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Abstract 

 

Risky Behavior, Pregnancy Expectations, and Childbearing from 

Adolescence into Young Adulthood 

 

Chelsea Cara Smith, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2013 

 

Supervisor:  Robert Crosnoe 

 

Expecting to become pregnant or to get someone pregnant in the near future 

separates adolescents in terms of both their current circumstances and future experiences. 

Drawing on life course, social control, and reasoned action perspectives, this study 

examined the predictors and outcomes of adolescents’ pregnancy expectations in the 

National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 1997, emphasizing non-linearity in the meaning 

and implications of such expectations during a critical period when youths’ future plans 

begin to change from hypothetical ideas to actual realities. The results suggested that the 

number and type of risky behaviors during adolescence were associated with an increased 

level of pregnancy expectations that, in turn, predicted later childbearing. Importantly, 

risky behaviors also moderated the link between pregnancy expectations in adolescence 

and fertility in young adulthood, with childbearing more likely to follow split 

expectations when youth also engaged in risky behavior. These patterns did not vary 

substantially by gender. 
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Introduction 

Pregnancy and parenthood have long been a major part of the transition to 

adulthood, but rising opportunity costs and shifting social norms have changed how 

young people view the timing of pregnancy in their lives. As young Americans 

increasingly delay childbearing, the potential for getting pregnant in one’s late teens and 

early 20s has come to sharply differentiate life course chances and prospects for social 

mobility (Cancian and Reed 2009; Cherlin 2009). This differentiation during young 

adulthood is likely rooted in experiences during adolescence, when young people, 

actively and passively, are making plans for their futures in ways that reflect their present 

(Johnson 2005; Schneider 2003). In this way, expecting to become pregnant or to get 

someone pregnant in the near future―a marker of current circumstances and future 

prospects—likely forecasts the increasing fertility-related divergence of young people 

into and through adulthood as well as many other associated disparities. 

To examine this process, this study explores pregnancy expectations during 

adolescence and later childbearing behavior in two ways: 1) the possible non-linear 

meaning and implications of adolescent pregnancy expectations, 2) and the role of risky 

behaviors in these expectations and in the link between expectations and later behavior. 

Although adolescents with positive pregnancy expectations are likely to be quite different 

from those with negative expectations, where adolescents with neither positive nor 

negative expectations for pregnancy fit in is less clear but important to understand, 

especially given evidence that ambivalence about pregnancy can often lead to similar 
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outcomes as a desire for pregnancy (Jaccard, Dodge, and Dittus 2003; Zabin, Aston, and 

Emerson 1993). At the same time, because pregnancy expectations reflect both where 

adolescents currently are and where they are going, they are likely to emerge from a more 

general profile of behavioral factors that capture where young people stand in the social 

and academic firmament of high school and how well-poised they are for future 

trajectories of social mobility. When current behavior suggests unhealthy or problematic 

pathways to the future, then ambivalence or positivity about early pregnancy might 

increase, and the link between pregnancy expectations and childbearing might strengthen 

(Jumping-Eagle et al. 2008).  

To explore these issues, I examine the links among risky behavior, pregnancy 

expectations, and childbearing in a sample of young people transitioning from 

adolescence into young adulthood in the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 1997 

cohort (NLSY97). Expectations in mid- to late-adolescence are assessed categorically to 

capture specific levels, including split or in-between expectations (Bruckner, Martin, and 

Bearman 2004), and then linked back to prior risky behaviors in early adolescence and 

forward to actual childbearing in young adulthood. Selection into expectation categories 

by family background is taken into account, as is the co-occurrence of other behavioral 

factors (e.g., academic progress) with risky behavior and potential differences by gender. 

This theoretically grounded approach links past to future and suggests possible policy 

implications for deterring early pregnancy and supporting young parents. 
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Literature Review 

EXPECTATIONS OF FUTURE PREGNANCY 
Pregnancy expectations refer to the presence and intensity of individual desires 

and intentions to become pregnant, for women and girls, or to get someone pregnant, for 

men and boys, in the near future (Miller 1994).  Expectations are often operationalized in 

continuous ways, as increasing linearly from low to high levels, but they may be better 

understood as a non-linear function. On one end of the continuum are negative 

expectations (i.e., strong feelings about not wanting a pregnancy), and at the other end are 

positive expectations (i.e., strong feelings about wanting a pregnancy). The middle point, 

however, is not necessarily a comparative increase over negative expectations or a 

comparative decrease relative to positive expectations. Instead, the future childbearing of 

young people with neither positive nor negative feelings about pregnancy tends to 

resemble that of youth who are positive about future pregnancy; in other words, previous 

research suggests that adolescents who strongly and explicitly do not want a pregnancy 

are the most distinct from their peers with other levels of expectations (Jaccard et al. 

2003; Miller, Barber, and Gatny 2013; Zabin et al. 1993). This study will test how 

adolescents with mixed pregnancy expectations may differ (or not) from those with no 

expectations by considering, as prior studies have done, their childbearing in young 

adulthood but also their risk profiles in early adolescence. 

Regardless of the direction or magnitude of pregnancy expectations, they take on 

added significance during adolescence and young adulthood, given societal norms and 

consequences associated with early childbearing, especially among teenagers 
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(Furstenberg 2003). Young people who expect to get pregnant in the near future are 

likely to be different from their peers in past, current, and future ways that map onto 

general adjustment, functioning, health, and mobility (Amato et al. 2008). Consequently, 

understanding pregnancy expectations speaks to major scholarly and public issues of 

individual and population wellbeing. 

Although studied a great deal already, pregnancy expectations can still be better 

understood. Indeed, theory points to new questions that can be asked to move the field 

forward. Following the basic imagery of life course theory, pregnancy expectations can 

be subsumed within developmental, social, and institutional trajectories, interwoven 

within micro- and macro-level contexts, and translating early experiences into future 

outcomes (Crosnoe and Johnson 2011). Specifically, several principles of life course 

theory (Elder 1998) offer a framework to orient investigation into adolescents’ 

expectations for early pregnancy. First, the principle of historical time and place suggests 

that young people are particularly susceptible to current fertility patterns that have 

occurred during their lifetime, including the recent trend of more educated and socially 

advantaged individuals delaying childbearing (see Smock and Greenland 2010). Second, 

the principle of timing in lives indicates that when adolescents expect a pregnancy to 

occur relates to their expected sequencing of life events (e.g., completion of education, 

marriage, and then childbearing) and that when such a pregnancy comes to fruition has 

implications for concurrent and later life events. Third, the principle of human agency 

suggests that pregnancy expectations and childbearing are matters of personal choice as 

well as of structural constraints, with social structures and contexts interfering with the 
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abilities of individuals to act on their motivations and proclivities while individual 

characteristics and capacities can also overcome environmental forces on behavior. 

