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The Abortion/Crime Debate
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Number of abortions per 1,000 women aged 14-44
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Pregnancies in 1994

• 5.4 million pregnancies
• 26.6 percent ended in abortions
• Of all pregnancies

– 51% were intended births
– 23% were unintended births
– Half of all pregnancies were ‘unintended’
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In US Today

• 50% of abortions are to women <25
• 1/3 women aged 20-24
• 17% are to teenages
• • Black women are 4.8 times as likely as 

non-Hispanic white women to have an 
abortion

• Hispanic women are 2.7 times as likely.
• Women who have never married obtain 

two-thirds of all abortions.[7]
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• 60% of abortions for women with children
• The abortion rate among women living 

below the federal poverty level ($9,570 for 
a single woman with no children) is more 
than four times that of women above 
300% of the poverty level (44 vs. 10 
abortions per 1,000 women)
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Why abortion may impact crime?

• Change characteristics of moms

• Quantity/quality trade off

• Change fraction unwanted children

• Cohort size and crime
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Impact on mothers

• Large fraction of abortions are to teen 
moms

• Reducing access may increase teen births
• Children born to teen moms have 

– Poorer economic conditions
– Worse education outcomes
– Greater involvement in crime
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Pre-Roe Reform

• At least 15 states had access to abortion 
prior to Roe 

• State (Abortions/1,000 women in 1971)
• NY (27.1), HI (23.6), CA (23.5), WA (19.7), 

AK (17.4), OR (15.7), CO (9.1), NM (7.1), 
DE (13.7), MD (11.4), VA (6.8), NC (5.5), 
SC (3.6), AR (2.8), KS (8.8)  
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Year of Calender Year
Birth 64 65 66 67 68 69 70 71 72 73 74 75 76 77 78 79 80

1949 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25 26 27 28 29 30 31
1950  15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25 26 27 28 29 30
1951   15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25 26 27 28 29
1952    15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25 26 27 28
1953    15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25 26 27
1954   15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25 26
1955 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25
1956 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24
1957 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23
1958 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22
1959 15 16 17 18 19 20 21
1960 15 16 17 18 19 20
1961 15 16 17 18 19
1962 15 16 17 18

In all states, these cohorts
have no access to abortion
During teen years

In reform states, these cohorts
Have access to abortion
During teen years 
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Year of Calender Year
Birth 64 65 66 67 68 69 70 71 72 73 74 75 76 77 78 79 80

1949 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25 26 27 28 29 30 31
1950  15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25 26 27 28 29 30
1951   15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25 26 27 28 29
1952    15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25 26 27 28
1953    15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25 26 27
1954   15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25 26
1955 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25
1956 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24
1957 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23
1958 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22
1959 15 16 17 18 19 20 21
1960 15 16 17 18 19 20
1961 15 16 17 18 19
1962 15 16 17 18

In reform states, these cohorts
Have access to abortion
During teen years 

In all states, these
Cohorts have access to
Abortion during teen 
years
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Exposure to 3 years of Pre-Roe 
Abortion Availability

• Decreases chance of teen pregnancy by
– 1.1 percentage points for whites
– 5.6 percentage points for blacks

• Estimated to have no effect on HS 
graduation rates for whites

• A 3.1 percentage point increase in HS 
graduation rates for blacks
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Exposure to post-Roe

• No estimated changes in teen motherhood 
or high school graduation rates
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Quantity/quality

• Parents have finite resources spend on 
children

• A larger family size may reduce the ability 
to invest in the ‘quality’ of children
– Private schools
– More attention
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Unwantedness

• Lack of access to abortions will increase
– Unwanted children
– Less than optimal timing of pregnancies

• Physical effects
– Unwanted childen tend to have lower birth 

weights

• Psychological effects
– Parents may be faced with greater stress

24
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Outcome:  fraction unwanted.  Covariate of interest is abortion rate or abortions per 
1,000 women 15-44.  Mean abortion rate is 16.  d(Unwanted)/dAR = -0.0025
If AR doubles, unwantedness goes does by -0.0025*(16) = -0.04, 4 percentage pts
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Data on unwanteness

• Some countries, mothers must petition a judge 
to have an abortion

• Those denied petition have by definition 
unwanted children

• Follow those children over time
• Unwanted children have 

– Poor health, lower school performance, higher level 
teen sexual activity, higher welfare participation, 
greater neurotic tendencies

• Shortcoming of this work?

28
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Outcome of interest is ln(Infant Homicides), covariate is the abortion ratio or abortions
Divided by births. Mean is .254 abortions per 1000 live births. If abortion ratio increases
By 10 per points, murders fall by -0.462(0.1) = -0.046 or almost 5%.

Assume 1 mil abortions, 4 mill births, AR of 0.25.  Increase abortions by 100,000.  
1.1/3.9 =0.28 dAR=0.03.  dH/dAR = -0.462(.03) = -0.014.  300 infant murders per year, 
So 1.4% is about 4.  So each additional 25,000 abortions decreases murders by 1 30
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Compositional change

• Consider two types of parents:  high and 
low socioeconomic status

• Suppose abortion is not used uniformly in 
the population

• Abortion ban will then disproportionally 
alter the demographic composition of the 
population
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• What should be the result in the US?

• What about Romania?

