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response.26 In this study, we used the same
methodology—in which a construct con-
sisting of two or three items was used in-
stead of a single question to describe in-
tention—to test the level of ambivalence
toward the current or most recent con-
ception. When the responses reflected the
same attitude relative to childbearing
across items, we considered that the
woman unequivocally intended or did not
intend to conceive; if they did not, we con-
sidered her ambivalent. 

When we used several constructs,†
many women appeared ambivalent about
childbearing (30–56%, depending on the
model). In turn, ambivalent women were
very likely to say they had not intended
to conceive their current or most recent
pregnancy because they did not want a
child with their current partner. In fact,
they were more likely to give that re-
sponse than were women who unequiv-
ocally did not want to conceive.

One might hypothesize that a woman’s
intention to conceive would be closely as-
sociated with the relationship between her
current and her preferred family size. In-
deed, that variable remained significant
in the combined model in Table 1. A
woman’s most recent (or current) preg-
nancy was the one occurring closest to the
interview at which she reported the “best”
family size for her. Nonetheless, the par-
ity of the child resulting from that preg-
nancy rarely exceeded the family size she
reported as “best.” Despite all of the mis-
timed and unwanted pregnancies they re-
ported, only 6% of the women in our sam-
ple (12% if all current pregnancies are
counted as births) reported more children
than their preferred family size. 

Similarly, the relationship between
women’s reported “best” and actual fam-
ily sizes does not necessarily accord with
their stated intention regarding their last
(or current) pregnancy. Among those
whose families were still smaller than or
equal to their stated preference at that con-
ception, 48% reported their last pregnan-
cy as intended and 26% reported it as mis-
timed, not as unwanted. However, among
the few who had already exceeded their
preferred family size, 36% nonetheless
said the last conception was intended and
21% reported it as mistimed, rather than
saying it was totally unwanted.

Discussion
In this study population, we note that an
individual woman’s childbearing inten-
tions and behaviors vary across partners,
events and time periods. Three findings
suggest that women’s childbearing goals

childbearing intentions? Was she likely to
make the “not with this partner” statement
about one partner and not another?
Among the 201 women with more than
one pregnancy, 65% changed their inten-
tions between pregnancies, many of them
more than once (Table 5). For some
women, an intended pregnancy was fol-
lowed by an unintended conception, while
for others, the sequence was reversed; in
many cases, further changes occurred.* 

Using this simplest formulation of in-
tention, we asked whether a change in in-
tention was likely to be related to a change
in partnership. (Changes in partnerships
were counted only if they occurred dur-
ing an interval in which intention changed
between one pregnancy and the next; there
might actually be more than one partner
change during the interval.) Among
women who changed intention only once
between adjacent pregnancies, 66% expe-
rienced at least one partner change in the
same interval. Among those with two
changes in intention, 81% experienced a
change in partner during one or both of
these pregnancy intervals, more than 44%
during both (not shown). Among women
whose intentions changed three or more
times, a partner change was associated
with at least one switch in intention for
94% of the women and with two or more
such changes for 37%. This finding sug-
gests that a woman’s changing partner-
ships may play some role in changed preg-
nancy intentions, whether or not she
explicitly cites that reason.

Similarly, the number of partnerships
was a factor: Women who said that they
had ever been impregnated by a partner
with whom they did not want to conceive
reported a significantly greater average
number of serious partners over time than
those who had not (4.1 vs. 3.3). As we in-
dicated earlier, this variable remained sig-
nificant in some of our multivariate mod-
els. In addition, women who had ever had
a pregnancy that was not desired with
their current partner reported higher
numbers of casual partners (13.2 vs. 8.6);
because of this variable’s large range,
however, the difference did not attain sta-
tistical significance.

The Most Recent Pregnancy
It is often assumed that women can give
clear and unequivocal responses to ques-
tions about their intention to conceive.
(These questions are generally presented
with only yes or no responses, and few
women respond “I don’t know.”) In our
work with adolescents, we found a re-
markable degree of ambivalence in that

are not fixed. First, women who wanted no
children at one time in their lives did want
them later. Second, very few women, no
matter how many children they had, re-
ported that they had more than their pre-
ferred family size. Finally, many women’s
current statements about intention had lit-
tle relationship to the ratio of their actual
to desired family size. 

The data, then, call into question the for-
mulation of a family size “goal”; they sug-
gest that, if such a goal exists at all, it is a
moving target. However, they also call into
question the notion, on which most cur-
rent research depends, that a woman can
distinguish between unwanted and mis-
timed conceptions. She may be quite cer-
tain that a pregnancy is unwanted when
it occurs, but have no clear idea whether
she wants to conceive in the future. And
even if she does, her desires may change.

As we noted, we oversampled women
whose sexual behaviors and low eco-
nomic status—and, in many cases, other
behaviors such as substance use and trad-
ing sex for drugs or cash—would suggest,
based on the literature, that they are at
high risk of unintended conception. (It is
interesting to note that the proportion of
all pregnancies reported as intended—
43%—is exactly the same as that report-
ed in national data collected at about the
same time.27) 

The data suggest a different interpreta-
tion: In some of our multivariate models,
so-called “high-risk” variables emerged as
significantly related to a woman’s state-

*This is true even when we identify a woman’s prefer-
ences only by the broad formulation of intended versus
unintended pregnancies. Clearly, if one differentiates
pregnancies that are not wanted now from those never
wanted, the number of changes would increase. 

†Our examination of ambivalence included three ques-
tions. The first was the direct question “Did you want to
get pregnant (then)?” The second asked women, “When
you found out you were pregnant, were you quite, some-
what, a little or not at all happy?” The third asked women
whether they felt that “having a baby now would be a
problem.”

Table 5. Percentage distribution of women
with more than one pregnancy (n=201), by
changes in intention between consecutive
pregnancies

Number of changes %

No change 34.8

One change 37.8
Not intended to intended 22.4
Intended to not intended 15.4

Two changes 17.9

Three or more changes 9.5


