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Literature Review Introduction

Introduction

This Literature Review was undertaken at the request of First Steps Housing Project Inc., Saint
John, New Brunswick. It offers a comprehensive overview of the published literature on the
topics of teen pregnancy, poverty, homelessness, effects of teen parenting and of poverty on
child development, effects of childhood abuse and the societal and financial costs of “doing
nothing”. Primary sources of literature were used throughout: primarily journal articles accessed
on-line through the Harriet Irving Library (UNBF) and articles by experts in their field sourced on
the internet. Every attempt has been made to properly reference the literature. However, the
reader is advised that in many instances the writing of the original author/s best expressed the
issue and therefore, the paragraphs were incorporated only with minor editing for readability.
References are found at the end of the discussion for each topic area. Because each topic area

stands alone, there is some repetition of the findings between topic areas.
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Literature Review Influences on vulnerable teen age girls
and issues of pregnancy and homelessness

Topic I. Influences on vulnerable teenage girls and issues of pregnancy
and homelessness

Poverty

The reason(s) why teenage women become pregnant or give birth are difficult to categorize. In
the body of literature examined, it was reported that the rise in rates was due to the fact that more
teenagers were sexually active, were using less contraception, or that there was an individual
desire to become pregnant (1). The first two factors were borne out by the National Longitudinal
Survey of Children and Youth (1998/99 and 2000/01) which estimated that 12% of boys and 13%
of girls had sexual intercourse by ages 14 or 15. Poverty, school achievement, and self esteem
were also factors which have been said to play a role (2). Research illustrated that the lack of
opportunity and socioeconomic disadvantage significantly contributes to teen age pregnancy (3).
Poverty “...can be both the consequences and the causes of teen pregnancy and childbearing”

(4).

Teen pregnancy is highly correlated with living in poverty (1). Teens living in poverty were more
likely to get pregnant than teens who do not, and furthermore, teen parents often had lower
lifetime earnings, as well as more social problems throughout life (2, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8). Pregnancy
rates were highest among teens from single-parent families who had experienced poverty. For
these teens, motherhood represented an acceptable solution that would compensate for a life of

psychological, moral, family and social hardship®.

The extensive literature review by Dilworth (1) suggested that statistically, young mothers face a
life of poverty, have lower levels of education and have less opportunity in the workplace than
non-parenting teens. She found that research on teen pregnancy prevention usually focuses on
the negative aspects of being a teen parent. For example:
= There is a close correlation between dropping out of school, early pregnancy, and
poverty.
= Children of teenage parents are more likely to have problems and to become teenage
parents themselves, thus perpetuating the cycle of poverty begun by a teenage birth.
= Teen mothers often find themselves to be undereducated, underemployed and
underpaid, promoting a generational cycle of disadvantaged families.
= Early childbearing holds a risk of delaying emotional development, of high stress and

potentially abusive environments, and of the reduction of life opportunities for both

! And Choices: Keeping teenage mothers in school. Education Quebec and Banque Scotia.
http://www.gouv.gc.ca/cond-fem/pdf/nourris-a.pdf
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mother and child.
= The costs of adolescent parenthood for society are numerous. The mother’s education
often is interrupted or terminated, leading to a loss or reduction in future earning power,

and a life of poverty.

Despite these findings, Dilworth (1) stated that many young parents will say their child had

provided them with more joy than they have ever known.

Teenage women who become pregnant and have children are frequently criticized, and their
pregnancies get blamed for causing adult poverty, welfare dependence, and other social
problems. Lee (9) found these reactions and beliefs to be unwarranted and ultimately, very
harmful for a number of reasons. First, they obscured the very important fact that as a group
these young women tend to be overwhelmingly poor even before they get pregnant. Second,
these beliefs lead to the creation of policies that may punish teenage mothers when they are
already facing the hardships that living in poverty brings. Third, they were harmful because they
take attention away from the real issues that contribute to and exacerbate living in poverty —
problems in educational systems, decreased labor market opportunities, the absence of reliable
child care, inadequate housing, and the lack of health care. And finally, regardless of economic

status, a number of teen pregnancies are the result of rape, incest and violence.

