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Abstract

Using data from a prospective cohort of 555 adolescent girls and boys from a predominantly
Latino neighborhood of San Francisco, we examined how well four survey questionnaire items
measuring pregnancy intentions predicted the incidence of pregnancy. We also compared
consistency of responses among items and assessed how intentions fluctuated over time. Girls
experienced 72 pregnancies over two years (six-month cumulative incidence = 8 percent), and
boys reported being responsible for 50 pregnancies (six-month cumulative incidence = 10
percent). Although the probability of becoming pregnant generally increased with higher intention
to do so, the risk of becoming pregnant was elevated only at the highest response categories for
each item. Most pregnancies occurred among teenagers reporting the lowest levels of intention: for
instance, 73 percent of pregnancies occurred among girls who reported that they definitely did not
want to become pregnant. Considerable change in respondents’ intentions were found over short
periods of time: 18 percent and 41 percent of responses to the wantedness and happiness items,
respectively, changed between six-month survey visits. The development of appropriate strategies
to reduce pregnancy among adolescents would benefit from a more nuanced understanding of how
teenagers view the prospect of pregnancy and what determines whether they actively protect
themselves from unintended pregnancy.

Although the pregnancy rate among teenagers has declined in the United States since its
peak in 1990, the incidence of pregnancy remains high among the young, particularly among
racial and ethnic minority groups. Latina adolescents experience nearly three times more
pregnancies (126.6/1,000 person—-years [PY] among those aged 15-19 in 2006) than non-
Latina whites (44.0/1,000 PY) and approximately the same number as blacks (126.3/1,000
PY) (Kost et al. 2010). Although the reasons for the higher pregnancy rate among Latina
adolescents are not fully understood, several factors related to social disadvantage and
cultural norms are believed to contribute to these rates. For instance, migration and lower
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socioeconomic status may result in decreased access to reproductive health services and in
family instability, both of which are associated with increased incidence of pregnancy
(Driscoll et al. 2001; Frost and Driscoll 2006). Cultural norms, such as those governing what
is considered appropriate behavior for each sex regarding sexual and contraceptive decision
making, are also likely to influence the occurrence of pregnancy (Pulerwitz et al. 2000;
Driscoll et al. 2001; Gilliam 2007).

Greater desire for children among Latino than non-Latino adolescents is thought to account,
in part, for their higher pregnancy rates. Data from the 2002 National Survey of Family
Growth (NSFG) indicate that 10 percent of Latina teenaged girls would be “very pleased” if
they became pregnant, double the proportion of non-Latina black teenagers (5 percent) and
non-Latina white teenagers (4 percent) (Abma et al. 2004). This pattern holds for male
teenagers as well: 10 percent of Latinos, 1 percent of non-Latino blacks, and 6 percent non-
Latino whites report that they would be “very pleased” to make a girl pregnant (Abma et al.
2004). Other studies examining adolescent pregnancy intentions have found more positive
attitudes toward pregnancy among blacks as well as Latinos (Cowley and Farley 2001;
Jaccard et al. 2003; Rosengard et al. 2004; Heavey et al. 2008). Quantitative data are
supported by ethnographic studies, which suggest that Latino culture can be highly
supportive of early motherhood and that some Latina girls may feel that becoming pregnant
wins them respect from their community (Oropesa 1996; Unger and Molina 1998). Latino
boys may also hold gender-role attitudes in which their identity is emotionally tied to
fathering children (Goodyear et al. 2000; Adler and Rogers 2008).

Although Latino adolescents are more likely than non-Latinos to view becoming pregnant in
a positive light and are also more likely to become pregnant, little is known about the extent
to which positive intentions are predictive of subsequent pregnancy (Santelli et al. 2003). To
date, studies of adults in the United States have yielded mixed results regarding the
predictive value of pregnancy intentions (Westoff and Ryder 1977; Miller and Pasta 1995;
Schoen et al. 1999; Williams et al. 1999; Quesnel-Vallée and Morgan 2004), as have the few
studies of adolescents. A study using representative data on ninth to eleventh graders from
the National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health (n = 4,869) examined whether two
measures of negative attitudes toward pregnancy (measured prospectively) were associated
with a reduced risk of pregnancy in the 10-12 months subsequent to the survey (Jaccard et
al. 2003). The authors found that less favorable attitudes toward pregnancy were associated
with a lower risk of pregnancy, with an approximate average decrease in odds of 36 percent
per level on a five-point scale (Jaccard et al. 2003). Another study using data from that
survey—a multivariable analysis of only those respondents reporting being sexually
experienced (n = 1,415)—found, however, that a scale of five items measuring negative
attitudes toward pregnancy did not predict pregnancy (Bruckner et al. 2004). Subgroup
analyses by ethnicity were not conducted in these studies. Another study of sexually active
teenagers in California found that girls who both were planning to become pregnant and
thought that pregnancy was likely were four times more likely to become pregnant than
those who neither wanted to become pregnant nor thought that they were likely to do so
(Rosengard et al. 2004). We are aware of no study that has examined the association
between intentions and pregnancy among boys, despite a growing recognition that male
intentions play a critical role in females’ risk of pregnancy (Cowley and Farley 2001;
Dudgeon and Inhorn 2004; Gilliam 2007).

