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regressions for children born to nonwhite women, the neg-
ative relationship between adoption rates and abortion re-
forms was no longer statistically significant, and the coef-
ficient became positive in some specifications.

DISCUSSION

Our results indicate that adoptions, particularly of children
born to white women and by petitioners unrelated to the
child, decreased in the 1960s and early 1970s when states
repealed their laws restricting access to abortion. Roe v. Wade
also may have lowered rates of adoption of children born
to white women. Legal reforms allowing small increases in
access to abortion, such as allowing the procedure for women
who became pregnant as a result of rape or incest, did not
affect adoption rates of children born to white women.

The estimated effect of abortion legalization on adop-
tion rates is sizable and can account for much of the de-
cline in adoptions during the early 1970s. In our sample,
the number of adoptions of children born to white women
was 42% lower in 1975 than in 1970.* Our estimates in
Table 4 indicate that these adoptions fell by 34–37% in
states that repealed abortion laws; a similar decline may
have occurred in other states after Roe v. Wade, but this ef-
fect is imprecisely estimated and not statistically different
from zero.† Abortion legalization therefore appears to ac-
count for much of the decline in adoptions of children born
to white women between 1970 and 1975.

Our results also indicate that allowing legal abortion

ed above, with one notable exception. In the regressions for
children born to white women, there was a significant (1%
level) negative relationship between adoption rates and abor-
tion reforms. In the regressions for nonwhite women’s chil-
dren, the negative relationship between adoption rates and
abortion reforms shown in Tables 4 and 5 also became sig-
nificant at the 1% level when the other covariates were not
included. This difference in the results suggests that other
factors in states that reformed their abortion laws also con-
tributed to lower adoption rates in those states.

Several of the variables in the regressions might be viewed
as endogenous, or associated with changes in abortion avail-
ability. In particular, marriage and divorce rates and women’s
educational attainment might have been influenced by
whether abortion was legal. For our second check of ro-
bustness, we therefore omitted these variables from the re-
gressions. This modification yielded results similar to those
in the tables presented here, suggesting that potentially en-
dogenous variables did not underlie our results.

Finally, we investigated the robustness of our results to
using alternate coding of when states changed their abor-
tion laws. We classified New Jersey and Vermont as hav-
ing repealed their abortion laws in 1972, whereas several
other studies classified these states as having legalized abor-
tion only after Roe.26 We also differed from several previ-
ous researchers in classifying California as having reformed
its abortion law in 1967 (prior to widespread access to legal
abortion in 1969), Massachusetts as having reformed its
abortion law before 1961 and the District of Columbia as
having reformed its law during 1969. Using other studies’
classification of when states changed their abortion laws
affected the results for nonwhites but not for whites: In the

TABLE 5. Coefficients (and standard errors) from Prais-Winsten regressions reflecting the influence of changes in abortion
laws on adoption rates, by type of adoption petitioner and abortion policy in a woman’s own state and in neighboring states,
according to race of birth mother

Variable Adoptions per 1,000 women Adoptions per 1,000 births

White Nonwhite White Nonwhite

ADOPTION PETITIONER
Nonrelative
Repeal –.396 (.112)** –.144 (.159) –.367 (.113)** –.066 (.150)
Reform –.067 (.079) –.217 (.095)* –.034 (.078) –.189 (.087)*
Roe v. Wade –.279 (.218) .130 (.174) –.265 (.220) .136 (.168)

Relative
Repeal –.108 (.186) –.009 (.203) –.081 (.185) .072 (.193)
Reform –.156 (.209) –.206 (.170) –.121 (.208) –.149 (.148)
Roe v. Wade –.295 (.305) –.190 (.233) –.292 (.304) –.192 (.243)

ABORTION POLICY
In own state
Repeal –.382 (.116)** –.198 (.115) –.351 (.116)** –.116 (.114)
Reform –.084 (.086) –.242 (.072)** –.047 (.084) –.219 (.073)**
Roe v. Wade –.209 (.137) .010 (.122) –.188 (.137) .017 (.127)

In neighboring states
Repeal –.124 (.300) .823 (.277)** –.061 (.289) .900 (.282)**
Reform –.068 (.188) –.140 (.215) –.053 (.189) –.047 (.218)
Roe v. Wade –.549 (.455) –.122 (.306) –.592 (.460) –.023 (.316)

*p<.05. **p<.01. Notes: The type of petitioner refers to the petitioner’s relationship to the child. The dependent variables are natural logs. The data represent results
of three sets of regressions for the sample and outcome identified in the column headings: one for nonrelative petitioners (first three rows), one for relative peti-
tioners (next three rows) and one controlling for abortion policy in neighboring states (last six rows). Each regression accounts for AR(1) and includes state and year
fixed effects, state-specific linear time trends and the variables listed in Table 3. Observations are weighted by the population of women aged 15–49 in the relevant
population group in each state and year. The sample is an unbalanced panel of 521 state-level observations during 1961–1975. Standard errors are White-correct-
ed for heteroscedasticity.

*Maza PL, 1984 (reference 10), indicates that the total number was 26%
lower in 1975 than in 1970 but does not give data by race.

†About one-fifth of women of childbearing age lived in states that repealed
abortion laws prior to Roe v. Wade.




