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Only wi th in  the  l a s t  few years  have the f ede ra l  government and the 

genera l  population shown much concern over the extent  of teenage pregnancy 

and ch i ldbear ing  i n  the United S t a t e s .  It is  not immediately obvious t o  

u s  why the  concern was s o  long i n  developing when the  trend had been 

sharp ly  upward f o r  a good many years .  The United S t a t e s ,  i t  might be noted, 

s tands  ou t  among developed nat ions  with respect  t o  i t s  l eve l s  of adolescent 

ch i ldbear ing  -- much of i t  of course out-of-wedlock. 

We suspect the  concern a r i s e s  not  because teenage pregnancy and chi ld-  

bear ing  a r e  r e l a t i v e l y  g rea t e r  today than they were fo r  example i n  1970, 

( the  absolute  and r e l a t i v e  number of chi ldren born t o  teenagers has i n  f a c t  

dec l ined  s ince 1970), but r a t h e r  because what i s  v i s i b l e  today -- abortion -- 
was r e l a t i v e l y  i n v i s i b l e  then.  and probably a l s o  of l e s se r  magnitude; because 

ch i ldbear ing  then occurred more o f t en  i n  the  soc i a l l y  acceptable context o f  

marriage;  and perhaps most importantly,  because the  (so-called) contracep- 

t i v e  revolut ion of the  60 ' s  has had l e s s  of an impact on teenage premarital  

' pregnancy than was naively expected. Some of the  current manifestations of 

concern may be a s  much expressions of f r u s t r a t i o n  and even outrage a s  expres- 

s i ons  of t r u e  concern. 

Regardless of whether one condeinns o r  condones the p rac t i ce  of abortion,  

t h e  number of such operations being performed on teenagers along with the  

number of i l l e g i t i m a t e  b i r t h s  s t i l l  occurring (and marriages occurring while 

the  young women dre pregnant) leaves the o lder ,  parental  generat ion highly 

dis turbed.  How can there  be t h a t  much unprotected intercourse? 

Teenagers s inp ly  do not a c t  a s  r a t i ona l ly ,  a s  responsibly,  a s  calcu- 



l a t i n g l y ,  a s  knowledgably a s  t h e i r  e l d e r s  would l i k e  them to .  The expec- 

t a t i o n  seems t o  be t h a t  i f  teenagers  engage i n  sex, they -- l i k e  the  r e s t  

of u s  -- w i l l  of course con t racep t .  Ergo, l i t t l e  unwanted pregnancy, abor- 

t i o n ,  i l l eg i t imacy ,  o r  shotgun marriages. But t o  the  cons te rna t ion  of a d u l t  

s o c i e t y  pregnancy has  cont inued a t  a high l eve l  de sp i t e  improvement i n  t h e  

t echn iques  of prevent ion and access  t o  them. Who can blame t h e  a d u l t  who 

cries ou t ,  paraphras ing Professor  Higgins: lJhy c a n ' t  a youngster  be more 

l i k e  a n  adu l t ?  ' B u t  such an  a t t i t u d e  not  only demands more of teenagers  

t h a n  of a d u l t s ,  who s t i l l  manage t o  have unwanted b i r t h s  and some of t h e  

nho r t i ons ,  but  it completely ignores  fundamental d i f f e r ences  between t h e  . 

ado le scen t  and the  a d u l t .  

In 1970, when we began t o  p lan  our f f r s t  survey of teenage women, the re  

were 656,000 l i v e  b i r t h s  t o  wonen under the age of 20; an es t imated 200,000 

of t he se  b i r t h s  were i l l e g i t i m a t e .  I n  1975, the  most r ecen t  year  f o r  which 
-. . 

we have o f f i c i a l  b i r t h  r e g i s t r a t i o n  data i n  s u f f i c i e n t  d e t a i l  t o  see  what i s  

happening among teenagers ,  t h e r e  were 595,000 l i v e  b i r t h s  t o  young women 

