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Background 
The final decades of the 20th century were marked by sub- 
stantial changes in patterns of union formation and fertility 
in Western industrialized countries. Individuals are now 
marrying later, divorcing more frequently, and cohabiting 
more often than in the past. Whereas only four percent of 
all births occurred outside of marriage in 1940, today more 
than one-third of all births occur to unmarried women. 
Because of these changing patterns, fewer families fit the 
"traditional" image of two married parents living with only 
their own biological children. In fact, a substantial number 
of parents now have children from more than one relation- 
ship. This experience, referred to here as "multipartnered 
fertility," is the focus of this 
brief. 

 
In addition to indicating a 
significant break with pre- 
vious patterns of family 
formation, multipartnered 
fertility may have impor- 
tant consequences for 
children. Parents rearing 
children across multiple 
households must make dif- 
ficult choices about how to 
allocate their time, finan- 
cial resources, and emo- 
tion. This increased tension 
may lead to reductions in 
parental investments that 
are known to be important for child wellbeing. As the 
prevalence of multipartnered fertility likely continues to 
rise in the future, this issue will become relevant to many 
more children and their families and will likely demand 
increased consideration by policy makers. 

This brief examines the prevalence of multipartnered fertil- 
ity at the beginning of the 21st century and identifies 

factors that are associated with this increasingly-common 
family situation. Specifically, we assess the prevalence of 
multipartnered fertility among unmarried and married par- 
ents, and we describe the individual and couple 
characteristics that are associated with multipartnered fer- 
tility for mothers and fathers. 

 

Data and Measures 
We utilize data from the Fragile Families and Child 
Wellbeing Study [see box on back]. Our sample includes 
the 4,300 married and unmarried couples who responded to 
the baseline and one-year follow-up surveys. The data are 
weighted to adjust for the oversampling of nonmarital 

births in the survey. 
 

Multipartnered fertility 
among mothers and fathers is 
measured from mothers' 
reports in the one-year follow- 
up survey. Each mother is 
asked if she has any children 
by someone other than the 
baby's father and whether 
the father has children by 
someone else. Data about 
fathers' multipartnered fertil- 
ity were drawn from moth- 
ers' reports because the 
study obtained a higher 
response rate among moth- 
ers than among fathers. This 

procedure is unlikely to affect the outcomes of the analyses 
because in cases where reports were available from both 
parents, they agreed about whether or not the father had 
children from other women approximately 90 percent of 
the time. 

We estimated logistic regression models to identify the 
characteristics that are associated with multipartnered 
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fertility for mothers and fathers. Demographic character- 
istics considered include parents' race/ethnicity, mothers' 
age at first birth, current age, total number of births, fam- 
ily background, and whether foreign born. The study 
also evaluated the role of other characteristics such as 
parents' human capital, parents' attitudes and religiosity, 
parents' relationship status, and fathers' incarceration 
history. Since the latter variables occurred in time subse- 
quent to the multipartnered fertility we are measuring, 
we cannot determine if they are causal factors or conse- 
quences of having children by more than one partner. 

 
Results 
Prevalence of Multipartnered Fertility 

 
Multipartnered fertility is common among unmarried par- 
ents (see Figure 1). In fully 59 percent of couples who 
were unmarried at the time of their baby's birth, at least 
one parent has a child from another relationship: in twen- 
ty percent, both partners have a child by a previous part- 
ner; in seventeen percent, only the mother has experi- 
enced multipartnered fertility; and in twenty-two percent, 
only the father has experienced such. In the remaining 41 
percent of unmarried couples, neither parent has a child 
by another partner. 

The results for married cou- 
ples are quite different (see 
Figure 2). In three-quarters 
(79 percent) of married rela- 
tionships, neither parent has a 
child by another partner. In 
five percent of married cou- 
ples, both parents have a child 
from another partner; in 
approximately eight percent, 
the father but not the mother 
has experienced multipart- 
nered fertility, while in the 
remaining eight percent, the 
mother but not the father 
has children from a previous 
partner. 

