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The American
Psychological Association’s
Abortion Bias

n June 2022 the Supreme Court of

the United States issued its offi-

cial ruling in the highly publicized
case of Dobbs v. Jackson Women's Health
Organization (2022). By a 6-3 majority,
the court struck down the forty-nine-
year-old precedent set by the Roe v. Wade
(1973) ruling that had previously made
it illegal for individual states to outlaw
abortion. Justice Samuel Alito issued the
majority opinion of the court, stating
that the “Constitution makes no refer-
ence to abortion, and no such right is
implicitly protected by any constitution-
al provision.” Pro-choice organizations,
celebrities, and groups have since de-
cried the Dobbs ruling and the state laws
that went into effect soon afterwards,
with most claiming that legal restric-
tions on abortion by individual states
would ultimately harm the women there
who seek abortions. The most common
arguments for this have been that wom-
en are at an increased risk for econom-
ic hardship, health problems, substance
abuse, depression, and other negative
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outcomes if they are unable to receive an
abortion.?

Among the loudest voices who rallied
against the Dobbs ruling was the Ameri-
can Psychological Association (APA). No
stranger to involving itself in topical po-
litical affairs, the APA issued a statement
against the decision on the grounds that
denying abortion access can cause psy-
chological harm to the pregnant women
who seek it. The APA outlined anxiety,
stress, depression, lower life satisfac-
tion, and lower self-esteem as the po-
tential mental health consequences of
being denied an abortion.? In a separate
statement, the APA added that similarly
negative mental health outcomes do not
occur in women who receive abortions.*
“Abortion-specific posttraumatic stress,’
or PTSD-like mental health consequenc-
es that arise from having an abortion,
are likewise claimed to be rare.5 Instead,
as the APA states, the most common
emotional response to having an abor-
tion is relief. The APA claims that sci-
entific research “from around the world
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shows having an abortion is not linked
to mental health issues but restricting
access is."

It seems that the message behind
these statements is crystal clear: women
who can't get abortions will suffer, while
those that do get abortions can only
benefit. Based on this assessment, it
seems reasonable that an organization as
committed to mental health as the APA
would be critical of the Supreme Court’s
decision. But are the APA’s claims actu-
ally supported by the evidence?

Not exactly. While the aforemen-
tioned research has outlined the poten-
tially negative impacts of being denied
an abortion, contrary to the APA’s claim,
research regarding the negative psycho-
logical effects of receiving an abortion
is alive and well. According to an ex-
tensive literature review conducted by
David Reardon at the Elliot Institute in
Mlinois,® a substantial portion of abor-
tion research shows that the procedure
is consistently associated with nega-
tive outcomes for at least some wom-
en. Reardon cites research conducted
by the APA itself and case studies from
both pro-choice and pro-life post-abor-
tion counselors to support that suffering
from maladjustment, among other men-
tal health concerns, after receiving an
abortion is far from uncommon. Indeed,
the APA's own research even shows
that rates of depression and stress are
susceptible to becoming worse as more
time passes since the abortion was per-
formed.”

Reardon continues by citing research
that aims to identify the relevant risk
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factors for women who may suffer from
the adverse effects of receiving an abor-
tion, ending with the conclusion that
“there is little if any research identifying
which women, if any, acquire any mental
health benefits from abortion compared
to carrying a pregnancy to term, even if
the pregnancy was unintended or un-
wanted.”® Quite the opposite of what the
APA has claimed.

Donald Paul Sullins, a researcher
from The Catholic University of Amer-
ica, furthers Reardon’s claims with his
own thirteen-year longitudinal study re-
garding the adverse mental health effects
of receiving an abortion.® When con-
trolling for sociodemographic variables,
among other confounding factors, Sull-
ins found that abortion was consistently
associated with an elevated risk of devel-
oping a mental disorder after the proce-
dure was performed. Major depression,
anxiety disorders, and substance use
disorders were among the disorders that
were found to have a higher prevalence
after an abortion. Interestingly, abortion
was found to be the only pregnancy
outcome that was significantly correlat-
ed in this way; miscarriages and going
through with an unwanted pregnancy,
for instance, were not significantly cor-
related with developing a mental disor-
der later on.

These findings are congruent with
those from an earlier, thirty-year lon-
gitudinal study conducted in New Zea-
land, which found that abortion was
associated with a thirty percent increase
in the rate of mental disorders among
women who received them.?
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These findings are in direct contra-
diction to what the APA has outlined in
several of their statements, most notably
the ones they released immediately fol-
lowing the Dobbs decision. So why does
the APA not acknowledge them? Why
does the APA insist on such an obvious
display of confirmation bias?

The answer lies in the association’s
political mission. While the APA pur-
portedly aims to further psychology’s
status as a science and relevant field of
healthcare, today it is clear that one of
the association’s primary functions is
acting as a political apparatus for pro-
gressive causes. Indeed, the modern
APA states they are “committed to in-
fusing the principles of equity, diversi-
ty, and inclusion into all aspects of the
work we do,*° and that they aim to “in-
crease [their] influence on policy deci-
sions at the international, national, state,
and local levels.”* Based on these quotes
and the APA’s clearly-stated views on
abortion policy, it does not take much to
imagine what kinds of political causes
they support. Indeed, the APA has en-
dorsed a stringent reinforcing of their
political views through their recommen-
dations on graduate, undergraduate, and
secondary school curricula and teaching
methods.™

Perhaps, were it not for nationwide
efforts to resist such blatant politiciza-
tion, the APA would falsely influence
national discourse on topics such as
abortion, both in and outside of aca-
demic spaces, more than it already does.
Ultimately, it is up to current and fu-
ture educators, along with coordinated
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efforts across the country, to speak out
against the APA’s blatant politicization
and confirmation bias on important and
legitimately contested topics. By doing
so, we can ensure that fair and honest
discussions are had to the benefit of ev-
eryone, even on matters as bitterly de-
bated as abortion.

Victor Schmithorst is currently pursuing a Doc-
tor of Psychology (Psy.D) at Wright State University's
School of Professional Psychology.
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