figure 3).

Although the birth rate for Hispanic teenagers declined more slowly overall from 1991 •	
through	2009,	the	decline	in	the	rate	from	2008	to	2009	(41.0	per	1,000)	was	the	largest	of	
all race and ethnicity groups (by 11 percent).

Further, the rate for Hispanic teenagers in 2009 was the lowest ever recorded in the 2 •	
decades for which rates are available for this group (1,5).
■  3  ■

1American Indian or Alaska Native.
2Asian or Pacific Islander.
NOTES: Data for 2009 are preliminary. Data table for Figure 3 is available from: http://www.cdc.gov/nchs/data/databriefs/db58_tables.pdf#3.
SOURCE: CDC/NCHS, National Vital Statistics System.

Figure 3. Birth rates for teenagers aged 15–17, by race and Hispanic origin: United States, 1991, 2005, 2007, and 2009
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Birth rates for teenagers aged 18–19 fell in 2009 for all racial and  
ethnic groups.

Birth rates overall and by race and ethnicity are consistently higher for ages 18–19 than for •	
ages 15–17. Although the downward trend for both age groups has been similar, long-term 
declines were smaller for older teenagers.

From 1991 through 2009, rates for all racial and ethnic groups for ages 18–19 dropped by 27 •	
percent	to	40	percent.	Single-year	declines	for	all	groups	from	2008	to	2009	ranged	from	5	
percent	to	10	percent	(5)	(Figure	4).

Birth	rates	in	2009	for	non-Hispanic	white	(46.1	per	1,000),	non-Hispanic	black	(97.5),	and	•	
API	teenagers	(25.7)	were	the	lowest	ever	reported	for	these	groups.	Similarly,	the	2009	rate	
for	Hispanic	teenagers	aged	18–19	was	a	record	low	(114.0).
■  4  ■

Figure 4. Birth rates for teenagers aged 18–19, by race and Hispanic origin: United States, 1991, 2005, 2007, and 2009

1American Indian or Alaska Native.
2Asian or Pacific Islander.
NOTES: Data for 2009 are preliminary. Data table for Figure 4 is available from: http://www.cdc.gov/nchs/data/databriefs/db58_tables.pdf#4.
SOURCE: CDC/NCHS, National Vital Statistics System.
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Birth rates for young teenagers aged 15–17 declined in 31 states during 
2007–2009.

Birth	rates	for	teenagers	aged	15–17	fell	significantly	in	most	areas	of	the	country	from	•	
2007 through 2009, the most recent period of decline for teen birth rates (Figure 5).

The largest declines were in the intermountain West and southeast areas of the United States. •	
The	decline	in	rates	ranged	from	5	percent	for	Ohio	and	Indiana	to	20	percent	for	Arizona.

The	rate	increased	significantly	for	only	one	state	from	2007	through	2009,	West	Virginia,	•	
by 17 percent.
NOTES: Data for 2009 are preliminary. Data table for Figure 5 is available from: http://www.cdc.gov/nchs/data/databriefs/db58_tables.pdf#5.
SOURCE: CDC/NCHS, National Vital Statistics System.

Figure 5. Change in birth rate for women aged 15–17, by state: United States, 2007 and 2009
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U.S. teen birth rate for ages 
15–17 was 22.1 per 1,000
in 2007 and 20.1 in 2009.

10 largest significant decreases

Decreased significantly

No significant difference

Increased significantly
Birth rates for older teenagers aged 18–19 fell in 45 states from 2007 
through 2009.

Birth rates fell for ages 18–19 from 2007 through 2009 in the majority of states  •	
(Figure 6). The largest declines were reported for the intermountain West and northern  
New England states.

The	range	of	decline	was	from	5	percent	for	New	York,	Louisiana,	and	New	Mexico	to	 •	
27 percent for New Hampshire and Vermont.
■  5  ■
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NOTES: Data for 2009 are preliminary. Data table for Figure 6 is available from: http://www.cdc.gov/nchs/data/databriefs/db58_tables.pdf#5.
SOURCE: CDC/NCHS, National Vital Statistics System.

Figure 6. Change in birth rate for women aged 18–19, by state: United States, 2007 and 2009
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U.S. teen birth rate for ages 
18–19 was 73.9 per 1,000 
in 2007 and 66.2 in 2009.

10 largest significant decreases

Decreased significantly

No significant difference
Summary

The U.S. teenage birth rate reached a historic low in 2009, at 39.1 births per 1,000 women 
aged 15–19. While the U.S. teenage birth rate fell 37 percent from 1991 through 2009, it still 
remains	the	highest	among	industrialized	countries	(9).	Rates	in	the	United	States	fell	from	2007	
through 2009 by age subgroup, race and Hispanic origin, and state. The recent trend marks a 
resumption of the long-term decline in teenage childbearing that started in 1991. Previous studies 
have	suggested	that	these	declines	reflected	the	impact	of	strong	teenage	pregnancy	prevention	
messages that accompanied a variety of public and private efforts to focus teenagers’ attention 
on the importance of avoiding pregnancy (10–12). Data from several cycles of the National 
Survey of Family Growth (NSFG) conducted by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention’s 
National	Center	for	Health	Statistics	(CDC/NCHS)	showed	that	teen	sexual	activity	declined	or	
leveled	off	in	the	1990s	through	the	mid-2000s,	and	that	contraceptive	use	increased	or	stabilized	
(13). Data from the 2006–2010 NSFG, forthcoming in 2011, may be helpful in identifying the 
factors associated with the declines in teenage birth rates.

Definition

Teenage birth rate: The number of births to women aged 15–19 (or teenage subgroup) per 1,000 
women aged 15–19 (or teenage subgroup).

Data sources and methods

This report contains data from the Natality Data File, National Vital Statistics System. The 
vital	statistics	natality	file	includes	information	for	all	births	occurring	in	the	United	States.	
The	natality	files,	which	cover	a	wide	range	of	maternal	and	infant	demographic	and	health	
■  6  ■
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characteristics, are available from the NCHS website: http://www.cdc.gov/nchs/data_access/
VitalStatsOnline.htm. Data may also be accessed using the interactive data access tool VitalStats, 
available from: http://www.cdc.gov/nchs/VitalStats.htm. 

State-specific	birth	rates	for	teenagers	for	2009	are	based	on	preliminary	birth	data.	Information	
on the 2009 data is available elsewhere (5). Population data for computing birth rates were 
provided by the U.S. Census Bureau. Rates by state shown here may differ from rates computed 
on	the	basis	of	other	population	estimates	(1,14).	A	forthcoming	report	will	focus	on	recent	
changes in birth rates for older women (15).
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