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Abs t r ac t  

T h i s  paper examines t he  dec i s ion  pathway to  becoming a  teen wel fa re  

mother. I n  each of fou r  s t ages ,  I review the  incidence and prevalence of 

d i f f e r e n t  p o s s i b l e  choices  and the  r o l e  of government p o l i c i e s  and 

programs a s  a  determinant  of these  choices .  S t a t i s t i c s  c u r r e n t l y  indi- 

c a t e  t h a t  one i n  f i v e  s exua l ly  a c t i v e  young women becomes pregnant;  c l o s e  

t o  h a l f  of these g i v e  b i r t h .  One-third of a l l  t een  mothers aged 16-19 

rece ived  wel fa re  i n  1984. P o l i c i e s  recommended t o  promote a1 t e r n a t i v e s  

t o  wel fa re  rec ip iency  inc lude  b e t t e r  employment and educa t ion  oppor- 

t u n i t i e s  f o r  t een  pa ren t s  and youth i n  genera l ,  more comprehensive sex 

educa t ion ,  and con t r acep t ive  s e rv i ce s ,  and more f a t h e r  involvement 

through p a t e r n i t y  ad jud ica t ion  and c h i l d  support.  



Breaking the  Chains: From Teenage Girls t o  Welfare 
Mothers, O r ,  Can Soc ia l  Pol icy Increase  Options? 

INTRODUCTION 

This  paper examines the  cha in  of events  t h a t  begins wi th  e a r l y  

teenage sexual  a c t i v i t y  and r e s u l t s  i n  s i n g l e  mother f ami l i e s  who r e l y  

heavi ly  on Aid t o  Families wi th  Dependent Children (AFDC). The process 

can  be conceptualized a s  a s e r i e s  of dec is ion  poin ts  t h a t  lead  t o  a l t e r  

n a t i v e  paths,  some of which r e s u l t  i n  higher  chances of welfare depen- 

dency than others .  I n  descr ib ing  what is  known about the f e r t i l i t y  and 

family s t r u c t u r e  choices  of these young women, I w i l l  a s s e s s  the  r o l e  of 

government i n  terms of public  welfare programs and programs o the r  than 

AFDC t h a t  might i nc rease  opt ions  f o r  young people. 

I n  present ing the research  evidence and developing pol icy proposals,  

I f i r s t  descr ibe  the cha in  of events.  Four "decision points" along the  

pathway a r e  presented with summaries of what is known about  the incidence 

and prevalence of the  d i f f e r e n t  poss ib l e  choices. Next, f o r  each of the 

f o u r  s t ages ,  the  determining f a c t o r s  a s soc ia t ed  with each choice and the 

p o s s i b l e  r o l e  of government programs a r e  examined. F ina l ly ,  the major 

s o c i a l  programs t h a t  could reduce the  number of young women who follow 

t h e  path t o  wel fare  a r e  assessed;  a number of p o l i c i e s  a r e  suggested to  

a t t a c k  the problem a t  each l i n k  i n  the chain. 



PATHWAYS TO ADOLESCENT MOTHERHOOD AND AFDC DEPENDENCY 

Decision Points  

The behavior tha t  leads to  a teenaged g i r l  becoming a s ing le  mother 

AFDC r ec ip ien t  r e s u l t s  from a s e r i e s  of "decision points" i n  which the 

young woman makes choices, whether o r  not  she perceives them a s  such o r  

has any awareness of o ther  options. The model i n  Figure 1 i s  adapted 

from o ther  reviews of the problem, a l l  of which conceptualize i t  a s  a 

multi-s tage sequence of events ( see  a l s o  Flick,  1986; Moore and Burt, 

1982). Figure 1 i l l u s t r a t e s  the cur ren t  prevalence of choices t h a t  lead 

t o  welfare dependency i n  each of the four stages and presents  data  on the 

number of women a t  each stage. 

--First ,  the young person con£ ronts  the decision of whether to  begin 
and continue sexual a c t i v i t y ,  spec i f i ca l ly  premari tal  heterosexual 
intercourse.  

--Second, once the young person has become sexually ac t ive ,  she o r  he 
may use some form of contraception never, sometimes, or-. 
Choices here involve whether to  use, how of ten  to use, and what 
types of methods to use to prevent conception. 

--Third, once a young g i r l  becomes pregnant a s  a r e s u l t  of poor 
contraceptive pract ice ,  she faces the i ssue  of how to resolve the 
p regnancy : 

W i l l  she have an abortion? 

Have the baby and have it adopted? 

Have the baby and marry the fa ther?  

Have the baby and become a s i n g l e  mother? 

--Finally, four th ,  once the  young g i r l  decides t o  have the baby and 
t o  become a s i n g l e  mother, she confronts the i ssue  of how to pro- 
v ide  f o r  her  ch i ld  and herse l f .  

Does she apply f o r  AFDC? 

G e t  f inanc ia l  a s s i s t ance  from her family? 



Figure 1 

Decision Pathways to  Becoming a Teen Welfare Mother 
(Percentage D i s t r i b u t i o n  of U. S. Women Aged 15-19) 

S tage  1: Premar i ta l  sexual  i n t e rcour se  among a l l  young women aged 15-19, 
(10.4 m i l l i o n  i n  1980) 

33 percent  of 15-17 yea r  o lds  
Yes: 

70 percent  by age 19 

No : Approximately 
50 percent  of 
a l l  teens 

Stage 2: Contracept ive use by sexual ly a c t i v e  (about 5 mi l l i on  i n  1980) 

Sometimes: 42 percent  h Never: 25 percent  F7 Regular: 33 percent  L 
I 

Stage  3: Pregnancy r e so lu t ion  f o r  1.1 mi l l ion  pregnancies i n  1980 

Abortion: 
38 percent  

Miscarr iage:  
1 3  pe rcen t  

Live  b i r t h ,  adoption: 4 percent  

' I  Live b i r t h ,  unmarried, keep baby: 18 percent  
I 

-- 
I 

Stage  4: Economic arrangements of teen mothers married and s i n g l e  a t  b i r t h  
(approximately 500,000 i n  1980) 

Live  b i r t h ,  married: 27 percent  

Receive AFDC: 30 percent  of 16-19 
year-old teenaged mothers i n  1984 

0 t h e r  opt ions , including suppor t  
from family, ch i ld '  s f a t h e r ,  
e t c .  : 70 percent  

Sources: Decision Stages 1, 2,  and 3: 1979 Zelnick and Kantner Survey, reported 
i n  Guttmacher I n s t i t u t e ,  1981; F l ick ,  1986; Moore and Burt, 1982; and Moore, 
Simms, and Betsey, 1986. Decision Stage  4: 1985 Current  Population Survey 
E x t r a c t ,  a n a l y s i s  prepared by Ins  ti t u t e  f o r  Research on Poverty. 

a ~ h e s e  pa ths  a l s o  r e s u l t  i n  the  next s tage ,  but  l e s s  frequently.  



G e t  a s s  is  tance from t h e  f a t h e r ?  

G e t  some combination of t he  above 31  

Does she continue her  schooling? 

Seek employment? 

Es tab l i sh  her  own household? 

By descr ib ing  these fou r  po in t s  a s  choices of young women, I am no t  

sugges t i n g  t h a t  the problems of teen pregnancy o r  welfare recipiency a r e  

caused only by the women themselves. The s o c i a l  and economic environ- 

ments of adolescents ,  t he  choices of t h e i r  parents  and those of the 

f a t h e r s  of t h e i r  c h i l d r e n  a l s o  play a ro le .  Teen pregnancy, b i r t h ,  and 

we l fa re  r a t e s  a r e  a f f e c t e d  by what happens i n  f ami l i e s ,  i n  schools,  i n  

t h e  h e a l t h  c a r e  adolescents  obtain,  and i n  employment p o l i c i e s  f o r  women, 

low-income fami l ies ,  and f o r  youth i n  general .  An example of t h i s  

broader view of the problem is the  recent  emphasis i n  the public  debate 

on the behaviors and r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s  of young men. 

F i n a l l y ,  the pa ths  to  productive adulthood and respons ib le  parenthood 

a r e  a f f  e c  ted by economic and s o c i a l  i nequa l i ty  between income groups, 

r aces ,  minor i ty  groups, and the sexes. The chain  of events  from teen t o  

we l fa re  mother thus occurs  d ispropor t ionate ly  among some groups more than 

o thers .  P o l i c i e s  to reduce these i n e q u i t i e s  would improve young women' s 

opt ions.  

Prevalence of Decisions 

A s  i l l u s t r a t e d  i n  Figure 1, the majori ty of American young women 

engage i n  sex by the  t i m e  they a r e  19, and most do not  p r a c t i c e  contra- 

c e p t i o n  r egu la r ly  and cons i s t en t ly .  Even regular  users  may no t  use b i r t h  



c o n t r o l  e f f e c t i v e l y ;  thus 1 g i r l  i n  10 becomes pregnant while  a teenager. 

Of those who have engaged i n  premar i ta l  sex, the pregnancy r a t e  is  1 i n  

5 .  I n  f a c t ,  29 percent  of sexual ly a c t i v e  whites and 45 percent  of 

experienced blacks aged 15-19 r e p o r t  becoming pregnant before marriage 

(Moore e t  a l . ,  1986, p. 24). While j u s t  over ha l f  of those pregnancies 

r e s u l t  i n  abor t ions  o r  miscarr iages,  many babies a r e  born t o  teens. 

The number of teen b i r t h s ,  a s  reported i n  Figure 1, have a c t u a l l y  

been dec l in ing  a s  cohort  s i z e  has become smaller.  By 1983 t h e r e  were 

under 489,000 l i v e  b i r t h s  to  teens, compared to  500,000 i n  1980 

( ~ u r s t e n b e r g  and Brooks-Gunn, 1986, p. 309). However, the proport ion of 

b i r t h s  t o  s i n g l e  mothers is  increasing.  Of a l l  teen b i r t h s ,  87 percent  

o f  those to  blacks and 38 percent  of those t o  whites a r e  t o  unmarried 

mothers (Moore e t  a l . ,  1986, p. 13) .  I n  addi t ion ,  very few of these 

women have t h e i r  babies adopted, so  the  number of out-of-wedlock b i r t h s  

t h a t  r e s u l t  i n  s i n g l e  teens r a i s i n g  ch i ld ren  has increased. 

Whether o r  n o t  they a r e  married when they g ive  b i r t h ,  many young 

mothers spend some time a s  s i n g l e  mothers. Severa l  s t u d i e s  have docu- 

mented that even those who do marry have a higher  p robab i l i t y  and longer  

du ra t ion  of single-parent s t a t u s  than do women who delay f i r s t  b i r t h  

u n t i l  t h e i r  twenties  (Card and Wise, 1981; Moore and Burt,  1982; 

G i l c h r i s t  and Schinke, 1983; Hoffer th,  1985). For example, according t o  

the  1985 Current  Populat ion Survey (CPS), 90 percent  of  black teen 

mothers aged 16-19 and 30 percent  of whites had never married. Of those 

who had become married, 12 percent  were divorced o r  separated. A s  female 

heads of f ami l i e s ,  they face  high r i s k  of poverty, poor employment 

Prospects ,  and high chances of being dependent on wel fare  f o r  long 

per iods .  



