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We have been asked t o  t a l k  about s e x u a l i t y  and f e r t i l i t y  among adoles-  

cents .  Most of our comments w i l l  be based on f indings  from two n a t i o n a l  

p r o b a b i l i t y  sample surveys of young women 15-19 years  of age; t h e  f i r s t  

survey was conducted i n  1971, the second i n  1976. F i r s t ,  however, we would 

l i k e  t o  put our f ind ings  i n  the context  of n a t i o n a l  r e g i s t r a t i o n  d a t a  on 

chi ldbear ing  among young women. In s o  doing we a r e  of course r eve r s ing  the  

n a t u r a l  and l o g i c a l  order ing  between s e x u a l i t y  and f e r t i l i t y .  

I f  we go back t o  1967 t h e r e  were s l i g h t l y  more than 600,000 l i v e  b i r t h s  

t o  women under t h e  age of 20, g iv ing an age s p e c i f i c  b i r t h  r a t e  ( fo r  the  age 

group 15-19 yea r s )  of 68. Approximately 150,000 of these  b i r t h s ,  o r  25 percent ,  

were i l l e g i t i m a t e .  Ten years  l a t e r ,  i n  1976, the re  were about 570,000 b i r t h s  

t o  women under the  age of 20 and the  age s p e c i f i c  b i r t h  r a t e  ( fo r  15-19 years  

of age) was 54. 235,000 of these b i r t h s ,  o r  41 percent ,  were i l l e g i t i m a t e .  

Thus, over t h i s  span of time the re  was a  small dec l ine  in  t h e  absolute  number 

of b i r t h s  t o  young women and a  somewhat l a r g e r  dec l ine ,  propor t ionate ly ,  i n  

t h e  b i r t h  r a t e  f o r  t h i s  age group; a t  the  same time t h e r e  was a  s u b s t a n t i a l  

increase  i n  the  number of i l l e g i t i m a t e  b i r t h s ,  i n  t h e  proport ion they repre-  

sented  of a l l  b i r t h s  t o  young women and i n  t h e  age s p e c i f i c  i l l eg i t imacy  r a t e  



f o r  young women. 

recent 
We have used data  from these two years to  i l l u s t r a t e  what the/trend of 

f e r t i l i t y  among young women has been; 1976 was se lected a s  one end-point 

because it corresponds t o  the year in  which our second survey was conducted 

while 1967 was chosen a r b i t r a r i l y  t o  give a span of 10 years.  Although use 

of data  from only two years generally may be inadvisable i n  discussing long 

term trends because of random o r  temporary f luc tua t ions ,  a  more sophis t ica ted 

approach here would have led t o  qu i te  s imilar  r e su l t s .  

These nat ional  f igures  r e f e r  only to  l i v e  b i r t h s  and reveal  nothing about 

the  t o t a l  number of pregnancies t o  young women. By 1976 abortion had been 

l ega l  f o r  several  years ;  approximately 375,000 lega l  abort ions were performed 

tha t  year on young women under the age of 20. In 1967 abortion was, f o r  the 

most par t ,  s t i l l  i l l e g a l  and while there  were some i l l e g a l  abort ions performed 

on young women the  number was probably considerably fewer than 375,000. 

Underlying these na t iona l  f igures  on l ive  b i r t h s  and abortions are  some 

important changes i n  s o c i a l  behavior. I n  recent years there  has been a change 

i n  mar i ta l  pa t te rns ;  young women today a r e  deferr ing marriage t o  a greater  

extent  than t h e i r  predecessors. Whether the  deferrment w i l l  r e s u l t  i n  a 

reduction i n  the proportion eventually marrying i s  s t i l l  uncertain but what 
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is not  uncer ta in  i s  t ha t  fewer women i n  t h e i r  teens and ear ly  twenties a r e  

married today than was the case in  1967. The young, unmarried pregnant woman 

in 1967 was more l i ke ly  than her counterpart i n  1976 t o  marry while pregnant 

and thereby legi t imate  the b i r th .  Thus, what was a blessed event i n  1967 

becomes an i l l eg i t ima te  b i r t h  i n  1976. Which has the  more negative long term 

consequences e i t h e r  personally or soc i a l l y  i s  d i f f i c u l t  t o  say. In both 

ins tances  there  was sexual a c t i v i t y  and pregnancy pr io r  t o  marriage. 

