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sociated with wider exposure to sex edu-
cation (including discussions with parents
and formal sex education classes) and an
even greater decline when wider exposure
to sex education is combined with posi-
tive changes in family environments. As
in Table 5, the lack of a significant overall
effect of changes in family environment
between Cohorts 2 and 3 masks counter-
balancing effects of positive and negative
changes.†

Changes in the proportion of the over-
all sample beginning sexual activity at an
early age between Cohorts 2 and 3 made
no significant difference in the predicted
probability of a teenage birth. However,
among sexually experienced teenagers (in
Models 4 and 5), an overall decline in age
at first sex between the two cohorts led to
an increase in the predicted probability of
a birth. Thus, although the proportion of
adolescents who became sexually experi-
enced at an early age was stable from Co-
hort 2 to Cohort 3, those who had sex did
so, on average, at an earlier age. The in-
crease in predicted probability resulting
from an earlier age at first sex was coun-
terbalanced by increased contraceptive
use and improved family environments,
which are related to a predicted decrease
in the probability of a teenage birth among
sexually experienced teens. Changes in

the effects of early sexual activity are com-
bined with those of the negative changes
in family environments that occurred be-
tween the two cohorts.

For sexually experienced adolescents,
Models 4 and 5 provide no explanation for
the increase in the risk of a teenage birth
between Cohorts 1 and 2. In fact, Model 4
shows some evidence of a decline, based
on improved contraceptive use at first sex
and positive changes in family environ-
ments. In Model 5, changes in partner
characteristics, including nonvoluntary
sexual experiences, age difference be-
tween partners and type of relationship,
appear to have had no effect on the pre-
dicted probability of a teenage birth be-
tween Cohorts 1 and 2.
•Changes from Cohort 2 to Cohort 3. Table 6
(page 174) compares the predicted prob-
abilities for Cohorts 2 and 3.* In all mod-
els, the predicted probability of a teenage
birth was greater for Cohort 3 than for Co-
hort 2. This result reflects trends in the
adolescent birthrate, because although the
birthrate declined over the period for Co-
hort 3, it was still higher than the birthrate
at the beginning of the period for Cohort
2 (see Figure 1).

Even so, several of our hypotheses were
confirmed. In Models 1 and 2, we see sig-
nificantly lower predicted probabilities as-

factors related to partners, including non-
voluntary sexual experiences, did not lead
to a change in the predicted probability of
a birth.

Discussion
The demographic context of adolescence
has changed over time, and many family
and individual characteristics are associ-
ated with an increased or decreased like-
lihood of a teenage birth for each cohort.
Factors related to partners were not asso-
ciated with the risk of a birth in any cohort.
However, our analyses confirmed sever-
al hypotheses on the effects of changes in
the composition of cohorts of teenagers
between the early 1980s and the mid-
1990s, as well as those of changing asso-
ciations between characteristics and out-
comes. 

The Overall Sample
In the full sample of teenagers, negative
changes in family environment (includ-
ing increases in family turbulence) and an
increase in the proportion of adolescents
having sex at an early age were associat-
ed with an increase in the teenage birth-
rate between Cohorts 1 and 2. However,
positive changes, such as improvements
in family environment, partially offset that
increase. Among sexually experienced
teenagers, age at first sex declined slight-
ly between Cohorts 1 and 2, but contra-
ceptive use at first sex and family envi-
ronment improved; overall, these changes
led to a decline in births in this group.

Two factors were associated with the
decline in the birthrate of the overall sam-
ple from Cohort 2 to 3—sex education and
discussions about sex with parents, and
positive changes in family environment
(e.g., improvements in maternal educa-
tion). In addition, the proportion of teen-
agers having sex by age 15 stabilized be-
tween Cohort 2 and 3, reversing the trend
toward earlier sexual exposure.

Thus, improved communication be-
tween parents and teenagers, along with
the expansion of sex education, appears
to have contributed to declines in the ado-
lescent birthrate in the 1990s. Teenagers
are much more likely to have had discus-
sions with their parents about sex educa-

Table 5. Predicted probability of a first teenage birth among all adolescents and sexually ex-
perienced adolescents with the average characteristics of Cohort 1 and Cohort 2, by charac-
teristic, according to effects of those characteristics on each cohort

Characteristic Cohort 1 effects Cohort 2 effects

Cohort 1 Cohort 2 Cohort 1 Cohort 2

ALL TEENAGERS
Model 1
Family environment 14.6 14.4 16.9 16.9

Positive changes† 14.6 13.8* 17.5 16.9*
Negative changes‡ 14.6 15.1 16.3 16.9*

Race/ethnicity 14.6 14.8 16.7 16.9

Model 2
Dropout status 13.6 13.6 16.3 16.2
Sex education and discussions with parents 13.6 13.4 16.9 16.2
Sex education, discussions with parents and

positive changes in family environment 13.6 12.9* 17.4 16.2*

Model 3
% having sex before age 15 11.9 12.6* 13.5 14.3
% having sex before age 15 and

negative changes in family environment 11.9 12.9* 13.2 14.3*

SEXUALLY EXPERIENCED TEENAGERS
Model 4
Age at first sex 21.2 21.5 24.0 24.6
Contraceptive use at first sex 21.2 20.6 25.3 24.6
Contraceptive use at first sex and

positive changes in family environment 21.2 19.6* 26.2 24.6*

Model 5
% with nonvoluntary first sex 21.5 21.5 25.2 25.1
Partner characteristics 21.5 21.4 25.2 25.1

*Variable is significant at p<.10 and explains at least 25% of the difference between the two cohorts. †Includes percentage of sample
who were daughters of teenage mothers, number of children in family and mother's education. ‡Number of changes in living situation
and parental divorce.

*Because the youngest teenagers interviewed in 1995
were aged 15, we can predict the risk of a birth only for
adolescents aged 15 or older for this cohort. To match the
characteristics of this sample, we restricted the predict-
ed probabilities of Cohort 2 to teenagers at risk of a birth
at age 15 or older. 

†Analyses not shown here indicate a significant differ-
ece between estimates for positive and negative  changes
in family environments.




