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BrazIl
Adolescent Longltudmal Study

I IntroductIOn

ThIS three-year subproject, conducted m Fortaleza, Ceara, BrazIl, exammes the socIal and
behavIoral consequences of pregnancy for two groups of adolescent gIrlS, ages 12 to 18, who
sought medIcal attentIOn at the MaternIdade Escola ASSIS Chateaubnand (MEAC) The first
group mcluded teens who sought prenatal care, and the second mcluded teens seekmg emergency
treatment for complIcatIOns from mcomplete abortIOn

II Background

FertIlIty rates, mcludmg age-specIfic fertIlIty rates for women ages 15 to 19, have declmed
dramatIcally m BraZIl dunng the past 20 years However, adolescent fertIlIty m the northeast
state of Ceara appears to have mcreased dunng thIs penod I Accordmg to the most recent
DemographIC and Health Survey, 24 percent of 15- to 19-year-olds m Ceara had at least one
chIld or were pregnant 2

The health and SOCIOeconomIC consequences of adolescent pregnancy are well-known an
mcreased nsk of maternal and mfant mortalIty and morbIdIty among very young mothers, hIgher
overall lIfetlme fertIlIty, truncated schoolmg, decreased earnmg capaCIty and unstable
relatIOnshIps WIth partners

LIterature on the consequences of abortIOn has focused on the bIOlogIcal and psychologIcal
effects for women There IS a consensus that, usually, there IS lIttle phySIcal nsk when abortIOns
are performed by skIlled proVIders and under hyglemc condItIOns In fact, teenagers may be at
less nsk of mortalIty and morbIdIty than older women 3 However, under less hygIemc condItIOns,
consequences may be dIfferent In the CIty of Sao Paulo m 1994, one-thIrd of the deaths caused
by complIcatIOns related to abortIOn were among women ages 15 to 19 4 There IS also consensus
that, m the Umted States at least, abortIOn plays a neglIgIble role m women's well-bemg over
tlme 5 However, m an enVIronment where abortIOn IS Illegal, the consequences may be more
negatIve

I PesqUisa NaclOnal sobre Demografia e Saude 1996 Tabulafloes EspecIals Ceara Socledade CIVIl Bern estar FamIlIar no BrasIl (BEMFAM)
1997
2 PesqUisa NaclOnal sobre Demografia e Saude 1996 Final Report Socledade CIVIl Bern estar FamilIar no BrasIl (BEMFAM) and Macro
InternatIonal Calverton MD 1997
J Cates W K Schulz and 0 GrImes 1983 The rIsks assOCIated .... Ith teenage abortIOn The 'veu England Journal ofMediCine 309 II 621
624
• Peres A 1997 Aborto na Adolescencia ClaudIa AbrIl 6 12
'Russo N and A Oabul 1997 The relationshIp of abortIon to well being do race and relIgIOn make a difference? ProfessIOnal Psychology
Research and Practice 28 1
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III Objectives

The overall research questIOn of the study IS How does pregnancy outcome affect dIfferent
aspects of adolescents' hves at 45 days postpartumlpostabortIOn or at one year? Do baselme
dIfferences explam subsequent dIfferences?

The outcomes ofmterest are the adolescent's psychOSOCIal well-bemg, her schoolmg and
employment, her relatIOnshIps wIth her famIly and partner, and her perceptIOn of the Impact of
the pregnancy

Two addItIOnal ObjectIves are to
• determme If a young woman's mtentIOn to become pregnant ("mtendedness") has any effect

on mfant development measured at one year among the cohort that carned theIr pregnanCIes
to term, and,

• descnbe when and how an adolescent's pregnancy mtendedness changes over tIme

IV Research Methods

A Data CollectIOn

Dunng thIS study, the prenatal teens were mterviewed four tImes at theIr first prenatal VISIt, at
about 35 weeks gestatIOn, at 45 days postpartum and at one year postpartum The abortIOn
patIents were mterviewed for the first tIme after treatment but pnor to dIscharge for an
mcomplete abortIOn, at 45 days postabortIOn and at one year postabortIOn IntervIewmg took
place at MEAC and at home when the teens faIled to return to the hospItal

To be mcluded m the study, the young women had to be age 18 or younger, be nullIparous (no
chIldren) but not necessanly pnmigravida (first pregnancy), hve withm easy travel dIstance of
the hospItal, and gIVe eIther theIr verbal or wntten mformed consent to partICIpate m the study
Prenatal teens had to be m theIr twenty-eIghth week of pregnancy or less, whIle abortIOn patIents
had to be WIthm 21 weeks gestatIOn

