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Scotland, the United States and Spain). 
•Abortion rate and ratio. For most countries,
it is not possible to calculate abortion rates
and ratios by marital status because the
distribution of abortions, women or births
by marital status is unavailable. Howev-
er, we calculated rates for a few countries
with survey data (Kazakhstan, Kyrgyz-
stan, the United States and Uzbekistan).
The results confirm that for the Asian
countries, the incidence of abortion is high-
er for married women than for unmarried
women. For example, in Kazakhstan, 66
abortions occur per 1,000 married women
of reproductive age, compared with 18 per
1,000 unmarried women. Similarly, in Kyr-
gyzstan, the rates are 61 and six per 1,000,
respectively. In contrast, U.S. data show
that unmarried women have a higher
abortion rate (38 per 1,000) than married
women (eight per 1,000).11

The abortion ratio is higher among un-
married women than among married
women in 15 of 16 countries with available
data (Table 5). The differential is particu-
larly marked in Canada, New Zealand,
the United States and the represented
countries of Western Europe. For some
countries where married women account
for a higher proportion of abortions than
unmarried women, the abortion ratio
shows a different picture: Once pregnant,
unmarried women are more likely than
their married counterparts to have an
abortion (for example, in Czech Republic,
Estonia, Hungary, Kazakhstan and Slovak
Republic). Thus, the high proportion of
abortions occurring among married
women in these countries reflects pri-
marily the high proportion of pregnancies
that occur within marriage.

Parity
•Percentage distribution. In 40 countries
with available data, the distribution of
abortions by parity varies widely (Table 6,
page 74). Childless women obtain fewer
than 10% of abortions in 12 countries,
10–29% in nine countries, 30–49% in 14
countries and 50–68% in five countries. The
lowest proportions obtained by women at
zero parity are found in Eastern Europe
and Asia. In general, more than half of
abortions are obtained by women who
have already had at least one child. 
•Abortion ratios. Results on this measure,
presented for 11 developed countries in a
previous study, show a different perspec-
tive on the relationship between abortion
and parity.12 Although nulliparous women
obtain a high proportion of abortions in
several of those countries, women with two
or more children end a much higher pro-

with data, a small proportion of abortions
occur among married women; however,
these results are  based on studies of hos-
pitalized women and at least partly reflect
higher morbidity among unmarried,
mostly adolescent women. 

In the developed world, a higher pro-
portion of abortions occur among married
than among unmarried women in sever-
al Eastern European countries (Bulgaria,
Czech Republic, Estonia, Slovak Repub-
lic and Albania). On the other hand, un-
married women account for close to half
of abortions in five developed countries
(Germany, Hungary, Israel, Italy and the
Netherlands) and for a large majority of
abortion procedures in many others (Bel-
gium, Canada, England and Wales,
France, Finland, New Zealand, Norway,

portion of their pregnancies by abortion
than do women with no children. Only in
Canada and the United States is the abor-
tion ratio for nulliparous women higher
than the ratio for women with one or more
children. In the Czech Republic, Denmark,
Hungary and Sweden, the proportion of
pregnancies ending in abortion is highest
for women with two children (roughly
30–70%); in England and Wales, Finland
and Norway, it is highest for women of par-
ity three or more (close to 30%). 

Other Characteristics
Characteristics other than age, marital sta-
tus and parity also probably influence a
woman’s decision to obtain an abortion,
either in themselves or as indicators of
women’s social and economic situation.
Of particular note are residence, religion,
race or ethnicity, and education. 

