
300 Perspectives on Sexual and Reproductive Health

Use of Emergency Contraceptive Pills
In 2000, 1.3% of women having abortions reported hav-
ing taken emergency contraceptive pills to prevent the preg-
nancy. Thirty-five percent of women who had taken emer-
gency contraceptive pills had not used any birth control
method in the month they became pregnant. Sixty-five
percent of those who had used emergency contraceptive
pills had done so as a backup to contraception—11% had
been taking the pill;* 40% had been using condoms (17%
reported inconsistent use and 23% breakage or slippage);
and 14% had been using other methods.

Although most women who had used emergency con-
traceptives had done so for backup, they accounted for only
a small proportion of women who reported problems

related to condom or pill use: Just 3% of women who had
experienced condom breakage or slippage and 2% of in-
consistent condom users had relied on emergency con-
traception as a backup method. Among women who had
taken the pill inconsistently, fewer than 1% had also taken
emergency contraceptive pills (although 28% had used an-
other backup method, such as condoms or withdrawal).

Trussell and colleagues have estimated that for each preg-
nancy that occurs after use of emergency contraceptive pills,
three pregnancies are prevented.13 In 2000, 1.3 million abor-
tions were performed in the United States.14 If 17,000 (1.3%)†

pregnancies that ended in abortion occurred after the use
of emergency contraceptive pills, approximately 51,000 preg-
nancies that would have ended in abortion were prevent-
ed. By comparison, only 0.1%, or 1,400, of the 1.4 million
abortions in 1994 occurred after use of oral emergency con-
traceptives, and about 4,000 abortions were prevented by
their use. The increase in the use of emergency contracep-
tive pills may account for a significant part of the recent re-
duction in abortions nationally: The number of abortions
in 2000 was 110,000 fewer than in 1994, and an estimated
47,000 more abortions were prevented by emergency con-
traception in 2000 than in 1994; thus, emergency contra-
ception could account for 43% of the decrease in abortions.

Contraceptive Use Among U.S. Women Having Abortions

TABLE 5. Percentage distribution of women obtaining abortions, by contraceptive use
and method used in the month of conception, according to selected characteristics

Characteristic Using Not Total
using

Any Pill Male Other
method condom

All 53.7 13.6 27.6 12.5 46.3 100.0

Age
<18 51.1 8.8* 35.3*** 7.1*** 48.9 100.0
18–19 49.6 12.1 28.2 9.4*** 50.4 100.0
20–24 53.3 15.4*** 27.5 10.3*** 46.7 100.0
25–29 54.8 15.0** 26.5 13.3*** 45.2 100.0
≥30 (ref) 55.9 12.0 26.1 17.9 44.1 100.0

Union status
Married (ref) 56.4 13.3 25.6 17.5 43.6 100.0
Cohabiting† 53.4 16.9** 24.0 12.5*** 46.6 100.0
Previously married‡ 52.4 12.3 26.8 13.4** 47.6 100.0
Never-married 53.2 12.2 30.4** 10.5*** 46.8 100.0

Poverty status§
<100% 47.7 12.7*** 25.1** 9.9*** 52.3 100.0
100–199% 52.8 12.8*** 27.7 12.3** 47.2 100.0
200–299% 54.8 13.2* 28.7 12.9* 45.2 100.0
≥300% (ref) 60.4 15.8 29.3 15.4 39.6 100.0

Race/ethnicity
White (ref) 61.3 16.7 30.1 14.5 38.7 100.0
Black 48.1 11.4*** 26.9* 9.8*** 51.9 100.0
Hispanic 48.5 12.4*** 23.3*** 12.9 51.5 100.0
Other 49.6 9.0*** 27.7 12.9 50.4 100.0

Education
<H.S. 45.8 10.2*** 26.2 9.4*** 54.2 100.0
H.S. graduate 48.4 12.8 25.2** 10.5*** 51.6 100.0
Some college 59.0 15.8 29.4 13.8*** 41.0 100.0
College graduate (ref) 63.0 14.7 29.9 18.5 37.0 100.0

Fertility intentions
Intend no (more)

children (ref) 54.4 12.9 27.2 14.3 45.6 100.0
Intend (more) children 53.4 13.5 28.3 11.5** 46.6 100.0
Do not know 53.5 14.6 26.1 12.8 46.5 100.0

*p<.05. **p<.01. ***p<.001. †Based on single women only. ‡Includes separated women. §Percentage of feder-
al poverty level. Note: ref=reference category.

*The item asking about last method used did not include emergency con-
traceptive pills as a response category. Rather, all women were asked in a
subsequent item whether they had used emergency contraceptive pills
to prevent the current pregnancy. Some women who indicated both use
of emergency contraception and pill use may have used only emergency
contraceptive pills.

†The 95% confidence interval around the 1.3% estimate is 1.0–1.6%, and
13,000–21,000 abortions may have occurred after the use of emergency
contraception.

TABLE 6. Percentages of pill and condom users obtaining
abortions, by perceived reasons for pregnancy

Reason %

PILL USERS (N=1,458)
Perfect use/method failed 12.7

Inconsistent use 75.9
Forgot to take pills 45.1
Away from home and didn’t have pills 15.9
Ran out of supplies 10.3
Sick 7.7
Didn’t think I would have sex again 2.1
Didn’t feel like taking pills 1.6
Partner didn’t want me to take 0.3
Thought I might want to get pregnant 0.2
Other reason 3.6

Other† 14.9

CONDOM USERS (N=2,945)
Perfect use/method failed 13.5

Inconsistent use 49.3
Didn’t think I would get pregnant 20.4
Didn’t have it with me 14.3
Not expecting to have sex 12.8
Forgot 7.1
Didn’t feel like using 5.6
Partner didn’t feel like using 3.5
Partner was supposed to bring 1.0
Partner wanted me to get pregnant 1.0
I was forced to have sex 0.5
Thought I might want to get pregnant 0.5
Didn’t care if I got pregnant 0.3
Other reason 1.8

Condom broke/slipped 41.6

Other‡ 3.2

†Included use with other drugs or antibiotics, absorption problems (vomiting
or diarrhea), change of pill or dose, and not finishing first pack. ‡Included in-
correct use and use of lambskin condoms and expired condoms. Note: Users
could indicate more than one reason for imperfect use.


