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That disadvantaged Black adolescents have a
greater likelihood of early sexual activity is of
great interest to social scientists, but few have pur-
sued explanations for the variation in sexual be-
havior within this population of at-risk youth.
Therefore, although we know poor adolescents
have a greater probability of early sexual activity
compared with those in more advantaged house-
holds (Brewster, 1994; Coley & Chase-Lansdale,
1998; Hogan & Kitagawa, 1985), we know less
about the risk and protective factors for teenagers
in disadvantaged environments. In our study, data
are drawn from a random sample of African
American families living in poor urban commu-
nities to address two questions: (a) How well do
modeling, supervision, and marital transition hy-
potheses explain the relationship between family
structure and the probability of sexual debut and
pregnancy for disadvantaged female adolescents?
These competing hypotheses have been used to
explain variation in nationally representative sam-
ples or among White middle-class youth but have
not been used to explain variation in sexual be-
havior for Black adolescents in high-risk settings.
(b) Do greater levels of social support from par-
ents and neighborhood adults reduce the likeli-
hood of sexual onset and pregnancy? Although
many studies compare rates of problem behavior
across racial groups or neighborhoods, our study
analyzes variation in behavior across adolescents
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facing similar risk of early sexual debut and preg-
nancy given race, socioeconomic status, and
neighborhood status. Thus, following the ap-
proach introduced by contemporary scholars of
Black family research (Billingsley, 1992; Burton,
1990; McLoyd, 1990), we reject a monolithic
view of African American families, recognize the
diversity of experience within a similar environ-
mental context, and explore the ways parents and
adults differentially influence and participate in
the healthy functioning of African American
youth.

THEORETICAL APPROACHES

Familial Influences on Adolescent Sexuality:
Family Structure

Investigations of the relationship between family
structure and adolescent sexual behavior have
generally supported one or more of three hypoth-
eses. Modeling hypotheses suggest that individu-
als learn how to interact in dating relationships
through conscious and unconscious observations
of the relationships around them during childhood
and adolescence, particularly those between par-
ents or parental figures (Burton, Obeidallah, & Al-
lison, 1996; Thornton & Camburn, 1987). Ado-
lescents in unmarried households witness their
parent’s dating or cohabitation while they are
learning to deal with their own romantic relation-
ships and may model their own patterns of sexual
activity after those of a parent (Newcomer &
Udry, 1994). A second explanation is that adoles-
cents in two-parent households have fewer oppor-
tunities to engage in sexual activity because of
greater parental supervision and monitoring com-
pared with that in single-parent families (Hogan
& Kitagawa, 1985; Miller, Forehand, & Kotchick,
1999; Thompson, Hanson, & McLanahan, 1994).
A third explanation suggests that the instability
brought on by marital disruption and subsequent
transitions accounts for the earlier sexual activity
in single-parent households (Wu & Martinson,
1993). Greater conflict and less warm relation-
ships between parents during and after divorce ad-
versely affect parenting and youth psychological
development, resulting in a variety of problematic
behaviors including early sexual debut and preg-
nancy (Chase-Lansdale, Cherlin, & Kiernan,
1995; Peterson & Zill, 1986).

In the context of disadvantaged urban house-
holds, there are possible contingencies to super-
vision and marital transition hypotheses. With re-

spect to supervision and monitoring hypotheses,
one would expect to see a lower likelihood of sex-
ual activity for adolescents living in households
with more than one parental figure because of the
potential for greater social control. We reason that
the amount of monitoring provided by household
adults may vary according to their relationship to
the adolescent, however. Compared with a married
partner, a parent’s cohabiting partner might not
command the same level of authority and stability
in the home and may have a less active role in
childrearing, thereby exerting less influence on
youth behavior. Children in married households
receive more monitoring, time, and attention com-
pared with children in single-parent and cohabit-
ing households (Thompson, McLanahan, & Cur-
tin, 1992). Moreover, cohabiting households
represent models of nonmarital sexual behavior,
which could jeopardize the benefit of the addi-
tional adult as a protective factor against unmar-
ried sexual activity.

With respect to marital disruption or transition
hypotheses, the effect of a divorce or remarriage
on adolescent behavior may be contingent on the
race and socioeconomic status of the family, as
well as the nature of the marital transition. The
large body of work on marital transitions finds
greater adjustment problems for White children in
stepfamilies compared with those living with bi-
ological parents (e.g., Chase-Lansdale, 1994;
Hetherington & Clingempeel, 1992), but other
studies have reported no negative effect on the
risk of sexual onset or birth for African American
girls in stepfamilies (McLanahan & Bumpass,
1988; Moore, 2001). For example, analyzing the
Panel Study of Income Dynamics and National
Survey of Families and Households, McLanahan
and Sandefur found that young Black women in
stepfamilies have no greater risk of teenage birth
than their counterparts living with biological par-
ents and have a significantly lower risk compared
with adolescents in single-mother families (1994,
pp. 76–78).

