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Abstract

Pregnant adolescents are a unique group; they are not yet women and not yet mothers. Ado-
lescent pregnancy continues to be a prominent social issue; however, little research exists con-
cerning the leisure of pregnant adolescents. Therefore, the purpose of the study was to examine 
pregnant adolescents’ leisure experiences from their own points of view.  Although exploratory, 
findings suggest that pregnant adolescents make a concerted effort to change their leisure behav-
ior for the health of their unborn baby and develop new forms of child-centered leisure during 
pregnancy.  The participants also expressed mixed feelings regarding the role leisure will have in 
their lives once they are mothers.  Overall, adolescent pregnancy is not an easy adjustment for 
adolescents and greatly affects their leisure. 
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 “I don’t want to be big. I want to be a cheerleader. I don’t want to be pregnant.”  These words 
reflect the challenges pregnancy presents and the impact pregnancy has on a developing ado-
lescent’s leisure. The teen years are a period during which adolescents are creating their own 
identity, building a moral compass, and exploring the world around them (Kohlberg, 1976), and 
for some, this period also includes becoming a mother. 

As undesirable as teen pregnancy may be, the statistics fail to highlight the nuances of teen 
pregnancy as a contentious social issue. It is an issue yet to be fully understood as it is con-
founded by race and poverty among other factors. Elfenbien and Felice’s (2003) extensive re-
view found adolescents are more likely to become pregnant if they demonstrate low educational 
performance, come from low-income families, have low self-esteem, view pregnancy as having 
a positive social value, come from a family with a history of teen pregnancy, have little positive 
parental involvement, come from single-parent families, engage in risky behaviors (e.g., drug 
and alcohol abuse), and have previously suffered from violence and depression.  These factors are 
more greatly associated with low-income minority youth, as Black girls between the ages of 15 
and 17 are more than three times more likely (36.1 per 1,000 births) and Hispanic girls are more 
than four times as likely (47.9 per 1,000 births) to become pregnant compared to their White 
counterparts (11.8 per 1,000 births) (Basch, 2011).  However, Winters and Winters (2012) found 
that social economic status had a stronger effect on determining probability of pregnancy than 
race when comparing Black and White teenagers between the ages of 15 and 19. Specifically, 
once pregnant, “any unfortunate outcomes after a teen pregnancy are small, if any, after isolating 
them from the effects of poverty” (Winters & Winters, 2012, p. 1). Unfortunate outcomes may 
include antisocial behavior of children born to teen mothers, poor health and cognitive develop-
ment, lack of education, and use of public assistance by teen mothers (Winters & Winters, 2012; 
Geronimus, 2003).  

While poverty may be the main determinant for assessing the probability of teen pregnancy, 
Geronimus (2003) argued that the negative publicity surrounding the higher teen pregnancy 
rate for Black teens contributes to the marginalization of Black pregnant teens by dominant 
White society.  In addition, research has found the stigma teen pregnancy presents contributes to 
marginalization of pregnant adolescents (Wiemann, Rickert, Berenson, & Volk, 2005).  Interest-
ingly, of the 925 low-income African-American, Mexican-American, and Caucasian pregnant 
adolescents aged 18 years or younger Wiemann et al. interviewed regarding feelings of stigma 
during pregnancy, more Caucasian participants (45.3%) reported being stigmatized compared 
to 41% of African-Americans and 32.7% of Mexican-Americans.  While Wiemann et al. did not 
examine why White girls felt more stigmatized than Black and Mexican-American girls, one 
may speculate this is the case due to research finding that teen pregnancy is a greater cultural 
norm in low socioeconomic Black communities (Mollborn, 2010).  Regardless of race, there is 
no denying pregnant teens have the potential to be forced to the margins as research has found 
pregnant adolescents lack social interaction with peers and often are not involved in extracur-
ricular activities (Whitehead, 2001).

These instances of isolation may be contributing to their marginalization, yet pregnant 
adolescents’ lives, in particular their leisure, have been mostly unexamined. Therefore, a greater 
understanding of how pregnant adolescents experience leisure may illuminate the benefits of lei-
sure for pregnant adolescents and provide context for pregnant adolescents’ leisure experiences.  
Thus, the purpose of this exploratory study was to describe the leisure of pregnant adolescents 
from their perspectives.
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Literature Review

Adolescent Pregnancy Perspectives
Adolescent pregnancy may be viewed from multiple perspectives and thus hold multiple 

meanings.  Although Kelly (2000) originally identified four perspectives in which pregnant teens 
may be stigmatized:  (1) wrong-girl, (2) wrong-family, (3) stigma-is-wrong, and (4) wrong-so-
ciety, Luttrell (2011) further defined each perspective.  The first, the “wrong-girl” perspective, 
is the most widely accepted.  It is a middle-class assumption that girls should follow the “tradi-
tional” life path (i.e., go to school, get a job, find a partner, get married, and have a baby, in this 
particular order). However, when girls make choices that do not follow this trajectory, regardless 
of their socioeconomic status, their morality is jeopardized and thus their middle-class status is 
unquestionably tarnished (Luttrell, 2009). A more recent version of the “wrong-girl” perspective 
ascertains that it is not the girl who is “wrong,” rather the choices she makes (Luttrell, 2011).  
Second, the “wrong-family” perspective suggests that the stigmatization of pregnant teens is 
justified when they are of color and come from broken homes.  This racialized perspective is due 
to the “(mis)characterization of ‘the black family’ and its matriarchal household structure that 
is the purported root cause of poverty” (Luttrell, 2011, p. 296).  It is when these two perspec-
tives, the “wrong-girl” and “wrong-family,” meet that the inequality of meanings regarding teen 
pregnancy is illuminated.

