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Abstract

This qualitative research seeks to improve our understanding of the relatively
under-researched phenomenon of repeat teenage pregnancies, by exploring the
underlying factors and meanings that teenagers ascribe to their pregnancies. The
study uses a comparative approach to provide a comprehensive psychosocial and
economic understanding of the factors leading to repeat teenage pregnancies.
This is achieved by exploring both the diverse and similar experiences of two
groups of teenagers within different socio-economic environments — one group of
26 respondents from the Caribbean islands of Jamaica and Barbados and the
other group of 26 respondents from London. The research also capitalises on a
unique opportunity to contextualize the welfare dependency/teenage pregnancy
discourse. The behaviours, motivations, values and attitudes of young women
who become repeatedly pregnant in a Welfare state such as England, are
compared with those living in countries with limited state resources and few state
benefits. The comparison shows that in the latter case, the lack of state
intervention can have the disempowering impact of fostering dependency in many

insidious forms.

The findings demonstrate the very powerful influence that both intentional and
hidden or masked factors can have on a young woman's decision to repeat a
pregnancy. The intrinsic relationship between the personal driving forces of the
young women and their repeated pregnancies is convincingly highlighted. These
driving forces are accompanied by very strong and deep-rooted beliefs in the
importance of motherhood and fertility, as well as anti-abortion views. When these
factors are added to economic stringency, they provide the fuel for a young
woman's journey into repeat pregnancies. The findings therefore caution against
a reliance on a mechanistic understanding of both single and repeat teenage
pregnancies and emphasise the fact that social, psychological, and emotional
processes, as well as the economic influences, are also crucial to our

understanding of repeat teenage pregnancies.
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Preface

Whilst teenage pregnancy is generally extensively researched. this has not been
the case in terms of repeat teenage pregnancies. With the exception of one study
cited in chapter one, the relatively small number of studies relating to this aspect
of teenage pregnancies, have all been carried out in the United States of
America. In addition, the meanings that teenagers ascribe to their pregnancies
have seldom been explored. The research presented here attempts to address
these deficits by in-depth explorations of the factors that contribute to repeat
pregnancies. In exploring meanings, the study gives a voice to the teenagers
Interviewed by allowing them to tell their own stories. The importance of telling

their own stories has been convincingly demonstrated by studies such as Mayer

& Timms (1970) which gives valuable insight into the necessity for service
providers and policy makers to listen to the views and feelings of consumers. A
clearer understanding of how teenagers ascribe meanings to their pregnancies

will therefore have implications for educational, social and health policies.

As the title of the study suggests, this study is comparative in approach. The
common practice with comparative studies is to concentrate efforts exclusively on
making comparisons of social phenomena between developed countries. This
study attempts to make a contribution to filling this gap by making comparisons
between developed and developing countries. As the study unfolds, it will become
apparent that there are many valuable lessons that can be learnt from other
comparative approaches. Such comparisons can only broaden our understanding
of the complexities that surround teenage pregnancies, and In this regard, it
strengthens the causal claims related to our findings. One unique opportunity
presented by this comparative exercise, is the opportunity to explore and
contextualize the teenage pregnancy - welfare dependency discourse that has
gained momentum in the United Kingdom and the United States in the latter part
of the last century. This is achieved by exploring the relationship between
economic insufficiency, economic sufficiency and teenage pregnancies. What

better arena for this evaluation to take place than within the context of developed

and developing countries?

The respondents in this study were obtained from a variety of settings, with the

largest numbers coming from two main sources - hospital antenatal clinics in
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London and Jamaica, and through the Medical Social Work Department, in
Barbados, though they were not necessarily on the caseloads of social workers. A
small number was obtained from the caseloads of social workers in London. and
from Health Clinics and Family Planning Clinics in the Caribbean. Data was
obtained by the use of semi-structured to unstructured In-depth interviews, aided

by a set of themes to facilitate exploration of the meanings that teenagers ascribe
to their pregnancies.

The thesis is divided into two parts and six chapters. Chapter one is divided into
three sections. The first section provides an introduction to the research. The
second section examines and explores the media and political discourses
surrounding teenage pregnancy and welfare dependency in the United Kingdom.
The third section is an attempt to contextualize the concerns related to teenage
pregnancy In the Caribbean. Chapter two provides a comprehensive synthesis of
existing knowledge in the field of both teenage pregnancies in general and more
specifically, of repeat teenage pregnancy. Chapter three provides a detailed
account of the methodological influences and the methods used in carrying out

the study.

The second half of the thesis provides a detailed presentation and analysis of
the findings of this research beginning with the Caribbean findings in chapter
four, followed by the London findings in chapter five. Chapter six, the final
chapter attempts to evaluate the similarities and differences highlighted from the
comparisons. It also evaluates the contributions of this comparative approach to
our knowledge and understanding of the issues raised in this study. The thesis

ends with practice recommendations arising out of the study.