~ m d e r  t h e  age of 20; approximately 234,000 of these  l i v e  b i r t h s  were i l l e g i t i -  

mate. Thus, i n  1970 t h e r e  were more b i r t h s  (and the  age s p e c i f i c  f e r t i l i t y  

rate was higher)  but a smal le r  number and f r a c t i o n  were i l l e g i t i m a t e .  How- 

eve r ,  a s u b s t a n t i a l  f r a c t i o n  of  t h e . l e g i t i n a t e  b i r t h s  ( a t  both da t e s )  were 

conceived p r i o r  t o  marriage . 
Whether the  absolute  o r  r e l a t i v e  number of teenage pregnancies i n  1970 

was l e s s  than o r  g r e a t e r  than the  number i n  1975 i s  a moot po in t .  I n  1970 

abo r t i on  was, f o r  t h e  most p a r t ,  i l l e g a l  and no r epo r t i ng  system f o r  these  

i l l e g a l  events  ex i s ted .  Est imates  of the t o t a l  number of i l l e g a l  abor t ions  

performed va r i ed  so  widely a s  t o  be useless  and no u se fu l  information w a s  

a v a i l a b l e  on how many were performzd on women under the  age of 20. Un- 

doubtedly there  were some. (Our 1971 study indicated t h a t  14 percent o f  a l l  



premar i ta l  f i r s t  pregnancies f o r  which there  was a  known outcome had ended 

i n  abor t ion ;  s ince  abor t ion  p r i o r  t o  1971 was, f o r  the  most p a r t ,  i l l e g a l ,  

presumably most of the  repor ted  events  were i l l e g a l ;  f u r the r ,  we suspect 

some underreport ing f o r  the  same reason,) 

19 1975, again  the  l a t e s t  year  f o r  which we have information, approxi- 

mately 300,000 young women ukder the  age of 20 had a  l e g a l  abor t ion.  A t  an  

e a r l i e r  da te ,  some of these  young women would have had an i l l e g a l  abor t ion  

(or, where possible ,  a  l e g a l  "therapeutic" abortion) but  a  s u b s t a n t i a l  f rac -  

t i o n  would have married whi le  pregnant and i n  most ins tances  whether they 

married o r  s tayed s ing l e ,  would have car r ied  t o  term an unwanted pregnancy. 

Unwanted pregnancies sometimes become loved and wanted children, ,  but evidence 

suggests  t h a t  no t  a l l  of t h e  subsequent chi ldren a r e  i n  f a c t  loved and wanted. 

The l e g a l i z a t i o n  of abor t ion  and t h e  ensuing report ing system have made highly 

v i s i b l e  what before e i t h e r  was i n v i s i b l e  o r  led t o  an acceptable £ o m  of 
- - 

behavior (i.e.,  marriage),  Whether a  l ega l  abortion is pre fe rab le  t o  a n  - . 

i l l e g a l  abor t ion  o r  t o  a  shotgun marriage or  t o  the bearing of a  usual ly  un- 

wanted i l l e g i t i m a t e  b i r t h ,  may be a  matter of  individual  choice,  but it has - - 
se r ious  impl icat ions  f o r  soc ie ty .  

Before looking i n t o  the  sexual and reproductive behavior of young women 

over t he  recen t  pa s t ,  we f e e l  constrained t o  coment  on the  f a i l u r e  of our 

government and those c rea t ions  of dur publ ic  t ax  po l i c i e s ,  t he  p r iva t e  founda- 

t i o n s ,  t o  move against  these  problens with cormnitment and imagination, We 

say. ' lconstrained' l  because many quest ions  which night  be asked or  should be 

asked of us cannot be answered on the  bas i s  of m a i l a b l e  knowledge. In a l l  

too  many ins tances  we have t o  answer: 'we don't know1, The r a t i o  of specula- 

t i o n  and unwarranted speculat ion t o  hard f a c t  is unacceptably high i n  t h i s  

a rea .  perhaps we can make our point  best  by recounting our own e f f o r t s  t o  



f i n d  sup?ort  f o r  t h e  kind of i nves t i ga t i on  t h a t  would provide the f a c t s  

needed f o r  s e t t i n g  po l i cy  r e l a t i v e  t o  t h i s  problem. I f  a t  times it sounds 

l i k e  s p e c i a l  p leading,  be assured t h a t  o the r  f r u s t r a t e d  i nves t i ga to r s  can 

render  l i k e  accounts.  I n  any case no s i n g l e  study by us o r  any inves t i -  

g a t o r  ever  s e t t l e s  a l l  ques t ions .  Behavior changes a s  does t he  s o c i a l  

s e t t i n g  i n  which i t  o c c u r s ; ~ c o n p l e x  i s sues  must be broken down in to  manage- 

a b l e  t a sks  r e q u i r i n g  d i f f e r e n t  types  of expe r t i s e ;  mis takes  a r e  made and new 

ques t ions  a r i s e  ou t  o f  answers t o  o ld  ones. Thus i n  recount ing olrr d i f f i -  

c u l t i e s  i n  f i n d i n g  suppor t  f o r  our  i nves t i ga t i ons  we a r e ,  by extension we 

be l i eve ,  speaking f o r  o t h e r s  whose e f f o r t s  have been s i m i l a r l y  blunted. 

