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of HIV and AIDS, have re s e a rchers given
serious attention to the sexual and con-
traceptive behavior of young males. Be-
cause decisions about whether to engage
in sexual behavior, practice contraception
or terminate an unwanted pregnancy are
often joint decisions, ignoring the role of
males limits our understanding of these
behaviors. As a result, it hinders our abil-
ity to develop and implement eff e c t i v e
policies to deal with the problem of un-
intended and unwanted pregnancies.3

To date, we are aware of only one pre-
vious study that analyzed the abortion at-
titudes of adolescent males using nation-
ally re p resentative data: an assessment of
the attitudes of 15–19-year-old males to-
w a rd abortion in eight diff e rent situations,
using data from the 1988 National Survey
of Adolescent Males (NSAM). That analy-
sis showed that teenage males’ approval
of abortion varied widely, from 35% in
cases where a pregnant woman wanted an
abortion but her male partner did not to
89% in cases where a pregnancy would se-
riously endanger a woman’s health. In ad-
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Trends in Adolescent Males’ Abortion Attitudes, 
1988–1995: Differences by Race and Ethnicity
By Scott Boggess and Carolyn Bradner

Since the early 1960s, both the Gallup
O rganization and the National Opin-
ion Research Center have conduct-

ed regular national surveys of the abor-
tion attitudes of the adult population.
N u m e rous studies have examined these
data in attempts to describe and explain
both the levels of and trends in support for
abortion in the adult population and in
important subpopulations. Yet while we
have more than 30 years of data on the
abortion attitudes of adults, we know very
little about the abortion attitudes of ado-
lescents, particularly adolescent males.
This lack of information about the views
of teenagers seems problematic, given that
teenage females experience ro u g h l y
800,000 pregnancies and 400,000 abortions
each year.1 (Of course, not all of these pre g-
nancies are caused by adolescent males.2)

Until re c e n t l y, the vast majority of re-
s e a rch on teenage sexual behavior cen-
t e red almost exclusively on women. Only
in the last decade, with increased eff o r t s
at child support enforcement and pater-
nity establishment and with the outbre a k

dition, males who indicated greater re l i-
gious attachment or less approval of pre-
marital sex were significantly less likely
to approve of abortion.4 In this article, we
build upon this earlier work by using data
f rom two independent waves of the
NSAM to examine the trends in and cor-
relates of young males’ abortion attitudes
between 1988 and 1995.

Data and Methods
Data
We analyze data from two independent
waves of the NSAM, one administered in
1988 and one conducted in 1995. Both were
nationally re p resentative surveys of non-
institutionalized 15–19-year-old males re-
siding in the contiguous United States.
Each was drawn as a multistage, are a -
p robability sample, with blacks and His-
panics overre p resented. The 1988 survey
had a sample size of 1,880, with a re s p o n s e
rate of 74% among eligible re s p o n d e n t s ;
the 1995 survey had a sample size of 1,729
and a response rate of 75%. These surveys
collected data on a variety of attitudinal
m e a s u res, detailed information on sexual
and contraceptive behavior, and demo-
graphic and family background informa-
tion. All data used in this analysis were col-
lected through face-to-face interviews with
the respondents. (Detailed descriptions of
both surveys are available elsewhere .5)

Our analyses are limited to never- m a r-
ried males, resulting in a 1988 sample of
1,880 (677 non-Hispanic blacks, 386 His-
panics and 817 non-Hispanic whites), a
1995 sample of 1,710 (490 non-Hispanic
blacks, 552 Hispanics and 668 non-His-
panic whites) and a pooled sample of
3,590. Postsampling weights were devel-
oped to match the March 1987 Curre n t
Population Survey and preliminary cen-
sus projections of the civilian noninstitu-
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portant, fairly important, fairly unim-
portant, or not important at all?”

