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ARTICLES

Parental Involvement
In Minors’ Abortion Decisions

By Stanley K. Henshaw and Kathryn Kost

Ina 1991 study based on a nationally representative sample of more than 1,500 unmarried mi-
nors having an abortion, 61% of the respondents said that one or both of their parents (usually
the mother) knew about the abortion. Only 26% of the respondents said their father knew about
the abortion; furthermore, 57% of the mothers who knew about their daughter’s pregnancy did
not tell her father. In this study, which was conducted in states without parental invoivement laws
in effect, about 75% ol the parents who knew about the pregnancy had been told by the daugh-
ter hersell, and the great majority supported their daughter’s decision to have an abortion. Among
the minors whose parents found out without being told by the minor, 18% said their parents were
forcing them fo have an abortion and 6% reported physical violence, being forced to leave home
or damage 1o their parents’ heaith. Minors who did not tell their parents were disproportionately
older (aged 16 or 17), white and employed. The minors’ most common reasons for not telling
their parents were wanting to preserve their refationship with their parents and wanting to pro-
tect the parents from siress and contlict. Of those who did not tell their parents, 30% had expe-

rienced violence in their family, feared that violence would occur or were afraid of being forced

fo leave home. Among minors whose parants were unaware of the pregnancy, all consulted some-
one other than clinic staff about the abortion; most frequently, they consuited their boyfriend (89%),

an adult (52%) or a professional (22%).

{Family Planning Perspectives, 24:196, 1992)

ach year about 7% of all U.S. wom-

en aged 15-17 some 400,000 wom-

en, have a birth, abortion or mis-
carriage.! In 1988 172,000 young women
aged 17 or younger—41% of those whose
pregnancy did not end in a spontaneous
miscarriage—obtained an abortion.? De-
spite these large numbers, only a few stud-
ies have examined the decisions made by
pregnant adolescents to determine the fac-
tors associated with the choice of birth or
abortion, the pressures acting on the ado-
lescents, and the roles played by parents
and other adults.

Some studies have found that pregnant
adolescents are more likely to abort their
pregnancy if they have high educational
achievements or aspirations,? and one
study has found that the educational level
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among the mothers of adolescents who
havean abortion is higher than thatamong
the mothers of those who give birth!
Robert Blum and Michael Resnick have re-
ported that adolescents who choose abor-
tion have a better ability to conceptualize
the future, a greater feeling of control over
life, less arudety and a less traditional view
of female sex roles than do those who de-
cide on childbirth.5 An investigation of de-
dsion-making competence among women
seeking a pregnancy test fourdd that among
those considering an  abortion, women
younger than 18 appeared as competent
as legal adults aged 18-21.%

In a study of 432 unmarried women
younger than 18 who had an unintended
pregnancy ending in birth or abortion,
Raye Hudson Rosen found that 57% in-
volved their parents, usually their moth-
er, in the pregnancy resolution decision;
this proportion was about the same
among those who had an abortion as it
was among those who continued the preg-
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nancy. Male partners had more influence
on the decision of adolescents who de-
cided to have and keep the baby than on
those who had an abortion. The adoles-
cents who were most likely to consult their
parents were those who had difficuity
making the decision.’”

Studies of parent-child communication
about sexual issues have found that such
communication is often limited. In a re-
view of 15 studies on the family’s role in
adolescent sexual behavior, Greer Litton
Fox reported that none found that parents
were a major source of information about
sex for a majority of respondents.®

Of a sample of pregnant inner-city black
minors in Baltimore, 91% said that they
consulted a parent or surrogate parent be-
fore the outcome decision; the proportion
was about the same for those who con-
tinued the pregnancy as for those who had
an abortion.®

In a national survey of 1,170 uninarried
minors having an abortion in 1979-1980,
Aida Torres and colleagues found that
55% said that their parents knew they
were having an abortion; the younger the
minor, the more likely her parents were to
know. Informing parents was more com-
mon among minors who had discussed
birth control with their parents before they
became pregnant.’®

