
communications@thenc.org 
www.TheNationalCampaign.org

www.TeenPregnancy.org 
www.StayTeen.org

May 2008
(202) 478-8500 PAGE 1

Briefly...

MAY 2008

Unplanned Pregnancy in the United States

One-half of pregnancies in the United States are unplanned.

Approximately one-half of the 6.4 million pregnancies in 2001 
(the most recent year for which adequate data are available) in 
the United States were unplanned.*   That is, one in two preg-
nancies—about 3 million—were unplanned. These three million 
unplanned pregnancies include 1.3 million pregnancies that 
ended in abortion;† 1.4 million live births that women reported 

were unplanned at time of conception; and 411,000 miscar-
riages of unplanned pregnancies.  The remaining pregnancies 
(over 3 million) were distributed among births resulting from an 
intended pregnancy, and miscarriages of intended pregnancies.  
Moreover, about two-thirds of all unplanned pregnancies—2 
million—are unwanted.‡

Figure 1 shows these distributions graphically.  The blue area 
shows those pregnancies that are unplanned. 

* 	 Unplanned pregnancies include those reported by the woman to be unwanted or mistimed (also known as “unintended”). 
† 	A small number of women who plan their pregnancy make the difficult decision to terminate it after learning that it poses a serious maternal health risk or that the fetus has severe 

abnormalities.  Other reasons may arise as well.    
‡ 	The primary source of information on unplanned pregnancy is the National Survey of Family Growth (NSFG), a periodic survey of women aged 15-44 conducted by the National Center for 

Health Statistics.  The NSFG defines a pregnancy as unwanted if the respondent reports that she did not want to become pregnant now or at any time in the future.

Figure 1.  Pregnancy Distribution for All Women Aged 15-44, 2001

Source: Special Tabulations by the National Campaign to Prevent Teen and Unplanned Pregnancy, 2007.
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The rate of unplanned pregnancy remained the same between 
1994 and 2001.  

Not only is unplanned pregnancy common, but it also appears 
that the rate of unplanned pregnancy has not changed at all 
between 1994 and 2001.  Furthermore, during the same time 
period, the rate of unwanted pregnancy actually increased four 
percent—from 31.9 to 33.2 unwanted pregnancies per 1,000 
women age 15-44.

Compared to women in other age groups, teens made the 
most progress in reducing rates of unplanned pregnancy be-
tween 1994 and 2001 (18 percent decrease).  It is also the case 
that teens are the only age group that made progress in reduc-
ing rates of unwanted pregnancy between 1994 and 2001 (eight 
percent decrease).  By comparison, the rate of unplanned preg-
nancy among women in their early twenties remained virtually 
unchanged between 1994 and 2001 while the rate of unwanted 
pregnancy increased six percent.  In large part, the decrease 
in the rate of unplanned pregnancy among teens reflects a 
significant decrease in the overall pregnancy rate among teens 
between 1994 and 2001.  Overall pregnancy rates among adults 
remained relatively stable during the same time period.

Most unplanned pregnancies are to women ages 20 and older 
and to unmarried women. 

Figure 2 shows that unplanned pregnancy is common.  Fig-
ures 3 and 4 develop this picture further by showing more about 
who experiences unplanned pregnancy.

Figure 3 clearly demonstrates that unplanned pregnancy is 
not just a teen problem; in fact, only 21 percent of all unplanned 
pregnancies occur to teen girls.  Over half (55 percent) of all un-
planned pregnancies occur to women in their twenties, and fully 
1 million occur to women in their early twenties.  In part, this 
concentration of unplanned pregnancy among women in their 
twenties reflects the fact that this same cohort also accounts for 
the majority of pregnancies overall.

It is also the case that more than two-thirds of all unplanned 
pregnancies—about 2.2 million—occur to unmarried women 
(Figure 4).   That is, unplanned pregnancy is closely associated 
with being unmarried.	   

Figure 3.  Number and Percent of Unplanned 
Pregnancies by Age Group, 2001
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Source: Special tabulations of data from Finer, L.B. and Henshaw, S.K., (2006). Disparities in Rates of Unintend-
ed Pregnancy in the United States, 1994 and 2001, Perspectives on Sexual and Reproductive Health, 38(2):90-96.