A second s ign i f i c an t  and recent change i n  behavior a f f ec t i ng  f e r t i l i t y  

is the  increas ing l eve l  of premarital  sexual a c t i v i t y  among young women. I f  

wre young women a r e  having intercourse,  more pregnancies and more i l l e g i t  h a t e  

b i r t h s  can be expected provided the r i s k  of becoming pregnant or of having a 

live b i r t h  among those who a re  sexually ac t ive  doesn' t  change. 

O f f i c i a l  f igures  on i l legi t imacy r e f l e c t  changing levels  of sexual 

activity but s ince  they do not take account of t h i s  change d i r e c t l y ,  they can 

convey a misleading impression of what is happening. For example, o f f i c i a l  

f i gu re s  show an increase between 1971 and 1975 i n  the i l l eg i t ima te  b i r t h  r a t e  

for white females 15-19 years of age, from 10 t o  12. However, the denominators 

used i n  computing those r a t e s  represent a l l  unmarried women in the age group. 

While i t  may be reasonable t o  equate unmarried with sexually ac t ive  fo r  some 



age groups of women, it i s  not va l id  t o  do so for  adolescent women, especial ly  

when comparisons over time a re  involved. Therefore we should properly adjust  

the denominators of these r a t e s  t o  represent only sexually ac t ive  unmarried 

women, since only they a r e  a t  r i s k  of pregnancy. When we do that,we f ind  

t ha t  the r i s k  of an unmarried white woman having an i l l eg i t imate  l i v e  b i r t h  

ac tua l ly  declined between 1971 and 1975 ra ther  than increased. 

L i t t l e  i s  known about the leve l  of sexual a c t i v i t y  among young women i n  

t h i s  country pr io r  t o  our 1971 study. Anecdotal evidence and personal impres- 

sions can be marshalled t o  support two widely divergent views, one arguing 

tha t  there  had been l i t t l e  change i n  the leve l  of adolescent sexual a c t i v i t y  

. . 

since ear ly  i n  the century, the popular impression t o  the contrary merely 

r e f l ec t i ng  a greater  will ingness t o  t a l k  about it openly; the other t h a t  a 

sexual revolution had s t a r t ed  during the '60's  so t h a t  by 1971 it was no 

longer necessary t o  be v i rg ina l  u n t i l  marriage t o  be a "nice g i r l . "  The 1971 

study indicated t ha t  30 percent of a l l  women 15-19 years of age had engaged 

in  premarital sexual intercourse.  This is an average which r e f l e c t s  27 

percent of the never married and 58 percent of the ever married. By 1976, 

the proportion of young women 15-19 years of age who had premarital  in te r -  

course had r i s e n  t o  41 percent, a proportionate increase of one-third over 
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the 1971 f igure .  The component f igures  a re  36 percent fo r  the never married 

and 80 percent fo r  the ever married. 

A s  might be expected, the proportion sexually experienced increases with 

age. Analysis of the 1976 data indicates  tha t  the likelihood of having pre- 

mari ta l  intercourse by exact age 19 was 59 percent or about 6% times greater 

than the chance by age 15; in  1971 the probabil i ty by age 19 was 47 percent 

o r  about 9 times the chance by age 15. 

Whether one sees evidence of promiscuity or  changes i n  promiscuity i n  

the data depends l e s s  on the data  i t s e l f  than on one's views and in te rpre ta -  

t ions  of the data.  What i s  c lea r  i s  t ha t  while a subs tan t ia l  f r ac t i on  of 

young women experience premarital  intercourse,  they do not  seem t o  be having 

i t  with any great  regula r i ty .  S l igh t ly  over 10 percent of the sexually ac t ive  

in the 1976 survey reported they had had intercourse only once -- comparable 

da ta  a r e  not avai lable  from the 1971 survey. In addit ion,  among the sexually 

ac t ive  never married women i n  both surveys the modal frequency of intercourse 

in  the four weeks preceding the survey was zero; t ha t  i s ,  although sexually 

i n i t i a t e d ,  49 percent i n  1976 and 40 percent i n  1971 reported they had not 

had intercourse during tha t  period. This i r r egu la r i t y  of sexual encounters 

among young women has obvious and important implications fo r  contraceptive 
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use. A t  the same time the proportion of never married women who had two or 

more sexual partners did increase between 1971 and 1976, from 38 percent to  

50 percent. It may be that  these two observations, on s l i gh t ly  lower £re-  

quency i n  1976 but more partners,  a re  intimately re la ted and represent two 

s ides  of one coin. 