The purpose of this study is to obtaina
deeper understanding of how unmarried
minors who have induced abortions ini-
tially react to their pregnancy and how
they arrive at the decision to have an abor-
tion. The study focuses on the following
topics: the minors’ initial feelings about
their pregnancy; the proportion who, in
the absence of legal requirements, consult
their parents, and the proportion of par-
ents who find out about the pregnancy in
other ways; the reasons minors do or do
not consult their parents; the reactions of
parents when they discover their daugh-
ter is pregnant and the consequences of
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this discovery; parental and other pres-
sures to continue or terminate the preg-
nancy; the characteristics of minors who
choose not to involve their parents; and
other aspects of the process by which
pregnant minors choose abortion and
carry out that decision.

The questions of parental consultation
and the needs of pregnant adolescents have
practical importance because of proposals
in state legislatures and in Congress to re-
quire parental involvement or court au-
. thorization for unemancipated minors to
obtain abortions. As of August 1992, the
consent of one or both parents was required
in 10 states, and notification of one or both
parents was required in an additional nine
states.* Seventeen more states have passed
parental involvement laws that have been
enjoined by the courts or are not enforced
for other reasons.t The laws have various
stated purposes, among which are en-
couragement of family communication and
assurance that minors who have an abor-
tion receive adult guidance.

In all of the states with parental in-
volvement laws except Utah and Idaho,
minors can avoid parental involvement if
they demonstrate to a court that they are
mature enough to make an informed de-
cision or that the abortion would be in
their best interest.} Access to courts and
to impartial judges may be difficult, how-
ever. In 1985 the latest year for which data
are available, about 40,000 minors ob-
tained an abortion in the 19 states that now
have such laws in effect, and about 140,000
did so in other states."

This study was designed to examine the
“natural” behavior of pregnant minors and
to determine whom they consulted in the
absence of legal constraints; thus, it was
limited to minors having an abortion in
states without parental notification re-
quirements in effect. A study assessing the

actual impact of parental involvement laws |

through comparisons between minors in
states with restrictions and those in states
without restrictions would be valuable but
would require a much larger sample than
was possible in our study, as well as accu-
rate coverage of minors who travel from re-
strictive to nonrestrictive states to obtain
abortions. A complete study of pregnancy
decision-making that included minors who
continued their pregnancy would also be
valuable; this, too, was impossible, given
the available resources.

Methods

We used a self-administered Honnaire
distributed in abortion facilities to collect
data on minors having an abortion in
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states without parental notification re-
quirements. (The questionnaire had been
extensively pretested in six clinics to as-
sure that the questions were understood
and would provide the necessary infor-
mation.) All facilities were in states that
had no parental involvement require-
ments in effect as of September 1990 and
were not expected to have restrictions in
effect within the next nine months.§ From
a master list maintained by The Alan
Guttmacher Institute (AGI) of all abortion
providers, we drew a sample of nonhos-
pital clinics and physicians’ offices where
1,000 or more abortions had been per-
formed in 1988. Nationally, such facilities
accounted for 75% of all abortions that
year.'? The sample was stratified by the
country’s nine census divisions.

Of the 81 facilities approached to field
the survey, two were no longer providing
abortion services and 26 refused to par-
ticipate or were unable to give a definite
acceptance. Seven more agreed to partic-
ipate but could not, because they were
temporarily closed or for other reasons.
This left 46 facilities that provided usable
questionnaires. Each fadility was instruct-
ed to give the questionnaire, which was
available in both English and Spanish, to
all unmarried patients younger than 18
who received an abortion during a 12-
week period between December 1990 and
June 1991. All patients were informed that
participation was voluntary and that fail-
ure to participate would not affect the care
they would receive,

Of the 1,793 patients seen in these facil-
ities during the study period, 8% did not
receive the questionnaire because of ad-
ministrative oversight or because there
was not enough time for the patient to
complete it, and 1% were too physically
uncomfortable to respond or were unable
to answer because of a language problem.
Of the remaining 1,624 patients, 94% re-
turned a usable questionnaire.

