Abortion-Seeking Minors’ Views on the lllinois
Parental Notification Law: A Qualitative Study

intended to ensure minors’ best interests.

In 2006, approximately 261,000 U.S. minors—adoles-
cents aged 17 or younger—became pregnant, and 30% of
these young women obtained an abortion." Many adoles-
cents seeking an abortion must comply with laws requir-
ing minors to notify or obtain consent from a parent (or
both parents) or guardian before undergoing the proce-
dure. Currently, 37 states have parental involvement laws
in effect.”

Proponents of such legislation argue that parental
involvement laws protect the health and welfare of minors
in light of the “often serious” and “lasting” medical, emo-
tional and psychological consequences of abortion.*
They also argue that parental involvement laws foster
family unity, protect parental rights and assure minors of
parental guidance and support. Opponents of these laws
argue that minors should be able to decide for themselves
whom to inform about their abortion; furthermore, they
contend that parental involvement laws put minors at
risk for harm by restricting access to abortion services
or by leading to forced pregnancy continuation, unsafe
or illegal abortion, family violence, housing insecurity or
delay in obtaining an abortion.*® Leading medical orga-
nizations—including the American Medical Association,
the American Academy of Pediatrics, the Society for
Adolescent Health and Medicine, and the American
Congress of Obstetricians and Gynecologists—agree that
minors should not be required to involve their parents in

Volume 44, Number 3, September 2012

CONTEXT: Thirty-seven states have laws in effect that mandate parental involvement in adolescent abortion deci-
sions. Little is known about minors’ opinions of parental involvement laws.

METHODS: In-depth interviews were conducted with 30 minors presenting for an abortion at one of three Chicago-
area clinics in 2010. Interviewers described the lllinois parental notification law (which was passed in 1995 but is not
in effect because of legal challenges) and a corresponding judicial bypass option to the minors and asked their opin-
ions about them. Interviews were coded and analyzed using content analysis and grounded theory methods.

RESULTS: Most minors perceived the law negatively, citing fears that it would lead to diminished reproductive
autonomy for minors, forced continuation of pregnancies, adverse parental reactions (including emotional or physi-
cal abuse) and damaged parental relationships. A few held positive or ambivalent opinions, concluding that notify-
ing a trusted adult could provide an adolescent with needed support, but that parental involvement should not be
mandated. Most participants held negative opinions of judicial bypass, describing it as overwhelming and logistically
complicated, and worrying that some minors might go to extreme lengths to avoid the process.

CONCLUSIONS: Many minors have deep concerns about the potential harm that could result from parental
involvement laws. These opinions provide a valuable addition to the debate on such laws, which purportedly are
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their abortion decisions, but should be encouraged to dis-
cuss their pregnancies with parents and other responsible
adults.’

Previous studies have shown that a majority of parents
are aware of their child’s decision to seek an abortion even
in states where no parental involvement law exists;'®!!
the younger the minor, the more likely her parents are
to know of her decision.'® Pregnant minors who do not
inform a parent give a range of reasons for choosing not
to do so, including fear of physical violence or of being
forced to leave their home.'

Most research documenting the effects of parental
involvement laws focuses on birthrates, abortion rates and
other quantitative measurements. A 2009 comprehen-
sive literature review revealed that the clearest impact of
parental involvement laws is an increase in the number of
minors who travel outside their home state to obtain abor-
tion services in a state where access is less restricted.'? The
authors concluded that most parental involvement laws
have little impact on minors’ overall abortion rates, birth-
rates and pregnancy rates.

BACKGROUND

In Illinois, 11,480 minors became pregnant in 2005, and
33% sought an abortion.! The Illinois Parental Notice of
Abortion Act, passed in 1995, would require physicians
to give notice to an adult family member (defined as a
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parent, legal guardian, grandparent or cohabiting step-
parent) or receive written waiver of notice from an adult
family member before performing an abortion on a minor.
Exceptions to the law exist in cases of medical emergency
or abuse. If the minor does not wish to notify an adult
family figure, she may seek a judicial bypass to waive
notification. To receive the waiver, a minor must appear
before a judge and demonstrate that she is “sufficiently
mature and well enough informed to decide intelligently
whether to have an abortion” or that notification would
not be in her best interest.”’ Enforcement of the law has
been enjoined since 1995 as a result of legal challenges.
(In July 2009, a federal appellate court upheld the law,
indicating that enforcement was imminent.'* However, a
new round of litigation began in the state courts, and as of
May 1, 2012, enforcement of the law remained enjoined.)
Mlinois is the only Midwestern state without a parental
involvement law; if its law takes effect, the nearest juris-
dictions without such laws will be New York, New Mexico
and Washington, DC.?