One of the largest impediments to examining the role of pregnancy intentions among
adolescents is a lack of agreement about how the term “intentions” is defined and measured.
Traditional measures have been criticized for several reasons. Although a growing literature
documents that individuals hold a range of attitudes toward becoming pregnant, including
ambivalent or conflicted feelings (Stevens-Simon et al. 1996; Bachrach and Newcomer
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1999; Barrett and Wellings 2002; Kendall et al. 2005), many studies measure a single aspect
of intentionality, such as the degree to which a pregnancy was planned or correctly timed or
how happy a woman was upon becoming pregnant (Klerman 2000). Some studies, including
those using Demographic and Health Survey (DHS) data, continue to categorize pregnancies
simply as wanted, unwanted, or mistimed (Finer and Henshaw 2006; USAID and Macro
International 2008). Although this method of categorization can be valuable for assessing
group differences in intentions or time trends, it may lead to substantial misclassification in
terms of individual intentions. Aside from capturing only narrow dimensions of intentions,
such measures are especially inappropriate for teenagers, who may be less likely to plan or
time pregnancies consciously. Classifications that are based on a woman’s lifetime
reproductive goals are also inappropriate for teenagers, who are less likely to have clearly
defined fertility objectives (Kaufmann et al. 1997; Luker 1999; Lindberg et al. 2008).

In addition, most studies assess intentionality retrospectively, asking women to recall their
intentions after their pregnancy has occurred. Because a woman’s feelings toward
conception are likely to change, such retrospective measures may reflect inaccurate
recollections of past emotions, or emotions that arose after learning about the pregnancy or
after giving birth (Bachrach and Newcomer 1999). In fact, emotions concerning a pregnancy
have been shown to change both over the course of the pregnancy and following the birth of
the child, although studies have yielded mixed findings regarding such changes in intentions
(Joyce et al. 2000; Poole et al. 2000; Barrett et al. 2004). Few studies have quantified the
stability of intentions among nonpregnant women (Bankole and Westoff 1998; Roy et al.
2008), and even these studies focus on the stability of intended completed family size among
married women. No study of which we are aware has quantified the stability of short-term
reproductive intentions among adolescents. An assessment of pregnancy intentions shortly
prior to the occurrence of pregnancy is likely to be more appropriate for teenagers, whose
intentions may change over time and with changes in school, activities, and relationships
(Zabin et al. 2000).

This analysis of pregnancy intentions and pregnancy among adolescents living in a
predominantly Latino neighborhood in San Francisco, California, addresses several
methodological and substantive gaps in the growing literature on pregnancy intentions.
Specifically, we use four items to characterize adolescent males’ and females’ pregnancy
intentions prospectively over a two-year period. We examine the consistency of responses to
these intentions questions and describe the stability of teenagers’ pregnancy intentions over
time. Finally, we assess how well intentions, as well as changes in intentions, predict
subsequent pregnancy. A richer understanding of teenagers’ attitudes and ambivalence
toward pregnancy prior to conception and whether their intentions predict pregnancy will be
valuable for shaping clinical protocols to assess pregnancy risk, determining the extent to
which adolescents are able to carry through with desired intentions, and developing
appropriate pregnancy-prevention strategies for them, particularly in Latino communities.
Results may also inform the development of improved measures of intentions and the unmet
need for contraception, which would help clarify mixed findings regarding the impact of
intentions on infants’ and parents’ health (Gipson et al. 2008) and shed light on debates
regarding the degree to which adolescents’ fertility falls under conscious control (Luker
1975; O’Donoghue and Rabin 2000; Esacove 2008; Johnson-Hanks 2008).

This analysis uses data from the Mission Teen Health Project (MTHP), a prospective cohort
study designed to examine the effect of sexual and peer networks on adolescents’ sexual
behavior and risk of sexually transmitted infections (STIs) and pregnancy. Methods of the
study, conducted from 2001-04, have been described in detail elsewhere (Minnis et al. 2002
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and 2008; Doherty et al. 2007). Briefly, 258 male and 297 female adolescents aged 15-19
were recruited? from community locations and street venues in the predominantly Latino
Mission District, a neighborhood that serves as a cultural and residential center for San
Francisco’s Latino community. Purposive, venue-based sampling was used to recruit hard-
to-reach teenagers, who are less likely to seek clinical services and attend school.
Recruitment locations were selected based on rigorous qualitative work that included focus-
group meetings, in-depth interviews with teenagers living in the Mission District
(Auerswald et al. 2004), and brief quantitative interviews to estimate venue yield. Additional
participants were recruited through community centers and by referral from participants.
Eligibility criteria included: fluency in English or Spanish, intention to live in the San
Francisco Bay Area for the next two years, and willingness to obtain parental consent if the
participant was a minor. The boys and girls in the sample were not necessarily sex partners.

Adolescents who agreed to participate (and, in the case of minors, for whom parental
consent was obtained) underwent a baseline survey, which was randomly determined to be
administered either by a trained interviewer or by audio computer-assisted self-interview
(ACASI). Surveys collected information about the respondents’ intention to become
pregnant (for girls) or to make a partner pregnant (for boys) in the next six months.
Information about respondents’ sociodemographic background and sexual history and
behaviors was also collected. Every six months for the following two years, participants
completed an in-person study visit that included an interview, again conducted either by an
interviewer or with ACASI, containing the same intentions questions. At each follow-up
visit, participants were asked whether they had become pregnant or made anyone pregnant
in the previous six months. All female participants also provided a urine specimen for
pregnancy testing regardless of self-reported pregnancy status.2 Participants who tested
positive for pregnancy were offered comprehensive pregnancy options (prenatal care,
abortion, and adoption) and appropriate referrals.

