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To the Editor,
In their recent publication, Studnicki et al1 examine the asso-

ciation between abortion of a first pregnancy and subsequent
pregnancy outcomes among 5453 women receiving Medicaid
benefits in seven United States. They conclude that women
whose first pregnancy ends with abortion are more likely to
end subsequent pregnancies with abortion, and that their
health suffers as a result. Here we describe several methodolog-
ical limitations that, in our view, introduce bias to the research
and limit the conclusions that can be drawn from the results.

A key conclusion made by Studnicki et al1 is that “subse-
quent natural losses among women who had a first-pregnancy
abortion were 1.53 times more common than among women
whose first pregnancy ended in a live birth and 1.72 times
more likely than women whose first pregnancy ended in a
natural loss” (p. 3). However, the authors provide no evidence
of testing the statistical significance of this difference between
groups. The authors note that women who ended their first preg-
nancy with abortion recorded more pregnancies overall, but
again do not assess the statistical significance of this difference
or control for this when comparing on natural loss outcomes.
These differences may be due to chance.

Where statistical comparisons are conducted, major sources
of bias are introduced by the omission of essential sociodemo-
graphic covariate factors in modelling. There is consistent evi-
dence that sociodemographic factors including race and
socio-economic status are associated with pregnancy out-
comes.2 The role of personal views about abortion is also not
considered. That a woman who has chosen to end their first
pregnancy is more likely to choose to end subsequent pregnan-
cies can be explained by personal attitudes toward pregnancy
and childbirth, fertility, domestic violence, lack of social
support, racial discrimination, financial limitations, and many
other factors.3 That these were not accounted for in statistical

modelling limits the ability to conclude that abortion alone
can predict later outcomes. Statistical corrections are also not
applied to address the bias introduced by multiple comparisons.

In their reporting of the results of logistical regression mod-
elling (Table 2, p. 4), it is unclear which comparator group is
used to compare outcomes for those who ended their first preg-
nancy with abortion. If only women whose first pregnancy
ended in birth are used as a comparator group, this may mask
factors other than abortion that can explain the observed differ-
ences. Alternatively, if the natural loss and birth groups were
combined as a comparator group, this combines two groups
with important differences and is not consistent with the
stated aims of this study (p. 2). Indeed, data about the group
of women whose first pregnancy ended in natural loss is not
presented in Table 3 about number of subsequent pregnancies.
These data would have provided important contextual informa-
tion about how those whose first pregnancy did not end in birth
do or do not differ.

The insurance claim codes used to allocate participants into the
“abortion” group contain a breadth of abortions including those
occurring late in pregnancy. Late-term abortions are usually con-
ducted where a medical or genetic condition threatens the life of
the baby or the mother, and this may have implications for a
woman’s later pregnancies.4 Grouping of these codes reduces
the ability to draw nuanced conclusions from the results.
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Beyond these important methodological limitations, the
overall framing of the paper raises concern. As stated by the
authors, the aim of the research is: “…to determine whether
or not the outcome of the first pregnancy establishes a
marker which differentiates a woman’s reproductive trajectory.
If the outcome of a first pregnancy is associated with the
increased risk of lifetime morbidity and mortality, a robust
informed consent and educational process is essential” (p. 2).
However, only the outcome of subsequent pregnancies is
included as an outcome in the analysis. No data is presented
about risk for lifetime morbidity and mortality and so the aim
of the research is not achieved. The basic policy proposition
of the paper is that abortion is a long-term health risk, with a
strong focus on risks in the introduction and synthesis sections
of the work. However, the epidemiological and clinical evidence
regarding reproductive risks is clear that legal abortion is safe5

and the health consequences for women of childbirth and parent-
ing are more serious than those associated with legal abortion.6

The use of an inception cohort design and administrative
data with no loss to follow up are key strengths of Studnicki
et al’s1 research. However, features of the framing, group selec-
tion, and analysis methods of this research limit its interpretabil-
ity. If future research about factors that predict abortion is
warranted, close attention should be paid to design and analysis
methods to ensure that bias can be reduced as far as possible.
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