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Although teen pregnancy has been on the 
decline in the United States, it remains among 
the highest within developed countries (Kearney 
and Levine 2012). Hispanics lead this trend, 
with 70.1 births per 1,000 teens (Kearney and 
Levine 2012), and are also more likely to be 
immigrants and undocumented. Yet, surpris-
ingly the role of legal immigration status (or the 
absence of it) has yet to be considered as a factor 
in the literature.

There are multiple reasons why undocu-
mented status could influence the childbearing 
decisions of teens. The first is through lessened 
future economic opportunity, which may attenu-
ate the labor market aspirations of young women 
(Kearney and Levine 2014). Second, undocu-
mented youth drop out of school earlier (Kuka, 
Shenhav, and Shih 2019), which could reduce 
opportunities for learning about contraception 
and increase time for romantic relationships. 
Finally, it is sometimes suggested that undoc-
umented women may use birthright citizenship 
and have children to prevent deportation.
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In this paper, we provide the first evidence on 
the role of legal status in teenage fertility deci-
sions. We begin by documenting that among 
Hispanics, undocumented immigrants have 
much higher levels of teenage childbearing than 
natives or immigrants with legal status. We then 
identify the causal role of a temporary amnesty 
by taking advantage of the 2012 enactment of the 
Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals program 
(DACA), which provided two years of legal sta-
tus for qualified undocumented youth. Our iden-
tification relies on a  difference-in-differences 
design comparing eligible and  non-eligible teen 
immigrants.

We estimate that DACA led to a 1.6 percent-
age point (pp) decline in the likelihood of having 
a teenage birth, which is driven by teens on the 
margin of a first birth. Moreover, we find sug-
gestive evidence that this shift in behavior may 
be accounted for by a rise in pregnancy preven-
tion methods among teens, rather than a decline 
in sexual behavior. Unfortunately our data pre-
vent us from examining pregnancy terminations, 
which could serve as an additional mechanism.

Our findings provide a new channel by which 
the availability of legal status can improve 
the  well-being of undocumented youth. This 
builds on previous literature which shows that 
DACA increases investment in education (Kuka, 
Shenhav, and Shih 2019), increases employ-
ment and earnings (e.g.,  Amuedo-Dorantes and 
Antman 2017; Pope 2016), and improves health 
(Giuntella and Lonsky 2018; Hainmueller et al.  
2017).

Our research enriches past work that has 
shown links between mandatory schooling 
requirements and fertility decisions (McCrary 
and Royer 2011; Black, Devereux, and 
Salvanes, 2008; Geruso and Royer 2018). Our 
results show that fertility also responds strongly 
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to the perception of future opportunities. Hence, 
we provide causal evidence to support earlier 
claims that the prevalence of teenage births 
among disadvantaged communities is at least in 
part a reaction to a lack of incentive to remain in 
school (Kearney and Levine 2014, 2012).

I. Institutional Background

DACA was enacted by executive memoran-
dum in June 2012, and fully in place through 
September 2017. It affords two main benefits 
to approved applicants. First, recipients obtain 
deferral from deportation for two years. Second, 
recipients are given work authorization through 
the issuance of a work permit. After two years, 
recipients may renew benefits (with no cap on 
the number of renewals).

Individuals must satisfy five main criteria in 
order to qualify for DACA. These include: (i) no 
lawful status; (ii) under 31 by June 15, 2012; 
(iii) entered the United States before age 16; 
(iv) continuous residence since June 15, 2007; 
(v) currently in school or graduated from high 
school (or GED).1

The structure and benefits of DACA each 
provide disincentives for teenage childbearing. 
Since DACA requires a high school education, 
DACA increases the opportunity cost of drop-
ping out of school, and therefore of having a 
child. On the benefits side, women may delay 
childbearing in order to take advantage of the 
work permit. Moreover, legal status would 
reduce the need to have children to take advan-
tage of birthright citizenship.