As policymakers and advocates continue to debate the
issue of parental involvement, little analysis has focused
on minors’ opinions about such laws. Youth-generated
information provides critical insights about minors’ expe-
riences and offers practical context for policymakers
engaging in statewide policy debates. To gather such infor-
mation, we conducted a qualitative study of how minors
perceive parental involvement legislation.

METHODS

We recruited minors who were seeking abortion ser-
vices at two freestanding clinics and one hospital-based
clinic in the greater Chicago area during the period June—
September 2010. We chose these sites because they serve a
racially and socioeconomically diverse patient population.
At the freestanding clinics, 44% of patients identify them-
selves as black, 48% as white and 22% as Hispanic (cat-
egories were not mutually exclusive).!® The hospital-based
clinic serves a predominantly black population.

Potential participants followed all of the clinics’ stan-
dard procedures prior to hearing about the research: They
had an ultrasound to verify presence of an intrauterine
pregnancy, completed the necessary laboratory testing,
received information and education, and consented to
the abortion. Patients were eligible for the study if they
were aged 12-17, English-speaking, clinically stable and
medically cleared for abortion, and scheduled to have
a surgical or medication abortion the same day; they
were ineligible if their pregnancy was the result of sex-
ual assault or if they decided not to have an abortion.
Clinic staff presented the research opportunity to eligible
patients following the standard clinic information and
education session (the last step before the patient pays
for and has the abortion), and then referred interested
minors to research staff, who were present at the clinics
on days on which two or more minors were scheduled
for an abortion.

We conducted all research activities before any seda-
tives, analgesics or cervical ripening agents were admin-
istered, to ensure that minors had full mental capacity to
consent to and participate in the research. Participants
remained anonymous throughout the research; we did
not have access to medical charts and did not collect any
identifying information other than participants’ age and
first name. To further protect participants’ confidentiality,
we received a waiver of parental consent from the insti-
tutional review board that approved this research; there-
fore, participants gave informed consent, rather than the
assent that is often obtained in research with minors. We
obtained oral informed consent to avoid creating paper
documentation linking participants’ names (i.e., signa-
tures) to the research.

One of four researchers, all of whom are trained in
qualitative methodology, interviewed each participant
in a private room at the clinic, using an interview guide
developed for this study. Interviews lasted an average of 10
minutes and did not extend participants’ clinic wait time
for their abortion. All interviews were audio-recorded, and
participants received $15 after completion.

Participants were first asked questions about their
demographic characteristics, their pregnancy history and
the gestational age of the current pregnancy; they were
then given a brief description of the Illinois parental noti-
fication law and judicial bypass option. Explanation of
the law was standardized, and participants were given the
opportunity to ask questions. Participants were reassured
that the law was not in effect and would not impact their
abortion decision.

We designed the interview guide to be conversational,
including open-ended questions to be asked of all partici-
pants, as well as optional prompts that could be used to
elicit further information. Questions covered three broad
topics: minors’ parental notification status, opinions about
the law and views on effects of the law. The questions on
parental notification status asked whether the minor had
informed her parents about her pregnancy, her desire for
an abortion and her reasons for making this choice; they
also explored consequences of having told a parent and,
for minors who had not told their parents, thoughts on
how their parents would react if they found out about the
abortion. The questions on opinions about the law elic-
ited participants’ views of the pending Illinois parental
notification law and the judicial bypass option; those on
the law’ effects focused on how the law may or may not
have affected their experience getting an abortion. In this
article, we focus on minors’ opinions of the law.

All interviews were transcribed verbatim and reviewed
for accuracy by two research staff members. We used
ATLAS/t 5.0, a qualitative data analysis software program,
to code and assist in data analysis. We developed an ini-
tial code dictionary of concepts pertaining to the paren-
tal involvement law and judicial bypass. Two researchers
iteratively coded each transcript, adding new codes for
emerging concepts and themes using the grounded theory
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method.'® We then constructed matrices based on salient
themes (those appearing in multiple interviews) to facili-
tate in-depth analysis and synthesis.'” We present these
themes here, along with representative participant quo-
tations. The University of Chicago Division of Biological
Sciences institutional review board approved the study
protocol.

