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married women, who are typically younger than women
of other marital statuses, were more likely than married
women to cite ambivalence about contraception and fear
of parents’ finding out they were having sex as reasons for
nonuse, but they were less likely to report that ambivalence
about pregnancy was a factor in their not having used a con-
traceptive method.

The survey results support the concern that economic
disadvantage makes it harder to obtain contraceptives.
Women with incomes lower than 300% of poverty were
more likely than the highest-income women to indicate this
reason for not having used birth control (11–14% vs. 7%).
Women with incomes less than 300% of poverty were less
likely than the highest-income women to indicate that
ambivalence about pregnancy was a reason they had not
been using a contraceptive method (4–5% vs. 6%).

Attitudes toward contraception and knowledge of par-
ticular contraceptive methods may vary among women (and

likely as women aged 30 or older to have been using no
method when they became pregnant; differences in nonuse
by poverty status also disappeared. However, the likelihood
of nonuse was higher among nonwhites and Hispanics than
among whites (odds ratios, 1.5–1.7), and higher among
women with no more than a high school education than
among college graduates (1.7–1.9). In addition, women who
were divorced, separated or widowed had a higher likeli-
hood than married women of not having used a contra-
ceptive method when they became pregnant (1.2).

Reasons for Contraceptive Nonuse 
The most common category of reasons for contraceptive
nonuse was the perception that a woman was at low risk
of becoming pregnant (cited by 33% of nonusers, includ-
ing 6% who thought that they or their partner was sterile—
Table 3, page 298). Concerns about contraceptive meth-
ods were cited by 32% of nonusers and included mainly
problems with methods in the past (20%) and fear of side
effects from methods (13%). A substantial proportion of
women said they had had unexpected sex (27%), with 1%
indicating that unwanted sex was a reason for nonuse.
Slightly more than one in five women had been ambivalent
about contraception. Twelve percent of nonusers had en-
countered problems accessing contraception, such as fi-
nancial barriers, and 10% indicated their partner’s prefer-
ences as a reason for nonuse. The least common reasons
that nonusers reported reflected ambivalence about be-
coming pregnant (5%) and fear that their parents would
learn they were sexually active (2%). One-third of nonusers
indicated multiple categories of reasons for not having used
a method. The most common overlap was between per-
ceived low risk of pregnancy and not expecting to have sex
(9% of all nonusers—not shown).

Reasons for not having used a contraceptive method in
the month of conception varied across subgroups of women
(Table 4, page 299). Adolescents were more likely than
women aged 30 or older to attribute nonuse to ambivalence
about contraception or to fear that their parents would find
out they were having sex. Adolescents younger than 18 were
the most likely to indicate that unexpected sex was a rea-
son for nonuse but the least likely to indicate that partner
preferences were a reason. Adolescents aged 18–19 were
more likely than women aged 30 or older to cite concerns
about methods as a reason for nonuse. Women in their 20s
were less likely than older women to indicate that perceived
low risk was a reason for pregnancy.

Union status is an indicator of, among other things, fre-
quency and predictability of sexual intercourse, which are
likely to affect contraceptive use. For example, less-frequent
sexual activity may help explain why never-married and
previously married women were more likely than married
women to perceive themselves to be at low risk (35–36%
vs. 29%). Previously married and never-married women
also were more likely than married women to indicate that
unexpected or unwanted sex was a reason they were not
using a contraceptive method (33–40% vs. 17%). Never-

TABLE 2. Percentage distribution of women obtaining abortions, by contraceptive
use in the month of conception, and odds ratios from logistic regression analysis
predicting the likelihood of contraceptive nonuse—all according to selected charac-
teristics

Characteristic N Not using Using Total Odds 
ratio

Total Never Previously
used used

All 10,683 46.3 8.1 38.2 53.7 100.0 na

Age
<18 756 48.9* 18.5*** 30.4** 51.1 100.0 0.81
18–19 1,291 50.4** 11.9*** 38.6 49.6 100.0 1.07
20–24 3,570 46.7* 7.2 39.5 53.3 100.0 1.05
25–29 2,449 45.2 6.1 39.0 54.8 100.0 1.01
≥30 (ref) 2,617 44.1 6.5 37.5 55.9 100.0 1.00

Union status
Married (ref) 1,806 43.6 8.3 35.2 56.4 100.0 1.00
Cohabiting† 2,726 46.6 6.2* 40.4** 53.4 100.0 1.05
Previously married‡ 1,168 47.6 5.5** 42.1*** 52.4 100.0 1.20*
Never-married 4,983 46.8* 9.8 37.1 53.2 100.0 1.02

Poverty status§
<100% 2,876 52.3*** 11.2*** 41.1*** 47.7 100.0 1.14
100–199% 3,321 47.2*** 8.5*** 38.7** 52.8 100.0 1.09
200–299% 1,908 45.2** 7.4*** 37.8* 54.8 100.0 1.11
≥300% (ref) 2,578 39.6 5.0 34.6 60.4 100.0 1.00

Race/ethnicity
White (ref) 4,355 38.7 4.3 34.3 61.3 100.0 1.00
Black 3,353 51.9*** 8.0*** 43.9*** 48.1 100.0 1.65***
Hispanic 2,213 51.5*** 13.1*** 38.4* 48.5 100.0 1.45***
Other 762 50.4*** 16.6*** 33.8 49.6 100.0 1.66***

Education
<H.S. 2,105 54.2*** 16.3*** 37.9** 45.8 100.0 1.92***
H.S. graduate 3,336 51.6*** 8.6*** 42.9*** 48.4 100.0 1.66***
Some college 3,862 41.0* 4.5 36.4** 59.0 100.0 1.12
College graduate (ref) 1,380 37.0 4.9 32.1 63.0 100.0 1.00

Fertility intentions
Intend no (more)

children (ref) 2,765 45.6 6.3 39.3 54.4 100.0 1.00
Intend (more)

children 5,502 46.6 9.0*** 37.5 53.4 100.0 1.06
Do not know 2,416 46.5 8.3* 38.2 53.5 100.0 1.02

*p<.05. **p<.01. ***p<.001. †Based on single women only. ‡Includes separated women. §Percentage of feder-
al poverty level. Notes: Ns are unweighted. na=not applicable. ref=reference category for both t-tests and the
logistic regression analysis.


