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Where differences exist between the
two types of data, we can assume one of
several things. First, some women may be
more apt to fail to report births as unin-
tended when asked about their attitudes
retrospectively. Second, others may be
more likely to experience situational
changes that had not been anticipated and

have been identified retrospectively.* We
looked at women who wanted to post-
pone childbearing separately from those
who wanted to forgo future childbearing:
Respondents who were unsuccessful at
postponing a birth could be considered
comparable to women who had experi-
enced mistimed births in retrospective
studies; respondents who were unable to
avoid future births altogether could be
considered comparable to those who had
experienced unwanted births.†

Many of the effects of the social and de-
mographic variables remained significant
in our analysis, even when changes in
marital status, certainty of intention and
contraceptive use were controlled. While
the results demonstrate the importance of
contraceptive use in mediating intention
and behavior, they also indicate that some
women are less likely to have an unpre-
dicted birth due to factors in addition to
contraceptive status alone. 

Many of our results are consistent with
those of previous retrospective studies.
For example, we too found effects of ed-
ucation and age on unpredicted fertility
among women seeking to postpone a fu-
ture pregnancy, and the effects were in the
expected directions.

Some of our findings are not consistent
with those of earlier retrospective analy-
ses, however. Interestingly, our findings
suggest that older women who wanted no
(or no more) children were significantly
less likely than women in their 20s to ex-
perience the equivalent of an unwanted
birth in the interval, even when at-risk sta-
tus was controlled for, and the effect of
parity was not significant. Race was sig-
nificant only among women interested in
postponing a birth and only in Model 1,
which most closely approximates studies
using retrospective data. The lack of effect
of race among those forgoing childbear-
ing is surprising, as race is often one of the
strongest predictors of unwanted child-
bearing when it is assessed retrospectively,
net of other factors. Further, those want-
ing to postpone a birth who were never-
married were less likely to experience an
unpredicted birth in the interval than were
married women, even when at-risk status
was controlled. These findings are less
consistent with earlier analyses that have
examined this issue retrospectively.

that made childbearing more desirable in
the time period between interviews when
the analysis is done prospectively. If only
the first condition were true, we might
conclude that white women, women in
their 20s and more highly educated
women are particularly likely to under-
report unwanted births. In addition, mar-

Table 3. Coefficients of logistic regression analysis and odds ratios predicting births between
1988 and 1990 to respondents who in 1988 had wanted to postpone childbearing for at least
three years (N=1,203)

Characteristic Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Coefficient Odds ratio Coefficient Odds ratio Coefficient Odds ratio

Race
White (ref) na 1.00 na 1.00 na 1.00
Black 0.45* 1.57 0.35 1.42 0.38 1.46
Other 0.05 1.05 0.05 1.05 0.00 1.00

Age
15–19 0.57 1.77 0.29 1.34 0.52 1.68
20–29 (ref) na 1.00 na 1.00 na 1.00
30–34 –1.22* 0.30 –0.97 0.38 –1.33** 0.27
≥35 –0.94 0.39 –0.66 0.52 –1.07 0.34

Income
<100% 1.04** 2.83 0.88** 2.40 1.01** 2.73
100–199% (ref) na 1.00 na 1.00 na 1.00
≥200% 0.07 1.07 0.14 1.15 0.11 1.12
Unknown 0.51  1.66 0.49 1.63 0.55 1.74

Education
<high school –0.16 0.86 –0.26 0.77 –0.05 0.95
High school (ref) na 1.00 na 1.00 na 1.00
>high school –0.87** 0.42 –0.88** 0.41 –0.91**  0.40

Employment status
Not working (ref) na 1.00 na na na na
Working full-time 0.37 1.45 na na na na
Working part-time –0.19 0.83 na na na na

Parity
0 –0.68* 0.51 –0.95** 0.39 –0.59 0.55
1 (ref) na 1.00 na 1.00 na 1.00
≥2 0.63 1.87 0.62 1.86 0.43 1.54

Marital status
Married (ref) na 1.00 na na na 1.00
Never-married –1.01** 0.36 na na –1.02** 0.36
Cohabiting –0.27 0.76 na na –0.28 0.76
Formerly married –0.85 0.43 na na –0.65 0.52   

Change in marital status
No formal change (ref) na na na 1.00 na na
Got married na na 0.35 1.42 na na
Union dissolved na na 0.37 1.45 na na

Contraceptive use
Using highly effective 

method (ref) na na na na na 1.00
Using less-effective method na na na na 0.51 1.66
Not using, not at risk na na na na –0.54 0.58
Not using, at risk na na na na 0.92** 2.50 

Constant –1.39** na –1.75*** na –1.36*** na
X2 (df) 73.9*** (17) na 63.3 (14) na 93.1 (18) na

*p<.05. **p<.01. ***p<.001. Notes: Change in marital status is a measure of change between the 1988 interview and the 1990 reinter-
view. ref=reference category. na=not applicable.

*While it also would be interesting to determine how suc-

cessful pregnancy seekers were in meeting their objec-

tives, that would raise a host of additional questions that

go beyond the scope of this research. Further, the inter-

val between the two surveys is quite short and avoidance

of childbearing in a three-year period is more easily con-

trolled than conceiving and delivering on schedule.

†We expected that the latter would be more highly moti-
vated to avoid a birth, and so probably more likely to use
contraceptives, especially more effective methods. Both
suppositions were supported (data not shown). While
those interested in postponing a birth were somewhat less

likely to be using effective methods (a difference of about

seven percentage points), they were much less apt to be

using any type of method (a difference of about 25 per-

centage points). Ultimately, though, the difference between

the proportions of those postponing and those forgoing

a birth who actually experienced a birth was very small.