RESULTS

Overview

Fifty-five eligible minors were invited to participate.
Twenty-two declined (the most common reason cited was
an unwillingness to discuss their abortion), and clinic staff
later deemed two ineligible. One participant declined to
participate after being referred to research staff. Thus, our
final sample consisted of 30 participants. In the course of
the research, all study staff agreed that we had achieved
thematic saturation, and no further participants were
recruited. While emotional at times, most minors did not
appear anxious or nervous about their abortions, and did
not ask the interviewer additional questions about their
abortion or other, unrelated issues.

The majority of participants were aged 16 or 17 (80%)
and identified themselves as black (70%) and non-
Hispanic (77%). Forty-seven percent lived with their
biological mother and no biological father or stepfather,
30% with both a biological mother and a father figure,
3% with their biological father only and the rest in other
arrangements (e.g., with grandparents, aunts, siblings or a
friend’s family). A majority of participants (60%) lived in
households in which someone received public assistance;
a similar proportion (73%) considered themselves some-
what or very religious. Only 7% of participants had ever
been pregnant before, and 70% were terminating preg-
nancies before 12 weeks’” gestation. Ninety percent were
having surgical abortions.

Our sample could be divided into three groups accord-
ing to parental notification status: Fourteen participants
had voluntarily told a parent about their pregnancy and
abortion decision, and nine had not told a parent; seven
had initially decided not to tell, but had been pressured
into telling or said that a third party had notified their
parents. When asked if they agreed that there should be
a law requiring teenagers to tell their parents or guardians
about their decision to get an abortion, the majority (22)
ultimately did not; the rest either agreed (four) or were
undecided (four) about the law. A participant’s notification
status did not necessarily determine her opinion of the
law; each group defined by notification status contained
minors with negative opinions and minors with positive
or ambivalent opinions.

Participants were classified as either younger (aged 14
or 15) or older (aged 16 or 17) adolescents. The majority
of both subgroups felt negatively about the law (66% and
75%, respectively). However, age appeared to be related to
a participant’s notification status. Among younger minors,
participants either had voluntarily told a parent (50%) or
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had been pressured into telling or subject to third-party
notification (50%). In contrast, most older minors had
either told a parent (46%) or decided not to tell (37%);
only 17% had been pressured into telling or subject to
third-party notification. Nearly all participants discussed
additional people they had voluntarily told about the
pregnancy or abortion, including boyfriends, friends,
aunts, sisters, cousins, grandparents and boyfriends’ fam-
ily members.

Negative Opinions

One of the strongest themes was a concern that the paren-
tal involvement law could harm minors. Participants
identified a potential for both subjective harms (paren-
tal judgment and loss of autonomy) and objective harms
(parental abuse and forced continuation of pregnancy).

* Loss of reproductive autonomy. Many participants felt
that mandatory parental notification would diminish
minors’ reproductive autonomy. One 17-year-old who had
voluntarily told her parents expressed the sentiment of
many when she said, “I wouldn’ like the law at all. ... It
your decision of who you tell and who you don’t tell.”
Participants were concerned that the law would force
minors to notify a parent whom they would not have oth-
erwise chosen to tell. Another 17-year-old who had told
her parents stated, “I think it should be your choice,
because if you don't want your parents to see you in that
way and it’s really hard for you to talk to them, then I think
it should be your choice.” A 17-year-old who had not told
her parents pointed out that parents are not necessarily the
people whom adolescents most trust:

“I think that, well, the parental notification thing is, is
unfair. And I chose to tell my boyfriend and his mother
because those are the two people that I trust most to
know. ... I think teens should be able to tell people that
they trust, and that’s not always your parent.”

Adolescents felt that they should have control over who
is told about their private decisions, and thought that
forced parental notification would challenge this abil-
ity. This point was articulated by a 17-year-old who had
not told her parents: “I think abortion is a lot more of a
personal decision. I don't really think it would be right,
depending on the age of a person, to make them have to
tell a parent.”