A number of people have helped and supported me while the idea for the
research was being generated and during the researching of this topic, and to
these people | owe a special debt of gratitude. Thanks to Dr David Barrett and
Professor John Pitts, who, having patiently listened to my views and desire to
research this topic, unhesitatingly encouraged me to take the first step in
submitting the research proposal. To Professor Margaret Yelloly who after having
read the draft of the research proposal, also encouraged me to submit the
proposal and agreed to be my research supervisor. This led to a partnership,
which has been highly successful, empowering and complementary to my

approach to the work. Thanks to my colleagues in the Social Work Department of

X111




Brunel University for psychologically supporting my endeavours in carrying out
this research. | need however to single out some colleagues for special mention:
Lorraine Stewart, Linda Flinn and Gloria Younger for their encouragement and
support in so many different ways, Professor Steve Trevillion who approved my
sabbatical to enable me to complete the final stages of this research, Cathy
Aymer, Dr. Toyin Okitikpi, Betula Nelson, and Lorraine Schaffer who took on my
workload, thus enabling me to have the time to work towards the writing up of this
research. Special thanks are due to Dr. Okitikpi for the numerous occasions on
which we have had discussions on the subject, allowing me to test my ideas and

views. These sessions have been a tremendous source of support to me.

| am especially grateful to all the managerial and frontline staff in social care and
health agencies in London who identified potential respondents. To some of these
staff members, | owe a special debt and | therefore feel compelled to single them
out for special mention. They are Midwifery Sister - Sisibel Anderson who was my
first contact in the Teenage Pregnancy Clinic of St. George’s Hospital, London,
and Midwife Dionne Johnson of Kings College Hospital Teenage Pregnancy Unit.
These two consummate professionals have been an invaluable and reliable
source of help and support in identifying potential respondents and in offering
encouragement. | am equally indebted to a number of individuals and groups in
the Caribbean who have all helped in identifying potential respondents during the
times that | visited those islands. These include: the staff of the Medical Social
Work Department of the Queen Elizabeth Hospital, Barbados; Mr. Charles Pilgrim
and staff of the Barbados Family Planning Unit; the staff of the antenatal clinics of
The Victoria Jubilee and University College Hospitals, Kingston; the staff of the
University of the West Indies Family Planning Unit, Jamaica. | am also very
grateful to my sister, Wesna Nolan whose untiring efforts in Kingston Jamaica,

paved the way for my access to those previously mentioned establishments in

Jamaica as well as others.

| gratefully acknowledge the contribution of the undergraduate and post-qualifying
students of the Social Work Department, Brunel University both past and present
who have patiently sat through my interim presentations of the findings. Their
interests. beliefs in my abilities, enthusiasm and questions were all invaluable
contributions to the successful conclusion of this research. | am indebted to my
dear friends Vilma Clarke and Jean Proverbs in Barbados, as well as my

colleague Cathy Aymer, who despite their busy schedules, have found time to
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painstakingly read several draft chapters and have provided invaluable feedback

and suggestions. Any errors that remain are my sole responsibility.

Thanks to the most important people in this study, the respondents who have
openly, spontaneously and earnestly entered into a spirit of co-operation and a
process of dialogue that was invaluable to me and | am convinced, to them as
well. Without their co-operation this study could not have been undertaken. Many
special thanks to my sons, Paul and Mark Clarke, whose pride in my work has
encouraged and supported my efforts during the life of this project. Last, but by no
means least, thanks to my newly arrived grandson, Thierry Clarke who has

unknowingly in his own sweet and unique way, kept me sane during the final

stages of completion of this thesis.
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CHAPTER ONE

Politics, the media and teenage pregnancy in the United Kingdom

Contextualising teenage pregnancy in the Caribbean

Introduction

As statistical evidence of high rates of teenage pregnancy in the United Kingdom
began to emerge over the last decade, successive governments have made
pledges and set targets to reduce the rate of teenage pregnancy. Nevertheless
high rates of teenage pregnancy have persisted. Why have these high rates of
teenage pregnancy persisted? As this chapter will show, teenage pregnancy has
been surrounded by much ambivalence, controversy and an on-going ideological
battle waged for decades between social commentators, right wing pressure
groups, politicians and the media. The rise in the incidence of teenage pregnancy
In the United Kingdom has led to an unprecedented level of political and media
scrutiny and debates. This is particularly true in relation to the tabloid media, but
also to a lesser extent, the ‘quality papers’. The approach to these debates has
often been extremely moralistic and negative in tone, and this moralistic approach
has led to a limited conceptualisation of the ‘problem’ of teenage pregnancy. This
limited conceptualisation in return, has often obstructed the development of
effective policies and programmes to deal with the identified issues. Overall, there
has been a lack of firm commitment on the part of governments in the United

Kingdom to make effective policy decisions and responses that could have an

impact on the reduction of teenage pregnancies in the UK.

