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of the child. On the other hand, pregnant
women may rationalize their pregnancy.
This will result in an underestimate of the
extent of unintendedness and blurring of
the differences between wanted and un-
wanted or mistimed children.

In quantitative models, maternal char-
acteristics are often linked to child outcomes
directly, although these characteristics may
affect child development indirectly, through
their impact on the family environment.
The models used in this study include mea-
sures of the proximate determinants of child
development (i.e., developmental resources
provided in the family environment), so
that direct and indirect effects of planning
status can be estimated.

The findings revealed that planning sta-
tus is significantly associated with the re-
sources provided for skill development
after one year of age. By preschool age, mis-
timed and unwanted children receive fewer

opportunities for skill
development, have less-
positive interactions
with their mothers and
experience more author-
itarian parenting styles
than wanted children.
The poorer psychomet-
ric quality of these mea-
sures for very young in-
fants or the homogeneity
of maternal behavior to-
ward very young in-
fants, regardless of plan-
ning status, may explain
the apparent lack of dif-
ferences in developmen-
tal resources provided to
infants younger than one
year old.

Some planning status

measures at two points in time, allowing
a comparison of the effects of planning sta-
tus on child development in infancy and
in preschool years.

Most analyses of unintended pregnan-
cy and childbearing (such as those using
information from the National Survey of
Family Growth) rely on retrospective
data:* Respondents are asked to recall,
sometimes many years after the preg-
nancy, their pregnancy intentions at the
time of conception. The results of retro-
spective studies may be affected by recall
error and by the possibility that women
will redefine planning status because of
their child’s characteristics and their
changing family circumstances.

By contrast, a large proportion of women
in this sample reported planning status
during their pregnancy. Hence, these re-
ports are relatively unlikely to have been
influenced by the observed characteristics

differences that appear to be very strong
when examined bivariately diminish or
disappear when relevant attributes of the
family environment are controlled for. To
interpret this finding, one must closely ex-
amine the characteristics that mediate the
association between planning status and
developmental resources. If these are char-
acteristics that the mother cannot change,
then the observed association is due to
compositional differences in the charac-
teristics of the mothers who have unin-
tended births. If, however, these charac-
teristics are not fixed, planning status may
be an expression of the mother’s expec-
tation regarding her ability to provide a
favorable family environment to her child.

While race or ethnicity and maternal
ability mediate the association between
planning status and developmental re-
sources, other characteristics of the fami-
ly (such as income, maternal employment
and the presence of the father) also influ-
ence this association, indicating that ma-
ternal expectations regarding these cir-
cumstances contribute to the definition of
the planning status of a birth. Only one de-
velopmental resource has a significant in-
dependent association with planning sta-
tus: Mistimed preschoolers experience
less-favorable parenting styles than want-
ed preschoolers.

The analyses revealed few significant
developmental effects of planning status.
Assessments of children’s early motor and
cognitive development did not differ by
planning status. (Similarly, a study in
Czechoslovakia revealed  no cognitive im-

Table 5. Coefficients of regression models predicting the effects of planning status on developmental resource scores, 1986 and 1988 assessments

Predictor 1986† 1988

Opportunity for Positive Nonauthoritarian Opportunity for Positive Nonauthoritarian
skill development mother-child parenting style skill development mother-child parenting style

relationship relationship
(N=865) (N=831) (N=831) (N=1,228) (N=1,217) (N=1,196)

Planning status
Mistimed –0.821 0.506 2.187 –1.158 –0.441 –3.081*
Unwanted 0.058 1.943 –4.703 –2.756 –1.058 –1.259

Background characteristic
Black –6.229* –3.041 –0.132 –5.491* –5.873* –2.090
Hispanic –5.629* –2.221 6.903* –7.583* –2.621 1.554
Mother employed before the birth 1.174 4.117* –0.264 2.595 1.652 1.123
Maternal AFQT score 0.079* 0.156* 0.137* 0.200* 0.112* 0.201*
Maternal self-esteem score 0.044 0.044 –0.109 0.114 0.076 0.084
Per capita family income‡ 0.327* 0.505* 0.782* 0.223 0.622* 0.240
Biological father present at the time of birth 3.531* 2.403 –1.535 1.255 2.203 4.195*
r2 .24 .13 .06 .23 .12 .12

*p<.05. †Children aged ≥12 months. ‡Expressed in thousands of dollars. Note: The models used in this table and in Table 7 also included dummy variables indicating male children and low-birth-weight in-
fants, and variables measuring the child’s age in months, the child’s birth order and the mother’s age at the time of the birth. 

Table 6. Mean developmental outcome scores for children younger
than two in 1986, by planning status, 1986 and 1988 assessments

Outcome N Planning status

Wanted Mistimed Unwanted

1986
Motor and social development 1,241 101.9 102.3 103.0
Knowledge of body parts 719 6.4 6.3 6.1
Memory for location 646 99.8 100.2 101.7
Fearfulness*‡ 718 26.5 30.3 34.3
Positive affect* 718 73.1 70.0 70.0

1988
Verbal memory 950 97.9 98.9 99.8
PPVT-R*†‡ 930 94.7 90.8 82.6
Compliance 1,000 74.1 73.2 72.2
Attachment 1,000 68.0 67.2 67.9
Behavioral Problems Index 527 105.0 105.2 107.4

*Multiple range test of difference between wanted and mistimed children is significant at p<.05.
†Multiple 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. Note: Fearfulness, positive affect, compliance and attachment scores are percentiles;
knowledge of body parts is a raw score on a scale of 0–10; all other scores are standard scores
with means of 100 and standard deviations of 16.

*For an exception, see: J. C. Abma and F. L. Mott, “De-
terminants of Pregnancy Wantedness: Profiling the Pop-
ulation from an Interventionist Perspective,” paper pre-
sented at the annual meeting of the Population
Association of America, Pittsburgh, May 1–3, 1990.