Study procedures were conducted primarily in the community-based study headquarters
located next to a reproductive health clinic that serves an adolescent population. Because of
physical safety concerns related to the incidence of gang violence that limited some
participants” mobility, participants could choose to complete study visits at the study office,
in a community center, or at their homes.3 The study protocol was approved by the
Committee on Human Research at the University of California, San Francisco, and the
Institutional Review Board of RTI International.

Pregnancy Intentions—Pregnancy-intentions questions were asked prospectively at each
study visit. Six-month intentions were measured from responses to four items: (1) whether
participants wanted to become pregnant or wanted to make a partner pregnant; (2) whether
they perceived that any partner wanted them to become pregnant or wanted to make a
partner pregnant; (3) how happy they would be if they became pregnant or made a partner
pregnant; and (4) the likelihood that they would become pregnant or make a partner
pregnant. Response options for pregnancy wantedness and partner’s wantedness were a
four-point Likert scale of “definitely no,” “probably no,” “probably yes,” and “definitely
yes.” For the happiness item, participants could rank their anticipated feeling as “very

7 6

IThe target sample size for this study was 500 total, 250 of each sex. As we approached target enrollment numbers, we set an end date
for field-based recruitment based on recruitment rates throughout the study. We experienced higher enrollment than anticipated,
xielding a slightly larger sample size.

Pregnancy tests were conducted using Clearview HCG I, Inverness Medical Professional Diagnostics, Princeton, NJ.

The procedures for study visits completed at a community center or at home were identical to those completed at study headquarters.
For instance, interviews were conducted either with ACASI or by a trained interviewer; pregnancy tests were conducted and results
were provided on site.
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happy,” “somewhat happy,” “somewhat unhappy,” or “very unhappy.” For the pregnancy-
likelihood item, participants indicated a rank on a scale of 0 to 10, with 0 signifying *“you
will not become/make (someone) pregnant” and 10 meaning “you will definitely become/
make (someone) pregnant” in the next six months. For analyses examining the likelihood
item alone, the scale was divided into four categories: no likelihood (score = 0), low
likelihood (score = 1-4), medium likelihood (score = 5), and high likelihood (score = 6-10).
These categories were chosen because participants’ responses clustered on numbers 0, 5,
and 10.

In addition to examining single-item intentions measures, we created three joint, dual-item
intentions measures by combining pregnancy wantedness with each of the other three
intentions items (partner’s wantedness, happiness, and likelihood). Dual-item measures were
created by converting each item’s intentions scale into a dichotomous variable reflecting any
or some intention (positive or ambivalent) versus no intention. For instance, for the
wantedness and partner’s wantedness variables, we categorized participants into either
definitely not wanting to become or make a partner pregnant versus wanting a pregnancy to
some degree (“definitely yes,” “probably yes,” or “probably no™). We created a nominal
categorical variable with the four following outcome categories: “neither want,” “partner
only: some wantedness,” “respondent only: some wantedness,” and “both: some
wantedness.” Similarly, we split the happiness item into no happiness (“very unhappy”)
versus any happiness at all (“very happy”, “somewhat happy,” or “somewhat unhappy”) and
combined it with the dichotomous wantedness measure. The final joint measure for
wantedness and likelihood was categorized by dividing the likelihood item into no
likelihood (score = 0) and any likelihood (score = 1-10). The joint wantedness and
likelihood variable, therefore, had four categories: “no wantedness nor likelihood,” “no
wantedness, some likelihood,” “some wantedness, no likelihood,” and “some wantedness
and likelihood.” 4

Pregnancy—Pregnancy was defined for girls as either having a positive pregnancy test or
as self-reporting a pregnancy at any time in the six months subsequent to when the intention
data were collected. For boys, having made someone pregnant was measured by means of
self-reporting.

Contraceptive Use—Participants who were currently sexually active, defined as having
had vaginal sex in the past six months, reported contraceptive methods they had used.
Contraceptive use was categorized as employing a female-controlled hormonal method with
or without the use of condoms; using condoms only; and employing no method with any
partner. The variable was measured at the visit subsequent to that at which intentions data
were collected.

4We considered different ways of categorizing individual items for dual-item measures. The reasons for dichotomizing the
wantedness, partner’s wantedness, and happiness items as we did was chiefly conceptual. For the wantedness variable, our aim was to
compare teenagers who reported any wantedness (either favorable or ambivalent degrees of wantedness) with those who stated that
they had no desire for pregnancy at all (that is, any/some versus none). A second consideration was the practical issue that fewer than
5 percent of observations fell in the “probably yes” and “definitely yes” categories, resulting in low power for models predicting
incidence of pregnancy. Dichotomizing the happiness variable as “very happy,” “somewhat happy,” or “somewhat unhappy” versus
“very unhappy” was also chosen in order to compare clearly teenagers who would feel no happiness about a pregnancy with those
who expressed any happiness or ambivalence about the item (any/some versus none). Moreover, we did not think that dividing
categories into “very/somewhat unhappy” versus “very/somewhat happy” (yes versus no) would be appropriate because “somewhat
happy” and “somewhat unhappy” have similar meanings (“a little bit happy”); dividing these two categories would result in
comparison groups containing participants with similar attitudes.
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We first examined baseline characteristics of girls and boys and used chi-square and t-tests
to assess baseline differences between the sexes.