In Figure 1 we use the American Community 
Survey (ACS) microdata from IPUMS (Ruggles 
et al. 2017) to plot the share of Hispanic immi-
grant young adult females (ages 15 to 20) that 
are currently childless.2 We separate immigrants 
by citizenship to examine the possible role of 
legal status. It shows that, first,  noncitizen teens 
are roughly 4 to 6 pp more likely to have had 
a child. This implies that Hispanic  noncitizens 
are approximately 50 percent more likely to 
have had a child than their citizen counterparts, 
among whom 6 to 10 percent have a child. In 

1 Applicants may substitute veteran status for the final 
requirement, but in practice this seems to be atypical (Kuka, 
Shenhav, and Shih 2019). 

2 We include 20-year-old women since the impact of 
changes in behavior at age 19 are lagged. 

contrast, immigrant citizens have similar rates 
of teenage childbearing to  US-born Hispanics, 
who are not included in the figure. Second, the 
 citizen-noncitizen gap in teenage childbearing 
closes significantly to 2 pp after 2012. This coin-
cides with the announcement of DACA.

II. Empirical Strategy and Data

We use a  difference-in-differences (DiD) 
strategy to identify the impact of DACA on fer-
tility, in an approach that closely follows Kuka, 
Shenhav, and Shih (2019). Specifically, we com-
pare the outcomes of female child migrants that 
are potentially eligible for DACA ( noncitizens) 
to the outcomes of female child migrants that 
are ineligible (citizens), and estimate whether 
the gap in fertility between these groups changes 
after DACA.

We model

   Y iagst    =  α 0   +  α 1   Eli g g   +  α 2   Eli g g   × Pos t t  

 + ρ′  X ig   +  γ st   +  ϕ ag   +  ϵ iagst    ,

where   Y iagst    is a measure of recent fertility for 
youth  i  with eligibility status  g  that entered the 
United States at age  a  residing in state  s  in year  t ; 
 Eli g g    is an indicator for  noncitizens;  Pos t t    is 
an indicator for 2012 onward;   X ig    are individ-
ual controls for  age-by-year and year of entry 
to the United States. We include  state-by-year 
and  age-of-arrival-by-eligibility fixed effects,   γ st    
and   ϕ ag   . We address potential  pre-existing trends 

Figure 1. Likelihood of Having No Children among 
Hispanic Youths, by Citizenship Status

Notes: ACS 2005–2015. This figure shows the share of 
Hispanic immigrant citizens and  noncitizens between the 
ages of 15 and 20 that are childless. DACA was enacted in 
June 2012.
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using a strategy discussed in Kuka, Shenhav, 
and Shih (2019), that models linear trends in the 
 pre-DACA period and removes them from the 
full sample.

We analyze three fertility outcomes in the 
2005 to 2015 ACS: any children, number of chil-
dren in the household, and whether the respon-
dent had a child born in the last year. We focus 
on a sample of Hispanic teens between the ages 
of 15 and 20 that arrived in the United States by 
age 10 and by 2007, following Kuka, Shenhav, 
and Shih (2019). This decision minimizes mea-
surement error in eligibility and changes in the 
composition of the sample over time.

We also examine teenage sexual behav-
ior using Hispanic responses of high school 
students ages 14 to 18 from the Youth Risk 
Behavior Surveillance System (YRBSS)  
data.3      ,  4 The YRBSS does not collect infor-
mation on citizenship, so we instead estimate 
a “collapsed” version of the main estimating 
equation

    Y ist    = α +  β 1   HiShareEli g s   × Pos t t   

   +  γ s   +  γ t   +  ϵ st    ,

where  HiShareEli g s    is an indicator for having 
 above-median share eligible in state  s  among the 
Hispanic population ages 14 to 18 between 2005 
and 2011. We also control for linear trends as in 
the ACS.