The mitIal mterviews of the prenatal teens took place from September 1995 through August
1996 A total of 367 prenatal gIrlS were surveyed The abortIOn cohort, whIch mcluded 196
young women, was recruIted from September 1995 to March 1997 Data collectIOn termmated m
May 1998

The study recruIted any adolescent admItted to the hospItal for complIcatIOns due to abortIOn,
regardless of whether the abortIOn was spontaneous or mduced However, researchers expected
that gIrlS who purposefully termmated theIr pregnanCIes would dIffer from those who
expenenced a spontaneous abortIOn, and thus, mvestIgators attempted to dIstmgUIsh the two
groups of abortIOn patIents To make thIS claSSIficatIOn, they used three sources of mformatIOn
the gIrl'S self-report at her baselIne mtervIew, her subsequent report at 45 days postabortIOn and
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any medIcal charts m WhICh the attendmg physICian mdlcated that the abortIOn was mduced
(eIther from physIcal eVIdence or self-report) Based on current data (through 45 days
postabortIOn), researchers estimated that 59 percent (or 115) of the abortIOn patients mduced
theIr abortIOns Investigators suspect that there are addItIOnal cases of mduced abortIOn among
the remammg 81 patIents (who may Identify theIr abortIOns as mduced dunng the final
mtervlew) However, untIl they do or untIl a more creatIve reclassIficatIOn algonthm has been
deVIsed, these women wIll be claSSIfied as havmg expenenced spontaneous abortIOns

The guls seekmg prenatal care were also dIvIded mto two groups based on the assumptIOn that
the two groups would possess dIfferent charactenstlcs If they answered that they wanted the
pregnancy at the tIme It occurred and they would not have preferred waItmg, they were claSSIfied
as havmg "planned" bIrths If they answered that they would have preferred waItmg untIl later,
or dIdn't know, they were claSSIfied as havmg "unplanned or mlstlmed" bIrths

Self-esteem, a person s perceptIOns of self-worth, was measured usmg the Rosenberg scale
deSIgned speCIfically for adolescents 6 The major adaptatIOn that researchers made, beSIdes the
translatIOn mto Portuguese, was hmItmg the pOSSIble answers to three, mstead of the ongmal
gradatIOn of four responses Pretestmg the mstrument convmced mvestlgators that the subtletIes
of four degrees of agreement or dIsagreement rendered the ongmal scale Impractical for thIS
populatIOn

At each mtervlew, the teens were asked Ifthey thought the pregnancy would Improve, not affect,
or worsen the followmg domams oftheu hves purSUIt of an educatIOn, abIlIty to earn money,
famIly relatIOns, frIendshIps WIth peers, relatIOnshIp With partner, health, and SOCial lIfe
Researchers aggregated the SIX factors to create an mdex of perceIved pregnancy Impact

The McNemar test was used to compare the same outcome at two pomts m time (baselme and 45
day follow-up) Pearson chI-squares were used to test for sIgmficance across the four groups

The overall follow-up rate at 45 - days was 83 5 percent, rangmg from 81 percent among the
teens who termmated theIr pregnanCIes to 85 2 percent among those who mlscarned The
adolescents lost to follow-up were dIsproportIOnately those who at baselme no longer attended
school, gIrlS WIth low self-esteem, and gIrlS whose relatIOnshIp WIth then partners were reported
to be Just "okay"

B LimitatIOns ofStudy

One ofthe ehgibilIty cntena was that the adolescent have no pnor bIrth Byexcludmg
adolescents who already had a chIld, the sample was biased toward younger women By selectmg
prenatal chents who were 28 weeks or less gestatIOn, the study populatIOn was further bIased by
not mcludmg the "latecomers" to prenatal care Thus, the study populatIOn IS not representatIve
of the hospItal's adolescent chmc populatIOn Furthermore, mvestlgators should not draw

6 Rosenberg M 1965 Soclen and the adolescent self Image Prmceton NJ PrInceton University Press
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conclUSIOns about the consequences of adolescent pregnancy for BrazIlIan teenagers as a whole
wIthout companng adolescent mothers or ever pregnant teens wIth teens who have not
expenenced pregnancy

Loss to follow-up IS a chromc concern whenever data are collected prospectIvely At thIS wntmg,
researchers do not have the one-year follow-up rates If loss IS such that the findmgs are
weakened, statIstIcal methods may have to be used to compensate

