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abortion patients and from data from the
U. S. Centers for Disease Control and Pre-
vention.16 The total number of births was
obtained from NMIHS data tabulations and
NCHS data on all births in 1988.17 The es-
timated number of unintended pregnancies
is the sum of unintended births and abor-
tions, and the total number of pregnancies
is the sum of all births and abortions. Mis-
carriages are excluded from the total num-
ber of pregnancies because there are very
few data on their incidence and because we
have no basis for assuming that the inci-
dence varies by intention status. 

Women who had a birth did not differ
significantly in age, race, ethnicity or
poverty status from all women who be-
came pregnant. Table 1 reveals very little
difference in the distributions of all preg-
nancies and of all births by the mother’s
characteristics (columns 1 and 6), except

became pregnant, while the NSFG respon-
dents were asked to recall their intentions
at the time they became pregnant. Finally, the
NMIHS survey used a self-administered
questionnaire, mailed to the mothers, while
the NSFG questionnaire was administered
face-to-face by a trained interviewer. 

No obvious single difference accounts for
the discrepancies between the NMIHS and
the NSFG in estimates of the distribution of
births by intention status. Moreover, it is not
clear how the sum of the differences between
the two surveys affected the estimates. It
would be prudent to conclude that the esti-
mates of the intention status of births from
the two surveys are not strictly comparable.
However, when compared with the esti-
mated level of unintended pregnancy for the
three-year period preceding the 1982 NSFG
(36.5%), the estimated level of unintended
pregnancy from the NMIHS supports the
conclusion, first documented in the 1988
NSFG, that the level of unintended child-
bearing in the United States has been rising.15

Pregnancies and Births
Differing levels of unintended childbear-
ing across socioeconomic subgroups can
be a reflection of these groups’ differing
levels of unintended pregnancy and dif-
fering proportions of unintended preg-
nancies that are terminated by induced
abortion. The relationship between so-
cioeconomic characteristics and the in-
tention status of births would therefore be
affected by both of these underlying fac-
tors, although their impact cannot be ad-
dressed in an analysis of births alone.
However, comparisons of the character-
istics of all pregnant women can shed
some light on underlying differences in
unintended pregnancy and abortion.

Table 1 shows national estimates of the
total numbers of pregnancies, abortions and
births in 1988. The table also shows the per-
centage distributions of pregnancies, abor-
tions and births by the woman’s age at preg-
nancy outcome, poverty status during
pregnancy, and race and ethnicity. The nu-
merical distribution of abortions by each of
these characteristics was obtained from an
Alan Guttmacher Institute (AGI) survey of
abortion providers, from an AGI survey of

that women who had a birth tended to be
slightly older than all women who became
pregnant: Sixty percent of births were to
women aged 25 or older, compared with
55% of all pregnancies.*

The data indicate, however, that women
who had not planned to become pregnant
were very different from those who had in-
tended to do so (Table 1, columns 2 and 5).
First, women who had intended to become
pregnant tended to be older than those who
had not—70% were aged 25 years or older,
compared with 45% of women who had be-
come pregnant unintentionally. In addition,
women who had an unintended pregnan-
cy were twice as likely to live in poverty as
were women who had an intended birth.†
And of all intended births that occurred in
1988, only 9% were to black women, a
group that contributed 25% of unintended
pregnancies in that year.‡

Table 1. Number of pregnancies, by pregnancy intention and outcome, and of births; and per-
centage distribution of pregnancies and births, by demographic characteristics of the woman,
the United States, 1988

Characteristic Pregnancies All

All Unintended Intended births

All Abortions Births

N (in 000s) 5,500.3 3,284.4 1,590.8 1,693.6 2,215.9 3,909.5

Age
<18 6.5 9.7 10.8 8.6 1.8 4.8
18–19 9.7 13.4 14.7 12.1 4.3 7.7
20–24 28.9 32.1 32.7 31.5 24.1 27.3
25–29 28.8 23.5 21.8 25.0 36.8 31.7
30–34 18.2 14.3 12.4 16.1 23.9 20.6
35–39 6.6 5.8 6.0 5.7 7.8 6.9
≥40 1.2 1.2 1.5 0.9 1.1 1.0

% of poverty level
<100 25.4 32.2 28.9 35.4 15.3 24.0
100–149 11.1 12.8 13.3 12.3 8.6 10.2
≥150 63.5 55.0 57.8 52.3 76.1 65.8

Race/ethnicity
Hispanic 12.8 13.4 12.5 14.2 11.9 12.9
Black 18.4 24.5 24.9 24.1 9.4 15.8
White 68.9 62.2 62.6 61.7 78.7 71.4

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

Notes: Miscarriages excluded. Distributions may not add to 100% because of rounding. Sources: Births—estimated from the 1988
NMIHS, reference 10 and special tabulations provided by NCHS staff. The NMIHS includes only births to women aged 15-49, while the
NCHS statistics include births to those younger than 15. Births to women younger than 15 were added to the estimated numbers of un-
intended and intended births by distributing their births (10,588; from the NCHS) according to the intention-status distribution of births
to 15–17-year-olds (from NMIHS), adjusted to the marital status and race and ethnicity distributions of births to women younger than
15 (from NCHS). Then, because the weighted NMIHS numbers of births by mother’s age and race and ethnicity did not replicate ex-
actly the number of births reported by the NCHS, we adjusted the number of births in each age or race and ethnicity category to the
number of births reported by the NCHS by distributing the difference between the number estimated from NMIHS data and the number
reported by the NCHS according to the intention-status distribution of NMIHS births in that category. The NCHS does not report births
by income or poverty status, so we have reported only the weighted numbers from the NMIHS with the correction for births to women
younger than 15 as described above. Abortions—S.K. Henshaw, 1992, Table 1 (see reference 16), and special tabulations from the
AGI 1987 Survey of Women Having Abortions, adjusted for the total number of abortions in 1988.

dent’s total household income in the 12 months before the
birth to the amount of income estimated by the federal gov-
ernment as the threshold of poverty, varying by the total
number of related individuals in the household. Averaged
over the two-year period 1987–1988, the federal poverty
level was $5,900 for a single person, $7,551 for a family of
two and $11,852 for a family of four.

‡The three racial or ethnic groups considered in this ar-
ticle are Hispanics, non-Hispanic blacks, and non-His-
panic whites and others. For simplicity, however, we refer
to these groups as Hispanics, blacks and whites.

*Further analyses of the distributions of births and preg-
nancies by mother’s age and race and ethnicity have shown
that for both Hispanics and blacks, there is almost no dif-
ference in the age distribution between all women who be-
came pregnant and women who gave birth (not shown).
However, among white women and the few women of
other races included in this category, those who gave birth
were slightly older than all those who became pregnant.

†The poverty status variable was constructed using data
from the NMIHS on household composition and total
household income, and data on federal poverty levels for

a given family size calculated as the average of published
poverty levels for 1987 and 1988 (see: U. S. Bureau of the
Census, “Poverty in the United States, 1987,” Current Pop-
ulation Reports, Series P-60, No. 163, 1989; and ——, “Pover-
ty in the United States, 1988 and 1989,” Current Population
Reports, Series P-60, No. 171, 1991). The average of feder-
al poverty levels for 1987 and 1988 are used because at least
half of pregnancies in the NMIHS would have begun in
1987, although precisely which pregnancies occurred in
each year could not be determined because the infant’s
birth date is omitted from the NMIHS public use data tape.
The poverty status variable is the ratio of the respon-


