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Abstract
Contested social norms underlie public concern about adults’ and teenagers’ nonmarital
pregnancy. The original, vignette-based National Pregnancy Norms Survey (N = 812) measures
these norms and related sanctions. Descriptive analyses report embarrassment at the prospect of a
nonmarital pregnancy by age and gender of hypothetical prospective parents and age, race or
ethnicity, and socioeconomic status of respondents. Multivariate analyses show that
embarrassment about nonmarital pregnancy is frequently weak but much stronger when
prospective parents are teenagers. Embarrassment predicts respondents’ hypothetical sanctions of
a new parent in their family by withholding several types of needed material resources. Because
research has shown that such resources affect education and income, this study helps explain how
violating norms might lead to negative outcomes among unmarried parents.
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American families have been undergoing major demographic changes in recent decades.
One important trend is the increasingly prevalent decoupling of childbirth from marriage.
The proportion of all births that are nonmarital has been climbing since the late 1990s, and
nearly 4 in 10 babies were born to an unmarried mother in 2005 (Hamilton, Martin, &
Ventura, 2006). Among teenage mothers, whose numbers had been decreasing until very
recently (Hamilton, Martin, & Ventura, 2007), 8 in 10 births are out of wedlock (Sawhill,
2001). Despite the visibility of teenage childbearing as a social issue, most nonmarital births
are to adult women, and births to adult mothers are driving the increase in non-marital
childbearing.

Most of the research on pregnancy and child-bearing among teenagers and unmarried adults
focuses on these demographic trends or on their causes and consequences. Instead of
examining the behaviors themselves, this study focuses on the prescriptive, or normative,
dimension of non-marital pregnancy. Social norms are regularly invoked to explain
individuals’ motivations for childbearing and other life events. Life course theorists once
thought that a fairly rigid timetable of age expectations prescribes at what ages and in which
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order (e.g., before vs. after marriage) it is appropriate to experience a wide range of life
transitions (Neugarten, Moore, & Lowe, 1965). Mounting evidence suggests that the life
course is becoming individualized, with increasing variability in the ordering of transitions
to adulthood, such as the ordering of marriage and child-bearing (Rindfuss, Swicegood, &
Rosenfeld, 1987; Settersten, 2004; Shanahan, 2000). Does this mean that people are
declining to follow an existing prescriptive timetable for life transitions, or is there no longer
a normative timetable? Alternatively, do different subpopulations of Americans now have
different normative timetables?

Social scientists addressing this question with regards to nonmarital childbearing have found
differences across sociodemographic groups of Americans. Recent polling data (Taylor,
Funk, & Clark, 2007) and ethnographic research (Edin & Kefalas, 2005) have suggested that
attitudes and norms about nonmarital and teenage pregnancy may vary by age,
socioeconomic status, race, ethnicity, and religious attendance. For example, most younger
Americans find nonmarital childbearing to be morally acceptable, but most of those from
older generations consider it wrong (Taylor et al., 2007). Edin and Kefalas found that social
norms among their low-income interviewees have decoupled childbearing from marriage.
Cherlin, Cross-Barnet, Burton, & Garrett-Peters (2007) supported this assertion using
surveys of low-income mothers in three cities, finding that 82% of women disagreed that
“having a child without being married is embarrassing for a woman.”

Social norms about adults’ nonmarital pregnancy thus appear to vary for different groups of
Americans, but norms against teenage non-marital pregnancy may be stronger and more
unified. Sixty-eight percent of adults in a 1999 poll felt that teenage pregnancy was “a major
problem facing our country” (Race, Ethnicity and Medical Care Survey, 1999). Norms may
proscribe teenage pregnancy even among groups in which the behavior is prevalent. Cherlin
et al. (2007) found that, although half of the low-income women in their sample had been
teenage mothers, just 3% thought that the best time to start having children was under age
20.

A growing literature is documenting norms and attitudes about nonmarital pregnancy in
specific groups of Americans, but research that maps these norms in a nationally
representative sample is needed. Are teenagers and adults who have children outside of
marriage breaking societal rules about the age at which it is appropriate to get pregnant and
about the ordering of pregnancy before marriage? Do these rules differ by the gender and
age of the prospective parent and across racial, ethnic, and socioeconomic subgroups? The
first goal of this study is to examine the strength of and sources of variation in norms against
both adults’ and teenagers’ nonmarital pregnancy using a new, nationally representative
survey of U.S. adults.