V Results

A Differences Among Groups at First InterView

In analyzmg study results, researchers found SImIlarItIes m schoolmg, age at first mtercourse and
number of lIfetIme sexual partners However, researchers also found that prenatal teens perceIved
more support from famIly and frIends than dId gIrlS seekmg treatment for mduced abortIOn
Among the findmgs

• Spontaneous abortIOn patIents strongly resembled the prenatal group, the proportIOns m
umon, m school, and workmg, for example, were SImIlar

• The mduced abortIOn patIents were older than the other teens very few were m umon, and
they were more lIkely to be enrolled m school or workmg On average, both groups of gIrlS
(abortIOn patIents and prenatal teens) had completed less than SIX years of schoolmg

• The two groups mitIated sex at age 15, on average, and when age was controlled, they had
the same number of lIfetIme sexual partners

• ApprOXImately 17 percent m both prenatal and abortIOn groups could correctly IdentIfy the
fertIle penod m a woman's menstrual cycle ContraceptIve use at the tIme of conceptIOn was
low m both groups, but lower m the prenatal group (12 percent for prenatal teens versus 23
percent for abortmg teens)

• The prenatal teens reported more support from parents and partners than dId the mduced
abortIOn patIents ApprOXImately 25 percent of the abortmg teens Said that theIr mothers dId
not know about the pregnancy, and another 25 percent Said theIr mothers were unhappy about
the pregnancy Teens seekmg prenatal care were more lIkely than the abortIOn patIents to
report that theIr mothers knew about the pregnancy, but approxImately one-fourth of the
mothers expressed dIspleasure at the news SIxteen percent of the fathers of the prenatal
group and more than half of the abortmg group dId not know about theIr daughters'
pregnanCIes
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• When asked If they wanted thIS pregnancy, 46 percent of the prenatal teens and 13 percent of
the abortmg teens said yes, but when asked If they would have lIked to delay thIS pregnancy,
61 percent and 91 percent Said yes, respectIvely

• The prenatal teens exhIbIted sIgmficantly hIgher levels of self-esteem than the mduced
abortIOn patIents, but abortIOn patIents had hIgher levels of locus of control

• AbortIOn, although legal only m certam cases such as rape, seems to be an optIon of WhICh
most pregnant teens are aware More than half of the prenatal group reported that someone
had suggested that they termmate theIr pregnancy and half of these actually attempted
abortIOn

• When asked about specIfic condItIOns m WhICh an abortIOn mIght be JustIfiable, the prenatal
teens were conSIstently more negatIve or cntIcal than the mduced abortIOn group

B Comparisons and Changes at 45 Days Postpartum or PostabortlOn

Bnefly, researchers found that prenatal teens contmued to have hIgher levels of self-esteem than
dId abortIOn patIents School enrollment declmed for both groups, although abortIOn patIents
were more lIkely to remam m school Prenatal teens perceIved that theIr relatIOnshIps WIth theIr
mothers Improved, however, teens m both groups reported theIr relatIOnshIps WIth partners had
detenorated followmg bIrth or abortIOn

Self-esteem

• For all study partICIpants, there was an mcrease m the proportIOn WIth hIgh self-esteem (29
percent to 48 percent) At baselme, the mduced abortIOn patIents had sIgmficantly lower self
esteem than the prenatal or spontaneous abortIOn groups However, at 45 days postabortIOn
or postpartum, self-esteem had mcreased sIgmficantly among the patIents who had mduced
abortIOns, and espeCially among teen mothers, where the proportIOn doubled or nearly
doubled GIrlS whose abortIOn was spontaneous dId not expenence a change m self-esteem

• Age had no mdependent effect on self-esteem, but educatIOn was POSItIVely assOCIated WIth
self-esteem As the number of years completed m school mcreased, so dId self-esteem HIgh
self-esteem at the baselme mterview also predIcted hIgh self-esteem at 45 days
postpartumlpostabortIOn Teens who had a SIster who also had a pregnancy dunng
adolescence were 77 percent more lIkely to have hIgh self-esteem, compared WIth gIrlS
WIthout sIblmgs who became pregnant dunng adolescence

School Enrollment

• There was a declme m school enrollment for both prenatal and abortmg teens, from 50
percent at baselme to only 30 percent at 45 days postpartum/postabortIOn At both pomts m
tIme, the hIghest percentage of school attendees was m the mduced abortIOn group
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(approxImately two-thuds were m school) Among new mothers, the proportIOn enrolled m
school dropped by more than half, to 20 percent Compared WIth adolescents whose
pregnancIes were planned, the probabIhty that guls With mduced abortIOns would stay m
school was nearly 10 tlmes greater, whtle gIrlS WIth spontaneous abortIons were more than
three tlmes as hkely to be enrolled