Pregnancy Intentions—We tabulated responses to each of the single-item and dual-item
intentions measures for girls and boys separately. To compare responses between girls and
boys, we used multinomial logistic regression, controlling for age, Latino ethnicity,
language, and partner status. We accounted for the clustering of observations for individuals
in the standard error (SE) estimates using a generalized estimating equation (GEE)
approach. We used GEE, reporting robust SEs with exchangeable working correlation
matrices, for all analyses with clustered observations within individuals.

Pregnancy and Predictive Ability of Intentions—We calculated the six-month
simple cumulative incidence of pregnancy separately by sex. Girls who were pregnant at a
study visit were not asked about intentions for the next study period and were excluded from
analyses until they tested negative for pregnancy.

We examined the proportion of all pregnancies that occurred among teenagers at each level
of intention on each single-item and dual-item measure. The independent relationships
between each measure and subsequent pregnancy were examined by fitting separate logistic
regression (GEE) models for each item and sex. Because we were interested in examining
the crude predictive ability of intentions on the incidence of pregnancy regardless of
respondents’ sociodemographic profiles, no covariables were included in the models
predicting pregnancy. For exploratory purposes, we also assessed whether contraceptive use,
reported at the subsequent visit, differed by intention among sexually active participants,
using multinomial logistic regression (GEE). Because this analysis was restricted to sexually
active teenagers and the contraceptive-method variable had multiple categories, we had
limited power and thus used the dichotomous forms of intention items.

Stability of Intentions—To examine the extent to which intentions changed over time,
we created a variable describing the number of response levels (on each Likert scale) that
intentions had changed between six-month visits. We calculated the proportion of visits
between which participants had changed their intentions. Finally, we examined the effect of
longitudinal changes in intentions on pregnancy risk. In light of the time-ordering available
for these longitudinal data, this analysis provides stronger evidence for a causal role of
intentions, compared with what would be found by examining intentions measured at the
previous visit, and it controls for individuals’ history of intentions (Fitzmaurice et al. 2008).
We fit logistic regression (GEE) models that include variables for both the longitudinal and
cross-sectional effects of each intention item (Fitzmaurice et al. 2008). The longitudinal
effect consisted of three dummy variables that captured the effects that changes in intentions
had on the odds of pregnancy occurring. For example, in the case of wantedness, the dummy
variables were (1) wantedness decreased, (2) wantedness increased, and (3) wantedness did
not change (the reference category) over the two visits prior to pregnancy assessment. The
cross-sectional effect controlled for the overall intentions level.

The examination of changes in intentions required an assessment of intentions at two points
in time preceding a pregnancy; thus, this analysis includes the subset of participants whose
pregnancy occurred at or after the third study visit and who completed at least three study
visits. Because effect estimates were similar between the sexes, we conducted the stability
regression analysis pooled by sex.

We were interested originally in examining whether intentions were more predictive of
pregnancy among teenagers whose intentions were stable over time. We were unable,
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however, to make a valid assessment of the relationship between stability and pregnancy
because the large majority of respondents with stable intentions (that is, those reporting the
same level of intention at consecutive visits) fell in the lowest intention category. For
example, 95 percent of “stable” observations on the wantedness variable fell in the
“definitely do not want” category. A comparison of the predictive ability of intentions
among stable versus unstable teenagers would, therefore, have been largely a comparison
between favorable and unfavorable intentions.

Analyses included participants who had had at least one follow-up visit. We included the
full sample of participants rather than only the sexually active participants for two reasons.
First, we hypothesized that pregnancy intentions and sexual activity influence one another;
therefore, excluding adolescents who were not sexually active could bias our estimates of
intentions and their relationship to pregnancy. Second, we felt that the implications of the
findings for the full sample would be more relevant to clinical and research settings because
pregnancy intentions and sexual activity change over time among teenagers. Nevertheless,
we repeated all analyses using only participants who had ever had sex. Intentions items were
administered only to sexually active teenagers at baseline but to all participants at the four
subsequent visits. Thus, we repeated calculations omitting observations from the first visit
and found that results did not change. Finally, to examine whether results were sensitive to
our coding choices, we repeated all analyses using dual-item measures with alternative
dichotomies (that is, yes versus no instead of any/some versus none).

Demographic and sexual-history characteristics of the 297 girls and 258 boys who enrolled
in the study are shown in Table 1. The mean age of the participants was 16 years (not
shown). Three-fourths of the participants identified as being Latino, and 15 percent spoke
only Spanish or spoke Spanish better than English. Most (65 percent) of the sample had
engaged in vaginal sex at study enrollment, and 18 percent had previously been pregnant or
made someone pregnant. Sixty percent of participants had a current sexual partner at study
entry. Compared with girls, boys were older, were more likely to speak Spanish, were more
likely to have had sex by age 14, and had different types of sexual partnerships.

Girls and boys completed a total of 83 percent (Minnis et al. 2008) and 71 percent of
expected follow-up visits, respectively. Overall, 93 percent of girls and 87 percent of boys
completed at least one set of two consecutive visits and are included in the analyses. Loss to
follow-up, based on number of visits completed and number at which valid intentions data
were collected, was unrelated to baseline characteristics with two exceptions. Boys who
spoke Spanish only or who spoke Spanish better than English contributed on average one
visit fewer than other boys. Among both sexes, those with no current sex partner also
contributed fewer observations, largely because the intentions questions were not asked of
these participants at baseline.

