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Abstract

Unmarried pregnancy causes a range of psychosocial problems that lead to difficult and distress situations. When
confronted with stressful situations, female adolescents are expected to rise up for a better life with the ability called
resilience. This preliminary study aims to explore the resilience process among unmarried pregnant female adolescents
and how the environmental context affects them. Therefore, the qualitative method of phenomenology is used to
understand and explore the meaning of events of the respondent. The study sample consisted of two respondents involving
unmarried pregnant female adolescents (primiparous-pregnant for the first time) between the ages of 15 and 18. This
paper is based on the results of semi-structured interviews methods. Interviews were recorded and interpreted
immediately after the field study. The results show that both respondents showed a negative influence during the
resilience process with no support from the community. However, the respondent managed their resilience process with
positive influence thru strong social support from parents and immediate family members such as siblings, aunt and
grandmother. Thus, the burden of their psychosocial problems can be reduced and may improve their resilience.
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1. Introduction

Unmarried pregnancy is a phenomenon that is often found and common among female adolescents (Fauziah, Fatimah,
Salina & Nasrudin, 2014). The literature shows that adolescent pregnancy is rapidly growing and has become a serious
epidemic in the world community (World Health Organization [WHO], 2018; WHO, 2014). Almost one-tenth of all
births worldwide are female adolescents below 19 years and 95% of this female adolescent is from low to middle-income
developing countries (Loi, Klingberg-Allvin, Gemzell-Danielsson, Faxelid, Oguttu, & Makenzius, 2020; WHO 2014).

In Malaysia, the rate of adolescent pregnancy has been recorded since the 1960s and the adolescent pregnancy rate was
only 10% of the total birth in 1964, but the rate has dramatically increased in these recent years (Mohd Azri, Adibah
Hanim, & Haliza 2015). Data recorded from the WHO from 2005 to 2011 has shown that Malaysia is ranked fourth in
10 countries related to adolescent pregnancies between the ages of 15 and 19 (Adibah & Siti Zubaidah, 2017). According
to the statistic from the Ministry of Health Malaysia [MOH], there are about 14,000 to 18,000 pregnant adolescent cases
in Malaysia reported annually since the beginning of 2010 (Kumar, 2015). In addition, MOH (2016) revealed 3,980 or
28.8 % of 13,831 female adolescents between 10 and 19 years of age were unmarried pregnant adolescents. It has been
recorded five states with the highest number of adolescent pregnancy cases in Sabah with 3,084 cases, followed by
Sarawak (2,910), Selangor (1,461), Johor (1,319) and Pahang, with 940 cases. On average, there are 1,500 cases of
adolescent pregnancy occurred monthly or 50 a day nationwide (Adibah & Siti Zubaidah, 2017; Lum, 2018; Kumar,
2015).

The phenomenon of unmarried pregnancy among female adolescent is a very noticeable event (Loi et al., 2020; Fauziah
et al., 2014). In adolescence stage, adolescents should be able to engage in a range of positive activities such as developing
skill and achievement in academic or non-academic, expanding social networks, preparing for careers and seeking useful
experiences to prepare for their future. As stated in the report by the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF) (2011),
adolescence is a pivotal moment in their psychosocial development for educational attainment in the preparation of
desired work. Unfortunately, for unmarried pregnant female adolescents, they have to delayed their career opportunities
and social networks and they will face a variety of difficult conditions because the consequences of unmarried pregnancy
are complex in their capacity as adolescents. For example, female adolescents might become single mothers at a young
age, a role that should not be considered by adolescents because most of them are still under family care (Havingrust,
1953). The social risks created by negative attitudes of the community due to unmarried pregnancy include rejection,
stigma, social discrimination, loss of rights and so on (Amakor, 2018; Mohd Azri et al., 2015). The other effect is that
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socio-economics include career opportunities, education and poverty (Paranjothy, Broughton, Adappa, & Fone, 2009;
Wiemann, Rickert, Berenson, & Volk, 2005). In addition, according to the study by Norshidah, Rohaya and Farhana
(2018) and Aziato et al (2016), many adolescents who are involved with the unmarried pregnancies are depressed.