In the Caribbean, we see that there are also high rates of teenage pregnancy.
These high rates of pregnancy have led to considerable concern to the
governments and citizens of the Caribbean region. Nevertheless, teenage
pregnancy has not been subjected to the intense political and media debates and
controversies seen in the United Kingdom. This conclusion has been reached as
a result of living and working in the Caribbean for many years, as well as a search
of newspapers in Barbados and Jamaica. This therefore means that it will not be
possible to provide a parallel exploration and critique of media and political
discourses in relation to teenage pregnancy in the Caribbean. However, in view of
the comparative nature of this research, this chapter would not be complete

without some brief reference to the Caribbean’s approach to teenage pregnancy




prevention and management in order to contextualize the concerns related to

teenage pregnancy in the Caribbean.

The purpose of this chapter is therefore threefold. In the first section, the aim is to
provide the background to the factors that have influenced the conceptualisation,
design and execution of the study. The second section aims to attempt to place
the concerns related to teenage pregnancy in the United Kingdom into context, by
examining the political and media debates and discourses that have surrounded
this subject in the United Kingdom during the last two decades. It will also
examine the extent to which these debates and discourses have impacted on the

development of effective policies to reduce the rate of teenage pregnancies.

In order to achieve the second aim, the second half of the chapter will begin by
presenting a selection of excerpts from political speeches and media reporting.
These will be explored against a background of some of the policy responses to
the phenomenon of teenage pregnancy in the U.K. Every attempt will be made to
maintain distinctions between political rhetoric and media coverage, but there are
times when some degree of overlap will be inevitable because of the interrelated
and interdependent nature of this coverage. In order to place some of these
concerns in context, the chapter will also briefly look at United Kingdom
approaches to teenage pregnancy and sex education in schools. It will compare

these with the approach to similar issues by some of our European neighbours.

In order to contextualise the concems relating to teenage pregnancy in the
Caribbean. the third section of this chapter will focus on three main areas. in the
first area there will be an attempt to identify the basis for concerns about teenage
pregnancy in the Caribbean. The second area represents a brief attempt to
account for the differences in the focus on teenage pregnancy by politicians and
the media in the Caribbean. In the third area an attempt will be made to explore
some of the missing elements in the discourses relating to teenage pregnancy in

the Caribbean. This will touch briefly on the role of the state in teenage pregnancy

prevention and management in the Caribbean.




SECTION ONE - Background to the study

Why research repeat pregnancy?

Teenage sexuality and fertility have been the subjects of growing concern for the
last two decades (Bury, 1984; Forrest & Goldman 19895; Jones, Bertrand et al.
1986; Trussel, 1988; Population Reference Bureau, 1992). These concerns have
transcended international borders and cultures with diverse socio-economic and
bolitical structures, and have led to a common view of teenage pregnancy as a
soclal and economic problem of immense proportions, particularly in the United
States and the United Kingdom. As a result of these concerns, researchers have

devoted a great deal of effort and interest to the subject of teenage pregnancy.

The substantial and growing literature on teenage pregnancy however, reveals
that, to date, the vast majority of research studies explore either the mechanical
causes of teenage pregnancy, focusing on adolescent sexual activity and
contraception, or outcomes in terms of the consequences for the mother and
child. The meanings that teenagers attach to their pregnancies have seldom been

explored with respect to the implications for intervention. As Moore and Rosenthal

state:

‘What is also missing from the research (on teenage pregnancy) are the voices of
these young mothers and fathers. In spite of the plethora of books dealing with
teenage pregnancy, and with the notable exceptions of British writers such as Sharpe
(1991), researchers have neglected the phenomenology of early motherhood and
fatherhood. We have little idea of what it actually feels like to become a mother when

one is little more than a child’ (Moore & Rosenthal, 1993:1695).

What is also missing from this plethora of research, is an examination and

exploration of the issues related to repeat teenage pregnancy. Williams (1991:39)

also highlighted this lack of research when she pointed out that in relation to the

United States:

‘second births have seldom been studied except to note their timing and sequencing
relative to first births and to use them as evidence of programme failures. A neglected
aspect of teenage pregnancy and parenting is micro level research which takes into
account the perspective of the teenage mother, highlights individual diversity, and

identifies coping strategies among teen mothers’.