We a re  now examining the data from the two surveys in  an attempt t o  

determine some of the sociological  factors  that  account for  premarital in te r -  

course. Race i s  one of the most important of such factors ,  and remains so 

even a f t e r  control l ing for  a number of other variables.  But in  addit ion t o  

race,  several  other  var iables  are  important i n  dist inguishing between those 

young women who have premarital intercourse and those who do not. 

Among those young women who had premarital intercourse there was very 

l i t t l e  change in the proportion who experienced a premarital pregnancy -- 30 

percent in  1971 and 28 percent i n  1976. The lack of a subs tan t ia l  decline i s  

surpr i s ing  i n  view of the changes that  occurred between the two dates in  con- 

t racept ive pract ices .  We w i l l  re turn t o  those practices l a t e r .  

Although l i t t l e  or  no change occurred i n  the prevalence of premarital 

pregnancy among the sexually act ive,  change did occur i n  the manner of 

resolving those pregnancies. Consistent with the available nat ional  data,  
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proport ionately fewer of those in  1976 who experienced a premarital  pregnancy 

married before the outcome of the pregnancy -- 28 percent i n  1976 i n  con t ras t  

t o  35 percent i n  1971. Equally consis tent  wi th  the na t iona l  data  a r e  changes 

i n  the  proportion who e lected t o  have an abor t ion among those women who became 

premari ta l ly  pregnant and chose not  t o  marry. I n  1971, about 1 i n  5 of a l l  

( f i r s t )  premari ta l  pregnancies of known outcome t o  unmarried women ended in  

abor t ion whereas i n  1976, 1 i n  3 did. I f  we focus b r i e f l y  on whites,  s ince  

our repor t s  on abor t ion t o  blacks a re  somewhat de f i c i en t ,  the change was from 

39 percent t o  51 percent. We might a l so  note i n  passing t h a t  i n  1976 more 

unwed mothers kept t h e i r  babies than was the case i n  1971. The l a t t e r  group 

was more l i k e l y  t o  place t h e i r  babies f o r  adoption o r  t o  board them with 

r e l a t i v e s  o r  f r i ends .  

I n  both s tud ies  a l i t t l e  over one-f i f th  of the women who became pregnant 

and did  not  marry during the course of the pregnancy intended or  wanted t o  

become pregnant. This i s  a f inding of some i n t e r e s t  s ince  i n  popular d i s -  

cussion and i n  profess ional  lo re  much is made of adolescent pregnancy a s  a 

cure f o r  a f f ec t i ona l  deprivation and undernourished egos. Some adolescent 

pregnancy no doubt is wanted; but most of it i s  not .  However not wanting t o  

become pregnant is not  an e f f ec t i ve  inducement t o  t r y  t o  avoid it. Among 



those not  wanting the pregnancy only 13 percent i n  1971 and 19 percent i n  

1976 were contracept ing a t  the time pregnancy occurred. 

Due t o  the tendency f o r  many unwanted pregnancies t o  be resolved through 

abortion and the increasing use of abort ion between 1971 and 1976, the pro- 

port ion of premarital  pregnancies ending i n  l i ve  b i r t h  t ha t  were wanted was 

considerably higher i n  1976 than i n  1971 -- 36 percent versus 22 percent. 

Looked a t  another way, 78 percent of those whites in  1976 who wanted the 

pregnancy had a l i v e  b i r t h ;  by con t ras t  58 percent of those who did not want 

the pregnancy e lec ted  t o  have an abortion. 

