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to refer them for services, and may indicate that medical 
schools are successfully educating future providers about 
their legal responsibilities to patients. For the majority of 
surveyed students, patients’ rights to referral appeared to 
supersede providers’ personal objections to abortion pro-
vision. However, a sizeable minority said they would im-
pose various restrictions on provision or try to convince 
patients not to obtain an abortion, and a fifth of all stu-
dents believed that abortion should not be provided for 
any reason. When asked whether safe, voluntary abortion 
should be legal and accessible, more than four in 10 stu-
dents disagreed with this position, while a similar propor-
tion supported it.

Although we did not collect longitudinal data, our 
findings suggest that medical socialization and education 
about abortion may lead to greater acceptability and toler-
ance. Indeed, the curricula at both the University of Cape 
Town and Walter Sisulu University provide greater expo-
sure to abortion topics in the later years of training. Our 
results are consistent with those of a study that examined 
the opinions of medical students in a small medical school 
in rural South Africa.35 In a study among preclinical stu-
dents at the University of Washington that reported a shift 
in attitude with increasing medical education, Rosenblatt 
et al. suggested that life experience and medical education 
afforded students “a broader understanding of the vagaries 
of existence that make abortions at times unavoidable.”44(p. 

199) In another U.S. study, among the 20% of medical stu-
dents who reported a positive change in attitude toward 
abortion provision, the majority of the shift in opinion was 
attributed to training received during the clinical years.34

In addition, more advanced medical students were more 
likely than younger students to be sexually experienced 
and to have been in a romantic relationship, which may 
have affected their views on unexpected pregnancy and 
abortion. In this study, students who had had intercourse 
or been in a relationship were more likely than their coun-
terparts to favor legal, free and accessible abortion, to sup-
port a woman’s right to decide whether to have an abor-
tion, and to intend to provide abortions or refer women 
for services in the future. Although sexual experience was 
associated with more tolerant attitudes toward abortion 
among medical students in a U.S. study,33 sexual experi-
ence among medical students in the previously cited South 
Africa study was not correlated with such attitudes.35 

Our findings of associations between religious affilia-
tion or attendance of services and abortion views were sim-
ilar to those reported among students attending a medical 
school in rural South Africa: Compared with non-Catholic 
Christian students, those who self-identified as Hindu, 
Jewish, agnostic, atheist or affiliated with “other” religions 
were more tolerant of abortion provision, less willing to 
support restrictive legal barriers and more supportive 
of government provision of free abortion on request.35 
Christian and Muslim respondents were more likely than 
others to believe that abortion was morally unacceptable 
for any reason and to say that they would never perform 

coloured, or who attended religious services more fre-
quently, also had an elevated probability of strongly agree-
ing with this position (by 10–15 percentage points). In 
contrast, compared with non-Catholic Christian students, 
Jewish students were less likely to strongly agree with this 
statement (by 29 percentage points). When students were 
asked whether providers who object to abortion should be 
required to refer patients to another provider, those who 
were female, a third- or fourth-year student, coloured, or 
Hindu, Jewish, atheist or agnostic—as well as those in a re-
lationship or sexually experienced—had an increased prob-
ability of strongly agreeing with this statement (by 8–29 
percentage points—Table 5).

DISCUSSION

A majority of medical school students believed that wom-
en should have the right to decide whether to have an 
abortion, and that abortion is warranted when a woman’s 
physical or mental health is at risk, when fetal congenital 
defects are suspected or when the pregnancy resulted from 
rape. A majority also believed that providers who object 
to abortion provision should be required to refer women 
to providers who offer the procedure. These are reassur-
ing findings, given that South African law requires medical 
providers to inform women of their abortion rights and 

TABLE 5. Average marginal effects from ordinal logistic regression analysis between 
selected characteristics and belief that providers who object to abortion should be 
required to refer patients to another provider

Characteristic Strongly Agree Neutral Disagree Strongly
agree disagree

Medical school
    University of Cape Town 0.05 –0.01 –0.02 –0.01 –0.01
    Walter Sisulu University (ref) na na na na na
Gender
    Female 0.08**    –0.02*   –0.03**   –0.02**   –0.02**  
    Male (ref) na na na na na
Year in medical school
    1st/2nd (ref) na na na na na
    3rd/4th 0.08*   –0.02*   –0.02*   –0.02*   –0.02**   
    5th/6th –0.05 0.01 0.02 0.01 0.01
Race/ethnicity
    White –0.07†   0.02†   0.02†   0.02†   0.02†  
    African/black (ref) na na na na na
    Coloured 0.12*   –0.03*   –0.04*     –0.03*   –0.03*   
    Indian 0.05 –0.01 –0.02 –0.01 –0.01
    Other –0.08 0.02 0.03 0.02 0.02
Religion
    Catholic 0.04 –0.01 –0.01 –0.01 –0.01
    Non-Catholic Christian (ref) na na na na na
    Muslim 0.06 –0.01 –0.02 –0.01 –0.01 
    Hindu 0.21**   –0.05*   –0.07**   –0.05**    –0.05*   
    Jewish 0.29*  –0.07*   –0.09*   –0.06*   –0.07*   

Other 0.03 –0.01 –0.01 –0.01 –0.01
    Atheist/agnostic 0.21**   –0.05*   –0.07†   –0.05**   –0.05*   
Religious service attendance –0.08**   0.02**   0.02**   0.02**   0.02**   
Relationship status
    Single, never in relationship (ref)‡ na na na na na
    Single, no current relationship –0.02 0.00 0.01 0.00 0.00
    Single, in relationship 0.12**   –0.03**   –0.04**   –0.03**   –0.03**   
Ever had intercourse
    Yes 0.19**   –0.04**   –0.06**   –0.04**   –0.05**   
    No (ref) na na na na na

*p≤.05. **p≤.01. †p≤.10. ‡Includes 11 “other” cases.  Notes: N=1,169. ref=reference group. na=not applicable.


