
FAST FACTS AND TIPS FOR TV WRITERS

Writing Holistic Pregnancy and Abortion Stories
In the United States, most abortion seekers...

are already 
parenting one or 
more children

tend to be women 
of color

struggle to 
cover the cost                 
of abortion

have financial 
hardships

are in their 20s 
or older

 *Poverty line: ~$20K for 
parent and one child in 2024

the average amount 
paid for an abortion

$478

report having to delay 
other life expenses

41%

pay some or all of the 
cost out of pocket

53%

13-19 10%

20-29 61%

30-34 18%

35+ 12%

of the 10% of teens,

are 17 and younger
only 2%

Black

Latine

Asian

white

other

29%

30%

4%

7%

30%
previously 
had at least 
one birth

55%

BETTER LIFE LAB

household income 
below poverty line*

household income 
between 100-200% 
of poverty line

41%

30%

Source: Guttmacher Institute

Since the U.S. Supreme Court’s 2022 decision in 
Dobbs vs. Jackson Women’s Health Organization 
revoked federal protections for abortion, barriers 
to abortion care have increased substantially. 

Economic factors 
affecting pregnancy and 
parenting decisions in 
the United States:

Sources: KFF, Guttmacher Institute, Guttmacher Institute, Center for American Progress Sources: Child Care Aware, New America, Shift Project 
at Harvard Kennedy School, Pew Research Center

Nearly 1 in 10 women of reproductive age say 
they or someone they know has had difficulty 
getting abortion care.

had to travel to another state68%

did not know where to go40%

had cost barriers35%

needed to take time off work28%

needed to find child care14%

In 2023, nearly 1 in 5 pregnant people traveled across state lines 
for abortion care due to restrictive laws or bans in half of states, 
more than double the number in 2022.
Women of color, particularly Black and Native American women, are more likely to 
live in states that restrict access and must travel farther to obtain a legal abortion.

More pregnant 
people are using 
medication 
abortion.

of 2023 abortions 
were medication 
abortion

up from

in 2022

63%

53%

Center-based child care 
for two children is more 
than mortgage payments 
in 45 states and rent in all 
50 states.

Most service workers do not have 
paid sick time or flexible work 
schedules to accommodate routine 
family needs.

Most workers do not have 
paid family leave to care for 
a new child.

Among people in the U.S. 
under 50 who do not have 
children, 36% say they 
cannot afford it. 

https://www.guttmacher.org/fact-sheet/induced-abortion-united-states
https://www.kff.org/womens-health-policy/issue-brief/abortion-experiences-knowledge-attitudes-among-u-s-women-2024-womens-health-survey/
https://www.guttmacher.org/2023/12/high-toll-us-abortion-bans-nearly-one-five-patients-now-traveling-out-state-abortion-care
https://www.guttmacher.org/2024/03/medication-abortion-accounted-63-all-us-abortions-2023-increase-53-2020
https://www.americanprogress.org/article/abortion-access-mapped-by-congressional-district/
https://www.childcareaware.org/thechildcarestandstill/#LandscapeAnalysis
https://www.newamerica.org/better-life-lab/blog/bls-family-leave-2023/
https://shift.hks.harvard.edu/inequalities-in-the-service-sector/
https://shift.hks.harvard.edu/inequalities-in-the-service-sector/
https://www.pewresearch.org/social-trends/2024/07/25/reasons-adults-give-for-not-having-children/


ABOUT BETTER LIFE LAB’S ENTERTAINMENT INITIATIVE
newamerica.org/entertainment

ABOUT ANSIRH & ABORTION ONSCREEN
abortiononscreen.org

EXAMPLES WE LOVERepresentation matters.

Context matters.

TV does not depict reality when it comes 
to the demographic and life circumstances 
of people facing abortion and pregnancy 
decisions. 
Most abortion-seekers on screen are white, older, and 
middle-class or wealthy. Just 10% of abortion plotlines 
involve people who already have children. [Herold & 
Sisson] 

Yet we know that television depictions 
shape how the American public thinks 
about and understands abortion and 
pregnancy decisions.
A recent study from the Norman Lear Center and 
Advancing New Standards in Reproductive Health 
(ANSIRH) shows that three recent medically accurate 
depictions of abortion informed viewers, and 
one even mobilized viewers to take public action. 
[Giaccardi, Herold, and Sisson]

Television depictions of abortion 
overall miss context: Work, family, 
caregiving, money, and health concerns were 
shown in less than 5% of abortion plotlines in 
a five-year period (January 2018–May 2023), 
even though this context is crucial in the real 
lives of abortion seekers. 
[Herold & Shabo]

Depictions of on-screen mothers 
who have abortions are much more 
likely to provide needed context that 
makes characters more relatable and 
multi-dimensional. 
Nearly two-thirds (65%) of abortion stories 
with characters who are already mothers 
reference considerations about work, current 
parenting and caregiving responsibilities, 
the completeness of their families, health, 
and financial considerations, according to 
a forthcoming study from ANSIRH on ten 
years of motherhood and abortion plotlines 
(January 2013–December 2023). 

TIPS FOR STORYTELLERS

Script characters’ demographic and life 
circumstances to be more in line with U.S. realities, 
or acknowledge disparities that exist between more 
privileged characters and most people in the U.S. 
who are considering or seeking abortion care. 

Show realistic challenges people face when seeking 
abortion care, and characters navigating work, 
existing care and parenting responsibilities, and 
other work-family needs when receiving care, 
whether they travel to a clinic for a procedural 
abortion or have a medication abortion.

Provide context for characters’ decisions 
about pregnancy and abortion, whether 
they are already parents or not.

Have characters and stories explore how individual 
challenges with money, time off, health, and child 
care could be addressed through systems-level 
changes in access to child care, paid leave, higher 
wages, control over work schedules, and other 
baseline supports.

For more information, please contact Vicki Shabo, Senior Fellow and Entertainment Project Founder, Better Life Lab at New America 
(shabo@newamerica.org) or Steph Herold, Researcher at Abortion Onscreen, ANSIRH at UCSF (stephanie.herold@ucsf.edu).

Cassidy, 25, a white mother of one child, in the hospital after parsley tea 
she took in an attempt to end her pregnancy made her dizzy and caused 
her to fall down a flight of stairs: “I already work at two restaurants. 
They try to give me a flexible schedule, but there’s only so much 
they can do. And another kid—that’s way more money and even 
more time away from Henry.”

Grey’s Anatomy 
“Papa Don’t Preach”
SEASON 16, EPISODE 7

Mrs. Pat Show 
“Stormy Weather”
SEASON 2, EPISODE 10

Pat, 40s, a Black mother of four, supported in her abortion decision by 
her teenage daughters: “You had a difficult pregnancy with Junebug 
[their brother], so you should do whatever is safe…be glad you still 
have the choice, that choice is in jeopardy every day.”

The information in this tip sheet is accurate as of September 
2024 and may be updated periodically.

https://newamerica.org/entertainment
http://abortiononscreen.org
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/32905792/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/32905792/
https://learcenter.s3.us-west-1.amazonaws.com/ANSIRH_NLC_AbortiononTV.pdf
https://www.newamerica.org/better-life-lab/briefs/re-scripting-depictions-of-abortion-on-screen/
mailto:shabo%40newamerica.org?subject=
mailto:stephanie.herold%40ucsf.edu?subject=