That ‘right’ girls follow normative/middle-class trajectories; that ‘good’ girls show their 
‘worth’ by ‘waiting’ until marriage to have sex…; and that ‘right’ families include a 
husband and wife with no need for government supports or provisions—all key ingre-
dients in the making of middle-classness (Luttrell, 2011, p. 296). 

These two perspectives provide a glimpse as to how all girls, particularly minority girls, may in-
ternalize their worth as well as view the appropriateness of their pregnancies.  These perspectives 
may also contribute to how girls participate in leisure as  pregnant teens.

The two other perspectives Kelly (2000) had proposed focus the stigma on society.  Luttrell 
(2009) found that many teen mothers have rejected the stigma placed on them (Luttrell, 2009), 
highlighting the teen mother perspective that “stigma is wrong.” Lastly, the “wrong-society” per-
spective is a feminist view that argues women’s ability to control their reproductive decisions 
is highly dependent upon unequal access to material resources (e.g., birth control, health care, 
abortion) (Luttrell, 2011).  Luttrell’s (2011) updated examination of Kelly’s (2000) perspectives of 
teen pregnancy stigma and blame offers insight to how pregnant teens as well as others in society 
characterize pregnant teens.  It is through these multiple discourses that girls make meaning of 
their pregnancies and potentially their leisure during pregnancy.  

Adolescent Girls’ Leisure and Pregnancy
American adolescents have more free time during the school year compared to adolescents 

living in other industrialized countries primarily because they have less school work (Larson & 
Seepersad, 2003).  Most American teens spend their time participating in passive leisure activi-
ties (e.g., watching TV, going to the movies, talking on the phone with friends), and involve-
ment in unstructured activities is more common among minority and low socioeconomic teens 
(Nelson & Gastic, 2009). However, regardless of race and socioeconomic status, de Bruyn and 
Gillessen’s (2008) examination of leisure activity preferences among adolescents found that those 
who participated in unstructured recreation preferred activities that were social in nature and 
tended to dislike activities that were solitary.  Although adolescents, particularly adolescent fe-
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males, enjoy activities that are unstructured such as hanging out with friends, research has found 
that structured leisure activities often provide the ideal context for positive youth development 
(Mahoney, Lord, & Carol, 2004).   Unfortunately, while research has also found that low-income 
minority youth, particularly girls, benefit greatly from participation in organized recreational 
activities, they often lack opportunity to engage in said activities due to a scarcity of resources 
(Bruening, Dover, & Clark, 2009).    

Social activities are of great importance to female adolescents in particular.  Hurtes’ (2002) 
study of 15-year-old girls in a voluntary leadership training program found that friends were the 
most important domain in the girls’ culture.  Similarly, Eccles, Barber, Stone, and Hunt’s (2003) 
research found that girls are more likely to participate in “pro-social” activities (e.g., church 
group involvement and volunteering) that are community based. Research has also found that 
females participate in activities to please others such as friends and boyfriends rather than them-
selves (Shaw, Caldwell, & Kleiber, 1996).  

Although female adolescents’ leisure is often defined by social activities, adolescents’ social-
ization with others suffers tremendously when they become pregnant, creating a “social death” 
(Whitehead, 2001). When others around them had ill feelings toward their pregnancy due to ad-
hering to the “wrong-girl” and/or “wrong-family” perspective, Whitehead found that pregnant 
teens felt socially excluded from their peers.  Similar results were found by Zeck, Bjelic-Radisic, 
Hass,  and Greimel (2007), who studied women in Austria under the age of 17 who had given 
birth. They found those who were newer mothers reported their leisure and hobbies to be more 
important to them than those who had been mothers for at least two years.  However, newer 
mothers were less satisfied with their leisure and hobbies and friendships than women who had 
given birth over 2.5 years prior to the study. All of the women were less satisfied as a whole with 
their leisure and hobbies when compared to women their own age who were not mothers (Zeck 
et al., 2007). 

Due to the paucity of research on the leisure of pregnant teens, the research examining the 
leisure of pregnant women may still be used to inform our understanding of pregnant adoles-
cents’ leisure. For example, Longhurst’s (1997) study of women experiencing their first preg-
nancy found that women did not go out to night clubs, bars, pubs, restaurants and cafes as much 
since becoming pregnant. Additionally, the women reported that they withdrew from other ac-
tivities including sport, leisure, and paid employment.  Research has also shown physical activity 
greatly decreases during  pregnancy due to fatigue, time constraints, physical limitations, injury, 
lack of motivation, lack of enjoyment, lack of social support, and concern of pregnancy compli-
cations due to being active (Cramp & Bray, 2009). The constraints all pregnant women face are 
important to consider when examining pregnant teen leisure.  

