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This study examined how time spent caring for a teenage sister’s child and experi-
ences in providing care related to youths’ young adult outcomes. Latino and African
American youths (N = 108) were studied during middle and late adolescence. Results
indicated that youths who provided many hours of child care were more stressed and
had lower school grades but also reported a greater life satisfaction, a stronger
school orientation, and were less likely to drop out of school. Negative experiences in
providing care were associated with a lower likelihood of school dropout and teenage
pregnancy. Findings suggest that the extent of sibling caregiving in teenage child-
bearing families incurs both developmental costs and benefits.

In families with a teenage childbearing daughter,
where the teenager and her baby live with the teen’s
family of origin after the baby is born, all available
family members are typically pooled to help care for
the adolescent’s child. Child care provided by the
teenager’s younger siblings is a common and adaptive
practice (Burton, 1995), yet how this caretaking im-
pacts youths within these households is virtually un-
known. Like most cooperative family system prac-
tices, there are likely to be both costs and benefits to
any one family member. There are concerns, for ex-
ample, that sibling caregivers miss out on their own
developmentally appropriate experiences, are taking
on adult responsibilities too soon, and that they will
have diminished schooling and career aspirations
(Dodson & Dickert, 2004; Lareau, 2003). Studies
also show that children’s extensive kin care obliga-
tions, including high levels of sibling care, can bear
psychological and educational costs, such as experi-
encing stress, frequent school absences, problems in
school, and school dropout (Brown-Lyons, Robert-
son, & Layzer, 2001; Fine & Zane, 1991). Con-
versely, much research from anthropological and de-
velopmental studies of children’s care of their
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younger siblings shows that such care promotes
children’s empathy, perspective-taking, and social un-
derstanding (Bryant, 1989; Howe & Ross, 1990;
Zukow, 1989). Sibling caregiving also provides an
important context for building self-sufficiency and
maturity and for teaching children to balance their
self-concerns with the needs of others (Weisner,
1982, 2001; Zukow-Goldring, 1995).

The apparent inconsistencies with regard to the de-
velopmental impact of sibling caregiving may be clari-
fied by considering the socioeconomic and cultural
conditions under which care is provided. Sibling care
within teenage childbearing families, for example, is
often a necessary social and economic adaptation to
the unique conditions such families face (Burton,
1990). Because such families are typically poor and
have limited monetary resources for day care, sibling
care provides a necessary and convenient economic
function. With the teenage parenting sister needing to
stay in school and work in order to receive governmen-
tal aid, and with the parents in the household working
in order to provide the family income, younger sibling
child care may be the only option that many of these
families have. As such, sibling care is an essential com-
ponent of a dynamic and cooperative system of care
and is likely to be obligatory (Burton & Stack, 1993).

It is widely recognized that sibling caretaking so-
cializes and prepares youth for parenting (Weisner,
1987; Zukow-Goldring, 1995). It has also been sug-
gested that, within teenage parenting families, youths’
socialization for parenthood occurs early in life by way
of caring for an older sister’s child (Burton, 1995). In
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thinking about younger siblings’ outcomes, then, it is
possible that youths’ child care experience could instill
a sense of parenting competence and lead them to min-
imize the hardships involved in early parenting. Such
perceived child care competence may give rise to less
diligence in pregnancy prevention and pave the way to-
ward an early pregnancy among the younger siblings
themselves (East, 1998). It is also plausible, however,
that extensive time in child care leads younger siblings
to fully realize the demands involved in raising a child
of one’s own and thwarts a desire for early parenting.
This study examined the association between youths’
hours of child care and their subsequent likelihood of a
teenage pregnancy.

Youths’ child care obligations also likely compete
with their available time for school work and time with
friends. Indeed, particularly for minority adolescents
in working-class families, family obligations consti-
tute a significant distraction from the time youth are
able to spend on homework, in school activities, or on
their own leisure, extracurricular activities (Fuligni,
2001; Larson & Verma, 1999). Given the results of sev-
eral studies that show that children’s extensive house-
hold labor and family care work deride youths’ aca-
demic motivation (Dodson & Dickert, 2004; Fine &
Zane, 1991; Gager, Cooney, & Call, 1999), we ex-
pected that youth who engage in large amounts of child
care to disengage from school. Such school disengage-
ment can take the form of low achievement aspirations,
poor school grades, and, ultimately, school dropout.