I n  1979 5,:e could f i n d  1 f . t t l e  p rofess icnz l  support f q r  our i n t e r e s t  i n  

s tudying the  f e r t i l i t y  of young people. Although we rece ived  a  grant from 

a f e d e r a l  agency t o  conduct a s tudy i n  1971, subsequent funding t ha t  wwld  

have permit ted us  t o  fol low these  cases  -- t h a t  being the  only way t o  d i s -  
- ._ _ 

cover t he  antecedents  of t h e  behavior i n  quest ion --was denied. (By way of 

c o n t r a s t ,  t h a t  same agency has provided over $1,000,000 f o r  a longi tudinal  

follow-up of whi te  married women, the  overwhelning bulk of whom have t e r n i -  
.- .. 

ncLed t h e i r  f e r t i l i t y ;  t h i s  fo?.Zowing numzrous l a rge  s c a l e  cross-sect ional  

s t u d i e s  of married women.) Following t he  survey, subsequent reques t s  

d i r e c t e d  t o  t h e  f e d e r a l  government and t o  p r iva t e  foundations f o r  funds t o  

cont inue t he  ana ly s i s  of t he  d a t a ,  t o  maintain the  panel  of respondents ( in  

t h e  hope of ultimately secur ing  funds wi th  which t o  re in te rv iew then) o r  t o  

launch a  new c ros s - s ec t i ona l  study met wi th  very l i t t l e  success.  

Eventual ly  i n  1975 we were f i n a l l y  success fu l  i n  rece iv ing  some f ede ra l  

money and a small  g r an t  from a  p r iva t e  foundation, t o  ca r ry  out  a  second 

survey.  Even though we c u t  the  s i z e  of the  study by h a l f ,  t o  about one - f i f t h  

t h e  s i z e  of a  r e c u r r i n g  f ede ra l l y  run f e r t i l i t y  study, the  amount of money 



from both sources was a c t u a l l y  i n s u f f i c i e n t .  Only through an unusual s e t  

of circumstances involving "piggy-backing" on a separate  stucly, d e f i c i t  

f i nanc ing  on the  p a r t  of the  survey organization t h a t  performed the  f i e l d  

work f o r  us ,  and subs id iza t ion  by our Universi ty could our recent  study have 

been conducted. 
/ 

If t h e  response of funding agencies was feeble  r e l a t i v e  t o  the e f f o r t  t o  

c o l l e c t  information,  it has  been no b e t t e r  when i t  comes t o  support f o r  t he  

ana lys i s .  The f ede ra l  government o f t e n  f a i l s  t o  follow through on the  ana lys i s  

of expensively acquired da ta .  Our case was no exception. IJe have attempted 

t o  make a v a i l a b l e  the  r e s u l t s  of t he  study a s  quickly a s  possible ,  but a r e  

now faced by May t h i s  year  wi th  having no funds with which ' to  continue the  

a n a l y s i s  of the  data .  E r ' f o r t s : t o  r a i s e  the money f o r  t h i s  purpose have been 

unsuccessful .  Although t h i s  study ( l i k e  i t s  predecessor) contains a grea t  

d e a l  of important, u se fn l  information, i t  w i l l  be of academic i n t e r e s t  only 
---_. 

i f  t h e r e  i s  delay i n  conplet ing the  analysis .  

The r e s u l t s  of our ana lys i s  have led us t o  the conviction t h a t  i t  i s  

e s s e n t i a l  t o  study the behavior of young males and t o  focus more t i g h t l y  on 

t he  f a c t o r s  involved i n  the  use and non-use of contraception. A ~ r o p o s a l  t o  

t h i s  end was submitted t o  a f e d e r a l  agency but was not funded. Given the  

concern over teenage pregnancy, the  need f o r  continued invest igat ion,  the  

recognized contr ibut ions  of our work t o  date  by, among others ,  the very 

agency t h a t  has r e j ec t ed  us ,  we a r e  forced t o  conclude t h a t  something i s .  

fundamentally wrong with  the  process whereby the federa l  govermnent i d e n t i -  

f i e s  p rob lem and supports research re levant  t o  them. I f  o thers  were being 

funded t o  car ry  out basic  s t ud i e s  of the type tha t  a r e  naeded o r  i f  t he  

reasons given us f o r  r e j e c t i o n  had r e a l  substance and meri t ,  we would f i n d  

the  s i t u a t i o n  understandable. Since t h i s  is not the case we can only conclude 



t h a t  t h e  process  i s  not  working proper ly .  Pr iva te  foundations f o r  t h e i r  

p a r t  acknowledge t he  importance of t he  i s sue ,  acknowledge our work, but  say 

simply t h a t  they do not  have money -- which, s i nce  they a r e  accountable t o  

no one bu t  themselves, means they choose t o  give it elsewhere f o r  o the r  

purposes. 

