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Characteristics of Women Obtaining Abortions

Because black and Hispanic women are much more like-
ly than non-Hispanic whites to have low incomes,16 their
abortion rates may be influenced by their greater economic
disadvantage. Indeed, within each racial and ethnic group,
middle- and higher-income women had lower abortion rates
than poor and low-income women (Table 3). However, at
all income levels, abortion rates for black and Hispanic
women were higher than those for white women. Moreover,
except in the group with the lowest income, black women
had the highest abortion rates. The gaps between racial and
ethnic groups were largest among middle- and higher-
income women: Black women at and above 200% of pover-
ty had abortion rates about 2–3 times those of Hispanic
women and 3–4 times those of non-Hispanic white women.
(These differences may overstate the influence of poverty
status, however, because even among women at and above
300% of poverty, blacks and Hispanics tend to be less well-
off, on average, than whites.17)
•Education. Among women aged 20 or older, those who
had not graduated from high school accounted for 13% of
abortions (Table 1). High school graduates made up 30%
of women having an abortion, and those with at least some
college, 57%.

The abortion rate among college graduates (13 per 1,000)
was lower than average; moreover, women with college de-
grees were the only educational group to show a higher-
than-average decline in abortion rates (30%) between 1994
and 2000. The relatively small proportion of pregnancies
among college graduates that ended in abortion (21%) and
the below-average pregnancy rate account for their low abor-
tion rate. Women with some college had a pregnancy rate
that was lower than average, but 38% of their pregnancies
ended in abortion in 2000, resulting in the highest abor-
tion rate of any educational group (26 per 1,000).

We also examined abortion rates by school enrollment
status among women younger than 20 (not shown). Near-
ly two-thirds of adolescents who had an abortion were en-
rolled in school during the month they became pregnant.
Enrollees had a lower abortion rate than adolescents who
were not in school (19 vs. 65 per 1,000). The abortion rate
for adolescents enrolled in school decreased by 29% be-
tween 1994 and 2000, and the rate for their out-of-school
peers declined by 13%.
•Religious affiliation. The majority of women older than
17 who obtained an abortion reported a religious affilia-
tion. The highest proportion (43%) identified themselves

as Protestant. Twenty-seven percent of women having an
abortion identified themselves as Catholic, and 8% as a
member of another religion; 22% reported no religious af-
filiation. Thirteen percent identified themselves as “born-
again” or evangelical, three-fourths of whom were Protes-
tant (not shown).

Women affiliated with “other” religions and those who
did not identify with any religion had the highest abortion
rates (31 and 30 per 1,000, respectively). Women with no
religious affiliation experienced the largest decline in abor-
tion of all the groups examined (35%).

Comparing Adolescent and Adult Abortion Rates
The concentration of declining abortion rates between 1994
and 2000 among adolescents, whites and economically bet-
ter-off groups of women raises questions about whether the
decline in abortion was consistent within all adolescent sub-
groups. We also seek to determine whether the decrease in
the abortion rate among adolescents alone accounted for
the declines among whites and medium-to-high-income
women. To explore these questions, we examined abortion
rates by race and ethnicity, Medicaid coverage and poverty
status separately for adolescents and adults (Table 4).

Patterns in abortion rates by age for white, black and His-
panic women were fairly similar: In both 1994 and 2000,
adolescents in all three racial and ethnic groups had high-
er abortion rates than their adult counterparts, but the dif-
ferences were narrower in 2000 than in 1994 because the
decline in abortion in all three groups was greater for ado-
lescents than for adults. The decline was smaller among
black and Hispanic adolescents (25% and 13%, respec-
tively) than among whites (41%).

Abortion rates according to Medicaid coverage and pover-
ty status show a similar pattern: The decline is greater (or
the increase smaller) among teenagers than among older
women within each coverage and economic subgroup. As
a result, the difference between adolescent and adult abor-
tion rates narrowed between 1994 and 2000. Among Med-
icaid recipients, for example, the abortion rate among
teenagers fell by 14%, while that among older women in-
creased by 19%. Between 1994 and 2000, abortion rates
increased among both adolescents and adult women with
incomes below 200% of poverty, whereas they decreased
for both age-groups of higher-income women.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

Information gathered from this nationally representative sam-
ple reveals that the typical woman having an abortion is be-
tween the ages of 20 and 30, has never married, has had a
previous birth, lives in a metropolitan area, and is econom-
ically disadvantaged and Christian. However, women who
have abortions are diverse, and unintended pregnancy lead-
ing to abortion is common in all population subgroups. 

Although the national abortion rate decreased by 11%
between 1994 and 2000, not all population groups par-
ticipated equally in the decline, and some groups experi-
enced increases. As a result, women having abortions are

TABLE 3. Estimated abortion rate per 1,000 women aged
15–44, by poverty status, according to race and ethnicity,
2000

Poverty status* White Black Hispanic

Total 13 49 33
<100% 23 62 68
100–199% 27 68 34
200–299% 15 48 19
≥300% 7 28 15

*Percentage of federal poverty level.