This may be the  appropriate place t o  comment on the associa t ion -- i f  

any -- between abortion and contraceptive use. Based on the 1976 survey, and 

considering a l l  ( f i r s t )  premarital  pregnancies, those young women who had an 

abortion were almost twice a s  l i ke ly  t o  have been contracepting a t  the  time 

pregnancy occurred a s  those with some o ther  pregnancy outcome. When we exclude 

from consideration those who were de l ibera te ly  not  contracepting because they 

wanted t o  become pregnant ; i .e . , consider only unwanted pregnancies, the 

difference narrows but s t i l l  contradic ts  the frequent asse r t ion  t h a t  those 

who obta in  an abortion a r e  l e s s  l i ke ly  t o  have been contracepting a t  time of 

conception than those whose pregnancies have some other outcome -- presumably 
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because the  ready a v a i l a b i l i t y  of abor t ion  was seen by them a s  a s u b s t i t u t e  

f o r  con t racep t ion .  However be l i evab le  t h a t  may seem, the  f a c t s  do n o t  bear 

it out .  

Cont racept ives  have become more a v a i l a b l e  t o  teenagers  i n  r e c e n t  years  

and teenagers  a r e  inc reas ing ly  a v a i l i n g  themselves of them both through 

p r i v a t e  phys ic ians  and organized family planning programs. However, many 

young women cont inue  t o  expose themselves t o  the  r i s k  of unwanted pregnancy 

through unprotec ted  in t e rcour se .  We cannot provide a d e f i n i t i v e  explanat ion  

o f  why t h i s  occurs  bu t  we can o f f e r  some d a t a  on reasons f o r  non-use of cont ra-  

cep t ion .  In t h e  1976 survey, women who were c u r r e n t l y  pregnant w i t h  an  unwanted 

pregnancy but  who had no t  used cont racept ion  t o  prevent  it were asked why they 

hadn ' t .  Over h a l f  of t hese  women responded t h a t  they hadn ' t  expected t o  have 

i n t e r c o u r s e  o r  t h a t  they wanted to use something but cou ldn ' t  under t h e  c i r -  

cumstances. A s u b s t a n t i a l  f r a c t i o n  a l s o  r epor t ed  t h a t  they be l i eved  i t  was 

wrong o r  dangerous t o  use  con t racep t ion  o r  t h a t  t h e i r  p a r t n e r s  ob jec t ed  t o  

i t s  use. 

A s i m i l a r  ques t ion  r e f e r r i n g  t o  the l a s t  time of non-use was asked of 

a l l  young women who had a t  l e a s t  one event  of unprotected in t e rcour se .  Here, 

a g a i n ,  a major r eason  f o r  t he  non-use of cont racept ion  was the  unan t i c ipa ted  
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n a t u r e  of  t h e  sexua l  encounter  but an even more important reason,  accounting 

f o r  51 percent  of a l l  o f  these  women, was the b e l i e f  t h a t  they could not  

become pregnant e i t h e r  because they thought they were too  young o r  they d i d n ' t  

have i n t e r c o u r s e  o f t e n  enough o r  because in t e rcour se  took p lace  a t  a  time of 

t h e  month when they cou ldn ' t  become pregnant.  Among those  hold ing  the  l a s t  

b e l i e f ,  in e f f e c t  rhythm u s e r s ,  many were c o r r e c t l y  informed about t h e  period 

of g r e a t e s t  r i s k  of pregnancy dur ing  the  monthly menstrual  cyc le  but many were 

no t .  

Only 3 percent  of t he  women who f a i l e d  t o  p r o t e c t  themselves a g a i n s t  

pregnancy r epor t ed  t h a t  they d i d n ' t  know about con t racep t ion  o r  where t o  g e t  

it. As w i t h  the  c u r r e n t l y  pregnant ,  a  v a r i e t y  of o the r  reasons was given;  

t hese  included o b j e c t i o n  of the  pa r tne r  t o  t h e  use of cont racept ion ,  the  

b e l i e f  t h a t  it i s  wrong o r  dangerous t o  use cont racept ion ,  t he  b e l i e f  t h a t  

s e x  i s n ' t  much fun wi th  con t racep t ion  o r  t h a t  i t  is too  d i f f i c u l t  t o  use. 