Tying together these themes, the central question of this study is: how do 

adolescents poised to follow the increasingly normative pattern of delayed childbearing 

differ in past and future from their peers who expect to soon become parents or at least do 

not expect to not become parents? 

The life course perspective calls for a consideration of the past and future of 

adolescents with high or at least mixed expectations for pregnancy, I turn to other 

theoretical perspectives to hypothesize about what these past and future experiences 

might be. Specifically, I draw on theories of problem behavior, treating pregnancy 

expectations as part of collection of problematic attributes and behaviors that might 

cluster together in the same individual over time (e.g., social control, reasoned action). To 

be clear, wanting to become a parent while young is not in and of itself problematic. Yet, 

I argue that it is still useful to consider pregnancy expectations within the general domain 

of problem behavior, as wanting to become pregnant or get someone pregnant while 

young increasingly points to non-normative orientations that fall outside of the 

conventional parameters of behavior during adolescence and young adulthood. Thus, it 

signals problems, both past and future (Pogarsky, Thornberry, and Lizotte 2006; 

Furstenberg 2003). 

I draw on two theories of problem behavior. First, social control theory has 

multiple elements, but one—commitment to norms and institutions, or the “rational 

component of conformity” (Hirschi 1969: 20)—is especially relevant here. According to 
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Hirschi (1969), the risks of deviant behavior are based on investments so that people 

gauge how much they have to lose by engaging in such behavior and how much they 

have to gain through conventional means. “Deviant” behavior occurs when social bonds 

are weakened or broken across this and three other elements (attachment to family and 

groups, involvement in conventional activities, and adherence to common value systems), 

especially during a critical period in the development of problem behavior, such as 

adolescence. Second, the theory of reasoned action, which is implicit in social control 

theory, posits that action results from cost-benefit analysis of opportunities and sacrifices. 

When some action brings more costs then benefits, it is avoided; when some action incurs 

low costs relative to benefits or no costs at all, it is more likely to occur (Ajzen and 

Fishbein 1980). For young people, this perspective has been conceptualized as “nothing 

to lose” attitudes. If young people have aspirations for success that are reasonable and 

achievable, they have more to lose by engaging in any behaviors that might compromise 

their futures, while those with no such aspirations have nothing to lose and are freer to act 

(Driscoll et al., 2005; Harris, Duncan, and Boisjoly 2002). 

These theories are important to understand how past factors help to shape 

pregnancy expectations, highlighting the potential role of early risky behaviors 

facilitating nothing to lose attitudes that may encourage the consideration of pregnancy. 

They are also important to understanding future factors that may be shaped by pregnancy 

expectations, highlighting how pregnancy expectations mean that young adults may have 

less to lose and more to gain from actually getting pregnant.  
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LINKING BACK TO RISKY BEHAVIOR 
According to social control theory, adolescents involved in risky behaviors such 

as delinquency and sexual debut during high school likely have weaker social bonds to 

their schools and families (Fagan et al. 2007; Pearson, Muller, and Frisco 2006). What do 

these weak bonds mean for pregnancy expectations? In such situations, social constraints 

on other non-normative behaviors besides risky behavior, such as early pregnancy, are 

likely weak, and so adolescents with histories of engagement in risky behavior should 

develop more positive expectations of pregnancy because they face fewer constraints 

against such dispositions. As noted above, they have less to lose, as their futures are 

already being potentially compromised by their engagement in risky behavior or the other 

factors that might have led to that risky behavior. For adolescents already engaged in 

activities suggesting less commitment to norms and rules (e.g., teenage substance use), an 

early pregnancy could represent less of an impediment (Crosnoe 2006; Crosnoe, Benner, 

and Schneider 2012; Jumping-Eagle et al. 2008). 

As an alternative to this nothing to lose perspective, a pregnancy could provide 

purpose and direction for young people and a reason to “turn one’s life around.” In other 

words, expecting a pregnancy could be a sign of emergent social control, even if risky 

behaviors resulting from a prior lack of social control are already occurring. For example, 

Edin and Kefalas’ (2005) study of young low-income mothers found that these women 

viewed early motherhood as a means of social capital, emotional satisfaction, and adult 

role attainment given the lack of educational and economic opportunities that also could 

have fulfilled those needs. In the first scenario, adolescents develop pregnancy 
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expectations because of a lack of costs. In the second, they develop such expectations 

because of the perception of benefits. 

Whether risky behaviors associated with pregnancy expectations are a 

contributing factor that weakens social bonds or are a proxy for those weakened social 

bonds themselves is complicated. Different kinds of risky behaviors in adolescence and 

young adulthood tend to co-occur (Donovan and Jessor 1985). Scholars often study the 

clustering or groupings of risky behaviors, such as substance use, risky sexual behavior 

(e.g., sexual activity that increases the likelihood of negative outcomes such as sexually 

transmitted infections), and crime (see Bartlett, Holditch-Davis, and Belyea 2005; 

Donovan and Jessor 1985; Hair et al. 2009; Zweig, Lindberg, and McGinley 2001). Here, 

I focus on three risky behaviors—drug and alcohol use, early sexual activity (a marker of 

risky sexual behavior, see Harris, Duncan, and Boisjoly 2002), and delinquency—in 

relation to pregnancy expectations. Whereas occasional involvement in some risky 

behaviors may be seen as a normal part of adolescence, adolescents who frequently 

engaged in numerous risky behaviors are qualitatively different from adolescents who 

have more seamless transitions into adulthood (Bartlett at al. 2005: 236; Hair et al. 2009; 

Moffitt and Caspi 2001). The elements of risky behavior being considered here have been 

linked to attitudes about teenage pregnancy, including in samples of youth with 

documented histories of problem behavior (Kelly, Lesser, and Paper, 2008; Jumping-

Eagle et al. 2008).  

The first hypothesis of this study, therefore, is that adolescents engaged in more 

risky behaviors in early adolescence, both in terms of number and intensity, will be more 
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likely to have high or at least mixed expectations about pregnancy later in adolescence 

and at the beginning of young adulthood. In testing this hypothesis, I also take into 

account that the observed importance of risky behaviors may reflect their inverse 

correlation with prosocial behaviors, like academic achievement, as well as the family 

backgrounds of youth from diverse segments of the adolescent population that may 

simultaneously select them into engaging in risky behavior and expecting to become 

pregnant or get someone pregnant (see Beutel 2000; East 1998; Jumping-Eagle et al. 

