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portion who gave this reason was more
than 20% in six of the 19 studies with rel-
evant information (Table 2). The impor-
tance of women’s economic situation as
the main reason for their seeking an abor-
tion was evident in developed as well as
developing countries. (U.S. women, for
example, tended to explain this reason
with a more specific one, such as a baby
would disrupt employment or schooling,
that the woman or her partner was un-
employed and that she lacked support
from her partner.13) When women were al-
lowed more than one response (Table 3),
30–68% cited poverty as contributing to
their decision in four of the seven coun-
tries with available data.

Combining the data on the impact of a
birth on a woman’s education and on her
financial situation yields a broader, more
inclusive category of socioeconomic rea-
sons. The proportion of women who cited
such overall socioeconomic reasons as their
primary one for having an abortion is less
than 10% in five studies, 10–29% in nine
studies, 30–55% in nine and 80–86% in two.
•Relationship problems. Relationship prob-
lems, including the partner’s objection to
carrying the pregnancy to term, are mod-

ly ostracized for having a child or where
early childbearing disrupts education,
women may particularly want to post-
pone the first birth. Moreover, poverty, un-
employment and inability to afford to ed-
ucate any additional children may be
behind reasons for restricting family size.

In about half of the countries for which
the postponing and limiting reasons could
be separated, the proportion of those who
cited a desire to limit births as their main
reason was higher than that of women
who considered postponing to be most im-
portant. Where the reasons could not be
separated (i.e., in Romania) or where only
one of the two categories was reported
(typically, the “desire to stop” category),
the absent category is likely to have been
implicit in the reported one. (For example,
if a woman’s main reason for having an
abortion is that she does not want the preg-
nancy, this may mean that she does not
want it at all or that the timing is bad. Ad-
ditional probing is needed to clarify and
thus separate such responses.)
•Poverty and economic reasons. Economic
reasons or women saying that they could
not afford to properly care for a child come
second overall in importance. The pro-

erately important in explaining why
women have abortions. The proportion of
women citing such problems as their over-
riding reason for the abortion reached
25–42% in four studies (Chile, Honduras,
Mexico and Nigeria). It was the main rea-
son for fewer than 10% of respondents in
nine studies, and for 10–20% in seven
studies (Table 2).

Only relatively small proportions
(4–14%) of women in the three developed
countries with information on relationship
problems (the Czech Republic, Romania
and the United States) cited it as their main
reason for seeking an abortion. Some 19%
of women in the Australian study and
16% of those in the Dutch study cited
problems with their husband or partner
as contributing factors, and 51% of U.S.
women and 29% of Australian women
mentioned not wanting to be a single
mother. Underlying this general reason
are such specific ones as that the partner
threatened to abandon the woman if she
gives birth, that the partner or the woman
herself refuses to marry to legitimate the
birth, that a break-up is imminent for rea-
sons other than the pregnancy, that the
pregnancy resulted from an extramarital

Table 2. Percentage distribution of women who had an abortion, by main reason given for seeking abortion, various countries and years

Country and year Wants to Wants no Cannot Having a Has relation- Too young; Risk to Risk to Other Total N
postpone (more) afford child will ship problem parent(s) maternal fetal
childbearing children a baby disrupt or partner or other(s) health health

education does not want object to
or job pregnancy pregnancy

Sub-Saharan Africa
Benin, 1993 8.3 26.9 7.4 13.0 13.9 22.2 na na 8.3 100.0 108
Kenya, 1990 na na na 55.0 na 20.0 20.0 na 5.0 100.0 20
Nigeria, 1992 19.1 2.1 2.1 40.4 31.9 2.1 na na 2.1 100.0 47
Nigeria, 1996 8.6 5.7 11.4 31.4 20.0 17.1 na na 5.7 100.0 35
Zambia, 1985–1986 49.6 3.8 na 41.3 1.9 na 3.4 na na 100.0 264

Asia
Bangladesh, 1995–1996 8.6 10.3 41.4 1.7 6.9* u 29.3 na 1.7 100.0 58†
India, 1977–1978 na 20.6 u 17.9‡ 12.5 na 37.9 11.1 na 100.0 13,511
Indonesia, 1987–1988 na na 35.0 45.0 5.0 15.0 na na na 100.0 200
Malaysia, 1981 45.9 39.9 1.4 na 2.0 9.5 na 1.4 na 100.0 148
Nepal, 1984–1985 13.0 75.0 na na na 12.0 na na na 100.0 165
Singapore, 1984 49.8 23.3 4.0 na 13.8 na 7.3 na 2.0 100.0 400
Singapore, 1985 50.2 40.0 6.9 na na na 2.0 na 1.3 100.0 23,512
South Korea, 1994 11.1 58.4 3.7 na na 5.0 9.7 5.1 7.0 100.0 2,541
Sri Lanka, 1988–1990 36.2 26.5 9.7 4.7 2.0 na 4.7 na 16.2 100.0 548
Taiwan, 1980–1981 13.7 64.5 4.1 na na na 8.5 6.5 2.8 100.0 802
Thailand, 1983–1984 16.1 36.3 18.5 8.5 3.3 2.7 5.1 7.7 1.7 100.0 750
Turkey, 1993 8.1 58.2 na 16.9‡ 0.3 na 15.9§ u 0.6 100.0 1,674

Latin America
Chile, 1988 na 5.0 30.0 15.0 25.0 25.0 na na na 100.0 357
Colombia, 1990–1991 6.3 4.3 35.2 15.3 16.1 13.5 8.8 na 0.5 100.0 602
Honduras, 1992–1993 na na 5.3 15.8 42.1 36.8 na na na 100.0 19
Mexico, 1967–1971 na 26.4 44.3 na 15.1 na 8.3 na 5.4 100.0 3,714
Mexico, 1988 na 9.9 15.9 na 33.1 31.8 na na 9.3 100.0 151

Developed countries
Czech Republic, 1993 15.7 33.1 13.4 na 7.8 3.1 10.1 3.1 13.7 100.0 508
Finland, 1993 na 8.0 na 85.5** na 4.2 0.6 1.6 na 100.0 10,342
Romania, 1993 u 67.1†† u 19.5‡ 4.3 na 4.0§ u 5.1 100.0 2,116
United States, 1987–1988 25.5 7.9 21.3 10.8 14.1 12.2 2.8 3.3 2.1 100.0 1,773

*Includes the reasons “too young/parents object to pregnancy.” †Fifty-eight responses were obtained from 53 women; thus, percentages were calculated based on the number of responses. ‡Includes not
being able to afford a child now. §Includes risks to both maternal and fetal health. **Includes all social reasons (of which 14% is unemployment). ††Includes both spacing and limiting. Notes: na=not applica-
ble, because that reason was not included in the study. u=unavailable because a combined category covered more than one reason. Sources: For all countries, see Appendix.


