Chapter 17 Summary: Psychological outcomes: abortion
and family formation
One aspect of legalized abortion that has received surprisingly little attention
from media and academic sources is its impact on families. Contrary to
popular belief, the legalization of abortion is correlated with an increase in
single-parenting. While the annual rate of abortions among unmarried
women rose from 100,000 to 1.25 million with the legalization of abortion,
the annual birth rate among unmarried women also rose from 322,000 to
715,000.1 Researchers suggest that the legalization of abortion changed the
societal perception of premarital sexual relations and marriage.2 This led to
an increase in premarital sexual relations and in pregnancies, both generally
and among women who would not obtain an abortion but were pressured
into premarital sex by society’s expectations. Furthermore, access to
abortion made it less likely that a man would marry his pregnant girlfriend if
she chose to keep the baby.3
Abortion may have a substantial impact on relationships and marriages. It
increases the odds of separating, divorcing, never marrying, or marrying
older.4 Surprisingly, legalized abortion also appears to have contributed to
an increase in child abuse. This may be for several reasons, including the
psychological effects of abortion such as grief, guilt, or mental health
problems such as anxiety and depression.5 Another striking if counterintuitive finding is that “unwanted” children (whose mothers were denied
abortion) fare almost as well as those who are “wanted”.6
Finally, abortion may have affected family formation through the
“feminization of poverty”. Poverty has been and continues to become an
increasing problem among women, with three-quarters of the poor being
women and children. This has especially been the case after the legalisation
of abortion, which has led to an increase in single-motherhood and
psychological problems.
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