There are individuals and families who are particularly vulnerable to being persistently poor (10).
Hatfield (11) demonstrated that one group in particular was vulnerable to long-term poverty —
lone-parent families?. Long-term poverty (10) is multi-faceted:
= Low-income individuals and families are often deprived of opportunities to develop their
capabilities. Having a lack of financial resources means that individuals and families
have to make choices regarding the necessities of life. These choices may deprive
individuals of opportunities to develop their capabilities. For example, children from
lower-income families are not likely to have a computer at home and to participate in
extracurricular activities (12). Women with lower incomes can’'t afford paid child care.
Their major expenses are housing and food.
= Low-income individuals are marginalized in the world of work. Labour market attachment
is usually weak among the poor. The persistently poor are likely to be unemployed or

working part time (11). This may be due to lack of education or employment

% In Low-Income in Census Metropolitan Areas, 1980-2000 by Andrew Heinz and Logan McLeod (22),
there is a comparison of 27 Census Metropolitan areas (CMAS) with respect of groups at risk of being in
low income. Overall in Canada, lone-parent families comprised 7.3% of the population, but 19.3% of the
low-income population. More importantly, between 1980 and 2000, while the low-income rates in lone-
parent families went down in all the 27 CMAs combined (54.2 to 46.6%), this was not the case in Saint
John where there was no change (62 to 62.4%). The low-income rate for children for the 27 CMAs
combined did not change for the same period (20.4 to 20.8%) or for Saint John (23.3 to 23.6%).
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opportunities. Most importantly, for those who are employed, many become trapped in
jobs that offer little security and low pay. Individuals in these precarious jobs are less
likely to receive on-the-job training nor can they afford skills-upgrading courses that could
help them get out of their predicament.
= Low-income households are in need of adequate and affordable housing. The poor are
less likely to be able to afford quality housing, and as a result, are excluded from access
to the quality services found in a well-provisioned neighbourhood, i.e., quality community
services, schools, better infrastructure, and a vibrant community. Households with low
attachment to the labour market and low income are more likely to have core housing
needs (13)°.
= Low-income people often lack the social capital, or networks, that are key to getting
ahead in life. Networks are very critical in enabling individuals to get by, and more
importantly, to get ahead over the course of life. There are two kinds of networks:
bonding networks that help individuals get by, such as close family and friends of the
same social and economic background, and the more diverse bridging networks that can
help individuals get ahead. The poor and socially excluded are strong in bonding
networks, but weak in bridging networks (14).* While strong ties represented by bonding
networks are essential, it is the weak ties mostly found in bridging networks that are

critical, for example, in finding jobs and advancing one’s career.

Education

Young teen mothers have exceptionally low probabilities of completing their schooling, and thus,
have poor employment prospects (15). Just over half of teenage mothers complete high school
during adolescence and early adulthood. Many who complete high school do so with only an
alternative credential — the General Educational Development (GED) certificate. Many of those

who do complete regular high school have very low basic skills. The combination of low

® Engleland and Lewis (13), based on 2001 Census data, reported that lone-parent households had the
second highest core housing need (42.3% of households) compared with all households at 15.8%. They
also noted that 26.9% of lone-parent households were in what they termed high-need neighborhoods.
These neighbourhoods had median incomes, on average, only half those of other neighbourhoods,
unemployment rates nearly double that in other neighbourhoods, and the proportion of income derived
from social assistance is twice that of other neighbourhoods.

* A study in the Olde North End found how important bonding networks were to the people in that
neighbourhood. The young people have to leave the neighbourhood to attend high school where they face
social exclusion. As a group, they “stick together”. Kids in the neighbourhood who are not being cared for
by their parents are fed, clothed and looked after by others in the neighbourhood. It was brought up
repeatedly that everyone knows everyone else, and friends look after friends and the children of friends.
(Dilworth, C. and Dilworth, T. 2005. “Supporting Health in the Olde North End.” Prepared for the Olde
North End Change Project, Saint John, NB by Evaluation Designs Ltd., Fredericton.
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educational credentials, low basic skills, and parenting responsibilities means that teenage

parents have limited employment opportunities and are restricted to the low-wage market.

