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The Turnaway Study is ANSIRH’s prospective longitudinal
study examining the effects of unwanted pregnancy on
women’s lives. The major aim of the study is to describe the
mental health, physical health, and socioeconomic
consequences of receiving an abortion compared to carrying
an unwanted pregnancy to term. The main finding of The
Turnaway Study is that receiving an abortion does not harm
the health and wellbeing of women, but in fact, being denied
an abortion results in worse financial, health and family
outcomes. Highlighted resources include:

Factsheet: The Harms of Denying a Woman a Wanted
Abortion

•

A Summary of Publications on The Turnaway Study•
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Before the Turnaway Study, there was little quality research on
the physical and social consequences of unwanted pregnancy
for women. Most of the research that did exist focused on
whether abortion causes mental health problems such as
depression and post-traumatic stress disorder, or alcohol and
drug use. That body of work often used inappropriate
comparisons groups—comparing, for example, women who
obtain abortions with those who continue their pregnancies to
term by choice—and used retrospective designs that
depended on women’s reporting of pregnancies and abortions
in hindsight. Such comparisons are inherently biased and paint
a distorted picture of life following an elective abortion or
pregnancy continuation.

Key Findings

ANSIRH has published more than fifty scientific papers in
peer-reviewed journals using data from the Turnaway Study.
Our annotated bibliography provides a complete list of
publications. Issue briefs on the mental
health and socioeconomic consequences of having an abortion
versus carrying an unwanted pregnancy to term are also

What is The Turnaway Study?•

The Turnaway Study: Ten Years, A Thousand Women, and
the Consequences of Having - or Being Denied - an
Abortion

•
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available in Spanish (salud mental and resultados
socioeconómicos).

The Turnaway Study team of scientists from The University of
California San Francisco have also created a lecture series
which examine the consequences of receiving versus being
denied an abortion in the United States, found here.

Findings of the Turnaway Study, the largest
study to examine women’s experiences with
abortion and unwanted pregnancy in the United
States—have also been collected and
described in a new book The Turnaway Study:
Ten Years, A Thousand Women, and the
Consequences of Having - or Being Denied -

an Abortion, available now in bookstores and online. A
factsheet on the Turnaway Study's findings can also be found
here. 

The study finds that many of the common claims about the
detrimental effects on women’s health of having an abortion
are not supported by evidence. For example, women who have
an abortion are not more likely than those denied the
procedure to have depression, anxiety, or suicidal ideation. We
find that 95% of women report that having the abortion was the
right decision for them over five years after the procedure.

The Turnaway Study does find serious consequences of being
denied a wanted abortion on women’s health and
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wellbeing. Women denied a wanted abortion who have to carry
an unwanted pregnancy to term have four times greater odds
of living below the Federal Poverty Level (FPL). 

In addition, women denied abortion are:

Study Design

From 2008 to 2010, we recruited from 30 abortion facilities around the country—from
Maine to Washington, Texas to Minnesota—to select about 1,000 women who sought
abortions, some who received abortions because they presented for care under the
gestational limit of the clinic and some who were “turned away” and carried to term
because they were past the gestational limit.

More likely to experience serious complications from the end of pregnancy including
eclampsia and death.

•

More likely to stay tethered to abusive partners.•

More likely to suffer anxiety and loss of self-esteem in the short term after being
denied abortion.

•

Less likely to have aspirational life plans for the coming year.•

More likely to experience poor physical health for years after the pregnancy,
including chronic pain and gestational hypertension.

•

The study also finds that being denied abortion has serious implications for the
children born of unwanted pregnancy, as well as for the existing children in the
family.

•
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Research assistants interviewed participants by phone over a period of five years,
ending in January 2016. The interviews were wide-ranging, covering topics from
physical and mental health to employment and educational attainment to relationship
status and contraceptive use to emotions about pregnancy and abortion. We conducted
nearly 8,000 interviews over the course of the project, and the stories that women
shared with us about their lives are fascinating.

Participants were interviewed every six months about their mental and physical health,
education, employment, economic situation, social support, and family relationships. In
order to address the issue of appropriate comparison groups, the women we recruited
fell into three categories:

We recruited the first trimester group to enable us to compare the outcomes of women
who receive later abortions to those of women who obtain abortions early in pregnancy,
since the vast majority of abortions in the United States occur in the first trimester. 
Women who were seeking abortion care for a fetal abnormality or demise were not
eligible for the study. More information about recruitment for the Turnaway Study can be
found here. In addition, the New York Times Magazine published an excellent piece on
the study in June 2013.

Implications

As women’s access to abortion care—whether in the first or second trimester—
becomes increasingly restricted, it is extremely important to document the effect of
unwanted pregnancy, abortion, and childbearing on women and their families. The
Turnaway Study is an effort to capture women’s stories, understand the role of abortion
and childbearing in their lives, and contribute to the ongoing public policy debate on the

Women who sought an abortion up to three weeks over the gestational limit and
were turned away without receiving an abortion (Turnaways).

