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Parental Consent Laws lor _ Reproducllve HeaIIh Cant: What Does the Psychological RosaaIch Say? 

PsycI1oIogIcaI research has fould thai most _ &eel< panmIaI or olhef adult guIdanoeln dedsIons about contraceptive use and 
-. and 1ha1 adolee<:enls are generaDy compeleI d to make such decIsIms. Given 1he' overall lack of OIllliricai support for panmIaI 
_11011 and COI'1Sent laws for adolescent "'Il'OdudM> heaflh care. resoun:es need to be directed to teen pregnancy prewntion e!Ior1s. 
including family SI.WDI'I. educaIlon, and psychoSocial services. 

ARE ADOLESCENTS COIlPETENT TO MAKE DECISIONS REGARDING REPRODUCllYE HEALlH SERVICES? 

PsyChotOglcal theory and rasamdI on cognItIY8, social, and moral cIaveIopmentaupportth.findJngthaladglsICBntsJ. as a group. are _10 u_lSIand, _. _ mab_aboutImpoJtantDfa_ 

• ReseaR:h on preg~led decislorHnaldng _, and more general studies 01'1 cognitive and socIaI_pment, support the 
_thai by middle adoIesczo IDe (ages 14 to 15) minor.! have developed meny adult-ike in1eIIecIual and sodal capacities (AmbueI, 
1995; Ambuel & Rappaport, 1992; Lewis, 1987; Mom of aI., 1989). These capacftles Include the specific abilities necessary for 
understanding treatment altemallYes, conslderfng risks and ben_, .nd giving legally competenl consenL n Is important to no1e thai 
the ability to make a legally competent decfslon Is not equivalent to making an Intelligent. mature. or right deCision (O'Keefe & Jones, 
1990). Adults. like adotescents. can make dedslons that are not in their best Interests or are considered immature by others. 

• Wlen cornpar1ng _to adtffs, research has found thai adolesC8l1lS """ considered abortion __ generally as compe1enl as 
legal adults in their decisiorHnal<ing; however, adofescents under age 15""" did nol consider _ -.. generally found to be less 
competent In 1heir deCisfon-maJcing than _ (AmllUei & Rappapol1, 1992). 

• Ills also noteworthy thai almost aD adoIescen1s """ exercise tho judidal bypass option proWled in parental consen1h101fflcaf laws 
governing _ "'" sua:ess1iJ1n obtailfng coUll pennlssfon to forgo parentallnvoNemenl (Ambuol, 1995; Crosby & English, 1991; 
Ph!r& Y ..... , 1992). Noar1y 90 pen:en1 0I1he minors who use judicial bypasS procedures "'" ages 16 and 17; and in thOSe cases 
........ minor.! wore considered Immature, the courts have almost always decided thal1he abortion was In the mInoI's beSt interest 
(O'Keefe & Jones, 199O) • ReseaR:h on soc:fodemographfc and economic faclonl has found thai adolesconls who chooSe to obtain 
abortions tend to be reJatively well-educated, white, unmarried residents of the northeast or west, and either in school or 'MJJ'kIng 
(stevans of aI., 1992). There Is also evidence to sUSges1 thai adolescen13 who choose abortion are IllCn ma1ure and competent than 
those who decide to carry the pregnancy to lenn (Ambuel & Rappaport. 1992). 

DO ADOLESCENlS SEEK ADULT GUIDANCE WHElIIIlAKING DECISIONS ABOUT REPRODUCTIVE HEALlH SERVICES? 

EmpIJtcaJ _ have found that the majortty DIad_to consult. parant or othor adult _III ~ health care. family . 
~ __ facl_ panlnl-chffd cammun_Inctud8_ ..... _ adaptalllllly. 

• \I\IthouI any legal compulsion, over 50 pen:en1 of adolescents consuII. parent about cordraoeplive use (Pistella & Bonati, 1998) and 
_ decIsiOns (Ambue~ 1995; Ambuel & ~ 1992; Crosby & EnglIsh, 1991; Grtflln-Qufson & Mackin, 1993). Studies have 
also found thai adofesa!nls oonsuII adult, nonparentairelallYes about reprodUctIve heaflh care (piSlella & Bonall, 1998) and abortion­
_ deCiSions (ResnlcltetaL, 1994). More<Ner, _1IdOfeSC8n1B (age 13 and 14) are most IiI<e1yto noIffythelrparen1s about 
_ decisions (Resnic, et at .. 1994). . 

• Adolescent gIJ1s report feeling more !rae to tal< about sax and birth control with their mothers than wIIh .ny other single _ (Griffin-. 
Carlson & SChwanentIuget, 1998). They regard 1heir mothers and male par1ners as most hq>1\II in their _ dec:fslon-malclng 
process, foDowed by friends and counseling services (ResnIcIt el aL.I994). 