The outlook for teen mothers who have educational deficiencies, sporadic work histories and
other barriers to employment is not good. This population of young adults needs help in all areas
of career preparation — academic and vocational education, employability and life skills
development — if they are to overcome the difficulties that hinder their successful transition to
adulthood. Given the educational, social, economic, and employment histories common among
teenaged mothers, career development is a priority for helping them make the transition from
adolescence to economic independence (16). These young mothers are also in special need of

psychosocial development, life skills development, career awareness and job skills development.

Ettinger (17) listed a number of psychosocial factors that affect the education and training of teen
parents: low self-esteem, low aspirations, motivation and expectations; unrealistic goals and
ambitions; limited emotional resources for support and maintenance; and lack of role models.

Ettinger suggested that attention be given to the development of the following types of life skills:

L] Building of self-concept,

L] Building support systems,

Ll Learning how to access available child care, transportation services and other support
= Services necessary to one’s survival,

= Learning how to meet the challenge of combining work and family roles,

. Learning how to give and receive emotional support,

L] Networking for work opportunities and connections, and

L] Enhancing interpersonal communication and relationships.

Drinking, Drugs and Smoking

Although it is difficult to prove that certain behaviours make teenage women more likely to
become pregnant, the literature has suggested that there is a relationship between risk
behaviours (drinking, smoking, and drugs) and the likelihood of becoming pregnant (1). Often
those who are least well-prepared to nurture and raise a child are those most likely to become
pregnant. These include young women with substance abuse problems, not doing well in school,

who have low aspirations and who live in disadvantaged homes (18).

A Health Canada study (19) found that in one program surrounding teen pregnancy, 64% of the
participants were smokers. In the LEAP (Lifestyle Education for Adolescent Parents) program
(now Healthy Baby & Me) in New Brunswick, a significant number of the participants were also

found to be smokers (20).
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Single Parenthood

Over time, adolescent mothers have become increasingly likely to remain single parents, and
thus, the sole providers for themselves and their children (21). Maynard found that most teen
parents are unmarried five years after giving birth. Moreover, fewer than half of the teens who
give birth married within the next 10 years (21). Marital status at the time of the first birth
becomes a powerful predictor of subsequent poverty status and welfare dependence, regardless
of the age of the woman when she has her first child. More than 66% of all unmarried child
bearers ended up on welfare, as did 84% of young teen mothers who are unmarried when their
first child is born. Especially notable is that when these teen mothers go on welfare, they tend to

do so for long periods of time — more than 5 of the 10 years following the birth of their first child.
Literature
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Topic Il Impact of poverty on the development of infants and young
children

The traditional progression from adolescence to adulthood has been education, job preparation
and employment, marriage and parenthood. Contemporary teenage parenthood represents a
variation in that traditional pattern and has been described as an “off-time” in the transition to
adulthood (1, 2). Pregnancy eclipses childhood and adolescence, thrusting the teenage mother
into a world of adult responsibilities. Many pregnant teens have not yet accomplished basic
developmental tasks of establishing identity, developing the capacity of intimate relationships,
meeting educational and career objectives, achieving economic independence and developing
self-esteem (3). As a result, teen mothers are more likely than other mothers to live in poverty
and rely on public assistance (4). The vast majority of children born to teenage mothers grow
up in economically and educationally disadvantaged households. Clearly, children of teen
mothers start life with more disadvantages than children born to older women. Research
suggests that the costs of teenage pregnancy are primarily borne by the children of these young
mothers.

Low Birth Weight

Adolescents are twice as likely to have low birth weight infants as mothers in their 20’'s (5, 6).
Low birth weight babies are 40 times more likely to die during the first month of life as compared
with babies of normal weights. In addition, health problems and birth defects are 39 percent
higher in low birth weight infants. In 1995 in Canada, the rate of low birth weight was higher
among non-married women (single and common-law) compared to married women (6.8%
compared to 5.1%) (7). The increased incidence of poor outcomes, including low birth weight
and preterm birth in lower socio-economic classes, has been very well documented (3). The
impact of socio-economic status on birth weight overrides all other associated factors, including
physiological, since most of the poor outcomes in the low socio-economic group are attributable
to adverse environmental conditions (8). Rates of adolescent pregnancy and single parenthood,
both associated with increased risk of low birth weight, are also much higher among the poor.
Maternal smoking is the most clearly established preventable risk factor associated with low birth
weight. This association has been shown in world wide studies encompassing half a million
births (3). Women who continue to smoke in the prenatal period are more likely to be teenage,

