Contraceptive Use Among U.S. Women Having Abortions

TABLE 1. Percentage distribution of women obtaining abortions in 2000, by contraceptive method used in the month
of conception, and of women at risk of unintended pregnancy in 1995, by contraceptive method used
Method

Women having
abortions, 2000

Women at risk of
unintended
pregnancy,
1995†

Any method
Long-acting
Sterilization
IUD
Implant/injectable
Pill
Male condom
Withdrawal
Periodic abstinence
Other‡

53.7
1.1
0.1
0.1
0.9
13.6
27.6
7.3
2.2
1.9

92.5
40.5
35.8
0.7
4.0
24.9
18.9
2.8
2.1
3.3

No method
Never used
Previously used

46.3
8.1
38.2§

7.5
0.1
7.4

Total

100.0

100.0

Unweighted N
Weighted N (in 000s)

10,683
1,313

7,725
41,796

†Based on special tabulations from the 1995 National Survey of Family Growth.
Includes women using a contraceptive method in the survey month and fertile women using no method who had intercourse in the previous three months
and were not pregnant, seeking pregnancy or postpartum and whose partner
was not sterile. ‡Female condom, diaphragm, foam, sponge, suppository or
any other method. §Includes women who used only emergency contraceptive
pills to prevent the current pregnancy. Source: Weighted number of women
having abortions from reference 5.

family incomes less than 200% of the federal poverty level
accounted for 57% of abortions; 27% were poor (had incomes below 100% of poverty). Forty-one percent of women
were non-Hispanic white, 32% non-Hispanic black and 20%
Hispanic; the remainder were members of other racial and
ethnic groups.*

Contraceptive Use Patterns
More than half of women obtaining abortions in 2000
(54%) had been using a contraceptive method during the
month they became pregnant (Table 1). This ﬁgure is slightly lower than the proportion of women having abortions
in 1994 who had been contraceptive users (58%),7 but
slightly higher than the proportion reported in 1987 (51%).8
In 2000, approximately 15% of women had been using the
most effective methods—1% used long-acting methods (sterilization, the IUD, implants or injectables) and 14% the pill.
Twenty-eight percent of all women having abortions had
used the male condom, down from 32% in 1994 (the only
method to decline by more than three percentage points).9
Withdrawal and periodic abstinence had been used by
roughly one in 10 women having abortions.
Forty-six percent of women had not used a method in
the month of conception, but 38% had used one previously.
Of these prior users, 42% had used a contraceptive method
within three months of conception, and 65% had used a
method within six months (not shown). Eight percent of
*All racial designations refer to non-Hispanic women of those races.
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women having abortions indicated that they had never used
a contraceptive method, down from 11% in 199410 and 9%
in 1987.11
The pattern of contraceptive use among women having
abortions was very different from that among all women
at risk of having an unintended pregnancy in 1995, the latest year for which national data are available (Table 1). The
distribution of women having abortions by contraceptive
method used is a function not only of the contraceptive use
pattern of all women, but also of the rate of accidental pregnancy among method users (the use-failure rate) and of
the proportion of women with accidental pregnancies who
have abortions.
Women using no contraceptive method made up a larger proportion of women having abortions than of all women
at risk of unintended pregnancy (46% vs. 7%), mainly because the likelihood of pregnancy is extremely high among
fertile, sexually active women when they do not use a contraceptive method. In contrast, a substantially lower proportion of women having abortions than of all women at
risk of unintended pregnancy had used sterilization and
other long-acting methods (1% vs. 41%), which reﬂects the
very high rates of use-effectiveness of these methods. Pill
users were underrepresented among women having abortions, whereas women using condoms and withdrawal were
overrepresented. These patterns reﬂect the fact that women
using oral contraceptives are more successful in avoiding
accidental pregnancy than are those who rely on barrier
or nonprescription methods.12

Contraceptive Nonusers
The proportion of women having abortions who had not
been using a contraceptive when they became pregnant varied across social and demographic subgroups from 37%
to 54% (Table 2). Bivariate analyses reveal that adolescents
and women aged 20–24 were signiﬁcantly more likely than
women aged 30 or older to be nonusers (47–50% vs. 44%).
Decreases in income and education are associated with increased contraceptive nonuse: Women with family incomes
below 300% of the federal poverty level were more likely
than women with higher incomes not to be using a method
of birth control in the month they became pregnant
(45–52% vs. 40%), and women with less than a college degree were signiﬁcantly more likely than college graduates
to be nonusers (41–54% vs. 37%). Blacks, Hispanics and
women of other races and ethnicities were more likely than
whites to be nonusers (50–52% vs. 39%). Union status was
barely associated with nonuse of contraception. Women
who were the most likely to be nonusers were also the most
likely never to have used a contraceptive method. For example, adolescents were more likely than women aged 30
or older to have never practiced contraception (12–19%
vs. 7%).
We used logistic regression to determine if the associations between contraceptive nonuse and women’s characteristics were independent of the impact of other characteristics (Table 2). In these analyses, adolescents were as
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