In eight of 11 countries for which data
are available, women in urban areas ob-
tain more than 50% of abortions. This is
largely because of the distribution of the
population by residence, but the incidence
of abortions among urban and rural
women differs somewhat. Abortion rates
by residence, available for five countries,
also are higher among urban than among
rural dwellers. In Turkey, according to
DHS data, the abortion rate among ever-
married women is 31 per 1,000 in urban
areas, compared with 19 per 1,000 in rural
regions. Similarly, a 1987 survey in South
Korea reported rates of 70 per 1,000 in
urban areas and 57 in rural areas.13 The

Table 4. Percentage distribution of abortions,
by women’s marital status at the time of preg-
nancy termination, according to country, year
and completeness of statistics

Country, year and Married Un- Total
completeness of statistics married

Complete national statistics
Belgium, 1995 34.4 65.6 100.0
Bulgaria, 1996 74.8 25.3 100.0
Canada, 1995 27.2 72.8 100.0
Czech Republic, 1996 61.3 38.8 100.0
England & Wales, 1996* 21.4 78.6 100.0
Estonia, 1996 69.7 30.3 100.0
Finland, 1993 26.5 73.4 100.0
Germany, 1995 52.5 47.6 100.0
Hungary, 1996 52.2 47.8 100.0
Israel, 1995† 46.4 53.6 100.0
Kazakhstan, 1995 87.9 12.0 100.0
Netherlands, 1992 50.2 49.8 100.0
New Zealand, 1995 29.2 70.8 100.0
Norway, 1993 39.2 60.8 100.0
Scotland, 1996‡ 19.8 80.2 100.0
Singapore, 1993 67.7 32.3 100.0
Slovak Republic, 1995 73.8 26.1 100.0
United States, 1995 16.2 83.8 100.0

Incomplete national statistics
Albania, 1995 96.6 3.3 100.0
France, 1995 29.5 70.6 100.0
Italy, 1995 57.3 42.7 100.0
Kyrgyzstan, 1997 96.0 4.1 100.0
Spain, 1995 32.4 67.2 100.0
Uzbekistan, 1996 98.0 2.0 100.0
Vietnam, 1991 96.2 4.0 100.0

Ad hoc surveys/hospital records
Bangladesh, 1991 96.7 3.3 100.0
Benin, 1993 80.3 19.8 100.0
Brazil, 1992–1993 38.5 61.5 100.0
Guinea, 1991 20.5 79.5 100.0
Colombia, 1990 72.2 27.8 100.0
Dominican Republic, 1991 87.8 12.2 100.0
Kenya, 1988–1989 20.0 80.0 100.0
Malaysia, 1981 91.2 8.8 100.0
Mali, 1981–1982 17.9 82.1 100.0
Mozambique, 1994 33.6 66.4 100.0
Nepal, 1984–1985 87.9 12.1 100.0
Nigeria, 1981–1987 24.3 75.7 100.0
Peru, 1990 87.6 12.4 100.0
Philippines, 1993 91.0 9.0 100.0
Sri Lanka, 1991–1992 98.0 2.0 100.0

*Residents only. †Distribution relates to applications for abortion;
married women include those in the process of divorce. ‡Excludes
abortions performed in England  and  Wales. Notes: Married women
include those in formal and cohabiting, or consensual, unions; un-
married women are the formerly married and the never-married.
Sources: See appendix.

Table 5. Abortion ratio (induced abortions per
100 known pregnancies), by women’s marital
status at termination, according to country,
year  and completeness of statistics

Country, year and Married Unmarried
completeness of statistics

Complete national statistics
Canada, 1994 6.4 31.4
Czech Republic, 1994 29.2 53.9
Denmark, 1986 17.7 37.5
England & Wales, 1994* 7.5 36.3
Estonia, 1995 55.0 63.7
Finland, 1986 8.2 44.8
Hungary, 1996 31.7 60.1
Kazakhstan, 1995† 40.7 62.5
Netherlands, 1986 3.5 42.7
New Zealand, 1982 5.5 28.0
Norway, 1979 12.2 54.1
Slovak Republic, 1995 28.7 48.1
Sweden, 1971 8.3 30.1
United States, 1985 8.4 60.7
Yugoslavia, Fed. Rep.,1989 57.7 46.5

Incomplete national statistics
Kyrgyzstan, 1997† 29.3 30.0

*Based on abortions among residents only. †Based on abortions
and births within one year preceding the survey. Notes: Known
pregnancies are defined as induced abortions plus live births six
months later. Married women include those in formal and cohab-
iting, or consensual, unions; unmarried women are the formerly
married and never-married. Sources: See appendix.




