
11 Jun 2003 19:34 AR AR190-SO29-02.tex AR190-SO29-02.sgm LaTeX2e(2002/01/18)P1: IBC
10.1146/annurev.soc.29.010202.100205

Annu. Rev. Sociol. 2003. 29:23–39
doi: 10.1146/annurev.soc.29.010202.100205

Copyright c© 2003 by Annual Reviews. All rights reserved
First published online as a Review in Advance on June 4, 2003

TEENAGE CHILDBEARING AS A PUBLIC

ISSUE AND PRIVATE CONCERN

Frank F. Furstenberg, Jr.
Department of Sociology, University of Pennsylvania, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania 19104;
email: fff@pop.upenn.edu

Key Words family change, public policy

■ Abstract Teenage childbearing has been a topic of sociological research, public
discourse, and political discussion since the mid-1960s. It is surprising that the intensity
and topics of the discussion over this period have corresponded poorly with research on
the rates and consequences of teenage childbearing. This essay chronicles the history
of the issue of early childbearing and my contributions to this field of study.

INTRODUCTION

I never intended to spend such a large share of my academic life studying the
issue of teenage childbearing. It just happened that way. Not unlike parenthood for
most of the young mothers whose lives I have followed for nearly four decades,
I (see Figure 1) drifted into the study. And, I suppose, like the teenage mothers, I
was predisposed to become involved in the mid-1960s when the Baltimore Study
began. As Howard Becker (1994) has argued, coincidences are socially structured.

My longitudinal study of teenage mothers began in 1965, when I was a graduate
student at Columbia. I was studying the sociology of the family with William J.
Goode (1961, 1963), who had written widely on illegitimacy. I was also working
with Richard A. Cloward, whose work on delinquency and opportunity and on
the sociology of urban poverty influenced me greatly (Cloward & Ohlin 1960). I
had no idea that during the next decade teenage childbearing would go on the hit
parade of social problems. I was simply responding to my opportunity structure by
identifying a topic with sociological promise. The fact that I have stuck with the
topic for the past 35 years or so is no testimony to either my professional acumen
or my tenacious character. Two or three times during my career, I declared my lack
of interest in doing more work, but each time I was enticed into continuing the
study by a reward system that encourages researchers to do what they are already
doing and by colleagues who found the possibility of following up on the teenage
mothers more appealing than I did.

At the onset of the study, I was barely older than most of the young women
whose lives I have followed for several decades. It would be hard to exaggerate my
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Figure 1 Photo of Frank F. Furstenberg, Jr.
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naı̈veté. My earliest surveys are embarrassingly crude and makeshift; I learned the
craft of survey through practice and the forgiving response of families participating
in the study. The interview schedules provide a historical record of my intellectual
involvement and the birth of teenage parenthood as a public concern in the 1970s
and 1980s.

I have grown up with the teenage mothers and watched their children develop
into young adults. The mothers and I have shared a journey through life. In chron-
icling this journey, I have become a participant-observer of sorts, in what I have
referred to elsewhere as the curious history of teenage childbearing in American
society. Participating in policy discussions while witnessing the lives of teenage
mothers, I have observed a growing disjuncture between what researchers know
and what policy makers, politicians, and the public think are the facts about early
parenthood.

Early childbearing disturbs the lives of young mothers, although not nearly as
much as most people believe. In the United States, the singularity of the issue has
more to do with how our political culture has responded to the ancillary problems
of poverty, sexuality, gender relations, and the like, than with the threat posed by
teenagers having babies before they want to or their families want them to or before
society thinks is good for their welfare and that of their offspring. I am not the
only sociologist to reach this conclusion, but this perspective has not been widely
accepted by most policy makers or the public at large (Lawson & Rhode 1993,
Nathanson 1992, Luker 1991).

THE DAWNING OF A PUBLIC ISSUE

Teenage childbearing was conspicuously invisible in the 1960s. By using this
oxymoron, I mean to suggest that during the baby boom years, in the aftermath
of World War II, it was both common and unremarkable for parenthood to begin
in the teenage years. In 1957, at the height of the baby boom, the birthrate among
teenagers stood at 96.3 per 1000 women. In other words, nearly 10% of teenagers
were giving birth each year, compared with 7% when my study began in 1965 and
less than 5% today (Ventura et al. 2001). But during the era in which fertility rates
were highest, virtually no discussion of adolescent childbearing occurred in either
popular or professional literature.