III. Results

Panel A of Table 1 shows that DACA led to a 
large decline in the likelihood of being a teen-
age mother. We find a 1.6 pp decline in Hispanic 
females’ likelihood of having a child in the pre-
vious year, a 28 percent reduction relative to the 
mean. We note that the 95 percent  confidence 

3 To obtain  state-representative estimates, we obtained 
data for the 22 states that administered the survey bienni-
ally from 2005 to 2015. These include Alabama*, Alaska, 
Arizona*, Arkansas*, Connecticut, Delaware*, Florida*, 
Kentucky*, Maine, Maryland*, Michigan, Montana, New 
Hampshire, New York, North Carolina*, North Dakota, 
Oklahoma*, Rhode Island*, South Carolina*, Tennessee*, 
West Virginia, and Wyoming. * Indicates a high share of eli-
gible Hispanics. 

4 Since DACA increases  school-going, results are subject 
to selection bias, which we expect would tend to increase 
risky behaviors. 

interval allows for an effect as small as 
0.6 pp, an 11 percent effect, which is still an eco-
nomically meaningful reduction.

This reduction in fertility is concentrated 
among teens on the margin of a first birth. We 
find a 1.8 pp increase in the likelihood of hav-
ing zero children, which mirrors the decline in 
prior year fertility. Scaling this estimate by the 
gap in Figure 1, this implies that DACA closed 
approximately half of the gap in teenage fer-
tility between documented and undocumented 
women.

To examine the sensitivity of the results, 
panel B of the table shows estimates when we 
omit our controls for  pre-existing trends. This 
makes little difference. In results not reported, 
we also restricted the main analysis to younger 
samples, ages 15 to 18 (or 19), which produces 
similar, sometimes more precise, results. We 
have also experimented with beginning the 
 post-period in 2013, and the results are gener-
ally stable, though we lose significance for some 
samples and specifications.5

We have also looked into whether the 
effects on fertility are concentrated among 
 high-school-aged women. We generally do not 
find a significant impact for older women, ages 
20 to 30. This could reflect the fact that high 
school has an “incapacitation” effect, or the fact 
that young women respond more to the percep-
tion of future opportunities under DACA.

5 Since shifts in new conceptions can only appear in 2013, 
we interpret this as either increased pregnancy terminations 
or  pre-DACA changes in fertility. 

Table 1—Effect of DACA on Teenage Fertility 

Children

Last year Zero Number

Panel A. With trend
Elig × post −0.016 0.018 −0.033

(0.005) (0.007) (0.011)
Panel B. Without trend
Elig × post −0.016 0.021 −0.023

(0.006) (0.007) (0.012)
Mean for eligibles 0.057 0.906 0.121
Individuals 30,333 30,442 30,442

Notes: ACS 2005–2015. Sample includes Hispanic women 
ages 15 to 20. Standard errors clustered at the state level.
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A. Exploring Reasons for Changes in Fertility 
with YRBSS

Table 2 shows the effect of DACA on the sex-
ual behavior of Hispanic high school students 
ages 15 to 20. DACA led to a 4.8 pp decline in 
unprotected sex among Hispanic high school 
students, a more than 20 percent reduction. 
Among specific pregnancy prevention methods, 
students report an increase in use of condoms, 
decrease in IUDs/shots, and an increase in with-
drawal. We find no change in the likelihood of 
having sex. These results suggest that DACA 
reduced teen pregnancy through greater atten-
tion toward practicing safe sex.

IV. Conclusion

Hispanic women have among the highest 
rates of being teenager mothers. In this paper, 
we show that within this group, Hispanic 
 noncitizens, many of whom are undocumented, 
are particularly susceptible to young mother-
hood. We find that DACA reduced the likeli-
hood of having a teenage birth by 1.6 percentage 
points, and eliminated roughly half of the gap in 
teenage childbearing between documented and 
undocumented women.

REFERENCES

Amuedo-Dorantes, Catalina, and Francisca Ant-
man. 2017. “Schooling and Labor Market 
Effects of Temporary Authorization: Evidence 
from DACA.” Journal of Population Econom-
ics 30 (1): 339–73. 

Black, Sandra E., Paul J. Devereux, and Kjell G. 
Salvanes. 2008. “Staying in the Classroom 
and out of the Maternity Ward? The Effect 
of  Compulsory Schooling Laws on Teenage 
Births.” Economic Journal 118 (530): 1025–
54.