2008; Raley, Kim, and Daniels 2011; Trent and Crowder 1997). 

LINKING FORWARD TO CHILDBEARING 
Of course, one of the main reasons why expectations of behavior and role 

acquisition are important is because they so often translate into behavior. Young people’s 

expectations, especially during adolescence, have implications for what they do in 

adulthood (Johnson 2005; Schneider 2003). As Barber (2001: 107) argues, “attitudes 

formed during the transition to adulthood are particularly likely to exert a lasting 

influence on behavior” because it is a time when the opportunity structure changes in 

important ways and when life choices set young people on certain pathways that can be 

difficult to reroute, for example, starting a family versus attending college. In this study, I 

explore young people’s expectations of one such pathway (early pregnancy) and the 

outcome of those expectations. Barber was writing about pregnancies and fertility among 

men and women and ample evidence supports this claim, although most research on 

pregnancy intentions, expectations, and outcomes focuses exclusively on adolescent girls 

and young women. Girls who expect to become pregnant in the future are indeed 
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significantly more likely to get pregnant or have children in the years to come (Jaccard et 

al. 2003; Trent and Crowder 1997; Zabin et al. 1993), and such expectations are also 

negatively associated with their educational and socioeconomic attainment regardless of 

actual fertility outcomes (Raley et al., 2011). 

In this study, I include both young women and men to expand the literature on the 

link between pregnancy expectations and childbearing among all young people. Here, I 

view the translation between adolescent expectations and young adult outcomes is a 

“given.” In doing so,  I attempt to unpack some of the variability in this translation—

variability in terms of the kinds of expectations that youth have and variability in terms of 

the linkages between expectations and risky behavior.  

To begin, I return to the important consideration of pregnancy expectations as 

non-linear; in other words, the middle range of expectations (being neither particularly 

negative nor positive about a near-future pregnancy) as something besides the middle 

ground between the negative and positive poles. This non-linearity is likely to be a factor 

in the translation between expectations and childbearing. Evidence suggests that having 

mixed feelings about pregnancy is as much a factor in pregnancy as being favorable 

towards pregnancy (Zabin et al. 1993), and ambivalent, and indifferent pregnancy desires 

equally predict risk of unplanned pregnancy among women in their late teens (Miller et 

al. 2013). In considering this non-linearity between adolescent expectations and young 

adult childbearing, I also incorporate risky behavior. Here, risky behaviors serve as a 

moderator, conditioning any observed effects of expectations on outcomes. The degree to 

which a youth who expects a pregnancy in the future eventually experiences one may 
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depend on whether her or his past behaviors indicate they have more or less to lose 

(Harris et al., 2002). The low social control leading to risky behavior will also dilute any 

constraints on the translation between expectations and behavior, while youth without 

such histories of risky behavior may still have added obstacles to acting on their 

expectations. 

The second hypothesis of this study, therefore, is that adolescents with 

expectations of becoming pregnant or getting someone pregnant will have greater odds of 

becoming parents, especially if such expectations were preceded by a history of risky 

behavior. In these linkages, mixed expectations will operate similarly as high 

expectations, net of family background and other adolescent circumstances and 

behaviors. 
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Method 

DATA AND SAMPLE 
To investigate these hypotheses, this study drew on data from the NLSY97, a 

nationally representative longitudinal dataset that followed almost 9,000 respondents (at 

round 1 in 1997, N = 8,984) from early adolescence through young adulthood. 

Corresponding to the survey design of the initial NLSY 1979 cohort, the Bureau of Labor 

Statistics gathered data on labor market behaviors, educational experiences, and related 

contextual measures about young people’s lives. Each year beginning in 1997, targeted 

respondents (those who were aged 12-16 as of December 31, 1996) answered an 

electronic questionnaire using a computer-assisted personal interview (CAPI) system as 

part of a core sample with an oversample of black and Latino/a respondents. 

This core sample was limited for analyses through two criteria. First, I included 

only the respondents with available data on their pregnancy expectations, which were 

collected in 2000. NLSY97 respondents were born between 1980 and 1984, meaning that 

most were between the ages of 16 and 20 in 2000. Second, of these respondents, I 

selected only those who were 16 to 18 year olds, so that the pregnancy expectations data 

could capture young people expectations for early pregnancy well before the national 

average age at first birth of 25 in 2000 (Martin et al. 2002). Moreover, because 

respondents reported their expectations for pregnancy within the next five years, such 

expectations would be for a pregnancy occurring during the final year(s) of high school 

or during the college years (should respondents attend college), as the youngest 

respondents would be 21 by the end of that window and the oldest ones would be 23. 
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Table 1: Descriptive Statistics for All Variables 

 Frequency (%) M (SD) 
Outcomes   

Expectations for early pregnancy   
None 34.99  
Some 34.74  
Split 18.70  
High 11.57  

Any (additional) children 5 years later 22.21  
Sociodemographic Covariates   

Age at interview  17.02 (0.81) 
Gender is female 51.13  
Race/ethnicity   

Black 26.12  
Latino/a 20.71  
White 49.58  
Other race/ethnicity 3.59  

Family Covariates   
Raised evangelical Protestant 33.19  
Parent’s highest education   

Less than high school 16.99  
Finished high school 33.29  
Some college 25.07  
College degree or higher 24.65  

Live with both biological parents 49.87  
Mother teenage first birth 27.32  
Has at least one child 5.20  

Academic Covariates   
Grades in 8th grade  5.60 (1.75) 
College expectations  51.21 (38.99) 

Risky Behaviors in Early Adolescence   
Delinquency   1.60 (2.04) 
Substance use   1.13 (1.13) 
Early sexual activity 22.06  

n = 4,807   
 

These selection criteria resulted in an analytical sample of 4,807. Table 1 

describes the sample. On average, respondents were about 17 years old, and 51 percent 

were female. About half of the respondents were white, over a quarter were black, about 
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20 percent were Latino/a, and the remaining respondents were of some other 

race/ethnicity. One-third of the sample had at least one parent whose highest level of 

education was a high school degree, and almost 25 percent of respondents had at least 

one parent who graduated college. 

MEASURES 
Pregnancy expectations. Male and female respondents answered different survey 

items to assess their pregnancy expectations. Young men reported the percent chance that 

they would get someone pregnant within the next five years, and young women reported 

the percent chance that they would become pregnant within the next five years. Though 

this measure was originally a continuous variable ranging from 0 to 100, I recoded it into 

a categorical measure given the wide range and clustered distribution of responses (see 

Figure 1). Expectations for early pregnancy were coded into four categories: none (0 

percent), some (1-49 percent), split (50 percent), and high (51-100 percent). Other 

categorizations revealed the same substantive results. 
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Figure 1: Distribution of Adolescents’ Expectations for Early Pregnancy 

 

Childbearing. A binary variable indicated whether the respondent had any 

(additional) children between the 2000 and 2005 waves, based on self-reports of the 

number of children in the household as well as non-resident children. For example, an 

adolescent who was a parent at both the 2000 and 2005 wave would be coded as 0 for any 

additional children during the five year timeframe, and an adolescent with no children in 

2000 and at least one in 2005 would be coded as 1. 