Pregnancy Intentions

For both sexes, responses varied between the four intentions items (see Table 2). At 86
percent of visits, teens reported “definitely not” wanting a pregnancy in the next six months.
At only 43 percent of visits did respondents say that they would be “very unhappy” if
pregnancy were to occur. The joint wantedness and happiness item showed substantial
discrepancies, reflecting differing intentions among almost half of the participants (43
percent and 46 percent for girls and boys, respectively).

In the aggregate, both sexes ranked their partners’ pregnancy wantedness as higher than
their own. Similarly, on the joint wantedness and partner’s wantedness measure, one-fifth of
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the responses indicated inconsistency between the respondent’s and their partner’s intentions
for pregnancy, and the large majority of this perceived inconsistency was attributed to the
partner’s greater wantedness. Eighty-two percent of girls’ responses reflected agreement in
pregnancy wantedness (neither or both wanting); 14 percent conveyed that the male partner
had some desire for a pregnancy when the respondent had none; and only 4 percent depicted
the respondent but not her partners as having some desire for a pregnancy. Boys were also
more likely to attribute greater desire for a pregnancy to their partners; only 4 percent of
their responses conveyed that they had some desire for a pregnancy while their partner did
not, whereas 18 percent depicted only their female partner as having some desire for one.

On one hand, at only 14 percent of visits did participants report any degree of wantedness of
pregnancy in the next six months. On the other hand, at 31 percent of girls’ visits and 49
percent of boys’ visits, respondents reported some likelihood that they would become or
make a partner pregnant. Boys reported a higher likelihood of pregnancy than girls (p <
0.001). Responses to the joint pregnancy wantedness and likelihood item also pointed to
significant discrepancies: 23 percent of girls’ responses indicated “no wantedness, some
likelihood,” compared with 40 percent of boys’ responses, largely because boys reported
higher assessments of likelihood.

Pregnancy and Predictive Ability of Intentions—A total of 72 pregnancies occurred
among 56 girls during the two-year study interval (the six-month cumulative incidence
equals 8 percent). Thirty pregnancies (42 percent) were detected by means of self-report
only, 15 by testing only (21 percent), and 27 by both self-report and testing (38 percent).
Boys reported being responsible for 50 pregnancies (the six-month cumulative incidence
equals 10 percent). Seven boys reported two pregnancies and three boys reported three
pregnancies over the two-year study.

The probability of pregnancy increased incrementally by intentions level, as shown in Table
3. For instance, girls who responded “probably yes” or “definitely yes” to the wantedness
item had far higher odds of subsequent pregnancy (OR = 9.7) than did those who reported
“definitely no.” Nevertheless, most pregnancies (73 percent) occurred among girls who said
that they definitely did not want to become pregnant. Partner’s intentions predicted
pregnancy at each level of intention; girls who perceived that their partner definitely wanted
a pregnancy had higher odds of becoming pregnant (OR = 4.7) than those who perceived
their partner as definitely not wanting a pregnancy. Reporting the highest level of likelihood
of becoming pregnant was also strongly predictive of pregnancy (OR = 6.7), but reporting
low or medium likelihood of becoming pregnant did not increase risk substantially for girls.

Dual-item measures were also predictive of pregnancy among girls to some degree. Girls
who reported that they and their partner both had some desire for a pregnancy had a fourfold
increase (OR = 4.1) in odds of having a pregnancy as did those couples for whom neither
wanted a pregnancy. No girls who wanted to become pregnant but whose partner did not
want a pregnancy actually became pregnant, although few girls fell into this category.
Pregnancy risk more than doubled (OR = 2.5), however, if a girl perceived that her partner
wanted her to become pregnant even though she did not want to have a child. Girls reporting
“some wantedness and happiness” were at increased risk of pregnancy (OR = 2.4) compared
with the reference group. Finally, although the response “no wantedness, some likelihood”
did not predict pregnancy, those who expressed “some wantedness and likelihood” had three
times the odds of experiencing pregnancy (OR = 3.2).

On the wantedness item, boys who wanted a pregnancy were not substantially more likely to
make a partner pregnant. Boys in the highest categories of partner’s wantedness (OR = 6.0),
happiness (OR = 6.8), and likelihood (OR = 6.3) were more likely, however, to make a
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partner pregnant than were those in the lowest categories. As with girls, boys who both
wanted a pregnancy and perceived their partners to want one were more likely to make their
partners pregnant (OR = 3.3) than were those who responded that neither wanted a
pregnancy.

Almost all sexually active teens reported using a contraceptive method, either a hormonal
method (with or without condoms) (56 percent) or condoms only (36 percent) as shown in
Table 4. Although regression analyses (not shown) indicated that lower intentions to become
pregnant were associated with using any method, differences in hormonal method use and in
condom use by intentions level were minor. For instance, among girls who gave “definitely
no” responses to the wantedness item, six months later, 55 percent used a hormonal method
and 37 percent used condoms; these proportions were 57 percent and 26 percent among
those reporting any wantedness (p = 0.14; not shown). Nevertheless, two times more girls
who expressed any desire to become pregnant subsequently used no method, compared with
their counterparts who definitely did not want to become pregnant (17 percent versus 8
percent). The likelihood item was the only item not associated with subsequent
contraceptive method use among girls. Among boys, intentions items were not associated
with reported contraceptive use.

