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of pregnancies in 2012 were unintended; the proportion 
was lowest in the North West (16%) and highest in the 
South South (38%).

The majority of Nigerian women’s pregnancies in 2012 
ended in planned births. The proportion was 63% for the 
country as a whole, and ranged from 52% in the South 
South to 70% in the North West. About 14% of pregnan-
cies ended in abortion; the proportion varied from 11% 
in the South West to 17% in the South South. At the na-
tional level, about 56% of unintended pregnancies ended 
in abortion (not shown); regionally, the proportion was 
lowest in the South West (43%) and highest in the North 
East (64%) and North West (81%). Fewer than half of un-
intended pregnancies in the three southern regions ended 
in abortion.

DISCUSSION

Mortality and Morbidity due to Unsafe Abortion
Nigeria has one of the highest maternal mortality ratios in 
the world.18 Although the government has acknowledged 
the problem and is committed to improving maternal 
health, evidence suggests that progress has been limited, 
and unsafe abortion remains a major contributor to mater-

aged 15–49) in 1996. Because of the large differences in 
the quality of reporting of clandestine abortion services, 
the two studies used different adaptations of the AICM, 
and deriving conclusions from a comparison of the data is 
difficult. However, the 1996 abortion rate of 23 per 1,000 
women 15–49 falls just outside the confidence interval for 
the 2012 rate, suggesting that abortion incidence may have 
increased somewhat between 1996 and 2012.

Regional abortion rates varied widely. They were lowest 
in the North Central and South West zones (27 per 1,000 
in each), slightly higher in the North West and South East 
zones (31 per 1,000 in each) and highest in the North East 
(41 per 1,000) and South South (44 per 1,000). To further 
put the number of induced abortions in context, the abor-
tion ratio (number of abortions per 100 live births) was 
19 per 100 nationally, and ranged from 14 per 100 in the 
South West to 25 per 100 in the South South.

Pregnancies and Their Outcomes
Obtaining a plausible estimate of the number of abor-
tions allowed us to estimate the number of pregnancies 
that occurred in Nigeria in 2012. This number is the sum 
of the numbers of induced abortions, births and sponta-
neous abortions among women aged 15–49. To estimate 
the number of births, we applied age-specific fertility rates 
from the NDHS to the number of Nigerian women in five-
year age-groups. Estimates of spontaneous abortion were 
calculated according to the formula (derived from clinical 
studies of pregnancy loss) that the number of spontane-
ous abortions occurring at five or more weeks’ gestation is 
approximately equal to 20% of the number of births plus 
10% of the number of induced abortions.16,17

These calculations indicate that women aged 15–49 had 
about 9.22 million pregnancies in Nigeria in 2012 (Table 
4). The overall pregnancy rate was 241 pregnancies per 
1,000 women in this age-group. The rate was lowest in the 
South East (219) and highest in the South South (264). 
The national unintended pregnancy rate was 59 per 1,000 
women aged 15–49; regionally, the rate ranged from 38 in 
the North West to 100 in the South South. Nationally, 24% 

TABLE 4.  Selected pregnancy-related measures, and percentage distribution of pregnancies by outcome, all according to 
geo-political zone, Nigeria, 2012

Measure North West North East North Central South West South South South East All

No. of pregnancies 2,731,155 1,433,426 1,260,854 1,551,877 1,276,948 961,421 9,215,682
Pregnancy rate* 235 254 231 251 264 219 241
Unintended pregnancy rate† 38 64 51 62 100 66 59
% of pregnancies that were unintended 16 25 22 25 38 30 24

Pregnancy outcomes
Birth from planned pregnancy 70 62 65 63 52 58 63
Miscarriage of planned pregnancy 14 12 13 13 10 12 13
Abortion 13 16 12 11 17 14 14
Birth from unplanned pregnancy 2 6 8 11 16 12 8
Miscarriage of unplanned pregnancy 2 3 3 3 5 4 3

Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 100

*Annual number of pregnancies per 1,000 women aged 15–49. †Annual number of unintended pregnancies per 1,000 women aged 15–49.  Note: Sums of per-
centages may not equal 100 because of rounding.

Table 5. Selected characteristics women aged 15–49, by geographic zone, Nigeria 
Demographic and Health Survey, 2013

Characteristic Zone All

North 
West

North 
East

North 
Central 

South 
West

South 
South

South 
East 

% living in urban area 29 27 27 77 39 70 42
% with ≥7 yrs. of education 19 22 45 72 72 74 45
% married 85 81 70 66 55 52 72
% Catholic/Protestant 10 16 54 64 97 98 47
% Muslim 90 83 44 35 2 0.3 52
% using any contraceptive method 5 3 14 33 29 27 16 
% using a modern method 4 3 11 23 18 14 11 
% with unmet need for contraception 11 16 19 12 18 10 14 
% of births unplanned* 2 9 10 15 24 18 10 
% of births mistimed* 2 8 8 11 20 13 8 
% of births unwanted* 0.2 1 3 4 4 5 2 
Total fertility rate 6.7 6.3 5.3 4.6 4.3 4.7 5.5
Wanted fertility rate 6.5 6.1 4.8 4.2 3.9 4.3 5.2

*In past three years. Source: reference 10.