Youths’ experiences in child care and their willing-
ness to provide care are also important in assessing its
impacts. Is care provided willingly and spontaneously,
or begrudgingly and resentfully? Positive experiences
would support the prosocial and altruistic role of youth
cooperating and helping their family in ways in which
they are able (Bryant, 1992). However, resentful care
(siblings arguing about it, feeling mad about it) may in-
dicate coercion on the part of family members and
foreshadow developmental costs (Dodson & Dickert,
2004). Indeed, others have also noted that adolescents
report feeling exploited or harassed when asked to help
with household or family work, and show evidence of
stress and fatigue when family demands become
overly burdensome (Larson & Verma, 1999). Cer-
tainly, the experiences youth have in various contexts
can affect their development by promoting opportuni-
ties for skill building and identity consolidation, or for
promoting stress and maladaptation (Theokas &
Lerner, this issue). This was our intent here, to deter-
mine not only how much time youth engage in care
within their family context but also to examine their
experiences in the context of child care and its ramifi-
cations for development.

All families involved in this study were either La-
tino (Mexican American) or African American. Coop-
erative kin-based child care strategies are typically

stronger in African American and Latino families rela-
tive to Anglo American families (Burton, 1996; Uttal,
1999), and sibling care is more common and is a more
significant family obligation among Latino and Afri-
can American adolescents than among White adoles-
cents (Fuligni & Pederson, 2002). In Latino and Black
families, then, sibling care may be an accepted and ex-
pected response to a teen’s child’s care. However,
many current-day Mexican American families are “di-
vided between borders,” with some key family mem-
bers living in Mexico and some family members living
in the United States (Buriel & DeMent, 1997). Having
key child care providers residing in Mexico would
likely boost the levels of sibling care within Latino
families relative to African American families, where
kin are generally in closer proximity and more able to
care for relatives (Burton & Stack, 1993). In this study,
we examine the levels of sibling care by race/ethnicity
and whether many hours of caretaking is more likely to
be associated with unfavorable outcomes for Latinos
or for African Americans.

This Study

This study examined youths’ involvement in the
caretaking of their teenage sister’s child and how these
experiences were associated with their adjustment as
young adults. A previous article using the data pre-
sented in this report showed that girls who provided
many hours of child care during middle adolescence
(12 hr or more a week) reported pessimistic school as-
pirations, positive intentions to have a child right away,
and permissive sexual behavior (East & Jacobson,
2001). In this study, we ask how the extent of child care
provided during middle adolescence is related to
youths” outcomes as evidenced during young adult-
hood. Study outcomes were felt stress, life satisfaction,
school grades, school orientation, school dropout, and
teenage pregnancy. Some of the study participants had
experienced a teenage pregnancy themselves or had
dropped out of school at follow up. Were these the indi-
viduals who provided more or less child care at middle
adolescence? We also attempted to uncover the extent
to which youths’ positive and negative experiences in
providing care were related to their young adult func-
tioning. Such experiences may be more meaningful
than the amount of time spent in child care. Finally, we
examined whether high levels of child care were more
likely to be associated with unfavorable outcomes for
Latinos or African Americans and for girls or for boys.
Girls may value and desire greater participation in
child care than boys based on gender role expectations
and socialization (Kroska, 2003). Thus, high levels of
child care involvement may not be as detrimental for
girls’ outcomes as for boys.
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Method

Participants

Participants were part of a longitudinal research
study investigating the developmental trajectories of
the younger siblings of childbearing teens (East & Ja-
cobson, 2001). The study involved 146 early adoles-
cents (55% girls) who were coresiding with an older
teenage childbearing sister. Sixty-four percent of par-
ticipants identified themselves as Latino (Mexican
American), and 36% self-identified as African Ameri-
can. Almost all youth were from low-income or work-
ing-class families, and all lived in or around San Diego,
California.