Risky behaviors. To account for issues of exposure to risk and potential 

endogeneity between risk factors and pregnancy expectations, adolescent reports of 

delinquency, substance use, and early sexual activity—the hypothesized antecedents to 

such expectations—were measured as the adolescent’s status of ever having engaged in 

certain behaviors by age 15 (i.e., prior to the measurement of expectations in 2000, when 
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all youth were aged 16-18). To measure delinquency, I followed Child Trends’ index that 

summed whether (1 = yes, 0 = no) youth had engaged in 10 criminal (e.g., selling drugs, 

stealing) and delinquent (e.g., running away from home, fighting) activities, for a full 0-

10 range. To ensure that my measures of delinquency preceded pregnancy expectations in 

time, I took advantage of the NLSY’s longitudinal design and used delinquency reports 

from waves collected before the respondent was age 16. For example, an 18 year old 

adolescent’s delinquency score would come from her 1997 self-report of lifetime 

behavior, whereas a 17 year old adolescent’s score would come from her 1997 lifetime 

self-report combined with her 1998 self-report of behavior since the last survey wave. I 

followed a similar coding scheme to create an index of substance use. This three-item 

index following Child Trends’ index considered whether respondents had ever smoked a 

cigarette, drank an alcoholic beverage, or used marijuana by age 15. Finally, respondents 

who had ever engaged in sexual intercourse reported (in the 2000 round) the age at which 

they first had sex. A dichotomous variable measured early sexual activity relative to the 

sample mean of 14.58 years old, with respondents who had sex before age 15 coded as 1 

and those who had never had sex or who had sex for the first time at age 15 or older 

coded as 0. 

Covariates. To account for background characteristics potentially selecting youth 

into risky behavior, pregnancy expectations, and childbearing simultaneously, I created a 

set of control variables. For the sociodemographic covariates, respondents reported their 

age at the date of interview in 2000 and their gender (1 = female) and their race and 
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ethnicity (dummy variables for white, black, Latino/a, and some other race/ethnicity) in 

the initial survey.  

For family covariates, respondents reported the religion in which they were raised 

on the initial survey, which I used to create a binary indicator for being raised evangelical 

Protestant following Woodbury and colleagues’ (2012) definition of the denominations 

subsumed within evangelical Protestantism. Reports of parents’ highest grade completed 

were used to measure whether the respondent had at least one parent with a college 

degree (1 = yes, 0 = no). Family structure was measured as living with both biological 

parents at age 15 (1) versus in some other family structure (0). Adolescents reported their 

mothers’ age at her first birth, from which I created a binary indicator for whether it was 

a teenage birth (i.e., mother was younger than 20 years old). Adolescents also reported 

whether or not they had any children as of the 2000 interview, which I coded as 1 for 

having at least one child to control for the meaning of pregnancy expectations as a first or 

additional pregnancy. This variable was the only covariate not included in the analysis for 

later childbearing since the outcome was measured relative to prior parenthood status in 

2000, although only five percent of the sample had children at the 2000 wave so the 

exclusion of this measure should not greatly impact the results. 

Finally, the set of academic covariates included two variables, the first predating 

the pregnancy expectations data for all youth and the second co-occurring with these data 

Adolescents who had completed 8th grade were asked about their overall grades received 

in 8th grade, with response options ranging from mostly below D’s (coded as 1) to 

mostly A’s (coded as 8). During the 2000 wave, respondents were asked about other 
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expectations they held for their futures, besides pregnancy. I included a continuous 

measure of percent chance of being “regular school” five years from the 2000 interview 

to gauge adolescents’ college expectations. 

ANALYTICAL STRATEGY 
Analyses proceeded in three parts. First, I described the overall sample 

characteristics and then conducted ANOVAs to compare mean-level differences in study 

variables by the four pregnancy expectations groups. Second, due to my decision to 

analyze adolescents’ expectations for early pregnancy as clustered categories as opposed 

to on a continuum, multinomial logistic regression was the most appropriate statistical 

technique for the analyses of the associations between early risky behaviors and later 

pregnancy expectations. The group of respondents with no expectations for early 

pregnancy served as the reference group to which the three additional categories (some, 

split, high) were compared, with the full set of sociodemographic, family, and academic 

covariates included. Third, logistic regression predicted the odds of respondents having 

any (additional) children five years after giving their pregnancy expectations. Model 1 

included pregnancy expectations, sociodemographic covariates, family covariates, 

academic covariates, and risky behaviors as the predictors. Subsequent models added 

interaction terms for each category of pregnancy expectations (again, with none as the 

reference group) with each risky behavior. Interactions for each risky behavior were 

examined separately to preserve statistical power and prevent Type II errors. In all 

multivariate models, the Stata command mi estimate was used to “estimate model 

parameters from multiply imputed data and adjust coefficients and standard errors for the 
 18 



variability between imputations” (StataCorp 2011: 47). Missing data came mostly from 

the measures of family background. 
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Results 

A DESCRIPTIVE PICTURE OF PREGNANCY EXPECTATIONS 
As a starting point, Table 1 shows frequencies for the various levels of 

adolescents’ expectations for an early pregnancy. Most adolescents had no or only some 

expectations for pregnancy in the next five years, 70 percent together and about 35 

percent each. Nevertheless, about 19 percent did report a 50-50 percent chance of 

pregnancy, i.e., split expectations, and less than 12 percent reported high pregnancy 

expectations. Looking forward, about one in five young people did go on to have 

(additional) children in that timeframe. 

Table 2 provides a descriptive picture of the adolescents in each of the four 

pregnancy expectations group. Overall, adolescents with no expectations for an early 

pregnancy were the most different from all other expectations groups on most of the 

study variables. For example, more of these adolescents were younger, were female, had 

at least one college-educated parent, and had greater college expectations than the 

adolescents with other levels of pregnancy expectations. Respondents with split 

pregnancy expectations also differed from the other three groups on many of the 

measures. Of those with split expectations, fewer were black and more were white 

relative to those with high expectations. Additionally, their grades in middle school and 

their expectations for college-going later in high school were significantly lower than 

youth with no or some expectations but were greater than those with high expectations. 