•

Women who sought an abortion up to two weeks under the facility’s gestational limit
and received an abortion (near-limit abortion comparison group).

•

Women who received an abortion in the first trimester of pregnancy (first trimester
abortion group).

•
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mental health and life-course consequences of abortion and unwanted childbearing for
women and families.

The success of the Turnaway Study inspired ANSIRH researchers to collaborate with
colleagues around the world to launch the Global Turnaway Studies, designed to adapt
the innovative study design for use in different cultural, legal and socioeconomic
contexts.
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Additional Resources

Factsheet: The Harms of Denying a Woman a Wanted Abortion •

The economic consequences of being denied an abortion •

Emotions over five years after denial of abortion in the United States: Contextualizing
the effects of abortion denial on women's health and lives 

•

Perceived abortion stigma and psychological well-being over five years after receiving
or being denied an abortion 

•

Changes in Alcohol, Tobacco, and Other Drug Use Over Five Years After Receiving
Versus Being Denied a Pregnancy Termination 

•

Self-reported Physical Health of Women Who Did and Did Not Terminate Pregnancy
After Seeking Abortion Services 

•

A Prospective Cohort Study of the Effect of Receiving versus Being Denied an Abortion
on Educational Attainment 

•
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Subsequent Unintended Pregnancy Among US Women Who Receive or Are Denied a
Wanted Abortion 

•

Comparison of Health, Development, Maternal Bonding, and Poverty Among Children
Born After Denial of Abortion vs After Pregnancies Subsequent to an Abortion 

•

Effects of Carrying an Unwanted Pregnancy to Term on Women's Existing Children •
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ADVANCING NEW STANDARDS IN REPRODUCTIVE HEALTH  
Research on 
abortion care 

DECEMBER 2022 

Introduction to the Turnaway Study 

Introduction 

The Turnaway Study is ANSIRH’s prospective longitudinal 
study examining the effects of unintended pregnancy on 
women’s lives. The major aims of the study are to describe 
the mental health, physical health, and socioeconomic 
consequences of receiving an abortion compared to 
carrying an unwanted pregnancy to term. From 2008 to 
2010, we recruited women from 30 abortion facilities 
around the country—from Maine to Washington, Texas 
to Minnesota. We interviewed nearly 1,000 women who 
sought abortions, some who received abortions because 
they presented for care under the gestational limit of the 
clinic and some who were “turned away” and  carried to 
term because they were past the facility’s gestational limit. 
We interviewed participants by phone every six  months 
over a period of five years. We conducted nearly 8,000 
interviews over the course of  the  study.  During  surveys 
and in-depth interviews, women shared with us  complex 
and diverse stories about the effect of their unintended 
pregnancies on their lives. The Turnaway Study is an 
effort to capture women’s stories, understand the role of 
abortion and childbearing in their lives, and contribute 
scientific data to the ongoing public policy debate on the 
mental health and life-course consequences of abortion 
and unwanted childbearing for women and families. 

Why women in the U.S. seek abortions 

The most common reasons for seeking an abortion are not 
being able to afford to have a  child, the  pregnancy coming 
at the wrong time in life and the man involved not being a 
suitable partner/parent. Alcohol, tobacco and drug  use  is 
an uncommon reason but women who cite  this reason do 
not have otherwise wanted pregnancies. 

1. Biggs MA, Gould H, Foster DG. Understanding why women seek
abortions in the US. July 2013. BMC Women’s Health, 13:29.

2. Chibber KS, Biggs MA, Roberts SCM, Foster DG. The role of intimate
partners in women’s reasons for seeking abortion. January 2014.
Women’s Health Issues, 24(1):e131–e138. 

3. Roberts SC, Avalos LA, Sinkford D, Foster DG. Alcohol, tobacco and 
drug use as reasons for abortion. November 2012. Alcohol and 
Alcoholism, 47(6):640-648. 

Who seeks later abortion and who is denied 
because they are beyond gestational limits? 

We estimate that even before most 20-week bans were 
implemented, more than 4,000 women per year  were 
denied wanted abortions due to gestational limits. Women 
who seek later abortions are often slowed down by 
not realizing they were pregnant, followed by logistical 
barriers to getting a later procedure. Young women and 
women who have never had a child before are at higher 
risk of not recognizing pregnancy in the first trimester. 

4. Foster DG, Gould H, Biggs MA. Timing of pregnancy discovery among 
women seeking abortion. Contraception. 2021 Aug 04. PMID: 34363842. 

5. Upadhyay UD, Weitz TA, Jones RK, Barar RE, Foster DG. Denial of 
abortion because of provider gestational age limits in the United
States. September 2014. American Journal of Public Health, 
104(9):1687-1694.

