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portant, fairly important, fairly unim-
portant, or not important at all?”

We use three variables to measure dif-
f e rent aspects of the respondent’s re l i-
g i o s i t y. The first two are discrete variables
designed to measure the importance of re-
ligion at the time of the interview (fro m
1=not important at all to 4=very impor-
tant) and religious attendance at age 14
( f rom 1=never to 4=at least once a week).
The third is a dummy variable identify-
ing whether the respondent considere d
himself to be a born-again, Evangelical or
Charismatic Christian (with 1=yes).
•Attitudes toward sex. P revious re s e a rc h
has shown attitudes toward pre m a r i t a l
and extramarital sex to be correlated with
abortion attitudes.7 The NSAM measure d
attitudes about premarital sex using the
following question: “Which statement best
describes how you feel about sexual in-
tercourse before marriage?” Potential re-
sponses were: “Sexual intercourse before
marriage is never okay”; “sexual inter-
course before marriage is okay, but only
if the couple is planning to marry”; “sex-
ual intercourse before marriage is okay, as
long as the couple is close, even if they
don’t plan to marry”; or “sexual inter-
course before marriage is okay, if both peo-
ple agree to it.”

To analyze attitudes toward pre m a r i t a l
sex, we used two dummy variables, one in-
dicating whether the respondent believes
that premarital sex is never okay (with
1=yes) and the other showing if the re-
spondent believes premarital sex to be okay
only in those cases where the couple is plan-
ning to marry (with 1=yes). (In each in-
stance, the re f e rence category consists of

tionalized population in 1988 and 1995, re-
spectively. For the purpose of this study,
we normalized the weights to average to
1.0; all analyses were weighted.

Measures
•Abortion attitudes. Attitudes toward abor-
tion are examined using responses to a
question posed to respondents in both the
1988 and 1995 NSAM. In 1995, the ques-
tion read: “Females have abortions for dif-
f e rent reasons. Think of an unmarried fe-
male who has just found out she’s
p regnant. As I read each of the following
statements, tell me how much you agre e
or disagree that it would be all right for her
to have an abortion for that reason. Wo u l d
you say you agree a lot, agree a little, dis-
a g ree a little, or disagree a lot?” The state-
ments were: “If the female had been
raped”; “if the female was under age 15”;
“if the pregnancy itself seriously endan-
g e red the female’s health”; “if there is good
reason to believe the child might be born
deformed or mentally defective”; “if the
female felt that she couldn’t aff o rd to take
c a re of the child”; “if the female wanted the
abortion for any reason”; or “if the female
wanted an abortion but the man did not.”*

In addition to using the individual at-
titude items, we constructed an overall
scale of abortion attitudes for use during
the multivariate analysis. Responses to the
abortion attitudes question were coded as
follows: 4=agree a lot; 3=agree a little;
2 = d i s a g ree a little; and 1=disagree a lot.
The individual responses were then
summed and averaged over the seven cir-
cumstances. The resulting overall scale
ranges from 1 to 4, with larger values in-
dicating greater support for abortion.
C ronbach’s alpha for the pooled 1988 and
1995 abortion scale is .80.
•R e l i g i o n . Most previous studies have
i d e n t i fied religion as a strong correlate of
abortion attitudes among both adults and
adolescents, with more religious individ-
uals holding less-favorable attitudes to-
w a rd abortion.6 The NSAM asked four
questions on religion. One was: “When
you were 14 years old, how often did you
usually attend religious services? Was it:
once a week or more, one to three times a
month, less than once a month, or never?”
The second, “What is your religious affil-
iation?”, could be answered by a range of
12 responses, from “Protestant, no specific
denomination” to “none.” Respondents
were also asked: “Do you consider your-
self Born Again or an Evangelical or
Charismatic Christian?” Finally, the ques-
tionnaire asked: “How important would
you say religion is to you? Is it: very im-

those who believe that premarital sex is okay
even if the couple does not plan to marry. )
•Individual and family backgro u n d . T h e
NSAM also included numerous individ-
ual and family background variables. 
Several of these items served as control 
variables in the multivariate models, in-
cluding the respondent’s age, his race or
e t h n i c i t y, his region of residence at the
time of the survey, whether he lived in an
urban or rural area, his educational per-
formance, whether he was sexually ex-
perienced, whether he had ever made a
partner pregnant, his desired number of
c h i l d ren and his mother’s level of educa-
tion. (Desired number of children was set
equal to 10 for respondents who indicat-
ed they wanted more than 10 children.) 

Descriptive statistics for the control vari-
ables by race, ethnicity and year of survey
a re presented in Table 1. There were no eth-
nic diff e rences in mean age. In 1988, white
males were much less likely than black or
Hispanic males to be behind in school, but
this diff e rential had narrowed somewhat
by 1995. Regional variations by race and
ethnicity were as one would expect, with
blacks more likely to be living in the South,
whites more likely to be living in the Mid-
west and Hispanics more likely to be liv-
ing in the West; these patterns did not
change much between 1988 and 1995. In

*The questions preceding the abortion question were sim-
ilar (although not identical) in both surveys. One dif-
f e rence between surveys was that the 1988 survey also
asked about abortion “if the man would not support the
child.” This circumstance was presented sixth, immedi-
ately preceding “if the female wanted the abortion for
any reason.” The only other difference in wording was
that in 1988 the series of abortion questions used
“woman” in place of “female.”

Ta ble 1. Pe rc e n t age of U.S. males aged 15–19 with selected characteristics or mean values, by
race or ethnicity and year

Characteristic Black White/other Hispanic

1988 1995 1988 1995 1988 1995
(N=677) (N=490) (N=817) (N=668) (N=386) (N=552)

Mean age (in years) 16.9 16.9 16.9 16.9 17.0 17.0
% behind in school 20.3 19.9 10.4 16.2 17.2 17.8
Region of residence (% distribution)

North 15.4 13.5 19.7 12.5 19.1 12.6
Midwest 17.7 18.9 26.8 31.5 7.8 9.9
West 6.2 8.6 20.6 17.3 37.2 43.9
South 60.7 59.0 32.9 38.7 35.9 33.6

% living in central city 56.7 58.5 23.4 24.2 61.6 54.0
% living in rural area 18.7 19.5 24.0 36.2 3.7 10.4
Mother’s education (% distribution)

< high school grad. 16.5 12.3 11.1 11.8 38.7 35.7
High school grad. 56.1 50.3 49.4 43.3 40.7 43.7
Some college 13.2 20.5 14.7 17.6 6.7 10.5
≥college degree 14.2 16.9 24.9 27.3 13.9 10.1

% born outside United States 2.3 9.5 4.6 8.0 23.0 21.2
Mean desired no. of children 2.3 2.4 1.5 2.2 2.4 2.6
% who ever had sex 71.3 65.4 52.6 45.4 55.3 50.0
% who ever had sex and

made someone pregnant 9.3 14.9 3.8 3.7 4.3 10.6

Note: Ns are unweighted.