Levels of delinquency and early sexual activity―measured prior to the assessment of 

pregnancy expectations―were not significantly different among adolescents with no and 
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some expectations of pregnancy. Adolescents with split expectations, however, had 

significantly greater delinquency scores and likelihoods of early sexual activity relative to 

those two groups but significantly lower means on these two variables than adolescents 

with high pregnancy expectations. A different trend emerged for substance use, with 

adolescents reporting split and high pregnancy expectations engaging in similar levels of 

substance use that was significantly greater than those with none or some expectations. 

For this type of risky behavior, adolescents with some pregnancy expectations also 

reported significantly greater levels of substance use than those with no expectations. 
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Table 2: Descriptive Statistics for Study Variables, by Future Pregnancy Expectations in Adolescence 

 M (SD) 
 None a Some b Split c High 
Sociodemographic Covariates     

Age at interview 16.89 17.00 a 17.15 a, b 17.25 a, b, c 
 (0.81) (0.80) (0.79) (0.80) 
Gender is female 0.53 0.47 a 0.47 a 0.44 a 
 (0.50) (0.50) (0.50) (0.50) 
Race/ethnicity     

Black 0.27 0.20 a 0.28 b 0.38 a, b, c 
 (0.44) (0.40) (0.45) (0.49) 
Latino/a 0.20 0.19 0.23 b 0.25 a, b 
 (0.40) (0.39) (0.42) (0.44) 
White 0.49 0.57 a 0.46 b 0.35 a, b, c 
 (0.50) (0.50) (0.50) (0.48) 
Other race/ethnicity 0.04 0.04 0.03 0.02 a, b 

 (0.20) (0.20) (0.16) (0.14) 
Family Covariates     

Raised evangelical Protestant 0.33 0.30 0.36 b 0.41 a, b 
 (0.47) (0.46) (0.48) (0.49) 
Parent’s highest education     

Less than high school 0.16 0.12 a 0.22 a, b 0.27 a, b, c 
 (0.37) (0.33) (0.41) (0.45) 
Finished high school 0.33 0.31 0.37 a, b 0.37 b 
 (0.47) (0.46) (0.48) (0.48) 
Some college 0.25 0.26 0.23 0.23 
 (0.44) (0.44) (0.42) (0.42) 
College degree or higher 0.26 0.31 a 0.18 a, b 0.13 a, b, c 

 (0.44) (0.46) (0.38) (0.33) 
Live with both biological parents 0.53 0.54 0.45 a, b 0.38 a, b, c 
 (0.50) (0.50) (0.50) (0.49) 
Mother teenage first birth 0.26 0.22 a 0.33 a, b 0.38 a, b, c 
 (0.44) (0.41) (0.47) (0.49) 
Has at least one child 0.06 0.03 a 0.07 b 0.07 b 

 (0.23) (0.18) (0.25) (0.26) 
Academic Covariates     

Grades received in 8th grade 5.73 5.85 5.28 a, b 4.98 a, b, c 
 (1.74) (1.66) (1.75) (1.77) 
College expectations 58.85 53.25 a 42.85 a, b 35.50 a, b, c 
 (40.38) (36.33) (37.40) (37.99) 

Risky Behavior in Early Adolescence      
Delinquency  1.41 1.42 1.90 a, b 2.24 a, b, c 
 (1.98) (1.82) (2.20) (2.35) 
Substance use  0.97 1.15 a 1.26 a, b 1.37 a, b 
 (1.07) (1.12) (1.15) (1.18) 
Early sexual activity 0.19 0.17 0.27 a, b 0.40 a, b, c 
 (0.39) (0.38) (0.44) (0.49) 

n 1,682 1,670 899 556 
Note: Means with superscripts differed significantly (p < .05) from reporting a none, b some, and c split 
pregnancy expectations. 
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In sum, adolescents with no pregnancy expectations and those with some 

expectations were most similar in their involvement in risky behavior, whereas the risky 

behavior of youth with split expectations fell in between that of the lower two groups and 

the high group of expectations. Next, I explored these basic patterns in a multivariate 

context. Before doing so, I should note that, given the clearly gendered nature of 

pregnancy and childbearing, I examined whether all of the focal associations discussed 

below differed by gender (using interaction terms). They did not. Surprisingly, the results 

were remarkably similar for girls and for boys. 

RISKY BEHAVIOR AND EXPECTATIONS FOR EARLY PREGNANCY 
To test the first hypothesis of this study, multinomial logistic regressions 

predicted adolescents’ expectations for experiencing a pregnancy within the next five 

years relative to reporting no expectations (see Table 3). Beginning with the focal 

predictors (i.e., risky behaviors), substance use by age 15 was associated with youth 

having elevated pregnancy expectations later in adolescence across all expectations 

levels, with a one-point increase in substance use (on the index ranging 0-3) associated 

with 22 percent greater odds of reporting some pregnancy expectations in the next five 

years, 16 percent greater odds of split expectations, and 19 percent greater odds of high 

expectations (all relative to no expectations). More delinquency was also associated with 

greater odds of reporting split or high pregnancy expectations than no expectations, and 

adolescents who had sex before age 15 had 48 percent greater odds of reporting high 

expectations than no expectations. Only at the level of high expectations, then, were all 

three risky behaviors significantly and positively associated with pregnancy expectations. 
 23 



Rotating the reference group for these models (i.e., testing all other expectations 

categories relative to some, split, and high pregnancy expectations) revealed the same 

patterns: adolescents with more substance use were significantly more likely to have any 

elevated level of pregnancy expectations (some, split, and high) relative to no pregnancy 

expectations, whereas adolescents who had sex before age 15 were more likely to report 

high pregnancy expectations than any other level of expectations. Moreover, adolescents 

engaged in more delinquency were significantly more likely to report split and high 

pregnancy expectations as opposed to no or only some expectations. 
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Table 3. Results from Multinomial Logistic Regressions of Pregnancy Expectations in Adolescence 

 Relative Risk Ratio (Standard Error) 
 Some Split High 
Sociodemographic Covariates    

Age 1.16** 1.43*** 1.64*** 
 (0.05) (0.08) (0.11) 
Gender is female 0.76*** 0.85† 0.87 
 (0.06) (0.08) (0.10) 
Race/ethnicity (reference: white)    

Latino/a 0.96 1.24† 1.84*** 
 (0.10) (0.15) (0.26) 
Black 0.79* 1.06 1.68*** 
 (0.09) (0.13) (0.25) 
Other race/ethnicity 0.86 0.80 0.83* 

