
 

One in eight teen girls has faced
'reproductive coercion'
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(HealthDay)—A staggering number of teen girls are experiencing an
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insidious form of relationship abuse: reproductive coercion.

Researchers report that it affects 1 in 8 adolescent girls who are sexually
active.

Reproductive coercion is a form of abuse in which a girl or woman is
pressured into pregnancy. From a male partner threatening to leave if his
female partner refuses to have his baby, to poking holes in condoms
before sex, the coercion can take shape in a variety of ways.

"Reproductive coercion is a form of power and control exerted via
influencing women's health, sexuality and health care behavior," said
study co-author Heather McCauley, an assistant professor of social work
at Michigan State University. She added that the findings highlight a
broader public health issue.

"Our society so often normalizes the abusive experiences girls and
women have in their relationships, making it difficult for young people
to recognize that what they are experiencing is not healthy," McCauley
said.

Researchers described the new study—published in the August issue of
the journal Obstetrics & Gynecology—as the largest look to date at how
many teen girls face this pressure. Most studies of reproductive coercion
have focused on young adult women.

For the study, McCauley and her colleagues analyzed data collected
from 550 sexually active girls between age 14 and 19 at eight school-
based health centers in California in 2012-2013.

Of those, 12% reported reproductive coercion in the previous three
months, the study found.
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In all, 17% reported physical or sexual abuse, and those who experienced
reproductive coercion had four times higher odds for other types of
abuse.

In many cases, the abusers were much older. The study found that girls
exposed to both reproductive coercion and other relationship abuse were
more likely to have a sexual partner who was five or more years their
senior.

Though prior studies have found racial differences in reproductive 
coercion, with black women more likely than whites to be victimized,
this one did not, McCauley said. Her team plans further study to try to
learn why.

Meanwhile, she said it's important for parents and health care providers
to understand and be able to recognize this form of abuse. McCauley
said its most common form is male partners telling girls and young
women not to use birth control.

"As parents have conversations with their teens about sexuality, they
may explore who has shaped their teen's understanding of birth control
or condom use and whether they have been told by a dating partner not
to use contraception or condoms," McCauley said.

Charvonne Holliday, an assistant professor of population, family and
reproductive health at Johns Hopkins Bloomberg School of Public
Health in Baltimore, reviewed the findings.

She said that because the nature of teen and adult relationships differs
greatly, clinicians need to tailor specific approaches to younger patients.
Education and communication are key to curbing reproductive coercion,
and that starts at home.
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"Teens witnessing healthy relationships at home and safe, open dialogue
between teens and their parents is important," Holliday believes.

"At the clinic level, clinicians should implement universal, trauma-
informed screening … In addition, interventions that address healthy 
relationship characteristics, safer sex practices, and define abuse and
appropriate consent related to sex are vital," she added.

Researchers are now asking men to explain their behavior: Why do they
press their young partners to conceive?

So far, McCauley said, the men have described being motivated by "the
power of leaving a legacy, correcting the past, and the desire for human
connection," among other factors.

  More information: The American College of Obstetricians and
Gynecologists has more about reproductive coercion.
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