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the NLSY to permit examination of differences in health
among siblings according to pregnancy intention. In the
NLSY, all household members aged 14–21 were eligible for
inclusion in the sample. Beginning in 1986, children of fe-
male sample members were included in biennial child as-
sessments. We use data through the 1992 interview. The
mothers of the children in our analyses had at least one birth
after 1978. For analyses of siblings, the mothers had more
than one birth after 1978. We selected children born after
1978 for two reasons. First, several of the control variables
and outcomes pertain to the year of the child’s birth, and
the survey began in 1979. Second, pregnancy intentions
were collected beginning in 1982, and recall bias in preg-
nancy intentions appears to increase with length of recall.18 

Sample sizes vary according to the outcome under con-
sideration. For outcomes related to infant health, sample
sizes range from 7,400 to 7,800 children. About 75% of these
children have at least one sibling who is also in the sam-
ple. Thus, in most of our analyses, the sizes of the full sam-
ple and the sample of children with a sibling are similar. 

Partner’s Intentions
In the NLSY, the mother is asked to report the fertility in-
tention of the father when she reports her intention. Re-
searchers have been divided over whether such proxy in-
formation (or even direct information) on fathers’ intentions
is worth collecting. Thomson, McDonald and Bumpass19

note that the rationale often provided for excluding male
partners from fertility surveys is that men’s desires explain
“only small marginal variance in couple fertility beyond that
explained by wives’ desires.” But they contend that this con-
clusion fails to appreciate that the woman’s reported fer-
tility intention may represent, in part, the outcome of a joint
decision, which could account for why the husband’s in-
tention adds little explanatory power. In any case, they find
evidence for an important independent role of husbands’
intentions on fertility.

Morgan also finds that wives report husbands’ intentions
accurately, and concludes that models of fertility including
both parents’ intentions can be estimated with information

gathered from the mother.20 Williams and Thomson reach
a similar conclusion, and suggest that random measurement
error in either self-reports or proxy reports of intention is a
more significant problem than any systematic error in proxy
reports about spouse’s intentions.21 Finally, Goldscheider
and Kaufman conclude that the utility of proxy reports of
spouse’s intention depends on the couple’s social situation,
and that proxy reports are more reliable for married than
for unmarried couples; they also strongly encourage de-
mographers to study male pregnancy intentions.22

Ideally, then, we would have independent information
on pregnancy intention from a child’s mother and father.
Unfortunately, we are limited by available data. Nonethe-
less, since the questions we attempt to answer have never
been addressed empirically, let alone addressed with inde-
pendent assessments of each partner’s intention, we believe
that proxy information on fathers’ pregnancy intentions pro-
vides a valuable first step. Given that mothers’ reports of fa-
thers’ intentions are more reliable for married couples than
for others, and that, for smoking and breastfeeding, chi-
square tests rejected equality across marital statuses of the
effects of parents’ intentions at the 10% level, we analyze
births to married and unmarried women separately.

In most interview years, the NLSY collected information
on pregnancy intentions from women who identified them-
selves as pregnant at the time of their annual interview. In
years when questions about intentions were not asked, or
in cases where a woman did not know or did not ac-
knowledge that she was pregnant when interviewed, ques-
tions about pregnancy intentions were asked at the first in-
terview following the birth. As a result, in our sample, about
two-thirds of intentions were reported retrospectively (after
birth), and one-third prospectively (during pregnancy).

Investigators of unintended pregnancy have for many
years questioned the validity of retrospective reports of preg-
nancy intention. The consensus has been that mothers tend
to engage in “ex post rationalization” and therefore un-
derstate unintended pregnancy in retrospective reports.23

Furthermore, some researchers have worried that retro-
spective reporting and ex post rationalization can lead to
biased estimates of the consequences of unintended births
(although the direction of such bias is unclear).24 Howev-
er, we believe that retrospective reports of pregnancy in-
tentions are unlikely to affect our results, for three reasons.

First, information on both parents’ intentions is collected
from the mother at the same interview; we know of no ev-
idence or other reason to think that mothers would ratio-
nalize their own and their partners’ intentions differently.
Second, the period of retrospective recall in our sample is
short (generally one year or less after the birth), and ex post
rationalization is thought to increase with time since con-
ception.25 Third, in a related study, we conducted an ex-
tensive analysis of the effects of retrospective reporting in
the sample used here.26 We found no evidence that retro-
spective reports lead to biased estimates of the extent or
consequences of unintended fertility, including in an analy-
sis of a small subsample of births for which intentions were

Consequences of Parental Disagreement in Pregnancy Intention

TABLE 1. Percentage distribution of births, by father’s pregnancy intention, according
to mother’s intention and marital status, 1979–1992 National Longitudinal Survey of
Youth

Mother’s N Father’s intention
intention

Intended Mistimed Unwanted Not Total
determined

Married women 5,514 66.8 16.2 3.5 13.5 100.0
Intended 3,556 92.1 3.2 0.6 4.1 100.0
Mistimed 1,149 26.9 63.9 4.4 4.8 100.0
Unwanted 241 26.6 13.7 50.6 9.1 100.0
Not determined 568 6.2 1.8 0.0 92.1 100.0

Unmarried women 2,614 41.8 21.3 14.6 22.3 100.0
Intended 920 79.2 8.4 2.9 9.5 100.0
Mistimed 928 29.1 45.9 14.7 10.3 100.0
Unwanted 418 20.8 11.2 51.2 16.8 100.0
Not determined 348 2.0 2.0 1.4 94.5 100.0

Notes: Marital status is measured as of the first interview after the birth. Father’s intention is based on mother’s
report.