I n  1983, t he re  were a t  l e a s t  200,000 teenaged mothers on the AFDC 

r o l l s ,  according to  an AFDC Information Memorandum, May 1, 1986; t h i s  

r ep resen t s  a small percentage of the welfare case1oad.l I n  the l a t e  

1970s, approximately 25 percent  of a l l  15-19 year-old teen  mothers were 

r e c i p i e n t s ,  a s  compared to AFDC r a t e s  of 10 percent  of a l l  mothers ( a l l  

ages)  and 15 percent  of a l l  teen g i r l s  (Chamie and Henshaw, 1981, p. 

118). By 1984, 30 percent  of teen mothers aged 16-19 were r e c i p i e n t s ,  

according to the 1985 Current  Populat ion Survey. Those on wel fare  a r e  

l i k e l y  to  be high school dropouts r a t h e r  than graduates  and to be black 

r a t h e r  than white  (Mott and Maxwell, 1981). 

FACTORS THAT INFLUENCE CHOICES AT EACH DECISION STAGE 

Th i s  sec t ion  a s s e s s e s  causa l  f a c t o r s  a t  each dec is ion  poin t ,  focusing 

i n  p a r t i c u l a r  on the  r o l e  of AFDC and the  p o t e n t i a l  of o t h e r  p o l i c i e s  f o r  

reducing welfare dependency. The types of nonprogrammatic inf luences  on 

dec i s ions  t h a t  a r e  discussed a r e  demographic, family, and s o c i a l  psycho- 

l o g i c a l  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s .  The types of programs t h a t  may promote a l t e r  

n a t i v e  oppor tun i t i e s  f o r  young women include comprehensive sex education, 

voca t iona l  guidance and employment educat ion and t r a in ing ,  family 

planning se rv ices ,  adoption counseling and se rv ices ,  ch i ld  support ,  and 

mu1 t i - face  ted s e r v i c e s  f o r  teen parents .  The l a t t e r  programs may involve 

medical ca re ,  day care ,  educat ional  counseling, and job t r a i n i n g  f o r  

pregnant  o r  parent ing teens, many of whom are AFDC rec ip i en t s .  A l l  of 

t hese  w i l l  be considered as possibly ta rge ted  to serve young men a s  w e l l  

as  women. 



Stage  1: Sexual A c t i v i t y  

Demographic pa t t e rns .  While the  e x a c t  causa l  f a c t o r s  a r e  unclear ,  

e a r l y  premar i ta l  sexual  i n i t i a t i o n  is  more l i k e l y  among teen g i r l s  with 

t h e  fol lowing demographic and family c h a r a c t e r i s  t i c s :  

Black 

Low income family 

S ing le  parent  family 

Parents  have l i t t l e  educat ion 

Less r e l i g i o u s  f ami l i e s  

Family and peers  have more permissive sexual  s tandards  

Ear ly  sexual  behavior is  more l i k e l y  among teen g i r l s  with the  

fol lowing personal  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s ,  a t t i t u d e s ,  and behavior: 

Low school  grades and low educa t iona l  expec ta t ions  

Early phys ica l  maturat ion 

Early da t ing  p a t  t e r n s  

More dependent, t r a d i t i o n a l  female sex r o l e  a t t i t u d e s  

The impact of p o l i c i e s  and programs. No government programs o r  pol i -  

c i e s  t o  d a t e  have been found t o  be assoc ia ted  wi th  e a r l y  o n s e t  of sexual  

a c t i v i t y .  Welfare programs do n o t  a f f e c t  i n i t i a l  age  of sexual  i n t e r  

course  o r  p remar i t a l  sexual  a c t i v i t y  (Moore and Caldwell, 1977). Seve ra l  

s t u d i e s  f i n d  no c o r r e l a t i o n  wi th  e i t h e r  exposure t o  sex educat ion o r  

a v a i l a b i l i t y  of family planning serv ices .  

Three r ecen t  s t u d i e s  look a t  na t iona l  random samples of youth and 

f i n d  no c o n s i s t e n t  r e l a t i o n s h i p  between exposure t o  sex educat ion and age 

o f  sexual  experience. The d a t a  from the  1984 National Longitudinal  

Survey of Work Experience of Youth showed t h a t  p r i o r  exposure to  sex edu- 

c a t i o n  was as soc ia t ed  wi th  s l i g h t l y  increased p r o b a b i l i t i e s  of f i r s t  



i n t e rcour se  among 15 and 16 yea r  old g i r l s ,  but  had no e f f e c t  f o r  o lde r  

teens  (Marsigl io and Mott, 1986). The ana lys i s  of teen women surveyed i n  

t h e  1982 National  Sumey of Family Growth showed t h a t  a p a r t i c u l a r  type 

o f  sex education ( t h a t  covers both pregnancy and contracept ion infor-  

mation) s l i g h t l y  increased the odds of becoming sexual ly a c t i v e  a t  age 

14. Sex educat ion had no e f f e c t  on age of f i r s t  i n t e rcour se  a t  o t h e r  

ages ,  and o t h e r  types of sex  educat ion courses ( t h a t  did n o t  cover 

cont racept ion)  had no s i g n i f i c a n t  e f f e c t  f o r  teens of any age (Dawson, 

1986). F ina l ly  i n  the 1981 National Survey of Children, 15 and 16 yea r  

o l d  males and females who had been exposed to sex educat ion c l a s s e s  were 

l e s s  l i k e l y  t o  r e p o r t  being sexual ly a c t i v e  than were those who had not  - 
taken a course (Furstenberg e t  a l . ,  1985). Approximately 17 pe rcen t  of 

those who received some form of t h i s  i n s t r u c t i o n  and 26 percent  of those 

who had n o t  were sexual ly  experienced. 

The r o l e  of access  to  family planning se rv ices  i n  inf luencing age of 

o n s e t  of s e x u a l i t y  has been d i f f i c u l t  to  determine, pr imari ly because 

very few young women a v a i l  themselves of s e rv ices  p r i o r  to becoming 

sexual ly  ac t ive .  Severa l  s t u d i e s  of teens a t  t h e i r  i n i t i a l  v i s i t  t o  

family planning c l i n i c s  cor robora te  t h a t  only about 14 percent  have t h a t  

f i r s t  exposure to  se rv ices  p r i o r  to  i n i t i a l  i n t e rcour se  (Zabin and Clark, 

1983; Jones e t  a l . ,  1982; Zelnik e t  a l . ,  1984; Herceg-Baron e t  a l . ,  

1986). The more typ ica l  p a t t e r n  i s  f o r  youth to  delay t h a t  f i r s t  c l i n i c  

v i s i t  f o r  a year  o r  more a f t e r  becoming sexual ly ac t ive .  A r ecen t  study 

evalua ted  the e f f e c t s  of a school-based c l i n i c  program i n  Baltimore, one 

o f  perhaps 60 i n  the  country t h a t  o f f e r  cont racept ive  se rv ices  and o t h e r  

medical ca re  a t  the  publ ic  school. The schools  t h a t  provided d i r e c t  



a c c e s s  t o  family planning over a two-year period (1982-1984) had lower 

propor t ions  of sexual ly  a c t i v e  females during the period of the program, 

a s  compared t o  i n  the years  p r i o r  t o  the  program. For example, before  

the  program began, two-thirds more of the 14 year  o lds  had had i n t e r  

course  than had done so a f t e r  s e rv ices  had been of fered  (Zabin e t  a l . ,  

1986, p. 122). These r e s u l t s  sugges t  t h a t  a postponement of premar i ta l  

sexual  a c t i v i t y  occurred a s  a r e s u l t  of increased a v a i l a b i l i t y  of sex and 

con t racep t ive  education, counseling, and hea l th  c a r e  serv ices .  

Sexual a c t i v i t y  of teenaged men. The research  t o  da te  on d e t e r  

minants of e a r l y  sexual behavior is  weak i n  c e r t a i n  areas.  Few of these 

s t u d i e s  address  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  t h a t  d i f f e r e n t i a t e  sexual ly a c t i v e  and 

nonac t i v e  male youth. Premar i ta l  sexual  i n t e rcour se  is both more l i k e l y  

among young men and f i r s t  occurs e a r l i e r  than among young women (Zelnik 

and Shah, 1983). Trends over the l a s t  decades f o r  the  two groups a r e  

s i m i l a r  i n  t h a t  males a l s o  r e p o r t  higher  r a t e s  of premar i ta l  sexual  a c t i -  

v i t y  and e a r l i e r  ages of sexual  i n i t i a t i o n  over the l a s t  decades, but  the 

determinants  of these p a t t e r n s  may d i f f e r  f o r  males. 

A r ecen t  study r epor t s  the sexual  experience and a t t i t u d e s  of a 

sample of Bal t imore 's  i n n e r c i t y  black males i n  grades 7-12 (Clark e t  

a l . ,  1984). Of the 660 respondents,  aged 11-19, 13 percent  reported t h a t  

they had never had in tercourse ,  and of the sexual ly  a c t i v e ,  the mean age 

o f  f i r s t  experience reported was a t  age 12. Almost half  of the boys 

bel ieved t h a t  t h e i r  parents  would n o t  c a r e  i f  they had in t e rcour se  wi th  a 

g i r l f  riend. 

Summary: Stage 1. Government programs--whether welfare,  sex  educa- 

t i on ,  o r  family planning--have n o t  been shown t o  inf luence  i n i t i a l  age of 



sexual  a c t i v i t y .  Famil ies  wi th  lower socioeconomic s t a t u s  (SES) and less 

t r a d i t i o n a l  values have daughters  wi th  lower educa t iona l  goa l s  who a r e  

more l i k e l y  to  engage i n  sexual  behavior a t  younger ages. Low SES occurs  

more o f t e n  among s i n g l e  pa ren t ,  l e s s  educated, and black fami l ies .  A s  w e  

see i n  the next  s ec t ion ,  t h i s  e a r l i e r  onse t  of sexual  a c t i v i t y  is a l s o  

c o r r e l a t e d  wi th  a h igher  p r o b a b i l i t y  of experiencing adolescent  

pregnancy. Poverty and i n e q u a l i t y  thus c o n t r i b u t e  t o  r e s t r i c t e d  family 

r o l e  models and decrease the chances t h a t  young g i r l s  w i l l  develop the 

mot iva t ion  to  postpone sexual  i n t e r cour se  and/or pregnancy. A s  previous 

r e sea rche r s  have s t a t e d :  

Like  whites ,  young b lacks  from i n t a c t ,  r e l i g i o u s l y  o r i en t ed  f a m i l i e s  
w i t h  well-educated parents  have a lower p robab i l i t y  of sexual  i n t e r  
course.  However, s i n c e  fewer blacks a r e  reared i n  homes wi th  two 
well-educated parents ,  the c u l t u r a l  mi l ieu  . . . i s  undoubtedly rele- 
v a n t  . . . . D i f f i c u l t i e s  faced include p ro t ec t ing  ch i ld ren  from 
t h e  urban environment, a lack  of achievement-oriented r o l e  models, 
and the  i n a b i l i t y  t o  provide incen t ives  l i k e  a co l l ege  educat ion t h a t  
make the postponement of sexual  a c t i v i t y  worthwhile f o r  teens. The 
l a c k  of  v i a b l e  a l t e r n a t i v e s  l i k e  a job o r  a chal lenging school 
environment p l ace  poor, minori ty  parents  a t  a disadvantage i n  moti- 
v a t i n g  t h e i r  teenagers  t o  delay sex. Unfortunately,  t o  d a t e  i t  is 
n o t  known whether p a r t i c i p a t i o n  i n  government job t r a in ing  o r  o t h e r  
s p e c i a l  programs aimed a t  minori ty ,  poor, o r  simply j o b l e s s  teenagers 
has  an e f f e c t  on the  p r o b a b i l i t y  of i n i t i a t i n g  sex, the  frequency of 
sex,  o r  the  motivat ion to  avoid pregnancy (Moore and Burt,  1982, p. 
44).  