It appears  then t h a t  very  few sexual ly  a c t i v e  young women do no t  know 

about  con t racep t ion  o r  where t o  g e t  i t ,  t h a t  pregnant women a r e  more l i k e l y  

than  those  not  pregnant t o  r e p o r t  t h e i r  p a r t n e r  a s  o b j e c t i n g  t o  t h e  use  of 

cont racept ion ,  t h a t  some reasons ,  such a s  b e l i e f  i n  the  inrmorality of con t ra -  

cep t ion  o r  i t s  i n t e r f e r e n c e  wi th  the  fun  of sex ,  a r e  l i k e l y  t o  prevent  the  
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young woman from seeking contraceptive services.  More importantly, in  terms 

of numbers of young women involved, these data r e f l e c t  the frequently unan- 

t i c ipa t ed  nature of sexual encounters of the young and the abysmal level  of 

ignorance among young women of some r e l a t i ve ly  simple f a c t s  about human 

pregnancy and how it occurs. We suspect tha t  many adolescents today a r e  

be t t e r  informed ebout the physiology of the frog than of human physiology. 

In s p i t e  of t h i s  generally discouraging pic ture ,  we know tha t  between 

1971 and 1976 some f a i r l y  large changes occurred i n  the contraceptive prac- 

t i c e s  of young women. In 1976, the s ing le  most popular contraceptive, how- 

ever measured, was the p i l l  whereas i n  1971 the honors were shared by the 

condom and withdrawal. Parenthet ical ly ,  provider emphasis on the p i l l  while 

simultaneously ignoring or even pooh-poohing the condom (and withdrawal) is  

probably poor advice for  many sexually ac t ive  young women a t  various points 

i n  t h e i r  sexual careers .  It is  a kind of contraceptive overk i l l  tha t  is 

unsuited t o  sporadic sex and may tend t o  crowd out more appropriate methods. 

It a l so  appears t o  be the case t h a t  the 1976 cohorts were somewhat more 

regular in  t h e i r  use of contraceptives,  regardless of method, than t h e i r  1971 

counterparts .  Among the never married in  1976, 64 percent had used a contra- 

ceptive the l a s t  time they had intercourse i n  contras t  t o  45 percent in  1971, 



and i n  1976,30 percent of  a l l  sexual ly  a c t i v e  never married women used contra- 

cept ion a t  every in tercourse  whereas in  1971 only 18 percent were always users .  

A t  the  same time, those who never used contraception a l s o  increased,  from 17 

percent i n  1971 to  24 percent i n  1976. 

It is  not only the  amount of use o r  the:methods used t h a t  a r e  important 

but a l s o  the time p a t t e r n  of use. The older  the age a t  f i r s t  in tercourse  the 

more l i k e l y  contraception was used a t  tha t  i n i t i a l  a c t .  Fur ther ,  among those 

who use contraception a t  f i r s t  in tercourse ,  the  o lder  the  s t a r t i n g  age the 

more l i k e l y  was the use of a  medical method of contraception.  These observa- 

t ions  r e l a t i v e  t o  timing, which a r e  ava i l ab le  only from t h e  1976 survey, a l s o  

show t h a t  those who s t a r t  wi th  a medical method a r e  more l i k e l y  t o  use con- 

t r acep t ion  than those who s t a r t  wi th  non-medical methods. 

Some of thosewhos ta r t ed  wi th  medical methods and continued t o  use them 

cons i s t en t ly  d i d  experience a pregnancy. Fa i lu res  do of course occur among 

a l l  ages,  but the  f a i l u r e  r a t e  f o r  t h i s  group, i.e., those who began i n t e r -  

course simultaneously with a medical method of con t racep t iogdoes  not  d i f f e r  

much from t h a t  of o lde r ,  married women i n  s p i t e  of the  presumably g rea te r  

r e g u l a r i t y  of sex among t h e  l a t t e r .  Thus it is  not  t r u e  a s  i s  sometimes 

a s s e r t e d  by those opposed t o  b i r t h  con t ro l  f o r  teenagers t h a t  they cannot 
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o r  do not  use it e f f ec t i ve ly .  Those who-consistently used a medical method 

of contraception were only one-third a s  l i ke ly  t o  become pregnant a s  those 

who used a non-medical method and one-tenth a s  l i ke ly  t o  get  pregnant as  

those who used no method. That 's  not perfect  but i t ' s  not  bad. 

