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The Cost of Restricting Abortion
Access

On May 2, 2022, an unprecedented leaked draft U.S. Supreme Court opinion was published. If it
ends up being the final decision, it would overturn the nearly 50-year old Roe v. Wade decision and
the 30-year old Planned Parenthood v. Casey decision, which recognized a national constitutional
right for a pregnant individual to have an abortion. Language from particular justices in both recent
oral arguments and in the draft itself suggests a willful disregard of a plethora of scientific data.

First, a few salient facts about abortion in the United States. In 2011, 45% of pregnancies were
unintended; 42% of these unintended pregnancies ended in abortion (Finer and Zolna, 2016). And
24% of American women will have had an abortion by age 45 (Jones and Jerman, 2017). Even be-
fore this potential leaked decision and the state-level policies in the past year that spurred it, abor-
tion access had been decreasing in the U.S. for over a decade, including numerous clinic closures.
An increase in travel distance from zero to 100 miles to the nearest abortion facility reduces the
abortion rate by 21% and increases the birth rate by 2.4%, according to Myers (2021). Myers (2022)
extrapolated from these results what will happen if the draft decision comes into effect: 100,000
women will seek abortions and be unable to reach a provider, and 75,000 of them will give birth.

As an economist, | worry about the broader costs of these missed abortions. The best evidence
comes from the Turnaway Study (Dobkin et al., 2014), which collected data on nearly 1,000 wom-
en who visited 30 abortion facilities across the US from 2008 to 2010. Some of their pregnancies
were before the gestational age cut off and so could receive an abortion, whereas others were
“turned away” as their pregnancies were too far along. While there are many papers published
as part of the Turnaway Study, the most salient economics paper matches those 1,000 women
with their credit bureau files from Experian. From this data, we learn that before seeking an abor-
tion the women who were turned away were ex ante similar to those who were not (validating this
natural experiment), and that those turned away had worse household financial situations for
years to come (Miller et al., 2020).

As a healthcare economist, | also worry about the non-reproductive consequences. Cecile Rich-
ards, then president of Planned Parenthood Federation of America (2014), often said, “For many
Americans, our doctors and nurses are the only health care providers they see.” My own work
has investigated the relationship between access to women’s health clinics and preventive care
in: Texas, Wisconsin and Ohio. We found that a 100-mile increase in driving distance to the near-
est clinic (which may be the case when a clinic closed) decreases the annual utilization rates of
clinical breast exams by 11%, mammograms by 18% and Pap tests by 14%. These effects are
larger for women of lower educational attainment and for ethnic minorities (Lu and Slusky, 2016).

An amicus brief filed by 154 economists summarized not just this broad literature but also the
causal inference methods that recently won a Nobel Prize. Unexpectedly, the brief came up in
the Supreme Court’s oral arguments (Dobbs v. Jackson Women’s Health Organization, 2021b):

Julie Rikelman (Lawyer from the Center for Reproductive Rights): In fact, the data has been
very clear over the last 50 years that abortion has been critical to women’s equal participation
in society. It’s been critical to their health, to their lives, their ability —
Chief Justice John Roberts: I’'m sorry, what kind of data is that?
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Rikelman: | would refer the court to the brief of the economists in this case, your honor. It
compiles data showing studies based on actually on causal inference, showing the legaliza-
tion of abortion and have these benefits for women in society. Again, those benefits are clear
for education, for the ability to pursue a profession, for the ability to -

Chief Justice Roberts: Putting the data aside...

This exchange to me really exemplifies my key points here. First, there is an enormous wealth of
economic research that shows that access to abortion and reproductive health care has broad
economic benefits. Second, many of those who sit on the United States Supreme Court seem
intentionally unaware of this research. Justice Alito, author of the leaked draft, writes that:

When a concrete reliance interest is asserted, courts are equipped to evaluate the claim,
but assessing the novel and intangible form of reliance endorsed by the Casey plurality is
another matter. That form of reliance depends on an empirical question that is hard for any-
one—and in particular, for a court—to assess, namely, the effect of the abortion right on
society and in particular on the lives of women.

Professor Myers summarized this disregard of scientific data as follows: “I think we need the
data. And we have it. And we gave it to them...And it just seems to not be reflected in that draft”
(Kolhatkar, 2022).

Legislators, policymakers, judges and justices are free to say that economic data and conclu-
sions are outweighed by other factors. But it is not intellectually honest to disregard these
conclusions — to “put the data aside” or to claim that tangible, quantitative questions are “hard
for anyone to assess”. It is not hard. Economists have done the work and presented the results.
Intellectually honest and morally consistent individuals in positions of power have an obligation
to own the consequences of policy they make or make other policy that mitigates those conse-
quences. Willfully ignoring those consequences is reprehensible.
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