I also ask if people face negative consequences for breaking social rules about the timing
and ordering of pregnancy. Among researchers who maintain that a normative timetable of
life transitions guides people’s behavior, the importance of conformity to or violation of
transition norms for understanding the subsequent life course has been widely assumed but
rarely documented (Elder, 1975; Settersten, 2004). This omission has contributed to serious
criticisms of the concept of age norms (Marini, 1984). This study tests one possible
mechanism linking norm violations to compromised life outcomes: If family members
perceive norms that strongly discourage a pregnancy, then they may provide fewer resources
such as money, housing, and child care as a way of sanctioning the prospective parent. The
resulting lack of resources may then worsen the life outcomes of teenage parents and their
children. Extant research supports the latter part of this proposed process. A lack of several
types of material resources partly explained teenage mothers’ and fathers’ lower educational
attainment compared to their childless peers (Mollborn, 2007), and a lack of instrumental,
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social, and financial resources was associated with higher levels of poverty among low-
income adults (Henly, Danziger, & Offer, 2005). The second goal of this study is to evaluate
the former part of the proposed process: the link between norms against nonmarital
pregnancy and family members’ sanctioning by withholding needed resources.

This research is theoretically interesting because it reports unique national data on perceived
norms about nonmarital pregnancy and resulting sanctions and because it tests part of a
mechanism by which violating transition norms may lead to negative life outcomes. Norms
are rarely measured in surveys, and this survey’s vignette-based approach to measuring
norms represents a contribution to the literature. On a policy level, this study provides new
information about two particularly vulnerable groups, teenage parents and unmarried
parents. Results show in which sociodemographic groups these parents are likely to suffer
the most sanctions, potentially worsening their own and their children’s life chances.
Identifying these vulnerable groups may allow targeted interventions to offset the potential
effects of sanctions.

Measuring Norms about Nonmarital Pregnancy
Like other social norms, “transition norms” about the timing and ordering of life transitions
are group-level evaluations of appropriate behaviors and not personally held attitudes
(Marini, 1984). Transition norms are central to life course theory but have rarely been
measured satisfactorily in the past (Elder, 1975; Marini, 1984; Settersten, 2004). Because of
their collective nature, social norms are difficult to assess in surveys of individuals. Some
past research has used statistical means or ideal ages to represent norms, thereby assuming
that norms can be inferred from patterns of behavior (Settersten, 2004). This study does not
make this assumption because other factors besides a desire to conform to norms may drive
people’s behaviors. Rather, I measure adult respondents’ levels of embarrassment at the
hypothetical prospect of a nonmarital pregnancy in their family. Embarrassment reflects
people’s expectations of a negative reaction from others if they violate a norm and does not
necessarily mean that they have internalized the norm. Embarrassment has been used to
indicate the presence of norms and stigma across the social sciences (e.g., Cherlin et al.,
2007; Elster, 1989; Goffman, 1967; Keltner & Buswell, 1997). Although it is experienced
internally, embarrassment is a social emotion requiring either real or imagined others
(Miller, 1995, citing Edelmann, 1994). For this reason, it is useful for measuring group-level
norms through an individual-level survey item.

Sources of Variation in Nonmarital Pregnancy Norms
This study examines variation in norms about nonmarital pregnancy by the socioeconomic
status (SES; operationalized as education and household income), race or ethnicity, and age
of the respondent, as well as the gender and age of the unwed prospective parent.
Nonmarital pregnancy is more common in racial or ethnic minority and low-SES groups, so
these groups may have weaker norms against nonmarital pregnancy. Because teenage and
single parents are perceived to have low-SES futures, respondents from high-SES families
and communities may be particularly likely to discourage a pregnancy that might propel
their children into a lower socioeconomic trajectory. Similarly, widespread socioeconomic
disadvantage in some racial and ethnic minority groups may make high socioeconomic
attainment seem an unlikely prospect for their young people, leading to weaker community
discouragement of nonmarital or teenage pregnancy (Wilson, 1987). Perceived nonmarital
pregnancy norms may also vary by age because older people grew up when out-of-wedlock
births were rarer. In the words of one respondent, “The morals of our society have decreased
to the point [that] a young girl getting pregnant nowadays without being married has become
the norm. I was brought up at a time where there was still some embarrassment from a
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situation such as this.” Because of the above reasoning and because intrasocietal variation in
norms about teenage pregnancy has been demonstrated among American adolescents
(Mollborn, 2006), I expect that pregnancy norms also vary across subpopulations of
American adults.