Second, the effect of marital transitions on ad-
olescent sexual behavior may be contingent on the
nature of the transition. Arguments in this litera-
ture assume that the evolution of a stepfamily be-
gins with two married biological parents in the
household followed by a marital disruption and
subsequent remarriage. This trajectory may not be
accurate for stepfamilies formed after a nonmari-
tal birth. The transition to a first-marriage step-
family involves processes that are empirically dis-
tinct from those producing divorce and
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remarriage, although families formed in this way
can be difficult to detect in standard research de-
signs. The conflict and instability associated with
marital disruption and separation from the biolog-
ical father may not have occurred in families
where the parents never married, despite research
showing high levels of involvement during early
childhood among noncustodial fathers in never-
married households (Coley & Chase-Lansdale,
1999). If the problems associated with a marital
transition are not present, as may be the case for
some stepfamilies, many of the assumptions re-
garding the problematic nature of a stepparent
household may not be warranted.

In the case of disadvantaged African American
families, the likelihood is greater that a marriage
to a stepparent will be a first marriage rather than
a remarriage because nonmarital birth rates tend
to be higher for low-income individuals and
Blacks when compared with rates for the general
population (Moore, 1995; Taylor, Tucker, Chat-
ters, Jayakody, 1997). Most research has not con-
sidered the possibility that transitions from a nev-
er-married to a married state among disadvantaged
populations may positively influence the behavior
of children through increased economic stability,
greater parental supervision, and models of mar-
ital sexual behavior.

Given the contingencies described above, we
hypothesize that the ability of supervision or tran-
sition theories to explain sexual activity among
disadvantaged adolescents will vary with the con-
text in which parental supervision is expected and
family transitions have occurred. Specifically, risk
of intercourse and pregnancy will be lower for
youth in married families compared with those in
other household structures. Moreover, given pre-
vious findings of an insignificant or positive effect
of stepfamily households on adolescent behavior,
we hypothesize that living in a stepfamily will not
increase the risk of early sexual activity and will
instead act as a protective factor when compared
with living in a single-mother household.

Familial Influences on Adolescent Sexuality:
Parent-Child Relationship

Although the traditional sociological approach to
the study of familial influences on adolescent out-
comes has focused on the more structural features
of the family such as size, parental education, and
marital status, other aspects of family life, most
notably family process, expressed through the
quality of the parent-child relationship, also sig-

nificantly influence children’s behavior (Chase-
Lansdale, Wakschlag, & Brooks-Gunn 1995).
Closer parent-child relationships are associated
with delayed sexual debut but not pregnancy ex-
perience (Resnick et al., 1997), and healthy at-
tachment between parent and child is related to a
secure sense of self and healthy peer relations
(Cassidy & Shaver, 1999). Stronger relationships
and high levels of parental support and warmth
create stable emotional contexts in the home that
may reduce the adolescent’s desire to seek alter-
native intimate relationships. However, the deci-
sion to initiate or delay sex comes as a result of
a set of processes that are qualitatively different
from the processes involved in avoiding pregnan-
cy once sexually experienced. If a parent is ini-
tially disapproving of her teenager’s decision to
initiate sex, the emotional closeness between par-
ent and child may be reduced, resulting in dis-
tance, conflict, or lack of communication in the
relationship. Given the literature in this area, we
hypothesize that closer mother-daughter relation-
ships will relate negatively to the risk of sexual
debut.

Neighborhood Context and Perceived
Community Environment

Wilson’s 1987 seminal work spawned a plethora
of studies documenting the effects of neighbor-
hood characteristics and contexts on a variety of
problem behaviors and family-related events.
Most of these studies find that differences in the
aggregated socioeconomic characteristics of indi-
viduals explain a large part of the variation in
rates of problem behaviors across communities.
High-poverty neighborhoods are more likely to
offer adult models of nonwork and nonmarital
childbearing and provide lower levels of com-
munity social organization (Sampson & Groves,
1989; Wilson, 1987, 1996).