Youth were recruited into the study by first identify-
ing eligible older sisters. Primigravida 15- to
19-year-old women were recruited during their preg-
nancy orimmediately postpartum fromauniversity hos-
pital Teen Obstetric Clinic (35%), four nearby Planned
Parenthood Clinics (24%), and by snowball sampling
(41%).Research staff screened patients in clinic waiting
rooms prior to their prenatal or postpartum appoint-
ments. If the teen and her family qualified for the study,
they were asked to participate. Ninety percent of all eli-
gible families invited to participate did so.

Families were eligible for the study if (a) there was
an 11- to 15-year-old younger sibling and a
primigravida 15- to 19-year-old older sister; (b) they
were either Latino or African American; (c) both the
younger sibling and the older sister were currently liv-
ing together with their (biological) mother, and they
had lived together for at least the last five years; and (d)
no other child within the family (or within the house-
hold) had become pregnant or fathered a child as a
teen. Thus, in all families, only one teenager was either
currently pregnant for the first time or parenting her
first child.

The data presented in this report were gathered at a
first and second follow-up of the initial intake. (The
primary variable of interest—i.e., siblings’ time in
child care—was not assessed at intake.) Follow-up 1
was conducted 1.5 years after the initial intake, and
Follow-up 2 occurred 3.3 years after Follow-up 1. Of
the 146 younger siblings of pregnant and parenting
teens who participated at intake, 140 were relocated at
Follow-up 1 and reinterviewed (or 96%). Of these, 135
were still living with their teenage sister and her child
and provided information on the number of hours of
child care. At Follow-up 2, 118 youth were relocated
and reinterviewed (or 84% of those who participated at
Follow-up 1). Of these, 108 younger siblings were
found to be still living with their older sister and her
child. These 108 younger siblings comprise the pri-
mary participants for this study.

Younger sibling participants were an average age of
13.6 years at intake (SD = 1.9), 15.1 years at Follow-up
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1, and 18.5 years at Follow-up 2. Youth who partici-
pated at Follow-up 2 did not differ significantly in
background characteristics (e.g., race/ethnicity, age,
family income, mothers’ educational level, etc.) from
youth who did not participate at Follow-up 2. Sixty
three percent of the 108 participating youth were La-
tino (n = 68), and 37% were African American (n =
40).

Fifty three percent of study families were receiving
some form of governmental aid at Follow-up 1 (e.g.,
food stamps; Medi-Cal; or Women, Infants and
Children services), and 37% were receiving some form
of aid at Follow-up 2. About two thirds of teenage
parenting sisters were receiving Temporary Assistance
for Needy Families (TANF) at Follow-up 1, and
slightly less than half were receiving TANF at Fol-
low-up 2. Follow-ups 1 and 2 were conducted after
1996 (subsequent to welfare reform) and, thus, teenage
parenting sisters needed to participate in high school or
equivalent training and live at home in order to receive
cash aid. At both study time points, approximately
40% of older (parenting) sisters and half of youths’
mothers were working outside the home. The average
total annual family income was approximately
$14,000 for an average family of five.

The older sisters’ children were, on average, 15
months old at Follow-up 1 (age range: 6 months to 19
months) and 4.6 years at Follow-up 2 (SD = 1.5).
Fifty-three percent of teenagers’ children were boys.
Older sisters were an average age of 17.6 years at deliv-
ery (SD = 14), 19.8 years at Follow-up 1, and 23.2
years at Follow-up 2 (SD = 1.6).

Procedure

At each assessment, two female research assistants
(who were fluent in Spanish) visited the younger sib-
lings at their homes where they completed a short
face-to-face interview and a self-administered ques-
tionnaire. The home visits lasted about 1 hr. All partici-
pants were paid $10 at each assessment and all were as-
sured of the confidentiality and anonymity of their
responses.

Measures

The study questionnaire contained 192 questions at
Follow-up 1 and 271 questions at Follow-up 2, with
several skip patterns so that most participants did not
complete all questions.