Norms about unmarried pregnancy may also vary by the characteristics of the prospective
parent. For example, the parent’s gender is likely to influence the content of norms about
nonmarital pregnancy. Women are the more visible violators of a pregnancy norm, and
traditional sexual norms prescribe virginity more strongly for adolescent girls and young
women than for boys and men. In many groups, there may be expectations that families
must help daughters more than sons if they bear a child out of wedlock (Kaplan, 1997),
providing a stronger incentive to prevent a girl’s unwed pregnancy. For these reasons, I
hypothesize that norms proscribe nonmarital motherhood more strongly than nonmarital
fatherhood (Hypothesis 1).

The age of the prospective parent is probably another important influence on norms about
non-marital pregnancy. Unmarried teenagers who bear children likely violate two transition
norms, an age norm against teenage pregnancy and a timing norm against pregnancy before
marriage, whereas unmarried adults only violate the timing norm. The age norm against
teenage pregnancy is expected to be the stronger of the two because of public perceptions
(which research has called into question; see Hoffman, 1998, for a review) that having a
child ruins an adolescent’s life chances. Therefore, I hypothesize that the norms against
nonmarital pregnancy in the United States are stronger for teenagers than for young adults
(Hypothesis 2).

The Consequences of Pregnancy Norm Violation
According to the sociological definition of norms, sanctions must result when norms are
violated. Marini (1984) criticized life course research for failing to demonstrate that people
who violate transition norms are sanctioned and argued that, for researchers to convince
others of the existence of transition norms, future research must document sanctions. This
study can provide preliminary evidence by testing whether perceived norms against
nonmarital pregnancy affect respondents’ sanctioning behavior. Experimental research has
shown that people’s expectations of others’ reactions influence their sanctioning actions
(Horne, 2001). Teens and unmarried adults who bear children likely face greater sanctions
than their parents do, but parents in communities with strong norms against nonmarital
childbearing may also face sanctions for fully supporting their children.

It seems plausible that one of many forms of such sanctioning could be withholding
resources from an unmarried adult or teenage parent. As Furstenberg (1976) writes,
“premature entry into parenthood may mean that the adolescent childbearer is formally or
informally denied the resources and support normally provided to mature mothers” (p. 15).
Evidence shows these “normally provided” resources are substantial, averaging $38,000 and
3,900 hours of help across the transition to adulthood (Schoeni & Ross, 2005). Many factors
affect the amount of help that is given. Financial assistance varies greatly by family income,
but time help does not. For adults ages 18 – 34, both money and time are given less freely at
older ages (Schoeni & Ross). Importantly for this study, past research shows that unmarried
parents are indeed provided with fewer resources by their families. Compared to married
couples, cohabiting couples with or without children received less support from their
families (Eggebeen, 2005) and cohabiting mothers’ social networks gave them less support
than married mothers’ (Harknett & Knab, 2007). Marks and McLanahan (1993) found that
single mothers who had been married received slightly more kin support than those who had
not. Norms against nonmarital childbearing may explain these differences.
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Controlling for other factors that affect the degree of assistance provided such as age and
income, I hypothesize that family members who perceive strong norms against a pregnancy
will be more likely to withhold needed resources from the prospective parent (Hypothesis 3).
This study operationalizes resources as the hypothetical provision of general help, housing,
child care, and money in the event of a nonmarital birth. Resource withholding is an
interesting sanction because of its direct implications for socioeconomic outcomes and
because it may be generalizable to other too-early or out-of-order life transitions such as
school dropout or early marriage.