Several participants believed the law could jeopardize a
minor’s ability to have control over her own body. These
adolescents seemed to be expressing concern that requir-
ing notification would expose a minor to unwanted pres-
sure or interference in her abortion decision. A 16-year-old
who had felt pressured into telling her father because of
her inability to pay for the abortion made this point by
saying, “I feel like it is the teen’s decision overall, because
it's their body and their decision.” A 15-year-old, who
said that staff at the urgent care facility that she had gone
to for a pregnancy test had forced her to tell her mother
about her pregnancy, objected to the possibility of a third
partys interfering with the minors abortion decision.
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“I don’t really think somebody should make a decision
that contains your body,” she said. A 17-year-old who had
not told her mother recognized the long-term responsibil-
ity of parenting and therefore objected to forced notifica-
tion that could interfere with a minor’ ability to make her
own decisions:

“[Pregnant minors are| the ones who have to live with it,

and if they do choose to carry the baby full term, they’re
the ones that have to raise the baby. It’s not the parents,
it’s not the judge, it’s not the boyfriend. So, you know, you
really have to think about that.”
e Forced continuation of pregnancy. Many participants
expressed concern that if a notification law were in effect,
some parents might actively prevent a minor from obtain-
ing an abortion and force her to continue the pregnancy. A
17-year-old who had not told her mother and stepfather
stated, “If the parents say like ‘Oh, no, you're not having
an abortion,’ then I guess a teen would have to, like, have
the baby.” Some participants described the long-term con-
sequences of forced childbearing for the minor. One
16-year-old who had told her mother about her abortion
said:

“Sometimes parents don’t agree with the decision for a
girl to get an abortion, so they might make the child, make
the girl have the baby, and then she’s going to be miserable
the rest of her life. ... I think that everything would be just
much better if they let her decide what she wants to do
and not, like, force her into having the baby.”

Or, as a 17-year-old who had voluntarily told both her
parents explained:

“I think that if [minors] have to tell their parents, then
some parents might force them to keep the baby. ... And
the people [whose] parents don’t want them to get the
abortion will be like, Tm stuck caring for this,” and they’d
probably just end up mistreating the child.”
eParents’ adverse reactions. Many participants expressed
concern about parents’ reaction to being informed because
of a mandatory notification law. Participants observed that
some minors’ parents may not support their decision to
seek an abortion. One 17-year-old who had voluntarily
told both her parents commented that “all parents have
different reactions, and sometimes parents aren’t support-
ive of their teens and their decisions.” Several participants
referred to diverse family situations and noted that a posi-
tive experience for one adolescent did not guarantee a
positive experience for all adolescents. A 17-year-old who
had told both parents explained, “It’s harder for some fam-
ilies to accept it. Like my family, it was hard, but eventu-
ally they came around. But some people’s parents aren’t
the same.”

Furthermore, several participants expressed concern
that for some minors, telling a parent could result in direct
harm, in the form of mental or physical abuse. A 17-year-
old who had not told her parents stated, “You never know
what’s going on in people’s households. ... I mean, a lot
of people’s parents are abusive, um, physically or, you
know, emotional.” Some participants noted the fear that

unsupportive parents might kick a minor out of the house
upon learning of her desire for an abortion. A 17-year-old
who had not informed her mother articulated this point,
saying:

“Depending on the household and family background,
the parents’ or other family members’ reactions may in
turn, you know, harm the person that is pregnant. As far
as kicking them out of the house or you know, anger, con-
fusion, may cause them to lash out and hit the child. I
don’t know, but I don't think [the parental notification law
is] a good idea.”
eFear of parental judgment. Some participants feared
that involuntarily disclosing their abortion would result in
a profound change in their relationship with their parent.
One 17-year-old had told her parents about her abortion,
but had feared that telling them would result in long-term
consequences: “It was difficult deciding whether to tell
[my parents] or not. ... You think they're going to look at
you differently or always have something in the back of
their mind reminding them about [the abortion].” A
16-year-old who had struggled with whether to tell had
worried that her mother would be “really upset about it”
and “disappointed in me because her 16-year-old daugh-
ter is having sex.” Though the participant ultimately had
told her mother, and was glad she had, she affirmed that
the decision should be the minors. Another 16-year-old
who had told her mother voluntarily suggested that par-
ents may not agree with the minors decision and “look
down on her for it.” This adolescent continued, “I think
that everything would be just much better if [the law] let
her decide what she wants to do.”

