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Considering planning salience in 

women’s pregnancy intentions

Despite widespread availability of and 
knowledge about contraception in the 
USA, nearly half of all pregnancies are 
unintended.1 Recent evidence suggests 
that many women are ambivalent about 
avoiding or trying for pregnancy.2 With 
ambivalence about getting pregnant 
linked to inconsistent contraceptive use,3 
scholars have called for greater under-
standing of the complex dimensions 
of pregnancy intentionality in order to 
reduce negative outcomes associated 
with unintended pregnancy.4 Extant 
research has not explored the impor-
tance of pregnancy intentions or plans – 
what we defi ne as ‘planning salience’.

Using data from structured interviews 
and surveys of pregnancy intentions and 
behaviours of 56 women of childbearing 
age in a South-central city, we examined 
women’s opinions about the impor-
tance of planning their pregnancies and 
the factors that infl uenced pregnancy 
intentions and behaviours. Participants 
discussed the importance of pregnancy 
planning in three distinct ways. A slight 
majority of the women (n=29, 52%) 
reported that planning their pregnan-
cies was very important. These women 
discussed the importance of planning 
other major life events in addition to 
pregnancy or framed the importance of 
planning in terms of being in control of 
their lives. One woman said “I’d like to 
plan it; I’d like to be in control. I’m kind 
of a control freak when it comes to, you 
know, just almost everything”.

Other women (n=15, 27%) reported 
that planning their pregnancies was 
moderately important to them. These 
women had some plan for pregnancy and 
childbearing, but it was vague or involved 
a loose timeline. One woman said 
“Who cares? What’s 3 or 4 months? …
It isn’t that big of a deal”.

A smaller but substantial number of 
women (n=12, 21%) reported that plan-
ning pregnancies was of very little or no 
importance. These women made state-
ments such as “We haven’t been actively 
trying, but we haven’t not tried either. It 
was kinda [sic] if we get pregnant kind of 
thing” and “I’m just like, ‘If the universe 
wants me to have a kid, then I’ll have a 
kid’”. A descriptive analysis of our sam-
ple shows higher percentages of multiple 
unplanned pregnancies and living in or 
near poverty among women with low 
planning salience (Table 1).

These fi ndings suggest that women’s
planning salience may be critical to 
explaining the frequent mismatch 
between pregnancy intentions and behav-
iours. Given that unintended pregnancies 
are associated with negative maternal 

and child outcomes,5 this study suggests 
a need for practitioners to initiate discus-
sions about pregnancy intentions with 
women of childbearing age in order to 
improve maternal and child health out-
comes. Practitioners and policymakers 
should be aware that some women do 
not believe that planning for pregnancy is 
very important, as this might have notable 
implications for contraceptive and health-
related behaviours. Policies or programmes 
aimed at reducing unintended pregnan-
cies should go beyond making contracep-
tion affordable and available and perhaps 
offer information about how women and 
families benefi t by preparing for and plan-
ning their pregnancies. Programmes that 
empower women to develop reasons to 
plan pregnancies may be more effective at 
preventing unintended pregnancies than 
those that merely inform women about 
planning methods.

While further research is needed to 
verify the relationship between the 
importance of pregnancy planning and 
subsequent behaviours with a represen-
tative sample and longitudinal study, 
we argue that an important explana-
tion for pregnancy ambivalence or lack 
of correspondence between pregnancy 
intentions and contraceptive behaviours 
in the USA may be women’s planning 
salience of their pregnancy intentions.
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Table 1 Demographic and pregnancy history means by planning salience group

Variables Low PS Moderate PS High PS Range

Demographics
 Age (years) 33.90 29.85 31.48 21–43
 Race
  White  0.75  0.80  0.68  0–1
  Black  0.17  0.07  0.14  0–1
  American Indian  0.08  0.07  0.14  0–1
  Other race  0.00  0.07  0.04  0–1
 Union
  Married  0.50  0.47  0.64  0–1
  Cohabiting  0.17  0.13  0.14  0–1
  Single  0.33  0.40  0.21  0–1
 College education  0.83  0.85  0.92  0–1
 Poverty or near poverty  0.42  0.27  0.29  0–1
Pregnancy history
 Number of pregnancies  2.00  1.53  1.41  0–3
 Multiple unplanned  0.42  0.33  0.14  0–1
Participants (n) 12 15 29

PS, planning salience.
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