We use three variables to measure dif-
f e rent aspects of the respondent’s re l i-
g i o s i t y. The first two are discrete variables
designed to measure the importance of re-
ligion at the time of the interview (fro m
1=not important at all to 4=very impor-
tant) and religious attendance at age 14
( f rom 1=never to 4=at least once a week).
The third is a dummy variable identify-
ing whether the respondent considere d
himself to be a born-again, Evangelical or
Charismatic Christian (with 1=yes).
•Attitudes toward sex. P revious re s e a rc h
has shown attitudes toward pre m a r i t a l
and extramarital sex to be correlated with
abortion attitudes.7 The NSAM measure d
attitudes about premarital sex using the
following question: “Which statement best
describes how you feel about sexual in-
tercourse before marriage?” Potential re-
sponses were: “Sexual intercourse before
marriage is never okay”; “sexual inter-
course before marriage is okay, but only
if the couple is planning to marry”; “sex-
ual intercourse before marriage is okay, as
long as the couple is close, even if they
don’t plan to marry”; or “sexual inter-
course before marriage is okay, if both peo-
ple agree to it.”

To analyze attitudes toward pre m a r i t a l
sex, we used two dummy variables, one in-
dicating whether the respondent believes
that premarital sex is never okay (with
1=yes) and the other showing if the re-
spondent believes premarital sex to be okay
only in those cases where the couple is plan-
ning to marry (with 1=yes). (In each in-
stance, the re f e rence category consists of

tionalized population in 1988 and 1995, re-
spectively. For the purpose of this study,
we normalized the weights to average to
1.0; all analyses were weighted.

Measures
•Abortion attitudes. Attitudes toward abor-
tion are examined using responses to a
question posed to respondents in both the
1988 and 1995 NSAM. In 1995, the ques-
tion read: “Females have abortions for dif-
f e rent reasons. Think of an unmarried fe-
male who has just found out she’s
p regnant. As I read each of the following
statements, tell me how much you agre e
or disagree that it would be all right for her
to have an abortion for that reason. Wo u l d
you say you agree a lot, agree a little, dis-
a g ree a little, or disagree a lot?” The state-
ments were: “If the female had been
raped”; “if the female was under age 15”;
“if the pregnancy itself seriously endan-
g e red the female’s health”; “if there is good
reason to believe the child might be born
deformed or mentally defective”; “if the
female felt that she couldn’t aff o rd to take
c a re of the child”; “if the female wanted the
abortion for any reason”; or “if the female
wanted an abortion but the man did not.”*

In addition to using the individual at-
titude items, we constructed an overall
scale of abortion attitudes for use during
the multivariate analysis. Responses to the
abortion attitudes question were coded as
follows: 4=agree a lot; 3=agree a little;
2 = d i s a g ree a little; and 1=disagree a lot.
The individual responses were then
summed and averaged over the seven cir-
cumstances. The resulting overall scale
ranges from 1 to 4, with larger values in-
dicating greater support for abortion.
C ronbach’s alpha for the pooled 1988 and
1995 abortion scale is .80.
•R e l i g i o n . Most previous studies have
i d e n t i fied religion as a strong correlate of
abortion attitudes among both adults and
adolescents, with more religious individ-
uals holding less-favorable attitudes to-
w a rd abortion.6 The NSAM asked four
questions on religion. One was: “When
you were 14 years old, how often did you
usually attend religious services? Was it:
once a week or more, one to three times a
month, less than once a month, or never?”
The second, “What is your religious affil-
iation?”, could be answered by a range of
12 responses, from “Protestant, no specific
denomination” to “none.” Respondents
were also asked: “Do you consider your-
self Born Again or an Evangelical or
Charismatic Christian?” Finally, the ques-
tionnaire asked: “How important would
you say religion is to you? Is it: very im-

those who believe that premarital sex is okay
even if the couple does not plan to marry. )
•Individual and family backgro u n d . T h e
NSAM also included numerous individ-
ual and family background variables. 
Several of these items served as control 
variables in the multivariate models, in-
cluding the respondent’s age, his race or
e t h n i c i t y, his region of residence at the
time of the survey, whether he lived in an
urban or rural area, his educational per-
formance, whether he was sexually ex-
perienced, whether he had ever made a
partner pregnant, his desired number of
c h i l d ren and his mother’s level of educa-
tion. (Desired number of children was set
equal to 10 for respondents who indicat-
ed they wanted more than 10 children.) 