• Age was mversely assocIated WIth school enrollment, m that the odds ofbemg m school
mcreased as age decreased Havmg been enrolled In school at the tlme of the basehne
mterview was a major predIctor of enrollment at 45 days and mcreased ItS hkehhood by a
factor of 23 Compared WIth adolescents who expected then pregnancIes to affect them
negatlvely, adolescents who expected a pOSItIve Impact or no effect were twIce as likely to be
m school Fmally, compared WIth adolescents who reported that theIr relatIOnshIps WIth theIr
partners were Just "okay," teens who reported that theIr relatIOnshIps were not good or
nonexIstent were three tlmes as hkely to be m school

RelatIOnshIps

• Adolescent gIrlS reported better relatIOnshIps WIth theIr mothers than WIth theIr fathers a
pattern exhIbIted at baselme and 45 days postpartumlpostabortIOn Teens who gave bIrth
reported Improved relatIOnshIps WIth theIr mothers whtle teens who lost or termmated theu
pregnancIes reported no change Father-daughter relatIOnshIps Improved only among gIrls
whose pregnancIes were planned

• Havmg a "good" mother-daughter relatIOnshIp at the tIme of the first mterview more than
tnpled the probabIlity of a "good" mother-daughter relatIOnshIp at 45 days
postpartumlpostabortIon A "good" father-daughter relatIOnshIp at 45 days
postpartumlpostabortIOn was also predIctIve of a "good" mother-daughter relatIOnshIp

• Controllmg for other varIables, neIther pregnancy group affiliatIOn nor age had any
mdependent effect on the father-daughter relatIOnshIp Havmg a pOSItIve perceptIOn of the
pregnancy's Impact mcreased the odds ofa "good" father-daughter relatIOnshIp (compared to
adolescents who beheved theIr pregnancIes would have a negatlve effect on them) Also
assocIated WIth a "good" father-daughter relatIOnshIp was a "good" mother-daughter
relatIOnshIp at the tIme of the first mtervIew and havmg a "good" relatIOnshIp at 45 days

• Among the new mothers, many InItIally expected the pregnancy to Improve theIr
relatIonshIps WIth theIr partners However, at 45 days and regardless of plannmg status of the
pregnancy, partner relatIOnshIps had detenorated Adolescents who termmated theIr
pregnancIes had lower expectatIOns of how the pregnancy would affect theIr relatIOnshIps
WIth partners and m fact, at 45 days postabortIOn, these relatIonshIps were also perceIved as
less pOSItIve

6



Teens PerceptIOns ofImpact ofPregnancy on thelr Llves

• Overall, the perceIved Impact of pregnancy dId not sIgmficantly change from baselme to 45
days postpartumJpostabortIOn, but speCIfic groups dId demonstrate a change Adolescents
who expenenced mISCarrIage became more negatIve about the pregnancy's Impact, as dId the
teens wIth unplanned bIrths, ImtIally the group wIth the hIghest expectatIOns

• When modelmg the Impact of pregnancy, both abortIon groups (mduced and spontaneous)
were sIgmficantly less lIkely to report a pOSItIve Impact, compared WIth the teens whose
pregnancIes were planned

• Havmg a "good" mother-daughter or father-daughter relatIOnshIp mcreased the probabIlIty of
havmg a pOSItIve VIew of the pregnancy, compared WIth teens reportmgJust "okay" or
relatIonshIps WhICh were "not good"

• Enrollment m school mcreased the odds of pOSItIve pregnancy expectatIOns by 79 percent

VI ConclUSIOns

The expenence of adolescent pregnancy does not appear to have uneqmvocally negatIve
consequences for many young women In the SIX weeks postabortIOn or postpartum, those
adolescents who chose to contmue theIr pregnancIes and gave bIrth were more lIkely to
demvnstrate an mcrease m self-esteem and an Improved relatIOnshIp WIth theIr mothers,
compared WIth the adolescents who mIscarrIed or termmated theIr pregnancIes The teens who
delIvered babIes were more lIkely to perceIve the Impact of the pregnancy on theIr hves to be
pOSItIve, both at baselme and at 45 days after dehvery