S tage  2: Pregnancy 

Contracept ive a t t i t u d e s  and behavior. The f a c t o r s  a s soc i a t ed  with 

poor  con t r acep t ive  use o r  g r e a t e r  pregnancy r i s k  a r e  more d i r e c t l y  

r e l a t e d  to  a t t i t u d i n a l  and behavioral  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  of youth than t o  

t h e i r  demographic p r o f i l e s .  These personal  t r a i t s  gene ra l ly  r e f l e c t  l ack  

o f  understanding and motivation, both of which could be inf luenced by 

acces s  t o  information and serv ices .  Programs t h a t  provide comprehensive 



educat ion  and hea l th  have been shown to  improve cont racept ive  knowledge 

and p r a c t i c e  (Zelnik and K i m ,  1982; For re s t  e t  a l . ,  1981; Zabin e t  a l e ,  

1986),  and therefore  reduce the  r a t e  of unintended pregnancies among 

youth (For re s t ,  1984; Chamie and Henshaw, 1981). 

Age and race  of the  adolescent  a r e  important p red ic to r s  of pregnancy 

r i s k .  The o l d e r  a person a t  f i r s t  in te rcourse ,  t he  more l i k e l y  she o r  he 

i s  to  have used cont racept ion  a t  i n i t i a t i o n  ( ~ e l n i k  and Shah, 1983; Zabin 

e t  a l . ,  1979). By 1979, ha l f  (51 percent )  of a l l  white teen women, 41 

pe rcen t  of black teen women, and 44 percent  of a l l  adolescent  men 

repor ted  having used some form of p ro tec t ion  a t  f i r s t  intercourse.  These 

f i g u r e s  r ep resen t  an improvement s ince  1976, when only 38 percent  of teen 

women reported cont racept ing  the  f i r s t  t i m e  ( ~ e l n i k  and Kanter, 1980). 

Among those women f o r  whom the f i r s t  experience occurred when they 

were younger than 15 years  old,  only 31 percent  contracepted. I n  

c o n t r a s t ,  among those who delayed t h i s  event  to age 18-19, over 62 p e r  

c e n t  used a method. These o lde r  teen  women were a l s o  more l i k e l y  to  use 

a more e f f e c t i v e  method, e.g., the  p i l l ,  I U D ,  o r  diaphragm (Zelnik and 

Kantner, 1978; Zelnik and Shah, 1983). Both black and white women who 

use b i r t h  con t ro l  when they begin having sex a r e  l i k e l y  to  continue t o  be 

r e g u l a r  users  and t o  eventua l ly  switch to  the  more e f f e c t i v e  medical 

methods . 
However, over  the l a t e  1970s, surveys showed an  o v e r a l l  increase  i n  

use  of cont racept ion  but  a dec l ine  i n  use of the  p i l l  and I U D  i n  favor  of 

b a r r i e r  methods--diaphragm and condom--and the  least e f f e c t i v e  methods of 

withdrawal, rhythm, and douche (Zelnik and Kantner, 1980). The cause f o r  



t h i s  change may be t h a t  more younger teens a r e  engaging i n  sexual  beha- 

v i o r  and, thus, a  higher  proport ion of the sexual ly  a c t i v e  a r e  r e s o r t i n g  

t o  these l e s s  r e l i a b l e  methods. Another phenomenon may be t h a t  teen 

women, l i k e  o t h e r  women, a r e  beginning to turn  away from those b i r t h  

c o n t r o l  methods t h a t  pose g r e a t e r  h e a l t h  r i s k s .  Medical technology and 

r e sea rch  have n o t  developed cont racept ive  methods s u i t e d  to typ ica l  pat- 

t e r n s  of teen sexual  r e l a t ionsh ips .  Sexually a c t i v e  teens a r e  most 

l i k e l y  no t  t o  plan in t e rcour se  and t o  engage i n  sex only inf requent ly  and 

e r r a t i c a l l y .  When they become committed to one pa r tne r  i n  an emotionally 

in t ima te  r e l a t ionsh ip ,  they a r e  more l i k e l y  t o  use b i r t h  c o n t r o l  i n  a  

more r egu la r  fashion. 

For the  major i ty  of sexual ly a c t i v e  teens who take the r i s k  of unpro- 

t ec t ed  in tercourse ,  the chances of experiencing a  pregnancy a r e  of course 

high. F i f t y  percent  of a l l  t een  pregnancies occur t o  those who never use 

any b i r t h  con t ro l  (one-quarter of the  sexual ly  a c t i v e ,  s ee  Figure 1 ) .  

Within two years  a f t e r  i n i t i a l  in te rcourse ,  two-thirds of those who never 

use  a  method become pregnant. 

The e f f e c t s  of family c h a r a c t e r i s  tics on cont racept ive  r isk-  taking 

a r e  n o t  c l ea r .  A popular b e l i e f  t h a t  has been i n f l u e n t i a l  i n  pol icy  

debates  is t h a t  increased communication between parents  and teens on such 

ma t t e r s  would reduce unprotected in tercourse .  Yet two recen t  s t u d i e s  

f i n d  l i t t l e  d i f f e rence  i n  e i t h e r  sexual  o r  cont racept ive  behavior of 

teens  who have mother-daughter d iscuss ions  on sex and cont racept ion  and 

those  who do n o t  (Newcomer and Udry, 1985; Furstenberg e t  a l . ,  1984). 

On the o the r  hand, a  study of black female and male youth found t h a t  

family socioeconomic f a c t o r s  do d i f f e r e n t i a t e  cont racept ive  use a t  



i n i t i a l  in te rcourse ,  but  a r e  no t  p red ic to r s  of subsequent b i r t h  c o n t r o l  

p r a c t i c e  (Hogan e t  a l . ,  1985; Hogan and Kitagawa, 1985). Black young men 

were more l i k e l y  to  use cont racept ion  a t  f i r s t  i n t e rcour se  i f  they were 

o f  r e l a t i v e l y  high s o c i a l  c l a s s  (based on parents '  education, occupation, 

unemployment experience, income and housing) and i f  they had higher  

c a r e e r  a s p i r a t i o n s  (expected a d u l t  income and educat ional  and occupa- 

t i o n a l  goa l s ) .  For young black women, family s o c i a l  c l a s s ,  parents '  

m a r i t a l  s t a t u s ,  and neighborhood q u a l i t y  (based on census t r a c t s )  had 

d i r e c t  e f f e c t s  on the p robab i l i t y  of i n i t i a l  r isk-taking (Hogan e t  a l . ,  

1985). 

Even among those groups with the higher  percentages of u se r s  of b i r t h  

c o n t r o l ,  t he  p a t t e r n s  of use a r e  not  encouraging. Surveys of youth 

r epor t ing  reasons f o r  nonuse i n d i c a t e  a s t rong l ack  of incent ives  to  take 

r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  f o r  avoiding pregnancy. The most common reason given f o r  

nonuse is the be l i e f  t h a t  the respondent could not  g e t  pregnant 

(Guttmacher I n s t i t u t e ,  1981). Usually, the young women a r e  mistaken 

about  f e r t i l i t y  p r o b a b i l i t i e s  during the  monthly cycle.  The next  most 

common reason f o r  nonuse i s  t h a t  the young women do no t  expect to have 

in tercourse .  Nonavai lab i l i ty  of a method a t  the t i m e  was the  t h i r d  most 

f r equen t  reason given. A fou r th  reason t h a t  au thors  i n t e r p r e t  from teen 

behavior is t h a t  cont racept ive  nonuse r e s u l t s  from ambivalence over t h e i r  

s e x u a l i t y  o r  discomfort wi th  the "planning" t h a t  b i r t h  con t ro l  methods 

e n t a i l .  A small sample in-depth interview study of teen g i r l s  i n  

Wisconsin (conducted i n  1980) a l s o  affirmed t h a t  the younger the teen, 

t h e  more l i k e l y  she was t o  a s s o c i a t e  being on the p i l l  with being "loose" 

(Danziger and Worth, 1982). 



Most researchers  argue t h a t  t he  most important b a r r i e r  to  use is  

ignorance of the  r i s k  of pregnancy and f a c t s  of f e r t i l i t y ;  a second 

o bs tacle of ten  c i t e d  is ignorance of the a v a i l a b i l i t y  of  low-cos t contra- 

c e p t i v e s  from publ ic  c l i n i c s .  An a d d i t i o n a l  and perhaps more c r i t i c a l  

f a c t o r  among black poverty-level teenagers  is  the perceived oppor tuni ty  

s t r u c t u r e .  Severa l  r e sea rche r s  sugges t  t h a t  these  young women may r i s k  

no th ing  by becoming pregnant;  many expect to  have babies and become 

unmarried mothers a t  a young age. They perceive no a l t e r n a t i v e  l i f e  

o p t i o n s  i n  terms of jobs o r  educa t iona l  goa ls  t h a t  they would have to 

d i s r u p t ,  de lay ,  o r  forego due to  a pregnancy (Moore and Burt ,  1982; 

Dryfoos, 1983; Hogan, 1984). 

Males may a l s o  lack  the  incen t ive  to worry about conception. Among 

t h e  Baltimore ghe t to  youth, only 20 percent  of the  sexual ly  a c t i v e  

claimed they had never used a cont racept ive ,  a l though 40 pe rcen t  did n o t  

u se  a method the  l a s t  time they engaged i n  sex (Clark e t  a l .  , 1984). 

The method most r ecen t ly  r e l i e d  upon was most l i k e l y  to  be the  condom, 

which the  boys perceived a s  the  most e f f e c t i v e  method (even compared to  

t h e  p i l l ,  I U D ,  and diaphragm). 

On o t h e r  cont racept ive  a t t i t u d e s ,  roughly equal  propor t ions  of t he  

young men reported very i n c o n s i s t e n t  be l i e f s :  on one hand about  46 per- 

c e n t  claimed t h a t  they would only have sex i f  some form of b i r t h  c o n t r o l  

was used; on the o t h e r  hand, 43 percent  claimed they would be " too 

embarrassed" to  buy b i r t h  c o n t r o l  i n  a s to re .  A promising 70 percent  

repor ted  t h a t  the  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  " to  see t h a t  a g i r l  doesn' t g e t  

pregnant" was both  t h e  boy' s and t h e  g i r l '  s. However, t he  major i ty  i n  - 



t h i s  s tudy inco r rec t ly  believed t h a t  a young person needs pa ren ta l  p e p  

mission t o  go t o  a b i r t h  c o n t r o l  c l i n i c  and t o  buy nonprescr ip t ion  

con t racep t ives  a t  a drugs tore.  

