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changing partnerships
over time. Finally, to ex-
plore relationships be-
tween intention and
ideal family size or am-
bivalence, we focused on
the most recent preg-
nancy because these con-
structs were measurable
in our data only with re-
spect to that conception.

For analyses on the
level of the individual
pregnancy or woman,
we began with bivariate
relationships and then constructed multi-
variate models using either intention to
conceive or “not with this partner” as the
dependent variable. When we examined
the intention outcome relative to all preg-
nancies, we included as independent vari-
ables not only characteristics of those 
pregnancies but also characteristics of in-
dividual women; we incorporated these
characteristics separately and then com-
bined them in a single model. To allow us
to include both levels in a single model, we
used Zeger and Liang’s generalized esti-
mation equation approach to the model-
ing of correlated data.24

We used two intention categories. The
first was the outcome as it is treated in
most studies, as intended or unintended
pregnancy; the latter category included
both unwanted and mistimed concep-
tions.25 Then, because we had not asked
about partner relationships in regard to
pregnancies occurring when the woman
wanted no more children (or none at all),
we included only pregnancies that are in-
tended now and those that are mis-
timed—that is, not intended now—in
models with that response as the outcome.

Findings
Analysis by Individual Pregnancy
The 250 ever-pregnant women in the sam-
ple had experienced a total of 839 preg-
nancies; they reported intention status for
825 (98%). Unwanted or unintended con-
ception and childbearing were frequent:
Some 57% of their pregnancies were not
intended at the time of conception, and
more than half of these were to women
who reportedly wanted no (or no more)
children. Among the 215 mistimed preg-
nancies, 18% were not wanted because the
woman did not want to have a child with
her conception partner. Even among preg-
nancies described as wanted “now,” 7%
were not wanted with the conception part-
ner. (For the 253 pregnancies that occurred
when women wanted no more children,

Thus, we oversampled women who
demonstrated a range of behaviors that
would appear to place them at high risk
of unintended conception. Although the
study population is in many ways an ex-
cellent one in which to identify and ex-
plore new explanatory variables that may
relate to women in nonmarital partner-
ships, our findings should not be gener-
alized to more representative populations.
Furthermore, some caution must always
be exercised in using retrospective attitu-
dinal data; these women were being asked
to recall their intentions with respect to
pregnancies that may have occurred many
years before. That they recalled such com-
plex and changing patterns—patterns 
that appear to relate well to the other 
life events they report—is noteworthy.
Nonetheless, we should understand that
some of their recollections must have been
tempered by subsequent events.

Methodology
Our extensive data on these women in-
clude sexual, marital, residential and fer-
tility histories—the beginning and end of
each serious relationship and additional in-
formation on sexual behaviors, contra-
ceptive use and childbearing with each of
several key partners. The women were
asked what they considered the best fam-
ily size for themselves, and were also asked,
in a different context, to report the want-
edness of each of their lifetime conceptions. 

If a woman reported that her intention
at the time of conception was to have a
child, she was asked if she had wanted a
child with the man with whom she had
conceived. Similarly, if she did not intend
to conceive at that time but wished to do
so in the future, she was asked if her rea-
son for not wishing to get pregnant was
that she did not want to conceive with her
current partner. When a particular con-
ception was unwanted, the woman was not
asked “Why not now?” Among the 250
ever-pregnant women in the sample, only
8% reported that they had wanted no (or
no more) children at the time of each con-
ception, but almost half gave that response
in connection with at least one pregnancy.*

We conducted analyses on several lev-
els that required somewhat different meth-
ods and are therefore presented separate-
ly: We explored demographic, attitudinal
and behavioral correlates of intention and
of the “not with this partner” variable rel-
ative to each pregnancy these women had
experienced (n=839), and relative to each
ever-pregnant woman and her lifetime
pattern of intention (n=250). We then ex-
amined intention relative to a woman’s

or none at all, some might also have cited
partner relationships as relevant to their
intentions if they had been asked.)

We developed three models examining
pregnancy intentions (Table 1). In the first,
in which the intention to conceive a spe-
cific pregnancy is the dependent variable,
we first incorporated independent vari-
ables related to individual pregnancies;
correlates of intended conception include
being older at conception (odds ratio, 1.04)
and being married at conception (2.61). 

In the second model, which examines
variables specific to individual women,
having had a higher cumulative number
of serious partners significantly reduced
the probability that any particular con-
ception was intended. Having graduated
from high school also lessened that prob-
ability, but the effect was only marginal-
ly significant. As one might expect, when
the specific pregnancy represented a high-
er parity than the number the woman
cited as best for her, she was less likely to
have intended to conceive. In addition,
black women were more likely than white
women to report a specific pregnancy as
unwanted. In the combined model, all of
the woman-level variables except race had
highly significant effects, as did two preg-
nancy-level variables, having been mar-
ried at the time of conception and age at
conception. 

Many of these same variables were sig-
nificantly related to the response “because
[I] didn’t wish to get pregnant with that
particular partner” (Table 2, page 42). Not
surprisingly, women were less likely to
cite this reason in connection with a preg-
nancy occurring in a cohabiting relation-
ship than with one occurring in a nonco-
habiting relationship. Being in a serious

*It may be a shortcoming of the data that we do not know
if the currentpartner is the reason women say they never
want a (or another) pregnancy. Although it is possible,
it seems unlikely that in a population with multiple part-
nerships, a woman would cite a current partner as the
reason for an intention she considers permanent.

Table 1. Odds ratios from multivariate models examining the like-
lihood that a specific conception was intended, by selected preg-
nancy-level and woman-level variables

Variable Individual Individual Combined
pregnancy woman

Married at conception 2.61*** na 2.53***
Cohabiting at conception 1.27 na 1.19
Had serious partner at conception 1.38 na 1.36
Age at conception 1.04** na 1.10***
No. of serious partners ever na 0.87*** 0.87***
No. of children > no. desired na 0.83*** 0.70***
Graduated from high school na 0.73* 0.57***
White na 1.51** 1.25

*p≤.10. **p≤.05. ***p≤.01. 


