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SO 326: POPULATION AND SOCIAL CHANGE (Richard Lampard)

Handout for Week 9 lecture: Teenage pregnancy (and motherhood)

Themes

· Patterns and trends

· Explanations

· Consequences for mother and child

· Policy responses


(including {fairly} recent Government policy)

Emphasis of lecture: 
Patterns, and (to a lesser extent) Explanations and Government policy

Policy responses: Note that a heterogeneous phenomenon with heterogeneous explanations may necessitate heterogeneous policy responses.

Ideology: Note also that teenage pregnancy is a politicised issue, and is viewed/constructed as problematic, hence the ‘need’ for policy responses (see Duncan, 2007, who suggests that “Teenage parenting may be more of an opportunity than a catastrophe”; see also Duncan et al., 2010; Macvarish 2010. Macvarish suggests that a ‘de-moralisation’ of teenage pregnancy within policy discussions has occurred, but that this has simply been replaced with a perspective that problematises teenage parenthood in terms of the ability of teenagers as parents, purportedly for scientific, ‘evidence-based’ reasons).
A report informing and outlining (relatively) recent Government policy

Teenage pregnancy has been seen as an issue requiring a response from the Welfare State (see, e.g. Daguerre and Nativel, 2006). A thirty-point action plan is contained in the following report (launched by the then UK Prime Minister, Tony Blair, in June 1999, and focusing on England only):


Social Exclusion Unit. 1999. Teenage Pregnancy. London: The Stationery Office.

(4th Floor of Library, shelved at 41 M 35, reference Cm 4342)

(Also available in full on the internet via a link from the module web page, 
which may be helpful as, when I last saw it, the library copy was falling to bits!)


Two main goals were specified:

· Reducing the rate of teenage conceptions, with the specific aim of halving the rate of conceptions among under 18s by 2010

· Getting more teenage parents into education, training or employment, to reduce their risk of long term social exclusion

In 1999 a Teenage Pregnancy Unit was set up within the Department of Health, though to do “work across Government”. Funding of £60 million (up to 2002) was devoted to this ‘problem’, about half of which was targeted on high rate areas via “local integrated and innovative programmes”.

[Bullen et al., 2000, among others, reflect on New Labour’s teenage pregnancy/motherhood policy. For an evaluation of its impact on knowledge of/access to contraceptive services, see French et al., 2007. For more general reflections on the policy as it reached the end of its target period, see Arai, 2009].

Patterns
Numbers/rates in England and Wales 1969-2008: See handout. UK has tended to be between US and other (Western European) advanced industrial societies in terms of rates.

Note that official statistics are not necessarily ideal (e.g. we need to know whether they exclude stillbirths, illegal abortions, miscarriages, etc.) Note also the distinction between pregnancies leading to maternities (presumably including those followed by adoptions) and those leading to termination via abortion; some of the available literature relates to teenage motherhood/mothers rather than teenage pregnancy, and vice versa. (Tabberer et al., 2000, examine the decision-making process leading to the outcome of a teenage pregnancy.)

Rates of conception among teenagers increased during the 1950s and 1960s, then decreased from 1971 to 1983/4, steeply until 1977 (at which point birth rates began to diverge from those elsewhere in Europe). Rates then increased gradually until 1990 (with birth rates diverging even more during this period from the rates of other European countries), and then decreased gradually thereafter until 1994. Rates rose again to a higher level in 1996, at which they more or less stayed in 1997/1998, falling back again in 1999/2000, dropping further to 2002/3, and for some ages beyond this. (Note that these trends are strongly related to trends in fertility for women over 20!) [Manlove et al., 2000, examine the role of factors such as family environment and sexual behaviour/contraception in determining recent trends in the US].

Abortion is a more likely outcome of teenage pregnancy for single and/or high status women. Other class differences are pertinent: while teenage sexual activity is common throughout the class structure it leads to less pregnancy among middle class teenagers as a consequence of contraceptive usage/behaviour. Working class teenagers have twice as high rates of teenage parenthood as middle class teenagers; rates are also higher among teenage women without post-16 schooling and/or who are not in career-based employment and/or who are from large families.

Gender is a relevant issue here in as much as one also needs to reflect on teenage fathers (see, e.g., Kiernan), though not all teenage women’s pregnancies are fathered by teenage men. ‘Race’ intersects to an extent with class, and at least until recently relevant data have been scarce (for Britain at least, although see Phoenix in Lawson and Rhode, 1993, and Berthoud, 2001).

Other important and/or interesting patterns exist: in 1960 only 19% of teenage births involved single women, this had grown to 73% by 1987, a shift which is not simply a consequence of a shift to cohabitational fertility. Marital teenage fertility is not always viewed in the same way as ‘illegitimate’ teenage fertility. Of births to under 20s in 1998 in England and Wales, 11% were within marriage, 36% jointly registered to partners living at the same address, 24% jointly registered to partners at different addresses, and 29% were sole registrations (ONS. 1999. 1998 Birth Statistics {Series FM1 No. 27}. London: The Stationery Office). The equivalent figures for 2008 were 6%, 39%, 34% and 21% (ONS. 2009. Birth Statistics 2008. {Series FM2 No. 37}).
Age is also particularly important: as can be seen from the handout age-specific conception rates vary markedly according to the age of the teenager (rates increase with age), as does the outcome of the pregnancies (abortion is relatively a more frequent outcome among younger teenagers). Again, pregnancy among 14 year-olds is often viewed differently to pregnancy among 19 year-olds! Note that pregnancy among younger teenagers may also have different explanations to pregnancy among older teenagers.