The f indings  on these youths' i deas  about  teen fatherhood a l s o  mer i t  

r epor t ing ,  a s  they h igh l igh t  the need f o r  realis t i c  counseling and educa- 

t ion.  About 10 percent  c o r r e c t l y  answered the time of the month of 

g r e a t e s t  pregnancy risk--abou t two weeks af  t e r  the  period begins. Even 

though most responded t h a t  adolescent  fatherhood would br ing  cons iderable  

economic, educat ional ,  and employment problems, as wel l  a s  problems f o r  

t h e  g i r l  and the  baby, only one-third of t he  sample reported t h a t  they 

would be "very upset," and a f u l l  one-quarter would be n o t  upset  o r  would 

be happy i f  they were to  g e t  a g i r l  pregnant i n  the near  fu ture .  A f i n a l  

n o t e  on the  a c c e p t a b i l i t y  of out-of-wedlock conception t o  inner-ci t y  

black male teens is the  discrepancy i n  t h e i r  a t t i t u d e s  toward the  "best" 

age  to have a f i r s t  ch i ld  and to  g e t  married, both of which they i d e a l l y  

th ink  should occur i n  a man's twenties. I n  t h e i r  minds, the b e s t  age f o r  

fatherhood t y p i c a l l y  precedes  the  b e s t  age f o r  marriage by two years ,  

2 2 . 5  f o r  becoming a f a t h e r  and 2 4 . 5  f o r  g e t t i n g  married. 

T f .  Very l i t t l e  da t a  e x i s t  on the 

r o l e  of AFDC i n  a f  f e c  t i ng  cont racept ive  use. One study of minori ty ado- 

l e s c e n t  p a t i e n t s  of a h e a l t h  c l i n i c  i n  a ghe t to  neighborhood found no 

d i f f e r e n c e s  i n  cont racept ive  p r a c t i c e  by welfare s t a t u s  of the women' s 

families (Jones and P h i l i b e r ,  1983). However, t h i s  nonrandom sample 

inc ludes  n e v e r p r e g n a n t  bu t  sexual ly a c t i v e  teens who ob ta in  h e a l t h  care.  

I n  c o n t r a s t ,  a number of s t u d i e s  over the l a s t  decade po in t  to the  posi- 

t i v e  p o t e n t i a l  of increased access  t o  family planning se rv ices  and sex 



educat ion  f o r  reducing ( b u t  not  e l iminat ing)  the  number of youth who 

engage i n  pregnancy r isk-taking ( in t e rcour se  without e f f e c t i v e  and regu- 

l a r  contracept ion)  . 
While exposure to sex educat ion does n o t  increase  o v e r a l l  sexual  

a c t i v i t y  , i t  d e f i n i t e l y  increases  cont racept ive  use among those who do 

engage i n  premar i ta l  sex. I n  the 1982 National Survey of Family Growth, 

s exua l ly  a c t i v e  young women who had taken formal courses t h a t  included 

pregnancy and/or  cont racept ive  educat ion were s i g n i f i c a n t l y  more l i k e l y  

t o  have u t i l i z e d  a method of b i r t h  cont ro l .  Of those who had ever  used a 

method, those who had received more comprehensive sex educat ion were more 

l i k e l y  t o  have used a method a t  f i r s t  in te rcourse .  Unfortunately, i n  

t h i s  sample most r ecen t  use of a method was n o t  r e l a t e d  t o  exposure to  - 
such i n s t r u c t i o n  (Dawson, 1986, pp. 186-187). 

I n  the National  Longitudinal  Survey of Work Experience of Youth, sex  

educat ion  i n s t r u c t i o n  increased the l ike l ihood of use of the more effec-  

t i v e  methods of contracept ion--pi l l ,  condom, diaphram, IUD--among women 

aged 17-18, i n  p a r t i c u l a r  f o r  whites  i n  the sample (Marsigl io and Mott, 

1986, pp. 159-160). In  t h i s  study, the d i r e c t  e f f e c t  of sex educat ion on 

t h e  p robab i l i t y  of experiencing a pregnancy was a l s o  measured i n  f o u r  

l o g i t  models wi th  the following lack  of r e l a t ionsh ips :  "Regardless of 

which model we examine, i t  is c l e a r  t h a t  a t tendance a t  a sex  educat ion 

course  i n  no way increases  a young woman's p robab i l i t y  of becoming 

pregnant" (Marsigl io and Mott, 1986, p. 160). 

The e f f e c t s  of publ ic ly  funded family planning se rv ices  f o r  reducing 

t e e n  b i r t h r a t e s  and teen  pregnancies have been est imated f o r  the l a t e  

1970s  orre rest, 1984; F o r r e s t  e t  a l . ,  1981). For every 100 teenaged 

p a t i e n t s  served i n  1975, t he re  were 10 l e s s  b i r t h s  i n  1976; had these n o t  - 



been aver ted ,  t he re  would have been 21 percent  more teen b i r t h s ,  an addi- 

t i o n a l  119,000 t o  t h e  559,000 t h a t  occurred among 15-19 year  o lds  

( F o r r e s t  e t  a l . ,  1981, p. 115). From models t h a t  measure the  e f f e c t  of 

c l i n i c  enrol lments  on b i r t h r a t e s  i n  count ies ,  es t imates  were derived f o r  

ave r t ed  pregnancies,  abor t ions ,  and miscarr iages.  I f  b i r t h s  represented 

36 percent  of unintended teen pregnancies,  then over 300,000 a d d i t i o n a l  

pregnancies  would have occurred. O f  these 300,000, over ha l f  would have 

r e s u l  ted i n  abort ions.  I n  addi  t ion ,  cos t-benef i t r a t i o s  using these 

e s t ima tes  of aver ted  b i r t h s  and abor t ions  were ca l cu la t ed  f o r  1979 

f e d e r a l  expenditures  f o r  family planning, AFDC, and medical c a r e  f o r  

abor t ion ,  maternal , and p e d i a t r i c  hea l th  se rv ices  (Chamie and Henshaw, 

1981). For every one d o l l a r  spent  f o r  s e rv ices  t o  teens i n  a family 

planning c l i n i c ,  an  est imated three  d o l l a r s  were saved i n  hea l th  and 

we l fa re  c o s t s  i n  1979 (Chamie and Henshaw, 1981, pp. 122-123). 

F i n a l l y ,  the experimental school-based comprehensive hea l th  ca re  

programs a r e  an  important innovat ion i n  reducing pregnancies. 

Prel iminary f indings  ac ross  a number of programs show t h a t  s tuden t s  i n  

these  schools have fewer pregnancies and u t i l i z e  se rv ices  t o  a g r e a t e r  

e x t e n t  than they d id  p r i o r  to  the opening of a school c l i n i c ,  when they 

could only ob ta in  such c a r e  i n  medical s e t t i n g s  (Kirby, 1985). However, 

t he  most e f f e c t i v e  school c l i n i c  programs a r e  not  simply cont racept ive  

d i spensa r i e s ,  bu t  r a t h e r  those t h a t  provide comprehensive hea l th  care ,  

counsel ing,  and educat ion f o r  adolescents .  The St .  Paul ,  Minnesota, 

experience suggests  t h a t  school c l i n i c s  t h a t  provide only family planning 

a r e  no t  wel l  u t i l i z e d  by s tudents ,  l a r g e l y  f o r  f e a r  of stigma (Edwards 

e t  a l . ,  1980). 



Most dramatic f indings  on the pos i t i ve  e f f e c t s  of the school-based 

c l i n i c  were reported i n  the eva lua t ion  of the Baltimore program ( ~ a b i n  e t  

a l .  , 1986). A t  tendance a t  the c l i n i c s  went up among sexual ly a c t i v e  

males and females i n  grades 7-12 i n  the experimental schools,  compared 

t o  the comparison-group schools;  v i s i t s  to c l i n i c s  were more l i k e l y  to  

occur  before o r  soon a f t e r  (wi th in  months) the time of sexual i n i t i a t i o n  

(Zabin e t  a l . ,  1986, pp. 122-124). Both males and females who were 

sexual ly  a c t i v e  were more l i k e l y  to  r e p o r t  e f f e c t i v e  cont racept ive  use 

( t h e  type t h a t  r equ i re s  preparedness a t  most r ecen t  t i m e  of in te rcourse) .  

F i n a l l y ,  pregnancy r a t e s  were measured i n  a number of ways over the 

course  of the 28 months of the school  c l i n i c  operat ion;  a l l  t he  ana lyses  

i n d i c a t e  t h a t  pregnancy r a t e s  of 9 t h  to  12 th  graders  f e l l  i n  program 

schools  while  pregnancy r a t e s  increased i n  the nonprogram schools (Zabin 

e t  a l . ,  1986, pp. 123-125). Such changes a r e  e spec ia l ly  c r i t i c a l  when 

one takes i n t o  account t h a t  a t  base l ine ,  these schools had very high 

r a t e s  of pregnancy. Almost one i n  ten  sexual ly  a c t i v e  7 th  and 8 t h  

g rade r s ,  one i n  f i v e  of the  9 t h  graders ,  and 22 percent  of high school 

females who were sexual ly  a c t i v e  reported having been pregnant (p. 120). 

S tage  3: Resolut ion of Pregnancy 

A much l a r g e r  commitment of resources poured i n t o  widespread and 

comprehensive sex educat ion and hea l th  care ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  i f  school- 

based, would inc rease  knowledge and understanding of f e r t i l i t y  r i s k  and 

reduce problems of access  and a v a i l a b i l i t y  of s e rv ices ;  however, reduc- 

t i o n s  i n  the unintended pregnancy r a t e  among adolescents  would s t i l l  be 



l i m i t e d  by a t  l e a s t  t h ree  sets of f ac to r s .  Problems with cont racept ive  

technology and the na tu re  of adolescence a s  a developmental l i f e  s t a g e  

both preclude e l iminat ing  sexual  risk-taking. Third, the  independent 

e f f e c t s  of poverty and inequa l i ty  f o r  teen f e r t i l i t y  a r e  l i k e l y  to p e r  

s i s t  i f  p o l i c i e s  a r e  developed only i n  the a r e a s  of sex-related educat ion 

and hea l th  c a r e  d i r e c t e d  a t  youth. Socioeconomic s t a t u s  and government 

programs may a f f e c t  a t t i t u d e s  toward pregnancy r e so lu t ion  decis ions.  One 

way i n  which s t a t u s  d i f f e r e n t i a l s  can be i l l u s t r a t e d  is i n  the choices  

faced by black versus white  pregnant teens. 

Rac ia l  d i f fe rences .  Table 1 summarizes black-white d i f f e r e n t i a l s  a t  

a l l  of the f i r s t  t h ree  s t ages  of teen pregnancy and parenthood ( s e e  Moore 

e t  a l . ,  1986). The top rows provide the r a t e s  per  1000 teens  of the 

number who engage i n  sexual  in te rcourse ,  become pregnant, ob ta in  a b o r  

t i o n s ,  and g ive  b i r t h  a s  s i n g l e  o r  married women. It  is c l e a r  t h a t  black 

teens  a r e  more l i k e l y  to  be sexual ly  a c t i v e  and become pregnant. 

The bottom rows i n  Table 1 compare r e so lu t ion  choices a t  pregnancy. 