Although teen pregnancy is a social issue that has garnered a great amount of attention, 
there is little research on the experiences of teen pregnancy from the perspective of those ex-
periencing this major life event. Pregnant adolescents are a marginalized group that is rarely 
given voice in research.  Spear and Lock (2003) argued that “gaining insight and understanding 
about adolescent pregnancy, particularly from the perspectives of young pregnant women, can 
facilitate the development of knowledge that may be useful” (p. 397). Gaining insight as to how 
pregnant adolescents make meaning of their leisure during pregnancy via the use of qualitative 
methods may be invaluable to understanding the multiple meanings adolescents have in regards 
to participating in leisure as  pregnant teens.  
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Methods

The purpose of this study was to describe the leisure of pregnant adolescents from their per-
spectives.  The use of qualitative methods including photo elicitation created an opportunity for 
the participants to share their experiences through their own words and visual representations. 

Setting
The primary researcher recruited a convenience sample of participants from a public school 

for pregnant and parenting teens in a small city in the northwest of South Carolina.  While the 
scope of the study was delimited by the small number of participants who attended this particu-
lar school, it was an opportune as well as convenient location for gaining access to participants.  
The school serves pregnant and parenting youth in middle and high school and is a voluntary 
option for pregnant students within the county; the majority of those enrolled during the time 
of study were of color and of low socioeconomic status. Due to school policy and the nature of 
pregnancy, there is a continual turnover of students. On average, the school has 10–15 students 
enrolled; however, due to a high absentee rate, there were often only 5–8 students present at the 
school each day when the primary researcher visited. (NOTE:  The researcher was not given ac-
cess to any school records regarding enrollment and academic performance.  The understanding 
of enrollment numbers and demographics are a representation of the researcher’s eye witness 
accounts).  

The school offers an opportunity for pregnant and parenting teens to continue their educa-
tion at an institution equipped to meet the educational needs of girls going through pregnancy 
and early motherhood.  The school offers students unique opportunities explicitly for pregnant 
and parenting teens, such as parenting classes.  However, the school does not provide traditional 
student enrichment opportunities such as art and music classes, physical education, or any after 
school extracurricular activities such as sports or clubs.   

Participants
Participants eligible for participation in the study were adolescents attending the school, 

experiencing their first pregnancy, and intending to parent their child.  These criteria were cho-
sen because adolescent females who have experienced pregnancy and/or motherhood previously 
may not have similar leisure experiences as first-time pregnant adolescents. The primary re-
searcher hoped to follow up with these women as parenting mothers in the future; therefore, 
girls anticipating adoption were not included. The study recruited all participants meeting the 
research criteria from the school for pregnant and parenting adolescents. The goal of the study 
was to recruit participants representing different races and socioeconomic statuses; most of the 
participants were of color and of low socioeconomic status, which was representative of the stu-
dents enrolled in the school at the time the researcher visited and collected data.   

All of the students who were enrolled at the school between the months of November 2010 
and March 2011 were invited to participate in the study. Of the 17 approached to participate, 
nine agreed. Those who did not agree were both Black and White between the ages of 14 and 17. 
Due to the individualistic nature of pregnancy, each participant was in a different stage of preg-
nancy (See Table 1 for participant descriptions).  Each pregnant adolescent granted her consent 
to participate in the study and each of the respondent’s corresponding guardians voluntarily 
granted their consent for the study.  To protect confidentiality, each participant chose her own 
pseudonym.  
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Data Collection
Initial interview. Gaining rapport with participants is an important condition of qualita-

tive research.  The primary researcher attended lunch period at the school 2–3 times per week for 
four months.  The lunch period was not a time for data collection, but rather was a period during 
which the students were able to become familiar with the researcher and her intentions. While 
at lunch each student was given a description of the study and asked if she would be interested 
in participating.  Once signed consent forms were returned to the primary researcher, a semi-
structured interview was scheduled. Participants had the choice of conducting the interview 
in a school classroom at the end of the school day, at their home, or at a place requested by the 
participant. The study followed similar methods to those of Klitzing (2004). A semi-structured, 
digitally recorded interview which lasted between 30 and 60 minutes was the initial data collec-
tion. Interview questions were guided by leisure and adolescent pregnancy literature. Some of 
the questions asked in the first interview included:  “What do you like to do for fun?”, “How do 
you define leisure?”, “How has your life changed since becoming pregnant?”, “How has your lei-
sure changed since becoming pregnant?”,  and “How do you think others view pregnant teens?”  

Photo elicitation. Photo elicitation occurred after the initial semi-structured interview.  At 
the end of the first interview, participants were given a disposable camera with 27 exposures and 
guidance on what types of pictures to take (cf. Klitzing, 2004; cf. Rose, 2007).  Questions used 
to elicit possible picture opportunities included:  (1) What do you do during your free time?, (2) 
What do you do with your friends?, (3) What types of leisure activities do you and your family 
participate in?, and (4) Where do you participate in leisure?  Participants were also given a reflec-
tion sheet to fill out after they took each photo and asked to record the following information for 
each photo: (1) title of the photo, (2) description of the photo, and (3) a description of  thoughts 
and feelings when taking the photo.  While the researchers had no background on the girls’ aca-
demic ability or skillfulness at writing personal reflections, it was decided this additional form 
of data collection would at the very least help triangulate the data and bring more depth and 
understanding to the pictures they took. Between interviews (this time frame varied between 
participants due to the nature of pregnancy) the primary researcher collected the cameras and 
had the pictures developed.  All of the girls who agreed to participate in a follow-up interview 
(six girls) took photos and participated in the reflection sheet activity.  In addition, all of the girls 
used the 27 exposures the camera allowed; however, in all of the cases, a minimum of five photos 
were not clearly developed.  