Positive or Ambivalent Opinions

Youth did express some ambivalent and positive responses
to the idea of a parental notice law. While a few partici-
pants believed parents had a fundamental right to be
informed, most voiced a general belief that voluntarily
seeking support from a trusted adult—though not specifi-
cally a parent—could benefit minors.

sValue of outside support. A number of participants
believed that involving other individuals in the abortion
decision might be helpful to a minor by providing support
throughout the process. A 17-year-old who had voluntarily
told her mother expressed this, saying that getting an abor-
tion is “a big decision that you have to make. So you will
need someone on your side.” Many participants recognized
that one purpose of the law was to ensure that minors
receive support from their parents, but they also resisted
the idea that it was necessarily a parent who would ulti-
mately offer the most support. A 15-year-old who had told
her mother said that abortion is “not something you can go
through on your own” and that “teens do have to tell some-
body.” However, she added, “It don't probably necessarily
have to be their own parent. It can be their guardian or
somebody you know that can help them.” A 17-year-old
who had decided not to tell her parents voiced a similar
opinion, which also touches on decisional autonomy:
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“I think there should be [a law], and I think there
shouldn't. Because I think that parents could actually
help [pregnant minors] a lot with the process and support
them. But then again, it’s the teen’s choice whether or not
they decide to tell anyone, and I don't think its anyone
else’s business.”

*Benefits if complications arise. A few participants
thought that mandatory parental notification could benefit
adolescents in the event of complications from an abortion
procedure. A 17-year-old who had not told her parents
offered this comment: “That law ... I mean, maybe they're
doing it for safety reasons, like [in case] something hap-
pens to somebody afterwards or whatever.” A 15-year-old
who had told her mother thought that getting an abortion
without parental involvement was risky: “[Its] a hard thing
to kinda hide, and it’s so big. Because what if, you know, I
could've took the wrong pill, or something could have
happened to me.”

eParents’ right to know. A small minority of participants
raised concerns about maintaining a sense of trust between
the daughter and parent. A 17-year-old who had told her
parents because of financial pressure to pay for the abor-
tion stated, “Yes, I think it should be [a law], because peo-
ple’s parents should know that they pregnant or getting an
abortion or whatever.” A 15-year-old who had told the
grandmother who is her legal guardian articulated this
view by saying, “If we don't tell our parents about what we
want to do, and then we just get an abortion, it wouldn't
be right.” Another 15-year-old, whose mother had found
out from a third party, felt that if adolescents did not notify
their parents, it would create “a line” between them and
would undermine the relationship. She believed that “par-
ents need to know” about a minor’s abortion.

Opinions About Judicial Bypass

Participants expressed many concerns about judicial
bypass. Many viewed the need to navigate the court sys-
tem, travel to the courthouse, confide in a judge and for-
feit privacy as clear obstacles to abortion access. Yet, a few
saw that within the constraints of the law, an option for
not telling a parent was valuable.

eComplicated logistics. Several participants raised con-
cerns that accessing judicial bypass would be complicated,
confusing and “too much” for a minor to navigate. They
observed that adolescents would have a hard time finding
free or affordable legal services, making an appointment
with a judge and getting transportation to court. A 17-year-
old who had voluntarily told both her parents summa-
rized her thoughts in this way:

“[You] do have to find a way to get [to court], especially
if you don't drive or if you don’t have any form of trans-
portation. And ... its hard to do, especially, too, if you
don’t know where to go [or] you don’t know how to make
an appointment with a judge. ... I wouldnt know what to
do. I would have no clue. So it would make it a lot harder.”

