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Abstract 

Background: Becoming a father, particularly for the first time, is a central transition in men’s lives, 

and whether this transition takes place early or late in life may have important ramifications on the 

whole life course. Previous research has shown that men who father their first child early in life 

have poorer later-life health than men who postpone having children. However, it is not known how 

selection by cognitive ability, health, and socioeconomic characteristics in childhood confounds the 

association between the timing of fatherhood and later-life health or how the association is 

changing over time as parenthood is postponed to older age. Objectives: We investigate whether 

men’s age at the birth of their first child is associated with midlife self-rated health in two cohorts 

and whether the association can be explained by cognitive ability and family background, or by 

adulthood characteristics and health behaviors. Data and methods: We use longitudinal survey 

data of British men born in 1958 and 1970 and logistic regression analyses. Results: Relative to 

men who had their first child at ages 25-29, the likelihood of poor health is highest for the 

adolescent fathers, followed by men who had a first child at ages 20-24, in both cohorts. For the 

1970 cohort, the oldest fathers, who had their first child at age 35+, had better health compared with 

the reference group. In contrast, a similar advantage of being an older father was not found for the 

1958 cohort. Childhood cognitive ability and family background contribute in part to the 

association between age at first birth and health in both cohorts, as well as adulthood characteristics 

and health behaviors. Conclusions: The findings suggest that the relationship between age at first 

birth and midlife health is similar for younger first-time fathers in both cohorts but not for older 

fathers.  

 


