TABLE 2. Means (and standard deviations) of adoption rates for the period 1961–1975 and for 1970 and 1975, by birth
mother’s race and type of petitioner
Mother’s race and
type of petitioner

Adoptions per 1,000 women

Adoptions per 1,000 births

1961–1975
(N=521)

1970
(N=36)

1975
(N=36)

1961–1975
(N=521)

1970
(N=36)

1975
(N=36)

White
Unrelated
Related

2.74 (1.03)
1.50 (0.60)
1.24 (0.80)

3.16 (1.15)
1.75 (0.50)
1.41 (0.89)

1.83 (0.99)
0.65 (0.27)
1.14 (0.80)

37.55 (14.42)
20.25 (8.37)
17.18 (11.35)

42.93 (14.40)
23.92 (6.52)
19.01 (11.49)

33.21 (17.65)
11.84 (5.24)
20.62 (14.23)

Nonwhite
Unrelated
Related

2.53 (1.90)
1.37 (1.62)
1.16 (0.83)

2.92 (2.16)
1.66 (1.93)
1.26 (0.84)

2.86 (2.98)
1.50 (2.52)
1.27 (1.18)

26.36 (20.25)
14.22 (16.80)
12.01 (9.20)

28.96 (19.42)
16.54 (17.52)
12.42 (8.31)

38.67 (33.39)
20.26 (27.54)
17.13 (14.53)

Notes: The type of petitioner refers to the petitioner’s relationship to the child. The denominator for the rate of adoptions per 1,000 women is women aged 15–49.
Observations are weighted by the population of women aged 15–49 in the relevant population group in each state and year. Total rates may exceed the sum of the
subtotals because adoptions for which the type of petitioner was unknown are included in the totals but not in the subtotals.

and marital status (married or unmarried), and the relationship of the petitioner to the child (related or unrelated). Not all of these data are available in all years; the number of adoptions by marital status is available only for
1961–1973. We focus on adoptions by the mother’s race
and the relationship status of the petitioner.
Table 2 presents mean rates of adoptions per 1,000
women aged 15–49 for the entire study period, for 1970
(the peak year for adoptions) and for 1975. The data are
disaggregated by race; therefore, for each racial group, the
denominator is the population of women aged 15–49 in
that group. Among white women, the adoption rate dropped
42% between 1970 and 1975—from 3.16 to 1.83 per 1,000.*
Adoptions by petitioners unrelated to the child accounted
for the bulk of the decline: These adoptions fell 63% between 1970 and 1975, whereas adoptions by relatives per
1,000 white women declined by 19%.
The overall rate of adoptions fell only 2% among nonwhite
mothers, and the rate of unrelated adoptions declined by 10%,
between 1970 and 1975. The number of adoptions by related petitioners per 1,000 nonwhite women was essentially
unchanged. Moreover, the number of adoptions per woman
was lower for nonwhites than for whites before 1970. Previous research found similar differences across racial groups.17
Table 2 also presents the mean rates of adoptions per
1,000 live births. Here the data by race are based on the number of births to women in a given racial group. The data again
suggest that adoptions of children born to white women
declined between 1970 and 1975. When viewed relative to
births, the decline occurred solely in adoptions by unrelated petitioners of children born to white women; all other
rates of adoptions per 1,000 births were higher in 1975 than
in 1970.† In our sample, the average birthrate per 1,000
women aged 15–49 was 74 among whites and 101 among
nonwhites. The average ratio of adoptions to 1,000 live births
was 38 among whites and 26 among nonwhites.
EMPIRICAL METHODOLOGY
We employed an estimation strategy that models adoptions
per 1,000 women or per 1,000 births in a state as a function of various characteristics of the state: whether abortion is legally available and under what circumstances, the
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availability of health care, demographic characteristics of
the population, economic conditions, welfare generosity
and the political climate. Each set of variables and its expected effect on adoptions is discussed below.

Measures
•Legal status of abortion. We used three dummy variables
to measure the legal status of abortion in states. The ﬁrst
of these, repeal, applies to states where a law declaring abortion illegal was repealed by the legislature or invalidated
by state courts prior to Roe v. Wade; this variable is equal
to one after the year of repeal and zero otherwise.‡ For example, repeal is set equal to one for Alaska, Hawaii, New
York and Washington in 1971 and thereafter because
women gained access to legal abortion in these states in
1970. The one-year lag allows sufﬁcient time for changes
in the law to have affected fertility decisions. For example,
New York legalized abortion in July 1970; if a woman living there who became pregnant in the fall of 1970 would,
in the absence of legalization, have given her child up for
adoption but instead chose to have an abortion, the adoption rate in 1971 would reﬂect her decision.
The second variable related to the legal status of abortion, reform, applies to states that changed their laws to
allow for legal abortion in cases such as rape and incest;
the variable is equal to one after the states instituted these
reforms and zero otherwise. The last variable reﬂecting abortion’s legal status, Roe v. Wade, applies to states that had
not already repealed their laws before the 1973 Supreme
Court decision; it is equal to one in 1974 and 1975, and zero
for the earlier years. Both the reform and the Roe v. Wade
variables are lagged one year.
*T-tests of the equality of means in 1970 and 1975 rejected equality of
means for all three measures of adoptions per 1,000 white women (p=.00
for total adoptions and adoptions by nonrelatives, p=.05 for adoptions by
relatives). Equality of means for adoptions per 1,000 nonwhite women could
not be rejected for any of the three measures.
†Equality of means was rejected for total adoptions per 1,000 births to white
women (p=.05) and for unrelated adoptions per 1,000 births to white
women (p=.00). Equality of means could not be rejected for any of the other
measures.
‡In the ﬁrst year after the abortion law changed, we code the variable as
the proportion of the year that the change was in effect.
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