Nonetheless, units of socially cohesive neigh-
bors can exert informal social control over resi-
dents, which may reduce the opportunity for crim-
inal activity and other problem behaviors in
disadvantaged areas (Sampson, Morenoff, &
Earls, 1999; Sampson, Raudenbush, & Earls,
1997). They may also provide what Sampson et
al. (1999) described as ‘‘intergenerational clo-
sure,’’ or the linking of children and community
adults. To the extent that smaller cohesive and sta-
ble networks exist throughout larger disadvan-
taged communities, adults and youth who partic-
ipate in them may behave in more socially
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organized ways compared with others in the
neighborhood who are not part of these locality-
based formal and informal groups. As children
grow older and spend less time in the home, the
level of direct supervision decreases, and peers
exert an increasing influence on adolescent atti-
tudes and conduct. In this context, indirect mon-
itoring by adults outside of the household be-
comes increasingly important. We approach the
link between neighborhood disadvantage and be-
havior by examining the extent to which differ-
ences in an individual’s perception of their neigh-
borhood environment can act as a protective factor
against early sexual activity and pregnancy. We
hypothesize that adolescents who perceive greater
levels of adult social support and cohesion, who
know and interact with neighborhood adults who
act as models of work, and who participate in
more socially organized aspects of their commu-
nities will have a lower risk of sexual debut and
pregnancy.

In sum, we examine aspects of family and
community environment to better understand
within-group variation in sexual outcomes among
African American female adolescents in disadvan-
taged urban communities. Specifically, we test a
modeling hypothesis that the risk of sexual debut
and pregnancy is greater for disadvantaged youth
in single-mother and cohabiting households com-
pared with married households. We also test a su-
pervision and monitoring hypothesis that two pa-
rental figures in the home reduce the risk of sexual
activity by estimating the odds of sex and preg-
nancy for youth in cohabiting and married house-
holds compared with single-parent families. Third,
we test a marital transition hypothesis by exam-
ining the risk of sexual activity for youth in mar-
tially disrupted single-mother and stepfamily
households. Fourth, we explore how parent-child
relationships relate to sexual debut and pregnancy.
Finally, the role of community influences on ad-
olescent sexual behavior is assessed through per-
ceived neighbor social support, positive peer in-
fluences, and economic instability among adults
in the adolescent’s social network.

METHOD

The data are drawn from the ‘‘Families in Com-
munities Study,’’ a 1996 cross-sectional survey of
families with adolescent daughters in three high-
poverty neighborhoods on the south side of Chi-
cago (Coley & Chase-Lansdale, 2000; Pittman &
Chase-Lansdale, in press). Respondents were Af-

rican American girls (aged 15 to 18) and their
primary caregivers. The data consist of separate,
face-to-face, 75-minute interviews with the teen-
ager and primary caregiver (usually the mother)
and self-administered paper-and-pencil mail-in
questionnaires for the teens. Caregivers and teen-
agers were each paid $20 for the interview, and
the adolescent received an additional $10 upon re-
ceipt of the questionnaire.

A randomized block quota technique was used
for selecting target households. Of the 41 census
blocks that comprise the three neighborhoods, 18
were randomly selected for the study with prob-
ability proportional to the size of the African
American female population aged 15 to 18 (ac-
cording to 1990 U.S. Census figures). Although a
block quota technique using 1990 Census figures
was planned as a guide to ensure a dispersion of
sample cases within the study area, it soon became
apparent that the 1990 Census data were not re-
liable for some study areas because many families
had moved out of these neighborhoods, and many
buildings were vacant. A door-to-door enumera-
tion of households and qualified respondents in
the randomly chosen 18 census blocks yielded
491 qualified households. Four percent of families
refused to participate, whereas 62% of teenager-
mother pairs completed interviews. Thirty-four
percent of cases were not interviewed before com-
pletion of fielding because of teenager or caregiv-
er unavailability (these included cases in which no
one was at home, where an appointment was made
but then broken and not rescheduled before the
completion of the fielding, or where the family
was not needed to meet the target of 300 cases).
This article analyzes the responses of the 289 cas-
es with complete information on all of the vari-
ables used in the analyses.

The sample is drawn from the North Kenwood,
Oakland, and Woodlawn community areas in Chi-
cago, and the 1990 U.S. Census of Population and
Housing indicate that all three are socially and
economically disadvantaged and suffer high rates
of social disorganization (Chicago Community
Fact Book Consortium, 1990), with similar num-
bers of female-headed households, median in-
comes, middle- and upper-income families, and
levels of high school completion. The social dis-
locations experienced by the families in the study
sample closely match the community characteris-
tics at the aggregate levels. Given the lack of sig-
nificant differences in the covariates reported by
community area, this investigation will focus on
the adolescents in this study as one group rather
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than as separate residents of three low-income
community areas.

