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Teenage Pregnancy Rates of Five Developed Countries

percentage distributions). When the avail-
able information indicated that the event
had occurred (for example, the respondent
had initiated intercourse) but the age at the
event was unknown, such cases were as-
sumed to have had the same proportion-
al distribution as the events for which
there was information.

Results
Pregnancy and Childbearing 
In the mid-1990s, the pregnancy rates for
France and Sweden were 20 and 25 per
1,000 women aged 15–19, respectively
(Table 2).* The pregnancy rates were ap-
proximately twice that level in Canada
and Great Britain (46 and 47 per 1,000, re-
spectively) and four times that level in the
United States (84 per 1,000). Differences
between the United States and the other
four countries are even larger for younger
teenagers than for older ones: The preg-
nancy rate among 15–17-year-olds in the
United States is five times that in France
(rates of 53 and 10 per 1,000, respective-
ly), compared with somewhat less than a
fourfold difference among 18–19-year-
olds (rates of 131 and 35 for the United
States and France, respectively).

The proportion of women aged 20–24
who had a child before age 20 is a useful
summary indicator that reflects the dif-
ferences in teenage birthrates by country.
This proportion is lowest in Sweden (4%),
slightly higher in France (6%), much
greater in Canada and Great Britain (11%
and 15%, respectively) and highest in the
United States (22%). Differences in the
proportion giving birth by age 15 and by
age 18 are also much higher in the Unit-
ed States than in the other four countries
(Figure 1). 

Whether adolescents plan their preg-
nancies and have intended births are key
factors in understanding the implications

or older teenagers. Not all surveys ob-
tained information on all the main aspects
of sexual and reproductive behavior. Sur-
veys in the United States and Great Britain
collected the largest range of measures of
sexual and reproductive behavior; cover-
age was much more uneven in the other
three countries. 

Data on age at first intercourse and age
at first birth were available from at least
one survey for all five countries. Data on
contraceptive use at first intercourse were
available only for younger teenagers
(15–17-year-olds) in France and for 16–18-
year-olds from a small sample survey in
Sweden, but were not available for Cana-
da. A measure of recent contraceptive use
(either current use or use at last inter-
course) was available for all five countries.
In the case of France, data on younger
teenagers (15–17) are from the 1994 Sur-
vey of Sexual Behavior of Young People,
and data for older teenagers (18–19) are
from the 1992 Survey on Sexual Behavior.
In the case of Sweden, national data were
available only for teenagers aged 18–19,
and data for 16–18-year-olds were avail-
able only from a small sample survey. 

We used two methods when dealing
with missing data. When no information
was available on whether a behavior or an
event had occurred, such cases were omit-
ted from calculations (for example, from

of adolescent pregnancies and births. Al-
though there are no comparable data on
these issues for all five of the focus coun-
tries, some related information does cast
light on the subject. Available national sur-
vey-based information for the United
States shows that 78% of all pregnancies
and 66% of all births to adolescents in the
early 1990s were unintended.11† The in-
tended adolescent birthrate in the United
States was about 18 births per 1,000 teen-
agers per year in the mid-1990s—a rate that
is approximately twice the overall adoles-
cent birthrate in France and Sweden, and
is probably as high as or higher than the
intended adolescent birthrate in Canada
and Great Britain (not shown). The unin-
tended teenage pregnancy rate in the Unit-
ed States (roughly 66 per 1,000 in the mid-
1990s) is still substantially higher than the

Table 2. Birth, abortion and pregnancy rates and abortion ratio, by country, according to age-group, mid-1990s

Country Ages 15�19 Ages 15�17 Ages 18�19

Births Abortions Pregnancies Abortion Births Abortions Pregnancies Abortion Births Abortions Pregnancies Abortion
per per per ratio per per per ratio per per per ratio
1,000 1,000 1,000 1,000 1,000 1,000 1,000 1,000 1,000

Sweden 7.8 17.2 25.0 68.8 2.7 13.7 16.4 83.5 15.5 22.6 38.1 59.3
(1996)
France* 10.0 10.2 20.2 50.5 3.5 6.8 10.3 66.0 20.0 15.2 35.2 43.2
(1995)
Canada 24.5 21.2 45.7 46.4 13.6 13.8 27.4 50.4 40.0 32.2 72.2 44.6
(1995)
Great Britain� 28.3 18.4 46.7 39.4 14.8 13.8 28.6 48.3 49.8 25.6 75.4 34.0
(1995)
United States 54.4 29.2 83.6 34.9 33.8 19.0 52.8 36.0 86.0 44.9 130.9 34.3
(1996)

*Rates are adjusted to the young woman�s age in completed years when the event occurred, to be comparable with other countries. Rates are not inßated for the underreporting of abortions. �Rates for
Great Britain (which comprises England, Wales and Scotland) are calculated by combining data for these administrative areas. Notes: Pregnancy rates include births and induced abortions but do not in-
clude spontaneous abortions or miscarriages. The abortion ratio is the number of abortions per 100 pregnancies, excluding miscarriages.
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Figure 1. Percentage of 20–24-year-old women
who had a birth by ages 15, 18 and 20 
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*If we assume that the level of abortion underreporting
is the same for teenagers as for all women (10–25%, ref-
erence 8), the adolescent pregnancy rate for France would
be between 21.3 and 23.5 per 1,000, somewhat higher than
the rate of 20.2 per 1,000 shown in Table 2.

†Births were classified as “unintended” if the mother re-
ported when surveyed that she had wanted to have a
child but at a later time, or if she did not want a child (or
another child) at all. All other births were termed “in-
tended.” Unintended pregnancies are the sum of unin-
tended births and abortions, which all are considered to
have been unintended conceptions.