What happened over the next decade to propel this issue into public attention?
Beginning in the late 1960s, several simultaneous demographic trends gave teenage
childbearing the appearance of an urgent and growing problem. First, fertility rates
among older women were declining much more rapidly than were rates among
women under age 20, which increased the proportion of births born to teenagers
(Elo et al. 1999, Furstenberg 1998). Second, the unusually large cohort of children
born during the baby boom were entering their teens, producing an upsurge in the
number of births even though the birth rate among teenage women was dropping
and has continued to fall except for a brief reversal in the 1980s. Third, and most
important of all, although premarital conceptions were common in the 1950s and
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1960s, by the mid-1960s larger numbers of pregnant women began to elect not to
marry. No one worried about the effects of teenage childbearing as long as they
occurred within wedlock, despite the fact that early marriages were at high risk of
failing, resulting in a large number of single-parent families (Vincent 1961, Weeks
1976).

Many scholars, myself included, have written about the decline of marriage,
especially marriage among younger women (Cherlin 1992, Furstenberg 2001,
Ellwood & Jencks 2001). It occurred first among the poor African Americans who
had begun to weigh the costs of early marriage against the potential stigma of
out-of-wedlock childbearing, illegal abortion, or adoption. Premarital pregnancy
was common, if not epidemic, throughout the 1950s and 1960s. It was virtually
a part of the courtship process for Whites and Blacks alike. With the declining
earning power of young Black men, and the growing economic independence
of young women, marriage became a distinctly less attractive option for young
Black women who became pregnant out of wedlock. As marriage rates declined,
nonmarital childbearing rates climbed rapidly among teenage Blacks—not because
women were setting out to have children outside of marriage, but simply because
they were less likely to resort to “shotgun marriages,” a term that has become
almost archaic (O’Connell & Moore 1980).

In 1965 Daniel Patrick Moynihan, the assistant secretary of labor in the
Johnson Administration, issued a report arguing poverty and unemployment were
undermining marriage among Blacks (Moynihan 1965). Moynihan’s blunt assess-
ment of the Black family’s precarious situation was widely criticized by many on
the Left as pathologizing what they viewed as an adaptive institution. His critics
argued that poverty, not being a single parent, created disadvantages for Black
children. This disagreement between whether poverty or unstable unions created
problems for children became a dividing point between the Left and Right and has
generated a policy debate that has lasted to the present day (Rainwater & Yancey
1967).

To observers then, it appeared as if the problems facing the Black family in
the 1960s were unique and could be traced to vulnerabilities created by the lega-
cies of slavery, discrimination, urbanization, and poverty. In the 1960s, levels of
marital instability and out-of-wedlock childbearing among Blacks were markedly
higher than comparable levels among Whites. In 1960, children born to non-White-
teenage mothers were nearly six times as likely to be born out of wedlock than
were the children of White teenage mothers (Furstenberg et al. 1987). Racial dif-
ferences in the likelihood of sex, pregnancy, and nonmarital births all contributed
to the racial disparity in out-of-wedlock teenage childbearing (Moore et al. 1986).
These enormous disparities could be partly explained by the equally enormous
racial gaps in income, education, and occupation. But even when socioeconomic
ties were taken into account, Blacks appeared to have weaker conjugal ties (Cherlin
1992, 1998). Thus, for a period of time, it really appeared as if these patterns re-
sulted from a “culture of poverty” (Lewis 1966) or, in the revised language of
Wilson (1987), “a ghetto-specific culture.”
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With the hindsight gained from the past several decades, evidence for a subcul-
tural difference between Blacks and Whites is less compelling. Less economically
advantaged, younger Whites and low-income, older women of all races have be-
gun to exhibit similar patterns of out-of-wedlock childbearing. For unmarried
teenagers, the ratio of Black to White birth rates, for example, dropped from nine
to one in 1970 to three to one in 2000 and continues to converge (Furstenberg et al.
1987, Martin et al. 2002). A strong case can be made that Blacks were simply the
first to experience the weakening of marriage in American society because they
were more readily susceptible to the effects of deindustrialization and the loss of
union jobs, conditions that eventually began to affect Whites as well. As it turned
out, my study happened upon a public issue just as it was emerging and examined
it from the perspective of the very population—poor urban Blacks—that were to
become the focus of so much national policy debate in the final third of the past
century.

