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Abstract

This document brings together,  in a standard format,  data on incidence
of and mortality from unsafe abortion worldwide.   The tabulations consist of
data collected from a variety of sources,  including health service reporting and
surveys.   Regional  and global estimates have been derived from data in the
tabulations.   A full description of materials and  methods  is included.

Although prevention of unwanted pregnancies must be the highest
priority and attempts made to  eliminate the need for abortion, where
contraception is unavailable or  inaccessible many women will seek to terminate
unwanted pregnancies despite restrictive laws and lack of adequate services.
Women who resort to unauthorized providers put their health  and lives at risk.
Globally it is estimated that 20 million unsafe abortions take place in
developing countries where the risk of death  is estimated at  1  in 250 abortion
procedures.
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1.          INTRODUCTION

Millions of women every year have an unwanted pregnancy.  Some unwanted pregnancies are
carried to term,  others end  in an  induced abortion.    An estimated 26 to  31  million legal  abortions
were performed in 1987.I  Millions of abortions, however, were performed outside the legal system,
often by unskilled providers.

Induced abortion is restricted by law in many countries.   In others, pregnancy termination is
legal  on  broad  medical  and  social  grounds.     Sometimes,  even  where  induced  abortion  is  legal,
services may be iusufficient to meet demand or are inadequately distributed.   Alternatively, women
may be unaware of their availability.   Despite restrictive laws and lack of adequate services, women
continue to seek to terminate unwanted pregnancies.

Women who resort to unauthorized facilities and/or unskilled providers put their health and
lives at risk.   Restrictive legislation is associated with high rates of unsafe abortion.   It is, however,
the number of maternal deaths,  not abortions, that is most affected by legal  codes.2   In the case of
Romania,forexample,thenumberofabortion-relateddeathsincreasedsharplyafterNovember1966
when  the  government  tightened  a  previously  liberal  abortion  law.    The  figure  rose  from  20  per
100 On live births in  1965 to almost 100 in  1974 and  150 in  1983.3   Abortions were legalized again
in December  1989 and, by the end of 1990, maternal deaths caused by abortions dropped to around
60 per  100 0cO live births.

Fq;.1       Effects or the introduction in Romnia in November l966 of an anti-abortion law, and ]ega]ization of abortion
in bemlrer 1989.

Source..  Word Health  Statistics Annual, vtirious yous.

The World Health  Organization is particularly  concerned  with the public health  aspects of
abortion.   As early as  1967, the World Health Assembly passed Resolution WHA20.4l which stated
that  "abortions  ....  constitute a serious public health  problem  in  many  countries  ..."  and  requested
" ...the Director-General:  (a) to  continue to  develop the activities of the World Health  Organization

in the field of health aspects of human reproduction;  .... "

The International Conference on Population, held in Mexico in 1984, urged governments "to
take  appropriate  steps to  help  women  avoid  abortion,  which  in  no  case  should be  promoted  as  a
method  of family  planning,  and  -  whenever  possible  -  to  provide  for  the  humane  treatment  and
counselling of women who have had recourse to abortion."
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More  recently,   at  the  October   1990  Tbilisi  meeting   "From  abortion  to  contraception",
participants  affirmed  that all  couples  and  individuals have the basic human  right to  decide freely,
responsibly and  without coercion,  the  number  and  the spacing of their  children;  everyone has the
human right to reproductive health, choice and dignity; women must enjoy selfrdetermination in their
sexual  and reproductive lives,  and  every  child should be a wanted  child.   The meeting  emphasized
that unwanted pregnancy and unsafe abortion are major public health  and  social problems.5

Despite the paucity of data,  inevitable in the context of a procedure that most women wish
to keep secret even when it is legal,  it has been clear for many years that unsafe abortion is a public
health problem of considerable magnitude.   More recently,  evidence from Demographic and Health
Surveys carried out in 40 developing countries shows that a large number of women want no more
children or want to  space births.6   For  example,  between  16%  and 49%  of women  in Sub-Saharan
Africa said that they wanted no more children, between 40%  and 77%  of women either wanted no
more children or wanted to space births.   In Latin America the ranges are higher,  55-72%  and 74-
85 %  respectively.

Studies also show that many married women in developing countries often do not have access
to the contraception they require to space their children or limit family size7.   The situation is even
worse  for  unmarried  women,   particularly  adolescents,  who  rarely  have  access  to  reproductive
information and counselling,  and frequently are excluded from contraceptive services.