Geruso, Michael, and Heather Royer. 2018. “The 
Impact of Education on Family Formation: 
Quasi-experimental Evidence from the UK.” 
NBER Working Paper 24332.

Giuntella, Osea, and Jakub Lonsky. 2018. “The 
Effects of DACA on Health Insurance, Access 
to Care, and Health Outcomes.” IZA Discus-
sion Paper 11469. 

Hainmueller, Jens, Duncan Lawrence, Linna 
Martén, Bernard Black, Lucila    Figueroa, 
Michael Hotard, Tomás R. Jiménez, et al. 2017. 
“Protecting Unauthorized Immigrant Moth-
ers Improves Their Children’s Mental Health.” 
Science 357 (6355): 1041–44.

Kearney, Melissa S., and Phillip B. Levine. 2012. 
“Why Is the Teen Birth Rate in the United 
States So High and Why Does It Matter?” 
Journal of Economic Perspectives 26 (2): 141–
63.

Kearney, Melissa S., and Phillip B. Levine. 2014. 
“Income Inequality and Early Nonmarital 
Childbearing.” Journal of Human Resources 
49 (1): 1–31.

Kuka, Elira, Na’ama Shenhav, and Kevin Shih. 
2019. “Do Human Capital Decisions Respond 
to the Returns to Education? Evidence from 
DACA.” Unpublished.

McCrary, Justin, and Heather Royer. 2011. “The 
Effect of Female Education on Fertility and 
Infant Health: Evidence from School Entry 
Policies Using Exact Date of Birth.” American 
Economic Review 101 (1): 158–95.

Table 2—Effect of DACA on Pregnancy Prevention and Sexual Behavior 

Last time had sex, pregnancy protection Had sex

None Pill Condom IUD/shot
Withdraw/

other Ever
Last 

3 months

High Elig. × post −0.048 −0.001 0.050 −0.033 0.031 −0.009 0.004
(0.022) (0.017) (0.017) (0.011) (0.012) (0.018) (0.020)

Mean for eligibles 0.189 0.103 0.543 0.039 0.125 0.470 0.328

Individuals 29,332 29,332 29,332 29,332 29,332 67,913 67,100

Notes: YRBSS 2005 to 2015. Sample includes Hispanic women ages 14 to 18 who attend high school. Standard errors clus-
tered at the state level.

http://pubs.aeaweb.org/action/showLinks?system=10.1257%2Faer.101.1.158&citationId=p_9
http://pubs.aeaweb.org/action/showLinks?system=10.1257%2Fjep.26.2.141&citationId=p_6


VOL. 109 217A REASON TO WAIT: THE EFFECT OF LEGAL STATUS ON TEEN PREGNANCY

Pope, Nolan G. 2016. “The Effects of DACA-
mentation: The Impact of Deferred Action for 
Childhood Arrivals on Unauthorized Immi-
grants.” Journal of Public Economics 143: 
98–114.

Ruggles, Steven, Katie Genadek, Ronald Goeken, 
Josiah Grover, and Matthew Sobek. 2017. 
“Integrated Public Use Microdata Series: Ver-
sion 7.0: Dataset.” University of Minnesota. 
http://doi.org/10.18128/D010.V7.0.

https://www.ipums.org/doi/D010.V7.0.shtml


This article has been cited by:

1. Elira Kuka, Na’ama Shenhav, Kevin Shih. 2020. Do Human Capital Decisions Respond to the Returns
to Education? Evidence from DACA. American Economic Journal: Economic Policy 12:1, 293-324.
[Abstract] [View PDF article] [PDF with links]

https://doi.org/10.1257/pol.20180352
http://pubs.aeaweb.org/doi/pdf/10.1257/pol.20180352
http://pubs.aeaweb.org/doi/pdfplus/10.1257/pol.20180352

	Getting From High School Through College: Policies to Raise Educational Attainment  
	A Reason to Wait: The Effect of Legal Status on Teen Pregnancy
	I. Institutional Background
	II. Empirical Strategy and Data
	III. Results
	A. Exploring Reasons for Changes in Fertility with YRBSS

	IV. Conclusion
	REFERENCES