• Adolescents """ desaibe the oommunicallon In their family as generally open were more likely to Involve their parents k11he1r decision 
_to have an abortion (GrifIIn..Carfson & MackIn. 1993). Family adapfabllly (parenIS' ability to change lheIrl_ with their 
chlfdren in age.appropr1ale_s) has been found to InfIuenoe 1he quality 01 panmIaI i_In an _lI's abortion decision 
(Grifln-Carlson & Sd1wanenfkJgeI, 1998). Parents """ are adaptable are more likely to be~, and pnMde"'" necessary 
guidance, understancIIng, and support to an adofescent faced with an unwanted pregnancy. YeI, even _ k1 adaplaI>Ie 
families with open commuricaIIon may sW refrain from seeking panmIaI consent for fear oI_ppo/nting their paren1s about the 
pregnancy. 

• A~ numberofyomg _ who become pregnantfMIln se.erelyunalable _ (Ambuet, 1995). Thus, 
addeooenls most at risk for pregnancy are also those most likely to come from viofent .nd/or chaotic homes where they may not be 
abloto seek guidance from their paren1B. M""""",, neaJ1y half 01 pregnant adDfescenls _ .Iistory 01 physical .... ull report being 
hn during their _, most ofb!n by. family member (Befenson et aL, 1992). lhese al.lfsk __ may sufIeI' the most from 
mandatory parenta1consenttaws. because they are c:onfmnled with ha\fng to &eel< permission from an _ parent or are forced to 
cIeIay medical C8IlI unm they obtain a ~ byp .... AIlernafhIeIy.lhese -.. may choooe 10 become _ paren1s or may &eel< 
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dangerous. ex!J3IegaJ me1hods of abOl1lon. 

WHAT ARE lltE EFFECTS OF PARENTAL INVOLVEIIENT lAWS ON ADOU!SCENTS? 

_I_on and consent _ can _ barmIuI poychalaglcaland _ COlItI8qU8IIC8S Iortl1. minors _ bJtI1 ... 
laws. Br ,esbfttih8 _ ' It access to conftdentIaI contrac:epdve services, these laws can rasuIIln an be ; d number of unlnIDnded _na_ 
These laws often _ tile following addiIionalunlntsnded ef!ec:Is: 

• Delayed timing of WIIIJ......,u.e _ and/or -. which Inaaases hoaIIh risks and _ (AmbueI. 1995: lieberman & 
Felerman. 1999; Mellon. 1987: PIiner & V_. 1982) 

• SIress. fear. and anxiely for DIose adolescenls who go ID cour1lD obtain a julIiciaI bypass for an abortion (Cnlsby & ErGfish. 1991; 
0'Ka0fa & Jones. 1990) 

• - conIIIcIln _ homes (AmbueI. 1995; Melton. 1987; 0'Ka0fa & Jones. 1990) 

• Res1ricI!on of adolescent aocass ID abortion resuItirG In """- parenll100d or tile usa of dangerous exb'alegal metIIod8 of_ 
(Cnlsby&EngIish, 1991; O'Kaofa&Jones.I990). 

WHAT IS NEEDED? 

FInIt, 111_ needs ID be general consensus 1hat adolesceniheallllis of paramounIhnportance in dlstussions 01 W1dJ __ usa and 
__ Next. slrategles'-10 be identIIled ID safeguanf and promote adoIesoenlheallll. Suc:Il slrategles Include tile wldespnlad 
_and lmpIomantation oIprovenIy ___ preuenIIonprograms. such •• _ amlcuIa (e.g .• 
ArooId et aI .• 1999): comrnuni\y-lJaoed _ (e.g .. lewis et aL. 1999): famIy ~ programs (e.g .. Solomon & UeJeId. 1998); peer 
support/COunselln programs (e.g.. F-.I99&); and skills training (e.g •• _I et aL. 1998). Conaarenlly. wncerted oIIorts nead ID be 
under1a1ren 10 ~ open, mearingM WImUIIcaIlon _ parenIs and IheIr _ d1iIdren. In tile absence of such 
c:ommunicaIion (e.g .• as In tile casoof_famIIles~ parenIaI.-.nand wnsent laws place tile heaIIh of_Is in jeopardy. 
Vol. psychoi0gicai resean:h has oI1oWn1hatmost-. CO/ISUIthefrparenls or oilier adult relatives abouI collbeceptive usa and 
_ and are generally "'"ijldenIlD make suc:ll_ •. Taken as a whole. _findings call into question tile valle of parenlal 
noUIIcaIIon and c:oosent laws and point ID tile gl!l1ellll abIIHy 01_10 __ COIIIroiowr thefr ..... reprodUcIiva heaIIII car&. 
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