unmarried and have less education (9, 10). What increases the risk of low birth weight (3)?
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SOCIAL RISK FACTORS PERSONAL
= Poverty =  Smoking
= Single parent = Alcohol and other drug use
= Teenage parent =  Poor nutrition before and during
= Little or no prenatal care pregnancy
= Living with a violent partner = Limited stress-relief strategies
= Generally stressful life
=  Workplace conditions
=  Type and amount of work

Source: PEPEO, 1998
School Readiness and Development

A long term study of Nova Scotia mothers and their children conducted by the Nova Scotia
Department of Community Services (11, 12) examined the socioeconomic outcomes related to
teen pregnancy and single parenthood vs. married parenthood. They assessed the children of
mothers in their sample and found few differences between groups. The children of the younger
mothers scored lower than those of older mothers in the area of verbal comprehension, but their
general scores as a group were within the normal average range of scores for all children. Nor

was there a significant difference in the ways the mothers in this sample dealt with child behavior.

The generally positive outcome of the children’s development puts to rest a great deal of concern
and speculation about how well children of unmarried teenage mothers develop compared to
children born into two parent families. The study showed that mothers share similar experiences
raising children (e.g., constraints on time and access to childcare). While differences occur, it is
not because one group is more devoted but because of the circumstances in which the families
live (11).

Other studies have found different results with respect to school readiness and development.
One of these studies assessed the effects of early childbearing on the children themselves and
looked specifically at four types of outcomes: the quality of the home environment provided to the
child; the child’'s cognitive development and educational attainment; physical and psychological
well-being; and behaviour problems and substance abuse (13). They considered these potential
impacts for the children when they were young as well as when adolescents. In addition, they

examined whether firstborns fared differently from their siblings.
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Their major findings were in the areas of home environment and cognitive and educational
development. When they controlled for the mother’s background characteristics, the quality of
the home environment (including both emotional support and cognitive stimulation) was over 4
points lower (on a normal scale where the mean is set at 100) for the children of teen mothers
than for those of mothers at age 20 to 21. The children of teen mothers also scored lower in
mathematics and reading recognition (4 points) and in reading comprehension (3 points) during
all ages up to 14. These differences carried over into adolescence in the form of greater
likelihood of repeating a grade and being rated unfavourably by teachers in high school. Birth
order was not important as these deficits were found for subsequent children as well as the
firstborn children of teen mothers.

Ross et al. (14, 15) reporting on the first round results from the National Longitudinal Survey of
Children and Youth (NLSCY), found that the children from lone-parent families®, compared to all
children, appeared to have slightly greater potential development problems. To determine just
how well children in lone-parent families were faring compared to all children, the researchers
looked at whether child in lone-parent families were over represented in the bottom 10 percent
(decile) for the 55 different outcomes measured. If the percentage in that bottom decile was more
than 25 percent higher than for all children, the outcome was considered significantly negative,

i.e., poor outcome.

In almost 70 percent of cases, lone-parent children were over-represented in the bottom decile of
all children. The primary differences noted were in health status, although there were no
significant differences in long-term health outcomes, motor development, or social development.
This team of researchers stated, “This strongly suggests that there are some factors associated
with living in a lone-parent environment which prejudice child development.” But “...it does not
mean that lone-parenthood per se is the main factor, but that there is most likely a constellation of

factors strongly associated with lone parenthood.”

Based on their statistical examination of 30 distinct intervening and outcome variables (which
combined for 55 age-specific variables) children of lone parents showed poorer outcomes in 38
areas. It is important to note that even in these 38 areas, the differences, while observable
statistically, could not be described as outstanding. For the remaining 17 areas, developmental

outcomes were indistinguishable between the lone-parent children and all children cohorts.