THE BEGINNINGS OF THE BALTIMORE STUDY

The Baltimore Study began as an evaluation of a hospital-based intervention pro-
gram designed to prevent second births among a population of low-income, mostly
Black women who became pregnant for the first time before the age of 18. Among
the nearly 400 women in the study, some were randomly assigned to a special
treatment program and others to receive routine prenatal and antenatal services.
The women in both the treatment and the control groups were interviewed during
pregnancy and one, three, and five years after giving birth, at which point nearly
80% were still in the study. The parents of the pregnant teens were also interviewed.
At the three- and five-year follow-up interviews, a sample of the women who had
been classmates of the teenage mothers before they became pregnant were also
interviewed to assess the impact of early childbearing on the mothers’ educational,
occupational, and marital careers as well as on their economic and family circum-
stances. The data collected by the Baltimore Study provided an unusually rich
picture of Black family life and of teenage mothers in particular.

Even in the years of the Great Society (President Johnson’s U.S. domestic
program), when Moynihan (1965) wrote his report, the portrait of Black family
life was generally pejorative. As the country swung to the Right in the early
1970s, during the Nixon Administration, the stereotype of young women with
large families on welfare, “the brood sow myth,” began to take root (Placek &
Hendershot 1974). In a more sympathetic vein, the demographer, Arthur Campbell
(1968) contended in an often quoted passage that “a girl who has an illegitimate
child at the age of 16 suddenly has 90% of her life’s script written for her.” Correct
or not, it was, and still is, widely assumed that teenage parenthood is a sure route
to long-term disadvantage in later life.

In fact, the empirical support for such a claim was weak. During the late 1960s
and throughout the next decades, the government and private foundations began
funding studies on the consequences of early childbearing. Through good fortune,
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I received grants typically denied inexperienced researchers. My evaluation study
transformed into one of a handful of longitudinal studies that began in the 1960s
(see also Klerman & Jekel 1974, Hardy et al. 1978).

My book,Unplanned Parenthood: The Social Consequences of Teenage Child-
bearing, appeared in 1976 amidst a growing literature on teenage childbearing. By
today’s standards, much of this research was methodologically crude. This study
was one of the first to use a comparison group and to employ multivariate analysis
and life tables. I was keenly aware of the problem of selection—what I referred
to as “selective recruitment to teenage childbearing”—and made efforts to correct
for it when assessing the impact of early childbearing on education, marriage, em-
ployment, and subsequent fertility. Observing the enormous variability in the way
that the teenage mothers managed the first five years of parenthood, I concluded
the following:

One cannot glibly conclude that parenthood in adolescence inevitably or irre-
versibly disrupts the life course. . . A sizeable proportion of the young mothers
in our study was able to cope successfully with the problems of early parent-
hood. . . these mothers were making out as well as their former classmates
who did not become pregnant premaritally (Furstenberg 1976, p. 218).

I traced these divergent careers to a series of conditions including preexisting
personal differences, family resources and opportunities, and the impact of choices
such as marriage, returning to school, and fertility control that were made after the
pregnancy. No doubt, however, I still overestimated the effect of early childbearing
on the teenage mothers by ignoring many unmeasured differences between the
teenage mothers and their former classmates. The Baltimore study, and others like
it, supported the claim that early childbearing was a disruptive event with adverse
consequences for the young mothers and their families; the effect of these studies
on the emerging national debate about teenage parenthood was fairly powerful
(Vinovskis 1988).

THE ISSUE OF TEENAGE CHILDBEARING
COMES OF AGE

Teenage mothers appeared to suffer from a long list of liabilities: poor educational
attainment and weak attachment to the labor force, low earnings and reliance on
public assistance, marital instability and single parenthood, additional births and
large family size, and poor health outcomes during and after pregnancy. Their
offspring began life with a plethora of associated disadvantages that seemed likely
to thwart their development and success in later life.

In fact, many of the early studies were plagued by problems of selection. The
youth who became teenage mothers were often not doing well before the pregnancy
occurred: They were more likely to come from disadvantaged households, have
experienced trouble in school, and have lower expectations of going to college than
their peers (Abrahamse et al. 1988, Moore et al. 1986). Accordingly, they were
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prone to engaging in early sexual activity, using contraception ineffectively, and not
aborting or giving up their child for adoption, and often, the father of the child had
poor education and earnings prospects. How much of the disadvantage associated
with early childbearing resulted from these preexisting problems and how much
of it resulted from the childbearing was not adequately addressed by the research
designs and statistical techniques that were employed in the first generation of
research. Indeed, not until the 1980s and 1990s, were the new methods of detecting
sample selection employed. So, social science research by and large reinforced the
stereotype of the teenage parent as a perpetrator of poverty.