Blacks a r e  less l i k e l y  to  be married when they g ive  b i r t h ,  and a r e  a l s o  

s l i g h t l y  less l i k e l y  t o  have an abor t ion  than a r e  white teens.2 It is  

c l e a r  t h a t  the  abor t ion  r a t e  d i f f e r e n t i a l  is small  compared t o  the  d i f -  

f e rences  i n  the r a t e  of premar i ta l  sex and the chances of becoming 

pregnant.  This  has l e d  some researchers  t o  argue t h a t  while black teens 

may have l e s s  access  t o  abor t ion  than white youth, i t  may be more c r i t i -  

c a l  t o  develop p o l i c i e s  f o r  pregnancy prevention t h a t  would be ta rge ted  

e s p e c i a l l y  f o r  low income blacks, r a t h e r  than p o l i c i e s  t h a t  would seek t o  

i n c r e a s e  r e 1  iance on abor t ion  among teens. 



Table  1 

F e r t i l i t y  D i f f e r e n t i a l s  by Race among Women, Aged 15-19 

Whites Blacks 

Rates  per  1000 Women 

Sexual ly a c t i v e ,  1979 466 662 

Pregnancies,  1979 135 300 

Abortions,  1980a 38.3 66.0 

T o t a l  l i v e  b i r t h s ,  1982 44.6 97.0 

B i r t h s  to unmarried 
women, 1982b 

Pregnancies to  sexual  
a c t i v i t y  

Abort ions to pregnanciesc .28 .22 

Unmarried b i r t h s  to b i r t h s d  .37 .97 

Source: Adapted from Tables  2.1, 2.3, 2.5, 2.6, 2.11, 2.15 and 2.16 i n  
Moore e t  a l . ,  1986, Chapter 2. 

aAbor t i o n s  to blacks inc ludes  a l l  nonwhi tes.  

b ~ e r  1000 unmarried women ages 15-19. 

CThis  r a t i o  does n o t  s u b t r a c t  the  number of miscar r iages  from the number 
o f  pregnancies i n  the  denominator. Because black women may have h igher  
r a t e s  of miscarr iage,  t h e i r  a b o r t i o n  to  pregnancy r a t i o  may no t  be much 
lower than t h a t  of whites  (Nagatoshi,  n.d.). 

d ~ a l c u l a t e d  from numbers of b i r t h s  i n  1982. 



The one a 1  t e r n a t i v e  t h a t  i s  f requent ly  promoted i n  pol icy  c i r c l e s  but  

i s  c u r r e n t l y  only r a r e l y  chosen-and almost  never by black youth--is f o r  

ma1 adoption. Between t h e  1950s and 1970, t h e  number of l e g a l l y  adopted 

c h i l d r e n  grew s t e a d i l y ,  a s  i l l eg i t imacy  and o v e r a l l  b i r t h r a t e s  rose. 

Since 1970, t he  number of adoptions has  f a l l en .  A r e p o r t  on 20 s t a t e s ,  

f o r  example, found a dec l ine  of 39 percent  between 1970 and 1975 ( c o s t i n  

and Rapp, 1984). This  p rec ip i tous  drop i n  adoptions is  typ ica l ly  a t t r i -  

buted t o  more acceptance of premar i ta l  s exua l i ty  and of i l l eg i t imacy  a s  

we l l  a s  to the l i b e r a l i z a t i o n  of abor t ion  laws. 

I t  i s  important t o  note,  however, t h a t  black f ami l i e s  have never 

u t i l i z e d  t h i s  op t ion  to  a s i g n i f i c a n t  degree; adoption agencies  i n  many 

communities have h i s t o r i c a l l y  had l i t t l e  o r  no demand f o r  minori ty 

i n f a n t s  (Musick e t  a l . ,  1984). Informal adoption i n t o  the  extended 

family i s  thought to occur i n  many more black than white f ami l i e s ,  i f  

on ly  on a temporary b a s i s  while the  mother is s t i l l  young (F l i ck ,  1986, 

p. 139). During the  peak period of formal adoption--1969--28 percent  of 

c h i l d r e n  born o u t  of wedlock were placed f o r  adoption; approximately 

65-70 pe rcen t  of white unmarried mothers who gave b i r t h  and 5-6 percent  

o f  black s i n g l e  mothers gave up t h e i r  ch i ld ren  f o r  adoption (Kadushin, 

1974). 

Seve ra l  ongoing s t u d i e s  compare a t t i t u d i n a l  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  of young 

women who choose t o  abor t ,  o f f e r  f o r  adoption, o r  keep t h e i r  i n fan t s .  

The dec is ion  t o  n o t  become a mo t h e r - t o  seek abor t ion  o r  adop tion--seems 

t o  be a s soc ia t ed  with having plans f o r  f u r t h e r  education o r  c a r e e r  

a s p i r a t i o n s  (Resnick e t  a l . ,  1986). Such goals  may help a young woman 

make the choice t o  n o t  keep he r  baby, which is of ten  an  emotionally d i f -  - 
f i c u l t  one ( ~ e s n i c k  e t  a l . ,  1986; Musick e t  a l . ,  1984; Moore and Burt, 



1982). Any a t tempts  t o  increase  adoption f o r  babies born to  teen mothers 

must cons ider  i t s  impact f o r  both the young women and the chi ldren.  

The impact of p o l i c i e s  and programs. I n  considering the  impact of 

AFDC on the choices of pregnant teens,  we must ask  whether bene f i t s  

i n f luence  the degree t o  which teens a r e  choosing to become mothers. Some 

have suggested t h a t  owing to  the lack  of Medicaid funding f o r  abor t ion  

and f o r  p rena ta l  c a r e  and de l ive ry  i n  the case  of a planned adoption, 

t he re  may be an incent ive  to choose t o  parent  i n  order  to  ob ta in  AFDC 

and Medicaid. Research evidence to  da te  does no t  adequately examine t h i s  

quest ion.  

One study found t h a t  pregnant teens enro l led  i n  Medicaid and AFDC 

were more l i k e l y  to become unmarried mo thers  than nonrec ip ient  pregnant 

teens  ( ~ e i b o w i t z  e t  a l . ,  1986). However, the study did n o t  c o n t r o l  f o r  

when recipiency began and when pregnancy r e so lu t ion  dec is ions  were made. 

The r e s u l t s  could thus r e f l e c t  a sample b i a s  i n  t h a t  those who knew they 

were going t o  become s i n g l e  pa ren t s  would be more l i k e l y  t o  take advan- 

tage of a v a i l a b l e  programs. 

Aggregate l e v e l  s t u d i e s  have compared AFDC b e n e f i t  l e v e l s  wi th  teen 

b i r t h r a t e s  and ou t-of-wedlock b i r t h r a t e s  across  the s t a t e s  and found no 

a s soc ia t ion .  Teens a r e  no more l i k e l y  t o  choose the  b i r t h  op t ion  i n  high 

b e n e f i t  s t a t e s  (Ellwood and Summers, 1986; F o r r e s t  e t  a l . ,  1981; Brann, 

1979; Moore and Burt,  1982). I t  may be, however, t h a t  r egu la t ions  do 

a f f e c t  teen choices,  d e s p i t e  the  lack  of f inding  of any c o n s i s t e n t  s t a t e -  

by-s ta t e  va r i a t ion .  Moore and Burt  present  a hypothe t ica l  scenar io  i n  

which a complex s e t  of r u l e s  could c r e a t e  c e r t a i n  incent ives.  



A s t a t e  t h a t  pays AFDC r e c i p i e n t s  the f u l l  s tandard ( t h e  f u l l  c o s t s  
o f  those bas ic  l i v i n g  needs t h a t  the  s t a t e  recognizes a s  e s s e n t i a l ) ,  
provides AFDC coverage f o r  an  unborn ch i ld ,  does not  cover unemployed 
f a t h e r s  under AFDC, and does no t  pay f o r  abor t ions ,  may i n  e f f e c t  be 
c r e a t i n g  incent ives  f o r  ou t-of-wedlock chi ldbearing.  S imi lar ly ,  a 
s ta t e  t h a t  pays f o r  abor t ion  but does no t  provide AFDC coverage f o r  
p r e n a t a l  c a r e  might be encouraging abort ion.  I n  addi t ion ,  l ack  of 
economic a s s i s t a n c e  f o r  adoption may undermine t h a t  opt ion,  while  the  
simple l i m i t a t i o n  of wel fare  t o  unmarried women may undermine 
marriage (Moore and Burt,  1982,  p. 113). 

T h i s  quote h igh l igh t s  the l ike l ihood t h a t  government pol icy may favor 

c e r t a i n  choices. How t h i s  might inf luence  teen behavior has not  been 

demonstrated, b u t  perhaps g r e a t e r  f e d e r a l  uniformity i n  r egu la t ions  and 

more equal  emphasis on both prevention of pregnancy and on provision of 

s e r v i c e s  t o  teen  mothers and t h e i r  c h i l d r e n  would address  t h i s  imbalance. 

S tage 4 : Welfare 

For teenagers who have and keep t h e i r  babies ,  the choices  r e l a t i n g  to 

we l fa re  dependency a r e  complex. Decisions involve ( a )  promoting marriage 

s o  the re  a r e  fewer s i n g l e  parents;  (b)  obtaining more f i n a n c i a l  support  

from the g i r l ' s  own family and the c h i l d ' s  f a the r ;  and ( c )  improving the 

g i r l '  s own economic prospects  through education and employment. These 

choices  should have a f a m i l i a r  r ing ,  because the  dynamics of dependency 

ve r sus  se l f - suf f ic iency  a r e  no d i f f e r e n t  f o r  the  very young s i n g l e  mother 

than  f o r  any woman who heads a family wi th  minor-aged chi ldren .  The d i f -  

fe rence  between teenagers on wel fare  and o lde r  women is  t h a t  it is harder  

f o r  the teenagers t o  become independent. Research on s p e l l s  of AFDC and 

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  of those who a r e  most l i k e l y  to  remain dependent f o r  long 

per iods  suggest  the  young, nonwhite, neve rmar r i ed  women wi th  young 

c h i l d r e n  a r e  the l e a s t  l i k e l y  t o  leave  welfare e a r l y  (Ellwood, 1986). It 

i s  therefore  imperat ive to  understand who among very young mothers 

r ece ive  welfare,  and how o t h e r  opt ions  can be encouraged. 



Economic s t a t u s  and household arrangements. Table 2 provides r e c e n t  

e s t i m a t e s  of the economic prospec ts  of these young mothers. The da ta ,  

from the  1985 Current  Populat ion Survey, r e p o r t  the m a r i t a l ,  educa t iona l ,  

poverty,  and we l f a re  s t a t u s  of  U.S. g i r l s  aged 16-19 who have a t  l e a s t  

one c h i l d  and a r e  heads o r  spouses of heads of f ami l i e s  o r  subfami l ies  

( i . e . ,  inc luding  those who r e s i d e  wi th  t h e i r  parents  o r  o the r  r e l a t i v e s ) .  