Table 1
Descriptions of Participants
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Table 1 

Descriptions of Participants 

Name Age Race/Ethnicity Gestational Week 
at First Interview 

Gestational Week 
at Second Interview 

Ashley 15 African American 29 Weeks No interview 
Nayla 16 African American 26 Weeks 38 Weeks 
Sannia 16 African American 17 Weeks 29 Weeks 
Asia 13 African American 20 Weeks 32 Weeks 
Aubrey 16 White 32 Weeks No interview 
Anahi 16 Hispanic 28 Weeks 34 Weeks 
Dereona 15 African American 35 Weeks 37 Weeks 
Cherish 16 African American 37 Weeks 3 weeks after  

baby was born 
Hailey 18 White 23 Weeks No interview 
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Photos were returned to participants as a keepsake; however, the primary researcher kept 
the reflection sheets as data. Unfortunately, while each of the six girls who completed a second 
interview also completed the reflection sheets, the reflection sheets were not utilized by the girls 
to their full extent.  The participants felt the reflection sheets were a bit cumbersome and similar 
to homework, unlike the picture taking, which they all stated was “fun.”  Therefore, their written 
reflections were brief.  Regardless of their brevity, the reflection sheets were useful in triangu-
lating the data and for some participants it helped them “better view how I felt about things” 
(Dereona).  

Follow-up interview. The second unstructured digitally recorded interview took place two 
to four weeks after the initial interview.  This provided time for participants to take pictures, fill 
out the reflection sheets, and for the photos to be developed.  The time frame was also dependent 
upon the girls’ willingness and ability to meet for the second interview.  The photos were central 
to the second interview and were used as conversational pieces to gain a greater understanding 
of what the participants alluded to in their first interviews. In addition, the photos were an op-
portunity for the researcher to gain a greater understanding of the girls’ leisure experiences. The 
purpose of the second interview was to give participants an opportunity to describe, clarify, and 
explain what each of their photos meant to them (Rose, 2007). During the interview, each par-
ticipant was asked to describe the pictures she took in terms of who was in the picture, what was 
being displayed in the picture and where the picture took place in addition to clarifying previous 
comments they made in the initial interview. Also, the participants were asked to describe the 
experiences they were unable to take pictures of or pictures that were unsuccessfully developed 
to ensure that equal attention was given to experiences that may not have been visually repre-
sented.  

Triangulation of data. Multiple interviews, the research journal, the photos the partic-
ipants took, and the reflection sheets were used to triangulate the study’s data. However, for 
those who only participated in the initial semi-structured interview, the data were “triangulated” 
through a comparison of their interview and the primary researcher’s journal. The research jour-
nal was not data, rather an opportunity for the researcher to scrutinize how she constructed 
knowledge.  The journal was not only an opportunity to reflect on her biases and experiences 
of interacting with the girls during lunch time at school and during the formal interviews, it 
provided a space for reflexivity, in that primary researcher had an ongoing conversation with 
herself during the research process. These conversations led to bracketing her biases so she could 
put aside her own experiences as a way of viewing teen pregnancy with a fresh perspective.  Sec-
ondly, the journal was a place in which she reflected on the data collection and analysis process.  
Moving between reflection and reflexivity the primary researcher “ensured an adequate balance 
between purposeful, as opposed to defensive or self-indulgent, personal analysis” (Finlay, 2002, 
p. 542). The primary researcher engaged in writing in her research journal after every encounter 
she had with her participants as well as during and after the data analysis stage.  In addition, the 
journal consisted of notes the primary researcher made after talking casually with the staff at the 
school.  These conversations allowed her to have a greater understanding of how others viewed 
the participants in the study. 

For all participants, member checks and a peer debriefing were used to establish the cred-
ibility of the research findings. All of the girls were provided transcripts of their interviews and 
asked if they would like to change or edit anything they said. They were also provided the op-
portunity to explain why the changes they requested were important.  Unfortunately, none of the 
girls took advantage of the opportunity to make changes, which may be due to the daunting and 
intimidating process of reading a transcript verbatim.  Only once the member checks were com-
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pleted were the data used for analysis. A researcher unrelated to this particular study who has 
conducted research with pregnant teens served as the peer debriefer for the study.  She read over 
each of the interview transcripts and reviewed established themes and subthemes as well as the 
final manuscript.  During each stage of data analysis, the peer debriefer provided feedback as to 
how the data were analyzed and portrayed.  The feedback she provided resulted in the reorgani-
zation of themes, emergence of new themes, suggestions for follow-up questions to participants 
(if the opportunity existed), and refinement of the display of the data.  

Data Analysis
Each of the in-depth semi and unstructured interviews were transcribed verbatim. Then 

the transcripts and the data on the reflection sheets were loaded into NVIVO 8, qualitative data 
analysis software for coding, in which a constant comparison technique was employed.  This ap-
proach was used to group and compare pieces of data believed to be of a common theme, in an 
effort to reduce the data.  Each of the pieces was coded into multiple themes followed by compar-
ing each of the pieces within the theme to identify similar and/or contrasting experiences among 
the participants. While searching for commonalities among themes is necessary, Dupuis (1999) 
argued that differences among participants within each of the themes should be presented.  Thus, 
distinct differences among participants for each theme and subtheme were included. The prima-
ry researcher looked for incidences relating to leisure practices of pregnant adolescents, leisure 
due to pregnancy and how they felt about being a pregnant teen which were then grouped into 
themes.  The incidences within and across themes were constantly and consistently compared 
until no new themes emerged from the data, and all data were situated into developed themes.  

