
tern of an earlier decline in metropolitan
areas that was apparent in Colombia and
Mexico.

Abortion Ratios
The abortion ratio is the number of abor-
tions per 100 pregnancies (excluding preg-
nancies that end in miscarriages). This
ratio—the proportion of pregnancies that
are resolved through abortion—can also
be interpreted as the probability that a
woman would choose an abortion if she
were pregnant. As such, it is a very dif-
ferent measure from the abortion rate,
which measures the incidence of abortion
among all women of reproductive age,
and does not necessarily follow the same
pattern as the ratio. For example, the abor-
tion ratio can increase while the abortion
rate remains steady or declines, if the over-
all level of childbearing falls. On the other
hand, both the rate and ratio could de-
crease simultaneously—if, for example,
the incidence of abortion falls and the level
of childbearing remains relatively stable.

As Table 1 shows, national abortion ra-
tios increased consistently over the peri-
od studied in all three countries. This up-
ward trend reflects declines in the level of
childbearing, combined with increasing
or nearly stable abortion rates in many re-
gions of these countries. Nationally, while
abortion ratios ranged from 10–18 per 100
pregnancies in the mid-to-late-1970s in
each country, they increased to 18–31 per
100 pregnancies by the early 1990s.

begun to decline in any of these three
countries, either nationally or within spe-
cific regions. The abortion rate increased
in some regions of every country, at least
from the mid-1970s to the mid-1980s; in
most of Brazil and Mexico, those increas-
es continued into the early 1990s. How-
ever, there were substantial declines in
abortion rates in the largest metropolitan
areas of Colombia (Bogotá) and Mexico
(the Southwest and Federal District).

This pattern suggests that some attri-
butes of metropolitan areas are associat-
ed with being further along in the fertili-
ty transition, so that declines in abortion,
or at least stabilization of the abortion rate,
are likely to occur sooner. In Bogotá, for
example, a higher level of contraceptive
use since the mid-1970s (earlier than in
other regions) may be an important fac-
tor in explaining these differential trends
by level of urbanization. Other possible
factors are the more rapid advancement
in urban areas in women’s education and
in the quality of family planning services,
and the concomitant greater improve-
ments in contraceptive use.

Brazil, however, appears to be an ex-
ception to this pattern. The abortion rate
was fairly stable throughout the study pe-
riod in the metropolitan region of São
Paulo, but it increased markedly in Rio de
Janeiro, also a highly urbanized region. Al-
though these increases were consistent
with those occurring in all but one region
of Brazil, they fail to show the general pat-

When regions are examined, abortion
ratios rose in five of the six regions in
Brazil (if the nominal dip in the middle of
the study period in the North is dis-
counted). The same pattern can be seen in
three of the five Colombian regions, and
in four of the five Mexican regions. In
some regions where abortion rates either
have begun to decline or have at least sta-
bilized (i.e., southern Brazil, Bogotá and
Colombia’s Pacific region, and the South-
west and Federal District in Mexico), the
abortion ratio has also begun to stabilize
or decline since the 1980s (or in the case
of Bogotá, since 1976). Yet, by the early
1990s, a substantial proportion of preg-
nancies in all three countries—nearly one-
third in Brazil, one-quarter in Colombia
and almost one-fifth in Mexico—ended in
induced abortion. 

Abortion and Fertility Decline
Abortion clearly played a role in deter-
mining the level of fertility throughout the
study period. However, its contribution to
fertility decline depends not so much on the
level of abortion as on the magnitude of the
change in abortion compared with that of
changes in fertility. To assess whether abor-
tion contributed significantly to fertility de-
cline in each of the three countries, we ex-
amined changes in the general fertility rate
(GFR)—a fertility measure that is available
for all three countries and that (unlike the
crude birthrate) takes into account varia-
tions in the proportion of the total popu-
lation that is accounted for by women of
reproductive age.

Although the fertility transition was
well underway by the mid-1970s in Brazil
and Colombia,20 fertility declined further
in these two countries, with the GFR
falling from about 130–140 live births per
1,000 women aged 15–49 in the late 1970s
to fewer than 100 per 1,000 in the late 1990s
(Table 2). However, in Mexico, which by
the mid-1970s had only just begun its de-
cline, the absolute decline in fertility was
twice as large as in Brazil or Colombia.
From the late 1970s to the early 1990s,
Mexico’s proportional decline in GFR was
also larger than in Brazil or Colombia (46%
compared with 30–32%).

The contribution of induced abortion to
fertility decline may be expressed as the
percentage by which the GFR would have
differed from its observed level in 1991 in
two scenarios: if the abortion rate had not
changed from its 1976–1980 level (that is,
if women of reproductive age had con-
tinued to have the same probability of ob-
taining an abortion over time), or if the
abortion ratio had not changed (that is, if
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Table 2. Observed general fertility rate (GFR), by time period, hypothetical GFR if abortion rates
or abortion ratios had not changed between earliest and latest periods, and percentage dif-
ference between observed and hypothetical GFRs, according to country and region

Country Observed GFR Hypothetical GFR % difference in GFR
and region

1976– 1986 1991 If no rate If no ratio If no rate If no ratio
1980 change change change change

Brazil 129* 108 87 96 99 11 13
Rio de Janeiro 94 78 70 83 83 18 19
São Paulo 107 91 78 78 82 0 5
South 109 94 82 78 82 –4 0
Central/Southeast 132 104 87 96 98 10 13
Northeast 159 137 97 122 123 26 27
North 161 125 99 108 109 9 10

Colombia 140† 112 97‡ 97 102 0 5
Atlantic 171 148 123 122 126 –1 3
Pacific 148 100 97 91 97 –6 0
Central 125 101 86 92 95 7 11
Eastern 155 119 96 105 107 9 12
Bogotá 100 94 84 74 80 –12 –5

Mexico 191§ 132** 102†† 102 107 0 5
North 194 126 101 103 109 2 8
Northeast 184 106 89 87 95 –2 6
East/Southeast 203 151 115 116 118 1 3
Central 223 151 112 116 119 3 6
Southwest and

Fed. Dist. 160 114 90 86 93 –4 4

*1980. †1976. ‡1990. §1977. **1987. ††1992. Note: Contribution of abortion to fertility decline is based on the assumption that each
abortion prevents 0.56 births.