Descriptive statistics for the control vari-
ables by race, ethnicity and year of survey
a re presented in Table 1. There were no eth-
nic diff e rences in mean age. In 1988, white
males were much less likely than black or
Hispanic males to be behind in school, but
this diff e rential had narrowed somewhat
by 1995. Regional variations by race and
ethnicity were as one would expect, with
blacks more likely to be living in the South,
whites more likely to be living in the Mid-
west and Hispanics more likely to be liv-
ing in the West; these patterns did not
change much between 1988 and 1995. In

*The questions preceding the abortion question were sim-
ilar (although not identical) in both surveys. One dif-
f e rence between surveys was that the 1988 survey also
asked about abortion “if the man would not support the
child.” This circumstance was presented sixth, immedi-
ately preceding “if the female wanted the abortion for
any reason.” The only other difference in wording was
that in 1988 the series of abortion questions used
“woman” in place of “female.”

Ta ble 1. Pe rc e n t age of U.S. males aged 15–19 with selected characteristics or mean values, by
race or ethnicity and year

Characteristic Black White/other Hispanic

1988 1995 1988 1995 1988 1995
(N=677) (N=490) (N=817) (N=668) (N=386) (N=552)

Mean age (in years) 16.9 16.9 16.9 16.9 17.0 17.0
% behind in school 20.3 19.9 10.4 16.2 17.2 17.8
Region of residence (% distribution)

North 15.4 13.5 19.7 12.5 19.1 12.6
Midwest 17.7 18.9 26.8 31.5 7.8 9.9
West 6.2 8.6 20.6 17.3 37.2 43.9
South 60.7 59.0 32.9 38.7 35.9 33.6

% living in central city 56.7 58.5 23.4 24.2 61.6 54.0
% living in rural area 18.7 19.5 24.0 36.2 3.7 10.4
Mother’s education (% distribution)

< high school grad. 16.5 12.3 11.1 11.8 38.7 35.7
High school grad. 56.1 50.3 49.4 43.3 40.7 43.7
Some college 13.2 20.5 14.7 17.6 6.7 10.5
≥college degree 14.2 16.9 24.9 27.3 13.9 10.1

% born outside United States 2.3 9.5 4.6 8.0 23.0 21.2
Mean desired no. of children 2.3 2.4 1.5 2.2 2.4 2.6
% who ever had sex 71.3 65.4 52.6 45.4 55.3 50.0
% who ever had sex and

made someone pregnant 9.3 14.9 3.8 3.7 4.3 10.6

Note: Ns are unweighted.
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changes in re l i g i o s i t y
and in attitudes about
p remarital sex explain
recent trends in atti-
tudes toward abortion,
and to study whether
c o r relates of abortion at-
titudes differ by race
and ethnicity. The de-
pendent variable for this
analysis was the overall
index of abortion atti-
tudes. Because multi-
variate analysis of the
full sample revealed sig-
n i ficant racial and ethnic
d i ff e rences in the re l a-
tionship between atti-
tudes about sex, re l i g i o n
and attitudes toward
abortion, we ran re g re s-
sion models separately
by race and ethnicity.

Results from a full-
sample model, which in-
cluded interaction terms
for race and ethnicity
and year, for race and
ethnicity and attitudes
about sex, and for race

and ethnicity and re l i g i o s i t y, were used to
test for significant racial and ethnic dif-
f e rences in the relationship between re l i-
giosity and attitudes toward sex and abor-
tion. The full-sample model also included
interaction terms for year and attitudes
about sex and for year and religion, to test
for temporal diff e rences in the re l a t i o n s h i p
between religion, attitudes about sex and
attitudes toward abortion. Due to the com-
plex sampling design of the NSAM, we
used SUDAAN to compute all tests of sig-
n i fic a n c e .8

both years, white males’ mothers were
somewhat more highly educated than
w e re the mothers of black and Hispanic 
respondents. Mean desired number of chil-
d ren increased somewhat among white
males but not among the others. The pro-
portion of respondents who reported that
they had ever had sex decreased some-
what in each racial and ethnic group, but
in both years black males were more like-
ly to report sexual experience than were
white or Hispanic males.