Measures

A dichotomous variable for sexual debut was cre-
ated based on the response to the following:
‘‘How old were you when you first had sexual
intercourse? By intercourse, I mean sex, vaginal
intercourse, not just touching or fooling around.’’
Although there are other behaviors that fall within
the purview of sexual activity, our definition of
sex captures the specific coital behavior most of-
ten leading to pregnancy and is the sexual expe-
rience we focus on in this article. A second di-
chotomous variable was created based on the
answer to the question, ‘‘Have you ever been
pregnant?’’ All 289 respondents are included in
this measure, including virgins. Previous research
on the effects of neighborhood environment on
sexual outcomes has examined adolescents living
in disadvantaged neighborhoods and their risk for
early pregnancy as a group in which all members
face similar risk (Crane 1991; Hogan & Kitagawa
1985). (Separate analyses on the nonvirgin sample
are available from the first author upon request.)

Two indicator variables for mother’s marital
status are used to test the supervision and mod-
eling hypotheses: currently married, currently co-
habiting. The reference category is single mother.
To test the marital transition hypothesis, two in-
dicator variables replace the single mother vari-
able by measuring whether a mother has never
married or is single through a marital disruption.
In addition, two dummy variables indicate the
presence of two married biological parents or the
presence of a stepfather in a married household.
Quality of parent-child relationship is assessed by
summing and averaging 12 items from the Inven-
tory of Parent and Peer Attachment (Armsden &
Greenberg, 1987), which measures degree of mu-
tual trust, quality of communication, and extent of
anger and alienation felt by the daughter toward
her parent. These dimensions are expressed
through responses (coded 1 5 never to 5 5 al-
ways) to statements such as the following: ‘‘I like
to get my mother’s point of view on things I’m
concerned about.’’ ‘‘My mother doesn’t under-
stand what I’m going through these days.’’ Higher
scores indicate more positive parent-teen relation-
ships. One third of respondents did not identify a
father in the household, so only the mother-daugh-
ter relationship is used in these analyses (Cron-
bach’s alpha 5 .85).

Neighbor social support and community co-
hesion is measured by summing and averaging
three items from the perceived quality of neigh-
borhood scale (Korbin & Coulton, 1994). Individ-
uals were asked the extent to which they agreed
with the following statements: ‘‘People in the
neighborhood help each other out when there’s
trouble,’’ ‘‘People in the neighborhood watch out
for each other’s children,’’ and ‘‘A lot of people
in the neighborhood know each other.’’ Higher
scores indicate greater community support. Be-
cause of the greater residential instability and dis-
advantaged context of these neighborhoods, the
Cronbach’s alpha for this scale is somewhat lower
than that of other scales (.63) but consistent with
similar scales in other neighborhood research (i.e.,
Sampson et al., 1999). A measure of positive peer
influences asks respondents about the current and
future projected behaviors of their friends using a
5-point Likert-type scale that asked how many of
their friends had dropped out of school, been in-
volved with drugs or gangs, and were doing well
in school (coded 1 5 none to 5 5 all). They were
also asked to project how many of their friends
will go to college and will have good jobs as
adults. The first two items were reverse coded,
then all items were averaged so that higher scores
indicate more positive peer influences (Cronbach’s
alpha 5 .82). Finally, respondents were asked to
identify five adults they knew outside of their
household and were asked whether each of these
people received welfare. Variation in the quality
of adolescent adult social networks is measured
through the proportion of adults in the teen’s so-
cial network who received welfare, which assesses
the economic instability of adults who can act as
agents of socialization. This measure is a proxy
for nonwork among network adults because only
2% were working at time of interview.

Age, age at menarche, and academic perfor-
mance are included as controls for individual dif-
ferences. To measure academic performance, re-
spondents were asked for the grades received
during their most recent full semester or grading
period in school, coded from 1 (mostly Fs) to 9
(mostly As). Although it can be argued that teen-
agers who became pregnant before leaving school
suffered lower grades as a result of their pregnan-
cies, no significant differences in grades were re-
ported by pregnancy experience. Previous work
has found adolescent grade self-reports to corre-
late highly with official school reports (Gonzales,
Cauce, Friedman, & Mason, 1996). The following
family background characteristics are also intro-
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TABLE 1. MEANS AND STANDARD DEVIATIONS FOR SAMPLE (N 5 289)

Mean (SD)

Initiated intercourse
Experienced a pregnancy
Age (years)
Age at menarche (years)
Academic performance (1–9 scale)
Mother’s education (years)
Income-needs ratio
Family welfare receipt (as proportion of teen’s life)
Married
Cohabiting
Single parent

.55

.27
16.23 (1.10)
12.26 (1.37)
6.12 (1.59)

11.86 (1.98)
1.01 (.81)
.50 (.40)
.16
.20
.64

Elaborated family structure categorizations
Married biological parents
Stepfamily
Two nonbiological parents
Cohabiting
Single parent, never married
Single parent, maritally disrupted
Quality of mother-daughter relationship (1–5 scale)
Perceived neighbor social support (1–4 scale)
Positive peer influences (1–4 scale)
Proportion of adult network receiving welfare

.09

.05

.02

.20

.39

.25
3.89 (.67)
2.72 (.63)
3.31 (.80)
.17 (.23)

duced as control variables: proportion of respon-
dent’s life family received welfare, household in-
come to needs ratio, and mother’s educational
attainment (measured in years). The absolute val-
ues of interitem correlations range from .00 to .58
and are available from the first author.