Advocates on both the Left and Right also played a large part in perpetuating this
stereotype. Conservatives like Edward Banfield (1974) and Charles Murray (1984)
used teenage pregnancy findings to argue that the poor had a different value system
and, if allowed, were content to rely on public assistance. Beginning in the 1970s
and extending into the next decade, the sentiment that permissiveness was fostered
by family planners and advocates of abortion, that dependency developed because
of public assistance, and that marriage was undermined by government programs
that aided single mothers and their offspring grew among some conservatives.
Teenage parents became their poster children.

On the Left, the Alan Guttmacher Institute and its journal,Family Planning
Perspectives, issued a steady stream of research showing that teenage parenthood
was costly to the taxpayers, the young parents, and their children. This is not to
say that the publications by the Alan Guttmacher Institute cynically exploited the
issue to promote reproductive health; to the contrary, the findings were generally
scrupulously even-handed. The results from studies of teenage parenthood hap-
pened to suit the agenda of the family planners as well as the advocacy community
groups attempting to diminish poverty and social disadvantage.

Throughout the 1970s and 1980s, a huge volume of research on the causes
and consequences of early childbearing appeared. Most of this research seemed to
support the contention that young parents and their children were not faring well,
but little of it took adequate account of the selection of adolescents with academic,
social, and family problems into early parenthood. In 1987, the National Academy
of Sciences published a two-volume compendium of research findings and policy
recommendations calling on government and the private sector to mount a more
aggressive campaign to reduce teenage pregnancy and childbearing (Hayes 1987).

After the publication of my book in 1976, I took a welcome break from my
research on teenage parenthood. In the final chapter ofUnplanned Parenthood, I
had predicted that the issue of adolescent parenthood would fade out of public view
when the children of the baby boom aged beyond adolescence and as abortion and
better methods of contraception began to reduce the level of unwanted parenthood.
I was wrong, or at least premature in this prediction. I overestimated the importance
of waning demographic forces and underestimated the political forces that would
keep teenage childbearing in the public limelight for the next quarter century.

The size of the teenage cohort did indeed decline over the next decade, but
this decline was offset by a more restrictive policy toward abortion and
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contraception that began in the Reagan Administration. Declining abortion rates
partially fueled the continued rise of White nonmarital fertility rates as well as
a new increase in the previously stable, Black nonmarital fertility rate. Because
teenage marriage was becoming less common during this period, the ratio of non-
marital births to marital births climbed rapidly even though births among teens
were not rising (Smith et al. 1996). The bottom line was that births to unmarried
teenagers were increasingly visible and an ever-present reminder that teenagers
were not subscribing to the Congressional mandates for “premarital chastity” (Alan
Guttmacher Institute 2001b).

ADOLESCENT MOTHERS IN LATER LIFE: THE
BALTIMORE STUDY CONTINUES

I began to do more work on the topic of teenage parenthood in the late 1970s
and early 1980s with some reluctance, fearing that it might limit my intellectual
growth as a sociologist. But finding myself in the enviable position of being invited
to address policy makers and solicited by foundations interested in grant making
was a heady experience for someone at a relatively young age and early point in
his academic career.

I first discussed conducting another follow-up with Jeanne Brooks-Gunn, a de-
velopmental psychologist, in 1981. She encouraged me to look at the circumstances
of the children, who were now approaching the age that their mothers had been
when the study began. It was also time to see how the mothers were faring in their
adult years. Now in their mid-30s, would they still be struggling to attain economic
independence because of their educational deficiencies and growing family size?
How had their marriages worked out and how were their children doing in their
adolescent years? It took me six years to answer these questions, but the results
were well worth the effort.

Despite the 12-year hiatus since the previous follow up, we located 90% of all
the women who were interviewed last in 1972 and successfully interviewed 90%
of these women and their children (Furstenberg et al. 1987). The findings from this
follow-up contradicted the conventional wisdom about the life course of teenage
mothers and their children: The vast majority of women had incomes above the
poverty line and fewer than a fifth were still on public assistance. More than three
out of four had entered the labor force and were regularly employed. Although
just a fourth had reached middle class, half of all the women in the study held jobs
with benefits and had some cash reserves in the bank or credit cards that could be
drawn upon in times of need. In short, most were hardly living up to the public
stereotype of teenage mothers.

