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T he world of the 1980s is fac
ing a new "epidemic, " a 
term that refers not to a spe

cific disease but to the numbers and 
the rapid spread of a condition , 
namely teenage pregnancy. This is 
having serious consequences world
wide, but particularly in Latin 
America , the Caribbean and the 
United States. 

Early beginning of reproduction 
has a cultural grounding, and it 
affects the population of the most 
developed countries in the Region 
of the Americas , as well as the 
poorest and less developed. In 
Latin America as a whole , more 
that 20 per cent of pregnancies 
occur in women below 18 years of 
age. In the Caribbean, almost 50 
per cent of all teenage births occur 
to women 17 years old or younger. 
In the United States, close to one 
million adolescents between 15 and 
19 years old and 30,000 girls below 
15 become pregnant every year. 

Fertility in this region has de
clined, and this trend is likely to 
continue in the 1990s; however, the 
annual number of births has grown, 
and will continue to do so in the 
next decade. True estimates of 
pregnancy rates are lacking because 
at least 20 per cent of pregnancies 
end in abortion, which is illegal 
throughout the region. The only ex
ceptions are Cuba-which allows . 
abortions within the context of the 
official health services- and the 
United States. 

In some Latin American coun
tries, such as Chile, the proportion 
of births among teenagers has 
changed little over the last 15 
years. In most Caribbean countries , 
although adolescent fertility rates 
have declined since the 1950s, they 
continue to be higher than 10 per 
cent-that is, more than one in ten 
adolescents every year gives birth 
to a child . 

The earlier and greater frequen
cy of sexual activity among teen
agers seems to be a critical factor 
that explains the increase in preg-
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nancies among adolescents, but it is 
not the only one. A study in the 
Eastern Caribbean carried out re
cently by Tirbani J adgeo found 
that , contrary to conventional be
liefs , many young girls become 
pregnant not because they want to 
prove their womanhood, keep their 
boyfriends or try to compensate for 
emotionally deprived childhoods. 
They become pregnant because 
they are ignorant about the basics 
of birth control methods , and be
lieve that they are too young or 
have intercourse too infrequently 
to get pregnant. Other studies have 
shown that the family, the close cir
cle of friends and community pat
terns all play a crucial role in what 
motivates adolescents to become 
pregnant. 

These pregnancies occur more 
frequently in families of low socio
economic level. In lower income 
families, children are often reared 
by various caretakers when the 
mothers are absent working outside 
the house. Social support systems 
are fragile or non-existent , so they 
lack the guidance and assistance 
that these systems usually provide. 

Preventing Adolescent Pregnan
cies: What Schools Can Do, a pub
lication of the Children's Defense 
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Fund in Washington, D. C., reported 
that in the United States the per
centage of 16- to 19-year-old wom
en who had children was almost 
six times higher in those of below
average basic skills and below
poverty family incomes . The results 
were broadly similar regardless of 
the ethnic background of the ado
lescents considered in the study. 

Adolescent pregnancy can have 
serious physical and psychological 
consequences, usually because of 
the lack of proper medical care. In 
addition, the adverse social, econ
omic and educational consequences 
affect the mother, the adolescent 
father, and the future of the child. 

Among the important physical 
consequences are high levels of ma
ternal and child mortality, and in
creased numbers of stillbirths, as 
well as of premature and low birth
weight infants. Because of the so
cial stigma often associated with 
pregnancy in the unwed girl and the 
unavailability of legal abortions , 
many teenagers undergo clandes
tine abortion, which involves high 
risks for the mother. 

In Latin America and the Carib
bean , these risks are even greater 
because of the lack of adequate 
medical services. Throughout the 
region there are strong religious 
and cultural pressures against abor
tions ; because they are illegal and 
subject to criminal penalties , they 
are often performed by untrained 
abortionists and quack doctors. 
They often lead to serious compli
cations such as sepsis, haemorrhage 
or perforation of the uterus. A 
study in Chile has shown that there 
was one death for every 250 women 
who came to the hospital for com
plications of induced abortion. 