Many years of working with pregnant teenagers and teenage parents in London

and the Caribbean, have brought me into contact with the phenomenon of repeat




pregnancy. | had no reason to believe that my experiences were isolated, in
relation to the number of teenagers having repeat pregnancies. More recently my
hunches in terms of the numbers of teenagers experiencing such pregnancies
were confirmed by Data from the Office of National Statistics (1997) cited in the
Social Exclusion Unit's Report (1999) which revealed that a significant number of
young women have repeated pregnancies in their teens. Additionally, one in six
teenagers who terminated a pregnancy in 1997 had already had a termination or
live birth, and two per cent had both. A survey conducted by Wellings et al (1996)
cited in the Social Exclusion Unit's report (1999), also reported that about one in
eight young women, who had their first baby during their teenage years, went on

to have a second child before the age of twenty.

Many young mothers claim that their first pregnancy was unplanned and in some
respects, a mistake. The question must therefore be asked, why then do so many
become pregnant a second, third, fourth or even a fifth time”? What are the factors
that influence repeat teenage pregnancy? In spite of these statistics and the
drawbacks of repeat pregnancies identified in the literature review chapter, to the
best of my knowledge, only one study in the Caribbean has focused attention on
the strategies to reduce repeat teenage pregnancies (Bertrand et al, 1986). None
of the vast number of studies on teenage pregnancy has sought to address the
issue of repeat pregnancies in the United Kingdom. Only a handful of studies
have attempted to address these issues in the United States. At a time when
considerable efforts are being devoted to understanding and reducing the
incidence of teenage pregnancies in both Britain and the Caribbean, these are
issues of substantial relevance that need to be explored. In order to devise
comprehensive and effective strategies for preventing unwanted or unintended
teenage pregnancies, both first and repeated pregnancies, we must first of all

seek to clearly understand its complexities.

In view of these methodological and other omissions in the approach of previous
studies of teenage pregnancies, this study attempts to establish the meaning of
repeated pregnancy for the young women who experience it, and the ways In
which they manage their lives. Within the context of this study, the concept of
ascribing meaning denotes the process by which the teenagers themselves will
attempt to make sense of their life experiences. It is an enabling process which
allows these young women to evaluate the significance of their actions, including

their pregnancies, through the process of developing a narrative of their own lived
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and felt experiences in relation to their pregnancies and their lives. As the
previous quotes by Rosenthal and Williams suggest, to date relatively few studies
have attempted to give young women a voice in the exploration of issues related
to teenage pregnancies. The chapter on methods and methodological
approaches, will show that this study hopes to play a part in remedying this
methodological omission by adopting an in-depth interview approach to the study
of repeat teenage pregnancies. This allows the respondents to tell their own
stories, and therefore give relevance to their actions. A clearer understanding of
why these teenagers have repeat pregnancies, and how they view their
pregnancy will have implications for educational, social, health and economic
policies. It will also contribute to the body of knowledge currently being
accumulated in an attempt to address the problems of teenage pregnancies in the

United Kingdom and in the Caribbean.
The benefits of a comparative approach

This comparative approach focuses on London and two Caribbean islands-
Jamaica and Barbados. It is often the usual practice for comparative research on
teenage pregnancy to be carried out between developed countries. Having had
the opportunity of living and working in both a developed and developing
countries, | strongly believe that important lessons can aiso be learnt from other
comparisons between developed and developing countries. We live in a global
village with the continuous export of cultures and traditions across international
borders. The lessons learnt from such comparisons are important, not only In
aiding our understanding of teenage pregnancy from different cultures and

traditions. but also in developing our understanding of the similarities. it will also

have useful policy and practice implications for the countries involved.

There are certain similarities between the Caribbean and the United Kingdom,
which lend themselves to the making of useful comparisons. In the Caribbean,
there has long been a history of concern regarding the high rate of teenage
oregnancies. In 1992, the Population Reference Bureau quoted figures of 84-104
births per thousand female adolescents between the ages of 15 and 19 years.
These concerns, as in the United Kingdom, include the high health risks to the
mother and the baby, including increased mortality and morbidity, which, In
developing countries, are significantly greater in women aged 15-19 years, than

those, aged 20-24 years. In addition to health concems, like the United Kingdom,

D




there are also urgent socio-economic concerns about the high rates of teenage

fertility in developing countries already burdened by severe economic hardships
as a result of underdevelopment.

One very useful benefit of this comparative approach, is that it also provides a
unique opportunity to attempt to place the alleged links between teenage
pregnancy and welfare dependency in the United Kingdom in context . This will
be explored in section two. it will allow me to compare behaviours, motivations,
values and attitudes of young women who become pregnant in a ‘Welfare State’
such as England, with those living in countries such as Jamaica and Barbados

where similar benefits and access to independent state provided accommodation

are not available, or very limited.