What explained the surprising level of economic mobility among most of the
teenage mothers? A high percentage had returned to high school and graduated
or received a GED; one fifth had even taken some college courses over the past
decade. It is surprising that almost none of the women had very large families by
their mid-30s. Just one fifth had three or more children; all the others had only

A
nn

u.
 R

ev
. S

oc
io

l. 
20

03
.2

9:
23

-3
9.

 D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

fr
om

 a
rj

ou
rn

al
s.

an
nu

al
re

vi
ew

s.
or

g
by

 U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f 
M

on
ta

na
 o

n 
07

/1
4/

09
. F

or
 p

er
so

na
l u

se
 o

nl
y.



11 Jun 2003 19:34 AR AR190-SO29-02.tex AR190-SO29-02.sgm LaTeX2e(2002/01/18)P1: IBC

TEENAGE CHILDBEARING 31

one or two. Nearly three fifths of the women had voluntarily sought sterilization
in their mid- or late 20s after contending with the perils of contraceptive use and
occasional abortions to limit their fertility.

On the more negative side, relatively few of the women had been able to enter
enduring marriages. Only a quarter of the women who had married the father of
their first child were still married to him. Although nearly three quarters of the
women had eventually wed, only slightly more than a third were currently married.
Successful marriages were few and far between.

High levels of family flux might have indicated a poor prognosis for the children
whose family lives had been generally unstable if not turbulent. Yet, the majority of
the children seemed to be on track for at least completing high school and avoiding
early parenthood—goals universally subscribed to by their parents throughout the
study. However, because the children were still in their mid-teens, we decided to
reinterview them in 1989 as they approached their 20s. We calculated that just
under two fifths of the women and one fifth of the males had a child as a teenager.
Nearly 80% of the women and 60% of the men completed high school. The dark
side of the picture is that a significant minority of the men was in jail, had dropped
out of high school, or was out of work in their late teens and early 20s.

It would be something of an overstatement to say that the high-risk families in the
Baltimore study were doing well, at least by standards of the general population.
But when compared to urban Blacks in several national samples (the National
Longitudinal Survey of Youth, the National Survey of Family Growth, and the Panel
Survey of Income Dynamics), they were only slightly worse off than the families
of comparable women who began childbearing after their teens. The findings of the
Baltimore Study strongly suggest that the long-term costs of teenage childbearing,
at least among Black families, were only modest. No doubt, some of the women
would have achieved more and at an earlier age had they been able to delay their
first birth, but because of their poor circumstances before pregnancy, they still
would have encountered many of the same economic and social barriers to rising
up to the middle class. In some situations, according to the mothers’ own accounts,
having a child helped to galvanize their motivation to succeed and surmount the
challenges created by early parenthood.

In the mid-1990s, we decided to revisit the families once more. By this time,
the young mothers had entered midlife and their children were in their late 20s.
How was the next generation faring as they entered adulthood? Were the teenage
mothers continuing to improve their circumstances during the fifth decade of their
lives? In addition to surveying both populations, I carried out qualitative interviews
with a subsample of the 250 families who remained in the study.

Without glossing over the very real difficulties faced by a substantial minority
of the families, it can be said that the life circumstances of most continued to
improve. By their mid-40s, many of the women had substantially furthered their
educations. A tenth of the sample had completed college, and others were still
taking courses in local schools. Three quarters were working, most in jobs with
benefits and some security. Although many had given up hope of achieving a
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successful union, a minority had entered a marriage or relationship that appeared
to be viable. The vast majority had close and supportive relationships with their
children (Furstenberg 2002).

Along similar lines, the majority of children were successfully functioning as
adults—the women much more so than the men. Close to half of the men had been
incarcerated at some point in their lives, and many were still living with the scars
of interrupted educations and early work experiences. By contrast, the majority of
the women were making much better progress toward attaining the goals shared
by most young adults. A fifth had completed college, and others were likely to
become college graduates in the next few years. Most were gainfully employed
and self-sufficient by their late 20s. Slightly more than half the women and a third
of the men had started families. Marriage, however, was far from universal even
by their late 20s. Many of the women said that they were holding out for a match
that would be more successful than their parents had achieved.