Although in some cases pregnan
cies are intended, and may fulfil a 
wish for attention and care, a U .S. 
national survey estimated that al
most 70 per cent of premarital preg
nancies among teenagers were un
wanted. Unintended pregnancies , 
due either to carelessness or igno-
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ranee, can have devastating psycho
logical effects . Firstly, the loss of 
autonomy obliges many young 
women to seek the help of their 
parents, who already expected 
them to be on the road to indepen
dence. Secondly, group relations 
are interrupted because young 
mothers cannot continue with their 
academic activities or normal 
work; they thus lose an element of 
care and support that is very impor
tant in their lives. Their personal 
development is delayed , and the 
possibilities of divorce or separa
tion from their companion are 
much greater for adolescents who 
have a child. Early pregnancy also 
tends to perpetuate situations of 
poverty; it has been called "the 
entry port to the cycle of poverty. " 

The psychological turmoil result
ing from situations that they did not 
foresee , and in many cases cannot 
control, gives rise to a loss of self
esteem that may end up in pro
found depression. One U.S. study 
among 180 pregnant students found 
a prevalence of attempted suicides 
of 13 per cent. Pregnancy is the 
main reason why girls drop out of 
school in the Caribbean. The edu
cation achievement of adolescent 
mothers is therefore below that of 
their schoolfriends who delayed 
child-bearing, and this lower educa
tional achievement is reflected in 
their poorer occupational and econ
omic future prospects. 

Teenage fathers need help too . 
Having a child can have devastating 
effects on them, and affect their 
work at school or in the market 
place. Their personal problems are 
likely to include unemployment, 
lack of housing and poor health. 
These hardships in many cases pre
vent the fathers from more actively 
helping their girlfriends both during 
pregnancy and after the child is 
born. The difficult economic situa
tion in the countries of the region 
has exacerbated the problems 
young fathers confront. New strate
gies have to be devised directed at 
these young fathers, many of whom 
are less aware of the risks of early 
pregnancy, and less willing to use 
contraceptives than the girls. 

What can be done to limit these 
situations? Firstly, a good relation
ship between parents and adoles
cent children helps to delay the 
beginning of sexual relationships. 
Secondly, it has been shown that 
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A young mother seeks the advice of her 
doctor in Guatemala. 
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pregnancies tend to repeat them
selves in much greater proportion 
in those adolescents who don't re
turn to work or to school after they 
had a child. Considered in this con
text, the role of professional coun
sellors cannot be overstressed . 

Because the living conditions of 
the adolescents vary from country 
to country, the prevention strate
gies have to be different. Thus, 
while in Latin America and the 
Caribbean most adolescents conti
nue living with their parents, in the 
United States they leave home soon 
after finishing high-school. So while 
family guidance and support are 
crucial in the Latin American and 
Caribbean countries, this role has 
to be filled by government, commu
nity and private services in the 
United States . In both cases , how
ever, education is a most critical 
tool for helping adolescents. Many 
experts believe that sex education 
classes, to be truly effective, have 
to address teenagers' specific con
cerns, and not limit themselves to 
teaching only principles of biology 
and reproduction. In addition to 
adequate education, adolescents 
should have access to health 
services with specially trained clini
cal staff who respect the need for 
confidentiality and privacy that 
adolescents require. 

The possibilities for controlling 
teenage pregnancies are related not 
only to the governments' popula
tion policies but to the availability 
and effectiveness of counselling , 
education and employment pro-

grammes for teenagers. It is impor
tant for youngsters to have a posi
tive perception about their chances 
for a decent, fulfilling, and pur
poseful life. 

The United States has the most 
experience in medical care and 
counselling for adolescents , but the 
number of institutions dealing with 
their problems is still unsufficient. 
This lack of medical care is more 
evident in Latin America and the 
Caribbean. Only a few countries 
have centres that deal exclusively 
with adolescents, but in Mexico 
there is the Centra de Orientaci6n 
para Adolescentes (Adolescents' 
Guidance Centre-CORA), and 
in Guatemala there are both El 
Camino (The Way) and the Asocia
ci6n Guatemalteca de Educaci6n 
Sexual (Guatemalan Association 
for Sex Education-AGES). In 
school health programmes or in 
maternal and child health pro
grammes, scant resources are de
voted to teenagers' concerns. 

There are at present 82 million 
persons between the ages of 15 
and 24 in Latin America and the 
Caribbean- indeed half the popula
tion in Latin America is now below 
18 years of age-but by the year 
2020 there will be some 128 million 
of these young people . Significant 
birth rates among them will proba
bly lead to larger average sizes 
of completed families and rapid 
increases in population. 

In addition to the adverse effects 
on adolescents themselves, teenage 
pregnancies will continue to make a 
big impact on the population 
growth of the Americas. Adoles
cent pregnancies have become a 
problem that policy-makers cannot 
afford to neglect. • 
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