
of an unpredicted birth
among those who want-
ed to postpone a birth
(Table 3) and among
those who wanted to
forgo or discontinue
childbearing (Table 4,
page 226). In both tables,
the first model includes
only women’s charac-
teristics as of the 1988 in-
terview and is the most
comparable to research
that has been done using
retrospective data. The
second model adds
change in marital status,
and the third adds con-
traceptive status and (for
the analysis of women
wanting to forgo future
childbearing) certainty
of intentions.

All three models in
Table 3 show that
among those interested
in postponing a birth,
women with incomes
below the poverty level
in 1988 were more than
twice as likely as those
with incomes between
100–199% of poverty to
experience an unpre-
dicted birth. For those
wanting to forgo future
births (Table 4), the size
of the difference ap-
proaches threefold.
While these results are
striking, the results for
education are mixed.
Among respondents in-
tending to postpone
childbearing, those with
a college education were
clearly more successful
at avoiding a birth than
were those with less ed-
ucation (Table 3); how-
ever, education shows

no effect among those women who in-
tended to forgo or discontinue childbear-
ing (Table 4). Similarly, race is a statistically
significant factor only among those
women desiring to postpone a birth (and
then only in Model 1). Race lost signifi-
cance when change in marital status and
contraceptive status were added to the 
statistical models.

Women aged 35 and older who want-
ed to avoid future childbearing were
about 60% less likely than women in their

interviews. Among women who intend-
ed to forgo or discontinue childbearing en-
tirely, those working full-time were less
likely than those who were unemployed
to have given birth in the time between in-
terviews. Women aged 35 and older also
were more successful than were women
in their 20s at avoiding an unpredicted
birth between interviews.

We conducted separate logistic regres-
sion models of the effects of social and de-
mographic characteristics on the likelihood

20s to experience an unpredicted birth.
Among those who wanted to postpone fu-
ture births, women in their early 30s were
about 70% less likely than women in their
20s to experience an unpredicted birth.

Parity was a stronger predictor of births
to women who were hoping simply to
postpone further births (Models 1 and 2)
than it was in any of the models for
women intending to discontinue or forgo
childbearing (Table 4). Women wishing to
postpone future childbearing who had
had no live births were 50–60% less like-
ly than comparable women who had had
one child to experience an unpredicted
birth in the interval. However, the differ-
ences between women with one previous
birth and those at higher parities were not
significant in any model in Table 3. This
is consistent with the idea that the transi-
tion from no children to the first birth is
the most important.

Never-married women who were post-
poning childbearing were more than 60%
less likely to have a birth in the interval
than were married women, even when
contraceptive status and at-risk status
were controlled for. Among women who
wanted to forgo future childbearing en-
tirely, marital status had no statistically
significant impact on the likelihood of ex-
periencing an unpredicted birth; similar-
ly, a change in marital status had no sig-
nificant impact on the likelihood of
experiencing a birth. 

Not surprisingly, contraceptive status
had a pronounced effect on the likelihood
of having an unpredicted birth. Among
women wishing to postpone and those
wishing to have no future births, those
who were not using a contraceptive meth-
od while at risk of pregnancy were 2–3
times as likely as users of effective meth-
ods to report an unpredicted birth. 

After we controlled for all other char-
acteristics, employment status in 1988 had
no statistically significant effect on the like-
lihood of having a birth in the interval; it
is therefore shown only for Model 1 in
both tables. Certainty of intentions also
failed to predict success or failure in avoid-
ing a birth after the effects of other rele-
vant variables were controlled for.

Discussion
In this prospective analysis of unintend-
ed fertility, we were specifically interest-
ed in comparing women’s intentions to
avoid a birth with their fertility during the
interval between surveys, so that com-
parisons could be drawn between the pre-
dictors of unintended childbearing that
are identified prospectively and those that
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Table 2. Percentage of respondents who experienced a birth in
the interval between 1988  and  1990, by selected characteristics,
according to intention status in 1988

Characteristics Postpone for 3 years Want no more

% N % N

Total 9.7 1,235 8.1 934

Race
Black 17.8 314 13.4 299
White 8.4 869 7.3 614

Age
15–19 11.2 605 7.1 67
20–29 8.7 93 14.3 250
30–34 7.0 90 8.6 252
≥35 5.8 47 3.8 365

Income
<100% 18.6 188 23.3 122
100–199% 9.1 187 6.6 170
≥200% 6.5 633 5.9 570

Education
<high school 12.2 461 14.6 144
High school 14.7 288 7.3 344
>high school 4.5 484 6.6 446

Parity
0 8.1 1,016 4.0 237
1 18.1 122 5.8 199
2 17.2 73 12.0 329
≥3 21.0 24 10.6 169

Marital status
Married 12.8 158 9.0 479
Cohabiting 9.4 46 15.5 38
Formerly married 10.1 57 4.0 164
Never-married 9.2 974 7.6 253

Change in marital status
Marriage before conception/ 

marriage, no birth occurred 10.1 104 13.9 51
Marriage dissolved before 

conception/marriage dissolved, 
no birth occurred 15.7 30 4.2 57

No formal change/change 
occurred after conception 9.5 1,097 7.9 819

Employment status
Working full-time 9.1 407 5.4 456
Working part-time 7.4 292 7.3 151
Not working 11.2 502 13.1 299

Certainty of intention
Very sure na na 7.1 670
Not very sure na na 10.8 264

Contraceptive status
Using highly effective method 10.8 341 6.5 323
Using less-effective method 12.8 218 7.8 329
Not using, not at risk 5.7 574 3.7 181
Not using, at risk 24.5 102 23.7 101

Notes: Percentages are weighted. Ns are unweighted. Change in marital status is a measure
of change between the two interviews. na=not applicable.


