
239Volume 34, Number 5, September/October 2002

but significantly, greater self-esteem scores than those in
the lowest quartile (24.0 vs. 23.4). 

Multivariate Relationships
The multivariate logistic regression model for predicting
childbearing before age 18 included first, second and third
quartile of cognitive ability; age at sexual initiation; having
had a sexuality education course; being able to correctly an-
swer a question about pregnancy risk; educational expec-
tation; self-esteem score; and poverty status. Second and
third quartiles of cognitive ability were included in the model
as dummy variables to restrict the comparison to the refer-
ence group (fourth quartile) and the first quartile. Table 3
shows significant results of these analyses.

Women with low cognitive ability (as represented by the
lowest quartile) and those living in poverty had increased
odds of giving birth before age 18 (odds ratios, 2.0 and 1.8,
respectively). Delaying initiation of sex, having had a sex-
uality education course and having relatively high educa-
tional expectations reduced the odds of early childbearing

ond birth before the age of 20. After accounting for the main
effects, we examined interactions between cognitive abili-
ty and each of the remaining explanatory variables. The
statistical software package used for these analyses was SAS
System for Windows, version 6.11.19

RESULTS

Bivariate Relationships
Early childbearers had significantly lower cognitive scores
than controls: They ranked in the 22nd percentile for the
NLSY sample overall, whereas controls ranked in the 37th
percentile (Table 1). Two-thirds of early childbearers were
in the two lowest quartiles of cognitive ability, but only 11%
were in the highest quartile. The distribution of scores is
even more disproportionate for repeat early childbearers:
More than 70% of these women were in the two lowest quar-
tiles, while only 7% of mothers with second early births
were in the highest quartile.

Women who bore children early had consistently lower
cognitive scores than women who delayed first birth, re-
gardless of their age, race and ethnicity, and geographic lo-
cation (not shown). Differences in percentile rankings
ranged from about 10 to 20 points. 

Early childbearers differed from controls on all repro-
ductive factors (Table 1). Compared with women who did
not have a birth before age 18, those with an early birth ini-
tiated sex at a younger age (15.2 vs. 17.5 years, on average),
were less likely to report having had a sexuality education
course (47% vs. 65%) and were less likely to correctly iden-
tify when during the menstrual cycle women are most fer-
tile (25% vs. 36%). 

The two groups of women also differed with respect to
social factors. On average, women with early births expected
to attend about two fewer years of school than their late-
childbearing counterparts. Furthermore, a greater pro-
portion of women with teenage births than of controls grew
up in homes below the federal poverty level. Significant dif-
ferences in age at first sex and educational expectations per-
sisted when repeat early childbearers were compared with
early childbearers who did not have a second birth during
adolescence (Table 1). 

Cognitive ability was significantly associated with all of
the reproductive variables studied (Table 2). On average,
women in the lowest quartile of cognitive ability initiated
sex 1.4 years earlier than those in the highest quartile.
Among those who had had a sexuality education course,
a smaller proportion of women were in the first quartile
than in the fourth quartile (20% vs. 28%); among women
who correctly answered a question about pregnancy risk,
the gap was even larger (14% vs. 43%).

Cognitive ability was also significantly associated with
all of the social variables studied. More than two-thirds
(68%) of the women living in poverty had cognitive scores
in the first and second quartiles. On average, women in the
highest quartile expected to have nearly three more years
of schooling than those in the lowest quartile. Women in
the highest quartile of cognitive ability also had slightly,

TABLE 2. Means and percentage distributions reflecting women’s reproductive and
social characteristics, by quartile of cognitive score

Characteristic First Second Third Fourth χ2 or rs
quartile quartile quartile quartile

Reproductive
Mean age at first sex (range, 9–26 yrs.) 16.0 16.6 16.7 17.4 0.24***
% who had sexuality education 20.0 27.0 25.0 28.0 36.96***
% with right answer to pregnancy question 14.0 19.0 24.0 43.0 191.4***

Social
Mean yrs. of expected schooling (range, 1–18) 12.1 13.0 13.7 14.9 0.41***
Mean self-esteem score (range, 15–32) 23.4 23.7 23.9 24.0 0.09***
% in poverty 39.0 29.0 20.0 12.0 201.6***

***p<.001. Note: Percentages were compared through chi-square analyses, means through Spearman rank 
correlation.

TABLE 3. Odds ratios (and 95% confidence intervals) from
logistic regression analyses reflecting the risk of early child-
bearing and of repeat early childbearing, by selected char-
acteristics

Characteristic Early Repeat 

Cognitive ability 
Fourth quartile (ref) 1.00 1.00
Third quartile 1.20 (1.10–1.40)* 1.20 (1.00–1.50)*
Second quartile 1.20 (1.10–1.60) 1.30 (0.98–1.70)
First quartile 2.00 (1.70–3.70)*** 2.90 (1.70–4.90)***

Age at first sex 0.38 (0.33–0.41)*** 0.67 (0.58–0.76)***

Sexuality education
Yes 0.63 (0.48–0.79)*** .ns
No (ref) 1.00 .ns

Highest grade expected 0.80 (0.80–0.85)*** 0.88 (0.82–0.94)***

Lived in poverty
Yes 1.80 (1.40–2.40)*** .ns
No (ref) 1.00 .ns

R2 0.39 0.10

*p<.05. ***p<.001. Notes: Early childbearing is defined as having a first birth be-
fore age 18; repeat early childbearing is defined as having a first birth before
age 18 and a second birth before age 20. ns=not significant. ref=reference group.


