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Introduction 
 
This chart book is an initial exploration of the demographics of abortion in America. 
These “maps” of the background patterns of abortion in the U.S. are drawn from the 
combined data for the years 2006-2010 in the National Survey of Family Growth 
(NSFG).  
 
Today, “only” one in six women has had an abortion (page 6), and “only” one fifth of 
those who have ever been pregnant have procured an abortion (page 7). Most women 
who have ever aborted have had only one abortion (page 8) and are quite young when 
they obtain their first abortion; nearly half of first abortions are to teenagers and 80 
percent are to those 24 or younger (page 10). 
 
Abortion is less prevalent within some demographic subsets than others. The abortion 
rate among women born outside the United States is lower than that among their U.S.-
born counterparts (page 17). Abortion is least prevalent among Hispanic women, when 
women are broken down by ethnicity, whereas it is most prevalent among African-
American women (page 21). 
 
The abortion rate does not vary significantly across income groups (page 24). The data 
suggested no clear relationship between abortion and educational attainment, though 
the lowest percentage of women who have had an abortion is among women who have a 
ninth grade education or less and the highest percentage is among women who have 
“some college” education (page 26). 
 
When the statistics are broken down by family structure, abortion is rarest among 
women who grew up in an always-intact family: 16 percent vs. 26 percent (page 29). 
 
Abortion is more common among women who have been pregnant but never been 
married than among women who have been pregnant but who have ever been married 
(page 36). The percentage of women who have had an abortion is higher among those 
separated, divorced or never married than among those currently married (page 38). 
 
Eighty-three percent of women who have had an abortion have cohabited at some time 
(page 41), and the fraction of women aborting increased within each category, as the 
number of cohabiting relationships increased (page 42). 
 
The fraction of aborting women is nearly twice as high among women who have had 
children out of wedlock as among women who have had all their children in wedlock 
(page 45). A smaller fraction of women with three or more in-wedlock births had ever 
aborted than women with two in-wedlock births, and a smaller fraction of women with 
three or more or two in-wedlock births had ever aborted than women with one in-
wedlock birth (page 47). 
 
Almost 20 percent more women who never worship have procured one or more abortions 
than women who worship weekly or more than weekly (page 50). About 68 percent of 
women who had one or more abortions now consider religion very or somewhat 
important in their daily life (page 51). The survey does not permit an estimate of the 
importance of religion at the time the abortion(s) took place 
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A lower fraction of women who defer intercourse have abortions than women who have 
an early sexual debut. Thirty-four to 38 percent of women who became sexually active 
as young girls (aged 12, 13, or 14) have had an abortion, while “only” 6 percent of 
women who had their first intercourse at age 20 or later have had an abortion (page 55). 
 
The fraction of women aborting is far larger among women with multiple sexual 
partners than among monogamous women. Forty to 50 percent of women who have 10 
or more (male) sexual partners have had an abortion, while “only” 6 percent of those 
who are monogamous (one male sexual partner) have had an abortion (page 58). Almost 
90 percent of abortions are procured by women who have had three or more (male) 
sexual partners (pages 56, 57). 
 
Contraception seems not to preclude the “need” for abortion: 99 percent of all women 
who have had an abortion have used contraception at some point (page 60). Those who 
have ever used contraception abort at twice the rate of those who have not (page 61). 
 
The data make it clear that more women who procure abortions exhibit such behaviors 
as early first sexual intercourse, intercourse with greater numbers of sexual partners, 
contraceptive use and low religious attendance. 
 
It is the hope of the authors that this initial exploration of the demographics of abortion 
will lead to a more comprehensive research strategy on abortion’s antecedents and 
effects. 
 
 
 
Patrick F. Fagan, Ph.D. 
 
Scott Talkington, Ph.D. 
 
MARRI, The Marriage and Religion Research Institute�
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Appendix: Notes on the National Survey of 
Family Growth (NSFG) 

 
The 2006-2010 National Survey of Family Growth (NSFG) is a large national survey of over 
20,000 respondents procured by National Center for Health Statistics (NCHS), which is part of 
the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC). The population included in this analysis 
is the female population aged 15 to 44, which consists of 12,279 respondents. (There is a parallel 
section of the survey restricted to men.) Regarding our use of the data, a few observations are in 
order: 
 
This survey, like many before it, underrepresents abortion. The prevalence of abortion is likely 
higher than represented in all datasets, but this survey is the best available and the closest 
approximation of abortion’s demographics. 
 
A typical survey question elicits valid responses as well as non-responses and, in some cases, a 
response of “don’t know” or “don’t care.” This is also true of this 2006-2010 NSFG. In some 
surveys, a small number of responses might necessitate interpreting the results of value 
questions as “neutral,” in order to maintain their credibility. However, because the NSFG uses a 
very large sample, including oversamples (extra respondents) for some demographics, we chose 
to simply exclude any such “none” or “don’t know” responses from our analysis. We also 
excluded people for whom a given question was not relevant. For instance, we omitted those 
who had never engaged in sexual intercourse from questions about sexual experience, pregnancy, 
etc. 
 
The other consideration that deserves mention is the employment of “weights.” Since some 
demographics were oversampled (to provide statistically meaningful results for some smaller 
demographics), rather than exclude these “oversample” respondents from analysis, we “weighted” 
them according to their expected frequency in the general population. The results of this 
adjustment for both point and significance estimates were then normalized back to the survey 
sample size so that frequencies and percentages would make sense to the lay reader. The weights 
used in all cases were those suggested by the Bureau of Labor Statistics, which compiled the 
survey. 
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