Thus t h e r e  a r e  many c r d c i a l  ques t ions  we cannot answer and t o  which 

answers a r e  long overdue. Nevertheless t he r e  a r e  some s i g n i f i c a n t  f a c t s  and 

conclusions  t o  be drawn from t h e  two s t u d i e s  we  have conducted. Here are 

t h e  c e n t r a l  ones: 

(1) t h e  propor t ion of women 15-19 years  of age having premar i ta l  

i n t e r cou r se  increased between 1971 and 1976; by t h e  l a t t e r  da te  40 

percent  had experienced premar i ta l  sex; 

(2) t he  frequency of i n t e r cou r se ,  as measured by the  anount of i t  

i n  t h e  4 weeks preceeding the  survey, i s  not very d i f f e r e n t  a t  t h e  
--- _ _  

two da t e s  and appears t o  be r e l a t i v e l y  infrequent ;  

(3) t he r e  i s  some small  inc rease  i n  the  number of pa r tne r s  but 

most young women have only a  small  number of d i f f e r e n t  sexual  
c- 

p a r t n e r s  ; 

( 4 )  comparison of con t racep t ive  p r ac t i c e  between 1976 and 1971 

r e v e a l s  t h a t  more of t h e  sexua l ly  a c t i v e  were protected a t  time of 

l a s t  in te rcourse ;  more always used contracept ion;  the  use of medical 

methods of contracept ion increased dramat ical ly  (with a  concomitant 

- dec l i ne  i n  non-medical methods) regard less  of whether measured i n  

terms of ever  use,  most r ecen t  use o r  use a t  l a s t  in te rcourse ;  

( 5 )  desp i t e  t h i s  improvement i n  contracept ive  p r ac t i c e  t he  propor- 

t i o n  01 sexua l ly  a c t i v e  young women who become premari ta l ly  pregnant 

was about t h e  same i n  the  two s tud i e s ;  



(6) t h e  proport ion of premari ta l ly  pregnant women who married 

while  pregnant declined, which would have led t o  an increase i n  

out-of-wedlock b i r t h s  except t h a t  - 
(7) t h e  proportion of premari ta l ly  pregnant women who had an 

abor t ion  increased; 

(8) among women who be'carne premari ta l ly  pregnant and did no t  marry 

while pregnant, between 115 and 114 wanted t o  become pregnant i n  both 

s tud ie s ;  however among those who did no t  want t o  become pregnant, 

only a small  proportion ( in  both s tud ie s )  were regular ly  contra- 

cep t ing  t o  prevent pregnancy; 

(9) i n  1976 a higher proportion of i l l e g i t i m a t e  l i ve  b i r t h s  

r e s u l t e d  from wanted pregnancies than i n  1971, a r e s u l t  i n  large 

p a r t  of the  f a c t  t ha t  those who did not want the pregnancy tended 

t o  have an abort ion;  
--. _ 

(10) due i n  la rge  p a r t  t o  the  increased a v a i l a b i l i t y  of abortion,  

a higher proportion of ch i ldren  born t o  premaritally p r e & n t  women 

i n  t he  1976 sample were from wanted pregnancies; and 
e- 

(11) although the o f f i c i a l  f i gu re s  on i l legi t imacy show an increase 

i n  the  r a t e  between 1971 and 1975, ad jus t ing  for r the  e f f e c t  of 

increasing l eve l s  of sexual a c t i v i t y  shows tha t  among those ac tua l ly  

a t  r i s k  the r a t e  of i l l eg i t imacy  has declined, 

There i s  a perplexing anomaly i n  these da ta  which show improved contra- 

' cept ive use along with  l i t t l e  o r  no improvement i n  premarital  pregnancy. We 

bel ieve a more intensive examination w i l l  e l iminate  some of t h i s  apparent 

incons is tenc ies  and a r e  current ly  engaged i n  t h a t  examination. For example, 

t he  data  from the  1976 study show tha t :  

1 )  about 40 percent of the  (premari ta l ly)  sexually ac t ive  contracept 



a t  f i r s t  in te rcourse  and of those who do, about 1/4 use a medical 

~ e t h o d  of contracept ion;  

