
past decade.41 In addition, some research has indicated

that greater use-effectiveness, stemming from the grow-

ing desire for small families and stronger motivation

among couples to prevent births, could explain some of

the decline in the abortion rate.42

According to official reports, more than half a million

abortions were performed in Vietnam in 2003, and the

abortion rate was 26 per 1,000 women. Official statistics

show a 69% decline in the rate over seven years, from 83

in 1996. However, the total fertility rate declined from2.7

to 1.9 births per woman, and contraceptive prevalence

did not change substantially in that time.43 The total

abortion rate among ever-married women did not

decrease according to the Demographic and Health

Surveys of 1997 and 2002, although abortions were

seriously underreported in those surveys.44 In Vietnam,

the ‘‘semiprivate’’ sector, in which abortions are per-

formed in public hospitals but not recorded, and the

private sector, in which abortions are performed in

private facilities, have grown in recent years.45,46 Abor-

tions performed in these sectors are said to offer greater

anonymity, better options for pain control and shorter

waiting times.45 Because information for these sectors

is unavailable, it is difficult to assess abortion levels or

trends in Vietnam.

In South Korea, the survey-based abortion rate of 26

per 1,000 women is for married women only, and the

estimated number of abortions assumes that this rate

applies to unmarried women as well. Official statistics

in Japan suggest an abortion rate of 13; however, some

researchers have indicated that the actual rate is likely

higher than reported.47 Higher rates are possible, given

that an estimated 60% of married couples use modern

contraceptives, and 80% of these couples rely on con-

doms, which generally have a high use-failure rate.48,49

Trend data suggest, however, that the overall abortion

level has been fairly stable since the early 1990s, following

a long period of decline.

Age-Specific AbortionRates

Age-specific abortion rates were calculated for 21 coun-

tries; for 18 of these, comparable rates could be estimated

for 1996 and 2003 (Table 3).

In many countries, a general pattern emerged, in which

the abortion rate was low for women younger than 20,

peaked among those aged 20–24 and declined with each

successive age-group. In Eastern Europe, abortion rates

remained high for women aged 25–34 and descended

more gradually with successive age-groups than rates in

Western Europe and other developed countries. Survey

findings for the Western and Central Asian countries,

where abortion rates were among the highest in the

world, show that rates tended to peak among women

aged 25–34 (not shown).14 The age-specific abortion

pattern in these regions reflects that many women have

abortions to limit family size rather than to delay the start

of childbearing.30

The abortion rate among 20–24-year-olds was higher

in the United States than in other developed countries;

however, U.S. rates among women aged 30 or older were

lower than those in many developed countries. By 2003,

the teenage abortion rate in the United States (22 per

1,000 women) was comparable to that in England and

Wales (23) and Sweden (25). This situation marks

TABLE 3. Age-specific legal abortion rates, by country and year

Country Year £19* 20–24 25–29 30–34 35–39 ‡40†

Eastern Europe
Czech Republic 2003 8 14 15 16 13 7

1996 12 27 31 28 19 10

Hungary 2003 20 33 33 31 24 9
1996 30 47 49 44 31 13

Russian Federation 2003 25 69 70 58 38 15
1996 44 144 145 94 55 31

Northern Europe
Denmark 2003 15 21 18 17 13 6

1996 15 23 21 20 13 6

England and Wales‡ 2003 23 31 22 15 10 4
1996 22 28 20 14 9 3

Estonia 2003 28 53 51 43 32 14
1996 43 93 83 63 43 19

Finland 2003 15 17 12 11 8 3
1996 11 15 14 11 7 3

Latvia 2003 17 42 42 37 26 11

Lithuania 2003 7 21 23 21 15 7

Norway 2003 16 27 19 15 11 4
1996 16 26 21 16 10 4

Scotland 2003 20 23 15 9 5 2
1996 18 21 14 9 5 2

Sweden 2003 25 31 24 21 16 7
1996 18 28 25 21 15 7

Southern Europe
Italy 2003 7 15 14 12 10 5

Slovenia 2003 9 18 21 21 19 9
1996 11 26 28 32 27 15

Western Europe
Belgium 2003 8 13 11 9 6 2

1996 7 11 10 8 5 2

Germany 2003 7 13 11 9 6 3
1997 6 11 11 9 7 3

Netherlands‡ 2003 9 14 12 9 7 3
1996 5 9 9 8 5 2

North America
Canada 2003 17 31 21 14 9 3

1996 23 34 23 14 8 3

United States§ 2003 22 43 31 19 10 4
1996 29 49 32 18 10 3

Oceania
New Zealand 2003 27 41 26 18 12 5

1996 22 31 23 15 9 4

Western Asia
Israel** 2003 11 15 15 16 15 9

1996 10 16 17 17 16 10

*Based on abortions obtained bywomen aged 19 or younger and the female population aged 15–19. †Based

on abortions obtained by women aged 40 or older and the female population aged 40–44. ‡Residents only.

§Based on total abortion incidence presented in Table 1 and age distributions reported to the Centers for

Disease Control and Prevention. **Based on abortion applications approved, as reported to the Central Bureau

of Statistics.
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