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Partner’s Involvement Helps Adolescent Mothers
B Y  R O B E R T  F I N N

San Francisco Bureau

S A N F R A N C I S C O —  A study of adoles-
cent mothers revealed that frequent contact
with the father of their baby was associat-
ed with several beneficial effects, including
improved maternal mental health and less
endorsement of physical punishment for
the child, Dr. Lee Savio Beers reported in
a poster at the annual meeting of the Pe-
diatric Academic Societies.

The study involved 138 mothers under
the age of 20 years whose children were
younger than 12 months old, said Dr.
Beers of Children’s National Medical Cen-
ter, Washington, D.C., who conducted
the study with Amy Lewin, Psy.D., and
several other colleagues.

The women came from an urban pop-
ulation, and 94% were African American.
They were questioned about the father’s
involvement in parenting the child, and
they completed several standardized in-

struments intended to measure, for ex-
ample, their mental health and level of
self-esteem.

Only the 130 mothers who were 16-19
years old were asked about the age of the
father. Eighteen percent of these fathers
were age 17 or younger, 30% were 18-21,
and the rest were 22 years old or older. Le-
gal concerns prevented the investigators
from asking younger mothers about the
age of their child’s father.

Overall, 52% of the fathers had com-

pleted high school, 30% were currently in
school, 43% were employed, and 29% had
children with other mothers.

The mothers reported a large amount of
paternal contact with the babies; 62% of
the mothers reported contact several times
a week or more, 25% reported contact 1-
8 times per month, and 14% reported rare
contact or none at all, Dr. Beers said.

Sixty-one percent of mothers reported
that they were satisfied with the level of
paternal contact, 27% said that the contact
was not frequent enough, and 12% said
that their contact with the father was too
frequent.

Although 75% of the mothers wanted
the fathers to have frequent contact with
the baby during the next 12 months, they
had lower expectations for caregiving.
Only 63% expected the fathers to feed the

baby, 43% expected the fathers to change
the diapers, and 35% expected the fathers
to attend the baby’s medical appoint-
ments, she said.

Fifty-two percent of the mothers re-
ported being in a romantic relationship
with the father of their baby; 85% said
that these men treated them with re-
spect, and 24% reported having argu-
ments with the men often or very often,
Dr. Beers reported at the meeting, spon-
sored by the American Pediatric Society,
the Society for Pediatric Research, the
Ambulatory Pediatric Association, and
the American Academy of Pediatrics.

Daily contact with the father clearly
had beneficial effects. Compared with
mothers who had less-than-daily contact
with the father, mothers with daily contact
had significantly lower levels of depres-
sion, had significantly higher levels of self-
esteem, and were significantly less likely
to say that they endorsed physical pun-
ishment of their child.

The investigators found several out-
comes among mothers satisfied with the
level of paternal contact that were not con-
sidered positive in adolescent parents: these
mothers were significantly less likely to live
with their own mothers or grandmothers,
significantly more likely to have more than
one child, and were significantly less likely
to be in school. ■
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Medicinal Herbs
In Practical Psychopharmacology, ex-
perts will examine the way in which
psychiatric patients’ rather frequent
attempts at self-medication can affect
the response of psychotropics.
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Mothers with daily
contact with the
father had less
depression and
higher self-
esteem.
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