2) of those who cont racep t  a t  f i r s t  in tercourse ,  users  of a medical 

method a r e  more l i k e l y  t o  continue t o  contracept than those who s t a r t  

w i t h  a non-medical method of contracept ion;  

3) if a s w a l l y  a c t i v e  woman r egu la r ly  contracepts  she runs  a 

r e l a t i v e l y  low r i s k  of becoming pregnant, a r i s k  t ha t  i s  lower i f  

she  uses  a medical r a t h e r  t han  a non-medical method; 

4 )  a t  t h e  opposite extreme, about 30 percent of the  sexua l ly  ac t i ve  

have never used contracept ion ( a t  l e a s t  p r i o r  t o  a pregnancy); these 

young women cont r ibu te  a d i spropor t iona te  share -- almost 60% -- of 

Q i r s t )  p remar i ta l  pregnancies ; 

5) about 2 /3 ' s  of these  womsn begin t o  contracept following t h e i r  

pregnancy and v i r t u a l l y  a l l  of them begin with a medical method of 
- ----. 

contracept ion;  

6 )  i n  between the always u se r s  and the  never users  a r e  the  sometimes 

u se r s  -- those who contracept  before  a pregnancy but a l so  experience 

unprotected co i tu s ,  These women run a r i s k  of pregnancy intermediate 

between the  always u se r s  and the  never users ;  and 

7) most of the sometimes users  who becane pregnant were no t  i n  f a c t  

con t racep t ing  when the  pregnancy occurred -- although a l l  had used 

a t  some p r i o r  time. 

- I n  t h e i r  e n t i r e t y  these  observat ions  a r e  not a l toge ther  discouraging. 

There i s  much more e f f e c t i v e  contracept ion among a subs t an t i a l  minority of 

teenage women than was t r u e  i n  the  pas t ,  Were t h i s  not so  pregnancy r a t e s  

would have r i s e n  r a t h e r  than remained s t a b l e .  Service providers have been 

doing soinething r i g h t .  Nevertheless,  two major problem areas  regarding 



cont racep t ion  remain: 

1) the  need t o  reduce, before  pregnancy occurs,  the  pool of never 

u se r s ,  and 

2) t o  improve t h e  con t inua t ion  of use among those who do i n  f a c t  

s t a r t  t o  contracept  before  a  pregnancy occurs.  

How t o  accomplish these  i s  riot obvious, a t  l e a s t  t o  us. It w i l l  take  steady 

commitment, c l e a r  d i r e c t i o n s  and imagination t o  make any s i g n i f i c a n t  headway. 

I n  consider ing t h e  na tu r e  of these  t i s k s  f o r  t h e  f u t u r e  it seems c l ea r  t ha t :  

1) t h e  l e v e l  o f  p remar i ta l  sexua l  a c t i v i t y  i s  l i k e l y  t o  increase;  

2) because of t h i s ,  it w i l l  be necessary,  j u s t  t o  prevent a  fu r ther  

r i s e  i n  pregnancy, t o  promote contracept ive  use  a t  the  same r a t e ;  

3) any reduc t ion  i n  t he  l e v e l  of p remar i ta l  pregnancy w i l l  r equ i re  

a d d i t i o n a l  con t racep t ive  e f f o r t s ;  and 

4) decreas ing t he  a v a i l a b i l i t y  of l e g a l  abor t ion  w i l l  lead t o  
-- - 

inc reases  i n  i l l e g a l  abor t ions ,  shot-gun marriages and unwanted 

ch i ld ren .  

There i s  now i n  some s i g n i f i c a n t  qua r t e r s  an inc l ina t ion ,  whether from 

discouragement o r  moral persuasion,  t o  reduce the  emphasis on pregnancy pre- 

ven t ion  and t o  back away from abor t ion  i n  favor of programs which o f f e r  

" a l t e rna t i ve s  t o  abortion". These "al ternat ives1 '  a r e  highly expensive, indi-  

v idual ized s e rv i ce s  f o r  pregnant teenagers who choose t o  carry  t o  term t o  

he lp  them cope w i t h  t h e i r  s i t u a t i o n  and avoid i t s  recurrance.  A s  a  govern- 

ment po l icy ,  t h i s  s t r i k e s  us a s  econom<cally u n r e a l i s t i c  and beyond tha t ,  

contrary  t o  t he  d e s i r e s  of those i t  would help.  The a l t e r n a t i v e  t o  abor t ion  -- 
f o r  which t he r e  i s  a  crying need -- is not he lp  i n  coping with an i l l e g i t i m a t e  

b i r t h  but  b e t t e r  pregnancy prevention. 




