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THE TYPICAL PATIENT .. .

Is Already a Mother.

Is in Her Late 20s.

Attended Some College.

Has a Low Income.

Is Unmarried.

Is in Her First 6 Weeks of Pregnancy.

Is Having Her First Abortion.

Lives in a Blue State.

By Margot Sanger-Katz, Claire Cain Miller and Quoctrung Bui Dec. 14, 2021

Who Gets Abortions in America?

https://www.nytimes.com/
https://www.nytimes.com/by/margot-sanger-katz
https://www.nytimes.com/by/claire-cain-miller
https://www.nytimes.com/by/quoctrung-bui


1/26/22, 9:46 AMWho Gets Abortions in America? - The New York Times

Page 2 of 12https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2021/12/14/upshot/who-gets-a…&segment_id=76920&te=1&user_id=0b772a470e5c443d7bb2f7a19ee81474

The portrait of abortion in the United States has changed with

society. Today, teenagers are having far fewer abortions, and

abortion patients are most likely to already be mothers. Although

there’s a lot of debate over gestational cutoffs, nearly half of

abortions happen in the first six weeks of pregnancy, and nearly all

in the first trimester.

The typical patient, in addition to having children, is poor; is

unmarried and in her late 20s; has some college education; and is

very early in pregnancy. But in the reproductive lives of women

(and transgender and nonbinary people who can become

pregnant) across America, abortion is not uncommon. The latest

estimate, from the Guttmacher Institute, a reproductive health

research group that supports abortion rights, found that 25 percent

of women will have an abortion by the end of their childbearing

years.

“There isn’t one monolith demographic who get abortions,” Ushma

Upadhyay, a professor with Advancing New Standards in

Reproductive Health at the University of California, San Francisco,

said. “The same people who become pregnant and give birth are

the same people who have abortions at different points in their

lives.”

Abortions are declining steadily

Abortion rate, 1973 to 2017

30 abortions per 1,000 women

20

https://ajph.aphapublications.org/doi/10.2105/AJPH.2017.304042
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Note: Rates are for women age 15 to 44. Source: Guttmacher Institute

As heated as the issue has become in recent years, the abortion

rate, calculated among women ages 15 to 44, has been falling.

Americans are having half as many abortions as 30 years ago.

Researchers say a variety of factors — including better

contraceptive use and less sex among teenagers — is leading to

fewer unintended pregnancies.

The data offers a broad outline of abortion in the United States

today — and who may be most affected if Roe v. Wade is

diminished or overturned by the Supreme Court.

Is Already a Mother

PREVIOUS CHILDREN
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One or more

Source: C.D.C.
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Six in 10 women who have abortions are already mothers, and half

of them have two or more children, according to 2019 data from the

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. “One of the main

reasons people report wanting to have an abortion is so they can be

a better parent to the kids they already have,” Professor Upadhyay

said.

Is in Her First Trimester

GESTATION

Within 6 weeks

7 to 9 weeks

10 to 13 weeks

14 to 15 weeks

16 weeks or more

Source: C.D.C.

Much of the political debate about abortion in America focuses on

abortions performed late in pregnancy, but the overwhelming

majority of them occur in the first trimester. Forty-three percent of

all abortions occur in the first six weeks of pregnancy, and 92

percent in the first 13 weeks.

In 1973, the Roe decision provided a constitutional right to abortion

before fetal viability, around 23 weeks. If it’s overturned, at least 22

states are likely to ban abortions altogether, or much earlier in

pregnancy.

43%

36%

13%

3%

4%

https://www.nytimes.com/2021/12/01/us/politics/roe-wade-supreme-court.html
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The Mississippi law before the Supreme Court concerns a ban on

abortions after 15 weeks. In the 47 states with available data, about

21,500 women a year, accounting for 4 percent of American

abortions, had the procedure after that time. The women who

receive later abortions are more likely to be poor or young or to

have serious health complications.

During oral arguments on the Mississippi case, Chief Justice John

Roberts seemed interested in changing the legal standard to

protect some abortion rights but allow a limit like 15 weeks. No

other justice appeared interested in the solution, and lawyers on

both sides declined to suggest how a compromise could work

legally.

Is in Her Late 20s

AGE

Teen

20 to 24

25 to 29

30 to 34

35 or older

Source: C.D.C.

A majority of abortion patients are in their 20s. Just 9 percent are

under 20, and around a third are over 30. Teenagers used to make

up a higher share, but there has been a sharp decline in teen

pregnancy in the United States, starting in 1991, and a

9%

28%

29%

20%

15%
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corresponding drop in abortions among teenagers. Today,

American women of all demographics are having children later in

life.

Abortions as a share of pregnacies, 1973-2017

Source: Guttmacher Institute

ADVERTISEMENT

Has Attended Some College

EDUCATION

No high school degree

High school

Some college

40%

30%

Under 20

20%

20 to 29

40 and
older

30 to 3910%

1975 1980 1985 1990 1995 2000 2005 2010 2015

9%

27%

https://www.nytimes.com/2021/06/16/us/declining-birthrate-motherhood.html


1/26/22, 9:46 AMWho Gets Abortions in America? - The New York Times

Page 7 of 12https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2021/12/14/upshot/who-gets-a…&segment_id=76920&te=1&user_id=0b772a470e5c443d7bb2f7a19ee81474

College graduate

Source: Guttmacher Institute

Increasingly, women say they are delaying having children until

they can finish school, establish a career and support themselves.

The share of women attending college is climbing rapidly. For

women who do not feel they have many educational or career

opportunities, early parenthood is often embraced as a primary

route to fulfillment, social science research has found.