Most children of the teenage mothers who were interviewed at length expressed
some bitterness about the role that their biological fathers had played in their
upbringing. Some of these young adults articulated the view that it was better not
to marry than to have a failed marriage, believing that a bad marriage was worse
in the long run for the children and created more lasting dissension in the family.
However, the great majority continued to hold out the hope that they could have
a long-lasting marriage. They sometimes explained that they wanted marriages
like their grandparents had so as not to repeat what their parents had gone through
(Furstenberg 1995, 2001).

The results from the Baltimore Study alone do not constitute definitive proof
that the problem of early childbearing has been overstated in public discourse
and overestimated by early researchers including myself. But, during the 1990s,
researchers began to devise a set of sophisticated techniques for detecting unob-
served differences in nonexperimental studies. Although none of these methods is
without its particular flaws, the bulk of evidence suggests that the Baltimore results
are in line with the recent research on the impact that teenage parenthood has on the
life chances of mothers, fathers, and their children (Maynard 1997, Geronimus &
Korenman 1992, Geronimus et al. 1994, Hoffman et al. 1993). Some debate re-
mains regarding the size of the effect resulting from a birth in the teenage years,
which depends on the population and outcome of interest. Nonetheless, it now
seems evident that early childbearing is neither a potent nor a permanent cause
of long-term poverty and disadvantage among women who would have otherwise
escaped this fate had they only waited to have their first child. Waiting five years to
have a child might have improved their life prospects a bit, but it hardly would have
changed their chances of making a successful marriage or entering the middle class.

As for their children, it is clear that they might have done better had their
parents entered a stable marriage, but marital stability for African Americans is
only modestly improved by waiting until their 20s to have a child. Most researchers
who have examined the new generation of studies and considered the long-term
impact of early childbearing now conclude that deferring parenthood, without
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substantially changing the educational training and prospects of the urban poor
and reducing the level of incarceration among minority males, is likely to make
little difference in the perpetuation of poverty and disadvantage among the families
like those in the Baltimore Study (Maynard 1997, Geronimus & Korenman 1992,
Hoffman et al. 1993).

RECONSIDERING TEENAGE PARENTHOOD
AS A PUBLIC POLICY ISSUE

Thus far, these surprising results regarding the consequences of teenage childbear-
ing have done little to temper the growing national discussion about the perils of
teenage parenthood. In addition, the drop in teenage childbearing over the past
decade has been especially pronounced among African Americans, thereby refut-
ing the once common view that female ghetto residents hold distinctive preferences
for having children early in life because they were more likely to get maternal sup-
port in lieu of getting married (Geronimus 1990, 1991). Yet, a steady stream of
professional and popular literature still continues to emphasize the considerable
costs of early childbearing to the public and to the families of adolescent mothers
(see, for example, National Campaign to Prevent Teen Pregnancy 2002). Even as
the teenage childbearing rate began to decline in the early 1990s, President Clinton
referred to teenage parenthood as the nation’s most urgent problem. Understand-
ing this disconnect between the facts about teenage childbearing and its continued
identification as a major social problem remains one of the most interesting areas
for future research on teenage parents.

Why Teenage Birth Rates Have Fallen

No one knows just why the rate among African-American teens has dropped,
although the decline really continues a longstanding trend interrupted briefly in the
1980s. I contend that the high rate of nonmarital teenage childbearing was actually
a remnant of America’s longstanding pattern of early marriage and childbearing,
a pattern that we clung to through the 1960s even as it became manifestly evident
that early marriages were an unwise and precarious way of resolving an unplanned
pregnancy. It has taken several decades for us to adjust to the disappearance of the
safety net of early marriage. These days, few who become pregnant in their early
teens elect to marry, whether they are Black or White, rich or poor.

Some commentators have argued that our relatively high teenage birth rates
may be traced to the fact that we also have the highest levels of income inequality
(Singh et al. 2001). And even more to the point, more children in the United States
than any other Western nation grow up in poverty (Vleminckx & Smeeding 2000).
Marion Wright Edelman, the well-known advocate for children, once observed that
hope is the best form of contraception. Although hope is clearly not a substitute
for contraception, Edelman is undoubtedly correct that teens are less likely to put
up with the inconvenience of using contraception when they feel an early birth
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will not seriously impair their immediate prospects. For someone tottering on the
brink of school dropout, with no real likelihood of going to college, an untimely
birth, if not a salvation as some have claimed, is certainly not a disaster either.

