Adolescent Girl’s Weight and High School Fertility: The Role of School Context
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Abstract

This study’s objective is to examine whether school context moderates associations between
obesity and timing of first birth among adolescent girls. On the individual level, obesity may
delay first birth given its negative association with adolescent romantic and sexual partnership.
Conversely, research also suggests that power dynamics in the romantic relationships that obese
girls do experience may lead to earlier first births. Risk regulation theory suggests that both of
these suppositions may be applicable and dependent on girls’ social contexts. That is, social
context can either promote or constrain behavior in ways that enhance or reduce the risk that
obesity poses for timing of first birth. Using data from a female sample from the National
Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health (Add Health), we estimate whether important aspects
of the school environment shape the risk that obesity poses to timing of first birth. On the
individual level, we find that obesity is associated with delayed timing of first birth, but the
proportion of obese students within a school moderates this risk such that obese girls in schools
with a high proportion of obese students are significantly more likely to experience an earlier
birth than obese girls in schools with a low proportion of obese students. Findings show how an
important population health problem differentially influences an important demographic life
course transition within disparate social contexts. The results also have important implications
for understanding teen pregnancy. As obesity rises among adolescents across the entire
population distribution, our findings suggest that the subpopulation of adolescent girls who are
most at risk of having a teen pregnancy may be changing as well—based on both individual

characteristics and surrounding social context.