34

Cohort size and crime

• Abortion will increase cohort size
• Most crime is committed by young men, 18-24
• Increasing cohort size will increase crime 

mechanically, holding all else constant
• Cohort size appears to allow some more crime 

to efficiently occur
• Being born in a large cohort has negative 

impacts on economic outcomes
– lower wages, lower returns to school

35 36
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Abortion policy in Romania

• Prior to 1966
– Legal in 1st trimester
– Free via state health care system
– 4 abortions per live birth

• Ceausescu unexpectedly declares family 
planning and abortion illegal in fall 1966 except
– Women over 45, >4 kids, with heath problems, or 

pregnancies resulting from rape/incent

• Impact was immediate
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Data

• 15% sample of Romania, 1992
• 50K people from a annual birth cohort
• Identifies year and month of birth
• People born Jan – Oct 1967
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Some numbers

• Birth rate doubles, 14.3 to 27.4 per 1,000 
women 14-44

• Fertility rate increased from 1.9 to 3.7 per 
woman

• Increase in fertility occurs for 4 years, ten 
stabilizes

• 1990 abortion ban repealed
• 1 million abortions in a country of 20 mil

– US has 1 mil abortion, country of 300 mil



12

45

Implications

• Law announced/goes into effect 12/1966
• People born Jan – June not impacted  

directly
– in utero 2nd and 3rd trimester in 12/1966
– Indirectly, they were subject to larger cohorts

• People born July-Oct 1967, 1st cohorts 
born under no abortion regime
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• “Ceausescu’s incentive produced the 
desired effect.  Within one year of the 
abortion ban, the Romanian birth rate had 
doubled….But these children would turn 
out to have particularly miserable lives.  
Compared to Romanian children born just 
a year earlier, the cohort of children born 
after the abortion ban would do worse in 
every measurable way.” p. 118

48
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Year of Calendar Year
Birth 85 86 87 88 89 90 91 92 93 94 95 96

1967 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25 26 27 28 29
1968 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25 26 27 28
1969 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25 26 27
1970 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25 26
1971 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25
1972 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24
1973 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23
1974 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22
1975 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21
1976 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20

Time series evidence, Donohue and Levitt

Post-Roe cohorts enter prime crime years starting i n 1990

50
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Year of Calendar Year
Birth 85 86 87 88 89 90 91 92 93 94 95 96

1967 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25 26 27 28 29
1968 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25 26 27 28
1969 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25 26 27
1970 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25 26
1971 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25
1972 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24
1973 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23
1974 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22
1975 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21
1976 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20

Peak crime years for cohorts exposed to pre-Roe ref orms

Peak crime years for cohorts exposed to Roe
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Crime rising faster in
Rest of US, when the 
First pre-Roe cohorts
Enter peak years

Crime continues to fall
In pre-Roe as cohorts exposed
To abortion in the rest of US
Enter their peak years
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Year of Calendar Year
Birth 85 86 87 88 89 90 91 92 93 94 95 96

1961 24 25 26 27 28 29 30 31 32 33 34 35
1962 23 24 25 26 27 28 29 30 31 32 33 34
1963 22 23 24 25 26 27 28 29 30 31 32 33
1964 21 22 23 24 25 26 27 28 29 30 31 32
1965 20 21 22 23 24 25 26 27 28 29 30 31
1966 19 20 21 22 23 24 25 26 27 28 29 30
1967 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25 26 27 28 29
1968 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25 26 27 28
1969 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25 26 27
1970 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25 26
1971 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25
1972 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24
1973 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23
1974 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22
1975 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21
1976 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20
1977 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19
1978 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18
1979 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17
1980 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16
1981 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15
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Year of Calendar Year
Birth 85 86 87 88 89 90 91 92 93 94 95 96

1961 24 25 26 27 28 29 30 31 32 33 34 35
1962 23 24 25 26 27 28 29 30 31 32 33 34
1963 22 23 24 25 26 27 28 29 30 31 32 33
1964 21 22 23 24 25 26 27 28 29 30 31 32
1965 20 21 22 23 24 25 26 27 28 29 30 31
1966 19 20 21 22 23 24 25 26 27 28 29 30
1967 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25 26 27 28 29
1968 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25 26 27 28
1969 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25 26 27
1970 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25 26
1971 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25
1972 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24
1973 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23
1974 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22
1975 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21
1976 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20
1977 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19
1978 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18
1979 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17
1980 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16
1981 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15

Not exposed to abortion

Exposed to
abortion

Pre-Roe Reform States
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Year of Calendar Year
Birth 85 86 87 88 89 90 91 92 93 94 95 96

1961 24 25 26 27 28 29 30 31 32 33 34 35
1962 23 24 25 26 27 28 29 30 31 32 33 34
1963 22 23 24 25 26 27 28 29 30 31 32 33
1964 21 22 23 24 25 26 27 28 29 30 31 32
1965 20 21 22 23 24 25 26 27 28 29 30 31
1966 19 20 21 22 23 24 25 26 27 28 29 30
1967 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25 26 27 28 29
1968 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25 26 27 28
1969 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25 26 27
1970 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25 26
1971 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25
1972 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24
1973 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23
1974 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22
1975 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21
1976 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20
1977 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19
1978 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18
1979 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17
1980 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16
1981 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15

Non-Reform States

Not exposed
To abortion

Exposed to
Abortion
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