Younger women and men are gradually becoming more adept at managing the
risks of pregnancy, partly because they have learned to deal with the more imminent
risks of STD’s and AIDS. Moreover, as abortion has become an increasingly less
attractive or available option for pregnant teens, they have been able to turn to
newer methods such as Norplant, Depo-Provera, the morning after pill, and, most
recently, RU486 for preventing a viable conception.

The evidence has always suggested that relatively few teenagers plan or desire
a pregnancy. Certainly, few women in the Baltimore Study indicated that they had
intentionally become pregnant. Rather, most explained that it “just happened by
mistake” or that they believed “it wouldn’t happen to me.” It has always seemed
obvious to me that if somehow teens could be required to take a pill for 20 days in
a row to become pregnant, rates of teenage childbearing would suddenly plummet
and the problem of early childbearing would have disappeared by now.

Why Teenage Childbearing Remains a Social Problem

The problem of early childbearing is defined socially. Thus, political and public
perceptions of teenage childbearing have not kept pace with either the dramatic de-
clines in teenage childbearing rates or the research on the consequences of teenage
births. And despite recent trends, birth rates for American teens are still highest
among nations with advanced economies, in large part because American teenagers
use contraception less reliably than their counterparts elsewhere. I suspect that the
politics surrounding sex in the United States play an important role in understand-
ing both the continued existence of teenage childbearing and the powerful draw it
has on the public attention.

Americans, unlike most comparable nations, continue to embrace the ideal of
premarital sexual chastity even as it is largely observed in the breach. I am inclined
to believe that the origins of our sexual attitudes are more recent and more related
to the continuing strength of Evangelical Christianity over the past several decades,
especially in the political sphere, than the often-proposed Puritanical roots. Our
national policy toward managing adolescent sexuality has been held hostage to the
strongly held views of a small minority of the population.

Despite the overwhelming majority of parents who favor comprehensive in-
struction on sex and contraceptive use in schools, the programs offered by most
school districts are more timid or aimed at promoting sexual abstinence (Kaiser
Foundation 2000). Members of Congress and the last several administrations have
actively supported this public posture despite the fact that the majority of school-
age teens have continued to experiment with sex and show no inclination to behave
differently than most of their parents did when they were adolescents. Few organi-
zations and certainly few voting blocs have a strong stake in contending with the
vocal opponents of sex education and the easy availability of contraception, not
to mention abortion. Fearing that their funding might be revoked, even the family
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planning establishment has been steadily retreating from its former position that
realistic sex education is an important part of reproductive health services. Family
planners appear to have accepted a Faustian bargain to pretend to endorse the prin-
cipal of abstinence if they are allowed to talk about contraception as an option for
youth who engage in sex. Whereas groups who actively try to convince teens that
having sex is wrong and dangerous have increasingly highjacked federal, state,
and local funding for sex education, the family planning establishment has backed
out of the public debate.

The media discourse about contraceptive use has been similarly contained. Con-
doms have certainly become more visible and easily available though they still are
not advertised on television except in public service announcements and on cable
networks (Alan Guttmacher Institute 2001b). In other nations, contraceptives are
treated more like deodorant than like contraband. How this ban can be justified in
the twenty-first century is difficult to explain when so much of the media landscape
is littered with sexual innuendos and incidents.

Sociologists and other researchers are not immune to American discomfort with
sexuality, particularly among teens. Following the priorities of funding agencies,
as well as personal beliefs, most research on teenage childbearing begins with the
assumption that early sex is problematic. The purpose of most research is then to
delineate the many negative consequences of teenage sex and childbearing, rather
than to ask why it is regarded as a problem by such a large proportion of the
American public.

As a result, surprisingly little research has been carried out on sexual politics.
By this, I mean the puzzle of why Americans refuse to deal openly with the
reality that most teens will not remain virgins and many will engage in sex during
their mid-teens. I suspect cross-national differences in the approaches that policy
makers, schools, family planners, parents, and peers take to teenage sexuality can
in part explain relatively high rates of American teenage childbearing. To date,
most cross-national research has focused on differences in public policy rather
than the cultural sources of policies adopted by other nations.