Findings

The purpose of this study was to describe the leisure of pregnant adolescents from their own 
viewpoints.  An analysis of the data revealed three major themes: Intentional Leisure Changes for 
Child Well-Being, Preparation for Baby as Leisure, and Leisure and the Role of Motherhood.  

Intentional Leisure Changes for Child Well-Being
All nine of the respondents indicated in some way how their leisure behaviors had changed 

as a result of being pregnant. Analysis indicated that the participants acknowledged particular 
leisure changes necessary to ensure a healthy baby and that the increased responsibility of preg-
nancy impacted their leisure. The changes the girls made to their leisure behaviors are repre-
sented in the subthemes healthy changes, from teen to pregnant teen, and societal pressures. 

Healthy changes. The desire to give birth to a healthy child often forces a mother to make 
intentional changes to her leisure lifestyle for the well-being of her child.  These choices may alter 
her previous leisure choices as was the case for the girls in this study. All of the girls described 
in some way during the semi-structured conversational interview the conscious changes they 
made to their leisure as a way of properly caring for the child growing inside of them.  Consider-
ing their age, it was not surprising that their comments communicated partying, smoking and 
drinking as having a significant role in their leisure. For example, Aubrey stated that before she 
was pregnant, she “kinda partied a lot” and added that once she found out she was pregnant: 

I stopped drinking immediately.  Like I’d gotten drunk the night before.  Which is bad.  
And um, but I smoked [marijuana] ‘til I was like 10 weeks pregnant.  I only smoked [it] 
twice.  I found out when I was three weeks, or something.  Four weeks.  I don’t know.  
And I smoked twice in a month.  Then I quit.
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When asked why she chose to quit her partying and substance use (drinking and mari-
juana), she stated, “I can’t do the stuff that I did now just because I’m pregnant, ‘cause it will hurt 
the baby.”  Similarly, Dereona stated she enjoyed partying, which included drinking and smoking 
marijuana before she was pregnant.  When asked why she quit partaking in these activities, it 
spurred the following comment: “I know what I gotta do to make my baby healthy.  I know what’s 
right and what’s wrong, so that’s what I do to change my life and hers, you know?”  

While the girls participated in other leisure activities, such as cheerleading and basketball 
prior to becoming pregnant, they focused on the changes they had made with their leisure as a 
way of demonstrating they were girls who were ready for the responsibilities of motherhood.  In 
fact, the girls felt their choice to stop participating in substance use and partying was an easy one, 
one that required little thought, which was evident in the interview with Hailey.  Hailey shared 
that she stopped smoking cigarettes “when I found out I was pregnant.”  When asked if it was 
hard for her to quit she replied, “No, not really…it wasn’t for me…[quitting was for] the baby.”  
Unlike the other girls, Asia (age 13), was not involved in partying that involved substance use; 
however, she did state that her partying at a local club for teens was no longer safe for her baby, 
“it [dancing] shakes the baby and I get nervous and I don’t want to [hurt the baby].” Ensuring 
their babies were safe and healthy was a motivator for all the girls to change their leisure choices.

From teen to pregnant teen. It was evident the increased responsibility pregnancy and 
impending motherhood placed on the teens impacted their leisure.  Hailey felt pregnancy overall 
was hard on the life of a teen because it meant “having to think more about a baby inside of you, 
that you haven’t really seen yet, except for an ultrasound, or except for when we feel him move. 
You have to think more of that than you do yourself.” This new sense of responsibility impacted 
their leisure as it forced them to grow up sooner than they were anticipating, which was dem-
onstrated by Anahi’s comment, “I have more responsibility now than I did just being a regular 
teen.” Anahi as well as others felt they could no longer act like regular teens because “you can’t be 
childish.  You gotta be, think like an adult.  Can’t think like a teen no more.”  The girls felt that the 
responsibility of pregnancy and impending motherhood did not allow them to act like normal 
teens and do the things teens do; rather, they were expected to act an age and to perform at a de-
velopmental stage for which they were not yet prepared.  Nayla echoed this sentiment by stating, 
“I’m no longer making decisions for one person, I’m making them for two and just responsibili-
ties that I have to take care of for the baby.” In addition, the girls were aware of how their leisure 
was different from non-pregnant teens, which was exemplified by Ashley, “They [non-pregnant 
teens] can go out and do what they want to do. I can too, but it’s limited. They’re not limited.  And 
they can go out and buy things for themselves and not be concerned about anyone else.”  

