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been shifting, and older, married women
are making up an increasing proportion of
those obtaining abortions;24 this  type of
shift in the age pattern may be expected to
occur in many countries in Sub-Saharan
Africa, partly because of the increasing mo-
tivation to have smaller families.25

Abortion ratios show that in both de-
veloped and developing countries, preg-
nancies among unmarried women are
more likely to be resolved by abortion
than are those among married women.
This finding is reinforced by the reasons
women give for obtaining an abortion—
including not wanting to be a single moth-
er, being too young, fearing their parents’
objections, not wanting pregnancy to dis-
rupt education or employment, and being
unable to take care of the baby (especial-
ly without the support of the partner).26

In most of the developing countries and
many Eastern European countries stud-
ied, women who have had at least one live
birth have the majority of abortions. This
finding suggests that in these countries,
abortion is obtained mainly to space or
limit births rather than to delay the be-
ginning of family formation. In the rest of
Europe and in Canada and the United
States, childless women account for the
majority of abortions. This result is con-
sistent with the finding that a high pro-
portion of abortions in these regions are

oping countries (where the reporting is
largely incomplete); however, this differ-
ence is also observed among developing
countries. Other possible reasons for this
variation are higher levels of sexual ac-
tivity (and unintended pregnancy) among
unmarried young women in regions other
than Asia and greater motivation among
women in these regions to terminate a
pregnancy (even if they are married), often
because they wish to complete their edu-
cation or continue working. 

The higher rates of abortion at older ages
in many Asian and Eastern European
countries, as well as in the Asian former
Soviet republics, may reflect low levels of
use of modern contraceptives. For in-
stance, in Japan, the pill is yet to be ap-
proved for contraceptive use and steril-
ization is rarely adopted.21 In the former
Soviet republics and Eastern Europe,
women rely largely on abortion to limit
their family size because effective contra-
ceptive methods, including sterilization,
are not readily available (although avail-
ability and use are steadily improving).22

A higher proportion of abortions occur
among married than among unmarried
women in about two-thirds of the coun-
tries studied. The abortion rate also is
higher for married women in most of the
few countries for which data are available
(Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan and Uzbek-
istan), but these are all from one subre-
gion. In contrast, U.S. abortion rates indi-
cate that unmarried women are more than
four times as likely as married women to
obtain an abortion. However, the distri-
bution of abortion by marital status varies
noticeably by region. In all of the Asian
countries included in this study, married
women obtain by far the highest propor-
tion of abortions. Results are mixed for the
other regions, except Sub-Saharan Africa,
where five of six countries with data show
a higher proportion of abortions occurring
among unmarried women. 

In Asia, young unmarried women are
not likely to be sexually active, but soon
after marriage adolescents are expected to
begin childbearing. Pregnancy-induced
marriage is said to be common in Central
and Eastern Europe, which may partly ex-
plain why the incidence of abortion is lower
among unmarried women in those areas
than in other parts of Europe.23 In Sub-
Saharan Africa, where most available stud-
ies are of hospitalized abortion patients,
young and unmarried women may be
overrepresented because they are the most
likely to obtain an unsafe abortion, given
their lack of experience and resources. A
study in Kenya noted that the trend has

obtained by unmarried women.27

Women in urban areas are more likely
than their rural counterparts to obtain an
abortion. This finding probably reflects
that it is easier to obtain abortion services
in urban than in rural areas.

The percentage distribution of abortions
according to women’s education largely
reflects the distribution of women, sug-
gesting that some women at all educa-
tional levels obtain abortions. Better-edu-
cated women may be more successful than
those with less schooling in preventing un-
planned pregnancy, given their higher lev-
els of knowledge and access to contracep-
tion; but they also may have stronger
motivation to achieve a smaller family size
and to prevent unplanned births, given the
greater opportunity costs for them (in
terms of employment and income).
Younger, educated women may terminate
an unintended pregnancy in order to com-
plete their education or gain work experi-
ence before starting a family; older women,
who are likely to be less educated, may ob-
tain an abortion because they already have
the number of children they want. The
complex relationships between education,
other demographic characteristics, fertil-
ity preferences, contraception and abortion
are reflected in the very different patterns
of abortion rates according to women’s ed-
ucational attainment that are found in the

Table 7. Percentage distribution of abortions, by women’s education, according to country,
year and completeness of statistics

Country, year and None Primary Secondary ≥university Unknown Total
completeness of statistics

Complete national statistics
Czech Republic, 1995* 0.0 23.0 61.3 15.5 0.2 100.0
Kazakhstan, 1995 0.0 0.0 80.2 19.8 0.0 100.0

Incomplete national statistics
Armenia, 1994 0.0 0.0 41.5 58.5 0.0 100.0
Italy, 1995† 0.0 11.2 65.5 3.0 20.2 100.0
Korea (South), 1987‡ 0.0 15.5 75.1 9.4 0.0 100.0
Kyrgyzstan, 1997 0.1 0.0 79.8 20.2 0.0 100.0
Romania, 1993 0.0 26.3 63.7 9.8 0.0 100.0
Spain, 1996 3.1 18.3 60.4 15.8 2.4 100.0
Turkey, 1993 18.0 58.7 19.1 4.1 0.0 100.0
Uzbekistan, 1996 0.0 0.0 81.0 19.0 0.0 100.0
Vietnam, 1991 0.3 3.3 87.2 9.2 0.0 100.0

Ad hoc surveys/hospital records
Bangladesh, 1991 56.0 22.0 18.6 3.4 0.0 100.0
Colombia, 1990 23.1 27.8 30.4 18.6 0.0 100.0
Dominican Republic, 1991 7.1 58.8 29.3 5.1 0.0 100.0
Ethiopia, 1989 2.7 15.8 72.1 8.5 0.0 100.0
Kenya, 1988–1989 7.9 40.0 52.1 § 0.0 100.0
Malaysia, 1981 0.0 73.7 0.0 26.3 0.0 100.0
Mali, 1981–1982 32.7 20.4 40.7 4.4 1.8 100.0
Mozambique, 1994 6.3 78.4 15.3 § 0.0 100.0
Philippines, 1993 0.0 9.0 48.0 43.0 0.0 100.0
Peru, 1990 16.2 27.4 22.9 33.5 0.0 100.0
Russia, 1996 0.0 0.0 75.3** 24.7 0.0 100.0
Sri Lanka, 1991–1992 5.0 71.0 18.0 6.0 0.0 100.0

*Categories are incomplete primary, complete primary, secondary vocational, specialized secondary school and university/bachelor
study/grammar school. †Categories are less than primary, elementary license, lower secondary license, higher secondary license and
university or more. ‡Based on survey of married women 20–44. §Included in the secondary education category. **No less than some
secondary reported. Note: na=not applicable. Sources: See appendix.