 (0.16) (0.20) (0.28) 
Family Covariates    

Raised evangelical Protestant 1.10 1.07 1.10 
 (0.11) (0.12) (0.15) 
Parent(s) college-educated 1.16† 0.79* 0.71* 
 (0.11) (0.09) (0.12) 
Family structure 0.93 0.87 0.81† 
 (0.07) (0.08) (0.09) 
Mother teenage first birth 0.85† 1.15 1.15 
 (0.08) (0.12) (0.14) 
Has at least one child 0.58** 0.66* 0.47*** 
 (0.11) (0.12) (0.10) 

Academic Covariates    
Grades received in 8th grade 1.07** 0.98 0.96 
 (0.03) (0.03) (0.03) 
College expectations 1.00*** 0.99*** 0.99*** 
 (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) 

Risky Behavior in Early Adolescence    
Delinquency  1.00 1.06* 1.09** 
 (0.02) (0.03) (0.03) 
Substance use  1.22*** 1.16** 1.19** 
 (0.05) (0.06) (0.07) 
Early sexual activity 0.86 0.98 1.48** 
 (0.09) (0.11) (0.19) 

Constant 0.08*** 0.00*** 0.00*** 
 (0.07) (0.00) (0.00) 
Pseudo R-squared = 0.05    
n = 4,630    
Note: Relative risk ratios presented with standard errors in parentheses with reference group of none.  
† p < .1, * p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001. 
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Overall, risky behaviors were positively associated with elevated pregnancy 

expectations, but there were important differences by level of expectations and type of 

risky behavior. The first hypothesis of this study, therefore, was mostly supported. 

Increased involvement in risky behaviors was associated with elevated expectations for 

early pregnancy, yet this association was not completely identical at the level of split and 

high expectations. Although greater substance use and delinquency were associated with 

the odds of reporting split or high pregnancy expectations compared with those who had 

no expectations of a pregnancy, early sexual activity was only associated with the odds of 

reporting high expectations, marking a point of difference between the split and high 

expectations levels, which was confirmed by ancillary analyses rotating the reference 

group. 

Importantly, these significant associations between adolescents’ early engagement 

in risky behavior and later expectations for future pregnancy were found after controlling 

for a wide variety of background factors. For context, I briefly describe the results for 

these covariates here (again, see Table 3). The odds of reporting any level of elevated 

pregnancy expectations increased with age and the effect size also increased as 

expectations level rose (i.e., relative to no pregnancy expectations, RRR = 1.16 for some 

expectations, RRR = 1.43 for split expectations, RRR = 1.64 for high expectations). In 

terms of gender, the only difference was that adolescent girls had 24 percent lower odds 

of reporting some as opposed to no pregnancy expectations. Relative to their white 

counterparts, black adolescents had 21 percent lower odds of reporting some pregnancy 

expectations (as opposed to reporting none) and 68 percent greater odds of reporting high 
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expectations. Additionally, Latino/a adolescents had significantly greater odds of 

reporting high pregnancy expectations whereas adolescents of some other race/ethnicity 

had significantly lower odds of reporting such expectations for early pregnancy. At the 

family level, adolescents with at least one college-educated parent were significantly less 

likely to report any level of elevated pregnancy expectations, as were those who were 

already parents. Turning to academic covariates, the association between grades received 

in 8th grade and pregnancy expectations was significant only at the level of some 

expectations. Finally, adolescents who expected to be in college in five years were less 

likely to have elevated pregnancy expectations.  

PREGNANCY EXPECTATIONS IN ADOLESCENCE AND LATER CHILDBEARING 
To test the second hypothesis of this study, logistic regressions predicted 

childbearing within the five years after the pregnancy expectations were assessed (see 

Table 4). In general, pregnancy expectations in the late teenage years did indeed predict 

later childbearing even after all of the covariates were taken into account, although not 

across all levels of expectations. Whereas reports of some as opposed to no pregnancy 

expectations were not significantly associated with later childbearing in Model 1, youth 

who reported split expectations for pregnancy within the next 5 years were 1.5 times 

more likely to have a child in that time frame than youth who had no expectations. 

Moreover, those who reported high pregnancy expectations were 2 times more likely to 

have a child during this time frame than youth who had no expectations for an early 

pregnancy. 
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Table 4. Results from Logistic Regressions of Any (Additional) Children in Late Teens and Early Twenties 

 Odds Ratio (Standard Error) 
 Model 1 Model 2a Model 2b Model 2c 
Pregnancy Expectations (Ref: None)     

Some 1.03 0.94 1.03 1.11 
 (0.11) (0.13) (0.16) (0.14) 
Split 1.50*** 1.95*** 2.01*** 1.79*** 
 (0.17) (0.29) (0.33) (0.24) 
High 2.03*** 2.39*** 2.78*** 2.27*** 

 (0.26) (0.40) (0.51) (0.36) 
Sociodemographic Covariates     

Age 1.06 1.06 1.06 1.06 
 (0.06) (0.06) (0.06) (0.06) 
Gender is female 2.24*** 2.24*** 2.25*** 2.23*** 
 (0.19) (0.20) (0.20) (0.19) 
Race/ethnicity (reference: white)     

Latino/a 1.58*** 1.57*** 1.57*** 1.57*** 
 (0.17) (0.17) (0.17) (0.17) 
Black 1.65*** 1.62*** 1.62*** 1.65*** 
 (0.19) (0.19) (0.19) (0.19) 
Other race/ethnicity 1.10 1.08 1.07 1.10 

 (0.27) (0.27) (0.27) (0.27) 
Family Covariates     

Raised evangelical Protestant 1.05 1.06 1.05 1.05 
 (0.12) (0.12) (0.12) (0.12) 
Parent(s) college-educated 0.53*** 0.53*** 0.53*** 0.53*** 
 (0.07) (0.07) (0.07) (0.07) 
Family structure 0.90 0.89 0.89 0.90 
 (0.08) (0.08) (0.08) (0.08) 
Mother teenage first birth 1.32** 1.32** 1.31** 1.32** 

 (0.13) (0.13) (0.13) (0.13) 
Academic Covariates     

Grades received in 8th grade 0.83*** 0.83*** 0.84*** 0.83*** 
 (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02) 
College expectations 1.00** 1.00** 1.00** 1.00** 

 (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) 
Risky Behavior in Early Adolescence     

Delinquency 1.00 1.04 1.00 1.00 
 (0.03) (0.04) (0.03) (0.03) 
Substance use 1.12** 1.12* 1.24** 1.12* 
 (0.05) (0.05) (0.09) (0.05) 
Early sexual activity 1.26* 1.25* 1.26* 1.70** 