6. Foster DG, Dobkin LM, Upadhyay UD. Denial of abortion care due
to gestational age limits. January 2013. Contraception, 87(1):3-5.

7. Foster DG, Kimport K. Who seeks abortions at or after 20 weeks? 
December 2013. Perspectives on Sexual and Reproductive Health, 
45(4):210-218.

Recruiting for the Turnaway Study 

We recruited women from 30 facilities over  three  years. 
The paper below describes the strategies we used to 
increase the number of women who were approached and 
the participation rate. 

8. Dobkin L, Gould H, Barar R, Weiss E, Foster DG. Implementing a 
prospective study of women seeking abortion in the United States:
The challenges of recruitment prior to informed consent. January 
2014. Women’s Health Issues, 24(1):e115–e123. 
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Women’s experiences with paying for abortion, 
counseling, ultrasound viewing and protesters 

The following papers describe the  counseling that  occurs  
in abortion clinics and shows that most women don’t feel 
pressured and that  they find counseling less helpful when 
it is state-mandated. Many women choose to view their 
ultrasounds and their  emotional  responses  to  viewing, 
are not all negative, and some are  even  positive.  About 
half of women report seeing protesters at the clinics. The 
more contact, the more upsetting the protesters are but 
protesters don’t change how women feel about their 
abortions. There is a substantial burden women face  trying 
to raise money to pay for an abortion. Many  women  who 
did not have access to public or private insurance coverage 
were delayed due to raising money for the abortion. 

9. Kimport K, Weitz TA, Foster DG. Beyond political claims: Women’s 
interest in and emotional response to viewing their ultrasound 
image in abortion care. December 2014. Perspectives on  Sexual
and Reproductive Health, 46(4):185-191. 

10. Roberts SCM, Gould H, Kimport K, Weitz TA, Foster DG. Out-of- 
pocket costs and insurance coverage for abortion in the United 
States. March 2014. Women’s Health Issues, 24(2):e211–e218.

11. Foster DG, Kimport K, Gould H, Roberts SC, Weitz TA. Effect of 
abortion protesters on women’s emotional response to abortion.
January 2013. Contraception, 87(1):81-87. 
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Effect of abortion and abortion denial on 
women’s existing and future children 

 
 

These two papers show that when women have control 
over the timing of having children, the children benefit. We 
find measurable differences in the economic wellbeing and 
development of existing children that adversely affects those 
whose mothers were denied a wanted abortion. Children 
born later to women who are able to get an abortion 
experience more economic security and better maternal 
bonding than the children born because a woman was denied 
an abortion. 

49. Foster DG, Biggs MA, Raifman S, Gipson JD, Kimport K, Rocca CH. 
Comparison of health, development, maternal bonding, and poverty 
among children born after denial of abortion vs after pregnancies 
subsequent to an abortion. September 2018. JAMA Pediatrics, 
172(11):1053-1060. 

50. Foster DG, Raifman SE, Gipson JD, Rocca CH, Biggs MA. Effects of 
carrying an unwanted pregnancy to term on women’s existing 
children. October 2018. The Journal of Pediatrics, 205:183-189.e1. 

 
P regnancy intentions 

 
Over time after the abortion or abortion denial, women 
somewhat shifted  their  perceptions  of  the  intendedness 
of their pregnancy in correspondence with the pregnancy 
outcome. The intendedness of a new pregnancies over five 
years, as reported after the pregnancy occurred, reflected 
significantly higher intendedness than when reported before 
the pregnancy occurred. 

51. Ralph LJ, Foster DG, Rocca CH. Comparing prospective versus 
retrospective reports of pregnancy intention in a  longitudinal cohort  
of U.S. women. March 2020. Perspectives on Sexual and Reproductive 
Health, https://doi.org/10.1363/psrh.12134. 

52. Rocca CH, Wilson MR, Jeon M, Foster DG. Stability of retrospective 
pregnancy intention reporting among women with unwanted 
pregnancies in the United States. June 2019. Maternal and Child 
Health Journal, 23:1547-1555. 

 
Additional Resources: 

 
 

How obtaining an abortion versus being denied one impacts alcohol, 
tobacco, and drug use. (2018) Mar; http://bit.ly/2FYyixi 

 
Socioeconomic outcomes of women who receive and women who are 
denied wanted abortions. (2018) Jan; http://bit.ly/2mIBHYS 

 

 
Abortion does not cause mental health harm. (2016) Dec; 
http://bit.ly/2nxMW8b 

 

Abortion does not increase risk of PTSD. (2016) Feb; 
http://bit.ly/2o3ySEo 

 

 
Large nationwide study finds no evidence of psychological problems after 
abortion. (2015) Jul; http://bit.ly/2ngje53 
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