The responsibility of caring for a child included financially being able to provide for the 
child. Cherish stated that having a baby “kind of stops me from being able to go shopping when-
ever I want.” Lack of money was not as constraining as the literature might lead us to believe; 
however, this was likely due to the fact that most teens do not have much money to begin with, 
and this was particularly the case with the participants in this study. Regardless, all of the par-
ticipants realized there was a financial responsibility associated with motherhood. Their lack of 
financial resources and their desire to save money to spend on their unborn child at times con-
strained their leisure.  Overall, the responsibility of caring for their unborn child forced them to 
make decisions regarding their leisure not based on what they wanted to do but based on what 
was in the best interest of their child

Societal pressures. Although most of the changes the girls made to their leisure were due 
to a desire to create a healthy environment for their unborn child, some of the changes the girls 
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made to their leisure were the result of societal pressures.  All of the girls were initially reluctant 
to be seen as pregnant teens within their communities because they were concerned about “what 
people had to say and what they thought” (Nayla) about them being pregnant.  The fear of being 
judged led to a hesitancy to venture outside for public leisure (e.g., movies, shopping). Interest-
ingly, only Aubrey spoke to the body image constraints she faced as her pregnancy developed, 
stating, “I don’t really like going out in public because of the way I feel when I look at myself.  I 
don’t like what I see. I feel like a freakin’ cow.” Considering non-pregnant teens often struggle 
with their body image, Audrey’s comments are not surprising, as pregnancy potentially only 
exacerbated her distaste for her body, thus constraining her desire to participate in public leisure.

Although the girls were initially concerned about what others thought of them and how 
they looked, over time they adopted an attitude that resisted judgment.  Cherish stated, “if peo-
ple ask me… [if I’m pregnant], their [response is] ‘Wow, you look really young to be pregnant,’ 
I’m just like, ‘Yeah, I’m 16.’” Similarly, Sannia stated, “You either accept me as I am, or just don’t 
talk to me.” While the majority of changes to their leisure were rooted in a desire to provide a 
healthy environment for their unborn child, there is no denying that society had a role in how 
they practiced leisure, at least during the initial stages of pregnancy.    

Preparation for Baby as Leisure
All of the participants suggested in some way that preparing for their baby had become 

a form of leisure. However, those who participated in the photo elicitation process, reflection 
sheets, and follow-up interview gave more focused accounts as to how preparing for their baby 
was their main form of leisure. In fact, almost all of the pictures that the six girls who partici-
pated in the follow-up interview and photo elicitation process represented their baby shower or 
items they had bought for their child.  Their leisure as a pregnant teen greatly revolved around 
preparing for their child’s arrival which is described in the subthemes baby shower, and shopping 
for baby.     

Baby shower. The baby shower was an event all of the girls, with the exception of Asia, 
looked forward to. Although Aubrey did not mention preparations for her baby shower in the 
interview, her excitement was evident when she spoke of it during lunch.  It was going to be held 
at her great grandmother’s house, she had invited all her closest friends and family, and she had 
helped make the favors. Many of the girls chose to focus their photos on their baby showers, thus 
the photos often led to a number of discussions about baby showers in the second interview.  
Although Aubrey did not mention preparations for her baby shower in the interview, her excite-
ment was evident when she spoke of it during lunch. When Anahi was asked what she enjoyed 
doing while pregnant she stated, “Like now for the baby shower that’s coming up, we have to get 
everything situated and stuff.  So that’s what I mainly do right now.”  Related to the anticipation 
for the shower was excitement over seeing friends.  Sannia stated that she did not see her friends 
as much once becoming pregnant, but “they are coming to my baby shower.”  The shower was 
something she really looked forward to because it would be an event that would bring together 
her closest friends.  

The enjoyment of preparing for the baby shower was echoed by Nayla, who expressed that 
her baby shower was an exciting leisure experience for her.  She had taken a picture of her baby 
shower cake and wrote, “I thought it was so cute.” She further noted that her shower was some-
thing she considered leisure because she enjoyed taking part in the planning.  Identifying prepa-
rations for motherhood as leisure is best demonstrated by Hailey’s comment:

Researcher:  Would you say preparing for this baby has been leisure for you?
Hailey:  Yes.  It relaxes me, and makes me really happy.
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Researcher:  What else makes preparing for a baby leisure?
Hailey:  Because I have the choice whether to keep him or not, and I chose to keep him.  I 

might as well enjoy it.
Unlike the other participants who had personally made the decision to be mothers and 

exhibited excitement over their pregnancies, Asia was not excited about being pregnant, nor did 
she enjoy the preparations of motherhood, including preparing for a baby shower:

Like we’ll be at a store, and Momma ask, me, ‘Don’t you think this is cute?’  Like yes-
terday we were at Party City and she ask me about, ‘Do you think this is cute for a baby 
shower?’  Sometimes I says, ‘Yes, that’s really pretty.  I really like it.’  And sometimes I’d 
be like, ‘I don’t really care.  It’s your baby.  I don’t care.’ 

The main difference between Asia and the others was that Asia was not convinced she even 
wanted to have her baby.  Becoming a mother was not a choice she made, rather a choice that 
was made for her by her mother and grandmother.  Asia felt pregnancy “kinda ruined” her life, 
and there was little to enjoy about being pregnant and preparing for a baby.

