
ing. Overall, the level of
reporting for abortions
that occurred during
1991–1994 was 31%
higher when the two
data sources were com-
bined than when only
the main interview data
were considered. The
improvement in report-
ing was evident in every
subgroup, although the
impact of the self-report
was more pronounced
in some subgroups than
in others. 

In some subgroups of
women, the addition of
the self-report improved
the level of reporting by
at least 33%. For women
who were married at the
time of their abortion and
women aged 25 or older
who had not finished
high school (groups
whose levels of reporting
were already above av-
erage in the main inter-
view), the addition of the
self-report raised the pro-
portion of abortions they
reported to 82–85%. For
other subgroups with
substantial increases but
lower than average lev-
els of reporting in the
main interview, such as
women aged 20–29 at the
time of abortion, Catholic
women, women living in
the South and black
women, the addition of
the self-reported data did
not raise their reporting
to the average level. 

In contrast, several subgroups showed
only modest increases in reporting levels
(7–27%) with the addition of the self-re-
ported data. For some of these subgroups,
such as women aged 35 or older at the
time of their abortion, women with no re-
ligious affiliation and women of “other”
races, the addition of the self-reported data
had little effect on their reporting levels,
which were already higher than average.
In contrast, for women with a religious
identification other than Protestant or
Catholic (who reported only 40% of their
estimated abortions in the main inter-
view), the level of reporting remained
below average (43%) after the addition of
the self-reported data.

ing from 40% among women with in-
comes lower than the poverty level to
more than 80% among women who were
married at the time of their abortion,
women aged 25 and older who had less
than a high school education and women
of “other” racial groups.

Table 2 also presents the ratio of the num-
ber of abortions reported in the combined
sources to the number reported in the main
interview, a measure that indicates the ex-
tent to which the inclusion of the self-re-
ported data increased the level of report-

In Table 3, we compare levels of abor-
tion reporting in Cycle 5 of the NSFG with
those in Cycles 3 and 4, by race and by age
and marital status at the time of abortion,
the only characteristics for which esti-
mates are available from the earlier cycles.
The percentage of all abortions reported
in the Cycle 5 main interview is greater
than the percentage reported in the Cycle
3 interview for only three of the eight sub-
groups, but the Cycle 5 interview results
are greater than those in Cycle 4 for seven
of the eight subgroups. 

When the combined data are used, the
percentage of abortions reported in Cycle
5 is higher than that reported in the earli-
er cycles for all of the subgroups consid-
ered. In 1988, the proportion reported in
interviews was 40% or lower for all sub-
groups, while in the combined 1995 data,
each subgroup of women reported at least
50% of their abortions. The largest differ-
ence between 1988 and 1995 in overall re-
porting is for abortions among married
women, with 37% reported in Cycle 4,
63% reported in the Cycle 5 main inter-
view and 85% reported in the combined
data. Even in the case of the most modest
improvement, for women aged 25–29, the
overall reporting increased by 35% be-
tween Cycles 4 and 5.

Discussion
Underreporting of induced abortions has
rendered surveys such as the NSFG virtu-
ally unusable for description or analysis of
unintended pregnancy and induced abor-
tion, items of key social and policy interest
in the United States. The self-report pro-
cedure and monetary incentives used in
Cycle 5 of the NSFG were introduced to
help improve the reporting of informa-
tion—about abortions, STDs and sexual
partners, for example—that people may be
hesitant to reveal in a face-to-face interview.
Our findings show that these innovations
did increase reporting; even with this im-
provement, however, only about six in 10
abortions were reported in 1995, so the use-
fulness of the NSFG for analyses using
abortion data remains extremely limited.*

While the computer-assisted interview
procedure and monetary incentives to re-
spondents appear to have improved re-
porting in the main interview substantially
compared with the level in Cycle 4, the
proportion of abortions reported was sim-
ilar to that reported in Cycles 2 and 3. This
finding suggests that, without the new pro-
cedures and respondent payments in the
1995 NSFG, reporting of abortion could
have remained substantially less complete
than in Cycles 2 and 3.
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*The 1995 NSFG had a high nonresponse rate (21%). If the
women who did not respond had, on average, higher rates
of abortion, their nonresponse could have contributed to
the low level of abortion reporting in the survey.

Table 2. Estimated number of U.S. abortions in 1991–1994, per-
centage reported in NSFG Cycle 5, by reporting procedure, and
ratio of abortions reported in combined sources to abortions re-
ported in the main interview, all by women’s characteristics

Characteristics No.* % reported Ratio of
in NSFG combined

Interview Interview
sources

and self-
to inter-

report
view

combined

Total 5,976,900 45 59 1.31

Age†
<20 1,221,900 51 66 1.30
20�24 2,052,000 41 50 1.24
25�29 1,336,900 38 54 1.43
30�34 840,700 48 66 1.35
≥35 525,400 62 78 1.26

Marital status†
Never-married 3,925,900 40 52 1.29
Married 1,007,400 63 85 1.34
Formerly married 1,043,600 46 60 1.30

Education‡
<12 342,000 61 82 1.35
12 809,000 42 59 1.40
≥12 1,552,100 45 60 1.34

Income (as % of poverty level)
<100% 1,708,300 31 40 1.29
100�199% 1,373,300 38 50 1.30
≥200% 2,895,300 57 75 1.32

Religion
None 1,416,500 50 58 1.17
Protestant 2,235,400 49 67 1.36
Catholic 1,870,800 38 54 1.42
Other 454,200 40 43 1.07

Race
White 3,672,500 48 64 1.32
Black 2,023,600 36 47 1.33
Other 280,800 74 82 1.11

Hispanic ethnicity
No 5,072,900 45 58 1.31
Yes 904,000 48 63 1.30

Region
West 1,721,400 49 60 1.24
Northeast 1,477,000 48 60 1.27
Midwest 1,023,600 42 61 1.45
South 1,754,900 41 55 1.34

*Obtained by women aged 15�44 on April 1, 1995. �At time of abortion. �Among women aged
25 or older at the time of abortion.