To evaluate how representative the
sample was, we used state and national
abortion statistics to estimate the propor-
tion of nonwhites among minors having
an abortion in the study states. The re-
sulting estimate (35%) was higher than the
proportion among the sample respon-
dents (26%), so the respondents were
weighted to adjust the racial proportions
to the external estimate. Weights were cho-
sen to sum to the actual sample total of
1,519. Except for data included in the re-
gressions, all data shown in tables are
weighted. With the exception of Table 4,
the tables do not show significance be-
cause of the numerous possible compar-
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isons; differences are mentioned in the text
only if they are statistically significant at
the .05 Jevel, taking into account the effect
of weighting, which reduced the effective
sample size by an estimated 6%.

The age distribution of the weighted
sample of respondents is close to that found
in national data collected by the Centers for
Disease Control."® The sample was also
compared with 1,115 unmarried minors in
a national survey of 9480 abortion patients
conducted by AGI in 1987 . There were,
at most, only small differences between the
two studies in the weighted percentage dis-
tributions by age, employment, religion, re-
ceipt of Medicaid, and prior births and
abortions. The demographic composition
of our sample (weighted by race) is there-
fore nationally representative of all minors
having an abortion, even though the sam-
ple was drawn only from states without
parental involvement requirements.

Results
Minors Having an Abortion
Table 1 (page 198) provides a picture,
based on the survey results, of unmarried
minors who have an abortion. Although
the respondents ranged in age from 12 to
17 years, 74% were either 16 or 17 years
old, and only 8% were younger than 15.
More than half were non-Hispanic whites,
30% were black, 12% were Hispanic (1%
nonwhite, 11% white) and 4% were Asian
or of another race.

Only 38% of the minors lived with both
biological parents; 46% lived with their
mother but not their father, 5% lived with

*The states that require consent of one or both parents
are Alabama, Indiana, Louisiana, Massachusetts, Mis-
souri, North Dakota, Rhode Island, South Carolina, Wis-
consin and Wyoming. Those requiring notification of one
or both parents are Arkansas, Georgia, Idaho, Kansas,
Minnesota, Nebraska, Ohio, Utah and West Virginia. In
addition, Maryland has passed a law providing for one-
parent notification with physician and court bypass; it
is scheduled to be submitted to voter referendum in No-
vember 1992. For a detailed analysis of parental in-
voivement laws, see P. Donovan, Our Daughters’ Deci-
sions: The Conflict in State Law on Abortion and Other Issues,
The Alar Guttmacher Institute, New York, 1952.

1States with laws that are enjoined or are not being en-
forced are Alaska, Arizona, California, Colorado, Dela-
ware, Florids, fllinois, Kentucky, Maryland, Michigan,
Mississippi, Montana, Nevada, New Mexico, Pennsyl-
vania, South Dakota and Tennessee.

jSome statutes state that abortion without parental in-
valvement must be in the minor s best interest and some
that parental involvement must not be in her best interest.

§The sample was drawn from abortion facilities in the
District of Columbia and the following states: Alaska,
Arizona, California, Colorado, Cannecticut, Delaware,
Florida, Hawaii, lllinois, lowa, Kansas, Kentucky, Maine,
Maryland, Nebraska, Nevada, New Hampshire, New Jer-
sey, New Mexico, New York, North Carolina, Oklahoma,
Oregon, Pennsylvania, South Dakota, Tennessee, Texas,
Vermont, Virginia, Washington and Wisconsin.
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their father but not their mother, and 12%
lived with neither. Ten percent lived with
a parent and stepparent; these minors were
incduded with the 51% who lived with only
one parent. Parental involvement laws
usually refer only to “parents” and “guard-
ians” and not to stepparents; thus, step-
parents were not treated as parents in this
study. Respondents presumably under-
stood the terms “mother” and “father” to
refer to their biological or adoptive parents,
because many questions provided for sep-
arate answers for stepparents.

