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interpreted liberally, so that most abortions are deemed 
legal. To the best of our knowledge, 78 countries and ter-
ritories fall into these categories.11

Data collection on the age patterns of abortion occurred 
in conjunction with data collection on national abortion 
incidence, conducted in 2010.2 We started by searching 
Web sites of statistical offices or relevant agencies for of-
ficial abortion data. If such data could not be found online, 
we contacted agencies directly and asked representatives 
to complete a standardized questionnaire on the incidence 
of legally induced abortions each year from 2003 to 2008 
by selected characteristics of women, including age. If di-
rect inquiries did not yield a response, we attempted to 
identify and solicit other informants with access to the 
information, primarily through Web searches and with 
the help of local contacts. In February and March of 2012, 
we followed up with country sources and obtained more 
recent data where available. In addition, the United Na-
tions Statistics Division (UNSD) Demographic Yearbook 
periodically publishes national numbers of legal abortions 
performed, by women’s age and number of previous live 
births.12 If these numbers corresponded with the figures 
we obtained from direct contacts in 2008, and the Demo-
graphic Yearbook had statistics more recent than those we 
had obtained directly, we present the most recent abortion 
figures available from the UNSD.

We ascertained the coverage of official reports through 
inquiries to representatives of reporting agencies who pro-
vided data. If the completeness of reports was in question 
or unknown, we also sought assessments from experts, in-
cluding demographers, statisticians, national and regional 
specialists in sexual and reproductive health, policy advi-
sors and providers familiar with abortion reporting pro-
cedures in the country. On the basis of this information, 
we classified countries according to whether their abortion 
data were complete (defined as including at least 90% of 
all legal abortions), likely to be incomplete or of unknown 
completeness. In some countries, the completeness clas-
sification changed over time. We included countries with 
complete data for the most recent year available in the 
group of  countries with complete statistics. If trend data 
are shown, we indicate if data completeness changed over 
time.

In addition, we present abortion estimates, if available, 
from nationally representative surveys of women in coun-
tries with liberal abortion laws. The surveys do not distin-
guish between legal procedures and illegal procedures. 
Survey-based estimates are generally considered to be in-
complete, because the level of underreporting of abortion 
in surveys is often high, particularly for those based on 
face-to-face interviews. According to studies that have at-
tempted to validate findings, underreporting ranges from 
15% to 69% in countries with liberal abortion laws.13 For 
a few countries, both official statistics and survey-based es-
timates of abortions by age are available. Although neither 
source represents a gold standard, taken together, they can 
provide a better understanding of the association between 

FIGURE 1. Percentage of all abortions obtained by females younger than 20, by 
country

Note: Data are based on country data for the most recent year available; median year of all data was 2009.
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