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higher birth orders. The
proportions who were
low-birth-weight and
who had characteristics
indicative of or had se-
vere birth defects are in
agreement with the na-
tional averages (7%35 and
3%,36 respectively).

Mothers had com-
pleted about 12 years of
education by the time of
the first survey follow-
ing the study child’s
birth. They scored, on
average, 68 on the AFQT
and 78 on self-esteem.

Nearly three-quarters
of the children had
mothers who were mar-
ried at the first interview
after their birth, and in
more than four-fifths of cases, the biologi-
cal father was present in the household at
the time of the child’s birth. A majority of
the mothers were employed for an average
of 10 hours or more per week during the
9–12 months preceding the birth. Total and
per capita family income indicated that the
level of disadvantage observed for older
cohorts of NLSY children37 had, for the
most part, tapered off by the time of birth
of this cohort. 

Table 2 shows the proportion of children
whose births were wanted, mistimed and
unwanted, by race and ethnicity. Overall,
34% of the births were mistimed, and 5%
were unwanted. These proportions agree
with those estimated from the 1988 Na-
tional Maternal and Infant Health Survey
for 20–29-year-old mothers.38

The proportion of children classified as
mistimed or unwanted is higher among
blacks than among whites or Hispanics.
This disparity is due to compositional dif-
ferences between black women and oth-
ers giving birth: Black women are more
likely than others to have nonmarital
births, and nonmarital births are more
likely than those occurring within mar-
riage to be classified as unintended. How-
ever, among women of a given marital sta-
tus, blacks are not more likely than others
to have unintended births.39 White chil-
dren are particularly unlikely to be clas-
sified as unwanted.*

Differences by Intendedness
Table 3 illustrates that children whose
births were mistimed or unwanted may ex-
perience a variety of conditions that can put
them at a developmental disadvantage. On
average, they are of higher birth order than

Temperament scales measuring fear-
fulness and positive affect were con-
structed, as suggested elsewhere,27 and are
available for all children older than six
months of age. These scales correspond to
a general concept of emotionality and dis-
position, rather than theoretically identi-
fied dimensions of temperament. (Such
general assessments have been found to
predict later emotional adjustment prob-
lems.28) Fearfulness is one dimension of
emotionality;29 the positive affect scale,
like other measures of emotional tone or
mood, consists of items on the infant’s
general disposition. The temperament
scales are expressed as percentile scores.
•1988 outcomes. For 1988, when the children
were of preschool age, results of two cog-
nitive assessments, two temperament scales
and one behavioral index are available.

The cognitive assessments used are the
Verbal Memory Test and the revised
Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test (PPVT-
R). The Verbal Memory Test consists of
three parts, but because of possible scor-
ing and distributional problems in the third
part (story), only the results of the first two
parts (word and sentence) were used. The
PPVT-R measures the receptive vocabulary
of children aged three and older;30 in 1988,
the test was administered to all children
who reached age three subsequent to the
1986 assessment. Standard scores for the
cognitive assessments are used. 

Two maternally reported temperament
scales, secure attachment and compliance,
are available for the children aged 3–5.31

Compliance is not a temperamental di-
mension, but many dimensions of tem-
perament—including  reactivity, fearful-
ness, rhythmicity, distractibility and
inhibition—contribute to compliance. The
link between temperament and attach-
ment behavior in early childhood has been
a subject of dispute.32 Attachment quali-
ty may be regarded as a secondary mea-
sure of an important aspect of early child-
hood affect, determined in part by basic
temperamental dimensions of emotion-
ality, distress, fearfulness and sociability.33

Scores are expressed as percentiles. 
For about one-third of the study children

aged four and older in 1988, the Behavioral
Problems Index34 is available. The same-sex
standard score is used in these analyses.

Results
Table 1 shows the characteristics of the study
children. The children were born to women
who were, on average, 24 years of age; more
than three-quarters are white. The sample
is evenly divided between males and fe-
males, and between firstborns and those of

wanted children, and are born to mothers
who are younger and have lower levels of
ability, self-esteem and education. Their
mothers are considerably less likely than
mothers of wanted children to be married,
and are less likely to have been employed
before the child’s birth. Mistimed and un-
wanted children are relatively unlikely to
be living with their biological father, and
are raised in households with lower total
and per capita income than wanted chil-
dren. The proportions who were  low-birth-
weight and who had or were likely to have
birth defects vary somewhat by planning
status; however, these differences are not
significant, probably  because of the lack
of statistical power in estimating these low
proportions.

Developmental Resources
Table 4 (page 232) reveals that overall, the
developmental resources provided to chil-
dren younger than two do not differ sig-
nificantly by planning status (top panel).
However, when this comparison is re-
peated for children who were at least one
year old in 1986 (middle panel), significant
differences emerge. Unwanted children
aged one or older receive fewer opportu-
nities for skill development than do mis-
timed children, and mistimed children re-
ceive fewer such opportunities than
wanted children. Unwanted children ex-
perience more authoritarian parenting

Table 3. Characteristics of children younger than two in 1986, by
planning status

Characteristic Planning status

Wanted Mistimed Unwanted

% male 52.4 48.4 46.2
% firstborn*†‡ 54.0 46.2 28.3
% weighing ≤5.5 lbs. at birth 6.3 5.1 8.3
% with indication of or having 

severe birth defects 2.6 4.3 3.3
Mother’s age at the time of birth* 24.4 23.9 23.7
Mother’s education (in yrs.)†‡ 12.3 12.3 11.4
Mother’s AFQT score†‡ 69.3 67.9 57.6
Mother’s self-esteem score* 79.1 77.3 77.1
Family income*†‡ $23,582 $21,555 $13,838
Per capita family income*†‡ $6,732 $5,832 $3,108
% with biological father present 

at the time of birth*†‡ 90.8 77.1 52.4
% of mothers married*†‡ 83.8 58.3 34.0
% of mothers employed before the birth†‡ 62.1 61.4 40.2

*Multiple range test of difference between wanted and mistimed children is significant at p<.05.
(In this and subsequent tables, the Student-Newman-Keuls test of significance was used.) †Mul-
tiple range test of difference between mistimed and unwanted children is significant at p<.05.
‡Multiple range test of difference between wanted and unwanted children is significant at p<.05.

*The proportionate distribution of births by planning sta-
tus does not vary significantly by the timing of the mea-
surement of intendedness. In other words, for each racial
or ethnic group, the proportion of mistimed or unwant-
ed births among the mothers who reported planning sta-
tus before the birth does not significantly differ from that
among the mothers who reported planning status after
the birth.