Our findings should be considered in light of
the limitations of the study. First, our analyses are
based on the first wave of data and represent as-
sociations rather than a causal model. Second, so-
cial support from parents and neighbors is mea-
sured using the adolescent’s report, although
results do not change significantly when the moth-
er’s report of the parent-child relationship is used
in the models. Third, our sample is randomly
drawn from three high-poverty communities in
Chicago. When assessing the role of community
environment on behavioral outcomes, we must
consider the historical context in which Chicago
neighborhoods were developed, as well as their
specific features today, including their persistently
high levels of race and income segregation (Mas-
sey & Denton, 1994; Wilson, 1987). For example,
on a list of the 10 metropolitan areas with the
largest poverty populations, Chicago ranks third,
with about one of every four Blacks living in a
high-poverty area (Jargowsky, 1997, p. 78). The
social isolation and concentrated joblessness of
Chicago’s poor neighborhoods limits our ability to

generalize our findings beyond this specific con-
text.

RESULTS

Despite the fact that all respondents live in dis-
advantaged communities, the sample shows con-
siderable variation in sexual experience. Table 1
presents summary statistics for the variables used
in the analyses. Fifty-five percent of the sample
have initiated intercourse and 27% have experi-
enced a pregnancy, and these proportions are con-
sistent with those for African American female
adolescents in the National Longitudinal Study of
Adolescent Health. The mean age of respondents
is 16.2 years, with abstaining youth about 1 year
younger than teenagers who have initiated sex or
experienced a pregnancy.

Findings in Table 2 compare bivariate associ-
ations by sexual debut and pregnancy experience.
Girls who initiated sex and who experienced a
pregnancy are significantly less likely to be living
in married households and report more distant,
less communicative, and more alienating mother-
daughter relationships. In addition, they perceive
less social support from neighbors, report less
positive peer influences, and name a higher pro-
portion of adults in their social networks on wel-
fare. Mother’s education and welfare use are not
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TABLE 2. BIVARIATE STATISTICS BY INITIATION OF INTERCOURSE AND PREGNANCY EXPERIENCE

Abstained
(n 5 130)

Debuted
(n 5 159)

Never
Pregnant

(n 5 213)
Has been Pregnant

(n 5 77)

Variables
Age
Age at menarche
Academic performance
Mother’s education
Income-needs ratio
Family welfare receipt

15.72
12.30
6.48

12.05
1.11
.49

16.64***
12.22
5.82***

11.70
.93
.51

16.00
12.20
6.15

11.88
1.10
.49

16.84***
12.16
6.03

11.79
.77**
.53

Mother’s marital status
% Married
% Cohabiting
% Single

23.10
16.90
60.00

9.40***
22.60
67.90

19.80
21.70
58.50

3.90***
15.60
80.50***

Quality of mother-daughter relationship
Perceived neighbor social support
Positive peer influences
Proportion of network receiving welfare

4.07
2.81
3.47
.13

3.75***
2.65*
3.18**
.21**

3.96
2.77
3.39
.14

3.73*
2.58*
3.07**
.25***

*p # .05. **p # .01. ***p # .001.

TABLE 3. ODDS RATIOS FOR LOGISTIC REGRESSIONS PREDICTING INITIATION OF INTERCOURSE FROM INDIVIDUAL,
FAMILY, AND COMMUNITY CHARACTERISTICS

Independent Variables Model A Model B Model C Model D

Age
Age at menarche
Academic performance
Mother’s education
Income-needs ratio
Family welfare receipt

2.81***
.79*
.68***
1.00
.81

1.05

2.93***
.85
.72***
.98
.80

1.03

2.68***
.80*
.71***
.99
.84
.93

2.83***
.85
.74***
.98
.82
.92

Mother’s marital status
Single—reference

Married
Cohabiting

.42*
1.55

.38*
1.51

.43*
1.54

.38*
1.51

Mother-daughter relationship
Perceived neighbor social support
Positive peer influences
Network receiving welfare

—
—
—
—

.39***
—
—
—

—
.67
.81

2.61

.41***

.72

.92
2.53

Constant
22LL
Degrees of freedom
Change in model chi-square

210.95
310.88***

8

28.95
295.35***

9
15.53***

28.86
304.27***

11
6.61†

27.63
291.55***
12
12.71***

*p # 05. **p # .01. ***p # .001 (two-tailed).

significantly associated with either sexual out-
come, although family income is lower in house-
holds where the adolescent has experienced a
pregnancy and marginally lower in households
where the adolescent has initiated intercourse.