In addition to the benefits outlined above, as Hudson & Ineichen point out:

‘very few attempts have been made to consider teenage sexuality, pregnancy and
motherhood in depth across international boundaries. International comparative
studies have largely amassed and compared statistical descriptions of the subject.

Few have attempted meaningful comparisons in depth between nations’ (Hudson &
Ineichen, 1991:1).

It is hoped that this study will go some way towards bridging this gap.




SECTION TWO

Concerns about teenage pregnancy in the United Kingdom

The Social Exclusion Unit's report shows that in the United Kingdom, England
and Wales have the highest teenage fertility rates in Westem Europe, as Figure 1
shows, twice as high as Germany, three times as high as France, and six times
as high as the Netherlands. Data from the Office of National Statistics (1997)
cited in the Social Exclusion Unit's Report (1999) (Figure 2) suggest that in

England there are nearly 90,000 conceptions a year to teenage girls.

The Social Exclusion Unit's report published in 1999 further shows that:

Around 7,700 are to girls under 16, (about 70 per cent to girls under 15), resulting
In 3700 births.

Approximately 2200 conceptions to girls aged 14 and under.

Roughly three-fifths of conceptions — 56,000, result in live births.

An estimated 50 per cent of conceptions to under 16 year olds, ended in

abortions.

These persistent concerns about high fertility rates have resulted in a focus on
teenage pregnancy in the last Conservative Government's Health of the Nation
White Paper in 1992. In the white paper a target was set to reduce the rate of
conception to under sixteen year olds by half, from 9.5 per 1000 (1989 figures) to
4.8 per 1000 by the year 2000. It was hoped to achieve this by:

‘producing a package of measures which substantially reduce pregnancies in the
under sixteens, and may also be expected to exert a similar effect on unwanted
pregnancies in those over sixteen’ (Department of Health, 1992).

Nevertheless, as the Social Exclusion Unit statistics presented above show, the
Conservative government failed to reach the targets that were set in the white
paper. In 1997 the new Labour Government's concern about high rates of
teenage pregnancy in the UK resulted in the launch of a National Task Group to

explore unwanted teenage pregnancy (HEA, 1998). Their task however,




rate per 1,000 women aged 15-19

Figure 1 : Live birth rate to women aged 15-19, latest figures available
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Figure 2: Teenage conceptions —outcome by age at conception, England 1997
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was taken on by the Social Exclusion Unit in July 1998 which had been
mandated by the Prime Minister to examine the issues of teenage pregnancy and
early parenthood. The aim was to suggest strategies to reduce the rate of
teenage parenthood, in order to minimise the risk of social exclusion. The Unit
published its findings in 1999. These findings show that the current government
has gone one step further than the previous government in setting targets for
halving the rate of teenage conceptions among under eighteen year olds by the
year 2010, as opposed to the age limit of sixteen targeted by the previous
government. This objective is welcomed because as Peckham (1993) argues,
focusing on reducing pregnancies only among the under-sixteens, which
represents less that 1 per cent of all pregnancies, 'ignores the substantial number
of pregnancies' occurring among those teenagers aged 16 and over. The Unit has
examined both the reasons for the high UK teenage pregnancy rate, and the
consequences for those teenagers who become pregnant. In the Unit’s report it is
encouraging to see that one of its stated aims, is to get more teenage parents into
education, training or employment, in order to reduce the risk of ‘long term social
exclusion’. Various aspects of the contents of the report will be explored later in

this chapter.
Political and media discourses

As this chapter unfolds, excerpts from political speeches and media reporting will
show that in the United Kingdom, a strong and influential contemporary political

and media discourse, has consistently maintained, despite research evidence to

the contrary, that the Welfare State offers incentives to teenage women to
become pregnant. The Welfare State, it contends, offers teenage mothers levels

of social benefits and an enhanced opportunity to become householders in their
own right, which are unavailable to their childless contemporaries. These benefits,
it argues, render marriage to the putative fathers an economically non-viable

option, since this would reduce significantly their eligibility for such benefits.

The political, media and public debates about teenage pregnancy and lone
parents in particular, as a result, appeared to have gathered momentum and been
given new prominence in the early 1990s as statistical data began to show an
increase in the number of lone parents (Burghes & Roberts, 1995). At the heart of

this debate were concerns about the number of lone parents receiving state
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benefits, and hence, a major financial burden on the state and its tax paying
citizens.

As Duncan & Edwards (1997) citing Bortolaia-Silva, (1996) argued, increasingly

viewed as a moral threat to society, single parenthood therefore assumed a:

‘political significance wider than the policy issues directly raised. It has become a
symbol, and a means of political mobilization, for alternative discourses about the

nature of ‘the family’ and the welfare state’ (Duncan & Edwards, 1997:45).

