Figure 1. Of abortions estimated as having occurred among U.S. women aged 15–44 in 1995,
percentage reported in Cycle 5 of the NSFG, by reporting procedure and year of abortion
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nual proportion of abortions reported is
only 48% in the main interview, 55% in the
self-report and 64% when the interview
and the self-reported data are combined.
Figure 1 also indicates that the level of reporting of abortions obtained over the years
tends to vary. Women were more likely to
report abortions that occurred prior to the
mid-1980s than to acknowledge those that
occurred later, regardless of the method of
reporting. Results not shown suggest that
the reporting of respondents aged 35–44 in
1995 of their earlier experiences did not difTable 1. Estimated percentage of abortions reported by women aged 15–44 in ﬁve cycles of
the NSFG, by year
NSFG cycle and year
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Cycle 2 (1976)*
1973
1974
1975

45
25
45
60

Cycle 3 (1982)
1979
1980
1981
1982

48
42
53
53
42

Cycle 4 (1988)
1984
1985
1986
1987

35
33
36
31
40

Cycle 5 (1995): interview only
1991
1992
1993
1994

45
42
47
43
48

Cycle 5 (1995): interview and
self-report combined
1991
1992
1993
1994

59
57
60
60
58

*Married women only. Source: For estimates for NSFG Cycles 2–4,
see reference 3.
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fer signiﬁcantly from their reporting of more
recent abortions, while younger women
tended to report their earlier abortion experiences more completely than their recent
abortions and to report the early abortions
more completely than did the older respondents. (The estimates for the younger
women prior to the mid-1980s, however, are
based on a small number of events, rendering those proportions unstable.) For more
recent abortions, older respondents appear
to have reported their experiences more
completely than younger respondents.
To assess changes in reporting of abortion in the NSFG over time, we compared
the percentage of abortions reported in
Cycle 5 with the percentages reported in
Cycles 2–4, focusing on abortions that occurred in the 3–4 years immediately preceding each survey. (The data from Cycle
4 exclude the abortion information from a
special self-administered questionnaire,
which referred only to abortions that occurred in the 12 months prior to the survey.)
As Table 1 shows, the percentage of
abortions reported in the main interview
of Cycle 5 for the four-year period as a
whole (45%) is comparable to the proportions reported in NSFG Cycles 2 (45%)
and 3 (48%), but it is 29% higher than the
proportion reported in Cycle 4 (35%). The
decrease between Cycles 3 and 4 in the
percentage of abortions reported might be
attributable to the changes in the Cycle 4
survey questions related to pregnancy and
induced abortion, which made it easier for
a woman to underreport her abortion experiences,19 and to the politically charged
atmosphere surrounding abortion at the
time of the 1988 survey.
The increase in the proportion of abortions reported in the Cycle 5 main inter-

view over the proportion reported in Cycle
4 may be due in part to the newly introduced CAPI procedure. The monetary incentives offered to respondents in Cycle 5
could also have helped improve reporting
of abortions, probably by creating a greater
sense of obligation to provide honest answers.20 The self-report procedure helped
to boost the overall proportion of abortions
reported in Cycle 5 to 59%, higher than the
proportion in any past NSFG.
Reporting by Subgroups of Women
In Table 2 (page 132) we compare the level
of abortion reporting attained through different survey methods in Cycle 5 across
subgroups of women for the period
1991–1994. During this four-year period,
an estimated six million abortions occurred in the United States. However, the
total weighted number of abortions in
1991–1994 reported in the main interview
by Cycle 5 respondents was only 2.7 million, 45% of the estimated total.
Abortion reporting in the main interview
varied substantially across subgroups of
women, ranging from 31% to 63% of the actual number of abortions.* For example, at
least 50% of actual abortions were reported during the main interview by women
who were younger than 20 or older than 35
at the time of abortion, those who were
married at the time of their abortion, those
with incomes at or above 200% of the
poverty level, women with no reported religion, and those aged 25 or older who had
not graduated from high school. In contrast, 40% or fewer of actual abortions were
reported in the main interview by women
who were aged 25–29 or never-married at
the time of their abortion, women with incomes below 200% of the poverty level,
Catholic women and black women.
When the abortions reported during the
main interview and those acknowledged
during the self-report were combined,
59% of estimated actual abortions were reported in Cycle 5.† That proportion varied substantially across subgroups, rang*Although the level of reporting for the racial group
“other” was high (74%), it is based on too few cases to
provide reliable results.
†The total weighted number of abortions estimated based
on the combined reporting for the four-year period
1991–1994 is 3.5 million, slightly more than the 3.3 million in the NSFG Cycle 5 user guide (National Center for
Health Statistics [NCHS]), Public Use Data File Documentation, NSFG Cycle 5: 1995, Users’ Guide, Hyattsville,
MD: NCHS, 1995, p. 18). The latter estimate is based on
the number of abortions reported by respondents in either the main interview or the self-report (whichever was
larger), whereas our estimate was based on the number
of abortions reported in one or both sources (which could
be larger than either source alone).
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