Figure 2.  Rate of Unplanned Pregnancy
(per 1,000 women) by Age Group, 1994 and 2001
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Source: Special tabulations of data from Finer, L.B. and Henshaw, S.K., (2006). Disparities in Rates of Unintend-
ed Pregnancy in the United States, 1994 and 2001, Perspectives on Sexual and Reproductive Health, 38(2):90-96.

Figure 4.  Number and Percent of Unplanned 
Pregnancies by Marital Status, 2001
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Source: Special tabulations of data from Finer, L.B. and Henshaw, S.K., (2006). Disparities in Rates of Unintend-
ed Pregnancy in the United States, 1994 and 2001, Perspectives on Sexual and Reproductive Health, 38(2):90-96.
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Women of every age experience high levels of unplanned 
pregnancies. 

Figure 3 on the previous page shows that when one looks at all 
unplanned pregnancies, adult women account for a much larger 
share of unplanned pregnancies than do teens.  However, it is also 
true that the risk of a pregnancy being unplanned is high within all 
age groups—that is, within each age group, the proportion of all 
pregnancies that are unplanned is high. Figures 5 and 6 show the 
proportion of all pregnancies that are unplanned by age and how 
these unplanned pregnancies are resolved.

Figure 5 shows that, in general, unplanned pregnancy is common 
across all age groups.  For example, 81 percent of all teen pregnan-
cies are unplanned; among women in their early twenties, fully 60 
percent of pregnancies are unplanned; and almost half of pregnan-
cies to women aged 25-29 are unplanned.

Figure 6 shows differences by age in how unplanned pregnancies 
are resolved.  For example, roughly one-third of unplanned preg-
nancies among teens end in abortion and the remainder end in 
either birth or miscarriage.  Among women in their twenties, almost 
half of unplanned pregnancies end in abortion.  In fact, teens are 
less likely than women in other age groups to end an unplanned 
pregnancy in abortion.  It is worth noting that while a large share of 
teen pregnancies are reported as unplanned and end in abortion, 
teen pregnancies and abortions have both declined dramatically. 
The teen pregnancy rate declined 36 percent between 1990 and 
2002, and the teen abortion rate decreased 50 percent between 
1988 and 2002, reaching an all-time low.

These numbers show clearly that women in their twenties and 
even their thirties are struggling with pregnancy planning.  Once 
again, it’s not just teens.

The majority of all pregnancies among unmarried women are 
unplanned. 

As noted in Figure 4, unmarried women account for a much larg-
er share of all unplanned pregnancies (69 percent) than do married 
women (31 percent).  Figure 7 shows that when one looks only at 
unmarried women, the share of their pregnancies that is unplanned 
is very high—74 percent.  This compares to roughly one-quarter 
of pregnancies among married women that are unplanned (27 
percent).

Furthermore, unplanned pregnancies among unmarried women 
are more likely to end in abortion, as shown in Figure 8 on the next 

Figure 5.  Percent of All Pregnancies that are 
Unplanned by Age Group

Source: Special tabulations of data from Finer, L.B. and Henshaw, S.K., (2006). Disparities in Rates of Unintend-
ed Pregnancy in the United States, 1994 and 2001, Perspectives on Sexual and Reproductive Health, 38(2):90-96.

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

30-3425-2920-2415-19

P
er

ce
nt

 o
f T

ot
al

 P
re

gn
an

ci
es 81%

60%

43%

32%

Age Group (in years)

Figure 6.  Distribution of Unplanned 
Pregnancies by Outcome and Age Group, 2001

Source: Special tabulations of data from Finer, L.B. and Henshaw, S.K., (2006). Disparities in Rates of Unintend-
ed Pregnancy in the United States, 1994 and 2001, Perspectives on Sexual and Reproductive Health, 38(2):90-96.
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Figure 7.  Percent of All Pregnancies that are 
Unplanned by Marital Status, 2001

Source: Special Tabulations by the National Campaign to Prevent Teen and Unplanned Pregnancy, 2007.
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page (51 percent of unplanned pregnancies among unmarried 
women compared to 22 percent of unplanned pregnancies among 
married women).  Nonetheless, as noted earlier, married women 
still account for nearly one million unplanned pregnancies each 
year.
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Figure 8.  Distribution of Unplanned Pregnancies 
by Outcome and Marital Status, 2001

Source: Special Tabulations by the National Campaign to Prevent Teen and Unplanned Pregnancy, 2007.
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