
other child but who
judge the present not to
be the ideal time may
envision more ideal con-
ditions in the future;
such circumstances may
manifest themselves
sooner than expected.
On the other hand, post-
poning women may
also begin to perceive
even less ideal condi-
tions to be important or
imminent (e.g., age-re-
lated infertility). As a re-
sult of either scenario,
original timing inten-
tions may be amended. 

Data
Our analysis is based on
data from Cycle 4 of the
NSFG and a subsequent
computer-assisted tele-
phone reinterview, both
of which were conduct-
ed by the National Cen-
ter for Health Statistics.
The Cycle 4 data were
collected between Janu-
ary and August 1988,
using a multistage area
probability sample of
noninstitutionalized
U.S. women aged 15–44.
Interviews were con-
ducted with 8,450

women of all marital statuses; 2,771 were
black, 5,354 were white and 325 identified
themselves with some other racial or eth-
nic group. 

The telephone reinterview took place
between July and mid-November 1990.*
The final sample, which consisted of a
supplement of teenagers to account for the
aging of the original sample, consisted of
5,686 women; 1,594 were black, 3,902 were

in the literature,25 both postponers and
those forgoing all future childbearing
should be likely to practice contraception
to lower their risk of an unpredicted birth.

We expect that situational characteris-
tics, such as a change in marital status,
should influence the fertility of women
postponing births more than the fertility
of those stopping or forgoing childbear-
ing. Women who would like a child or an-

white and 190 identified themselves as
other. The final response rate for the tele-
phone reinterview was 67.5%; this figure
includes the response rate from the orig-
inal NSFG interview (82.1%).26†

Variables
We use the term “unpredicted birth” to de-
scribe any birth that occurred in the in-
terval between the 1988 interview and the
1990 reinterview to women who had said
in 1988 that they intended to postpone
childbearing at least for the next three
years, as well as to those who said they
wanted no more children.‡ We focused on
births, rather than on all pregnancies, be-
cause of the widespread underreporting
of abortion in the NSFG and other national
survey data.

The strength of the respondents’ pref-
erence to have no more children was mea-
sured from a question asked after women
reported their intentions to forgo or delay
future childbearing.§ The question al-
lowed us to create a measure of certainty
of intention for those who intended to
have no more children only. Unfortu-
nately, we lacked an analogous measure
of certainty for women who wanted more
children, but not within the next three
years. This would have required a survey
item ascertaining how certain they were
that they would delay having the next
child for the specified amount of time. The
measure for our subsample of forgoers is
coded as: very sure they want no more
children, or not very sure.**

Age was classified by the age of the re-
spondent as of March 15, 1988. Respondents
were classified as black, white or other, de-
pending on self-reports in the 1988 inter-
view. Because the number of respondents
designated as “other” was very small, per-
centages are generally presented for black
women and white women only; totals in-
clude the “other” racial or ethnic groups,
however. Parity was determined by the
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Table 1. Percentage distribution of women, by pregnancy inten-
tion status, according to selected characteristics, NSFG, 1988

Characteristic Not avoiding Postponing Stopping Total N

Total 33.2 41.3 25.5 100.0 3,185

Race
Black 31.4 40.1 28.5 100.0 880 
White 33.2  40.9 25.9 100.0 2,197

Age
15–19 8.8 83.7 7.4 100.0 728
20–29 47.8 37.2 15.0 100.0 1,374
30–34 41.9 17.9 40.2 100.0 577
≥35 17.5 8.7 73.7 100.0 506

Income
<100% 18.9 56.4 24.7 100.0 385
100–199% 32.6 38.5 28.9 100.0 511
≥200% 38.6 34.7 26.8 100.0 1,916

Education
<high school 16.6 66.2 17.2 100.0 704
High school 37.8 31.3 31.0 100.0 974
>high school 38.7 35.2 26.1 100.0 1,505

Parity
0 30.1 57.5 12.3 100.0 1,769
1 51.6 20.4 27.9 100.0 643
2 29.6 14.1 56.3 100.0 548
≥3 13.8 10.9 75.4 100.0 2,25

Marital status 
Married 50.8 14.4 34.7 100.0 1,237
Cohabiting 45.5 32.5 22.0 100.0 152
Formerly married 25.4 21.4 53.1 100.0 290
Never-married 18.1 69.0 12.8 100.0 1,506

Employment status
Working full-time 41.2 31.2 27.6 100.0 1,427
Working part-time 24.8 52.1 23.1 100.0 598
Not working 26.9 49.4 23.7 100.0 1,077

Notes: Percentage distributions are weighted. Ns are unweighted. Ns vary due to missing
data. In Tables 1–4, all characteristics are as of the time of the 1988 interview, except age (as
of March 15, 1988) and employment status (as of the week prior to the interview). Percent-
ages may not add to 100 due to rounding.

*This creates a relatively short interval in which to ex-
amine the correspondence between attitudes measured
at the first interview and subsequent behavior. Because
the data are from a reasonably large sample, there are
enough births in the interval to conduct a meaningful
analysis. It is clear, however, that a longer interval might
also be fruitful for future research. As the duration of the
interval increases, the correspondence between attitudes
and behavior might lessen, and the importance of
changes in situational factors might increase.

†The response rate among reinterview respondents was
68.6% (7,809 women were sampled and 5,359 interviews
were completed), while that for the teenager supplement
was 53.4% (614 women were sampled and 327 interviews
were completed). Despite efforts to interview women from
households without telephones (through letters that en-
couraged recipients to call an 800 number and that offered
an incentive of $15 to complete the interview, and through

offers of $5 incentives to complete a mail-in self-adminis-
tered questionnaire), the combination of unpublished num-
bers and households without telephones accounted for the
highest level of nonresponse (11%). Women who could not
be located accounted for the next highest percentage (10%).
The latter was particularly problematic for the supplement,
however, and these teenagers were not part of our analy-
sis sample. Fortunately, substantial information was avail-
able concerning the characteristics of nonrespondents (both
to Cycle 4 and to the telephone reinterview), and appro-
priate weights were developed and applied.

‡The questions, including the preamble, from which in-
tention was ascertained at the first interview, were: “Know-
ing the number of children women have now and the num-
ber they expect to have in the future is important in
understanding how our population will grow. It is impos-
sible to look into the future and know exactly how things
will turn out, but we often have some idea about what we

intend to do. Looking to the future, do you (and your hus-
band/partner) intend to have a(nother) baby at some time?”
Later in the series, respondents who planned to have at least
one additional child were asked, “When do you expect to
have your first/next child; that is, in how many years?”

§Question wording: “Of course, sometimes things do not
work out exactly as we intend them to, or something
makes us change our minds. In your case, how sure are
you (and your husband/partner) that you will have
(SPECIFIED NUMBER) more bab(y/ies)? Would you say
you are very sure or not very sure?”

**Ideally, in addition to classifying women who intend-
ed to forgo or postpone childbearing by the certainty of
their intentions, we would include measures of the cer-
tainty of their husband’s or partner’s intentions regard-
ing forgoing or delaying future births.