Table 3 presents the results of the multivariate
logistic regression predicting initiation of inter-
course and tests modeling and supervision hy-
potheses. The risk of intercourse is significantly
lower for girls in married compared with single-
mother households. The parental support and

closeness measure is a significant addition to the
baseline model (change in 22LL 5 15.528 with
9 df, p # .001) and shows that more positive
mother-daughter relationships are associated with
a lower probability of sexual onset (Model B).
The final model tests the relative importance of
family process and perceived community environ-
ment and finds support for modeling but not su-
pervision hypotheses while also suggesting the
importance of the parent-child relationship for
sexual debut (Model D). The odds of sexual onset
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TABLE 4. ODDS RATIOS FOR LOGISTIC REGRESSIONS PREDICTING PREGNANCY FROM INDIVIDUAL, FAMILY, AND

COMMUNITY CHARACTERISTICS

Independent Variables Model A Model B Model C Model D

Age
Age at menarche
Academic performance
Mother’s education
Income-needs ratio
Family welfare receipt

2.19***
.83
.91

1.12
.55*

1.25

2.16***
.86
.93

1.13
.55*

1.22

2.08***
.80
.95

1.13
.57
1.13

2.07***
.83
.98

1.14
.57

1.00

Single—reference
Married
Cohabiting

.18*

.65
.19*
.63

.20*

.68
.21*
.67

Mother-daughter relationship
Perceived neighbor social support
Positive peer influences
Network receiving welfare

—
—
—
—

.64
—
—
—

—
.63
.66

5.00*

.71

.65

.69
4.92*

Constant
22LL
Degrees of freedom
Change in model chi-square

211.65
276.29***

8

210.33
272.37***

9
3.83

28.55
262.60***
11
13.59**

27.86
260.50***
12

2.11

*p # .05. **p # .01. ***p # .001 (two-tailed).

are 62% lower for teenagers living in married ver-
sus single-mother households but about 51%
greater for youth in cohabiting versus single-
mother households. When comparing coefficients
for cohabiting versus married households, the
odds of initiating sex are 4.3 times greater for girls
in cohabiting households. The risk of initiating in-
tercourse is also significantly lower for daughters
with close and communicative mother-daughter
relationships, and this association persists even
when mother’s report is substituted for daughter’s
report. Nonetheless, sexual debut is not signifi-
cantly related to any of the variables measuring
perceived community environment.

Table 4 tests modeling and supervision hy-
potheses as they relate to pregnancy experience.
Older teens are much more likely to have expe-
rienced a pregnancy, with conception occurring,
on average, about 3 months after first intercourse.
Living in married households is associated with a
reduced risk of pregnancy, and this relationship
remains after the parent-child relationship and
other perceptions of support are incorporated into
the model. The risk of pregnancy significantly in-
creases as the proportion of welfare recipients in
the adolescent’s social network rises. The final
model suggests that neither modeling nor super-
vision hypotheses explain the risk of pregnancy
for the adolescents in this sample. The odds of
pregnancy are significantly lower for respondents
whose mothers are married but are not signifi-
cantly related to the parent or neighbor support
measures, although the relationships are in the ex-

pected direction. Taken together, these results sug-
gest that the presence of married parents and an
absence of nonworking adults in the networks of
adolescent girls are associated with a reduced like-
lihood of pregnancy.

A Closer Look at Family Structure

We first test the marital transition hypothesis by
distinguishing between never-married and mari-
tally disrupted single-mother families. We would
expect the risk of sexual activity to be highest for
teenagers living in maritally disrupted households.
The first panel in Table 5 supports this hypothesis.
Respondents in maritally disrupted single-mother
households have a probability of initiating sex that
is 2.8 times greater than the probability for female
adolescents in married households, and a proba-
bility of pregnancy that is almost 6 times greater.
The probability of a pregnancy is also signifi-
cantly higher for teenagers living in maritally dis-
rupted homes compared with teenagers in never-
married households (p # .05). When attention is
restricted to the 159 nonvirgins in the sample,
similar family and community correlates of preg-
nancy exist.