The Current Study
This study has an experimental design, asking respondents to read a vignette about a
hypothetical unmarried parent-to-be in their family, with the gender and age of the parent
randomly assigned. Questions about the vignette measure respondents’ level of
embarrassment and the resources they think they would be willing to provide to the
prospective parent. Descriptive analyses show the distribution of nonmarital pregnancy
norms in various ways. Multivariate analyses use the age and gender of the prospective
parent and characteristics of the respondent to predict respondents’ level of embarrassment,
testing the first two hypotheses. Further analyses test the relationship between respondents’
embarrassment and their hypothetical willingness to provide resources to the parent-to-be,
testing the third hypothesis.

Multivariate analyses include several control variables. Living with a teenager affects the
degree to which respondents’ answers are hypothetical because they are currently facing the
real possibility of an adolescent pregnancy in the family. Norms about nonmarital pregnancy
and resource provision to young family members may vary between urban and rural areas
and regions of the country because of differences in nonmarital birth rates (U.S. Department
of Agriculture, 1997). Finally, respondents who have chosen to marry may perceive
different norms about nonmarital pregnancy than others, and women and men may provide
different amounts of resources, such as child care to family members (Sarkisian & Gerstel,
2004), so these variables are also included.

Method
Data

Adult respondents’ norms were measured in a new, nationally representative vignette-based
survey, the National Pregnancy Norms Study (Mollborn, 2005). No known recent national
survey includes information about pregnancy norms among adults. The data were collected
through the National Science Foundation’s TimeSharing Experiments for the Social
Sciences program and administered by Knowledge Networks, which distributed Internet-
based surveys to an online research panel that was nearly representative of the U.S.
population. Respondents were recruited to the panel through phone calls (random digit
dialing) and mailings and were given free hardware and Internet access in exchange for
completing occasional surveys; those with their own Internet access were also included in
the panel. The panel closely matches the U.S. population on race or ethnicity, age, region,
employment status, and other demographic characteristics (Knowledge Networks, 2005).
Research comparing this kind of sample with telephone-based samples that use random digit
dialing has found that they are equally representative, and the Internet-based data may be
more reliable than data collected by phone (see Huggins & Eyerman, 2001; Krosnick &
Chang, 2001). Probability weights make the sample representative of the U.S.
noninstitutionalized adult population; Table 1 shows weighted descriptive statistics.
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As part of a survey-based experiment, in April and May of 2005, 812 respondents drawn
from the Knowledge Networks research panel (with a 66.2% response rate) were randomly
assigned to read one of four brief vignettes describing a young person who has found out
that she or he is having a baby. Both the gender and age (16 or 26 years old) of the
prospective parent were experimentally manipulated in the vignette for a total of four
conditions (16-year-old girl, 16-year-old boy, 26-year-old woman, and 26-year-old man).
Gender was indicated by using the names “Jessica” and “Michael,” which were the most
popular female and male names given to babies in the 1980s and 1990s according to the
Social Security Administration. No single racial or ethnic group apparently drove this
popularity: They were among the 10 most popular names given to newborns in New York
City in 1995 among Whites, African-Americans, Latinos, and Asians. Respondents were
then asked 10 questions about the vignette, including their embarrassment if the respondent
intends to remain unmarried. A text box at the end of the survey allowed for respondents’
open-ended remarks, and about one third chose to comment. Because respondents self-
selected into this communication, their comments were not representative. Very few cases
contain missing data: Between 5 and 10 cases, or 1%, were deleted listwise from each
multivariate analysis.

Measures
Embarrassment at the prospect of a nonmarital pregnancy—In measuring
pregnancy norms as embarrassment at the prospect of a pregnancy, this study follows a
survey item from the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health, which targeted
teenagers. An important difference in the wording is that the measure of norms used here
specifically addressed nonmarital pregnancy. This was necessary because this study
included vignettes about both adult and adolescent prospective parents. Because pregnancy
norms for adults seem especially likely to differ by the marital status of the prospective
parent, it needed to be specified.