> Lone-parent families in the NLSCY include families of several types (teen, older, result of marriage
breakup, mother or father, etc.) which explain some of the findings and must be taken into account in
relating to teen mother families.
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The developmental areas where lone-parent children seemed to fare relatively poorly were in
behavioural outcomes involving variables such as hyperactivity, physical aggression, and
emotional disorder. They also scored less well on the relationship measures, including whether
they were getting along with friends or parents. Educational outcomes such as repeating a
grade, receptive language skills, and their health, were other areas where lone-parent children
performed poorly. However, when it came to their participation in extra-curricular activities,
except for attending nursery school or participating in organized sports, there were few noticeable

differences between the lone-parent and all children cohorts.

Ross et al. (14) found the same pattern in their comparison of the variable distributions of
outcomes for each of the age groups: children aged 2-3 years, 3-5 years, and 6-11 years. The
variable distributions, however, revealed that while there was some cause for concern regarding
those lone-parent children who perform relatively poorly, there were still very large proportions of

lone-parent children who perform quite adequately on the variables in each domain.

The NLSCY?® provided good news as well: most single parents are doing a good job of raising
their children, and most children of lone-parent families show no problems.” In general terms, all
researchers, commentators and workshop participants were “pleasantly surprised” by how well
the majority of lone-parent families were doing.

Where differences existed, they were related not to lone parenthood, but to a cluster of
characteristics that were over represented among lone parents: low income, depression, lack of
social supports, and the like. The first-round research focused on the “how” and “why” of
problematic outcomes for children of lone parents, presumably in order to develop ways to
remedy the problems. At the workshop, they decided collectively that it was important to study
successful lone parents to learn what characteristics contribute to positive outcomes among their
children.

Ross et al. (14) revealed the variation in outcomes that exist among lone-parent children, the
points where their development patterns converge and diverge from the general child population.
They found a wide variation within the lone-parent population for many of these variables, even
on those variables where the distribution of outcomes among lone-parent children was skewed
toward greater vulnerability. Moreover, this study pinpointed the specific areas where lone-parent

children appear to be more vulnerable to negative long-term outcomes.

¢ Cycle 1, 1994-95
"Workshop 1: Family Structure of Investing in Children: A National Research Conference held in Ottawa
in October 1998 reporting on the results of the first cycle of NLSCY research.
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Ross et al. (16) sought explanations for the variation in outcomes for children in lone-parent
families. Because many of these children were doing well, the researchers constructed an age-
related vulnerability index to determine what characteristics were associated with better outcomes
and what were associated with poor outcomes. They found that parents (usually mothers, in the
survey) with higher educational status were associated with better outcomes, while parents
suffering from depression were associated with poorer outcomes. Although 80 percent of the
lone-parent households in the survey had low incomes, higher incomes were associated with
better outcomes for children in two of the three age groups (2-3 years, 3-5 years, and 6-11

years).

They also found that consistent parenting led to positive outcomes, while a measure related to
ineffective parenting was related to negative outcomes (16). The more ineffective the parenting
style, the more vulnerable the child was and the more likely to see a cluster of poor outcomes. It

was found that children of parents with stronger social supports were less vulnerable to problems.

Another study focused their research on the more than 80 percent of lone-parent families in the
NLSCY survey that were led by mothers (17). They found what many other studies have shown:
living in a mother-led family (even when controlling for income) put children at risk. They also
examined other characteristics of the mother, including education level, emotional health, lack of

social supports, and difficulties with parenting.

Children from lone-mother families were more likely to have difficulties in school, social problems,
and psychiatric problems. The difficulties for these children rose with the degree of ineffective
parenting, although most other difficulties were less prevalent when the data were controlled for
gender, child age, maternal non-employment, maternal education, maternal depression, family
dysfunction, and hostile and punitive parenting. In particular, their research reported that the

combination of lone-mother status with ineffective parenting is particularly bad for children.

