
Therefore, our findings on the socioeco-
nomic and demographic determinants of
the intention status of births in this analy-
sis may be applicable to pregnancies as
well. However, we refrain from such a con-
clusion because only a few of the mother’s
characteristics were available for our com-
parisons of pregnancies and births.

The Mother’s Characteristics
Distribution Comparisons
Table 2 shows the percentage distribution
of U. S. births by the intention status of the
birth, according to the mother’s background
characteristics. In this and subsequent dis-
cussion of our results, we comment only on
differences between groups that are statis-
tically significant at the 5% level.

In 1988, about 58% of all births occurred
to women aged 25 or older, and about
two-thirds of these were intended. How-
ever, the proportion of births that were un-
wanted almost doubled with each suc-
cessive five-year age-group after age 25.
Most births to women younger than 20 oc-
curred earlier than the woman would have
liked—67% of those to women aged 15–17
and 62% of those to women aged 18–19. In

addition, a large pro-
portion of births to
15–17-year-olds were
unwanted (11%). Be-
cause the proportion of
unwanted births in the
next three older age-
groups—18–19-year-
olds, 20–24-year-olds
and 25–29-year-olds—is
much smaller (5-6%),
the higher proportion of
young teenagers who
said they did not ever
want to have children
may mean that many of
them had not yet
formed childbearing as-
pirations, or that they
were more likely to mis-
understand the question
(if, for example, they
had not wanted to be-
come pregnant with that
particular partner).

As expected, births to
married women were
more likely to be in-
tended than were births
to formerly married or
never-married women
(66% vs. 38% and 27%).
And because never-
married women were,
as a group, somewhat

Among women who had an unintend-
ed pregnancy, those who had an induced
abortion and those who had an unintend-
ed birth differed in few ways (Table 1,
columns 3 and 4). Women who had an in-
duced abortion were somewhat younger
than those who had an unintended birth
(58% and 52%, respectively, were younger
than 25) and were less likely to be poor
(29% of women who had an abortion were
below the poverty threshold, compared
with 35% of those who had an unintend-
ed birth). There was virtually no difference
in the racial or ethnic composition of the
two groups.

Because many unintended pregnancies
are terminated by induced abortion, wom-
en who have a live birth are not necessar-
ily representative of all women who be-
come pregnant. Nevertheless, the estimates
shown in Table 1 indicate that in 1988, the
differences among socioeconomic sub-
groups in the proportion of births that were
unintended were primarily the result of dif-
ferences in levels of unintended pregnan-
cy rather than of differences in the pro-
portion of unintended pregnancies that
were terminated by induced abortion.

younger than formerly married women,
they were more likely to have a mistimed
birth (62% vs. 52%). However, the two
groups were equally likely to have an un-
wanted birth.

The distribution of births by intention
status differed greatly according to race and
ethnicity. Although only one-third of births
to black women were intended, more than
half of births to Hispanic women and al-
most two-thirds of births to white women
were intended. Half of births to black
women were mistimed and another 16%
were unwanted. The differences in the in-
tention status of births by racial or ethnic
group present striking evidence of widely
differing childbearing patterns for these
three groups in the United States.

Table 2 shows that as income increased,
the proportion of births that were in-
tended increased and the proportion that
were mistimed or unwanted decreased.
Likewise, the more education the mother
had, the less likely she was to have a mis-
timed or unwanted birth. The similar pat-
terns of unintended childbearing among
young women, unmarried women, black
women, poor women and less educated
women may result from the overlap of
these variables, a possibility we will ex-
amine in the multivariate analysis. 

As might be expected, among women
who had a birth in 1988, those who already
had children were more likely than those
who had none not to have wanted the ad-
ditional birth. Only about 4% of births to
women who had no children or only one
child were unwanted, compared with 25%
of births to women who already had three
or more children. However, the propor-
tion of mistimed births did not vary sig-
nificantly by the number of children the
woman already had.

Finally, we examined the distribution
of births by intention status according to
the mother’s residence—metropolitan
county versus nonmetropolitan county—
because women in more rural communi-
ties may have less access to family plan-
ning and abortion services.18 However, as
Table 2 shows, there was almost no dif-
ference in the distribution of births by in-
tention status between the two groups.

This analysis shows that in 1988, a high
proportion of births to women in all so-
cioeconomic and demographic subgroups
were unintended, with the lowest propor-
tion—27%—occurring among women who
had graduated from college. It also reveals
large differences in the distribution of births
by intention status and background char-
acteristics of the mother. We use multi-
variate techniques to investigate the extent
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Table 2. Percentage distribution of births, by intention status, ac-
cording to selected characteristics of mother at time of delivery,
NMIHS, 1988

Characteristic Weighted N Intended Mistimed Unwanted Total

All 3,898,922 56.8 36.2 7.0 100.0

Age
15–17 181,300 22.1 67.1 10.9 100.0
18–19 296,828 31.9 61.9 6.2 100.0
20–24 1,067,696 50.1 44.8 5.1 100.0
25–29 1,137,613 65.8 29.3 4.9 100.0
30–34 801,800 66.0 25.7 8.3 100.0
≥35 313,685 63.9 19.2 16.9 100.0

Marital status
Married 2,903,602 66.1 28.3 5.6 100.0
Formerly married 193,659 38.4 51.5 10.1 100.0
Never married 770,091 26.8 62.1 11.1 100.0

Race/ethnicity
Hispanic 501,457 52.4 40.5 7.1 100.0
Black 614,272 33.9 50.0 16.1 100.0
White 2,783,193 62.6 32.4 4.9 100.0

% of poverty level
0–99 932,290 36.3 52.7 10.9 100.0
100–149 397,044 47.7 42.9 9.4 100.0
≥150 2,569,588 65.6 29.2 5.2 100.0

Education
<12 yrs. 743,724 42.2 46.1 11.7 100.0
12 yrs. 1,526,736 53.9 38.7 7.3 100.0
Some college 940,244 60.9 33.6 5.5 100.0
≥16 yrs. 688,218 73.2 23.8 3.0 100.0

No. of previous births
0 1,636,764 61.6 34.9 3.5 100.0
1 1,290,904 59.8 36.2 4.0 100.0
2 609,835 46.8 40.5 12.6 100.0
≥3 352,315 40.2 35.4 24.5 100.0

County of residence
Metropolitan 2,993,132 57.2 35.7 7.0 100.0
Nonmetropolitan 905,790 55.3 37.9 6.8 100.0

Notes: Rows may not add to 100% because of rounding.