Because most of the respondents in this nationally representative sample of adults did not
have a young parent in their family, the survey asked respondents to imagine that the
hypothetical parent-to-be in the vignette they read is their own son or daughter. This may
require a greater degree of imagination from younger respondents, but adults of all ages
periodically make similar hypothetical statements such as “If I had a daughter, I wouldn’t let
her dress like that.” The question read “Jessica/Mike is your [daughter/son]. If you found out
that [she/his girlfriend] was pregnant and [she/he] was not going to marry [her boyfriend/his
girlfriend], how embarrassed would you be when other people found out about the
pregnancy?” Response options were not at all, not very, somewhat, very, and extremely.
Higher levels of embarrassment reflect stronger perceived norms against pregnancy.
Analyses compared those “very” and “extremely” embarrassed to those “not at all,” “not
very,” and “somewhat” embarrassed. This cutoff was chosen because “somewhat”
embarrassed respondents differed significantly from “very” and “extremely” but not from
“not at all” and “not very” embarrassed in nearly all analyses. Sensitivity analyses were
performed using two alternate measures, one including “somewhat” in the other category
and another treating “somewhat” as its own category. As discussed below, main results are
robust across coding schemes. Descriptive information for this and other variables is
presented in Table 1.

Hypothetical resource provision—To test this study’s main hypothesis, four questions
measured the amount of material help that respondents were hypothetically willing to
provide to the prospective parent. Respondents were again asked to imagine that the parent-
to-be is their son or daughter. The first question asked generally how much help the
respondent would hypothetically be willing to provide. Follow-up questions measured
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respondents’ expected willingness to provide housing (“letting [him/her] live with you”),
child care (“babysitting or paying for child care” so that the prospective parent does not
need “to quit school or work”), and financial support (giving money if he/she “has no
money to support the baby”) for the prospective parent and child. For the first three
measures, there were five ordered response options ranging from no support to all to the
support that is needed. Response options for the question on expected financial support
could not fully account for the effect of respondents’ available financial resources. Twenty-
six percent of respondents replied that they did not have any money to give, but if they had
money they would give it to the prospective parent. This response could not be categorized
among the other ordered response options (none, less than $100 per month, $100 – 200 per
month, and $200 per month or more), so these respondents were omitted from multivariate
analyses, leaving 595 respondents for the analysis of expected financial support compared to
more than 800 respondents for the other analyses. The omitted respondents were less
embarrassed about a nonmarital pregnancy and had lower income and education than those
who had money to give, and they were more likely to give general help and housing but no
different in providing child care. Sensitivity analyses, using a dichotomous measure
separating those who would give money or said they would if they had it from those who
would not, suggested that the results are robust.

Other variables—Several control variables were selected for inclusion in the analyses on
the basis of the expectation that they are related to pregnancy norms or resource provision.
The data source was standard sociodemographic information previously collected by
Knowledge Networks separately from the collection of the data on pregnancy norms.
Analyses included respondents’ gender (female = 1, male = 0) and age in years. Race or
ethnicity may also affect pregnancy norms. Responses were coded as Latina/o (n = 74) and
non-Latina/o White (n = 631; reference category), African American (n = 64), and other
racial categories or multiracial (n = 38). Respondents’ socioeconomic status was measured
by highest education level completed (reference category of less than a high school degree, a
high school degree, some college, and a bachelor’s degree or higher) and by household
income (recoded from a categorical scheme with a minimum of $2,500 and a maximum of
$200,000; missing values were imputed by Knowledge Networks using census block-level
data). Additional variables indicated whether respondents lived in a metropolitan statistical
area and their region (Northeast, Midwest, South, or West). Analyses also controlled for
whether there are any teenagers age 13 to 17 in the respondent’s household and for the
respondent’s marital status (reference category of married or widowed compared to
separated or divorced and never married). Finally, multivariate analyses included the two
experimental manipulation variables, the prospective parent’s gender (female = 1, male = 0)
and age (16 or 26 years old).

Analysis Plan
Univariate and bivariate descriptive analyses examined reported embarrassment at the
prospect of a nonmarital pregnancy for teenage and adult prospective parents and
investigated sources of variation in these reports. A multivariate binary logistic regression
model tested Hypotheses 1 and 2, which state that norms against nonmarital pregnancy are
likely to be stronger for women and teenagers than for men and adults. Ordinal logistic
regression models assessed Hypothesis 3, which expects perceived norms against a
pregnancy to decrease the amount of resources family members are hypothetically willing to
provide. All analyses were weighted.

Mollborn Page 7

J Marriage Fam. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2011 June 17.