As one might expect, the 
more children a mother has, 
the more likely she is to have 
children by more than one 
partner. Among all mothers 
with two births, 24 percent 
have children from multiple 
fathers. This proportion rises 

to 48 percent among mothers with three births, 47 percent 
among mothers with four births, and fully 72 percent 
among mothers who have had five or more births. Thus, 
high fertility is strongly associated with multipartnered 
fertility, a fact that has received little attention in the gen- 
eral demographic literature on fertility. 

 
Correlates of Multipartnered Fertility 

 
A number of parental characteristics are significantly 
correlated with multipartnered fertility. This section high- 
lights some of the most important of these characteristics, 
including parents' race/ethnicity, mother's age at first 
birth, total number of births, parental relationship status, 
and fathers' incarceration history (See Table 1). 

 
Multipartnered fertility is highly correlated with 
race/ethnicity. Black non-Hispanic mothers and fathers 
are much more likely than are parents of other racial and 
ethnic groups to have children from more than one part- 
ner. This association remains significant even after con- 
trolling for many other parental characteristics. 

 
Mothers who had their first child at a young age are much more 
likely than others to experience multipartnered fertility. For exam- 
ple, mothers who had their first child as a young teen (ages 14- 
16) are six times more likely than those who had their first child 

in their 30s to have chil- 
dren by more than one 
partner. While corre- 
sponding data about age 
at first birth are not 
available for fathers, 
the results would pre- 
sumably be similar. 
Thus, early childbearing 
appears to increase sub- 
sequent family instabili- 
ty, even once we control 
for the higher total num- 
ber of births and other 
maternal characteristics 
typically associated 
with teenage fertility. 
There is, however, a 
strong link between 
total number of births 
and multipartnered 
fertility. 

As we saw in the 
simple descriptive 
statistics, unmarried 

Table 1. Characteristics Associated with Multipartnered Fertility 
Amoung Mothers and Fathers 

Mothers Fathers 
Age at first birth, 14-16 + n/a 
Age at first birth, 17-18 + n/a 
Age 21 and older (at 1-year survey) + n/a 
Age at baby's birth, 30 and older n/a + 
Total number of births to mother (parity) + n/a 
Lived with both parents at age 15 - - 
Black, non-Hispanic + + 
Parents of different race/ethnicity + (ns) 
Immigrant (ns) - 
Obtained bachelor's degree or higher (ns) - 
Mother worked last year + n/a 
Health is fair/poor (ns) + 
Frequency of religious attendance - (ns) 
Father ever incarcerated n/a + 
Thought about abortion + + 
Parents married at time of birth - - 

 
+/- denotes statistical significance at .05 level and direction of relationship; 
(ns) indicates variable is not statistically significant; n/a indicates variable 
not applicable. 

Model also includes other demographic, economic, and social-psychologi- 
cal characteristics. Please refer to the working paper for the full models. 
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mothers and fathers are much more likely than married 
mothers and fathers to have children by more than one 
partner. This is the case regardless of whether the unmar- 
ried parents were involved in a cohabiting, visiting 
(romantically involved but not cohabiting), or non- 
romantic relationship at the time of their child's birth. 

 
Finally, fathers who have a history of incarceration are 
twice as likely as fathers who have not been incarcerat- 
ed to have children by more than one partner. This find- 
ing merits further investigation in order to explore 
whether men with histories of partner instability are 
more likely to go to prison and/or whether being incar- 
cerated influences men's subsequent fertility and part- 
nering behaviors. 

 

Conclusions and Policy Implications 
Both the prevalence of multipartnered fertility and the 
parental characteristics that are associated with it have 

important implications for public policy. Multipartnered 
fertility may complicate marriage promotion programs 
by creating ambiguity about which parents the programs 
should be encouraging to marry and about how to 
encourage effective co-parenting with the 'outside' par- 
ent(s) while strengthening the focal couple's union. 
Additionally, multipartnered fertility makes enforcement 
of child support more complicated, as paternal obliga- 
tions from multiple partnerships are often not considered 
when estimating fathers' ability to provide child support. 

Given recent trends in union formation and fertility, rates 
of multipartnered fertility are likely to continue to 
increase in the future. It is important that policymakers 
give due consideration to this demographic reality and its 
possible consequences for children and families. 
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Inside... 
This research brief uses data from the Fragile 
Families and Child Wellbeing Study to document the 
prevalence and correlates of multipartnered fertility 
among urban U.S. parents. 
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