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about 45 had an accidental pregnancy dur-
ing 1994 (or nearly 5%). Among women
aged 15–17, the rate was similar to that for
all women. It peaked at 105 per 1,000
among women aged 18–19, then dropped
sharply with age. At these rates, a cohort
of 100 women will have experienced 142
unintended pregnancies, or about 1.42 per
woman, by the time they are 45 (not
shown).

The intended pregnancy rate was about
the same as the unintended rate (46 per
1,000), having increased from 40 per 1,000
in 1987 and 43 per 1,000 in 1981 (not shown).
The age pattern of intended pregnancy,
however, was very different from that of un-
intended pregnancy: Intended pregnancy
was much higher than unintended preg-
nancy among women aged 25–39 and much
lower than unintended pregnancy among
teenagers. Each year, 1% of all women aged
15–17 had an intended pregnancy.

Among married women, 31% of preg-
nancies were unintended, compared with
63% among formerly married women and
78% among never-married women. Only
37% of married women who had unin-
tended pregnancies ended them by abor-
tion, compared with 60–65% of unmarried
women. The pregnancy rate among never-
married women (91 per 1,000) was about
the same as that of married women (95 per
1,000). The outcomes of these pregnancies
reflect differences in intention status for
these groups, however: Almost half of
pregnancies among formerly and never-
married women ended in abortion (47%
and 41%, respectively), compared with
only 11% of those among married women.

Women’s poverty status (defined as the
ratio of family income to the federal def-
inition of poverty)‡ was strongly associ-
ated with the unintended pregnancy rate
but only weakly associated with the rate

they became pregnant,* as had 58% of those
who had abortions (not shown). For all un-
intended pregnancies combined, slightly
more than half (53%) of the women had
been using a method. Of the contraceptive
users, 58% ended their pregnancies by
abortion, compared with 49% of nonusers
who had accidental pregnancies. (When
the estimated number of unintended preg-
nancies that ended in miscarriage is in-
cluded, the percentage of women who
were using a method remains at 53%, but
among contraceptive users, we estimate
that 51% had abortions, 37% had births and
12% had miscarriages; among nonusers, we
estimate that 43% had abortions, 44% had
births and 13% had miscarriages.) Thus,
contraceptive users appear to have been
more motivated to prevent births than were
nonusers, although many nonusers did
have abortions.

The proportion of all pregnancies that
were unintended varied sharply by age,
with teenagers younger than 18 having
the highest percentage (82–83%). The pro-
portion decreased with rising age, drop-
ping to 33% among women aged 30–34,
and then increased again, reaching 51%
among women aged 40 and older. Some
44% of teenagers aged 15–17 ended their
unintended pregnancies by abortion, the
lowest proportion in any age-group. (The
relatively high proportion among women
younger than 15 is misleading because it
excludes the pregnancies of 14-year-olds
that ended in births at age 15. It also ex-
cludes pregnancies to 14-year-olds that
ended in abortion at age 15, but there are
relatively few of these.) The proportion
was also relatively low for women aged
18–19 (46%), and was highest among
women older than 40 (65%).†

The unintended pregnancy rate shows
that for every 1,000 women aged 15–44,

of intended pregnancy. Among women in
poverty, pregnancies were more likely
than among higher income women to be
unintended and to end in unplanned
births, and were slightly more likely to
end in abortions. The overall pregnancy
rate declined with increasing income, and
this trend resulted mainly from the high-
er rate of unintended pregnancy among
poor women. The proportion of poor
women’s unintended pregnancies that
ended in abortion was similar to the pro-
portion among women living at 100–199%
of the poverty level, and was less than that
among women whose income was 200%
or more of the poverty level.

The differences between white and
black women generally paralleled those
between high- and low-income women:
Compared with white women, black
women had a higher pregnancy rate. The
higher pregnancy rate for black women
resulted from an unintended pregnancy
rate that was almost three times that of
white women. Because black women’s un-
intended pregnancy rate was so high, the
proportion of these women’s pregnancies
that ended in abortion (44%) was much
higher than that of white women (22%).

On all measures, women of other races
fell between white and black women, usu-
ally closer to white women. Hispanic
women had a much higher rate of both in-
tended and unintended pregnancy than

Table 2. Estimated rates of unintended pregnancies, unintended births and abortions per 1,000 women, age and marital status, and percent-
age of unintended pregnancies ended by abortion, by characteristic, 1981, 1987 and 1994

Characteristic Unintended pregnancy Unintended birth Abortion % ended by abortion

1981 1987 1994 1981 1987 1994 1981 1987 1994 1981 1987 1994

Total 54.2 53.5 44.7 25.0 26.6 20.9 29.2 26.9 24.1 53.9 50.3 54.0

Age at outcome
15–19 78.1 79.3 71.1 35.2 37.1 38.9 42.9 42.2 32.2 54.9 53.2 45.3
20–24 93.6 102.7 96.0 42.3 50.2 43.0 51.4 52.5 53.0 54.8 51.1 55.2
25–29 60.6 66.1 58.4 29.3 35.4 25.3 31.3 30.8 33.1 51.6 46.5 56.7
30–34 37.0 37.3 33.1 19.3 19.3 14.6 17.7 17.9 18.4 47.8 48.2 55.7
35–39 15.0 18.8 17.8 5.5 9.0 7.8 9.5 9.8 10.0 63.5 52.2 56.3
≥40* 4.3 5.3 5.0 0.9 2.4 1.8 3.4 2.9 3.2 78.2 54.3 64.7

Marital status at outcome
Currently married† u 41.5 29.2 u 29.8 18.4 u 11.7 10.8 u 28.2 37.0
Formerly married u 54.6 40.4 u 19.0 14.1 u 35.7 26.3 u 65.3 65.1
Never married u 71.5 70.8 u 23.2 28.2 u 48.2 42.5 u 67.5 60.1

*Numerator for rates is women aged 40 and older; denominator is women aged 40–44. †Includes separated women. Notes: All measures exclude miscarriages. The intention status of births is based on
births in the five years before the interviews in 1988 and 1995 and in the four years before the 1982 interview. u=unavailable.

*Based on NFSG tabulations of births that were conceived
after January 1, 1991, and that took place before the in-
terview. For abortion data, see reference 15.

†These figures are based on the age of the woman when
the pregnancy ended, not her age at conception. Ad-
justment to age at conception would lower the propor-
tions for women younger than 20 and raise them for
women older than 30. 

‡In 1994, the federal poverty level was $17,020 for a fam-
ily of four.