 (0.13) (0.13) (0.13) (0.29) 
Expectations x Risky Behavior     

Some x delinquency  1.06   
  (0.06)   
Split x delinquency  0.86**   
  (0.05)   
High x delinquency  0.92   
  (0.05)   

Table 4 continued on next page     
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Table 4 (continued)     
 Odds Ratio (Standard Error) 
 Model 1 Model 2a Model 2b Model 2c 

Some x substance use   0.98  
   (0.09)  
Split x substance use   0.79*  
   (0.08)  
High x substance use   0.78*  
   (0.08)  
Some x early sexual activity    0.77 
    (0.18) 
Split x early sexual activity    0.53* 
    (0.13) 
High x early sexual activity    0.69 
    (0.18) 

Constant 0.12* 0.11* 0.11* 0.12* 
 (0.11) (0.10) (0.10) (0.11) 
Pseudo R-squared 0.12 0.14 0.15 0.15 
n = 4,056     
† p < .1, * p < .05, ** p < .01, ***p < .001. Note: Odds ratios presented with standard errors in 
parentheses; Models 2a, 2b, and 2c were estimated separately. 

 
Of note is that the coefficients for the pregnancy expectations changed only 

minimally before and after the sociodemographic, family, and academic covariates were 

included in the model (comparative results not shown). The covariates that did the most 

to predict childbearing in the next five years were gender (female), being black, having 

no parents who were college-educated, having a mother who had a teen birth, and 

receiving low grades in middle school.  

As for the risky behaviors early in adolescence, substance use and early sexual 

activity by age 15 independently predicted later childbearing (OR = 1.12 and 1.26, 

respectively). Higher levels of delinquency early in adolescence, however, did not predict 

childbearing in the late teens and early twenties. The remaining models in Table 4 built 

on these results for pregnancy expectations and risky behaviors by iteratively looking at 

the interactions between them. For these moderation analyses, each level of pregnancy 
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expectations (with none as the reference group) was interacted with each risky behavior, 

with separate models for each set of interactions. Looking across Model 2a-c in Table 4, 

all three risky behaviors appeared to moderate the associations between pregnancy 

expectations in adolescence and the odds of childbearing in young adulthood at the level 

of split pregnancy expectations. Early substance use also moderated this association at 

the level of high expectations.  

To interpret this evidence of moderation, I graphed the predicted probabilities of 

childbearing by various combinations of pregnancy expectations and risky behaviors 

(with low and high behaviors defined as one standard deviation below and above the 

mean, respectively, and rounded up). Doing so revealed the same basic moderation 

pattern for each significant interaction across the three risky behaviors. Consequently, I 

graphed the predicted probabilities from interactions between expectations and substance 

use (see Figure 2), as an illustration of the general pattern (other figures available upon 

request). 
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Figure 2. Predicted Probability of Any (Additional) Children in Young Adulthood, by 
Pregnancy Expectations and Substance Use in Adolescence 

 

 
 

Among youth with no or some expectations of pregnancy in the coming years, the 

odds of childbearing in the late teens and early twenties increased as substance use rose 

(from .128 to .218 and from .132 to .215, respectively). Among youth with split to high 

expectations of pregnancy in the coming years, the odds of childbearing in the late teens 

and early twenties did not increase as substance use rose. In fact, they appeared to decline 

slightly (from .227 to .213 and from .289 to .270, respectively). As a result of the 

substance use-related increase in childbearing for only youth at the lower end of 

pregnancy expectations, the differences in childbearing among the three expectation 

groups below high expectations were eliminated when substance use was high, and the 

differences between the high expectations group and the other groups were narrowed. 

Thus, while early substance use appeared to increase the likelihood of adolescents having 

greater pregnancy expectations, it also attenuated the overall link between such 

0.00

0.05

0.10

0.15

0.20

0.25

0.30

0.35

Low substance use High substance use

None

Some

Split

High

 31 



expectations and later childbearing. Although the chances that adolescents with lower 

expectations of pregnancy engaged in early risky behavior is low, those that did were as 

likely to report an early pregnancy as all others. Contrary to my hypothesis, risky 

behavior did little to moderate the link between elevated pregnancy expectations and later 

births. 

Taken together, this suggests risky behavior and higher pregnancy expectations 

may be redundant but engaging in risky behaviors can offset the protective effect of 

lower pregnancy expectations on later childbearing. The second hypothesis of this study, 

therefore, was not supported. The increase in young adult childbearing associated with 

having elevated pregnancy expectations in adolescence really only held for youth who 

did not have histories of substance use rather, not youth who had such histories. 
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Discussion 

Late adolescence is a critical period in which young people are planning their 

futures. Looking to the years ahead, when adolescents expect to experience 

pregnancy―whether those expectations are held at high, low, or split levels―has been 

found to factor into their later fertility (Miller et al. 2013; Zabin et al. 1993) as well as 

other important life course pathways, such as educational attainment (Raley et al. 2010), 

that matter to their own opportunities as well as the life chances of their children 

(McLanahan 2004). Pregnancy expectations in adolescence are thus crucial to 

understanding the role of the transition into adulthood in the life course as well as in the 

intergenerational transmission of inequality. To better understand adolescents’ 

expectations for early pregnancy, this study explored how various levels of expectations 

were related back to prior engagement in risky behavior in adolescence and forward to 

childbearing in young adulthood. This investigation supported four main conclusions. 

First, pregnancy expectations seem to increase with the types and intensity of 

risky behaviors.  All three risky behaviors were associated with greater odds of reporting 

high expectations for early pregnancy during adolescence (relative to none), but only 

substance use was associated with greater odds of having some expectation of a 

pregnancy (relative to none). Thus, the observed effects of earlier substance use were 

triggered at a lower level of expectations than the effects of delinquency and early sexual 

activity. These findings suggest a ramping up in type of risky behavior and problematic 

profiles of maladjustment. Whereas substance use (e.g., drinking) is more normative in 

adolescence (Johnston 2006), delinquency (e.g., being in a gang) is more extreme and 
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holds more serious consequences. Descriptively, adolescents engaged in more illegal, 

unhealthy, and dangerous behaviors are also more likely to expect to become pregnant 

(and possibly parents) in the near future, and multivariate results build on this pattern to 

reveal that the link between pregnancy expectations and earlier risky behavior is stronger 

among adolescents with higher expectations. Moreover, risky behavior in adolescence 

has implications for the future; for example, both drinking and delinquency in late 

adolescence are associated with greater odds of alcohol abuse and dependence in 

adulthood (D’Amico et al. 2005). Coupled with my finding that expectations predicted 

childbearing, this conclusion supports policy efforts to target pregnancy prevention 

programs towards at-risk youth and the need for additional resources to support children 

of young parents who may be struggling. 

