
age-groups, the abortion
rate increased slightly or
stayed the same, while
the rate of unintended
births fell significantly as
a consequence of the re-
duced rate of unintend-
ed pregnancy. In 1994,
teenage women were
less likely than women
in any other age-group
to end an unintended
pregnancy by abortion,
whereas in earlier peri-

ods teenagers have been similar to other
women in this respect.

Between 1987 and 1994, currently and
formerly married women experienced re-
ductions in unintended pregnancy that
were reflected in decreases both in the rate
of unintended birth and in that of abor-
tion. Among married women, the pro-
portion of unintended pregnancies that
ended in abortion increased from 28% to
37%. Never-married women, on the other
hand, reported an increase in unintend-
ed births that was approximately equal to
the decrease in abortions in this group,
and the proportion of unintended preg-
nancies that ended in abortion declined.

All three income groups experienced a
decrease in the proportion of pregnancies
that were unintended (not shown).22 The
proportion of unintended pregnancies that
ended in abortion remained about the same
among women in the lowest income group,
decreased among those in the middle in-
come group and increased sharply among
women in the highest income category.

Lifetime Experiences
Over their lifetime, the proportion of
women experiencing an unintended preg-
nancy is substantial, even when the pro-
portion in any one year
is small. Of the women
aged 15–44 who were
surveyed in the 1995
NFSG, 28% indicated
that they had had one or
more unplanned births,
and based on national
abortion statistics, 30%
of women had had one
or more abortions (Table
3). The probability of
having experienced an
unplanned birth in-
creased with age, large-
ly because of the in-
creased years of
exposure to pregnancy
risk. By the time they

did non-Hispanic women, but the per-
centage of unintended pregnancies and
births and the distribution of outcomes
were almost identical for Hispanic and
non-Hispanic women.

Trends
There have been significant changes over
time in the frequency of unintended preg-
nancy and in the resolution of such preg-
nancies, especially since 1987. Between
1981 and 1987, the unintended pregnancy
rate changed little, but from 1987 to 1994,
the rate dropped 16%, from 54 per 1,000 to
45 per 1,000 (Table 2, page 27). As a result,
the rates of both unintended births and
abortions fell between 1987 and 1994, but
the drop was greater for unintended births
(6 per 1,000) than for abortions (3 per
1,000). Consequently, the proportion of un-
intended pregnancies ended by abortion
increased from 50% to 54%.

The changes differed markedly by age-
group, especially when teenagers were
compared with women aged 20 and older.
Between 1981 and 1987, the unintended
pregnancy rate and birthrate changed lit-
tle among teenagers but increased among
all women aged 20 and older, except
among women aged 30–34. Changes in
abortion rates were very small during this
period. From 1987 to 1994, the rate of un-
intended pregnancy fell among all age-
groups, although the change was small
among women aged 35 and older. Among
teenagers, the drop in unintended preg-
nancy affected only the abortion rate,
which fell by 24% (from 42 per 1,000 to 32
per 1,000), while the rate of unintended
births actually increased slightly (from 37
per 1,000 to 39 per 1,000). Among all other

were 40–44, 38% of the women surveyed
had had this experience. 

Similarly, the probability of having had
an abortion also increased with age, ris-
ing from 7% among women aged 15–19 to
40% among women aged 30–34. The pro-
portion was lower among women older
than 34 because this research did not at-
tempt to include abortions before 1973,
when these women experienced their
highest-risk years (ages 15–24). Overall,
11% of all women had had both at least one
unplanned birth and at least one abortion.
Among women in their 30s, this propor-
tion was 15%.

About 48% of all women aged 15–44
had ever had an unintended pregnancy
(either an unplanned birth or an abortion,
or both). The percentage increased with
age, to a high of 60% among women
35–39. Although the percentage was lower
among women aged 40–44, this figure
may be understated, again because neither
legal nor illegal abortions that occurred be-
fore 1973 were counted in this estimate.

Although we know how many women
in each age-group had already had an un-
intended pregnancy, we cannot say ex-
actly how many will have one by age 45,
because of the difficulties of estimating the
proportion of women having a first abor-
tion who have previously had an un-
planned birth and, of those having an un-
planned birth, the proportion who have
had an abortion. However, we were able
to make lifetime abortion estimates at 1992
rates, the most recent year for which data
were available (Table 4).*

We estimated the first-abortion rate by
applying the 1992 proportion of first abor-
tions for each age-group to the abortion
rate for that age-group. The cumulative
first-abortion rate indicates the number of
women per 1,000, at 1992 rates, who will
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Table 3. Percentage of women who have ever had at least one un-
planned birth, abortion or unintended pregnancy, by age-group, 1994

Age ≥1 unplanned ≥1 abortions* Both birth ≥1 unintended
births and abortion pregnancies†

Total 28.4 29.9 10.6 47.7

15–19 6.1 7.0 0.9 12.2
20–24 22.5 26.3 7.4 41.4
25–29 28.5 37.3 10.8 55.1
30–34 33.7 40.2 14.8 59.2
35–39 36.6 38.3 14.9 60.0
40–44 38.1 25.0 12.7 50.4

*Since 1973. †Excludes miscarriages.

Table 4. Abortion rate per 1,000 women and percentage of abor-
tions that were first abortions, and first-abortion and cumulative
first-abortion rates, by year, all according to age-group

Age Abortion % that First-abortion rate Cumulative first-
rate in were first abortion rate*
1992 abortions

1982 1992 1982 1992in 1992

Total 25.9 .530 17.8 13.7 na na

<15† 7.6 .942 7.8 7.2 7.8 7.2
15–17 23.1 .855 26.0 19.7 85.8 66.4
18–19 53.8 .722 45.4 38.9 176.6 144.1

15–19 35.5 .760 34.1 27.0 176.6 144.1
20–24 56.3 .541 30.3 30.5 328.1 296.5
25–29 33.9 .419 15.7 14.2 406.6 367.5
30–34 19.0 .393 7.1 7.5 442.1 404.8
35–39 10.4 .405 2.8 4.2 456.1 425.9
40–44‡ 3.2 .453 0.7 1.4 459.6 433.1

*Number having an abortion by end of specific age-period, per 1,000 women, at current rates.
†Denominator for rates is women aged 14. ‡Numerator for rates is women aged 40 and older;
denominator is women aged 40–44. Note: na=not applicable. Sources: 1982 DATA—See ref-
erence 6.

*Information on the proportion of first abortions by age
is unavailable for years since 1992. For calculating the
lifetime experience of abortion for Table 3, we assumed
that the 1993 and 1994 proportions of first abortion were
similar to those for 1992, since small errors would have
little effect on the results. The cumulative first abortion
rate, however, depends entirely on these proportions,
which are only accurate for 1992. 