The second panel in Table 5 tests the hypoth-
esis that living in a stepfamily household is as-
sociated with increased adolescent problem be-
havior by dividing married households into those
with two biological parents and those with a step-
parent. The odds of initiating intercourse are 92%
lower for daughters in stepfamilies compared with
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TABLE 5. ODDS RATIOS FOR MODELS PREDICTING SEXUAL DEBUT AND PREGNANCY EXPERIENCE USING ALTERNATIVE

HOUSEHOLD STRUCTURE MEASURESa

Family Structure Full Model Sexual Debut Full Model Pregnancy

Test of Marital Disruption Hypothesis
Married—Reference

Cohabiting
Single parent, never married
Single parent, marital disruption

3.29*
1.89
2.84*

2.40
2.78
5.80**

Test of stepfamily hypothesis
Single—reference

Married biological parents
Stepfamily
Cohabiting
Other

.75

.08**
1.36
1.79

.29

.18

.70

.00

aModels control for age, age at menarche, academic performance, mother’s education, income-needs ratio, family welfare
receipt, quality of mother-daughter relationship, perceived neighbor social support, peer influences, and proportion of adult
social network receiving welfare.

*p # .05. **p # 01 (two-tailed).

daughters of single mothers and are also signifi-
cantly lower compared with teenagers in all other
household structures. Although not statistically
significant, the odds of pregnancy are 81% and
71% lower when in a home with a stepfamily and
two biological parents, respectively, indicating the
protective influence of living in any married
household, including a stepfamily household, on
female adolescent sexual behavior.

SUMMARY AND DISCUSSION

An important goal of this study was to examine
the relationship between the family environment
and adolescent sexual activity within a context of
structural disadvantage. Our first focus examined
how well modeling, supervision, and marital tran-
sition hypotheses explained the relationship be-
tween family structure and the probability of sex-
ual debut and pregnancy for disadvantaged female
adolescents. In general, support for each of the
three hypotheses was contingent on the particular
sexual outcome defined.

For the modeling hypothesis to work well for
both outcomes, we would expect to see a signifi-
cant increase in the odds of sexual debut and preg-
nancy among adolescents in single-mother and co-
habiting households because these households
represent models of nonmarital sexual behavior.
Although we found that teenagers in single-moth-
er families have higher odds of experiencing both
sexual outcomes compared with those in married
families, adolescents in cohabiting households
were not found to have a significantly higher odds
of pregnancy. Thus, although modeling is one ex-

planation for early sexual debut, other forces may
be at work in predicting pregnancy experience.

For the supervision hypothesis to work well,
we would expect to see evidence that the proba-
bility of both sexual outcomes is significantly low-
er for girls living in a household with more than
one parental figure. However, our findings suggest
that the relationship of the household adult to the
adolescent plays a definitive role in how adult su-
pervision operates. Among the restricted sample
of nonvirgins, the likelihood of pregnancy was
lower for teenagers in both married and cohabiting
households. In the full sample, the presence of a
cohabiting partner did not significantly affect the
likelihood of intercourse or pregnancy, suggesting
that it is the marital union rather than the added
household adult that acts as a protective factor
against early sexual intercourse for adolescents in
two-parent households. That cohabiting house-
holds are associated with an increased likelihood
of sexual debut whereas married households are
correlated with delayed sexual debut suggests a
distinction in the role of the male partner toward
the adolescent when he is married to the biologi-
cal mother. The cohabiting partner may not carry
the same level of authority in the home and may
not act as a parental figure in the same way as a
married partner, thus acting less as a protective
factor against adolescent sexual behavior. An al-
ternative hypothesis is that both the cohabiting
and married household structures include biolog-
ical fathers (26% and 62% of these family types,
respectively). The presence of the biological fa-
ther in the home may proxy for family processes
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that facilitate girls’ participation in safer sex. Al-
though the presence of the biological father in the
household was not significantly related to the
probability of intercourse and pregnancy in sepa-
rate models tested, future research should pursue
this issue.

Finally, the effect of a marital transition on ad-
olescent sexual outcomes was contingent on the
type of transition that occurred. The transition hy-
pothesis contends that any type of marital transi-
tion increases the likelihood of adolescent prob-
lem behavior. We found support for this
hypothesis as it related to children in single-moth-
er households. Teenagers living in households
with single mothers as a result of a marital dis-
ruption were more likely to experience both sex-
ual outcomes compared with girls living in mar-
ried households and had a greater risk of
pregnancy compared with teenagers in single-
mother, never-married households. Nonetheless,
this hypothesis was not supported for adolescents
living in stepfamilies. Girls in this family type
were less likely to have initiated intercourse and
to have experienced a pregnancy, findings consis-
tent with McLanahan and Sandefur’s (1994) work
separating the effects of family structure on ado-
lescent problem behavior by race. While Mc-
Lanahan and Sandefur argued that the positive in-
fluence of remarriage in African American
families is due to their economic advantage, we
do not find significant income differences between
Black biological parent families and stepfamilies,
although we do find that biological mothers living
in stepfamilies have higher levels of education and
higher income-to-needs ratios compared with
mothers in other household structures.