Much of the debate as a result, focused on the decline of the nuclear family, and
gave rise to unprecedented concerns about teenage pregnancy and single
parenthood during the 1980s and 1990s. This was the period that also withessed
a proliferation of arguments that teenage pregnancy is a prime avenue for
creating a welfare dependency syndrome. As we will see, teenagers were
repeatedly accused of deliberately making themselves pregnant in order to gain
undeserved access to welfare benefits and housing. This section therefore
represents an attempt to put such concerns related to teenage pregnancy in
context. In doing so, it will explore the basis of these concerns and also examine
the validity of these claims made by leading politicians from the Conservative
Party and more recently, from the Labour Party which were picked up and
amplified by the media. The main focus of this chapter will be on the discourses
from the late 1980s onwards as this period witnessed the most vitriolic attacks on
lone parents including pregnant teenagers. It was also the period in which

governments began to set targets to reduce the rate of teenage pregnancies.

This will not be an attempt to chart a detailed account of political speeches and
media coverage of the subject. However, it will be an attempt to isolate some
central themes and some of the major ideological roots beneath the highly

publicised rhetoric about teenage pregnancy and single parenthood of the last
two decades. The aim here is to provide the raw material from which the impact of

this political discourse and mass circulation media coverage, on policy
development in response to teenage pregnancy, can be judged. It is important to
focus on these political and media debates, because as Duncan & Edwards

(1997:4) state: ‘political rhetoric... based on particular ideological stances about the

welfare state and the family, both influence legislation and affect public perceptions ot

'one motherhood’ in a particularly powerful way. In addition, it is only by examining
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these claims against a background of research evidence, that we can put the

unprecedented concerns relating to teenage pregnancy into context.

A careful examination of national newspaper coverage from the late 1980s
provides a flavour of the political themes that were prevalent during that period.
This examination showed that the themes of lone parenthood, the family and
welfare dependency were prominent in the political speeches and media
coverage of the decade. Towards the end of 1988, Robin Oakley in a wide-

ranging interview with Margaret Thatcher, the Prime Minister, reported that:

‘The Prime Minister also acknowledged that the undermining of the family unit by
women trying to jump council housing queues as single parents was a problem

causing government ministers considerable anxiety’(The Times, 26/10/88).

Similarly, one month later Nigel Lawson, the Chancellor of the Exchequer, argued
that the benefit system was making a significant contribution to the growing

Incidence of family break-ups and illegitimacy (The Times, 10/11/88). In 1990,

Margaret Thatcher extended her earlier concerns about young single girls and
welfare dependency, to include absent fathers, when she delivered the ‘Pankhurst

lecture’ on the 18"™ July, to the 300 Group®. In this lecture she clearly set the
agenda for the debates which were to follow when she outlined the government’s

concerns about absent fathers and the ensuing burden on welfare expenditure as

a result, when she declared:

‘Government, too, must be concerned to see parents accept responsibility for their
children. For even though marrnages may break down, parenthood is for life.
Legislation cannot make irresponsible parents responsible. But it can and must ensure
that absent parents pay maintenance for their children. It is not fair for them to expect

other families to foot their bill too’ (The Times, 19/7/1990)

In reporting on the Pankhurst Lecture, the Times political reporter, Shiela Gunn
referred to the speech as the first definite announcement of the government's

intention to introduce the Child Support Bill. It continued:

‘Margaret Thatcher took the first initiative in the government's family policy yesterday
by announcing an agency to track down absent fathers, while warning of the eftects

of divorce and the rise in one-parent families on children and society’ (The Times,
19/7/1990).

e

I
* A campaigning organisation which works towards equal representation of women in parliament
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In contrast, The Daily Mail's agenda was in no doubt when, reporting on the
speech in their customary inflammatory style, they used the speech as an
opportunity to launch an attack on the children of one-parent families when they
commented:

‘children without fathers are more likely to lack discipline and ability to hold down a
job. Thus Is generated a culture of dependency, going from one generation to another
and forming a permanent ghetto of deprivation’ (Daily Mail, 19/7/1990).

The political speeches preceding the Pankhurst Lecture showed that outwardly at
least, concems about parenthood had been prominent on the political agenda,
while inwardly, the real concems were about cuts in public spending. In an article
carried by The Times (18/1/1990), Robin Oakley, the political editor (under the
heading ‘Permissive Age Attacked’), reported that Mrs. Thatcher warned that

Britain was reaping the harvest of the permissive 1960s with a breakdown in the
family unit. This represents ‘a new kind of threat to our whole way of life’. In the
previous day’s paper (The Times, 17/1/1990), Tony Newton, the Social Security
Secretary was reported to have announced that intensive studies were to begin,
designed to set up a comprehensive new system which would ensure that absent

fathers paid towards the maintenance of their children as ‘this is a new kind of threat

to our whole way of life, the long-term implications of which we can barely grasp’.