Where contraception is unavailable or inaccessible there will  inevitably be large numbers of
unwanted pregnancies.   They will  also arise following contraceptive failure.   Women may resort to
unsafe   abortion   to   terminate   such   pregnancies.      It   is   therefore   important  that  governments,
intergovernmental  and  non-governmental  organizations  deal  openly  and  forthrightly  with  unsafe
abortion as a major public health concern.   Governments have to assess the health  impact of unsafe
abortion, reduce the need for abortion through expanded and improved family planning services and
frame  abortion laws  and  policies on the basis of a commitment  to  women's health  and  well-being
rather  than  on  criminal  codes  and  punitive  measures.    Prevention  of unwanted  pregnancies  must
always  be  given  the  highest  priority  and  all  attempts  should  be  made  to  eliminate  the  need  for
abortion.    Women  who  wish  to  terminate their  pregnancies  should  have  ready  access  to  reliable
information,   compassionate   counselling   and   services   for   the   prevention   and   management   of
complications of unsafe abortions.

2.          UNSAFE ABORTION:  A WORLDWIDE PROBLEM

2.I        Derlnition of unsafe abortion

Unsafe  abortions  are  characterized  by  the  lack  or  inadequacy  of  skills  of the  provider,
hazardous techniques and unsanitary facilities.8  Although the legality or illegality of the services may
not be the defining factor of their safety,  for the purpose of these tabulations, unsafe abortion has
been  defined  as  an  "abortion  not  provided  through  approved  facilities  and/or  persons".     What
constitutes "approved facilities and/or persons" will vary according to the legal and medical standards
of  each  country.    The  definition  does  not  take  into  consideration  differences  in  quality,  services
available or the other substantial differences between health systems.

2.2        Health consequences

Unsafe abortion is one of the great neglected problems of health care in developing countries
and a serious concern to women during their reproductive lives.   Contrary to common belief,  most
women seeking abortion are married or live in stable unions and already have several children.   They
use  abortion  to  limit  family  size,  or  space  births.    They  may  resort  to  abortion  in  the  event  of
contraceptive failure or  the lack of access  to  modern  contraception.    However,  in  all  parts of the
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world, particularly in urban areas,  an increasing proportion of those having abortions are unmarried
adolescents;  in some urban centres, they represent the majority of all  abortion seekers.

Unsafe abortions may be induced by the woman herself, by non-medical persons or by health
workers  in unhygienic  conditions.    Such  abortions  may  be  induced  by  insertion of a  solid object
(usually  root,  twig or  catheter)  into  the uterus,  an  improperly  performed  dilatation and  curettage
procedure,   ingestion  of  harmful  substances,  or  exertion  of  external  force.     The  mortality  and
morbidity risks of induced  abortion depend  on the facilities  and  skill  of the abortion provider,  the
method used  and certain characteristics of the woman herself,  such as her general  health, presence
of reproductive tract infections QTI) or sexually transmitted disease (STD), age, parity, and the stage
of her pregnancy.   The risks involved also depend on the availability and the utilization of treatment
facilities once complications have occurred.

According to  the  conditions  in which  the unsafe abortions are performed  and the methods
used, both of which are related to the legal status of abortion, a variety of severe complications may
occur.   Complications such as sepsis, haemorrhage, genital and abdominal trauma, perforated uterus
or poisoning can lead to death if left untreated.   Death may also result from secondary complications
such as gas gangrene and acute renal failure.   Typical complications from  illegally induced  abortion
are  illustrated by  a  study of  840 patients  in lbadan,  Nigeria,  in  1989:  sepsis  (86%),  haemorrhage
(35%),  uterine  perforation  (16%),  lower  genital  tract  injury  (10%),  renal  failure  (0.4%),  coma
(0.4%),  embolism (0.2%), and. death (7%).9   Another study of 230 illegally induced septic abortions
in Ibadan found the following complications:]°

Table 1. Complications in patients with sepsis after induced abortion

Complication No. (%) Complication No. (%)I

Pelvic peritonitis 94 (40.9) Psychiatric disorders 8 (3.5)

Generalized peritonitis 63 (27.4) Acute renal failure 7 (3.0)

Pelvic abscess 60 (26.1) Post fomixperforation 6 (2.6)

Jaundice 28 (12.2) Septic chock 4 (1.7)

Septicenria 29 (12.6) DIca 3 (I.3)

Uterine perforation 24 (10.4) Heart failure 3 (I.3)

Maternal dcathb 19 (8.3) Hepatorenal failure 3 (1.3)

Abdominopelvicabscess 15 (6.5) Small bowel injury 3 (I.3)

Cervical  laceration 10 (4.3) Gynetresia 2 (0.9)

a D|C,  disseminated intravascular coagulation
b  Causes  of  mortality:   septicemic  shcok  (7);     acute  renal  failure  (4);hemorrhage  from  perforation  (3);  DIC   (1);

choricearcinoma (I); hepatorenal failure (2);   cardiopulmonary failure after repair of burst abdomen  (1).

