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The well-being of children stemming from unintended and unwanted
pregnancies has become an issue of public concern and scholarly interest. A growing
body of research reveals that pregnancy unwantedness is associated with a host of
risk factors and negative outcomes for children. However, the number of unwanted
or unintended pregnancies is difficult to establish. Mothers who retrospectively
report that they considered an abortion are likely to be a subset of those who
actually considered an abortion. By examining the reaction of fathers to the news of
pregnancy, it may be possible to gain additional insight into pregnancy
unwantedness and its subsequent effects on child well-being.

The perspective of fathers is important for several reasons. First, pregnancy
unwantedness by fathers may be associated with different child outcomes than
pregnancy unwantedness by mothers. Unwantedness by fathers may lead to less
father involvement in the child’s life — a risk factor for poor child outcomes. It is also
possible that fathers’ abortion suggestions are retrospectively underreported to a
lesser degree than mothers’ abortion considerations.

Children resulting from pregnancies unwanted by fathers may be at
increased risk of negative outcomes due lower levels of father involvement, lower
levels of parental relationship quality, and fewer resources - all factors negatively
associated with child well-being. It may be the case that the pregnancy
unwantedness by fathers is also driven by some of these factors. Fathers may
perceive a pregnancy as unwanted and suggest an abortion if their relationship with
the mother is unstable or if they are unable to support the child financially. This
unwantedness may in turn cause fathers to play a less active role in the pregnancy
and birth and be less active fathers after the arrival of the child compared with
fathers who did not regard the pregnancy as unwanted. This lack of father

involvement may contribute to poor child outcomes.



[ use data from the first three waves of the Fragile Families Study (N=3,187)
to examine aggressive behavior (Achenbach, 2000) of children at age three. |
estimate seven ordinary least squares regression models. The first model examines
the bivariate relationship between child behavior and suggested abortion. The
second model controls for background characteristics of the mother and child. The
third model accounts for differences in father involvement with the pregnancy and
birth. The fourth model adds in relationship status and quality between parents at
the time of birth. The fifth model adds in parental resources and human capital
characteristics. The sixth model controls for mothers’ health behaviors, depression,
and considering abortion. The final model is the full model.

Results show that children whose fathers suggested aborting them have
more aggressive behavior at age three than children whose fathers did not suggest
an abortion. The differences are partially explained by differences in maternal age,
parity, and multi-partner fertility and further reduced by differences in father
involvement during the pregnancy and at the birth. Parental relationship status and
quality appear to play the most important role in attenuating the association
between suggested abortion and child behavior, but marginal differences in child
behavior remain after accounting for parental relationship quality. Parental
resources and human capital characteristics have only a small effect on child
behavior net of background characteristics. Maternal health and health behaviors
also account for some of the association between suggested abortion and child
behavior, primarily due to differences in maternal depression and prenatal smoking.

The results imply that pregnancy unwantedness by fathers places children at
increased risk of behavioral problems even if mothers report the pregnancy as
wanted and have sufficient resources to care for the child. Furthermore, fathers and
their relationships with children’s mothers play an important role in promoting
child well-being at a young age. Thus, policies aimed at supporting children
stemming from unwanted pregnancies may need to include a greater emphasis on

fathers.
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