Shopping for baby. Not only was the baby shower a form of leisure for the girls, shopping 
and preparing the room for their unborn child was as well, and often was documented in the pic-
tures they took.  Sannia took a picture and titled it “Baby Mania” and wrote, “Wow, can’t wait ‘til 
he gets here.”  She was asked to describe the photo in more detail and she stated, “All his bottles 
and he has a box of clothes and everything like that.  I just love seeing that.  Especially my room.  
I go to my room and I’m like, ‘ooooh.’  ‘Cause…we have his…pack and play set up.”  When asked 
if a lot of her time is spent preparing for her baby she said, “Yeah.  I like going shopping and stuff 
like that.”  Hailey revealed, “I have been getting hand-me-downs from my aunt who had a lot of 
boys, so that helps with the baby furniture and stuff like that.”  Shopping and gathering together 
baby supplies were activities the girls enjoyed doing with family members.  Anahi took a photo 
of her closet, which had a shelf with all the clothes she had bought for her baby.  When asked if 
shopping was something she liked to do for fun, she replied, “Sometimes, yes.  Now that it’s for 
the baby, I love shopping for the baby.” When asked who she shopped with, she mentioned her 
mother and boyfriend’s mom.  

Dereona also documented her love for shopping in the photo she titled “Shopping Day” 
which was a picture of a mall.  When asked who she shopped with she said, “my sister and some-
times me and my momma. We all go.” In another photo she titled “My Little Angel Clothes and 
Accessories,” she wrote, “I love shopping for my baby. The clothes we got were so cute.” When 
asked if preparing for her baby was leisure, she replied, “Yes,” and further described why she en-
joyed shopping for her baby with her siblings and mother, saying, “Every time we’re like, ‘Oh my 
God!  We gotta get that, we gotta get this!  We gotta, oh my God, look at it,’ you know?  It’s so cute. 
And then we even let my little sister pick out an outfit.” Over half of the pictures Dereona took 
were those that showed the items that she and her family had bought the baby.  It was a big deal 
for her and the other participants to show how much they enjoyed preparing for their babies’ 
arrival.  Nayla learned how to crochet from one of the teachers at the school, took a photo of the 
blanket she made her baby girl, and titled it “Me Make Baby a Blanket.”  She further wrote, “I felt 
good doing this because it’s something for my baby.”  Nayla enjoyed having a new leisure activity 
that involved making things for her unborn child.  

Leisure and the Role of Motherhood
The leisure of the participants seemed to revolve around the babies they were carrying; 

however, discussions with the girls led us to wonder if this trend would continue during mother-
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hood. Therefore, the girls were asked to project what they believed their leisure would look like 
as teen mothers.  Although all of the girls believed that they would continue some of their pre-
pregnancy leisure (once they were no longer pregnant), they all felt their babies would be at the 
center of their leisure after the birth of their children.  For example, Aubrey believed “my free 
time’s probably gonna be spent with my daughter.”  However, she continued, “Except for Friday 
and Saturday night because I think that the weekend, you should have time…with your man.”  
Dereona also stated that she would get back to partying; however, she also said, “It won’t be all 
about me…I won’t take her to somewhere that’s dangerous.  That I used to go.  I won’t do that…
Just somewhere clean, safe, something that’s not gonna hurt her, or affect her in any kind of way.”  
The belief that their leisure needs were no longer going to be important was also described by 
Cherish, who said, “I know it’s gonna be way different.  Like, it’s not gonna be about what I wanna 
do and where I wanna go.  It’s gonna be about what he needs and where he needs to go.”  

Most of the girls were content knowing their leisure would be more child centered once 
they became mothers.  Sannia felt that that although her freedom would be constrained as a teen 
mom, she would “rather be home with my baby than out doing something that I’m not supposed 
to be doing.”  Cherish felt she would “just like being around him” and she would not “care about 
going out.” Similarly, while Nayla hoped she would see her friends more often once she had her 
baby, she expected her leisure as a mom to be “stuff that babies can do I guess.”  Sannia also be-
lieved her leisure would be “just playing together” once her baby was old enough.  Hailey echoed 
Sannia’s statement by declaring “spending time with the baby and playing with the baby” would 
be her main forms of leisure.  

The idea of their baby becoming a main source of leisure was not supported by Ashley or 
Asia.  When Ashley was asked how she envisioned her leisure as a teen mom she responded, “Just 
play with him and hopefully he’ll be quiet.”  Asia was more expressive about her low expectations 
for leisure as a mom by stating, “Not fun.  Like not all fun.  Like pushin’ a stroller down to the 
park might be fun. But I don’t know. I don’t really have mother instincts right now, so I don’t 
know.”  Asia’s overall distaste for being pregnant and the idea of being a mother limited her abil-
ity to see any leisure she may enjoy as a mom.  

Discussion

This exploratory examination of the leisure of pregnant teens provides insight into pregnant 
teens’ leisure and support for previous findings on leisure. Concern for their children’s well-
being not only constrained the girls’ participation in previous types of leisure but also led them 
to pursue different forms of leisure that many would judge to be more appropriate for pregnant 
women, supporting previous findings that activities such as substance abuse significantly de-
creases during adolescent pregnancy (Spears, Stein, & Koniak-Griffin, 2010). Interestingly, while 
the girls were unable to separate partying from substance use, they avoided both. It appeared ne-
gotiation was not an option, thus the constraint could be classified as a barrier albeit with a posi-
tive outcome—a focus on child-centered leisure. While child-centered leisure was something 
all the girls looked forward to, except for Asia and Ashley, they all were aware their lives would 
no longer be like those of their non-pregnant peers. The ways in which the girls focused their 
leisure on their unborn child came in the form of shopping for their baby and preparing for their 
baby shower.  In addition, the majority of the participants (minus Ashley and Asia) expected and 
looked forward to making their leisure child-centered upon motherhood. 