A 16-year-old who had not told her parents associ-
ated these barriers with delayed abortion procedures,
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commenting that “if you don’t get a free lawyer, then you
have to pay somebody. And then you have to go to a meet-
ing with a judge and all of that, so that takes more time.”
*Reluctance to confide in a judge. Many participants
expressed discomfort with the idea of talking to a judge
about their abortion decision. For example, a 17-year-old
who had not told her father remarked, “I wouldn't like it.
I wouldn’t want to talk to a judge about something that I
think is personal and something that you can deal with on
your own.” And a 16-year-old who had elected to tell her
mother commented, “I don’t think I would go in front of a
judge. ... You have all this stuff going on in your life, ...
and you have to go sit in front of a judge and talk to him
about getting an abortion. That’s kind of crazy.” A 17-year-
old who had told both her parents voiced concern about
the loss of privacy: “People going to wonder why [you're
going to a judge], and it5s kind of like, it kind of gives you
away in a sense.” Finally, some participants described an
overall distrust of the legal system that could preclude
accessing the bypass system. A 16-year-old who had told
her father because of financial pressure to pay for the abor-
tion explained, “Most of my friends aren’t comfortable in a
court, and they aren’t comfortable with, you know, with
the government or whatever, so they wouldn't [use judicial
bypass|.”
eAlternatives to bypass. Some participants viewed judi-
cial bypass not as a mechanism to help adolescents, but as
an overwhelming obstacle to abortion access, and
described efforts minors might undertake to avoid it. A
16-year-old who had told her mother noted that, rather
than speak to a judge, pregnant minors “just would prob-
ably ask someone to fake like they're their, like, parents or
their grandparents or guardian or something like that.”
Some respondents thought that minors might resort to a
self-induced abortion or continue the unwanted preg-
nancy rather than opt for judicial bypass. A 16-year-old
who told her father under pressure explained that preg-
nant minors “would probably be afraid and would proba-
bly just keep the baby or, you know, do some other crazy
stuff to get rid of it. So I just feel like, yeah, they should
really leave it up to that person.”A 17-year-old who had
told her parents used the following words:

“I think ...
wouldn't take my time going to a judge just to get per-

no teen would [use judicial bypass]. I

mission not to tell my parents. I'd just be like, Tm just
going to keep the baby now and not even get an abortion.’
...’Cause, I mean, it’s too much. Like you have to go all the
way down to a judge. ... Too much.”

*An acceptable option. A few participants saw that judi-
cial bypass may be the only way to avoid telling a parent
and felt that minors need that option. A 17-year-old who
had not told her parents stated, “I'm not fully agreeing
with judicial bypass, but I think it would be better than to
just say that a teen would have to tell their parent.”A
15-year-old whose mother had learned of her abortion
decision from a third party saw the value in judicial
bypass, particularly for minors with unsupportive parents:
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“Sometimes I do think [judicial bypass] would be okay,
because its different parents out there. Some parents
would just kick the child out on the street and stuff like
that.” A 17-year-old who had told her mother about her
abortion felt that judicial bypass was acceptable if “that’s
the only way you could tell somebody else other than the
guardian and the biological mother.”

DISCUSSION

This study provides insights into parental involvement
laws from the perspective of minors in Chicago seeking
an abortion. As in past studies, minors in our study iden-
tified several potential negative consequences of forced
parental notification, including damage to an adolescent’s
relationship with a parent'®?° and physical or emotional
harm if a parent abuses or evicts a child because of her
abortion decision.'*?° A small minority of participants felt
that parents should know about a minor’s abortion deci-
sion. However, as in other studies,!®?°?? it was far more
common for participants to conclude that minors could
receive support by voluntarily telling a trusted adult, but
that the adult need not be a parent.

The most prominent theme that emerged was partici-
pants’ overall concern that a parental involvement law
could threaten a minor’s ability to make independent deci-
sions about pregnancy resolution. This articulation of an
individual’s right to reproductive autonomy echoes the
underlying reasoning of Supreme Court decisions estab-
lishing that the constitutional right to abortion extends to
minors; the Court has specifically held that a parent can-
not have absolute veto power over a minor’s abortion deci-
sion.” Policymakers should consider minors’ concerns
about reproductive autonomy and fears about the conse-
quences of being forced to continue an unwanted preg-
nancy when weighing the benefits and harms of parental
involvement laws. Participants in our study suggested
that minors might respond to a parental notification law
by resorting to unsafe abortion; other studies have shown
that minors will either travel out of state for an abortion or
postpone it until they turn 18.'#** One study found that
in Texas, where out-of-state travel is difficult, birthrates
rose after implementation of a parental notification law,
which suggests that minors may have continued pregnan-
cies they otherwise would have chosen to end.*