Given the lower rates of marriage and remar-
riage among Black women (Smock, 1990; Tucker
& Mitchell-Kernan, 1996), the positive outcomes
for Black adolescents in stepfamilies could sug-
gest that Black women who remarry are qualita-
tively different or more advantaged than women
in other households in disadvantaged neighbor-
hoods, and this is what accounts for their chil-
dren’s higher rates of success. These findings
could also mean that men who choose to marry
into preexisting single-parent families only do so
if they perceive higher levels of competence al-
ready established in those families.

Also noteworthy, about half of the stepfamilies
in this study were the result of a mother’s first
marriage. Previous research has generally as-
sumed this to be a remarriage and has demonstrat-
ed negative outcomes associated with this transi-

tion. Among socioeconomically disadvantaged
families, however, the introduction of a marital
union to a single-mother household might increase
family economic and social stability, support, and
household maintenance. Contrary to the assump-
tion that any type of marital transition decreases
family stability, it may be the case that this type
of transition brings a measure of stability to fam-
ilies of never-married mothers in this high-poverty
context.

Our second focus for our study addressed the
association between better mother-daughter rela-
tionships and early sexual activity for adolescents
in disadvantaged populations. Higher levels of pa-
rental support, as perceived by either the adoles-
cent or the parent, are associated with delayed
sexual onset but are not significantly associated
with pregnancy experience, suggesting the impor-
tance of this relationship in the context of poor
neighborhoods. Close, trusting, and supportive re-
lationships with parents may shield the adolescent
against some of the more negative elements of
high-poverty communities. The temporal ordering
of our data is a limitation in explaining the rela-
tionship of parental support to sex and pregnancy
experience, however, because poorer parent-child
relationships might have occurred as a result of
adolescent sexual onset. Ethnographic work on
nonmarital childbearing in African American
communities has found that some mother-daugh-
ter bonds worsened when the teenager first be-
came sexually active but improved after pregnan-
cy and childbearing because of the adolescent’s
increased reliance on her mother for social support
(Burton, 1990). More research should examine the
quality of the parent-child relationship using pro-
spective studies that can report evidence of a
change in the parent-child relationship before first
intercourse, after sexual debut and before preg-
nancy, and after pregnancy or birth.

We also examined how adolescents perceived
and experienced various aspects of their neigh-
borhood environment and whether these differ-
ences in perception correlated with their sexual
outcomes. Neither sexual outcome was signifi-
cantly related to neighbor social support and peer
influences. In contrast, our measure of nonwork-
ing adults in the teenager’s social networks tapped
into an estimate of the economic stability of in-
dividuals who can act as models of nonmarital
childrearing, and the presence of these adults was
related to an increased risk of pregnancy. Given
that these adults were also more likely to be un-
married and women, their relationship to pregnan-
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cy experience suggests the work of collective so-
cialization forces influencing adolescent fertility
decisions. Nonetheless, because the majority of
teenagers who have experienced a pregnancy have
also experienced a birth, this positive association
could also be explained by greater contact with
adult welfare recipients as a result of participation
in the welfare system.

The quality of the family unit seems to have
an important influence on adolescent sexual be-
havior and may act as a buffer in impoverished
communities. Families that function well in so-
cially disorganized neighborhoods may be better
able to protect children from what they perceive
to be negative influences by drawing on resources
in the home environment. Overall, the findings de-
scribed here suggest that environmental character-
istics within similarly disadvantaged communities
are correlated with fertility decisions once the
teenager has initiated sexual activity. Alternative-
ly, youth who are capable of avoiding early sexual
activity and pregnancy may also be in families
who are more socially competent and who provide
more effective, stably employed networks of
adults. Further work is needed to examine the di-
rection of effects underlying these results, but in
disorganized communities where parents have a
more difficult time controlling the behavior of
their children, the presence of trusted community
adults who act as models of labor force partici-
pation may increase the likelihood of successful
adolescent outcomes.

The specific nature of impoverished neighbor-
hoods in Chicago limits the generalizability of our
findings. Nonetheless, these preliminary results
indicate a need to recognize the diversity in out-
comes within disadvantaged populations and
search for explanations for this variance. A nar-
row perspective on the risk of adolescent sexual
debut and pregnancy that does not consider the
complexities of the family and neighborhood en-
vironments of at-risk youth misses much of the
dynamic story on the reasons behind the variation
in early sexual behavior among disadvantaged ad-
olescents.
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