Although 17% of the respondents did
not live with their mother, most had some
contact with her; only 2% said that they
did not know how to contact her, that they
communicated with her less than once a
year, or that she had died (not shown). In
contrast, 10% did not know how to con-
tact their father, another 8% said they com-
municated with him less than once a year,
and 5% said he was deceased, for a total
of 23% who had virtually no contact with
their father. An additional 6% communi-
cated with their father less than once a
month but at least once a year.

At the time of the survey, 31% of the mi-
nors were working full-time or part-time,
and 32% had never been employed. They
appeared to represent all socioeconomic
classes. Atleast 19% of the households in
which the minors lived received some
form of public assistance or Medicaid.
Twenty-six percent of their mothers had
not graduated from high school, while
44% had attended college.

Forty-four percent of the minors iden-
tified their religion as Protestant and 30%
as Catholic; 17% were born-again or evan-
gelical Christians. These percentages are
roughly similar to those found for women
of all ages in an earlier national survey of
abortion patients.!> Seventy percent of the
minors said that attended church ser-
vices; 27% did so every week. Sixty-three
percent reported that their mother at-
tended services.

One minor in five had been pregnant
previously, including 9% who had given
birth. Among those who had had one or
more prior pregnancies, 53% reported
having had an abortion, 41% a birth and
12% a miscarriage,

Minors and Their Parents

To put into context the minor’s and her
family’s responses to a pregnancy, we in-
cluded in the questionnaire a number of

*The questions on cl and communication with
parents were adapted, with permission, from questions
developed by M. Resnick, R. Blum and T. Stark, Ado-
lescent Heelth Program, University of Minnesota.
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items about the minor’s relationship with
her parents and about her perception of
their attitude toward her sexual behavior.*
As Table 2 shows, 49% of the respondents
said that they were “very close” to their
mother, and an additional 37% that they
were “somewhat close." Only 20% of the,
respondents reported a “very close” rela-
tionship with their father.

Although half of the teenagers said they
felt very close to their mother, only 24%
said they could talk “very freely” with her
about their feelings, problems and fears,
and only 21% said they could talk “very
freely” about sexual issues. The propor-
tions who reported being able to talk very
freely to their father about these issues
were much smaller (5% and 4%, respec-
tively). Overall, 48% said that before they
became pregnant (this time), their moth-
er knew that they were sexually active, but
only 19% believed that their father knew.

Whether or not a respondent said that
her parents knew before finding out about
the pregnancy that she had had sex, we
asked her to check off items on a list that
described her parents’ attitude toward her
sexual activity. (Respondents could choose
more than one answer.) Thirty-four percent
of the minors said their mother thought
they should not have sex, and 25% said she
left the decision up to them. Forty-two per-
cent of the minors said their mother en-
couraged them to use birth control; in some
cases, the mother did not approve of the
daughter having sex, but thought that if the
daughter did have sex she should use birth
control. Among these who knew how their
mother felt about their sexual activity, 9%
said that their mother had conveyed both
attihzdes (not shown).

Almost half of the respondents who
said their mother left the decision about
whether to have sex up to them also indi-
cated that their mother encouraged them
to use birth control, while only a few said
their mother disapproved of their having
sex. Thus, the minors who said their moth-
er left decisions on sexual activity up to
them may have meant that their mother
accepted their being sexually active or that
she at least did not express open disap-
proval. It is surprising that 19% of the
daughters did not know what their moth-
er’s attitude was.