Analytic Methods
•Bivariate analysis. We used chi-square
analysis to test for significant changes in
adolescent males’ responses to the NSAM
abortion attitude questions between 1988
and 1995, both for the population as a
whole and separately by race or ethnici-
ty. Additional chi-square tests were used
to identify significant racial and ethnic dif-
f e rences in the level of approval for abor-
tion under various circumstances in both
1988 and 1995. Next, using the same tech-
niques, we examined changes in the im-
portance of religion, religious attendance,
religious affiliation and attitudes toward
p remarital sex, both over time and by race
and ethnicity.
•Multivariate analysis. In the second phase
of the analysis, we used ordinary least-
s q u a res re g ression to examine whether

Results
Attitudes Toward Abortion
In both 1988 and 1995, young males were
most likely to approve of abortion in cases
w h e re the pregnancy poses a serious
health threat to the woman or where the
p regnancy resulted from rape (Table 2); in
each circumstance, more than thre e -
fourths of all males agreed (either a little
or a lot) that it is all right for a women to
have an abortion. On the other hand, the
majority of those surveyed did not sup-
port abortion for monetary reasons or in
cases where the male partner does not
want the abortion. In 1995, only 8% of re-
spondents agreed a lot that it is all right
for a woman to have an abortion for any
reason, down from 17% in 1988, and the
proportion agreeing either a lot or a little
fell from 37% to 24%.

M o re o v e r, young males in 1995 were
significantly less likely than their 1988
counterparts to approve of abortion in
each of the seven circumstances. Decre a s e s
in approval were largest for “any re a s o n ”
and smallest if the pregnancy “seriously
e n d a n g e red” the woman’s health. The re-
sults were similar when sexually experi-
enced and sexually inexperienced youth
were studied separately (not shown).

The decrease in approval of abortion
primarily resulted from lower levels of ap-
p roval among non-Hispanic white males.
C o m p a red with 1988, white males in 1995
w e re significantly less likely to appro v e
of abortion in each of the seven circ u m-
stances (Table 3). In contrast, non-Hispanic
black males and Hispanic males were sig-
n i ficantly less likely to approve of abor-
tion in only one circumstance each. Black
males were significantly less likely to
a g ree in 1995 than in 1988 that it is all right
for a female to have an abortion if the

Ta ble 2. Pe rc e n t age distribution of U.S. males aged 15–19, by lev e l
of approval of abortion, according to circumstances and year

Circumstance Agrees Agrees Disagrees Disagrees Total N
and year a lot a little a little a lot

If the female has been raped***
1988 69.6 16.0 7.5 6.9 100.0 1,880
1995 55.4 23.1 10.1 11.4 100.0 1,710

If the female is under age 15***
1988 43.6 25.3 16.5 14.7 100.0 1,880
1995 26.1 30.9 19.7 23.3 100.0 1,710

If the pregnancy itself seriously endangered her health***
1988 75.3 14.0 5.9 4.8 100.0 1,880
1995 61.8 25.2 8.2 4.8 100.0 1,710

If there is reason to believe the child might be born
deformed or mentally handicapped***
1988 32.3 27.6 19.7 20.5 100.0 1,880
1995 21.5 30.6 24.3 23.7 100.0 1,710

If the female felt she could not afford to care for it***
1988 19.7 22.9 25.9 31.5 100.0 1,880
1995 10.1 20.0 31.8 38.1 100.0 1,710

If the female wanted the abortion for any reason***
1988 16.5 20.3 22.9 40.4 100.0 1,880
1995 8.1 15.7 25.6 50.5 100.0 1,710

If the female wanted an abortion, but the man did not***
1988 10.9 28.0 29.6 31.5 100.0 1,880
1995 7.4 24.4 31.6 36.6 100.0 1,710

***Percentage distributions differ significantly at p≤.001 (chi-square test). N o t e : The question
read “When is it all right for a woman to have an abortion?” and then gave the seven listed cir-
cumstances.

