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they have a bond together, so I want that bond too.” 
When asked whether his sister’s having a baby had made 
him want to have a child, Anthony, age 17, responded, 
“Yeah, ’cause it’s a cute baby, and I want a cute baby.” 
Jessica, age 13, revealed another motivation, which was 
to achieve something of which she could be proud, stat-
ing, “Yeah, I want one too…in like my senior year though, 
like just as I’m getting out of high school…’cause like, 
I wanna be able to take care of my baby, you know, and 
see my baby grow up…and be proud that it’s my baby 
and I took care of it.” 

 One-quarter of youths discussed feelings of depression 
and social isolation. For many youths, depression stemmed 
from the responsibility of caring for their sister’s infant, 
resulting in the youth’s being “housebound.” Nadia, age 
14, explained, “It’s like I always have to hang out here [at 
home] ’cause of the baby. I have to watch him all day after 
school and sometimes at night if my sister goes out. I get 
bored, and my friends get tired from coming over here all 
the time. They’re always like, ‘Why can’t you come out 
with us?’ I’m like, ’cause I have to watch him!” Marco, age 
15, told a similar story: “Most days I have to stay home 
and take care of the baby instead of going out with my 
friends. They always have cool things to do, and I’m stuck 
here.” Brooke, age 12, also housebound, explained, “Like 
usually I can’t do stuff ’cause [my mother and older sister] 
have to go somewhere, and then I can’t go anywhere.”  

 One-fi fth of youths said that they spent less time with 
their mother as a result of her new responsibilities as a 
grandparent. Lourdes, age 17, commented, “Yeah, I feel 
mad ’cause [my mother] is always taking care of [the 
baby], and she ignores us.” Brenda, age 14, when asked if 
her relationship with her mother had changed since her 

older sister had a baby replied, “Yes, because there is no 
more time. Like we get less time with her ’cause she likes 
to spend more time with the baby, and she has to work 
longer to make more money for the baby. So I don’t really 
see her all that much.”  

 One in fi ve youths reported that their friends had made 
positive comments about how cute the baby was or how 
“cool” the older sister was for being such a young parent. 
Laura, age 13, stated, “My friends are like, ‘Where’s the 
baby? Oh, she’s so cute. She’s so pretty. Has her hair grown 
in yet?’” We considered such comments risks because of 
their positive reinforcement of young parenting. 

  Protective Factors   
The 11 protective themes that derived from a teenage sis-
ter’s childbearing were as follows: increased motivation to 
delay parenting, appreciation of the diffi culty of parenting, 
mothers’ explicitly and—separately—implicitly discour-
aging youths from early parenting ,  increased closeness or 
time spent with mother, mothers’ differentiating youths 
from the older sister, mothers’ increased strictness and 
protectiveness, youths’ higher school aspirations, older 
sisters’ discouraging early parenting, youths’ improved 
behavior and mothers’ discussing contraceptive use. No 
youths discussed fewer than two or more than seven pro-
tective factors. Six youths discussed two or three protec-
tive effects, 31 youths discussed 4–6 protective factors and 
four youths discussed seven. The frequency of protective 
effects did not differ by youths’ gender or the age of the 
sister’s child at the time of the interview. 

 The most commonly cited protective factor—which was 
discussed by all but one youth—was an increased motiva-
tion to avoid early parenting. Ana, age 16, explained that 
her sister’s having a baby “has made me want to wait to 
have a baby, ’cause it takes a lot of guts to do it. So I’m like, 
nah, I have to wait until I’m more prepared to be a mom. 
Not right now…. I’m not even close to being prepared.” 
Juan, age 15, commented, “I want to wait, ’cause [my older 
sister] doesn’t look like she’s having that much fun. She 
has to stay home and watch the baby and stuff, so I’m like, 
nah.” Emily, age 16, bluntly stated, “I want to wait ’cause 
now I know the consequences of having a baby. It’s taught 
me that I’m not ready yet.”  

 The second most frequently cited protective factor 
resulting from a sister’s teenage childbearing, discussed by 
90% of youths, was an increased appreciation of the chal-
lenges of parenting. Melissa, age 12, said that her sister’s 
having a baby “has kind of shown me and taught me that 
it’s hard to raise a baby, and it takes a lot of patience and 
effort. It’s taught me that babies…need a lot of time and 
care and attention. It’s too much—way too much—work.” 
Citing an appreciation of the personal and educational 
costs of early parenting, 16-year-old Christina stated, 
“Now I realize, you know, that having a baby takes away a 
lot from school and things you want to do. Everything gets 
harder. School is harder. Adding something else like a 
baby makes it real hard.” Yesinia, age 15, described 

TABLE 1. Percentage of youths in a sample of 12–18-year-
old Mexican Americans citing  various risk and protective 
factors associated with an older sister’s teenage childbear-
ing, California, 2005–2007

Factor %
 (N=41)

Risk 
Perception that early parenting is not a hardship 66
Schooling diffi culties* 32
Desire to have a baby too 27
Depression, social isolation 24
Reduced closeness/time spent with mother 20
Positive remarks about sister or her baby from friends† 17

Protective  
Increased motivation to delay parenting 98
Increased appreciation of diffi culty of parenting  90
Mother’s explicitly discouraging early parenting 68
Increased closeness/time spent with mother 58
Mother’s differentiating youth from parenting sister 29
Mother’s increased strictness, protectiveness 27
Increased school aspirations 24
Mother’s implicitly discouraging early parenting 20
Older sister’s discouraging early parenting 12
Improved behavior to be a good role model for

 niece/nephew  12
Mother’s discussing contraception 7

*Grades have dropped, baby interferes with homework or studying. †Com-
ments that reinforce early parenting. 


