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Considerable amounts of research 
have been carried out attempting 

to assess the psychological effects of abortion on 
women. Many of these studies report data to 
prove the absence of harmful effects.1 However, 
studies on women’s self-reported responses to 
abortion show conflicting evidence, or perhaps 
more accurately, are used to prove contradictory 
points, since obviously both positive and nega
tive reactions are present

Personal Reponses

One study involving mostly mar
ried women shows that more than 

50 percent felt relieved after abortion; negative 
responses were reported by less than 20 percent. 
According to this report, during the months after 
the abortion, women were increasingly satisfied 
with their decision, viewing it in “increasingly 
positive terms with the passage of time.”2 An
other study of unmarried adolescents reports that 
more than 80 percent of the subjects would make 
the same decision again, whether that decision 
was abortion, single motherhood, or marriage. 
Among those who chose to abort, a positive atti
tude toward abortion in general, consistent
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contraceptive use following abortion, and 
mother’s higher educational attainment ac
counted for about 20 percent of the variance in 
satisfaction.3 In more than one study, family 
support has been found to be crucial.4 Obviously, 
married women had it in the context of their own 
nuclear families, whereas adolescents would need 
to receive it from their families of orientation.

However, a high number of women have 
admitted to having notable psychological prob
lems after abortion. Some have experienced emo
tional and behavioral symptoms similar to “post
combat stress reactions” of soldiers returning 
from war.5 Others have had symptoms similar to 
the grief experienced after involuntary loss of an 
infant, and for many this grief reaction began with 
the decision to terminate the pregnancy.6 In many 
cases, nightmares, depression, and other kinds of 
trauma are experienced by the women for years— 
periods as long as 12 years have been reported. 
Often the trauma emerges many years after the 
event, sometimes with the arrival of subsequent 
children.

Sometimes women may not consciously ac
knowledge such trauma for many years; as one 
young woman said, “I threw myself into my
studies___ From the outside, you’d never guess
how it hurt me.”7 It is doubtful that such hidden 
hurts will be reported accurately in quantitative 
studies in which the subjects often respond in 
socially acceptable ways. Justification of one’s 
decision is also to be expected, which would 
explain some of the contradicting findings re



ported above.
In addition to the mother, the decision about a 

pregnancy directly concerns other individuals. 
The most obvious, of course, is the biological 
father. Although men’s attitudes toward abortion 
are generally more liberal than women’s, disputes 
between couples in which the man wants the fetus 
to be carried to term are not uncommon.8 Men’s
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interest in pregnancies that women may define as 
unwanted has not received much attention. There 
are indications that men involved in the abortion 
experience also have psychological and emo
tional stress. In about half of the 1.5 million an
nual abortions in the United States, the women are 
accompanied by their male partners, but clinics 
extend no assistance to the men who often feel 
totally shut out.9 From time to time, the news 
media reports cases of dispute between a man and 
a woman whose mutual offspring is on the way. 
Pro-abortion feminists usually welcome the 
woman’s victory in such cases.10 However, as 
some writers have noted, it would seem reason
able that biological fathers who oppose the abor
tion should have their rights weighed against the 
mother’s rights.11 Against the feminist argument 
it can be said that one wrong cannot be made right 
by another wrong; it is true that women have been 
discriminated against, but reverse discrimination 
cannot solve the problem.

Social Issues

M uch depends on whether abortion 
is viewed as “a personal trouble of 

milieu” or as a “public issue of social structure.”12 
Evidence is not conclusive enough to squarely

place the problem on one side or the other; ele
ments of both appear to be present, and perhaps in 
a different fashion than expected. Some data, 
however, suggest placing it more on the “issue” 
side.13 One study found that among younger 
adolescents (under age 15), almost half of the 
abortions occur among minority youths, espe
cially the disadvantaged groups. This, and its 
frequency among adolescents in general, led the 
American Psychological Association’s Inter- 
divisional Committee on Adolescent Abortion to 
define it as a social phenomenon.14 Another study 
reexamined previous findings that showed abor
tion to be most prevalent among unmarried white 
women. Controlling for certain factors, such as 
increased accessibility— whether geographical or 
financial—revealed that blacks are more likely to 
abort than whites, and that variance between 
married and unmarried women is smaller than 
among whites. The odds of black married women 
aborting rather than giving birth are 2.8 times 
higher than the odds for white married women. 
However, unmarried black women are somewhat 
less likely to obtain an abortion than give birth, 
whereas white women are far more likely to 
obtain an abortion.15

These data are suggestive of socio-economic 
considerations. Perhaps the established fact of 
absentee fathers in black families leads married 
black women to resort to abortion more often than 
white women who generally have more support 
from their husbands. In the case of unmarried 
black women, it has been suggested that welfare 
payments might provide an incentive to carry the 
baby to term.16 A study in New York in 1975 
showed that abortions were not related to welfare 
status, but a study in California in 1976 showed 
that girls who receive state aid are more likely to 
carry their babies to term and remain unmarried. 
Those teenagers who place greater value than 
others on time and better grades, and those women 
who are self-supporting were more likely to 
choose abortion.17 The prevalent definition of 
abortion as a method of birth control obviously 
colors those decisions. In fact, many consider 
abortions “not fundamentally different from 
other conventional goods and services.”18
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