Table 3. Among U.S. males aged 15–19, mean level of approval of abortion, by circumstance,
according to race and ethnicity and year

Circumstance All White/other Black Hispanic†

1988 1995 1988 1995 1988 1995 1988 1995

Total 2.77 2.52** 2.80 2.50** 2.68 2.61 2.64 2.50
If the female has been raped 3.48 3.22** 3.52 3.21** 3.35 3.29 3.38 3.23
If the female is under age 15 2.98 2.60** 3.02 2.61** 2.79 2.66 2.87 2.48**
If the pregnancy itself seriously

endangered her health 3.60 3.44** 3.62 3.44** 3.55 3.44* 3.49 3.43
If there is reason to believe the

child might be born deformed
or mentally handicapped 2.72 2.50** 2.74 2.47** 2.56 2.57 2.79 2.59

If the female felt she could
not afford to care for it 2.31 2.02** 2.31 1.97** 2.41 2.25 2.12 2.04

If the female wanted the
abortion for any reason 2.13 1.81** 2.18 1.81** 2.02 1.87 1.89 1.78

If the female wanted an abor-
tion, but the man did not 2.18 2.03** 2.23 2.00** 2.10 2.21 1.95 1.95

* D i fference between means is significant at p<.05. **Difference between means is significant at p<.01. †May be of any race. N o t e s : T h e
question read “When is it all right for a woman to have an abortion?” and then gave the seven listed circumstances. Larger values cor-
respond to higher levels of approval.
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p remarital sex became significantly more
conservative between 1988 and 1995: In
1988, 73% of respondents felt that pre-
marital sex is okay even if a couple is not
planning to get married, while only 11 %
believed that premarital sex is never okay;
by 1995, the proportion believing that pre-
marital sex is okay even if a couple has no
plans to marry had fallen to 65%, while the
p roportion believing it to be never okay
had risen to 17%.

White males exhibited the larg e s t — a n d
the only statistically signific a n t — c h a n g e
in attitudes about premarital sex. Hispanic
males appear to have become slightly
m o re conservative in their attitudes to-
w a rd premarital sex, while the attitudes
of black males remained relatively stable.
As a result, although attitudes toward pre-
marital sex were nearly identical acro s s
racial and ethnic groups in 1988, by 1995
black and Hispanic males were more ac-
cepting of premarital sex than were whites.

Young males’ self-reports on the impor-
tance of religion changed only minimally
f rom 1988 to 1995, with small increases in
the proportion of males indicating that re-
ligion is either very important or not im-
portant at all and corresponding decre a s-
es in the proportion indicating that re l i g i o n
is either fairly important or fairly unim-
portant. Once again, however, there were
important diff e rences by race and ethnic-
ity: Whites were the only subgroup to ex-

p regnancy seriously endangers her health,
while Hispanics were significantly less
likely to agree in 1995 than in 1988 that it
is all right for a woman to have an abor-
tion because she is younger than 15.

In 1988, white males exhibited the high-
est levels of approval of abortion (in terms
of the percentage agreeing a lot or agree-
ing a little) in all cases except when the
woman felt that she could not aff o rd to
c a re for a child. Chi-square tests (not
shown, but available upon request) indi-
cate that in 1988, whites were signific a n t-
ly more likely than blacks to agree that
abortion is all right in five of the seven cir-
cumstances (rape, very young age, de-
f o r m i t y, any reason and disagreement be-
tween the woman and her male partner).

M o re o v e r, white respondents were sig-
n i ficantly more likely than Hispanics to
agree that abortion is all right in four cir-
cumstances (rape, very young age, any
reason and disagreement between the
woman and her male partner).

By 1995, however, black males appeare d
to be slightly more accepting of abortion
in most circumstances than either whites
or Hispanics, with racial and ethnic dif-
f e rences tending to be larger if the abor-
tion was for a social reason as opposed to
a health reason. Blacks were signific a n t l y
m o re likely than whites to approve of
abortion in three circumstances (defor-
m i t y, cost and any reason), and also were
s i g n i ficantly more likely than Hispanics
to approve in three circumstances (young
age, cost and disagreement). Appro v a l
rates among whites and Hispanics did not
differ significantly in 1995.

