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Latinos are the fastest growing ethnic group in the United States; most of 
this growth is the result of births rather than immigration. Despite a 
significant decrease in teen pregnancy in the U.S., the proportion of Latina 
adolescents giving birth remains high. The rate of teen pregnancy among 
Latinas in 2009 was 70.1 per 1000 compared to 25.6 and 59.0 per 1000 
among whites and African Americans, respectively.1 Latina adolescents 
also have higher rates of repeat pregnancies compared to their white 
counterparts (21% vs. 15%).2   
 As women’s health providers caring for young Latina women, we 
see firsthand the deleterious consequences of teen pregnancy on our 
patients. Although some obstetric risks appear to be lower among 
adolescents (gestational hypertension, gestational diabetes, antepartum 
hemorrhage, and operative deliveries), they have higher incidences of 
smoking and substance use, preterm birth, premature preterm rupture of 
membranes and late initiation of prenatal care.3 In addition, pregnant or 
parenting Latina adolescents often drop out of school and feel torn 
between their dreams and the responsibilities of raising a child.4 Less than 
2% of adolescent mothers complete college by the age of 30.5  Given the 
scope of the problem and the negative consequences, understanding the 
factors that influence contraceptive use among Latino teenagers is of 
central importance from the obstetric and social points of view.  
 In recent U.S. studies, contraceptive use by Latina adolescents is 
less common than by their Caucasian peers. For example, in a national 
survey of risk behaviors, the prevalence of not having used any method to 
prevent pregnancy was higher among Hispanic females (22.6%) as 
compared to white females (11.7%) and black females (17.5%).6 When 
contraception is used, Latinas report less frequent use of the most 
effective methods. The prevalence of having used birth control pills, Depo-
Provera, Nuva Ring, Implanon, or any IUD before last sexual intercourse 
was higher among white female (37.5%) than black female (21.8%) and 
Hispanic female (17.2%) students.6 
 Drs. White and Hopkins and Ms. Schiefelbein explore youths’ 
attitudes toward contraceptive responsibility in their qualitative study. The 
recent literature describes several factors that may influence the use of 
contraception among Latino adolescents, including gender roles that lead 
to different expectations for male and female adolescents, especially with 
respect to sexual behaviors; their lack of reliable sources of information on 
sexuality and contraception; and their lack of awareness about where to 
buy contraceptives and difficulties affording them.7-9 It also well- 
documented that Latina teenagers have difficulties negotiating the use of 
contraception with their partners, and that machismo influences young 
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Latino males to have early initiation of sexual intercourse, multiple 
partners, and less frequent condom use.10,11 
  Dr. White and colleagues found that young Latinas believe that 
women have the primary responsibility for contraception. This belief 
appears to stem from their perception that women bear most of the 
responsibility for raising a child. Additionally, young Latino men were less 
likely to identify their financial and legal responsibilities regarding 
pregnancy than were white and African American teens. However, the 
authors did not find these beliefs that contraception is a mainly female 
responsibility to be exclusive to Latino teenagers. Differences in 
perceptions of responsibility alone do not appear to explain the lower 
utilization of contraception among Latinos. The authors suggest that other 
factors, in addition to attitudes toward contraception, may play a more 
significant role in the lower rate of contraceptive use among Latina teens. 
 Given the variety of factors that impact adolescent contraceptive 
use, opportunities for intervention exist in the home, the schools, in 
healthcare clinics and in the broader community. As healthcare providers, 
we should be mindful of the need to provide age-appropriate counseling 
and education along with access to highly effective methods of 
contraception for adolescents of both genders. As advocates for the best 
health outcomes for youth, we should be watchful for policies that impose 
barriers to contraceptive access, particularly those that disproportionately 
affect minority populations. 
 Despite the better understanding of factors that influence 
contraceptive use among adolescents, there is a need for integrated 
models that provide a complete view of the problem and yield guidelines 
for effective interventions. Research that combines individual 
characteristics, cultural beliefs and practices, and societal factors that 
affect contraceptive use and unintended pregnancies is a priority. The 
study presented by White and colleagues moves us a step further in this 
direction. 
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