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Teenage pregnancies have fallen rapidly in England since 1998. The paper by Wellings and
colleagues' and accompanying editorial® ascribe the fall to the English teenage pregnancy strategy
published in 1999. Unlike the interim evaluation by the same authors,’ the paper draws no parallels
with the other UK countries, but a comparison with trends in conceptions among 15-17 year olds
elsewhere in the UK raises questions about how far the fall can be attributed to the English strategy
(figure 1). Particularly notable is the sharp downturn after 2007 evident in all three countries.
Comparable data on conceptions in Northern Ireland is unavailable, but births to teenage mothers
show a similar sharp downturn after 2008.*

Figure 1 here

Why are the trends so similar across the UK? One possibility is that the countries had similar
strategies. Sexual health strategies have indeed been introduced in each country (Wales in 2000,
Northern Ireland in 2002 and Scotland in 2005)° but there is no consistent relationship between the
timing of their introduction and the subsequent decline in conception or birth rates, and it is not
clear why strategies introduced over a seven-year period should produce a downturn in conception
rates at much the same time in each country. Another possibility is that the English strategy affected
conception rates elsewhere. Wellings and colleagues® show that higher levels of Local
Implementation Grant funding for strategy-related activity, which was targeted according to teenage
conception rates, was associated with faster rates of decline in more deprived English areas. This
pattern is not consistent with the idea that the effects of the strategy were pervasive, rather than
specific to the areas where effort was concentrated. Moreover this funding was not available in
Scotland, where the same pattern of faster decline in more deprived areas is evident (figure 2). A
more plausible explanation would be a common cause of decline across the UK, and hypotheses
such as the wider availability and uptake of long acting reversible contraception (LARC) after 2005
are worth exploring.”®

Figure 2 here

Wellings and colleagues® draw attention to the difficulty of using observational data to disentangle
the effects of policies from secular trends. One way of strengthening causal inference is to use a
variety of natural experimental methods to identify impacts. The conclusion that the pattern of
decline in teenage conceptions in England demonstrates the importance of ‘long term, sustained
multifaceted prevention strategies’ would be much stronger if it took account of trends elsewhere
through the inclusion of one or more controls. This is not a fine point of research methodology: it
may be that the English success could have been achieved more efficiently. Many countries outside
the UK, including New Zealand, Spain, Denmark and the US, have also seen rapid falls in births to
teenage mothers after 2007, and the UK does not stand out in terms of success in reducing abortion
rates among young women.'® Cross-national comparisons of policies and strategies would help to
identify the specific elements that are driving change and should therefore be incorporated into
future public health strategies.
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Figure captions

Figure 1 Conceptions among women aged 15-17, England, Wales and Scotland, 1998-2014
Source: ONS,* ISD*

Figure 2 Conceptions among women aged 15-17, by Quintiles of Deprivation, Scotland, 2004-13

Source: ISD*?



Figure

50

Conceptions per 1000 women
40
|

Q -
—— England
- - Scotland
Wales
o _|
N
| | |
2000 2005 2010

Year



Figure

—— 1 Most deprived

QL - -=- 2

©
c 3
e 4
o -—- 5 Least deprived
= o |
o O
o
o -— - e
B e T S <
)
2 o S----=-- -
v I 7] T =-=a
o 1 - <
.9 .......................................... =~ had
s T e
)
g o | T T e
8§ N7 T T e

O —

I I I I I
2004 2006 2008 2010 2012

Year



