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Thus, the distributions of moderately and seriously mis-
timed pregnancies were significantly different in compar-
isons for five of six maternal characteristics, and the dis-
tributions of moderately mistimed and unwanted
pregnancies were significantly different in comparisons for
four of six. By contrast, the distributions of intended and
moderately mistimed pregnancies and those of seriously
mistimed and unwanted pregnancies were significantly dif-
ferent in comparisons for only three of six characteristics.

Women’s mean happiness scores—which ranged from
9.4 for intended pregnancies to 4.1 for unwanted preg-
nancies—differed significantly from one another by in-
tendedness (not shown). The exception was the compari-
son between seriously mistimed and unwanted pregnancies.
Women whose pregnancies were moderately and serious-
ly mistimed scored means of 6.4 and 5.3, respectively, on
the happiness scale. 

Maternal Behavior and Intendedness
The proportion of pregnancies for which women initiated
prenatal care at or before eight weeks was significantly
greater if the pregnancy was intended (73%) than if it was
moderately or seriously mistimed or unwanted (51–63%).
The proportion of pregnancies for which women initiated
breastfeeding decreased with decreasing intendedness—
ranging from 61% of intended pregnancies to 39% of un-
wanted pregnancies. All but two of the comparisons (in-
tended vs. moderately mistimed and seriously mistimed
vs. unwanted) were significant for this variable. Thus, the
comparisons between intended and seriously mistimed or
unwanted pregnancies were significantly different for both
maternal behavior variables, and seriously mistimed and
unwanted pregnancies did not differ for either variable. 

Pregnancy Outcomes and Intendedness 
Although only one of the comparisons for pregnancy out-
comes was significant, the proportions of pregnancies that
ended in the birth of a low-birth-weight infant (that is, one
weighing less than 2,500 g) or in preterm delivery (before
37 weeks’ gestation) increased along the continuum of in-
tendedness from intended to seriously mistimed births.
The only significant comparison was for preterm delivery
between intended and seriously mistimed pregnancies (8%
vs. 14%).

DISCUSSION

Pregnancy mistiming does not appear to be a unitary con-
struct. The amount of time by which pregnancies occur ear-
lier than intended varies widely: For some women it is only
six months, and for others it is more than five years. Preg-
nancies among young women, never-married women and
black women are disproportionately mistimed by three or
more years.

When we categorized pregnancies according to the de-
gree of mistiming, we found that pregnancies described as
intended, moderately mistimed, seriously mistimed or un-
wanted differ significantly from each other by maternal char-

had completed high school or fewer years of education and
black women. For poverty level, all of the comparisons but
two (intended vs. moderately mistimed pregnancies and
seriously mistimed vs. unwanted pregnancies) were sig-
nificant. For educational level, three comparisons (intended
vs. seriously mistimed, intended vs. unwanted and mod-
erately mistimed vs. unwanted) were significant. For race,
five of the six comparisons were significant; the exception
was the comparison between seriously mistimed and un-
wanted pregnancies.

TABLE 3. Percentage distribution of pregnancies ending in
live births, by intendedness, and percentage distribution
within each category of intendedness, by selected maternal
characteristics, maternal behaviors and pregnancy outcomes

Variable Intended Moderately Seriously Unwanted
mistimed mistimed

All 69.0 11.5 9.6 9.1

CHARACTERISTIC
Age at birth
<20 5.9†,‡,§ 14.4‡ 47.0§ 14.0
>20 94.1 85.6 53.0 86.0

Marital status at birth
Never-married 13.9†,‡,§ 29.0‡ 63.8§ 38.0
Ever-married 86.1 71.0 36.2 62.0

Parity
1 40.6‡,§ 39.6‡,§ 65.5§ 18.4
>1 59.4 60.4 34.5 81.6

Poverty level at interview
<150% 28.4‡,§ 34.7‡,§ 52.6 56.7
≥150% 71.6 65.3 47.4 43.3

Education at interview
≤high school/GED 52.5‡,§ 56.3§ 67.9 74.5
>high school 47.5 43.7 32.1 25.5

Race
Black 10.4‡,§,†† 15.4‡,§ 27.3 31.0
Nonblack 89.6 84.6 72.7 69.1

BEHAVIOR
Prenatal care initiated (weeks)
≤8 72.9‡,§,†† 63.0 51.3 57.6
>8 27.1 37.0 48.7 42.4

Breastfed
Yes 60.8‡,§ 57.5§,‡‡ 42.4 39.1
No 39.2 42.5 57.6 60.9

OUTCOMES
Birth weight (g)
<2,500 5.1 6.6 8.0 6.0
≥2,500 94.9 93.5 92.1 94.0

Gestational age at birth (weeks)
<37 7.7‡‡ 10.4 13.7 11.0
≥37 92.3 89.7 86.4 89.0

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

†Significantly different from moderately mistimed at p<.0001. ‡Significantly
different from seriously mistimed at p≤.0001. §Significantly different from un-
wanted at p<.0001. ††Significantly different from moderately mistimed at p=.001.
‡‡Significantly different from seriously mistimed at p<.001. Notes: Moderate-
ly mistimed pregnancies are those mistimed by 24 or fewer months, and seri-
ously mistimed pregnancies are those mistimed by more than 24 months. The
percentage distribution of all births does not add to 100 because women who
responded “don’t know” were not included. For poverty level and education,
data are shown only for women aged 22–44 at the time of interview.