Stability of Intentions—Longitudinal analyses revealed that responses to each intentions
item varied between visits. The wantedness item showed the least change over time; 82
percent of adjacent responses reflected the same intention (see Table 5). Nevertheless, 10
percent of responses showed an increase in wantedness over six months, and 8 percent
showed a decrease. Happiness showed more variation over time: only 60 percent of
responses remained the same between adjacent study visits; 24 percent of responses became
more favorable and 16 percent became less favorable over six months. About two-thirds of
changes in intention across items were between adjacent levels; one-third reflected changes
of more than one level (not shown). Dynamics were similar between girls and boys over
time.

Our logistic regression models show that increases over six months in three of the four
intentions items were associated with increased risk of pregnancy, controlling for overall
intentions level. For example, teenagers whose desire for a pregnancy increased between
two visits were nearly three times more likely than those at the same intentions level whose
intentions remained stable to experience a pregnancy (OR = 2.8). Although decreased
wantedness was associated with decreased likelihood of pregnancy, this effect did not reach
statistical significance. Similar effects were seen for changes in partner’s wantedness and
perceived likelihood of pregnancy; no effects were seen for changes in happiness.

Subgroup Results

Results were virtually identical when analyses were restricted to sexually experienced
participants. Results were generally similar by interview mode (ACASI or interviewer
administered) with two exceptions. Girls completing interviews by means of ACASI ranked
pregnancy likelihood as higher than did those completing interviewer-administered surveys.
Among boys, rankings of pregnancy wantedness and partner’s wantedness were more
favorable when they were interviewed by means of ACASI, compared with rankings they
gave in interviewer-administered surveys.

Finally, we repeated all analyses using dichotomous versions of intention measures.
Although some changes were found, as expected, the overall conclusions remain similar.
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Discussion and Conclusion

This study of predominantly Latino teenagers is the first to examine how well different
measures of pregnancy intentions predict subsequent pregnancy among male and female
adolescents. Although the probability of experiencing a pregnancy generally increased with
greater reported desire for one, the odds of pregnancy were, by and large, elevated only for
the highest response categories for each item, categories into which only small proportions
of participants fell. In fact, the largest proportion of pregnancies occurred among boys and
girls who reported no pregnancy intentions or the lowest levels of intentions. Therefore,
although adolescents who expressed positive intentions certainly were at increased risk of
pregnancy, those who expressed lower intentions were, nevertheless, still at risk. These data
suggest that simple intentions measures, such as those used in this study, may be of little use
in predicting pregnancy among teenagers, except at the highest levels of intention.

Many explanations exist for the patterns of pregnancy prediction we observed. Consistent
with the intentionality-based behavioral models that have been the dominant approach to
understanding women’s reproductive patterns, some have suggested that adolescents are as
capable as adults of making rational decisions and formulating behavioral intentions, even in
the realm of sexual behavior (O’Donoghue and Rabin 2000). Teenagers may, however, give
short-term benefits, such as identity formation and peer reactions, more weight than long-
term consequences, and they are less accurate in anticipating how they will feel about
current decisions in the future. If these points are true, adolescents may hold rational
behavioral intentions to avoid pregnancy and modify those intentions when they consider
competing desires and consequences in the moment of sexual decision making, such as
feeling attached to a partner or facing the real prospect of discussing contraceptive use
(Luker 1975). A proportion of the pregnancies deemed unintended in this study may,
therefore, have been intended, at least to some degree, at the time of conception.

In this study, adolescents’ reported intentions with regard to pregnancy fluctuated for a
substantial portion of participants between visits made six months apart. Their intentions
may have changed more frequently than we were able to capture, depending on partnerships,
life experiences, or interactions with peers and family. Research on which partnership, peer,
and lifestyle changes in teenagers’ lives lead to changes in intentions may be helpful in
elucidating the underlying causes of teen pregnancy.

Among the participants in this study, intentions to avoid pregnancy may not have translated
into safe sex behaviors because other factors, such as lack of knowledge of contraceptive
options, impaired judgment due to use of alcohol, and gender-based power imbalances that
constrain girls’ power to negotiate condom use or abstinence, inhibited their abilities to
prevent unintended pregnancy (Pulerwitz et al. 2000; Santelli et al. 2003). Such a scenario
accords with the concept of intervening variables in the theory of planned behavior, whereby
intentions represent an “intention to try” to avoid pregnancy, and pregnancies that occur are
the consequence of intervening variables such as inability to request or demand safe sex
behavior (Ajzen 1985). Although the large majority of sexually active adolescents in this
study reported use of a contraceptive regardless of their stated intentions, the high incidence
of pregnancy in this group suggests that contraceptive use for many was sporadic or
inconsistent. Such discrepancies between stated intentions and contraceptive use have been
found in other studies of adolescents (Rosengard et al. 2004) and adults (Trussell et al. 1999;
Sable et al. 2000; Petersen et al. 2001; Frost et al. 2007).

Teenagers who do not want to have a child also may fail to recognize the real risk associated

with their behaviors (O’Donoghue and Rabin 2000). Indeed, half of the girls who became
pregnant during the course of this study had indicated previously that they felt there was no
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likelihood that they would become pregnant. Some studies of adolescent girls have found
that girls’ beliefs or fears about infertility are relatively common (Stevens-Simon et al. 1996;
White et al. 2006). Girls who believe that they are infertile or who do not understand that
they are vulnerable to pregnancy may not use a contraceptive method because they do not
believe that unprotected sex presents a risk for pregnancy.

