Did Abortion Legalization Reduce the Number of Unwanted Children?

TABLE 4. Coefﬁcients (and standard errors) from Prais-Winsten regressions reﬂecting the inﬂuence of state-level variables on
adoption rates, by race of birth mother
Variable

Total adoptions per 1,000 women

Total adoptions per 1,000 births

White

White

Nonwhite

Nonwhite

Abortion legalization
Repeal
Reform
Roe v. Wade

–.372 (.112)**
–.081 (.082)
–.369 (.205)

–.089 (.129)
–.175 (.076)*
.030 (.149)

–.344 (.113)**
–.046 (.080)
–.364 (.206)

–.017 (.118)
–.150 (.067)*
.045 (.142)

Economic
Employment per capita/100
Unemployment rate
Ln (personal income per capita)
Ln (manufacturing wage)
Ln (average AFDC beneﬁts)

–.160 (.063)*
–.040 (.029)
–.110 (.271)
–.915 (1.547)
.368 (.251)

.051 (.043)
.008 (.033)
–.493 (.323)
3.255 (1.469)*
.712 (.266)**

–.173 (.063)**
–.033 (.030)
.165 (.262)
–.707 (1.504)
.365 (.247)

.055 (.042)
.017 (.034)
–.288 (.307)
3.508 (1.449)*
.591 (.256)*

Health care availability
Doctors per capita
Hospitals per capita/100
Hospital beds per capita

–.127 (.207)
.128 (.135)
.003 (.022)

–.153 (.204)
–.158 (.156)
–.001 (.030)

–.084 (.204)
.176 (.137)
–.000 (.024)

–.126 (.200)
–.056 (.153)
.015 (.023)

Political
Republican governor
Republicans in state senate (%)
Republicans in state house (%)

.003 (.024)
.084 (.146)
–.217 (.137)

.000 (.054)
.231 (.232)
–.154 (.241)

.006 (.024)
.060 (.143)
–.186 (.135)

–.004 (.055)
.390 (.230)
–.279 (.239)

.023 (.026)
.056 (.054)
2.732 (1.775)
–2.660 (2.298)
11.550 (6.601)

–.017 (.029)
.027 (.057)
.220 (1.036)
–1.490 (2.151)
8.613 (7.774)

.016 (.025)
.062 (.053)
2.614 (1.784)
–2.837 (2.394)
13.220 (6.798)

–.026 (.030)
.013 (.054)
–.177 (1.005)
–1.851 (2.040)
8.759 (7.462)

Demographic and other
Marriages per capita
Divorces per capita
Incarceration rate
H.S. graduates
College graduates
Adjusted R2

.919

.915

.992

.993

*p<.05. **p<.01. Notes: The dependent variables are natural logs. Regressions include state and year ﬁxed effects and state-speciﬁc linear time trends. Observations
are weighted by the population of women aged 15–49 in the relevant population group in each state and year. Regressions account for AR(1). The sample is an unbalanced panel of 521 state-level observations during 1961–1975. Real variables are deﬂated by the consumer price index for urban consumers. Per capita variables
are per 1,000 persons in the total population (the incarceration rate is per million persons). Standard errors are White-corrected for heteroscedasticity.

Access to health care providers, partisan control and state
demographics did not inﬂuence adoption rates. These variables were neither jointly nor individually signiﬁcant.
Table 5 presents results for rates of adoption by relatives
and others, according to the birth mother’s race. Only the
coefﬁcients on the abortion law variables are reported, but
the regressions also included all of the variables listed in Table
3. Differentiating between adoptions by relatives and by individuals not related to the child offers a speciﬁcation check
on the econometric model, because the effects of abortion
legalization on adoptions by nonrelatives should be substantially larger than the effects on adoptions by relatives.
The results indicate that abortion legalization indeed affected adoptions by unrelated petitioners but had no effect
on adoptions by related petitioners. Adoptions by unrelated
petitioners of children born to white women fell by 37–40%
in states that repealed abortion restrictions, relative to other
states. Adoptions by nonrelatives of children born to nonwhite women fell by 19–22% in states that reformed their
abortion restrictions. The effect of the Roe v. Wade decision
was not signiﬁcant in any of the regressions.
The absence of signiﬁcant effects of Roe v. Wade might
reﬂect that before Roe, some women who wished to have
an abortion but lived in states with restrictive abortion laws
traveled to states that had already eased access to abortions;
such travel would have muted the effect of any eventual
change in the law in those states. We created a set of vari30

ables measuring the fraction of neighboring states that had
repealed their abortion laws by a given year, reformed their
laws or were affected by Roe, and included these in regressions along with the same variables as applied to
women’s own state. Table 5 also reports these results.
The relationship between adoption rates and abortion
policy within states was unaffected when we included controls for abortion policies in nearby states. The results are
robust to using a measure of abortion laws in neighboring
states that is weighted for distance or for the size of the female population, instead of using a simple average. We also
did not ﬁnd that being closer to any state that repealed abortion restrictions prior to Roe lowered adoption rates in a
given state. Access to legal abortion in neighboring states
did not signiﬁcantly lower adoption rates within states. Paradoxically, adoption rates of children born to nonwhites were
positively associated with the fraction of neighboring states
that repealed their abortion restrictions prior to Roe.

Robustness of Results
We performed several speciﬁcation checks to examine the
robustness of the results presented above. First, to investigate the effect of abortion legalization on adoptions without
controlling for other state-level factors that might have affected adoption rates, we estimated regressions that included
only our measures of abortion laws and the ﬁxed effects and
state time trends. The results were similar to those presentPerspectives on Sexual and Reproductive Health