Second, pregnancy expectations in adolescence do seem to translate into later 

childbearing, as mentioned above. Perhaps not surprisingly, this association held for 

adolescents who had strong expectations of later pregnancy, but it also held for 

adolescents with split expectations. Indeed, adolescents who reported a 50 percent chance 

of pregnancy in the next five years (as opposed to a zero percent chance) were exactly 50 

percent more likely to have a child in that time. Thus, what matters is not just expecting 

to become pregnant or get someone pregnant but also “not not expecting” these 

outcomes. These findings underscore the fact that adolescents with split expectations for 

a near-future pregnancy represent a distinct group with unique processes underlying their 

expectations and childbearing. Researchers and policymakers seeking to better 

understand predictors of adolescent pregnancy expectations should continue to study 
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expectations non-linearly, especially in light of my finding that split pregnancy 

expectations were predicted by different types of risky behaviors than were high 

expectations. 

Third, even though pregnancy expectations increased overall along with substance 

use and other risky behaviors, the implications of pregnancy expectations for 

childbearing (i.e., the tendency for youth with high expectations of pregnancy to 

subsequently have children) was actually stronger at low levels of adolescent substance 

use. Among youth who did not engage in substance use early in adolescence, I found a 

stair-step like pattern of increase in young adult childbearing along with increases in prior 

pregnancy expectations. Among youth with histories of substance use, the main point of 

differentiation in childbearing was between youth who had high prior expectations and 

everyone else. These results may suggest greater planfulness and follow-through on the 

part of adolescents engaged in less risky behavior. Although the definitions of mixed, 

split, or ambivalent pregnancy expectations is much debated (see Miller et al. 2013), my 

findings suggest that split expectations could signify an openness or inclination towards 

early pregnancy that indeed leads to later childbearing among low-risk young people. 

They could also signify that such expectations signal a “nothing to lose” attitude (Harris 

et al. 2002) or indifference to early pregnancy among at-risk adolescents who are less 

likely to fulfill those plans—at least via the independent influence of their expectations. 

Nevertheless, the “nothing to lose” hypothesis was supported and seemed more 

applicable among adolescents with high expectations for early pregnancy, regardless of 

their substance use or other risky behaviors. 
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Fourth, pathways into pregnancy and childbearing clearly are gendered, given the 

different physical capacities of women and men. Yet, my analyses revealed few gender 

differences in the links among risky behavior, pregnancy expectations, and childbearing 

across the transition from adolescence into young adulthood. The motivation for 

considering variation by gender was based on the vast literatures on risky behavior being 

more common among boys (Bartlett et al. 2005; Fagan et al. 2007; Miller, Malone, and 

Dodge 2010) whereas most studies on teenage and early pregnancy focus on young 

women (see Beutel 2000; Edin and Kefalas 2005; East 1998), who, along with their 

children, experience the negative outcomes of such pregnancies (Furstenberg 2003). 

Despite these gendered trends, I found that the greater frequency of risky behavior among 

adolescent boys did not differentiate them from adolescent girls in the link between such 

risky behavior and their expectations for early pregnancy. My findings reflect research by 

Miller, Malone, and Dodge (2010), which revealed that although more boys followed 

trajectories of chronic or desisting delinquency whereas more girls followed non-problem 

behavior, trajectories predicted later outcomes without any variation by gender. 

On a related noted, the overall patterns persisted despite controls for the family 

background factors that matter to the timing of pregnancy and childbearing. Prior 

research using data from the NLSY79 similarly found that birth intentions predicted birth 

outcomes net of race/ethnicity, poverty status, and family structure, with these measures 

of social position also predicting birth outcomes yet not moderating the association 

between intentions and outcomes (Trent and Crowder 1997). The results of the present 

study also highlight how early childbearing appear to be driven by elevated expectations 
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and plans as well as markers of social disadvantage, suggesting that policy interventions 

should be broad in reach so as to reach disadvantaged youth traditionally targeted by such 

interventions but also all youth who expect to experience a pregnancy in the near future. 

These conclusions are, of course, tempered by the limitations of this study. The 

most important limitation is the obvious threats to causal inference posed by confounds in 

links between expectations and behavior. Pregnancy expectations and risky behaviors 

could reciprocally influence each other while both being influenced by other endogenous 

factors. I took some measure to address this issue by including several controls in all 

statistical models, such as age, gender, race/ethnicity, parent education, religion, and 

family structure. Additionally, the survey design and cohort age of the NLSY97 directly 

influenced sample restrictions, such as age range and wave of data selected, necessitating 

the limitation of the sample to respondents who were in their mid to late teens at the 2000 

wave. Unfortunately, pregnancies “within the next five years” could include those to 16 

year olds the following year as well as those to 18 year olds five years later―two 

qualitatively different experiences of pregnancy. Previous work, however, has focused on 

late adolescence as a critical period for pregnancy expectations (Trent and Crowder 

1997), and controlling for age in the statistical models likely minimized this limitation. 

Finally, the use of the word pregnancy in the survey question did not allow me to 

interpret pregnancy expectations as expectations for parenthood, as some adolescents 

may have also expect to terminate the pregnancy should one occur. Although self-

reported data on pregnancies were collected in the NLSY97, information on pregnancies 

is often underreported relative to births (Singh, Remez, and Tartaglione 2010) with 
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variation in NLSY reports by factors such as race (Cooksey 1990); initial exploration of 

the NLSY97 pregnancy reports for the sample confirmed that, especially among young 

men. 

Despite these limitations, this study has merit because it adds another dimension 

to discussion of early pregnancy and adolescents’ expectations for their lives in young 

adulthood and beyond. Future research should continue to consider pregnancy 

expectations categorically, paying particular attention to adolescents reporting mixed 

feelings and how risky behaviors may condition these categories. Overall, this study 

confirmed the rationality and “nothing to lose” attitude of how young people envision 

their futures. Adolescents with elevated pregnancy expectations tend to be the most 

socially and economically disadvantaged—they engage in more risky behavior, they are 

more likely to be racial/ethnic minorities, their parents are less educated, and they have 

lower college expectations. Because I found that these expectations tend to translate into 

childbearing and parenthood, this study suggests a cycle of inequality and early 

pregnancy similar to previous research on disadvantage and early family formation 

(Amato et al. 2008; Edin and Kefalas 2005). In conclusion, this study reveals that 

adolescents’ pregnancy expectations and later early pregnancies are multi-dimensional in 

the level of expectations and how risky behaviors come into play, highlighting entries for 

policymakers wishing to intervene. 
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