Additional explanations for the poor predictive ability of intentions items except at the
highest levels are that teenagers may hold intentions that are more nuanced than our
questionnaire items were able to capture, or that many do not, in fact, hold clear and rational
pregnancy intentions. Even participants who did not want to become pregnant indicated that
they would be happy if they became pregnant or that they thought pregnancy was at least
somewhat likely. These data support previous studies suggesting that the feelings many
teenagers hold about the prospect of pregnancy are complex and may be ambivalent or even
contradictory (Zabin et al. 1993; Rosengard et al. 2004 and 2005). The data also lend
credence to recent critiques of the rational intentions paradigm, arguing that the predominant
focus on intentional action ignores the degree to which human action is determined by
culturally informed habits, customs, or systems of meaning of which individuals are not
explicitly aware (Esacove 2008; Johnson-Hanks 2008).

Regardless of which explanations account for the study’s results, the simple, categorical
pregnancy-intentions questions we used probably did not capture respondents’ intentions
very accurately. Research is needed into the development and psychometric testing of a
multi-item measure that assesses reproductive intentions prior to the occurrence of
pregnancy. Such a measure would come closer than individual items to capturing the
underlying construct of intentionality and would allow participants’ reproductive attitudes
and intentions to be placed along a continuous spectrum of intentionality. In a recent
analysis of the 2002 NSFG intentions questions, Santelli and colleagues (2009) argue that a
new multiple-category measure of intentions represents an improvement over the traditional
three-category approach and should be employed by researchers using the retrospective
NSFG questions. Although continuous scales of pregnancy intentions have been developed
and tested, these scales either assess intentions retrospectively (Barrett et al. 2004) or were
developed primarily for adult populations and focus mainly on measuring the active
planning of pregnancy (Morin et al. 2003), which may be distinct from the desire for
pregnancy (Trussell et al. 1999). Experts in adolescents’ pregnancy intentions have posited
that many teenagers become pregnant because they lack a firm commitment to avoid doing
S0, not because they actively want or plan to have a child (Stevens-Simon et al. 2001). A
measure of intention may more accurately predict the occurrence of pregnancy if it captures
both the strength of intention to become pregnant and the strength of the intention to avoid
doing so.

The results of our study reaffirm the importance of male partners’ intentions in adolescent
pregnancy. Prior studies of teenagers of mixed races (Bruckner et al. 2004) and of Latinas
(Frost and Oslak 1999; Cowley and Farley 2001) have documented the importance of
partners’ intentions in determining an adolescent girl’s intentions. Our results go a step
further by showing that a relationship exists between perceived partners’ intentions,
measured prior to pregnancy occurrence, and subsequent pregnancy. The role of partners’
intentions in determining risk, particularly among Latinas, has been attributed to power
imbalances between the sexes or to the importance of a girl’s belief that her partner wants to
have a child, an indication that he intends to support her once a child is born (Unger and
Molina 1998; Pulerwitz et al. 2000; Zabin et al. 2000; Driscoll et al. 2001; Gilliam 2007).
However, it is possible that female teenagers feel more comfortable attributing their own
desire for pregnancy to their partners if they perceive researchers or health practitioners as
holding judgmental attitudes toward pregnancy among teenagers. Another explanation for
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the relationship that we observed between partner’s intentions and pregnancy may be that
adolescents who do not use contraceptives regularly attribute their nonuse to their partners’
desire to have a child. In any case, these results suggest that in assessing pregnancy risk,
asking girls about their partners’ intentions may be as important or even more important
than asking them about their own intentions.

In this study, boys generally voiced intentions similar to those of girls with regard to
wanting a pregnancy and the degree of happiness they would feel about making a girl
pregnant. Boys, however, expressed higher levels of likelihood that a preghancy would
occur in the next six months. Teenaged boys may be more willing than girls to acknowledge
engaging in risky behavior or to realistically assess the risk of pregnancy, even if they do not
want a pregnancy. Prior research that has examined the perceived likelihood of pregnancy as
an intentions measure has suggested that adolescents who state that pregnancy is likely to
occur may hold ambivalent and conflicting attitudes toward this likelihood (Rosengard et al.
2004 and 2005). Our finding that boys expressed higher levels of likelihood of pregnancy
than girls, given similar levels of wantedness, may indicate that boys feel greater
ambivalence toward pregnancy, or that they hold pregnancy attitudes with less conviction,
particularly because they face fewer repercussions if pregnancy occurs. Indeed, research has
shown that adolescent males hold varied and sometimes conflicting attitudes toward
impregnating a girl (Rosengard et al. 2005). Some boys may understand the importance of
taking responsibility for preventing pregnancy and prioritizing their future education and
careers, or for taking care of a child they father (Gohel et al. 1997; Sonenstein et al. 1997;
Marcell et al. 2003). At the same time, they may also place importance on being what they
perceive as strong or manly, which may contribute to their engaging in risky sexual behavior
or cause them to be reticent about seeking reproductive health information and care
(Goodyear et al. 2000; Marcell et al. 2003). Further qualitative research into the attitudes of
adolescents who do not want a pregnancy yet acknowledge its likelihood may shed light on
some determinants of pregnancy among them.