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript



Results
Describing Embarrassment at the Prospect of a Nonmarital Pregnancy

Figure 1 displays distributions of reported embarrassment at the prospect of a nonmarital
pregnancy for teenage and adult prospective parents; means for the dichotomized
embarrassment measure used in analyses are presented in Table 1. In Figure 1, it is
immediately interesting that most people did not report much embarrassment at the prospect
of a nonmarital pregnancy in their families. The average response for both a teenage and an
adult prospective parent fell between “not very” and “somewhat” embarrassed. The
distributions of embarrassment for both teenage and adult prospective parents were bimodal,
with peaks at “somewhat” and “not at all” embarrassed. About a third of respondents
reported that they would “not at all” be embarrassed by a non-marital pregnancy, which is
close to the proportion of actual births that are nonmarital.

Sources of Variation in Embarrassment
Further descriptive analyses reported below explored possible sources of variation in
nonmarital pregnancy norms in the U.S. population. Table 1 shows that there were no
significant differences in reported embarrassment at the prospect of a teenage or adult
nonmarital pregnancy by the gender of the prospective parent, which did not support
Hypothesis 1. Supplemental analyses (not shown) revealed that distributions by gender were
nearly identical, and embarrassment did not differ significantly by gender within any racial
or ethnic category. Nonrepresentative open-ended responses supported the conjecture that
even if the strength was similar, the reasons for being embarrassed differed by the
prospective parent’s gender: A norm against extramarital sexual activity (the violation of
which is literally embodied in a pregnancy) may have been stronger for prospective mothers,
and a “shotgun wedding” norm in which prospective fathers are deviant if they do not agree
to marry and support the woman they impregnated may have been more important for men.
An example for prospective mothers was “She will have to deal with being called a slut and
easy.” For prospective fathers, a respondent’s comment was “Rather than expect help and
money … the father of the child should be doing his share to support them.”

Descriptive analyses displayed in Table 1 supported Hypothesis 2. Twenty-four percent of
respondents reported that they would be “very” or “extremely” embarrassed by an
unmarried teenager getting pregnant, compared to just 12% for an adult (p < .001).
Descriptive findings also provided support for the idea that norms against nonmarital
pregnancy are stronger for Whites than African Americans. Non-Latino Whites reported
significantly higher levels of embarrassment at the prospect of a non-marital adult
pregnancy, but not a teenage pregnancy, than other groups in general (see Table 1).
Supplemental analyses showed that compared to African Americans in particular, Whites
reported significantly greater embarrassment about a nonmarital pregnancy at either age.
African Americans’ mean embarrassment at the prospect at both a teenage and an adult
pregnancy was significantly lower than other groups’. Neither Latinos nor members of
“other” racial groups reported significantly different embarrassment compared to others in
general, or compared to Whites and to African Americans in particular. Figure 1 displays
respondents’ reported embarrassment by their racial or ethnic category and the prospective
parent’s age. Distributions were bimodal across all racial and ethnic categories with one
exception: African Americans overwhelmingly reported little embarrassment at the prospect
of a nonmarital adult pregnancy, which may not be surprising given that 71% of births to
African American mothers in 2006 were nonmarital (Hamilton et al., 2007). Contrary to
popular belief, then, with this single exception there was no “typical” norm about the
acceptability of nonmarital pregnancy in any racial or ethnic group. Other potential sources
of variation received little or inconsistent support. Embarrassment did not vary by age or
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income for any comparison in Table 1, and higher levels of education were associated with
greater embarrassment at the prospect of a nonmarital teenage, but not an adult, pregnancy.

Predicting Embarrassment at the Prospect of a Nonmarital Pregnancy
Hypothesis 1, which states that norms against nonmarital pregnancy will be stronger for
women than for men, was supported by neither descriptive nor multivariate analyses. A
weighted binary logistic regression model with controls (see Table 2, Model 2) revealed no
association between the prospective parent’s gender and the respondent’s embarrassment at
the prospect of a nonmarital pregnancy. Supplemental analyses (not shown) found no
significant interaction between the prospective parent’s age and gender.