The minors were much more likely to
believe that their father disapproved of
their sexual activity. When the 59% who
had little or no contact with their father or
who did not know their father’s attitude
were omitted, 69% of the respondents said
their father believed that they should not
have sex. The comparable figure for moth-

Table 1. Percentage distribution of U.S. minors
having an sbortion, by background charac-
teristics, 1981

Characteristic %
Age (N=1.519)
<14 2
14 [
15 19
16 N
17 43
Race/ethnicity (N=1,472)
White (non-Hispanic) 55
Black (non-Hispanic) 30
Hispanic 12
Asian or other 4
Household (N=1,517)
Both biological parents 38
Biological mother anty 46
Biological father onty 5
Neither biological parent 12
Respondent’s employmaent (N=1,457)
Working full-time 2
Working part-time 29
Not amployed but worked in the past 38
Never employed 32
Household recelves public

. .ansistance or Medicald (Nc1,458)
Yes 19
No 78
Don't know 3
Mother’s sducation (Nc1,275)
<12yrs. 26
12yrs. 30
»12yrs. 44
Religion (N=1,408)
Protestant 44
Catholic 30
Jewish 1
Othet i 2
None ¢ 22
Bom-again or evangelical Christian (Nx1,345)
Yes V7
No 83
Respondent’s church attendence (N=1,446)
20nce a week 27
About ofnice a month 18
<Once a month 26
Never 30
Mother's church sttendance (N=1,426)
20nce a week K}
About once a month 13
<Once a month 20
Never 37
Prior pregnencyt (N=1,473)
Birth 9
Abortion 11
Miscarriage 3
Nono 79
Total 100

1Psroentages total more than 100% because more than one an-

mmddbodma Note: Ns in a tables except those for re-
J ighted to reflact the proportion of non-

mmnﬂrmshavmolbonmnmmuud\ed

ers was 43%. Both the fathers and the
mothers who knew that their daughter
had had sex were much more likely to be
perceived as encouraging use of birth con-
trol than were all parents.

One reason for the differences between
the minors’ relationship with their moth-
er and their relationship with their father

Family Planning Perspectives



is that only 43% lived with their father,
while 84% lived with their mother. There-
fore, when the sample for Table 2 is limnit-
ed to minors who lived with one or both
of their parents, the differences between
the minors’ relationship with their moth-
er and their relationship with their father
are somewhat reduced for three of the six
variables in the table (feeling close to the
parent, freely talking about feelings, and
a parent’s knowing that the minor had had
sex), but they remain very large. Daugh-
ters who lived with their father were more
likely than all respondents to say that their
father believed they should not have sex
(47% vs.29%), and they saw their father as
more disapproving of their sexual activi-
ty than their mother (47% vs. 38%).

To investigate the extent to which fam-
ily pathology or fear of family violence
might discourage minors from involving
their parents in their pregnancy outcome
decision, we asked the respondents
whether they had concerns about any of
four kinds of problems happening in their
home, either because such a problem had
occurred or because they thought it might
occur. We asked these questions before we
asked about the pregnancy or parental
knowledge of the pregnancy. ./

Although 72% of the respondents indi-
cated no concerns about any of these prob-
lems (not shown), 8% of minors were con-
cerned that their mother might drink too
much or use drugs, 15% had the same con-
cern about their father, 11% were worried
about physical violence between their par-
ents and 14% worried about violence be-
tween themselves and their parents. Eigh-
teen percent reported concerns because
one or more of these problems had already
occurred, and an additional 10% were con-
cerned that one or more might occur.

Initial Intentions and Decisions

A minor’s initial reaction to becoming
pregnant depended in part on whether the
pregnancy was intended. Ninety-one per-

cent of the minors who obtained an abor-

tion reported that they had not wanted to
become pregnant (not shown). Another
2% of respondents said that they had been
forced to have intercourse, 2% reported
that they had wanted to become pregnant
and 5% were not sure about their original
intentions.