Marked regional differences exist (e.g. a conception rate of 81 per 1,000 15-19 year olds in the West Midlands as compared to 51 per 1,000 in the South West {Figures for 1986 from Chapter 2 of Phoenix, 1991}. In 1998 the (live) birth rates for under 20s in the two regions were 35.1 and 25.1 {2008: 30.6 and 22.2}, with the North East and South East [outside London] having the highest and lowest rates, 41.7 and 24.0 {2008: 33.5 and 20.1}. Note, however, that the rates for 20-24 year olds in the West Midlands and the South West were 89.1 and 70.2 respectively {2008: 88.4 and 66.7}. [Figures: ONS. 1999. 1998 Birth Statistics; 2008 figures from ONS. 2009. Birth Statistics 2008; see also Griffiths and Kirby, 2000.]

Note that teenage sexuality and its social context are of considerable importance!!

Research (giving an insight into explanations?):

Phoenix (research on ‘young mothers’ {primarily qualitative})

Phoenix is sceptical about some explanations of teenage motherhood: (i) as an accidental consequence of ‘ignorance’ (lack of contraceptive knowledge) and (ii) as an instrumental mechanism for acquiring council housing, as neither of these were major explanations of teenage motherhood among her respondents.

Her research suggests heterogeneity of motivations for/pathways to pregnancy and motherhood:


Trying



17


Didn’t care


20


Hadn’t thought about it
14


Important not to conceive
28

Thus 37 were positive or unconcerned about pregnancy/motherhood, whereas for 42 it was more of a problem! Among ‘unemployed’ respondents 22/35 belonged to the former category, whereas the comparable figure for others was only 15/44.

Among Phoenix’s respondents education about contraceptive knowledge had been limited but widespread. Reasons for non-usage included embarrassment about acquiring contraception, gender-related dynamics within sexual ‘relationships’, and a fear of discovery of contraception by parents. 11/79 of the pregnancies were reported to be consequences of contraceptive failure.

For a more recent qualitative study, see Stapleton (2010).

(Retrospective) quantitative research using the National Child Development Study (NCDS)

Cohort born in 1958
Kiernan

Factors increasing the likelihood of teenage parenthood: lack of financial resources; lack of educational success (multivariate analysis shows that these two factors underpin/account for  observed class differences); deteriorating educational attainment between childhood and adolescence; a preference for early childbearing; emotional problems as an adolescent; being oneself a child of a teenage mother.

Manlove

Focuses on the last of the above factors, i.e. intergenerational transmission. Shows that this is a consequence both of similar socio-economic circumstances across generations (e.g. education, family circumstances) and of a similarly cross-generational tendency towards preferring early childbirth. (Age at menarche is related to the likelihood of teenage parenthood, but is not correlated between mother and daughters, and hence not related to the intergenerational transmission of the ‘risk’ of teenage parenthood).

Explanatory factors grouped by the Social Exclusion Unit report as follows:

· Low labour market/educational expectations
· Ignorance about contraception/relationships/parenthood

· Mixed messages from society about sexuality/contraception

The first group of factors might arguably be viewed as primarily socio-economic, the second educational, and the third cultural (though this is an over-simplification).

The report does not appear to attempt to quantify the balance of empirical importance of the above three factors. The policy response arguably seems to focus on addressing the second and third groups of factors, in part via a more effective provision of information and the spreading of a different set of ideas/messages among teenagers. Labour market and educational expectations are primarily addressed in the post-conception context, with a view to minimising social exclusion. The report does not appear to quantify the relative roles to be played by the components of the thirty-point action plan in reducing teenage conceptions among the under 18s by 50%.

Question: Will the proposed set of responses undermine the complex and interacting causes of teenage pregnancy sufficiently extensively in a sufficient number of instances to achieve the target specified? [See the module Week 9 web page for the latest figures relating to this!] (And are key structural and cultural factors amenable to the proposed responses?) (See Wilkinson et al. 2006).
Issues that might be worth reflecting upon further: The ‘secondary’ status ascribed to pregnancies among 18 and 19 year olds; an apparent lack of emphasis on abortion; the possibility that the ‘solution’ would be to improve the socio-economic prospects of young women in a more general way.

Factors affecting teenage sexuality/pregnancy:

Levels of analysis in some (fairly!!) recent articles

Individual level:


Risk-taking behaviour (Seamark and Gray, 1998)






Educational expectations (Beutel, 2000: US;







discussed as consequence, not as cause) 






Various (Allen et al. 2007)
Within sexual encounters:

Violence (Wood et al., 1998: South Africa)

Within ‘local’ contexts:

Family (Allen et al. 2007; Dittus et al., 1999: US)






Family and neighbourhood (Upchurch et al., 1999: US)






Area deprivation and local family planning services 







(Diamond et al., 1999)






Characteristics (age/sex) of GPs in local general

 practices (Hippisley-Cox et al., 2000)






Neighbourhood/peers (Arai, 2007)

Within socio-cultural groups:

Religion (Brewster et al., 1998: US)

Within socio-economic context: 
Educational expectations (Beutel, 2000: US;







discussed as consequence, not as cause) 

Within different societies:

Various cross-national studies, including Arai (2003).
[N.B. Some of the cited references in this handout may be listed in the Supplementary Reading List on the web]. 