Hypothesis 2 states that the age of the prospective parent (teenage vs. adult) is negatively
related to the level of embarrassment at the prospect of a nonmarital pregnancy. Results
from both models of Table 2 supported this hypothesis. Respondents’ odds of being “very”
or “extremely” embarrassed (hereafter referred to as reporting embarrassment) at the
prospect of a nonmarital pregnancy were higher when the prospective parent was a teenager
instead of an adult, regardless of the presence of controls. This finding was consistent for
both alternate embarrassment measures as well. Table 2, Model 2 shows that respondents
who read vignettes about a teenager’s pregnancy were fully 127% more likely to report
embarrassment than those who read about an adult. Just three control variables were
significant: African Americans were less likely to report embarrassment than Whites,
divorced or separated respondents were less likely to report embarrassment than married or
widowed respondents, and respondents living with teens were more likely to report
embarrassment than others.

Consequences of Embarrassment at the Prospect of a Nonmarital Pregnancy
Table 3 displays weighted ordinal logistic regression models testing Hypothesis 3, which
states that respondents who report embarrassment at the prospect of a nonmarital pregnancy
are less likely to be hypothetically willing to provide resources to the prospective parent.
The hypothesis was supported for all four dependent variables in separate models, and these
results were consistent for the alternate embarrassment measures. “Very” or “extremely”
embarrassed respondents were less hypothetically willing to provide general help, let the
prospective parent keep living at home, provide child care, and give money (using either the
ordinal measure in the table or the dichotomized alternate measure). Some respondents
linked disapproval against unmarried pregnancy and resource withholding in open-ended
comments; for example, one wrote “My son would have to be responsible for his actions.
He’d have to take care of his child in whatever way possible.”

To illustrate the strength of the relationship between embarrassment and hypothetical
resource provision, predicted probabilities for a hypothetical respondent who reported
embarrassment at the prospect of a nonmarital pregnancy in the family were compared to
those for a respondent who did not (not shown). Other variables were held constant at their
means (if continuous), medians (if ordinal), or modes (for other categorical variables).
Depending on the prospective parent’s age and gender and the resource type analyzed, the
change from no embarrassment to embarrassment was associated with a predicted decrease
of between 9% and 16% in expected willingness to provide the highest level of resources,
which represented the parent’s and child’s needs being fully met. Particularly because many
teenage parents do not have substantial resources of their own, such modest differences in
resource withholding could matter a great deal for their own and their children’s outcomes.

Table 3 shows that respondents were more hypothetically willing to provide help across all
four measures if the prospective parent was female rather than male, which is consistent
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with ethnographic evidence that maternal grandparents provide substantial resources to the
children of teenage mothers (Kaplan, 1997). After reported embarrassment was controlled,
respondents were significantly more willing to provide housing and child care when the
prospective parent was a teenager rather than an adult, but there was no significant
difference for general help or financial support. The former results echo past findings
(Schoeni & Ross, 2005) and implicitly support the idea that norms prescribing family
support are likely to be stronger for a teenager than a young adult.

Although it is not a hypothesis, another potential consequence of respondents perceiving a
norm against nonmarital pregnancy is that they may want to prevent the norm violation from
becoming public knowledge. In this case, respondents might have recommended that the
prospective parent get an abortion or give the baby up for adoption. Supplementary analyses
using another question from the survey (not shown) revealed that this was indeed the case.
For adult unwed pregnancies, just 33% of respondents who were “very” or “extremely”
embarrassed at the prospect of a pregnancy thought that the prospective parent should
definitely “keep the baby,” compared to 50% of those who were less embarrassed (p < .05).
The corresponding figures for teenage nonmarital pregnancies were 22% and 35% (p < .05).

Discussion
The past several decades have seen increased nonmarital childbearing and individualization
of the ordering and timing of life transitions. In this context, social norms about nonmarital
pregnancy may well be weakening and diversifying across subpopulations of Americans.
These norms are rarely documented, and their consequences for people who violate them are
largely unknown. Using embarrassment to measure norms, this study provided preliminary
information to address these issues. Descriptive analyses found that most American adults
would not be particularly embarrassed by a nonmarital pregnancy in their family, which
supports the idea that the life course is becoming more individualized and less bound by
strict age expectations (Settersten, 2004). Respondents with a high school degree or less
reported lower levels of embarrassment at the prospect of a teenage non-marital pregnancy
than those with more education. Whites reported higher mean levels of embarrassment at the
prospect of a nonmarital pregnancy than African Americans.