These patterns are also evident when
we examine changes in the mean value of
the overall index of abortion attitudes. In
the case of the full sample, the mean value
of the overall index decreased signifi-
cantly, from 2.77 in 1988 to 2.52 in 1995—
indicating decreasing levels of appro v a l
(Table 3). Among the different racial and
ethnic groups, however, only for white
males was the decrease in the attitudes
index statistically significant.

Religion and Attitudes Toward Sex
To what extent can changes in re l i g i o u s
feeling and in attitudes toward pre m a r i-
tal sex help explain the decreased support
for abortion among young white males?
An examination of attitudes toward pre-
marital sex, importance of religion, re l i-
gious attendance and the proportion 
describing themselves as born-again Chris-
tians (Table 4) in 1988 and 1995 re v e a l s
some significant changes. As was the case
with abortion attitudes, attitudes toward

hibit a significant change, with the pro-
portion identifying religion as very im-
portant increasing by six percentage points
( f rom 28% to 34%) and the proportion iden-
tifying religion as fairly important de-
c reasing by six percentage points (fro m
48% to 42%).

Although the differences were not sta-
tistically significant, the proportion of
Hispanics who identified religion as either
fairly important or very important in-
creased from 80% in 1988 to 87% in 1995.
In contrast to patterns among whites and
Hispanics, the importance of religion ap-
pears to have declined among young
black males: In 1988, 59% of blacks iden-
tified religion as being very important in
their lives, but by 1995 this proportion had
fallen to 47% (a change that was margin-
ally significant).

Despite the slight increase in impor-
tance of religion, the 1995 cohort actually
reported significantly lower levels of
church attendance at age 14 than did the
1988 cohort. The proportion of males who
claimed to have attended services at least
once a week fell from 49% to 45%, while
the proportion who claimed at age 14 to
have never attended services incre a s e d
f rom 17% to 21%. Upon analyzing the
t rends separately by race and ethnicity, we
found that all three groups experienced
similar trends in attendance, although the
d rop in attendance was statistically sig-

Ta ble 4. Pe rc e n t age distribution of U.S. males aged 15–19, and p-values (from chi-squared tests)
showing changes in distribution between surveys, by attitudes about premarital sex and reli-
gion, according to race and ethnicity and year

Attitude Total White/other Black Hispanic†

1988 1995 1988 1995 1988 1995 1988 1995

Attitude toward premarital sex
OK if couple does not

plan to marry 73.0 65.2 72.8 63.1 72.4 72.2 75.4 69.9
OK only if couple

plans to marry 15.9 17.6 15.1 17.8 18.9 17.4 18.2 16.5
Never OK until marriage 11.1 17.2 12.1 19.1 8.7 10.3 6.4 13.6
p .001 .001 .778 .067

Importance of religion
Not important at all 7.9 8.5 8.8 9.4 4.0 5.3 6.6 6.8
Fairly unimportant 13.8 12.7 15.4 14.7 5.9 8.3 13.3 5.9
Fairly important 45.3 42.3 48.1 42.1 31.1 39.0 44.7 47.1
Very important 33.0 36.5 27.7 33.7 59.1 47.4 35.5 40.3
p .098 .003 .065 .088

Religious attendance
Never 17.3 21.0 18.7 22.5 10.8 16.1 16.7 18.0
<once a month 16.3 14.3 16.5 14.5 13.6 12.5 19.0 15.3
1–3 times per month 17.6 19.5 16.9 18.9 24.6 21.9 12.7 20.9
≥once per week 48.8 45.2 48.0 44.2 51.1 49.5 51.6 45.9
p .005 .019 .337 .152

Born-again Christian
Yes 20.5 23.7 18.3 24.0 33.8 29.2 17.3 15.5
No 79.5 76.3 81.7 76.0 66.2 70.8 82.7 84.5
p .020 .001 .260 .641

†May be of any race.
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tudes. In addition to being less appro v i n g
of abortion, young white males in 1995
had significantly more conservative atti-
tudes toward premarital sex, viewed re-
ligion as being more important and were
m o re likely to identify themselves as born-
again than their counterparts in 1988. In
contrast, among Hispanics and blacks,
who showed no significant changes in
abortion attitudes, Hispanics exhibited
slightly more conservative attitudes to-
w a rd premarital sex and no clear trend in
re l i g i o s i t y, while blacks had relatively sta-
ble attitudes toward premarital sex and,
if anything, lower levels of religious 
attachment in 1995 than in 1988.