I n t e r e s t i ng ly  enough, those who delay the use of contraception and manage 

during the  in ter im t o  avoid pregnancy a r e  more l i ke ly  when they do s t a r t  t o  

contracept ,  t o  use medical methods of contraception than those who begin 

in tercourse  and contraception simultaneously . This higher l eve l  of i n i t i a l  

use of medical methods among those who s t a r t  t o  contracept  a f t e r  they begin 

t o  have in tercourse  is  not due t o  an older  age a t  f i r s t  use of contraception 

s i nce  the  d i f fe rence  we have noted occurs a t  each age. 

Unfortunately, many who delay the use of contraception or use it 

sporad ica l ly  do ge t  pregnant. Among those women who never used contraception,  

58 percent  became pregnant a s  did 42 percent of the sporadic users.  Recent 

ana ly s i s  of t he  1976 data  by D r .  Zabin indicates  t h a t  a  subs t an t i a l  f r a c t i on ,  

50 percent ,  o f  a l l  i n i t i a l  premarital  teenage pregnancies, occurred i n  the 

f i r s t  six months of sexual  a c t i v i t y .  Those who f i r s t  have in tercourse  a t  age 

15 o r  yaunger a r e  near ly  twice a s  l i ke ly  t o  get  pregnant i n  the f i r s t  s i x  

months of sexual  a c t i v i t y  a s  those who wait  t o  have in tercourse  u n t i l  they 



a r e  18 or  19. This i s  l a rge ly  because of the  aforementioned r e l a t i o n s h i p  

between age of f i r s t  in tercourse  and use of contraception.  

Thus, many teenagers a r e  using contraception.  I f  they use i t  con- 

s i s t e n t l y  from f i r s t  in tercourse  on t h e i r  chances of becoming pregnant a r e  

r e l a t i v e l y  small. Others a r e  not  using contraception a t  a l l  o r  using it 

sporad ica l ly ,  presumably f o r  the  kinds of  reasons enumerated e a r l i e r .  How- 

ever ,  some use i s  b e t t e r  than no use i n  terms of reducing the r i s k  of preg- 

nancy. It i s  d i f f i c u l t  t o  es t imate  what the magnitude of teenage pregnancy 

would be i n  the United S t a t e s  i f  contracept ives  were not  ava i l ab le  t o  teenagers. 

A t  the same time, reducing the  current  magnitude w i l l  r equ i re  more than the  

cur ren t ly  conceived kinds o f  sex education. A reduction a l s o  w i l l  require  

g rea te r  recogni t ion  t h a t  se rv ice  programs not only reach some young women a f t e r  

I 

a pregnancy but a l s o  t h a t  some young women have reasons f o r  not  using contra-  

ception t h a t  a r e  r e s i s t a n t  t o  the e n t r e a t i e s  of the  providers.  

We have perhaps been long-winded i n  present ing some of the f indings  of 

our two surveys. Be thankful  t h a t  we have not  gone i n t o  the  d e t a i l s  of those 

f indings  but  r a t h e r  have skimmed along the surface.  We would l i k e ,  however, 

t o  c lose  wi th  two ques t ions .  We hear today t h a t  adolescent  pregnancies a r e  

a na t iona l  problem, t h a t  the re  i s  an epidemic of teenage pregnancies. One 
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researcher in t h i s  area notes t ha t :  "Adolescent childbearing has recen t ly  

been iden t i f i ed  a s  a  major soc i a l  problem." We would ask why the  recent 

i den t i f i c a t i on  -- why wasn't adolescent pregnancy iden t i f i ed  as  a  major soc i a l  

problem in ,  say, 1967. A s  we noted e a r l i e r ,  between then and now (or more 

accurate ly ,  1976) there  has been a  reduction i n  the absolute number of b i r t h s  

t o  young women and a  reduction i n  age-specific f e r t i l i t y .  Live b i r t h s ,  however, 

represent only a  port ion of a l l  pregnancies. It i s  l ike ly ,  but not demonstrable, 

t h a t  there a r e  more pregnancies among teenagers today than there were in  1967 

but we believe i t  l i ke ly  tha t  i f  allowance were made fo r  the changing leve l s  

of sexual a c t i v i t y  among young women, then the r i s k  of pregnancy -- t ha t  i s  

the chance of pregnancy occurring among those ac tua l ly  exposed t o  the event -- 

has in  f a c t  declined s ince  1967. The o f f i c i a l  i l l eg i t ima te  b i r t h  r a t e  has 

continued t o  increase but a s  we noted e a r l i e r ,  adjus t ing fo r  changing leve l s  

of sexual a c t i v i t y ,  r e s u l t s  i n  decreasing ra ther  than increasing r i sk s .  