I t  is  important t o  no te  t h a t  of t h i s  t o t a l  sample, over h a l f ,  53 percent ,  

l i v e  i n  subfamil ies .  Of t h e  nonwhites, over two-thirds a r e  black. These 

f a m i l i e s  r ep re sen t  approximately 5 percent  of a l l  mothers aged 16-55 who 

r e p o r t  rece iv ing  pub l i c  a s s i s t a n c e  i n  the  preceding year. The b e n e f i t s  

they r ece ive  a s  f a m i l i e s  wi th  dependents a r e  pr imar i ly  AFDC, but  the 

ca tegory  a l s o  inc ludes  genera l  a s s i s t a n c e  and Supplemental Secu r i ty  

Income (SSI) . 
A s  shown i n  Table 2 ,  a higher  percentage of black teen mothers and 

o t h e r  m i n o r i t i e s  compared t o  whi tes  l i v e  i n  households wi th  incomes below 

poverty and a r e  dependent on welfare .  Those teen mothers who a r e  married 

a r e  equal ly  poor b u t  less l i k e l y  to  r ece ive  a s s i s t ance ,  perhaps because 

o f  t he  l ack  of AFDC-U i n  many states. Education l e v e l s  hardly vary by 

m a r i t a l  o r  e t h n i c  s t a t u s .  Not l i s t e d  i n  t he  t a b l e  i s  the  f ind ing  t h a t  

p u b l i c  a s s i s t a n c e  v a r i e s  by household type a s  w e l l  a s  by m a r i t a l  s t a t u s ,  

a s  i n  the  fol lowing percentages.  

Percentage of Teen Mothers, Aged 16-19 Who 
Receive P u b l i c  Assis tance,  1984-1985 

Own Household Lives with Familv 

Married 12.3 7.5 

Never Married, Divorced, 
o r  Separated 

Source: 1985 Current  Popula t ion  Survey. 



Table 2 

Economic Prospec ts  of Teen Mothers Aged 16-19, 
by Race and M a r i t a l  S t a t u s ,  1985 

Percentage 
Percentage  ( % >  

Percentage (% > Who Receive 
(%) i n  w i t h  Incomes Pub l i c  

Each Mar i t a l  Mean Years of a t  o r  Below Ass is tance  
S t a t u s ,  1985 Schooling, 1985 Poverty,  1984 1984-1985 

T o t a l  - 559,926 

Neve rmar r i ed  
Married 
D ivorcedlsepara  ted 

Whites - 374,943 

Never-married 
Married 
Divorcedlsepara  ted 

Nonwhi tesa  - 184,983 

Neve rmar r i ed  
Married 
Divorcedlsepara ted  

Source: 1985 Curren t  Popula t ion  Survey Ex t r ac t ,  a n a l y s i s  prepared by I n s t i t u t e  f o r  
Research on Poverty.  

a ~ i s p a n i c s  a r e  included i n  the wh i t e  and nonwhite ca t ego r i e s .  Blacks comprise 97 pe rcen t  
o f  nonwhites. 



The impact of p o l i c i e s  and programs. The high proport ion of wel fare  

r e c i p i e n t s  among s i n g l e  mothers who l i v e  i n  sepa ra t e  households r a i s e s  

t h e  i s sue  of whether wel fare  bene f i t s  i n  any way promote d i f f e r e n t  l i v i n g  

arrangements. I t  is l i k e l y  t h a t  many who l i v e  i n  subfamil ies  l i v e  with 

pa ren t s  whose family incomes exceed e l i g i b i l i t y .  Teens i n  t h e i r  own 

households a r e  f a r  more l i k e l y  t o  have low l e v e l s  of a d d i t i o n a l  household 

income. A r ecen t  r e p o r t  analyzed the impact of AFDC b e n e f i t  l e v e l s  on 

t h e  propensi ty of young mothers t o  form sepa ra t e  households and the  con- 

sequences of d i f f e r e n t  l i v i n g  arrangements f o r  schooling and employment 

(Hutchens e t  a l .  , 1986). I t  concluded t h a t  i n  many s t a t e s ,  young women 

a r e  discouraged from remaining i n  t h e i r  f ami l i e s  of o r i g i n  by lower bene- 

f i t s  and t h a t  those who form sepa ra t e  households (and g e t  higher  bene- 

f i t s )  may be l e s s  l i k e l y  to  continue with t h e i r  schooling ( ~ u t c h e n s  e t  

a l . ,  1986, pp. 1-8). I n  the  long run, t h i s  may increase  t h e i r  wel fare  

dependency and poverty . However, s imulat ion techniques t h a t  es t imate  

impacts of pol icy  changes f i n d  l i t t l e  change i n  socioeconomic prospects  

through programmatic reform i n  t h i s  area:  

We conclude t h a t  a pol icy which e l iminates  wi th in  s t a t e  d i f f e rences  
i n  AFDC b e n e f i t s  ac ross  l i v i n g  arrangements by r a i s i n g  the l e v e l  of 
AFDC b e n e f i t s  paid t o  women i n  subfamil ies  would both increase  the 
number of  subfamil ies  and decrease the  number of female heads. These 
changes would, however, be q u i t e  small. Moreover, t h i s  pol icy  would 
have almost  impercept ible  e f f e c t s  on labor  fo rce  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  and 
schooling (Hutchens e t  a l . ,  1986, Chapter 1, p. 7 ) .  

The next  few sec t ions  focus on poss ib l e  a l t e r n a t i v e s  o r  add i t ions  to 

we l fa re  t h a t  might be a v a i l a b l e  t o  teen mother fami l ies .  They address  

t h e  prospects  f o r  reducing dependency through increased c h i l d  support  and 

through comprehensive se rv ice  programs f o r  teen parents .  



POLICIES AND PROGRAMS AVAILABLE FOR TEEN PARENTS 

Child Support 

H i s t o r i c a l l y ,  any c h i l d  born outs ide  of marriage was af forded  very 

few r i g h t s  regarding the l e g a l  r e l a t i o n s h i p  wi th  h i s l h e r  f a the r .  Un t i l  

t h e  United S t a t e s  Supreme Court intervened i n  a  s e r i e s  of cases  i n  1968, 

t h e  "nonmarital" c h i l d  was o f t e n  denied r i g h t s  of pa t e rna l  support,  a s  

we l l  a s  inher i tance ,  custody, name, and claims under such programs a s  

Worker's Compensation. I n  add i t ion ,  p r i o r  t o  1968, even i f  the c h i l d  was 

awarded pa te rna l  support ,  some s t a t e s  extended these r i g h t s  no f u r t h e r  

than the  period of time the c h i l d  was l i k e l y  t o  be unable t o  support  

i t s e l f ,  o r  t o  a  period n o t  exceeding a  s e t  number of years  ( ~ r a u s e ,  

1981). Although today the  e s t ab l i shed  p r i n c i p l e  i s  t h a t  the out-of- 

wedlock c h i l d  i s  e n t i t l e d  t o  l e g a l  e q u a l i t y  with the c h i l d  of married 

pa ren t s ,  some states continue to place a  s t a t u t e  of l i m i t a t i o n s  on the 

es tab l i shment  of pa tern i ty .  With the passage of the  1984 f e d e r a l  Child 

Support Enforcement amendments, s t a t e  pa t e rn i ty  laws must now permit the 

es tab l i shment  of p a t e r n i t y  a t  l e a s t  u n t i l  a  ch i ld '  s e ighteenth  bir thday.  

However, only 23 states have s t a t u t o r y  provisions f o r  s e t t i n g  c h i l d  sup- 

p o r t  amounts f o r  i l l e g i t i m a t e  ch i ldren ,  compared to 34 s tates t h a t  have 

such s t a t u t e s  f o r  divorce o r  s epa ra t ion  proceedings (Mel l i ,  1984). 

When one examines the  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  of teen neve rmar r i ed  mothers i n  

t h e  c u r r e n t  c h i l d  support  system, i t  is  c l e a r  t h a t  the  major obs t ac l e  t o  

suppor t  occurs  a t  the p a t e r n i t y  ad jud ica t ion  stage. Un t i l  pa t e rn i ty  is  

e s t a b l i s h e d ,  a  f a t h e r  cannot  be l e g a l l y  compelled t o  provide c h i l d  sup- 

po r t ,  y e t  i n  only a  small f r a c t i o n  of the b i r t h s  t o  unmarried teens is 



p a t e r n i t y  typ ica l ly  adjudicated.  From data  on se l ec t ed  j u r i s d i c t i o n s  i n  

t h e  state of  Wisconsin, Table 3 shows the nwnber of cases  of unmarried 

t een  mothers over a two-year period and the  e x t e n t  t o  which f a t h e r s  

become l e g a l l y  i d e n t i f i e d  i n  the following seve ra l  years.  

By 1985, 57.4 pe rcen t  of the c h i l d r e n  born i n  1981-82 t o  unwed 

mothers have no l e g a l  f a t h e r s  (oppos i te  of row 2, Table 3) .  Since 92 

pe rcen t  of  a l l  p a t e r n i t y  s u i t s  i n  these count ies  occurred before the  

c h i l d  reached age 3,  very few more p a t e r n i t i e s  a r e  l i k e l y  to  become 

e s t a b l i s h e d  among t h i s  group a f t e r  1985. Of those wi th  f a t h e r s '  names on 

t h e  b i r t h  record,  l e s s  than ha l f  a r e  processed a s  p a t e r n i t y  s u i t s  through 

the  cour t s  so t h a t  c h i l d  suppor t  can be l e g a l l y  required. I n  j u s t  a few 

i n s t a n c e s  are the parents  married a f t e r  the b i r t h  of the ch i ld .  

The f i n a n c i a l  arrangements of the group who have f a the r s '  names 

acknowledged on the b i r t h  record a r e  unknown. It  is poss ib le  t h a t  many 

of  these f a t h e r s  e i t h e r  l i v e  with the c h i l d  o r  informally provide some 

suppor t  t o  the family. I f  we combine those wi th  formal l e g a l  ob l iga t ions  

f o r  support  through marriage o r  through cour t-ordered support  a f t e r  ad j u- 

d i c a t i o n ,  only 999 of  the  5724 c h i l d r e n  born to  teen s i n g l e  mothers, 17.5 

percent ,  have l e g a l  r i g h t s  t o  support.  Of those, only i n  the case  of 

married parents  p lus  j u s t  over ha l f  of the ad judica t ions ,  does the c h i l d  

r ece ive  some f i n a n c i a l  suppor t  from two parents.  Even t h i s  e s t ima te  is 

h igh  compared t o  the number who may be rece iv ing  adequate suppor t  

(Wisconsin da ta  i n d i c a t e  t h a t  p a t e r n i t y  cases  with c h i l d  support  orders  

r e c e i v e  42 percent  of what they a r e  owed, on average; cases  with teen 

mothers rece ive  only one-third) ( ~ a n z i g e r  and Nichols-Casebolt, 1986a). 



Table 3 

B i r t h s  t o  Unmarried Teens and Percentage with P a t e r n i t y  Actions, 
Sample of Selected Wisconsin Counties 

Number Percentage 

B i r t h s  t o  unmarried mothers aged 19 
o r  younger, 1981-1982 

Those with f a t h e r  i d e n t i f i e d  through 
marriage, p a t e r n i t y  acknowledgment, 
o r  p a t e r n i t y  c o u r t  case  by 1985 

Of 2438, those leg i t imated  by 1985 
( v i a  marriage) 

Of 2438, those having p a t e r n i t y  
acknowledged by signed a f f a d a v i t  
i n  b i r t h  c e r t i f i c a t e  by 1985 

Of 2438, those wi th  p a t e r n i t y  
ad judica ted  through family c o u r t  by 1985 

Of these  1112 p a t e r n i t y  cases,  those 
w i t h  c o u r t  o rde r s  f o r  c h i l d  support  

Source: Danziger and Nichols-Casebolt, 1986a; da ta  from Wisconsin family 
c o u r t  records and Wisconsin Divis ion  of Health, Sect ion of V i t a l  
S t a  t is  t i c s .  