Sociologists and other social scientific researchers have also given too little
thought to how sexuality is treated in the private realm of the family. True, we have
countless studies reporting on parental instruction about sex, contraception, and
birth control, but few in-depth studies exist on the content of these conversations.
What we do know suggests parents today are hardly different from a generation
ago when the mothers in the Baltimore Study told their daughters, “Don’t do it
but if you do, be sure to use something.” Families, however, appear to manage sex
quite differently in parts of Europe—parents are more likely to regard the transition
to sexual intercourse during teenage years as a normal event, and first sex often
occurs at home (Alan Guttmacher Institute 2001a). There is also a strong need
for more comparative research both across nations and within class and ethnic
subcultures. Almost no real ethnographic or even qualitative work exists on how
sex is managed on a day-to-day basis in the family, a topic that sociologists of
culture should find inviting and informative.
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Similarly, relatively little observational work exists on how peer cultures treat
sexuality, sexual transitions, sexual relations, contraception, and abortion. I have
the impression, mostly based on casual observation, that we are slowly and ten-
tatively moving toward a more open discussion of sexuality in peer relationships.
Does this openness, presuming that I am right, imply that sexual partners feel more
comfortable in discussing and planning sexual relationships? Survey data provide
some purchase on this question though it is not clear whether it can be assessed
historically. Qualitative research on how the sexual norms of the larger society are
interpreted and applied by teenagers and young adults in their own relationships
and the relationships of their friends would also be valuable.

In short, the politics surrounding sex in the United States have constrained the
research carried out over the past several decades. As a result, most social scientists
have failed to question why early sex is so widely viewed as problematic. In this
particular sense, we social scientists have unwittingly been part of the problem
because we are part of the culture that considers sex as so problematic and fraught
with dangers (for an exception, see the work of Michelle Fine 1988). Treating it so
creates a self-fulfilling prophecy as teens and their families treat sex (along with
alcohol and drugs) as illicit temptations. True, sex poses dangers for the young as
well as the old, but these risks can be managed more successfully by accepting, as
other nations do, that sex among the young will occur, rather than trying to prevent
its occurrence. We do not have to convince teens that having children early in life
is undesirable—most think so before they have sex; we only have to make it easier
and more attractive to avoid this outcome.

CONCLUDING COMMENTS

After nearly 40 years of working on and thinking about the issue of teenage
childbearing, I have come to believe that remaining in an area of research for so
long has its advantages if only because you have ample opportunity to challenge and
revise your earlier work and respond to fresh information. Teenage childbearing
provided a way of observing the destinies of the disadvantaged and brought forth
surprising results that still have not been widely accepted by politicians, policy
makers, and the public at large. Most importantly, in our zeal to identify troubling
issues, we must be wary of becoming part of the problem by fashioning sociological
stereotypes that are picked up and reified by others.

In hindsight, it seems apparent that the concerns created by teenage childbearing
have been misplaced and inadequately conceptualized. The demography of the
moment misled us into thinking that teenage mothers—especially Black teenage
mothers—were different from the rest of us, different if not in their motives, then
in the lives that they were compelled to lead by virtue of their early childbearing.
Now it seems more likely that teenage mothers hardly differ from women in their
20s who drift into parenthood and eschew marriage because the father of their
child is not a suitable partner. Marriage has become something of a luxury good,
reserved for those who have access to good education, steady employment, and
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middle-class lives. The bottom third, if not half, of the U.S. population cannot
count on entering a stable union.

I have alluded throughout this essay to policies that might more realistically
address families like those that I have come to know. We can do a much better
job of preparing young people to make a sexual transition outside of marriage if
we accept the fact that most will do so, typically in their mid- to late teens. These
teens, as I have argued, are not seeking to become parents; they do so because they
are ineffective at preventing conception and often find it difficult or unacceptable
to terminate an unplanned pregnancy.

Marriage is out of the question for most of these young people. The fathers of
their children are typically not appealing marriage partners either in the short run
or long term. If they are to become so, we must craft policies to bring low-income
minority men back into society by giving them the added resources to become
educated and able workers as well as capable mates. At the present, potential
mothers, whether in their teens or their 20s, would rather go it alone than enter a
marriage that has a poor prospect of lasting. Unless American society is prepared
to provide more support for fragile families, we can expect to do no better than
what was accomplished by the families in the Baltimore Study.

I often think of the teenage mothers and their children whose lives have become
so intertwined with my own. I find myself wondering whether I have given voice
to their concerns in ways that have improved their lot in life, or if I have merely
profited professionally by recounting their misfortunes and triumphs. I believe
that we incur an obligation to those who share their stories with us both to tell it
accurately and to tell it to those whose privileged position in society leads them to
invent and often distort the reasons why others do not share in their blessings.
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