Further,  what i s  known about the personal, soc ia l ,  economic, and hea l th  

consequences of adolescent pregnancy was known in 1967, i f  i n  somewhat 

broader and l e s s  spec i f i c  terms. We a r e  not  attempting to  b e l i t t l e  the 

problem -- whether the term "problem" r e f e r s  t o  t o t a l  pregnancies, t o  abort ion,  

t o  legit imate a s  wel l  as i l l eg i t ima te  conceptions and b i r t h s  or  increasing 
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l eve l s  of sexual a c t i v i t y  among young people; r a t he r  we a r e  asking i f  the  

phenomenon shouldn' t  be viewed i n  a broader s o c i a l  and temporal frame simul- 

taneously perhaps wi th  g rea te r  a t t en t i on  t o ,  a s  we l l  a s  some skepticism o f ,  

o f f i c i a l  da ta  which sometimes a r e  misleading. 

To p a r t i a l l y  answer ourselves,  l e t  us note t ha t  while one can argue 

whether there  a r e  more pregnancies now or  the same number a s  i n  1967, the  

r a c i a l  and c l a s s  composition of pregnancies t o  adolescents c l e a r l y  has 

changed. When pregnancies were occur ring p r inc ipa l ly  t o  the disadvantaged 

c l a s s  i n  American socie ty ,  t o  "those" people a s  opposed to  "us" , we could 

ignore the s i t u a t i o n  a s  a l e s s  immediate and s a l i e n t  s o c i a l  i ssue .  Now t h a t  

we a r e  a f f ec t ed  it i s  a problem. Moreover, t o  the extent  t ha t  the g i r l  down 

the  s t r e e t  -- but never our s i s t e r  or  daughter -- did get  pregnant in  1967 

she married and legi t imated the  b i r t h .  To t r e a t  t h i s  sequence of events a s  

a se r ious  s o c i a l  problem would have appeared a s  c r i t i c a l  of the  cherished 

i n s t i t u t i o n  of matrimony and insens i t ive  t o  cherubic o f f spr ing  and the 

happiness of beaming grandparents. Today, the i l l eg i t ima t e  conception i s  

more l i k e l y  t o  end up a s  an abor t ion or an i l l eg i t ima t e  b i r t h  -- i . e . ,  a 

llproblem" event.  

It a l s o  i s  our impression t ha t  much of the  recentness of the i den t i f i c a t i on  
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of the problem stems from the e a r l i e r  naive view tha t  simply making contra- 

ceptives avai lable  would eliminate adolescent pregnancy -- even among "those" 

people. After a l l ,  no young unmarried g i r l  r e a l l y  wants t o  become pregnant 

and surely  given the chance w i l l  a c t  "rationally", i .e . ,  l i k e  us, t o  prevent 

t ha t  undesired event. The r e a l i t y  i s  somewhat d i f f e r en t  a s  our own experience 

and tha t  of family planning programs around the world shows. Not only has 

teenage premarital  pregnancy not been eliminated but i t  now s t r i k e s  us -- 

there  must be an epidemic. 

But how f a r  can we go in  el iminating adolescent pregnancy? That i s  our 

second question. There seems t o  be no question t h a t  the penal t ies  against  

premarital  pregnancy and childbearing have been great ly  reduced. Current 

a t t i t u d e s  and programs a re  supportive and ameliorative r a the r  than harsh, 

condemnatory and punit ive.  There may be undesirable consequences t o  adolescent 

pregnancy and childbearing but those consequences a re  o f f  i n  the future and 

come about, from a soc i e t a l  view, i n  an impersonal manner; t o  l i s t  these f o r  

the teenager i s  unlikely t o  modify her behavior which i s  responding t o  more 

immediate and personal urgings. Certainly the f ami l i a l ,  neighborhood and 

soc i e t a l  sanctions against  premarital conception o r  childbearing have grea t ly  

diminished -- i f  not completely disappeared among some groups. Can a society 



ever el iminate undesired behavior i f  there are  no immediate, personal sanctions 

levied against  that  behavior or  i f  there i s  no enforcer of what socie ty  

spec i f ies  i s  "r ight  behavior?" 