Subsequently, unmarried pregnant female adolescents are in in adverse conditions and must continue to fight through
these difficult situations to continue her life better as individuals or as mothers. Thus, it takes an ability to survive and
rise from a variety of difficult situations, which is called resilience. Resilience is the ability to reflect or recover from
stressful and risky situations (Ungar, 2007). Furthermore, Reivich and Shatte (2002) argue that resilience is health and
the ability to recover from depression. This is in line with Connor and Davidson (2003) stated that resilience is the quality
of a person's ability to thrive in the face of adversity. According to Grotberg (1995), the quality of resilience in individuals
depends on their age, developmental level, individual intensity in dealing with various difficult situations and the social
support they receive. Individuals with good social support will help a person to easily bounce back from adversity. Social
support can come from environmental context such as family, friends, community and others. Furthermore,
environmental context plays an important role in the formation of individual resilience, (Connor & Davidson, 2003).

Environmental context in resilience has two important roles; which is bounce back from the adverse effects triggered by
a stimulus (a stressor) or worsen the situation (Kumpfer, 1999). Unmarried pregnant female adolescents in a positive
environment context can easily recover from their initial state or even be better than before. However, female adolescents
in a less supportive environment context are more likely to develop or be in a worse condition than they were. In
conclusion, every adolescent has varying degrees of resilience. Despite those who have grown worse because of
unmarried pregnancy, some survived and built the resilience successfully from the phenomenon of unmarried pregnancy,
but the number of the latter is much lesser.

2. Methodology

In line with the purpose of this study, the researchers used qualitative research method which is a phenomenological
study. In this study, the researchers wanted to explore the process of resilience among female adolescents who are
involved with unmarried pregnancy. Resilience is subjective because each person has different issues. Resilience is also
dynamic because it can change depending on the individual circumstances. In addition, Rosman and Rallis (1998)
emphasize that anyone conducting a phenomenological study should focus deeply on the meaning in aspects of the
experience, interpret through dialogue and reflect on the meaning of the experience. Hence, since the phenomena studied
involve participant’s personal experience and in-depth processes, the phenomenological approach is the right choice to
exemplify something that a person has experienced, back to the ways that things are actually given in experience (Husserl,
1970; Moustakas, 1994).

The respondents in this study were selected using snowball sampling. Snowball sampling refers to the sampling procedure
whereas the respondents of the study were asked to suggest other subjects or respondent with characteristics that are
suitable for the study (Naderifar, Goli, & Ghaljaie, 2017; Ahmadzadehasl & Ariasepehr, 2010). The researchers find it
difficult to obtain a list of subjects in a population with similar characteristics as they are sensitive subject; unmarried
pregnant female adolescents. Therefore, in this procedure, the researchers have identified a respondent who has the
characteristics to be studied. After the respondent were interviewed, the researcher asked the respondent to name other
subjects in the population with similar characteristics. However, the researcher sets the respondents' criteria for this study
as follows:

1. The willingness to be the respondent of study by signing the consent letter.
2. The respondent is a female adolescent who is pregnant for the first time (primiparous).
3. The respondent is pregnant because of voluntary sex.
4. Age of respondent when pregnant between the ages of 14 to 18 years.

Data collection is done using interview and observation methods. Meanwhile, the researchers using data analysis
techniques proposed by Miles and Huberman (1994) namely; data reduction, data display and verification or conclusion
drawing (see Figure 1). When conducting a study relating to the human subject, some issues may have to be considered
(Azlin Hilma & Zarina, 2016; WHO, 2019). The issues such as non-coercion, confidentiality, anonymity and privacy
were given paramount importance. For that reason, the researchers were handling each of these considerations in a
respectful manner that assured the safety and security of the participants.



3

Borneo International Journal eISSN 2636-9826; Vol. 2 (3); 2020; 1-6
Published by Majmuah Enterprise
www.majmuah.com

Figure 1: The interactive model of data analysis adopted from (Miles and Huberman 1994).

3. Findings and discussion

Two of female adolescents took part in this study were primiparous due to voluntary sex with their boyfriend. The
pseudonym used to ensure anonymity and respecting the wishes of the participants. Their aged is 17 and 16 years at the
time conducted the interview. Both of them were still studying in secondary school but currently defer the study while
waiting for childbirth. Table 1 shows the demographic information of the respondents.

Table 1: Demographic information of the respondents during pregnancy*

Aspect Pseudonym
Mawar Melur

Age 17 16
Race Malay Malay

Religion Islam Islam
Family status Parents (married) Parents (married)

Siblings 4th from 5 1st from 3
Educational level Form 5 Form 4

Marital status Single Single
Employment No No

Months of pregnancy 9th 8th
Pregnant experience First time First time
Type of pregnancy Voluntary Voluntary

Note. *Each of the interviews strictly follows the Interview Protocol
This information was collected during pregnancy (in the third trimester of pregnancy).

The participants agreed that the support from parents helps the emotional state of health and not letting them face the
disadvantages alone by accepting them.