The chances i n  the s h o r t  run t h a t  c h i l d  suppor t  can reduce welfare 

dependency without s u b s t a n t i a l  reform of the  system a r e  n o t  promising. 

However, reforms of the c h i l d  support  system t h a t  would insure  g r e a t e r  

income t o  these  f ami l i e s  a r e  cu r ren t ly  being designed, implemented, and 

evalua ted  i n  Wisconsin (Garf inkel  and Uhr, 1984; Garf inkel ,  1986). These 

involve  seve ra l  improvements i n  the c u r r e n t  system; f i r s t ,  a l l  parents  

l i v i n g  a p a r t  from t h e i r  c h i l d r e n  a r e  obl iga ted  t o  share income with t h e i r  

ch i ldren .  The shar ing  r a t e  is  spec i f i ed  i n  the  law and depends only upon 

t h e  number of c h i l d r e n  owed support.  The ob l iga t ion  is  c o l l e c t e d  through 

p a y r o l l  withholding, a s  s o c i a l  s e c u r i t y  and income taxes are.  Children 

wi th  a l i v i n g  noncustodial parent  a r e  e n t i t l e d  to b e n e f i t s  equal to 

e i t h e r  the  c h i l d  support  paid by the  noncustodial parent  o r  a s o c i a l l y  

assured  minimum bene f i t ,  whichever is higher.  When the noncus t o d i a l  

pa ren t  can pay l e s s  than the  minimum, the c u s t o d i a l  parent  is s u b j e c t  t o  

a small  s u r t a x  up t o  the  amount of the subsidy. Any remaining d i f f e rence  

would be financed o u t  of genera l  revenues. 

The s t a t e  of Wisconsin has c u r r e n t l y  implemented only p a r t  of t h i s  

o v e r a l l  ch i ld  support  assurance system. Several  count ies  have i n s t i t u t e d  

p a y r o l l  withholding, and a s tandardized sharing r a t e ,  which many judges 

have been using f o r  award gu ide l ines ,  i s  about  to  become presumptive i n  

s t a t e  law. 

With r e spec t  t o  pa t e rn i ty  cases  f o r  women of a l l  ages,  e a r l y  impact 

d a t a  sugges t  t h a t  i n  count ies  opera t ing  under the  withholding r u l e s ,  t he  

average r a t i o  of payments to  o rde r s  has improved t o  .56 (compared t o  .42 

i n  the  previous period) .  While the  number of ad judica t ions  have 



increased  s i n c e  the reforms began, very few - non-AFDC mothers f i l e  pate? 

n i t y  ca se s  and pursue t he  out-of-wedlock c h i l d '  s r i g h t  t o  court-ordered 

c h i l d  suppor t  (Danziger and Nichols-Casebolt, 1986b). 

U n t i l  t h i s  income i s  perceived a s  a v a l i d  r i g h t  of  c h i l d r e n  and a s  a 

c l e a r l y  important  economic g a i n  f o r  t he se  f a m i l i e s ,  w e  a r e  n o t  l i k e l y  t o  

see c h i l d  suppor t  reducing the  impoverishment and wel fa re  dependency of 

never-married mothers. However, even incremental  i nc reases  i n  income 

must be viewed a s  t e r r i b l y  important.  For example, t he re  is  a s  y e t  no 

informa t i o n  on the  impac t of t he  r ecen t ly  implemented DEFRA c h i l d  support  

d i s r e g a r d  of up t o  $50 pe r  month. I n  Wisconsin, a s epa ra t e  check comes 

t o  the r e c i p i e n t  wi th  the  AFDC monthly payment when a c h i l d  suppor t  

payment has  been made by the  absen t  f a t h e r .  It seems c l e a r  t h a t  

increased  c h i l d  suppor t  w i l l  have to be combined with o t h e r  measures t o  

improve employment o p p o r t u n i t i e s ,  educat ion,  and c h i l d  c a r e  op t ions ,  

e tc., i f  poverty and dependency among these  s i n g l e  mother f a m i l i e s  is to 

be  reduced. 

Teen P a r e n t  Programs 

S ince  the  l a t e  1970s, over  a thousand p r i v a t e  and pub l i c  programs 

have developed around the  na t ion  t o  provide a wide range of i n t e rven t ions  

f o r  teen p a r e n t s  and t h e i r  ch i ldren .  Most of  these  p r o j e c t s  have been 

designed t o  be comprehensive i n  scope. They address  the m u l t i p l i c i t y  of 

problems t h a t  plague these  f a m i l i e s  through providing s e v e r a l  o f  the 

fo l lowing  components : 

--Pregnancy t e s t i n g  and matern i ty  counsel ing;  

--Family planning counsel ing and s e r v i c e s ;  

--Primary and prevent ive  h e a l t h  ca re ;  



--Nutrit ion counseling, education, and se rv ices  ; 

--Venereal d i sease  counseling, t e s t i n g  , and treatment; 

- -Pediatr ic  care ;  

--Family l i f e  education, including parent ing education; 

--Educational and vocat ional  counseling, r e f e r r a l ,  and se rv ices ;  

--Adoption counseling and r e f e r r a l ;  

--0 t h e r  h e a l t h  care ;  

--Child ca re ;  

--Consumer/homemaking counsel ing and education; 

--Counseling f o r  male pa r tne r s  and extended family members; 

--Employment programs t h a t  provide job s k i l l s  t r a in ing ,  work 
experience,  job search  and placement (Burt  e t  a l .  , 1984). 

A number of shortcomings, such a s  l ack  of comparabili ty,  poor design 

w i t h  r e spec t  to outcome measures, short-term na tu re  of programs, e t c . ,  

limit evalua t ion  of the success of these  programs to  date .  A p a r t i c u l a r  

problem has been the  l ack  of experimental design i n  the  program eval- 

u a t i o n s  ( Q u i n t  and Riccio,  1985). A c u r r e n t  f e d e r a l l y  funded demonstra- 

t i o n  t h a t  w i l l  begin i n  1987 and run f o r  three  years  w i l l  u t i l i z e  a 

random-assignment experimen ta l -cont ro l  group procedure t o  test the e f f e c t  

o f  a mandatory, comprehensive program i n  two states, expected t o  se rve  

over  3500 teenaged AFDC parents  (ASPEIISP Current  Pol icy  Research 

A c t i v i t i e s ,  October 1986). To date ,  these  programs have been q u i t e  

c o s t l y  and a r e  n o t  widespread enough to genera te  a decrease i n  the  

nega t ive  consequences of teen parenthood. However, some r e s u l t s  of the 

programs t h a t  have been t r i e d  a r e  promising, a s  recent ly  summarized i n  a 

National  Academy of Sciences r e p o r t  (Hayes, forthcoming). 



Increases i n  prenata l  ca re  produce more healthy b i r t h  outcomes f o r  
the  young mother and her  baby; 

Nutr i t ion  services  reduce the incidence of low birth-weight babies 
among teens ; 

Regular preventive, p e d i a t r i c  care  improves the hea l th  of in fan t s  
and young chi ldren;  

Contraceptive services  increase b i r t h  cont ro l  use and continuation 
among adolescents;  

Income support  improves the  economic well-being of disadvantaged 
adolescent  f ami l i e s  and subfamilies; 

Child care  se rv ices  f a c i l i t a t e  young mothers' r e tu rn  to  school o r  
en t ry  in to  the  job market; 

Parenting education improves teen parents '  knowledge of in fan t  and 
c h i l d  development and c h i l d  ca re  and can prevent ea r ly  developmen- 
t a l  delays i n  the ch i ld ren  of teen parents;  

Al ternat ive  school programs help pregnant and parenting teens s t ay  
i n  school and boost t h e i r  academic achievement; 

Employment programs t h a t  teach job s k i l l s  and place teens in  jobs 
increase  work-related s k i l l s  and a t t i t u d e s .  

To what ex ten t  t h i s  p le thora  of in tervent ions  reduces the o v e r a l l  

wel fare  dependency o r  poverty r a t e s  of teen mother fami l ies  has no t  been 

iden t i f i ed .  One s i g n i f i c a n t  pos i t ive  e f f e c t  of such programs was 

demonstrated i n  one group of programs, the P ro jec t  Redirect ion demons tra- 

t i o n ,  which emphasized increased employability of young mothers. Teens 

who were served compared t o  those not  enrol led  had achieved more work 

experience and had higher t e s t  scores on knowledge of the labor  market 

and ca ree r  a l t e r n a t i v e s  and on motivation to  work ( P o l i t  e t  a l . ,  1985). 

One important and cons i s t en t  negative f inding has been t h a t  young women 

who p a r t i c i p a t e  i n  most of the comprehensive p ro jec t s  do no t  have lower 

subsequent pregnancy and f e r t i l i t y  r a t e s  i n  the long run compared t o  the 

genera l  population of teen childbearers .  Because those with repeat  



pregnancies a r e  a t  the g r e a t e s t  r i s k  of s o c i a l  and economic disadvan- 

tages,  prevention of these  pregnancies a s  w e l l  a s  of i n i t i a l  e a r l y  teen 

pregnancy i s  an  important goal  f o r  new policy development. 

I n  a d d i t i o n  t o  the  above s e t  of comprehensive programs, the 1985 

Children i n  Poverty r e p o r t  t o  Congress suggested two o t h e r  p o l i c i e s  t h a t  

i nc rease  se rv ices  t o  teen parents  (U.S. House of Representat ives,  1985, 

pp. 354-360). The school-based programs t h a t  o f f e r  i n f a n t  and c h i l d  ca re  

and o t h e r  support  s e rv ices  a r e  important f o r  reducing drop-out r a t e s  

a f  ter pregnancy. Very few such programs cu r ren t ly  opera te  nationwide, 

bu t  those t h a t  provide day c a r e  f o r  ch i ld ren  of school-aged parents  a t  

t h e  high school r e p o r t  r e l a t i v e l y  high r a t e s  of graduat ion among teen  

mothers (pp. 358-359). Another pol icy  t h a t  may be informally occurr ing 

i s  a n  expanded r o l e  of wel fare  o f f i c e s  i n  r e f e r r i n g  adolescents  t o  needed 

resources.  Here, AFDC agencies  with a number of adolescent  mother reci-  

p i e n t s  have a t  l e a s t  one caseworker who s p e c i a l i z e s  i n  problems of 

minors--finding c h i l d  care ,  drop-out prevention, family planning, e t c .  

The e x t e n t  t o  which such se rv ices  a r e  cu r ren t ly  of fered  to teen  rec i -  

p i e n t s  is  unknown and t h e i r  f e a s i b i l i t y  a s  a s t a t u t o r y  requirement has 

y e t  to  be addressed (pp. 359-360). 