The questionnaires at both times of assessment had
an approximate 4th-grade reading level (as ascertained
by the Flesch-Kincaid readability method). Scale
scores were formed by averaging all of the items unless
otherwise noted. All indicators of youths’ young adult
outcomes were drawn from Follow-up 2. The mean
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scores and standard deviations of all scale scores are
shown in Table 1.

Extent of child care. The number of hours per
week that youth cared for their teenage sister’s children
was asked by interview at both follow-ups. After the ap-
propriate sister and child had been identified, the inter-
viewer asked younger sibling participants, “How many
hours a week do you take care of or look after your teen-
age sister’s child (even in the presence of others)?”

Experiences in providing care. Youths’ experi-
ences in providing child care were operationalized in
terms of positive experiences and negative experi-
ences. Positive experiences were assessed by averag-
ing youths’ responses to the two items “I learn a lot
about parenting by caring for my niece or nephew” and
“I learn a lot about children by caring for my niece or
nephew.” Negative experiences were assessed by four
items that asked how often the youth argued with his or
her sister about having to provide care, felt mad about
having to provide child care, felt that providing care in-
terfered with the things they wanted to do, and did not
like providing care. Response options ranged from 1 to
5, with high scores of positive experiences indicating
learning a lot (Cronbach o. = .87), and high scores of
negative experiences indicating frequent arguing, in-
terfering, and feeling mad about (Cronbach o. =.71).
These items were included on the study questionnaire
at Follow-up 2 only.

Felt stress.  Youths responded to eight question-
naire items drawn from the Perceived Stress Scale that
asked, for example, how often within the last 3 months

Table 1. Mean Scores of Study Variables

they felt stressed, anxious, burned out, or exhausted
(Cohen, Kamarck, & Mermelstein, 1983). Response
options ranged from 1 (not at all) to 5 (a lof). The
Cronbach alpha of the eight items was .89.

Life satisfaction.  Youths responded to four items
on the questionnaire that asked how satisfied, proud,
disappointed (reversed), and happy they were with the
way things had turned out for them (based on the Satis-
faction with Life Scale; Diener, Emmons, Larsen, &
Griffin, 1985). Response options ranged from 1 to 5,
such that high scores reflect a high life satisfaction. The
Cronbach alpha of the four items was .76.

School grades.  Youths were asked to indicate the
grades they usually got in school, such that 8 = mostly
As, T = about half As and half Bs, 6 = mostly Bs, 5 =
about half Bs and half Cs, and so on. The possible
score range was 1 to 8.

School orientation.  Youths responded to four
questions on the questionnaire that asked about the im-
portance that he or she graduate from high school, get
good grades in school, go to college, and get a good job,
and to four questions about the likelihood that he or she
would graduate from high school, go to college, get a
good job, and how many years of education he or she
would probably attain—for example, 1 (not finish high
school) to 5 (go to graduate school or a professional
school after college). Response options ranged from 1
(not very important or not very likely) to 5 (very impor-
tant or very likely), wherein high scores reflect a high
importance and likelihood placed on school and career

M SD Range n %
Youths’ age at FU1 15.1 1.9 13t0 17
Youths” gender* — — —
Girls 59 55
Boys 49 45
Youths’ race/ethnicity® — — —
Latino 68 63
African American 40 37
Youths’ hours of care at FU1 10.6 134 0to 85
Youths” hours of care at FU2 14.0 23.5 0to 168
Negative experiences in care at FU2 2.3 1.1 1to5
Positive experiences in care at FU2 4.1 1.1 1to5
Felt stress at FU2 2.9 1.0 1to5
Life satisfaction at FU2 34 1.0 1to5
Grades at FU2 5.0 1.4 1to8
School orientation at FU2 3.8 0.9 1to5
School dropout by FU2¢ — — — 33 31
Teen pregnancy by FU2¢ — — — 41 38

Note: FUI = Follow-up 1; FU2 = Follow-up 2.

aCoded as 0 = boy, 1 = girl. ®Coded as 0 = African American, 1 = Latino. “Coded as 0 = no, 1 = yes.
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