Slightly more than half (56%) of the mi-
nors had initially wanted an abortion when
they discovered the pregnancy; 44% had
been so certain that they immediately de-
cided or this option. Sixteen percent had
at first wanted to continue the pregnancy,
and 28% had not initially known what they
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Table 2. Percentage distribution of U.S. minors having an abortion and of those who Hve with
a parent, by indicators of relstionship with parent, sccording to parent

ndicator Al minors Thase who lived with parent
Mother Fathar Mother Father
Closeness o parent (N=1,512) (N=1,454) {N=1,267) (N=831)
Very dose 49 20 52 N
Somewhat cicse 37 35 38 48
Notclose 11 23 i 21
Littie or no contact} 2 23 na na
TUhunouvuulumthGMQg
problems and (N=1,505) (N=1,452) {Ne1,262) (N~830)
Very freely 24 5 25 7
Somewhat freely 44 20 46 30
Nat freety 2 52 29 63
Littie or no contactt 2 23 na na
Tatked to parent about sexusl issues  (N=1,506) {N=1,434) (N=1,262) (N=628)
Very freely 21 4 21 4
Somewhat freely 20 " 30 14
Not freoly 48 63 49 82
Little or no contactt 2 23 na na
Parent knew before pregnancy
that daughter had had sex {N=1,510) {N=1,495) (N=1,258) {N=642)
Yeos 19 47 25
Not sure 16 kh] 16 14
No K] 46 33 58
Got pregnant the first time 4 2 5 3
Littte or no contactt 2 23 na na
Parent’s sttitude about
daughter having sex$ {N=1,508) (N=1,473) (Na1,256) (N=634)
34 29 38 47
Left it up to daughter 25 8 23 10
Unknown 19 37 19 40
Encouraged usa of birth control 42 10 42 14
Little or no contactt 2 23 na na
Parent’s attitude if he or she knew
daughter was having sexs (N=718) (N=285) {N=582) (N=158)
Disapproved 29 36 31 4
Left it up to daughter kK] 24 31 2
Unknown 10 26 11 23
Encouraged use of birth eomrol 58 31 57 32
Total 100 100 100 100

tCommunicales with parent lees than once & year. $Percentages total more than 100% becisee more than one answer 0ouid ba checked.

Note: na=not applicable.

wanted to do. More than two-thirds (68%)
decided on the abortion within two weeks
of discovering they were pregnant.

Parental Knowledge

Most of the minors had suspected or dis-
covered their pregnancy without their
parents’ knowing about it. At the time of
the abortion, however, 61% of respon-
dents indicated that one or both of their
parents knew about the pregnancy; this
included 45% who had told at least one
parent (Table 3, page 200).

When faced with the question of
whether to involve one or both of their
parents, 43% of the minors had respond-
ed by telling their mother. Not all of the
others, however, had kept their mother
from knowing about the pregnancy. Ten
percent said their mother had been told
by someone else, such as a relative, doc-
tor or clinic staff member; this figure in-
cluded 2% who either said they did not
know who had told their mother or did
not answer the question (not shown).

Six percent said their mother had found
out in some othex way. Although the ques-
tionnaire did not ask how the mother had
found out, our experience during pretest-
ing suggests that some mothers suspect-
ed that something was different and con-
fronted their daughter, who was then
unable to deny that she was, or might be,
pregnant. In some of these cases, the
daughter may have wanted her mother to
find out. Similarly, in many of the cases in
which the parents were told by a physi-
cian or by clinic staff, they were presumn-
ably notified with the daughter’s consent.*

Only 12% of the respondents had told
their father about the pregnancy. Nine per-
cent of the fathers had been told by the
minor’s mother or stepmother and 4%, by
someone else; 1% had found out in some

*About 1% of minors were unsure whether their moth-
er or father knew about the pregnancy. In the analysis,
these were included with those whose parents were un-
aware, since the unsure minors had evidently not dis-
cussed the pregnancy with their parents or benefited from
parental involvement.
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