Because reported embarrassment was similarly strong on average for female and male
prospective parents, multivariate findings did not support Hypothesis 1, which expected
norms against nonmarital pregnancy to be stronger for women. Hypothesis 2, which
expected norms against nonmarital pregnancy to be stronger for teenagers than for adults,
was strongly supported. Embarrassment, in turn, influenced the amount of material
resources that family members reported hypothetically being willing to provide to a
prospective parent, supporting Hypothesis 3. As suggested in life course theory, when
nonmarital pregnancy was viewed as a deviant act, a negative sanction typically occurred:
Respondents expected to make fewer needed resources available to the parent and child.
This sanction has been shown to have lasting effects on teenage parents’ lives. Previous
research has linked a lack of these particular material resources (housing, child care, and
financial support) to teenage mothers’ and fathers’ lower educational attainment (Mollborn,
2007), and a lack of instrumental, social, and financial resources has been associated with
higher levels of poverty among low-income adults (Henly et al., 2005).

This study has several limitations. First, a more multifaceted conception of norms created
from several measures instead of a single item and a comparison of marital and nonmarital
pregnancy norms are needed. Until other measures besides embarrassment are used,
subcultural and individual differences in definitions of and sensitivity to embarrassment will
influence results. Variables capturing other types of sanctions besides resource provision
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would be particularly useful because multiple sanctions almost certainly occur in these
situations. Second, the causal direction between respondents’ norms and hypothetical
resource provision was not firmly established here. Third, the sample was limited to a panel
of adult respondents selected from households with telephones and did not include
institutionalized adults. Fourth, because there was no information about which respondents
have actually been in the situation of deciding whether to support an unmarried parent, the
link between pregnancy norms and the provision of material resources was only
hypothetical. As one respondent wrote, “Actually being in that situation is much different
than being on the sidelines.” There may be a stronger link from norms to hypothetical
behaviors than there is to real-life behaviors. Finally, many respondents were quite
passionate and articulate in their optional comments, especially those who had a teenage or
nonmarital pregnancy in their families. Their responses left the impression that much could
be learned from open-ended interviews on this topic with teenage and unmarried parents’
family members.

Assuming that norms about nonmarital pregnancy influence people’s actual resource
provision, the findings have implications for social policy. Even though most unwed parents
do not appear to face strong negative norms, descriptive analyses suggest that unmarried
adult or teenage parents in certain advantaged subpopulations, such as Whites and the more
highly educated, are violating stronger norms against nonmarital pregnancy. Although their
advantaged status could provide a buffer at a material level, the risk of losing their family’s
support because of violating these norms, and thereby losing much of this protection, may
be high. Results also suggest that families are more embarrassed at the prospect of a
teenager becoming an unmarried parent than an adult. This embarrassment is at least
hypothetically associated with concrete negative sanctions in the form of resource
withholding. Therefore, making sure that young parents and their children have access to an
adequate level of material resources is one way to buffer them against potential negative
consequences of norm violation. In the absence of such a safety net, strengthening norms
against teenage pregnancy as a policy measure is a double-edged sword. Although stronger
norms are associated with lower rates of adolescent pregnancy (Mollborn, n.d.), these same
norms have negative effects on the people who violate them. For this reason, normatively
neutral solutions to curbing rates of teenage or nonmarital pregnancy that have less potential
to harm teenagers who are already parenting are appealing.

Using new data from a nationally representative survey of U.S. adults, these results provide
important information about the distribution of norms against nonmarital pregnancy across
subgroups of American society. Instead of inferring norms from behaviors, this analysis
contributes empirical evidence about these transition norms and one related type of sanction.
It also speaks to the importance of not inferring transition norms from prevalent patterns of
behavior because substantial intergroup differences in rates of teenage and nonmarital
childbearing, or both, on the basis of individuals’ gender, race, and ethnicity were often not
reflected in the content of the corresponding norms. This reinforces the idea that other
factors besides norms influence individuals’ behavior, and therefore transition norms and
subpopulation behavior patterns cannot be assumed to be identical.
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Figure 1.
Embarrassment at the Prospect of a Nonmarital Pregnancy, by Age of Prospective Parent
and Race or Ethnicity (n = 807).
Note: Source—National Pregnancy Norms Study (2005).
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