
Volume 38, Number 3, September 2012 147

Analysis
We calculated the age-specific abortion rate for each age-
group as (abortions in age-group/female population in 
age-group) x 1,000. We used the age-specific rates to com-
pute the total abortion rate (TAR), or the number of abor-
tions a woman would be expected to have over a lifetime 
at current age-specific rates, as Σ(ASAR x 5)/1,000, where 
the ASARs are age-specific abortion rates in five-year age-
groups for females aged 15–44.

We examined two measures of how abortion incidence 
varies by women’s age: the percentage distribution of abor-
tions and the abortion rate. Incomplete reporting affects 
these two measures differently. The percentage distribution 
of abortions can be reasonably accurate even in settings 
where abortions are underreported, as long as the level of 
underreporting does not vary by age. In contrast, high lev-
els of underreporting will compromise the accuracy of age- 
specific abortion rates. As long as the level of underreport-
ing is similar across age-groups, however, the age-specific 
abortion rates are useful because they allow us to compare 

abortion incidence and age.
To calculate age-specific abortion rates for each coun-

try on the basis of reported numbers of abortions, we 
obtained estimates of the population of women aged 
15–44 by five-year age-group from the UNSD Demographic  
Yearbook, which compiles information from countries’ 
official statistical authorities.14 We interpolated where 
necessary to obtain population estimates for the year cor-
responding to the abortion statistics. The calculation of 
age-specific rates assumes that the UN estimates of popu-
lation by age-group are accurate.

In our calculations of percentage distributions of abor-
tion, we had sources of abortion information for 45 coun-
tries: We used complete official records for 23 countries, 
incomplete official records for 18, survey-based estimates 
for two, and incomplete records and survey estimates for 
two. In our calculations of abortion rate, we had sources of 
abortion information for 43 countries: We used complete 
official records for 21 countries, incomplete official records 
for 18, survey-based estimates for one, and incomplete re-
cords and survey-based estimates for three.

To examine abortion trends over time, we relied primar-
ily on previously published information on abortions by 
age.3,9,15 If published statistics for the earlier time periods 
were not available, we turned to the official reports from 
relevant agencies and data that had been collected previ-
ously in questionnaires administered to reporting agen-
cies, as described above. In some cases, the total number 
of abortions reported by the UNSD matched the total 
provided by government sources for earlier time periods, 
and the UNSD was the only source of detail on abortions 
according to the woman’s age; in these cases, data from 
the UNSD on the number of abortions by woman’s age 
are presented.

TABLE 2. Percentage distribution of legal abortions, by woman’s age at termination, 
according to region and subregion

Region/ % of region  % distribution
subregion represented

by data <20 20–24 25–29 30–34 35–39 ≥40 Total

North America 100 18 33 24 14 11* u 100
Europe 81 11 24 24 20 15 7 100
   Northern 95 18 28 21 16 11 5 100
   Western 91 13 25 22 18 15 7 100
   Southern 85 10 20 22 22 18 8 100
   Eastern 68 8 23 26 22 15 6 100

Eastern Asia† 54 9 23 22 20 18 8 100

*Includes abortions among women aged 35–44. †Excluding China. Notes: u=unavailable. Data are based 
on country data for the most recent year available; median year of all data was 2009.

FIGURE 2. Percentage distribution of legal abortions, by woman’s age at termination, according to region and subregion

*Excluding China. **Abortions among women ≥35. Note: Data are based on country data for the most recent year available; median year of all data was 2009.
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