A l l  s t a t e s  experience problems with under-age adolescents drinking alcohol. 

However large tha t  problem it would be even greater  except for  storekeepers 

and bartenders who refuse t o  s e l l  t o  minors. In the absence of sanctions 

against  adolescent pregnancy, who now serves as  the bartender? 

It would be naive t o  expect teenagers t o  stop doing what t he i r  s l i g h t l y  

older  s i s t e r s  a re  doing when society e i t he r  ignores what the older s i s t e r s  

a r e  doing o r  publicizes it i n  ways t ha t  express acceptance i f  not approval. 

"Living together" has become an accepted phenomenon; a r t i c l e s  a re  wr i t t en  

prais ing the sense of respons ib i l i ty ,  the courage, determination and 

maturity of the unmarried s ingle  parent. What adolescent has not been exposed 

in  the magazines they read, t o  a r t i c l e s  about a rock s t a r ,  TV s t a r ,  movie 

s t a r  o r  other i do l  who has had a ch i ld  outside of marriage and not only not  

experienced no moral opprobrium but of tentimes the gushy approval of the 

wr i te r .  Television s e r i a l s  often present a s imilar  pic ture  of the unmarried 

mother. 

Lest we be misunderstood, we are  not condemning l iv ing  together,  s ing le  
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parenthood o r  concept ion o u t s i d e  of marr iage.  Ra the r ,  we a r e  a sk ing  i f  

s o c i e t y  can have i t  both ways? Can we e l i m i n a t e  o r  even d r a s t i c a l l y  

reduce adolescent  pregnancy i n  t h e  absence of s o c i a l  s a n c t i o n s ,  i n  t h e  

absence of some way of enforc ing  t h e  d e s i r e d  behavior  wh i l e  we ignore  

o r  accep t  b u t  do n o t  d i sapprove  of  pregnancy on t h e  p a r t  of s l i g h t l y  

o l d e r  unmarried women? 

Young people i n  our exper ience  have a f i n e l y  honed sense  of f a i r n e s s  

and e q u i t y  and impat ience w i t h  behaviora l  b a r r i e r s  based on noth ing  more 

mora l ly  grounded than  age.  The genie  of young sex  i s  ou t  of t he  b o t t l e  

and we s e e  no way of g e t t i n g  i t  back i n  under p r e v a i l i n g  normative con- 

d i t i o n s .  Making con t r acep t ive  s e r v i c e s  more a c c e s s i b l e  and more accept -  

a b l e  w i l l  be of some h e l p  obvious ly  bu t  i f  t h e  exper ience  of r e c e n t  

y e a r s  can be r e l i e d  on,  t h i s  approach has  d e f i n i t e  l i m i t a t i o n s .  Nor can 

we a f f o r d  the  c o s t  of d u p l i c a t i n g  i n  l a r g e  s c a l e  t h e  l a u d i b l e  b u t  profes-  

s i o n a l l y  l a v i s h  programs of i n t e n s i v e  i n d i v i d u a l  counse l ing  even though, 

perhaps a s s i s t e d  by t h e  i n d e l i b l e  experience of  p r i o r  pregnancy, they  

appear  t o  work. To a cons ide rab le  e x t e n t ,  they a r e  a c a s e  of too much, 

t o o  l a t e .  I n  t h e  f a c e  of s o c i e t a l  ambigui ty and incons i s t ency  over pre-  

m a r i t a l  sex ,  unwed motherhood, con t r acep t ion ,  a n d t i m e l y a n d r e l e v a n t  s ex  ed- 

u c a t i o n ,  we s e e  l i t t l e  l i k e l i h o o d  of s u b s t a n t i a l  r educ t ions  i n  adolescent  

pregnancy . 