Has a Low Income

INCOME, AS A PERCENTAGE OF THE POVERTY LINE

Below poverty level

Up to twice poverty level

More than twice poverty level

Source: Guttmacher Institute

About half of women who had an abortion in 2014 were below the

poverty line, with another quarter very close to poverty.

Guttmacher surveys show low-income women have been a

growing share of abortion patients in recent decades. Several

smaller studies of abortion patients have shown similar results.

Researchers say this shift reflects improved access to effective

contraception among higher-earning women, and a recognition of

the growing costs of raising children among poorer women. It may

also reflect the growing presence of charities that help poor women

pay for abortions in states where public programs don’t.

41%

23%

49%

26%

25%
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“It’s people who don’t have access to health care, access to

contraception, who, when facing an unintended pregnancy, don’t

have the resources to have another child,” said Rachel Jones, a

principal research scientist at Guttmacher.

ADVERTISEMENT

Has Not Had a Previous Abortion

PREVIOUS ABORTION

None

One

Two

Three

Source: C.D.C.

Six in 10 women who have an abortion are having one for the first

time. Another quarter have had one previous abortion. Less than a

fifth have had two or more. “It’s simply not the case that abortion is

something large numbers of people turn to as a form of birth

control,” said Caitlin Knowles Myers, an economist at Middlebury

who studies reproductive health.

Is Unmarried

MARITAL STATUS

Married

Cohabitating

58%

24%

11%

8%

14%
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Never married, single

Previously married, single

Source: Guttmacher Institute

Nearly half of those who have abortions are single. A third are

living with a partner, and 14 percent are married. Cohabiting but

unmarried people are overrepresented in abortion numbers, while

married people are underrepresented, based on their share of the

population. One of the groups with the largest declines in

unintended pregnancies and in birth rate in recent years are

unmarried mothers, according to data analysis by Professor

Myers.

ADVERTISEMENT

Had a Surgical Abortion

METHOD

Surgical

Medical

Source: C.D.C.

Women seeking abortions early in their pregnancies have two

options: a surgical abortion or a medical one, in which they can

take pills that cause a miscarriage.

31%

46%

9%

56%

44%

https://www.nytimes.com/2021/06/16/us/declining-birthrate-motherhood.html
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Medical abortions are a growing share. In 2019, about 44 percent of

women who sought abortions in clinics before 10 weeks of

pregnancy chose pills. (The share of women who use medication

abortion is probably higher, because the C.D.C. data excludes

California, which has a higher share of medication abortions than

other states.) The Food and Drug Administration is considering

regulatory changes that would make it easier for more doctors to

prescribe the pills. If that happens, they may become an even

larger share of the total.

Abortions late in pregnancy or among women with serious medical

complications sometimes involve other types of surgery. These

procedures represent much less than one percent of all abortions.

Lives in a Blue State

BY 2020 PRESIDENTIAL ELECTION RESULT

Voted for Biden

Voted for Trump

Source: C.D.C.

The states with the highest share of women who obtained

abortions in 2019 were Democratic-leaning. That may reflect

differences in abortion access, and the cultural acceptance of

abortion in some regions. In some Republican-leaning states,

abortion is already inaccessible to much of the population. In

Missouri, Mississippi, North Dakota and South Dakota, there is

only one clinic per state, and for some people it’s not feasible to

travel far to reach one.

68%

32%

https://www.nytimes.com/2019/09/20/upshot/abortion-pills-rising-use.html
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“The same states that restrict access to abortion also have

restrictions or increased barriers to contraception,” Professor

Upadhyay said.

Abortion rates, by state

Note: Rates are for women age 15 to 44. Source: Guttmacher Institute

Still, the recent declines in the abortion rate have been larger in

states with widespread abortion access than in those that have

added restrictions, where abortions were more likely to have

increased, Dr. Jones said. The declines in Democratic states may

be in part because of increased access to contraception and other

health care, leading to fewer unplanned pregnancies, she noted.
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Around 33 percent of abortions are performed in the 22 states that

would be likely to ban abortion if Roe were overturned. There

would be fewer abortions in those states post-Roe. But some of

those women would travel out of state, and some would end their

pregnancies using extralegal means.

Methodology

The data, from the C.D.C. and the Guttmacher Institute, is incomplete. The C.D.C., whose most

recent statistics are from 2019, does not collect data from California, Maryland and New

Hampshire. The data from Guttmacher, which collects more complete information from people

obtaining abortions as well as clinics, was last updated in 2014. The data covers legal

abortions administered by licensed medical providers, and misses a small but growing share of

“self-managed abortions” via pills purchased outside the country.

We did not include measures of race in this article because such C.D.C. data is less complete

than for other measures, omitting information from 20 states. That data from those states

suggests that just over a third of women who obtain abortions are Black, and another third are

white. A 2014 survey from Guttmacher of a more nationally representative population of

patients also found that Black women were overrepresented relative to their share of the

population, which is around 13 percent, but found they made up a smaller share of abortion

patients, at less than 30 percent.

Pregnancies are assumed to be the sum of the number of births, abortions and miscarriages.

Since nationwide estimates of miscarriages do not exist, the Guttmacher institute imputes the

figure as the sum of 20 percent of births and 10 percent of abortions.

Jugal K. Patel contributed graphics

Correction: Dec. 14, 2021

A chart with an earlier version of this article misstated the estimated percentage of abortions

performed after 15 weeks. It is 4 percent, not 5 percent. 

https://www.nytimes.com/2021/12/05/upshot/abortion-without-roe-wade.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/09/20/upshot/abortion-pills-rising-use.html