Several limitations of this study should be considered. Although our findings concerning the
incidence of pregnancy were drawn from self-reports as well as urine pregnancy tests, which
constitutes an advantage over some prior analyses (Jaccard et al. 2003; Bruckner et al.
2004), we had to rely on self-reports alone for boys. Moreover, boys must depend on their
female partners to detect and report to them that they have become pregnant. Boys are,
therefore, more likely than girls to have under-reported the incidence of pregnancy, which
precludes us from comparing the predictive ability of intentions items between the sexes.

Another limitation of our study is that because the boys in this study were not necessarily
the sex partners of the girls, we could not examine directly the effects of intentions of both
partnership members on the occurrence of pregnancy. Our recruitment strategy was
designed, however, to capture a peer and sex-partner network of teenagers. Thus, the boys
and girls in this study came from similar social, neighborhood, and peer groups,
strengthening the comparability of boys and girls on intentions items. As a consequence of
our sampling approach and the unique target population, our results may not be
generalizable to other predominantly Latino communities in the United States or to
adolescents of other ethnicities. Finally, sample-size constraints limited the precision of
some of our estimates and our ability to assess interactions between intentions and other
variables, including contraceptive use.

Consideration of how teenagers feel about the prospect of pregnancy is important for
understanding their sexual-risk-taking behaviors and for creating and evaluating
interventions with the goal of preventing pregnancy among adolescents. Persistently high
pregnancy rates among Latino adolescents in the United States make imperative a focus on
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risk factors for pregnancy in this group, including their pregnancy intentions (Ventura et al.
2008). Although Latino teenagers overall may express more favorable attitudes toward
pregnancy compared with teenagers of other ethnicities, most pregnancies in this study
occurred to those who had expressed no intention or likelihood of pregnancy, which
suggests that these teenagers, as is the case for many others, had difficulty controlling their
fertility. This study also suggests that determining how teens really feel about pregnancy
may not be a straightforward task, as many may hold ambivalent attitudes that can change
over time. The development of appropriate strategies to reduce pregnancy among
adolescents would benefit from a more sophisticated and nuanced understanding of the
subtle influences that determine how a young person views the prospect of pregnancy and
what determines whether teenagers actively protect themselves from the risk of unintended
pregnancies. Creation of a more refined measure of pregnancy intentions, perhaps developed
through qualitative research, and its subsequent incorporation into survey questionnaires
would help to advance this field of inquiry.
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Table 4

Among sexually active respondents, percentage of responses indicating use of a hormonal contraceptive or
condoms six months later, by pregnancy-intentions measure, Mission Teen Health Project, San Francisco,
California, 2001-04

Pregnancy-intentions measure  Percent using hormonal method ~ Percent using condom only ~ Percent not using  p-value?

Girlsb
Wantedness *
Definitely no 55.0 37.0 8.0
Any wantedness 57.3 26.0 16.7
Partner’s wantedness wx
Definitely no 54.0 38.8 7.2
Any wantedness 59.3 26.6 14.1
Happiness el
Very unhappy 53.3 40.9 5.8
Any happiness 56.6 31.1 12.3
Likelihood of pregnancy
No likelihood 57.5 322 10.3
Any likelihood 52.8 39.3 7.8
Boys®
Wantedness
Definitely no 60.2 34.0 5.8
Any wantedness 60.3 32.8 6.9
Partner’s wantedness
Definitely no 59.3 345 6.2
Any wantedness 63.6 31.8 4.7
Happiness
Very unhappy 61.6 328 5.6
Any happiness 59.2 34.9 5.9
Likelihood of pregnancy
No likelihood 57.4 35.2 7.4
Any likelihood 63.0 324 4.6
Total 55.8 35.8 8.4

Significant at p < 0.05;
*

*
p<0.01.

a . . . - . . R - .
P-values compare contraceptive method by intention and are based on relative-risk ratios calculated using multinomial logistic regression,
accounting for the clustering of observations within individuals.

bResponses across 613 visits among 236 girls.

C .
Responses across 471 visits among 189 boys.
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Table 5

Percentage of participants’ responses changing over six months and odds ratios of pregnancy another six
months later, by pregnancy-intentions measure, Mission Teen Health Project, San Francisco, California,
2001-04

Pregnancy-intentions measure  Percent of responses (n = 769) among 373 girls and boys®  Odds ratio for subsequent pregnancy

Wantedness
Decrease 8.3 0.51
No change (r) 82.0 1.00
Increase 9.7 281

Partner’s wantedness

Decrease 15.2 0.61

No change (r) 68.2 1.00

Increase 16.7 350"
Happiness

Decrease 16.4 1.01

No change (r) 59.4 1.00

Increase 24.2 1.32

Likelihood of pregnancy

Decrease 21.3 0.83
No change (r) 60.3 1.00
Increase 18.4 2437

*

*
Significant at p < 0.01;

Fk

£3
p < 0.001. (r) = Reference category.

a - L . .
Analyses are pooled by sex because effects were similar between the sexes. Overall sample size is 769 observations because three visits were
required to assess the effects of changes in intentions: first response, second response, and potential pregnancy at time of third response.

Decrease” and “increase” refer to participants whose reported intentions decreased or increased by one or more steps on the Likert scale over two
Visits.

Note: Odds ratios are drawn from logistic regression models that account for the clustering of observations within individuals and include a cross-
sectional effect (not shown) to control for overall intention level.
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