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS TO INCREASE OPTIONS 

Some researchers  argue t h a t  the  average American adolescent  is  fac ing  

con t rad ic to ry  pressures  i n  regard to  h i s  o r  he r  s exua l i ty  t h a t  r e s u l t  

from broad-reaching c o n f l i c t i n g  t rends  ( s e e  Wagner, 1980). Compared t o  

previous decades, phys ica l  sexual  matur i ty  is  occurr ing a t  increas ingly  

younger ages while  s o c i a l  matur i ty  occurs  a t  more delayed ages f o r  the 



major i ty  of youth. Advances i n  years  of schooling, l a t e r  average age of 

beginning one 's  occupation o r  ca ree r ,  and delayed age of marriage and 

f i r s t  b i r t h  a r e  evidence of l a t e r  s o c i a l  maturi ty.  I n  very few cu l tu re s ,  

f o r  example, i s  t he re  such a long delay between becoming physical ly a b l e  

t o  bear  ch i ld ren  and the  s o c i a l  expecta t ion  of appropr ia te  age of 

parenthood (Konner and Shos tak,  1986). 

Add to  t h i s  d i s junc tu re  the  message conveyed by the increased expli-  

c i t promo t i o n  of sexual promiscuity i n  youth-oriented popular c u l t u r e  and 

media, and i t  becomes miraculous t h a t  more teens do - n o t  become pregnant. 

This  view implies  t h a t  i n t e rven t ions  t o  a i d  psychosocial development may 

be  needed f o r  the  major i ty  of our youth, r a t h e r  than j u s t  f o r  those who 

become teen  parents  (F i she r ,  1982). Researchers who see such problems a s  

gene r i c  t o  adolescence a l s o  poin t  t o  the  f a i l u r e  of f ami l i e s  across  a l l  

income s t r a t a  t o  provide the necessary resources t o  help our youth. 

Because of the psychological pressures  t o  become autonomous r a t h e r  than 

dependent on one 's  parents  a s  one inches toward p o l i t i c a l  and l e g a l  eman- 

c ipa t ion ,  young persons pay l i t t l e  heed to  parenta l  au thor i ty .  Ins tead  

they seek so lu t ions  on t h e i r  own. Developmental psychologists  therefore  

focus  on teaching more r a t i o n a l  thinking t o  young adolescents  and 

teaching them how t o  apply t h i s  a b i l i t y  to  t h e i r  sexual  decision-making, 

sexual  behavior, and in t ima te  in t e rpe r sona l  r e l a t ionsh ips  ( ~ o g e l  et a l . ,  

1980; Kisker,  1985; Zabin e t  a l . ,  1984). For example: 

Adolescent development does no t  a f fo rd  most youths with cogni t ive  and 
behavioral  s k i l l s  t o  convert  knowledge and i n t e n t i o n s  i n t o  act ion.  
Prevent ive  in t e rven t ion  must t he re fo re  be d i r ec t ed  toward a l l  youth. 
Such in t e rven t ion  would then help adolescents  acqui re  cogn i t ive  and 
behaviora l  s k i l l s  before the da t ing  and sexual experimentation years.  
Within the context  of in t imate  and cont racept ive  s i t u a t i o n s ,  youths 
must be a b l e  t o  process sexual  information and apply i t  to  them- 
se lves .  They a l s o  must have the  s k i l l s  t o  f u l l y  a n t i c i p a t e  and 
prepare  f o r  sexual  encounters and t o  problem solve  around obs t ac l e s  
i n  such preparation. 



Adolescents a l s o  need behaviora l  communication s k i l l s  to reques t  
information,  t o  r e f  use  unwanted demands, to r eques t  des i r ed  changes, 
t o  d i s c l o s e  f e e l i n g s  and preferences,  t o  g ive  and rece ive  feedback, 
t o  nego t i a t e ,  and t o  compromise. F i n a l l y ,  behavioral  s t r e s s  reduc- 
t i o n  s k i l l s  may be necessary f o r  youths t o  dea l  adap t ive ly  with 
sexua l  and in t e rpe r sona l  intimacy ( G i l c h r i s t  and Schinke, 
forthcoming) . 

Recommends t i o n s  a t  Each Stage 

The following l i s t  of programmatic pol icy  reforms a r e  geared t o  the 

prevent ion  of  teen  pregnancy and breaking i t s  connection wi th  wel fare  

dependency. The causes of teen  wel fare  dependency a r e  l inked  t o  broad 

s o c i e t a l  problems such a s  p e r s i s t e n t  poverty,  sex and r a c i a l  inequal i -  

t i e s ,  and unemployment. However, a t  each s t a g e  i n  the r o u t e  from sexual  

a c t i v i t y  to s i n g l e  parenthood, s p e c i f i c  p o l i c i e s  could be promoted to 

r e d i r e c t  more of our  young people, p a r t i c u l a r l y  those whose f a m i l i e s  have 

t h e  l e a s t  economic and s o c i a l  resources ,  t o  make choices  t h a t  r e s u l t  i n  

op t ing  a g a i n s t  becoming dependent on welfare.  

S t age  1. P o l i c i e s  t o  postpone premar i ta l  sexual  a c t i v i t y  

. B e t t e r  educa t iona l  and employment oppor t u n i  t i e s  f o r  youth. 

. Inequa l i t y  reduct ions  i n  genera l  f o r  f ami l i e s  with ch i ldren .  

. Vocational educat ion t o  i nc rease  a s p i r a t i o n s  of youth and encourage 
t h e  d e s i r e  t o  postpone parenthood and provide r e a l i s  t i c  information 
abou t  jobs,  work p r o b a b i l i t i e s  f o r  men and women, limits of wel fare  
a s  source of support ,  c o s t s  of ch i ld ren ,  e t c .  

S t a g e  2. P o l i c i e s  t o  reduce pregnancy 

. Sex educa t ion  t h a t  includes: 
comprehensive information on pregnancy r i s k  and cont racept ion ,  
educa t ion  on parent ing  and family l i f e  (promoting two-parent 
f a m i l i e s ) ,  knowledge of laws on c h i l d  suppor t  and f a t h e r  respon- 
s i b i l i t y ,  information on intimacy and r e l a t ionsh ips .  



. Health c a r e  se rv ices  t o  improve access  to  and a v a i l a b i l i t y  of 
family planning f o r  cont racept ive  se rv ices  and pregnancy t e s t i n g  
and counseling; school-based c l i n i c  programs; increased funding of 
pub l i c  family planning; increased u t i l i z a t i o n  of p r i v a t e  and public  
adolescent  h e a l t h  c a r e  s e r v i c e s  through Medicaid and hea l th  
insurance  coverage. 

. Vocational educat ion to  inc rease  aspirat ions--see 1 above. 

S tage  3. P o l i c i e s  t o  reduce s i n g l e  parenthood 

. Encourage adoption opt ions  among o t h e r  a1 terna  t i v e s  i n  counseling 
and h e a l t h  c a r e  se rv ices ,  provide a l l  types of r e f e r r a l s ,  teach 
a l l  op t ions  i n  sex  education. 

. Provide informa t i o n  on the  f a the r '  s l e g a l  and f i n a n c i a l  respon- 
s i b i l i  t i e s  and ob l iga t ions  regard less  of mar i t a l  s t a t u s ;  advocate 
f o r  the  ch i ld '  s r i g h t  to  f a t h e r  involvement. 

. Current  publ ic  a s s i s t a n c e  a c t u a l l y  supports  s i n g l e  parenthood more 
than i ts  a l t e r n a t i v e s .  We ought t o  recognize t h i s  imbalance and 
fund more programs t h a t  provide preventive comprehensive sex educa- 
t i o n  and cont racept ive  serv ices .  Pol icy s t e p s  t h a t  would c o r r e c t  
t he  imbalance i n  pregnancy r e so lu t ion  choices include among o t h e r s  
making AFDC-U a v a i l a b l e  i n  a l l  s t a t e s  f o r  young parents ,  and pro- 
v id ing  counsel ing t o  young women o r  couples who p lace  ch i ld ren  f o r  
adop tion. 

S tage  4. P o l i c i e s  t o  reduce long-term wel fare  dependency 

. Experiment wi th  and eva lua te  workfare-type se rv ices  e a r l y  i n  reci-  
piency whi le  ch i ld ren  a r e  young. 

. Promote educat ion and t r a i n i n g  of teen mothers 

. Increase  the educat ional  s t a t u s  of young mothers by reducing 
drop-ou t r a t e s  (providing support  t o  continue schooling a f t e r  
high school) . 

. Promote use  of c h i l d  c a r e  t o  f a c i l i t a t e  s tay ing  i n  school. 

. Extend remedial educat ion and job t r a in ing  t o  f a t h e r s  who 
l i v e  wi th  o r  provide support  to  ch i ld ren  of teen mothers. 

. Encourage g i r l s  to remain l i v i n g  with t h e i r  f ami l i e s  of o r i -  
g in .  

. Provide parent ing/family l i f e  educat ion to  promote the  
wel fare  of the  i n f a n t s  born t o  teens. 

. Encourage family planning continuance to  reduce subsequent 
f e r t i l i t y .  



. Reins t a t e  s o c i a l  s e rv ices  a s  mandatory f o r  teen mother AFDC 
r e c i p i e n t s .  They need to  be l inked  wi th  a  v a r i e t y  of coun- 
s e l i n g  and s p e c i a l  s e rv ices  to  make sure  the teen mothers a r e  
g e t t i n g  WIC program help, o the r  hea l th  ca re  se rv ices ,  
r e f e r r a l  f o r  counseling and any mental hea l th ,  family 
planning,  e t c . ,  housing and energy a s s i s t ance ,  i n f a n t  h e a l t h  
screening and care ,  c h i l d  c a r e  placements and allowances, 
e t c .  

. Promote f a t h e r  involvement 

. Increase  t h e  provision of AFDC-U t o  f ami l i e s  i n  which the  
f a t h e r  l i v e s  wi th  the family. 

. Reduce c o u r t  o rde r s  f o r  c h i l d  support  temporarily while  the 
a b s e n t  f a t h e r  is en ro l l ed  i n  job t r a in ing  o r  educat ional  pur- 
s u i t s .  

. Increase  p a t e r n i t y  ad judica t ion  o r  l e g a l  acknowledgment of 
fatherhood e a r l y  i n  the  c h i l d ' s  l i f e .  

. Increase  the  long-term monitoring and tracking of c h i l d  s u p  
p o r t  ca ses  so  t h a t  when the  absen t  f a t h e r  does become a b l e  to  
pay, the  c o u r t  a c t s  quickly t o  g e t  an order  processed and 
payments s  tar ted . 



Notes 

l ~ l t h o u ~ h  the  propor t ion  of teenaged women on the  AFDC r o l l s  is small 

a t  any one poin t ,  t h e i r  long-term recipiency s t a t u s  has been of concern. 

The most f requent ly  c i t e d  evidence of t h i s  is  K r i s t i n  Moore' s f ind ing  

t h a t  approximately 70 pe rcen t  of the t o t a l  number of AFDC r e c i p i e n t s  

under age  30 i n  1975 began motherhood a s  teens (Moore and Burt ,  1982, pp. 

108-109). 

2 ~ h e r e  i s  a l s o  wide discrepancy ac ros s  na t iona l  surveys on the  abor- 

t i o n  r a t e s  f o r  black teens. Center f o r  Disease Control  f i g u r e s  a r e  much 

h ighe r  than se l f - r epo r t  e s t ima te s  from the  National  Survey of F e r t i l i t y  

Growth (NSFG), f o r  example (Nagatoshi, n.d., Henshaw e t  a l . ,  1985; Mosena 

and Astone, 1986). 
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