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Contraceptive Use and Abortion Among Women in St. Petersburg, Russia

The characteristics that were associated with having 
had two or more abortions were similar to those associ-
ated with ever having had an abortion, with several excep-
tions. Women who had used an unreliable or no method 
at last intercourse had increased odds of reporting two or 
more abortions (odds ratios, 1.8 and 1.7, respectively), 
and women with 14–16 years of education had decreased 
odds of repeat abortions (0.5). Furthermore, two charac-
teristics lost signifi cance in this model: student status and 
high income level.

DISCUSSION
The main fi ndings of our study were that nearly six in 
10 women at risk of unintended pregnancy had used a 
reliable contraceptive method at last intercourse, while 
nearly a third had used an unreliable method and one 
in 10 had used no method. Furthermore, women in the 

middle  income level were more likely than women with 
low  income to use the pill, failure to use a condom at 
fi rst intercourse was associated with contraceptive nonuse 
at last intercourse and failure to use any method at fi rst 
sex was correlated with having had abortions. In addi-
tion, having had children, cohabiting and being in the 
older age-groups were positively correlated with abortion 
history.

The fact that about four in 10 women reported using 
an unreliable or no method at last intercourse was not 
 unexpected, given the lack of an effective national policy 
to improve contraceptive use, as well as the opposition of 
many health professionals to wider use of modern meth-
ods. Historically, induced abortions have been a common 
birth control method in Russia, except during periods of 
political repression in the 1930s and 1950s, and during 
the Second World War.9 

We were surprised to fi nd, in contrast with fi ndings in 
western European countries,4,16 that level of education was 
not associated with the use of reliable methods. However, 
greater education was associated with less method nonuse 
and more use of the calendar method. Furthermore, our 
fi nding that women in the middle income level showed an 
increased likelihood of using the pill may refl ect that these 
women can afford to buy these contraceptives, which have 
to be paid for out of pocket.

In our study, a quarter of the youngest respondents—
those born in the 1980s—had had at least one abortion. 
The odds of having had an abortion were higher among 
respondents born in the 1960s and 1970s, possibly be-
cause older women have had more opportunity to experi-
ence unintended pregnancies. Another possible reason is 
that the youngest women may simply use more reliable 
contraceptive methods. For example, a 2004 study in 
St. Petersburg found that women aged 35–44 were more 
likely than younger women to have used no method at 
fi rst intercourse.14 However, we do not know whether the 
proportion of women who wanted to become pregnant at 
fi rst sex has varied over time. Before the 1990s, Russian 
women were expected to marry and have a child during 
early adulthood.17 

Other factors strongly associated with abortion were 
 cohabiting and having had children. This could be partial-
ly explained by the facts that cohabiting women and those 
who had borne children were less likely to use condoms; 
another reason may be that once a woman has had child-
ren, she is more likely to rely on abortion to control fam-
ily size. We found no association between  education level 
and abortion; this unexpected result may be explained 
by the lack of unambiguous information about the safety 
and effectiveness of contraceptives, as well as by fi nancial 
 barriers.

The comparison of our fi ndings with data for St. 
 Petersburg in 199618 suggests that overall, use of effective 
contraceptive methods has not improved substantially; the 
proportion of women who use reliable contraceptives is 
the same as that found in the earlier study. Furthermore, 

 TABLE 4. Adjusted odds ratios (and 95% confi dence intervals) from logistic 
 regression analyses assessing associations between abortion history and selected 
characteristics, among sexually experienced women

Characteristic Ever had an abortion Had ≥2 abortions

Age
18–24 (ref ) 1.00 1.00
25–34 2.16 (1.36–3.43) 3.54 (2.02–6.22) 
35–44 3.54 (2.18–5.77) 5.86 (3.35–10.27)

Marital status
Married (ref ) 1.00 1.00 
Cohabiting 2.91 (1.63–5.21) 2.08 (1.35–3.22)
Unmarried 0.96 (0.64–1.45) 1.00 (0.71–1.40)

Education (yrs.)
≤10 (ref ) 1.00 1.00
11–13 1.16 (0.54–2.47) 0.81 (0.44–1.46)
14–16 0.71 (0.33–1.52) 0.54 (0.29–0.81)
≥17 1.03 (0.45–2.40) 0.71 (0.36–1.39)

Employment
Employed (ref ) 1.00 1.00
Unemployed 1.08 (0.42–2.81) 2.14 (0.96–4.78)
Housewife 0.71 (0.42–1.19) 1.01 (0.67–1.53)
Student 0.39 (0.16–0.96) 0.57 (0.13–2.56)
Pensioner/other 0.67 (0.34–1.34) 0.87 (0.46–1.64)

Personal income†
Low (ref ) 1.00 1.00  
Middle 1.01 (0.68–1.51) 1.33 (0.95–1.86)
High 1.72 (1.02–2.91) 1.38 (0.90–2.11)

Parity
0 (ref ) 1.00 1.00
1–2 5.65 (3.52–9.06) 6.23 (3.90–9.96)
≥3 4.94 (1.87–13.04) 6.60 (3.11–14.01)

Age at fi rst intercourse
≥18 (ref ) 1.00 1.00
<18 2.17 (1.46–3.24) 1.70 (1.21–2.37)

Used contraceptive at fi rst intercourse
Yes (ref ) 1.00 1.00
No 1.53 (1.08–2.17) 1.82 (1.36–2.45)

Reliability of method at last intercourse
Reliable (ref ) 1.00 1.00
Unreliable 1.34 (0.98–1.84) 1.83 (1.28–2.62)
No method 1.22 (0.86–1.71) 1.71 (1.23–2.38)

†Based on the minimum living wage (2,308 rubles per month) at time of  survey: Low=less than 
twice the minimum; middle=two to less than four times the minimum; high=at least four times the 
minimum. Note: ref= reference category.
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