
reason for their decision that they were too
young, and in the United States, at least
30% cited either being too young or fear-
ing their parents’ objections as contribut-
ing reasons for their abortion.
•Risk to maternal health. This reason was
somewhat important overall, having been
cited as the main reason by 5–10% in
seven countries and by 20–38% in three
(Kenya, Bangladesh and India). This fac-
tor is apparently less important in Latin
America and in the developed countries
included here.

The category of maternal health risk
may include risks to either physical or
mental health; another area of uncertain-
ty is whether the potential health problem
has been identified by a doctor or by only
the woman herself. Because a threat to ma-
ternal health is often an exception to the
law in countries where abortion is illegal,
many women may cite this reason because
it is socially acceptable and provides a legal
or moral justification for abortion. Never-
theless, pregnancy probably poses a real
threat to many of these women, because
at least a small proportion in almost every
country cite it as their overriding reason,

relationship, that the husband or partner
mistreated the woman because of her
pregnancy, or that the husband or partner
simply does not want the child. Some-
times women combined these reasons
with not being able to afford a baby, sug-
gesting the importance of having a part-
ner who can offer both emotional and fi-
nancial support.
•Young and unmarried. Being too young or
fearing that parents or others would ob-
ject to the pregnancy is a fairly common
reason for having an abortion. In 10 coun-
tries, more than 10% of women gave this
as their main reason, and 20–37% did so
in five of them (three in Latin America and
two in Sub-Saharan Africa).

This reason was an especially common
primary reason in Honduras and Mexico,
where it was cited by about one-third of
women. It also was a prominent con-
tributing factor in Australia: One-quarter
of Australian women mentioned that
being “too young” was a factor in their de-
cision to have an abortion and 15% cited
not wanting their parents or others to
know about the pregnancy. In the Nether-
lands, 13% mentioned as a contributing

regardless of the legal status of abortion.
•Fetal defect. Women rarely report that
fetal defects or potential problems for the
baby motivated their decision to have an
abortion. This probably stems from one or
more factors, including the low actual in-
cidence of birth defects, the fact that most
women obtain abortions before such de-
fects could be known, and fetal defects are
generally not detected in developing
countries (where advanced testing and
modern medical care are not widely avail-
able). Furthermore, in many surveys, this
reason may not have had its own separate
category, but may have been grouped into
an “other” catch-all category. Finally, the
reason may have been omitted altogeth-
er in some studies.

This reason was recorded in only one-
third of the countries, with Indian women
the most likely to have given fetal defects
as the most important reason (11%); 5–8%
of women in three other developing coun-
tries (South Korea, Taiwan and Thailand)
also cited this as their main reason. In all
four of these Asian and South Asian coun-
tries, sex selection is believed to play a role
in abortion, and in such instances, some
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Table 3. Percentage of women citing multiple reasons for seeking an induced abortion, by reason, various countries and years

Reason Bangladesh, India, Pakistan, Philippines, Australia, Netherlands, United States,
1989–1990 1990 1994 1979 1992 1983–1987 1987–1988
(N=612) (N=1,197) (N=30) (N=286) (N=2,127) (N=230) (N=1,900)

Wants to postpone childbearing
Last child is too young na 27.0 na na na na na
Wants to delay having another child 3.0 na 56.7 10.1 na 10.0 na

Wants no (more) children
Experienced contraceptive failure 2.0 na na na na na na
Already has as many children as wants 62.0 67.0 na 26.6 20.0 25.0 26.0
Does not want any children na na na na 3.0 4.0 na

Having a child will disrupt education or job
Feel should establish career before has child na 2.0 16.7 7.7 27.0 4.0 na
Will affect schooling na na na 5.9 na 16.0 na
Having a child would change life in a way does not want 9.0 na na na 38.0 na 76.0

Cannot afford a child; poor
Cannot afford a child now 6.0 7.0 66.7 30.1 60.0 11.0 68.0
Not ready for responsibility na 6.0 10.0 3.1 na 20.0 31.0

Has relationship problems
Has problems with husband or partner na na na 11.9 19.0 16.0 u
Husband/partner does not want child na na na na 12.0 na 23.0
Does not want to be single mother 10.0 na na na 29.0 na 51.0*
Cannot identify father; is in casual relationship na na na na na 16.0 na
Believes should be married before has a child na na na na 22.0 na na

Is too young; parent(s) or others object to pregnancy
Is too young to have a child na na na na 25.0 13.0 30.0
Parents do not want her to have a child 5.0 2.0 na 9.1 6.0 na 7.0
Does not want parents (or others) to know about pregnancy na na na na 15.0 na 31.0

Maternal/fetal health
Health reason 12.0 7.0 20.0 8.0 5.0 na 7.0
Possibility of fetal defect na na na na 7.0 na 13.0

Other
Was victim of rape or incest na na na na na na 1.0
Other / not reported 3.0 6.0 na 7.7 5.0 8.0 6.0

*Includes problems in the relationship with husband/partner. Notes: Women could cite multiple reasons, so percentages do not add to 100%. Ns refer to the number of women. na=not applicable, because
reason was not included in the study. u=unavailable, because a combined category covered more than one reason. Sources: See Appendix.