There was also evidence of pressure being brought to bear by the media
reporting which preceded the speech. In a front page headline by the Daily Mail
reporter Steve Doughty, the twin themes of absent fathers and lone parents were

kept firmly on the agenda, when under the headline —‘Scandal of Absent
Fathers’ 1/1/1990, Doughty wrote:

‘Absent Fathers who fail to maintain their children are costing the country more than
£1 billion a year. But the government has no intention to make them pay, Whitehall
admitted yesterday... ... the government’s admission comes as the number of single
mothers soars. with one in six families now headed by a lone parent.

In 1992. the focus on pregnant teenagers by politicians continued. In what was
commonly referred to as his ‘little list’ speech, Peter Lilley, the Minister of Social
Security, at a Conservative Party Conference on October 7" 1992, outlined a ‘list
of frauds to tackle’, including ‘young girls’ who deliberately make themselves
‘pregnant to jump the housing queue’. This claim, which began during the late 1980s,
hecame a frequently used theme for politicians and some newspapers In the
years that followed. As customary, the media capitalized on the speech and

potentially disquieting headlines followed. For example, The Daily Malil
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(8/10/1992) printed the full text of the speech under the title ‘Lilley’s £500m
crackdown on Benefit Fiddlers’ -with the caption- ‘End of the something for
nothing society’. The Times (8/10/1992) under the headline ‘Lilley Targets

scroungers’ pointed out that in the speech:

‘Mr. Lilley also responded to grassroots anger about the high priority given to mothers

by council housing departments...... ... " However, ‘he had little new to offer on this
front, beyond saying that the new child support agency... ... would help to curb
abuses'.

The focus on pregnant teenagers as a main conference theme was in no doubt
when lan Bridge, another conservative politician ‘echoed the view of a number of

earlier speakers’ when in opening the conference debate, he remarked:

there is no doubt in my mind that housing priorities under the Homeless Families Act
and the benefits system have encouraged girls to use pregnancy as an economically
viable way of leaving home... ... The social benefits system must not encourage

pregnancy as a way of jumping the queue’ (The Times, 8/10/1992).

In 1993, John Redwood the Welsh Secretary, advanced the debate on lone
parents with an attack on lone mothers following a visit to Cardiff's St. Melions
housing estate in July 1993. In this attack, he referred to young single mothers as
‘one of the biggest social problems of the day’ (Daily Mail 5/7/93). He gave
further credence to the view previously expressed by Peter Lilley and other
conservative politicians, that young mothers were deliberately making themselves
pregnant to gain access to public housing. This view intensified the attack on lone

parents by other conservative politicians and the tabloid media. As Marchant

states, after these comments:

there was talk of putting single mothers in hostels; and having court injunctions to
prove they had been thrown out of the parental home before they were allocated

council housing’ (Marchant 1993:14).

The theme of welfare dependency was echoed yet again in September 1993,
when Michael Portillo, the Treasury Chief Secretary, speaking in London to a

group of religious leaders, on the topic of ‘Ethics and Public Finance’ was

reported by the Guardian’s Political Correspondent, Patrick Wintour to have

asked:

rhetorically what Government can do to reduce the number of unwanted teenage
pregnancies, saying the greatest increase in the receiving of social security benefits

was amongst single parents’ (Guardian 16/9/1993).
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The article went on to state that Michael Portillo informed the audience that

teenage pregnancy is seven times higher than Holland's and not | think because the
British teenager is more likely to have premarital sex than her Dutch counterpart’. In
keeping with the political rhetoric in relation to teenage pregnancy during the late
1980s and 1990s, there were no reports of any attempts on Mr. Portillo’s part to
explore and explain the factors that contributed to the increased likelihood of

British teenagers becoming pregnant.

In October 1993, Sir George Young, the housing minister asked:

‘How do we explain to the young couple who want to wait for a home before they start
a family that they cannot be rehoused ahead of the unmarried teenager expecting her

first baby, probably an unplanned child? (Daily Mail, 8/10/1993).

At the Conservative Party Conference in 1993, the theme of lone parents was still
very much evident on the conservative political agenda. In unveiling his anti-crime
package, Michael Howard, the Home Secretary made the unsubstantiated and
highly controversial statement, that, children who grew up without their fathers

were more likely to turn to crime, because:

'with few adult male role models around, they are all too likely to succumb to peer
pressure. And inevitably they emulate the most aggressive, the most rebellious boys

in the neighbourhood’ (Dalily Mail 6/10/93).