Multivariate Analysis
We estimated multivariate re g re s s i o n
models separately for each ethnic gro u p
to determine what factors significantly af-
fected adolescent males’ approval of abor-
tion. Each of the three models included
both 1988 and 1995 respondents. Larg e r,
positive coefficients indicate a higher level
of approval for abortion. Wald chi-square
tests for significant dif f e rences in coeffi-
cients across models were performed
using the results of the full-sample, pooled-
year model with interactions for race and
e t h n i c i t y. (The complete results are avail-
able from the authors upon re q u e s t . )

The coefficient for the “year” variable
shows that white males became signifi-
cantly less approving over time (Table 5),
while the attitudes of black and Hispan-
ic males remained relatively unchanged—
results consistent with those from the bi-
variate analyses. Results from the full-
sample model (not shown) indicated that
white males were significantly more ap-
proving of abortion than either blacks or
Hispanics in 1988. By 1995, however,
whites were significantly less approving
of abortion than blacks and marg i n a l l y
less approving (p=.08) than Hispanics.

Males who felt that premarital sexual
i n t e rcourse is never okay were signifi-
cantly less likely to approve of abortion
than were those who approve of pre m a r-
ital sex even if the couple has no plans to
marry (Table 5). This was true for all thre e
racial and ethnic groups, although the
magnitude of the effect was significantly
larger for whites than for blacks. Among
whites, respondents who viewed pre-
marital sex as being okay only if the cou-
ple plans to marry also were signific a n t-
ly less approving of abortion than were
those who felt that premarital sex is al-
ways okay. Results of the full-sample
model revealed no significant temporal
d i ff e rences in the relationship between at-

nificant only among white males.*
The proportion of young men identify-

ing themselves as born-again also
changed over time. This proportion in-
c reased significantly among whites be-
tween 1988 and 1995 (from 18% to 24%),
while the changes among blacks and His-
panics (five percentage points and two
p e rcentage points, respectively) were not
statistically significant.

The trends in attitudes toward pre-
marital sex and toward religion are larg e-
ly consistent with trends in abortion atti-

titudes toward sex and attitudes about
abortion (not shown).

There was a significant negative corre-
lation between self-reported importance
of religion and abortion approval (Ta b l e
5), a correlation that was consistent acro s s
racial and ethnic groups. Religious atten-
dance was negatively correlated with
overall abortion attitudes among whites,
but not among Hispanics or blacks. Full-
sample results (not shown) indicated that
the effect for whites was significantly larg-
er than that for the other two racial and
ethnic groups.

The results for the “born-again” vari-
able were similar to those for religious at-
tendance: White male adolescents who
i d e n t i fied themselves as born-again, Evan-
gelical or Charismatic Christians were sig-
n i ficantly less approving of abortion than
were whites who did not consider them-
selves born-again. Among blacks, there
was no statistically significant re l a t i o n s h i p
between being born-again and abortion
attitudes; in the case of Hispanics, re-
spondents who classified themselves as
born-again were actually more appro v i n g
of abortion than were other Hispanics, al-
though the relationship was not statisti-
cally significant. In addition, the full-sam-
ple model (not shown) revealed no
s i g n i ficant temporal diff e rences in the re-
lationship between religion and abortion
attitudes.