Themes regarding judicial bypass offer further insight
for policymakers. All states that mandate parental involve-
ment have an alternative process for minors seeking abor-
tion, since no law has been found constitutional without
one; all but one include a judicial bypass option.? Study
participants’ concerns about judicial bypass suggest that
they viewed it as another barrier to abortion; indeed, many
of their concerns have been realized by minors who have
undergone the court process.?® One researcher has sum-
marized minors’ reported experiences with judicial bypass
as “very frightening, nerve-wracking and humiliating,”
and observed that their dominant fear was that the judge
would deny consent and they would be forced to carry the

pregnancy to term.*® Meanwhile, proponents of parental
involvement laws often characterize judicial bypass as a
loophole, which they seek to close; in 2011, five states that
require parental involvement (Florida, Kansas, Nebraska,
North Dakota and Ohio) passed laws that make it more
difficult for a minor to obtain a judicial bypass.?” In addi-
tion, investigations in several states have shown that some
courts are unprepared to handle judicial bypass requests.?®
Policymakers should consider the practical burden placed
on minors who pursue judicial bypass and ensure that
adolescents can easily maneuver the process without con-
fronting logistical barriers.

Our findings suggest that minors might benefit from an
expansion of the category of individuals who qualify as
parental figures under parental involvement laws. Twenty
percent of our participants did not live with biological
parents. Several observed that turning to a trusted adult
could be valuable, but most agreed that the adult need
not be a parent. In fact, some participants identified older
siblings or their boyfriends’ parents as individuals they
trusted to tell. While Illinois law would allow notice to
a parent, legal guardian, grandparent or cohabiting step-
parent, many states allow involvement only of a biological
parent. Only six states permit a minor to obtain an abor-
tion if a grandparent or other adult relative is involved in
the decision.? Allowing minors more choice in deciding
whom to involve may lessen the potential harms identified
by participants.

Additionally, participants acknowledged that the impact
of these laws might differ depending on minors’ family
and life experiences; in particular, they recognized that
not all adolescents have a close relationship with a parent.
By separating their own experiences from those of their
peers, participants demonstrated an ability to engage in
“perspective-taking”—a recognized cognitive dimension
of empathy.*

Overall, minors’ voices are a valuable addition to the
debate about parental involvement laws and should be
included. Adolescents are in a unique position to com-
ment on how a parental involvement law may affect them;
in fact, their perspective reveals many potential harms.
Indeed, in California, where minors publicly voiced
their concerns to policymakers and engaged in outreach
with the larger community, their concern may have con-
tributed to the ultimate defeat of parental involvement
laws.*® Parental involvement laws stand out because they
apply only to pregnant young women choosing abor-
tion; minors choosing parenthood or adoption are not
required to involve a parent in the decision. By listening
to minors, policymakers might better recognize how these
laws can interfere with their right to make reproductive
health decisions. Finally, medical professionals who pro-
vide care to adolescents share their recognition that while
adult assistance can be beneficial, individuals’ circum-
stances can be complex, and parental involvement should
not be mandated.® Given this alignment between minors
and their health care providers, policymakers have good
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reason to engage the adolescent community in the debates
surrounding parental involvement laws.

Limitations

Our data may have been influenced by several factors.
First, we interviewed only minors willing to speak with
us about their abortion. These minors may have a greater
ability to discuss issues regarding reproductive autonomy
than those who declined to participate, and therefore may
view the law more negatively. Second, our sample was
limited to minors seeking an abortion. Compared with
other pregnant minors, these adolescents may be funda-
mentally more supportive of abortion and thus may hold
more negative opinions about a law designed to restrict
youth access. Future research should look into how all
pregnant minors, including those who choose not to or
cannot access abortion services, view parental involve-
ment laws. Third, our findings may be particular to our
sample, who were predominantly low-income, black
16-17-year-olds. While this study was not designed to be
generalizable, national statistics indicate that low-income
and non-Hispanic black women have higher unintended
pregnancy and abortion rates than higher income, white
and Hispanic women.*'** Additionally, 15-17-year-olds
have a considerably higher abortion rate than adoles-
cents younger than 15.%! Therefore, our sample may share
important demographic characteristics with the larger
population of adolescents seeking abortions. Finally,
while we obtained saturation on questions from our inter-
view guides, as new themes emerged in the course of the
research, we were not able to probe all participants equally
on all topics.

Conclusion

Proponents and opponents of parental involvement laws
make arguments based on a stated concern for the best
interests of minors, yet the voices of minors themselves
are largely absent from the debate. Our study revealed
the depth of minors’ responses to these laws—specifically,
their concerns about the laws’ resulting in restricted repro-
ductive autonomy and harm to minors, their fears of an
overwhelming judicial bypass system and their recogni-
tion of the value of voluntary adult involvement.
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