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Fertility Regulation in Bulgaria, 1976–1995

els observed in 1995 may represent a new
stabilization of both births and abortions
at much lower levels than in earlier years.

When the chance that a pregnancy will
end in abortion rather than birth is con-
sidered, as illustrated by the abortion ratio,
it is clear that pregnancies were more like-
ly to end in abortion during the early
1990s than ever before. The share of preg-
nancies ending in abortions increased
from slightly less than half of all preg-
nancies (49%) in 1976 to well over half
(57%) in 1995.

Discussion
Between 1976 and 1995, there were sizable
increases among Bulgarian women in the
use of modern contraceptives, especially
IUDs. Reliance on traditional methods or
the use of no method at all declined
sharply for women above the age of 25.
Women younger than 20, who were still in
the midst of family formation, did not in-
crease their use of contraceptives as much,
and what increases were found were split
between traditional and modern methods. 

No national surveys of contraceptive
knowledge and practice were conducted
in Bulgaria during the late 1980s, so it is
not possible to know whether the changed
patterns of contraceptive use occurred be-
fore or after the societal upheaval of that
time. Structural change in Bulgarian so-
ciety occurred relatively slowly in the
early 1990s; therefore, the impact of the
upheaval may not be as critical as in other
countries where the post-Communist
transformation was more drastic.

Such parallel increases in both contra-
ception and abortion vividly illustrate that
the substitution effect implied by the theme
of the 1990 Tbilisi conference oversimpli-
fies the realities of reproductive decision-
making in contemporary eastern Europe.
Increased reliance on both modern con-
traceptives and induced abortion among
women caught in a declining state social-
ist economy, common throughout eastern
Europe, might reflect what Kingsley Davis
has called a “multiphasic response.” He ob-
served it in Japan: “It is the picture of a peo-
ple responding in almost every demo-
graphic manner then known to some
powerful stimulus. Within a brief period
they quickly postponed marriage, em-
braced contraception, began sterilization,
utilized abortion and migrated outward.
It was a determined, multiphasic response,
and it was extremely effective with respect
to fertility.”8

The response in Bulgaria and the rest of
eastern Europe has not been quite so mul-
tiphasic. Legal and political limits elimi-

childbearing age remained almost con-
stant from 1970 to 1996; therefore, the
trends found in simple counts of events
probably are virtually identical to those
that would have been observed in total
fertility rates and total abortion rates.*
Since both 1976 and 1995 were typical
years in this series, comparing them does
not distort the overall time trend.

In 1976, women in Bulgaria had 146,070
births and 142,261 abortions, very nearly
a half-and-half split of all pregnancies. The
number of births declined steadily
throughout the next two decades; by 1995,
only 72,425 births were recorded in the
country—a drop of 50% from 1976. Abor-
tions declined in number as well, but more
slowly. In fact, the total number of abor-
tions in the late 1980s had hardly de-
creased at all (only 6–7%) from the 1976
level. After the collapse of the state so-
cialist system from 1989 to 1990, the total
number of both pregnancies and abortions
fell rapidly, at first outpacing continuing
declines in the number of births. The de-
crease in the number of abortions bot-
tomed out in 1994, and the fertility decline
appears to have leveled off in 1995. Lev-

nated certain options. Emigration was out
of the question, as the citizens of the Ger-
man Democratic Republic discovered
when they attempted this response and
the goverment responded by construct-
ing a wall between the divided Germa-
nies. Similarly, the option of postponed
marriage was discouraged because every
state socialist government, in hopes of
raising fertility to levels sufficient for sus-
tained population growth, offered incen-
tives for early and universal marriage and
childbearing. 

However, by propelling people into re-
production at early ages but failing to cre-
ate social conditions that would sustain
childbearing throughout adulthood, the
state socialist system created a new prob-
lem for married couples—how to control
fertility once state criteria for access to
housing and other amenities had been
met. Fertility regulation for married cou-
ples with children assumed an impor-
tance, even an urgency, not seen in most
other societies.

In contrast to actions aimed at stimu-
lating childbearing, abortion was legalized
in eastern Europe almost from the incep-
tion of the state socialist system,9 and it
rapidly became the chief form of fertility
regulation.10 This created an unusual con-
text for the adoption of modern contra-
ceptives. Rather than competing against
obviously inferior traditional methods of
contraception only, modern methods also
had to compete with a fully developed
and institutionally legitimated reliance on
the guaranteed effectiveness of induced
abortion as a means of fertility regulation.

The stimulus prompting both more con-
traception and more induced abortion in
Bulgaria involved the decline of the state
socialist system itself. Due to subsidies, pro-
ducers did not have to be efficient or prof-
itable; fewer consumer goods were pro-
duced, while more and more resources
were consumed. When further economic
growth was prevented because the limit of
available resources had been reached,11 the
output of consumer goods began to decline.
The chronic qualitative and quantitative in-
adequacy of consumer products in gener-
al, and more particularly of housing and
household amenities, not only gave rise to
very early entry into childbearing in order
to qualify for scarce housing, but also to
very small completed family sizes and a
consequent high demand for fertility reg-
ulation among older married women. In
fact, the resulting low level of reproduction
led to a finite, even shrinking, labor force,
which intensified the systemic crisis.12

The original stimulus for more contra-

Table 2. Total number of births and abortions,
and percentage of pregnancies ending in
abortion, Bulgaria, 1970–1996

Year No. of No. of % of
births abortions pregnancies

ending in 
abortion

1970 140,127 142,511 50.4
1971 136,802 153,687 52.9
1972 132,554 154,715 53.9
1973 140,962 137,439 49.4
1974 150,426 144,509 49.0
1975 145,836 143,450 49.6
1976 146,070 142,261 49.3
1977 142,795 141,917 49.8
1978 137,534 147,797 51.8
1979 136,329 148,084 52.1
1980 129,176 156,056 54.7
1981 125,133 152,531 54.9
1982 125,085 147,976 54.2
1983 123,856 134,413 52.0
1984 123,143 131,322 51.6
1985 119,740 132,269 52.5
1986 120,794 134,964 52.8
1987 117,392 134,097 53.3
1988 118,138 133,147 53.0
1989 112,953 132,021 53.9
1990 105,821 144,644 57.8
1991 97,134 138,405 58.8
1992 90,442 132,891 59.5
1993 85,574 107,412 55.7
1994 80,426 97,547 54.8
1995 72,425 97,092 57.3
1996 72,188 98,663 57.7

Source: National Statistical Institute and Bulgarian Ministry of
Health (published and unpublished data).

*This is fortunate because, while Bulgaria’s total fertili-
ty rate is calculated annually, the total abortion rate val-
ues cannot be calculated. Age-specific data on abortions
have neither been calculated nor published by the Bul-
garian Ministry of Health.