A study, based on the data from the NLSCY and the National Population Health Survey,
examined 27 elements of child development that included family functioning, neighbourhood
safety, aggression, health status, math and vocabulary scores, and participation in sports or clubs
(18). They found that the level of family income plays a crucial role in the child development
process, i.e., in 80 per cent of the variables examined, the risks of negative child outcomes and
the likelihood of poor living conditions were noticeably higher for children living in families with
annual incomes below $30,000. This was also true for 50 per cent of the variables examined for
children living in families with incomes below $40,000 per year. For this analysis, the authors

divided the child development process into six categories:
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Family

e Children in low-income families were twice as likely to be living in poorly functioning
families as are children in high-income families.

e Nearly 35 per cent of children in low-income families lived in substandard housing,
compared to 15 per cent of children in high-income families.

Community

e More than one-quarter of children in low-income families lived in problem
neighbourhoods, compared to one-tenth of children in high-income families.

Behaviour

e Nearly 40 per cent of children living in low-income families demonstrated high levels
of indirect aggression (such as starting fights with their peers or family members),
compared to 29 per cent of children in families with incomes of $30,000 or more.

Health

e Children in low-income families were over 2% times more likely than children in high-
income families to have a problem with one or more basic abilities such as vision,
hearing, speech or mobility.

Learning Outcomes

e More than 35 per cent of children in low-income families exhibited delayed
vocabulary development, compared to around 10 per cent of children in higher-
income families.

Cultural and Recreational Participation

e Almost three-quarters of children in low-income families rarely participated in
organized sports, compared to one-quarter of children in high-income families.

A United States study (19) looked at five areas of school readiness between the children of
teenage mothers and those of older mothers: 1) cognition and knowledge, 2) language and
communication skills, 3) approaches to learning, 4) emotional well-being and social skills, and 5)
physical well-being. The results showed that all seven cognition and knowledge skills were
statistically lower for teen mothers than for children of older mothers even after controlling for
family socioeconomic status, maternal marital status at birth and current family structure.
Language and communication skills, upon kindergarten entry, for children of young teen mothers
lagged behind children born to older mothers. Children of teenage mothers were less likely to
read simple books independently and to demonstrate early writing ability. They also were

marginally less likely to name all the letters of the alphabet and to demonstrate an understanding
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of some of the conventions of printing. These children were less motivated to learn. They were
more likely to be impulsive/overactive and exhibit internalizing problem behaviors and less likely
to exercise self-control and demonstrate positive interpersonal skills. The results with respect to
health and motor development were not as conclusive as to differences. This work showed that at
least part of the reason children of teen mothers begin kindergarten behind in several areas is
because of their family’s social and lower economic status and a higher likelihood of being in a

single-parent household.
Health and Medical Outcomes

Wolfe and Perozek (20) compared the health of the children of teen mothers from birth to age 14
with the health of children of the same age born to older mothers. Health measures included
whether or not the children were in excellent health, whether or not they were in fair to poor

health, whether they had an acute condition, and whether they had a chronic condition.

The proportion of children reported to be in excellent health was substantially greater for the
offspring of older mothers than the offspring of teen mothers. The children of older mothers were
also somewhat less likely to be reported as in fair or poor health. On the other hand, the children
of older mothers were more likely to have a reported acute or chronic condition than the children
of teen mothers. This last result presumably is related to the fact that the children of the older

mothers were older.
Abuse and Neglect

A study by Goerge and Lee (21) used the lllinois State records to assess the impact of teen
childbearing on child abuse and neglect cases and foster care placement. At the time that this
study was done, it was one of the few data bases that provided detailed family information and
the overall demographic characteristics of the lllinois child population was very comparable with

those of the population in the United States.

The authors’ descriptive statistics indicated that children born to young teen mothers are much
more likely to be victims of abuse and neglect than those born to older mothers. New families in
which the mother's age was under 18 at the time of first birth are also much more likely to
become a case of child abuse and neglect than other families. Their unadjusted data also
showed that once a child is in foster care, the duration of the foster care placement is higher for

children of young teen mothers that for other children.

When birth order was controlled, it became apparent that subsequent children of mothers who

bore their first child as a young teen were considerably more likely to be victims of abuse and
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neglect that the firstborns of older mothers. When other demographic factors were controlled, the

size of the differences between the children of young teen mothers and the children of older

mothers was reduced, but the children of young teens were still considerably more likely to be

victims of abuse and neglect and to be placed in foster care. However, the duration of time in

foster care was no longer significantly different between the two groups.
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