Throughout these political speeches, it was clear that the needs of the teenage
mother were secondary on the political agenda. The preoccupation was clearly on
saving the public purse. There is no doubt that the public purse often picks up the
cost of lone parenthood. In May 1992, for example, 957,000 lone-parent families
were on income support (Parker, 1995). In such circumstances, concerns about
welfare expenditure are not entirely unreasonable. It is ironic however, that the
government of the day spent very little in comparison on the preventative aspects
in the form of social policies designed to reduce the number of ‘unwanted
teenage pregnancies and to enable more lone parents to take up employment
and reduce social exclusion. This is evidenced by their cuts in public spending In
the very areas that spending was needed towards achieving the Health of the

Nation targets set out earlier, such as family planning and school nurses (Babb,

1993). Similarly, no consideration for saving the public purse was shown when

there were cuts in the provision of childcare facilities, which would make it

possible for lone parents to take up employment.
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In contrast, in France for example:

after two years In receipt of lone parents’ benefit, or when the youngest child reaches
three years of age, lone parents are expected to take paid work, which is feasible
because every French child is guaranteed a nursery school place from the age of
three...... in Britain mothers who want to work face a lethal mixture of low wages, high

taxes and high_work expenses........... ....targeting scarce resources on high quality
nursery education for the children and job-training for the mothers. seem not to have

been considered’ (Parker, 1995:43).

The labour government in its ‘National Childcare Strategy’ launched in 1998,
included the introduction of a guaranteed nursery placement for all four-year-olds.
At a cursory level, this strategy could suggest that availability of such places
would lead to an earlier return to work for those mothers who wish to do so.
However, a major omission of the strategy was that no firm provision was made
for children under the age of four years old. Therefore, a likely consequence is
that lone mothers with children under four years will increasingly opt out of the job
market at this stage. This resulting gap in their employment histories undermines

future job prospects for people who are already disadvantaged due to lack of

education.

In June 1994, there was a rare attempt to contextualize the welfare

dependency/single parent discourse when Peter Lilley argued that:

‘the main economic factor which may have affected the stability of marriage for some

people has been the changing pattern of earnings.... With mechanisation of simple
manual tasks, the earning power of unskilled workers has declined relative to average

pay and relative to benefit level. As a result, unskilled young men cannot earn a great
deal more in work than the benefits they would receive to enable them to bring up a

child’.

These factors therefore, rendered them as poor prospective husbands. He went
on to propose that, ‘the most desirable solution is obviously to enable people to

acquire skills necessary to eamn enough to support a family’ (The Times

21/6/1994).

It is not my intention to dismiss the importance of the package of measures that
Peter Lilley was advocating, but it comes as no surprise that such measures were
not successful, or had little impact on reducing the rate of unwanted pregnancies
i~ Britain. Lilley’s statement portrayed a one sided approach to the solution of
high numbers of teen pregnancies and lone parenting. | would suggest that this

approach could be described as patriarchal in tone. It implies that the complex
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Issues surrounding teenage pregnancies and lone parenting can be remedied by
providing skills training for young men to enable them to support their children
thus reducing the burden on the state. This simple analysis ignores the other well-
researched difficulties cited in the literature review chapter facing teenage and
other lone parents. It is also further evidence that the underlying motives for the
attacks on lone parents were more related to economic than moral and social
concerns. As Zinn (1986) cited in Pearce, (1993:52) points out, what is seen as

problematic about the idea of dependence on welfare:

1s not that women are dependent, for women are expected to be dependent on men’,
starting with their fathers and continuing with their husbands. The concern about
dependency relates to concern about dependency on the state, and therefore the real
Issues In relation to teenage pregnancy and welfare dependency, is the issue of
single parent mothers ‘living and surviving economically without men’.

This change in tone was not to last. A year later, in August 1995, the attack on
lone parents resumed when John Redwood repeated his earlier allegation of

young parents jumping the housing queue. As he declared :

the assumption iIs that the illegitimate child is the passport to a council flat and a
benefits iIncome. If no one in the family can help, maybe the girl should consider

letting a couple adopt her child to provide the home the baby needs’. He further

added ‘couples who waited to have children often found that they were denied

council homes because unmarried mothers had jumped the queue............we do not
want to offer incentives to entice young women to become mothers before their time’

(Daily Mail, 14/8/1995).

It could be argued that the American social scientist, Charles Murray in his
‘underclass’ debate, provided a further impetus to the ‘welfare dependency
discourse when he argued that high illegitimacy rates among single parents were
a prerequisite of underclass existence (Murray, 1990). He further argued that
where in the past, illegitimacy was punished by society it was now rewarded
through the welfare system. These rewards encourage a certain amount of
reluctance on the part of single parents to marry as they can rely on welfare
benefits. The incentives built into the welfare system, therefore have the effect of
deconstructing the institution of family life, as it encourages fathers to neglect
their traditional responsibilities (Murray, 1990). Therefore, it was not surprising
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