On the other hand, becommg a new mother dIsrupted the educatIOn of many guls Teen mothers
were much less lIkely to be enrolled m school after delIvery than those who mIscarrIed or
termmated theIr pregnancIes - even when controllmg for the fact that they were less lIkely to be
m school when they became pregnant Yet, 45 days IS a short tIme and bemg out of school may
not be a permanent SItuatIon Researchers WIll compare prenatal and abortIOn patIents at one year
and determme how many ofthe young mothers who dropped out of school have returned to
school The extent to WhICh thIS lack of formal schoolmg affects theIr long-term future economIC
well-bemg, compared WIth guls who termmated theIr pregnancIes and WIth gIrlS who never
become pregnant dunng adolescence, IS beyond the scope of thIS study

In BrazIl, If a student becomes pregnant she IS not reqmred to drop out of school, but m practIce
many gIrlS do It IS Important to pomt out, however, that a large number of the adolescents m thIS
study had dropped out of school pnor to theu pregnancy A strong deSIre to get an educatIOn and
the perceptIOn that havmg a chIld IS mcompatIble WIth school may have been motIvatmg factors
for the adolescents who termmated theIr pregnanCIes

7



The teens who aborted dId not perceIve the pregnancy as a posItlve expenence In fact, the teens
who miscarned seemed to harbor more negatIve feehngs than those who temunated theIr
pregnancIes, despIte the fact that very few of the pregnancIes had been "planned" Young
mothers WIth unplanned pregnancIes, ImtIally the most enthusIastlc, saw theIr expectatIOns drop
sIgmficantly - only those WIth planned pregnancIes dId not modIfy theIr expectatIOns Havmg a
pOSItIve perceptIOn of pregnancy was aSSOCiated WIth good parental relatIOnshIps, however, the
relatIOnshIp WIth the partner was never sIgmficant Variables related to the gIrl'S relatIOnshIp 
her mantal status hvmg arrangement (WIth partner, With parents or m-Iaws or WIth others), the
quahty of the relatIOnshIp WIth her partner at 45 days - were mcluded mall of the study models,
these factors rarely played an explanatory role, and when they dId, It was negatIve Researchers
concluded that parents tend to be more Important than partners for gIrlS m thIS age group m
medIatmg the effects of pregnancy

VII RecommendatIOns

The results of thIS study can help servIce prOVIders and program managers to understand why
adolescents have babIes FIrst, It IS Important to reahze that adolescent pregnancy cannot be
equated WIth unwanted pregnancy - 40 percent of the prenatal group Said that they wanted to
have a baby when they became pregnant Havmg a baby for many teens appears to boost theIr
sense of self-worth, whIle the expenence of an abortIOn of any kmd does not mcrease self
esteem To decrease an adolescent's deSIre to have a baby reqmres a dIfferent set of mterventIOns
than those to prevent unwanted pregnanCIes For young adolescents who actIvely seek
pregnancy, gIrlS must be educated that theIr future can mclude optIOns m addItIOn to
motherhood, and efforts to encourage young women to stay m school need to be Implemented

The maJonty of the adolescents m thIS study dId not mtend to become pregnant when they dId
and would have preferred to delay pregnancy ThIS Illustrates the senous need for more and
better sexuahty educatIOn and contraceptIve servIces for teens m thIS regIOn of BrazIl,
mformatIOn from thIS study about adolescents' deSIre to delay pregnancy could be mcorporated
mto educatIOn programs Contraceptlve use among study partICIpants was low and a correct
understandmg of when a woman can conceIve was equally low Contraceptlve use patterns and
attItudes pre- and post-pregnancy have not yet been analyzed and should proVIde mSIght for
reproductIve health prOVIders and program managers

Fmally, It IS Important to remember the context m whIch these two groups were mterviewed and
the dIfferent tlmes at whIch mterviews were conducted Certam outcomes were hkely mfluenced
by the emotIOnally dIfficult tlme that the abortIOn patIents were expenencmg at theIr basehne
mtervIew, m contrast to the baselme mterview ofthe teen mothers attendmg theIr first prenatal
VISIt By 45 days, changes m the teens' hves were eVIdent Researchers expect the one-year
postpartum and postabortIOn data may pomt to addItIOnal changes m how pregnancy outcomes
affect young women's hves
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•

VIII Study DetaIls

ThIS study was conducted by the Maternidade Escola ASSIS Chateaubnand and supported by the
Women's StudIes Project at FamIly Health InternatIOnal The WSP was funded through a
cooperatIve agreement from the U S Agency for InternatIOnal Development ThIS partIcular
study was funded through field support from the U S AID MIssIon m BraSIlIa Dr Zemlda
VIeIra Bruno was the pnncipal mvestlgator and Dr PatncIa Bailey served as technIcal momtor
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