F i n a l l y, several other characteristics
w e re significantly related to approval of
abortion. The desired number of childre n
was negatively related to approval of abor-
tion among  all racial and ethnic gro u p s .
M o re o v e r, black adolescent males tended
to be more approving of abortion if they
had a more educated mother or if they re-
ported having made a partner pre g n a n t .
Whites were significantly more appro v i n g
of abortion if they were born outside the
United States or if they had a more edu-
cated mother. Hispanics who were sexu-
ally experienced were more approving of
abortion than those who were not.

Discussion
Our findings indicate that abortion atti-
tudes among adolescent males became
significantly more conservative between
1988 and 1995, and that this change was
most prominent among white males. Al-
though in 1988 young white males ex-
p ressed significantly more liberal attitudes
t o w a rd abortion than did blacks or His-
panics, by 1995 their attitudes were simi-
lar to those of Hispanics and more con-
servative than those of blacks.

That adolescent males have become less

Ta ble 5. Coefficients from ord i n a ry least-
squares regression analysis predicting lev e l
of approval of abortion among adolescent
males, by demographic characteristics and at-
titudes, according to race and ethnicity

Characteristic/ Black White/ Hispanic†
attitude other

Intercept 3.19 3.44 3.09

Controls
Age –0.01 0.00 –0.01
Behind in school 0.01 –0.07 0.02
North 0.03 –0.06 0.12
Midwest –0.07 –0.12** –0.04
West 0.02 –0.02 0.06
Central city 0.08 0.01 0.02
Rural 0.01 –0.06 0.01
Mother’s education 0.06* 0.06** 0.02
Mother’s education 

(don’t know) 0.05 –0.11 0.01
Born outside the U.S. –0.08 0.16* 0.05
Desired no. of 

children –0.05** –0.05* –0.06**
Ever had sex 0.03 –0.01 0.13**
Had sex, made

someone pregnant 0.15* 0.05 0.10
Year 1995 –0.07 –0.24** –0.09

Attitude toward premarital sex 
OK if couple plans

to marry –0.09 –0.18** –0.01
Never OK

until marriage –0.21** –0.58** –0.45**

Religion
Religious importance –0.08** –0.10** –0.08*
Religious attendance –0.02 –0.07** 0.00
Born-again Christian –0.03 –0.17** 0.04

N 1,139 1,450 910
R2 .05 .25 .11

* D i fference is significant at p<.05. **Difference is significant at p<.01.
†May be of any race.

*Americans tend to overreport church attendance by a
factor of 1.1 to 2.0 on interviewer- a d m i n i s t e red ques-
t i o n n a i res, and that overreporting has increased over the
last 30 years (Hadaway CK, Marler PL and Chaves M,
What the polls don’t show: a closer look at U.S. churc h
attendance, American Sociological Review, 1993, 58(6):
741–752; Hout M and Greeley A, What church officials’
reports don’t show: another look at church attendance
data, American Sociological Review, 1998, 63(1):11 3 – 11 9 ;
P resser S and Stinson L, Data collection mode and social
desirability bias in self-reported religious attendance,
American Sociological Review, 1998, 63(1):137–145; and
Smith TW, A review of church attendance measure s ,
American Sociological Review, 1998, 63(1):131–136.). As a
result, the trends in religious attendance depicted in Ta b l e
4 may understate the actual drop in attendance.
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also exhibited lower levels of approval for
p remarital sex in 1995 than in 1988. In 1988,
12% of white males indicated that pre-
marital sex was never okay; by 1995, this
p roportion had risen to 19%. Our multi-
variate model suggests that this trend is
consistent with more conservative abortion
attitudes: While attitudes toward pre m a r-
ital sex and attitudes about abortion were
s i g n i ficantly correlated in all racial and eth-
nic groups, this relationship was again
s t rongest among non-Hispanic whites.

Our results indicate that adolescent
males’ feelings about the resolution of po-
tential pregnancies are related to their in-
dividual and family background charac-
teristics. Recent declines in abortion,
adolescent pregnancy and sexual activi-
ty suggest that the shift toward more con-
servative attitudes found here may be in-
fluential in altering young men’s sexual
and re p roductive behavior.1 2 Further re-
s e a rch needs to examine the direct con-
nection between these concurrent shifts
in attitudes and behavior.
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