P: You know what? Its took me about four months to tell my mom that I am pregnant because I was afraid and
shame and… Mom’s reaction??...she just nagged me after knew it (pregnant) but she didn’t hit me, she just
said “it’s ok, the thing happens, cannot do anything, we can’t reverse to solve the problem”.

R: Your father?
P: Oh, he was so angry at first, I knows he so frustrated with what I did...urmm...but they let me to give birth

because they don’t want me to abort the baby or it will be a murdered case. I am shocked and can’t believe
my parents accepted me. It’s make me want to change.

(Mawar)

Data
collection

Data display

Verification/
conclusion drawing

Data
reduction
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…. because my neighbours know about this (unmarried pregnancy) and looked down towards me. I felt useless,
dirty and stupid. But, mom and dad support me a lot even the neighbours keep saying bad thing like slut, bastard
and many thing...... urrmm if they (parents) are not around, I really don’t know how, I don’t know... I might be
fell down...

(Melur)

Subsequently, both respondent said that they received the loving support of other family members, such as siblings, aunt
and grandmother. They both mentioned the immediate family members provided support and how they being close to
them during a critical part of their lives. A respondent described how her siblings especially her sisters responded to
pregnancy:

R: Did your sibling know this?
P: My sibling…they found out, but they said no words even seems no feeling or angry at me.
R: Then?
P: Urrmm…some of them questioned why I did that, but they give me some advice; “after this need to change

myself, don’t be like that anymore”. So, I feel better because I really thought they might ignore me. I promised
myself listen to what they had advice.

(Mawar)

Another participant shared that her grandmother supports her and her aunt brought her to the health centre for an antenatal
check-up:

My self, if I am made mistakes, I will go to my grandmother’s house which my aunt was staying. I definitely will
share everything with my grandmother. She knows about this and keeps calming me because I am so depressed.
When I was there, my aunt saw that I was different, and then she conveyed me to share what the problems. At
first, I am not admitted anything, but she still conveyed me…said don’t scared, don’t worry bla...bla...So, I told
her what exactly happen and she nags but she still helps me and accompanied me to the clinic for checking by
condition sometimes when my dad went for work. Hmmmm...for sure, I will abort the baby if they don’t care
about me.

(Melur)

Past studies have explained that unmarried pregnancy among adolescent is always associated with particular problems
such as stigmatization and discrimination by society (Amakor, 2018; Rosenthal et al., 2014). This situation is also
happened to both of respondents in this study. They noted that they received bad perceptions from the neigbourhood as
they were pregnant outside of marriage. Therefore, the closest environmental context in which parents are the most
important source of social support (Rohany Nasir et al., 2016; Khadijah et al., 2012; Zakiyah, Abdul Razak, & Rusimah,
2015). According to a study conducted by Solivan, Wallace, Kaplan, & Harville (2015) found that unmarried pregnant
female adolescents who were facing psychosocial difficulties are capable of moving on because of the on-going strong
parent support which may have contributed to their resilience. Meanwhile, Matjene and Mokgatle (2017) in their study
of young mothers found that supportive relationships between female adolescents and parents were positive and related
to measures of well-being, including dominance and life satisfaction. Thus, it is not surprising that all respondents in this
study admitted that on-going support from their parents is major contribution in the process of their resilience even though
they still stigmatize by the neighbourhood.

In this study, the female adolescents also mentioned about support from immediate family member. Both respondents
stated that their immediate family members such as their siblings, aunts and grandparents advised, and accompanied them
in relation to prenatal care. Previous studies suggest that lack of family support may lead to worse pregnancy and birth
outcomes and affect their psychosocial well-being (Dole et al., 2003; Amakor, 2018). However, the study by East, Khoo,
& Reyes (2006) found that adolescent mother who received family support would have the positive pregnancy outcome.
Thus, the female adolescent no need to worry about the cost of childbirth, abortion or dumping the baby as they received
the support and helping the female adolescent to build their resilience.
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4. Conclusions

As conclusion, both respondents have the ability to develop resilience so that, both respondents are able to adapt
positively to the events of the unmarried pregnancy. Both respondents experienced a process of grief, suppression and
then sought to accept the truth and continue their pregnancy. Strong and on-going support from families especially parents
and immediate families helped both respondents through stressful situations. This proves that even though female
adolescents have been involved in social issues which is unmarried pregnancy, it is not possible for them to realize their
mistakes and change for the better and become resilient. However, cooperation and support from the surrounding is
needed starting from the closest environment context to the adolescent.
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