When examining the findings more closely, the participants’ identification of baby prepara-
tions as leisure was interesting. When asked why they considered this leisure, participants said 
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that it “makes me really happy” and that they had the choice to be a mother so “[they] might as 
well enjoy it.”  Choice and positive affect are two key processes related to defining leisure (Edg-
inton, DeGraaf, Dieser, & Edginton, 2006); therefore, it is not surprising that the girls, with the 
exception of Asia, identified baby preparation as leisure. In addition, attitudes toward pregnancy 
and motherhood tended to be positive, similar to the findings of Spear and Lock’s (2003) review 
of studies on adolescent pregnancy. Spear’s (2001) own study of pregnant adolescents found 
the teens were optimistic about their pregnancy and future plans. Similarly, these participants 
believed their leisure would revolve around their children’s needs. 

Unfortunately, not all of the girls (i.e., Asia & Ashley) had high expectations for their future 
in terms of motherhood and leisure. Unlike the others, Asia was unsure of her desire to be a 
parent; her mother and grandmother had made the choice for her. Asia’s feelings are reflec-
tive of findings that a pregnant teen’s dissatisfaction regarding her pregnancy choice (i.e., abor-
tion, adoption, or intention to mother) is often due to having a different pregnancy choice from 
her parents (Zabin, Hirsch, & Raymond, 1992). In addition, Asia’s comment that her leisure as 
a mother would be “not fun” illuminates the pessimism some pregnant teens feel when envi-
sioning leisure as a mother.  Asia’s and Ashley’s feelings are not unique.  Lesser, Anderson, and 
Koniak-Griffin (1998) found that some pregnant teens are simply overwhelmed by the idea of 
motherhood. It is easy to anticipate that these feelings of being overwhelmed will continue to 
stymie their leisure, as research has highlighted the difficulties all mothers face when trying to 
balance their personal leisure needs and the needs of their children (McIntyre & Rhodes, 2009). 

Finally, the leisure constraints framework may provide insight to how the girls modified 
their leisure once becoming pregnant.  More recent examinations of leisure constraints, utilizing 
the theory of selective optimization with compensation, have argued that constraints may be 
viewed as positives in the lives of participants rather than negatives when they lead to a focus 
on a positive behavior (Kleiber, McGuire, Aybar-Damali, & Norman, 2008).  However, it is im-
portant to note that the focus on child-centered leisure was likely also influenced by the societal 
construct of the “good mother,” which in itself may be constraining to different forms of leisure 
(Shaw & Henderson, 2005). Further research is needed to better understand the beneficial lei-
sure that occurs in the name of the “good mother” label. 

There were some inherent limitations with this study. Qualitative research requires an 
in-depth examination of participant lives; however, this in-depth examination is not possible 
without recognition of researcher bias and thus its influence on the data collected. The primary 
researcher acknowledges that unpacking the influence of her own biases was a constant struggle 
but that through the use of journaling as well as an external reviewer, steps were taken to mitigate 
this influence. In addition, the use of photo elicitation was used to provide additional clarity to 
the lived experience of the participants. However, it is important to note that a static photo can-
not reflect the entire experience of what was captured and that the photos may not have been an 
accurate depiction of their daily/weekly/monthly leisure, highlighting either highly positive and/
or negative experiences (Stewart & Floyd, 2004). While a more sophisticated form of taking pic-
tures (i.e., digital cameras or phones) may have led to richer data, not all participants had access 
to cameras/phones, and the cost of providing them for the study would have been prohibitive. 
Finding participants for the study was very difficult due to privacy laws and cultural protections 
that can serve as barriers to outside researchers gaining access to potential participants. While 
it was fortunate that we were able to gain access to a school for pregnant teens, it is recognized 
that having a singular recruitment site influenced the findings.  Lastly, the member check process 
was not performed in the most effective manner. The process would have been more beneficial 
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if the participants were given the opportunity to critique how the primary researcher heard/
interpreted their story rather than asked to examine a verbatim transcript.

Recommendations for research include replicating this study with more diverse popula-
tions of pregnant adolescents. Studies on pregnant adolescents should also be longitudinal as 
the lives of pregnant teens are constantly evolving and an understanding of their leisure as they 
transition into motherhood is needed.  Once more is understood concerning the leisure of preg-
nant and parenting teens, quantitative methodologies would also aid in providing generalizable 
findings regarding pregnant teens’ leisure.

As an exploratory study on a topic that is woefully understudied, this research has inched 
forward the discussion of leisure in the lives of pregnant adolescents. It appears that providing 
pregnant adolescents with an opportunity to discuss and document their lives broadens percep-
tions of their leisure and the constraints they face.  While their pregnancies created constraints 
to both desirable and undesirable leisure behaviors, it was unfortunate that they had no direction 
for replacing these activities with new pregnancy-friendly forms of leisure. In fact, most of the 
teens felt their leisure would revolve around their children’s wants and needs after birth, calling 
into question whether they would ever regain leisure that was centered on their own needs. 
There is no question that pregnancy has an impact on teen leisure. After all, they may be young 
and “just not ready yet” (Anahi) to be mothers, but the reality is, it’s no longer about “what I want 
to do and where I wanna go” (Cherish).  
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