Source:  Konje,  J.C.  et  al.    Health  and  economic  consequences  of septic  induced  abortion.    /in/emao.oma/ jowmaJ  a/
gyn{.ecolgy and obstetrics,1992, 37(3)..193-197 .

The consequences of an unsafe abortion can be permanent disability.   In a hospital study
in   Durban,   South   Africa   (1983-84),   42   of  647   patients   with   septic   abortion   underwent
laparotomy.   A hysterectomy was necessary in 35 patients,18 of whom were primigravid.   Eight

patients  were   under  the   age  of  20   at  the   time   of  hysterectomy.'`     However,   long-term
consequences  of abortion  may  include  chronic  pelvic  pain,  pelvic  inflammatory  disease,  tubal
occlusion and secondary infertility.   High incidence of ectopic pregnancy and premature delivery,
and   increased   risks   of  spontaneous   abortion   in   subsequent  pregnancies   are   other  possible
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consequences of poorly performed abortions.   For example,  in prospective European studies  it
has  been  demonstrated  that  women  harbouring  STD  infections  are  at  increased  risk  of  an
ascending  postabortal  infection:  22%  to  38%  of Chlamydia-infected  women  developed  pelvic
infection after legal abortion, compared with from 2% to  10% of women without Chlamydia.]2 ]3
L4 L5   Other  studies  show that the risk of infertility,t6 for example,  increases  with each  episode

of salpingitis.]7    Extrapolations  from  these  and  other  studies  indicate  that  about  20%-30%  of
unsafe abortions may  lead to reproductive tract infections of which between 20%  and 40%  lead
to PID  and  infertility.

Abortion can be a relatively safe surgical procedure.   In the U.S. , for example, the death
rate  for  abortion  is  now  0.6  per  loo  000  procedures,  making  it  as  safe  as  an  injection  of
penicillin.t8    In  developing  countries,  however,  where  maternal  mortality  is  high,  the  risk  of
death following complications of unsafe abortion procedures may be between 100 and 500 times
higher than that of an abortion performed professionally under safe conditions.

Table 2.   Mortality risks associated with pregnancy and selected health procedures

Prcoedure Deaths per  loo OcO cases

United States of America Developing Countries-

Legal abortion 1 4-6

Female sterilization 4 10-loo

Delivery of live birth 14 250-8cO

Cearcan seetion 41 160-220

Illegal abortion- 50 ionioco

Hystereetomy 160 300L4cO

*               Esti mated
**             Performed by untrained practitioners or outside medical facilities

Source:    Papulation Crisis Committee, World abortion trends, Briefing Paper No.  9 September  1982

2.3       Impact on health services

Spontaneous abortions seldom present complications  and are rarely  fatal.    However,  in
some  countries,  up to  80%  or more of all  abortion  cases  admitted  to  hospitals  may  have been
induced.     While  a  spontaneous  or  an  uncomplicated  abortion  may  require  up  to  3  days  of ,
hospitalization,  complicated  cases may require a stay 5 times  longer.

The  treatment  of abortion  complications  in  hospitals  uses  a  disproportionate  share  of
resources,  including  hospital  beds,  blood  supply,  medication,  as  well  as  access  to  operating
theatres,  anaesthesia and medical  specialists.   Thus unsafe abortion and  its consequences places
great clinical, material and financial demands on the scarce hospital resources of many developing
countries.]°  `9  20  2`     Up  to  50%  of  the  resources  of  some  hospitals  are  often  used  to  treat
patients admitted  for complications of unsafe abortions.22   This undoubtedly compromises other
matemity services.
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3.          DATA ON UNSAFE ABORTION

Data  on  unsafe  abortion  are  scarce  and   inevitably  unreliable  because  of  legal   and
ethical/moral  constraints which  hinder  data  collection.    Under-reporting  and  misreporting  are
common because women may be reluctant to admit to an induced abortion especially when it is
illegal.

Few studies have achieved higher than 75 % accuracy of reporting and in some cases only
a quarter of abortions known to have been performed have been admitted to by respondents.23 24
20 25   In a rare follow-up study of 118 women admitting only to spontaneous abortion in Merida,

Mexico  in  1979, 77%  later admitted that the abortion had been  induced.26

3.1       Data sources

Hospital  admissions  for  abortion  complications  are  often  used  as  an  indicator  of the
problem of unsafe abortion.   Hospital records show the number of women admitted for abortion
complications and the number of subsequent deaths in a given period.   This is particularly useful
when information on hospital admissions, births and maternal deaths is also available for the same
period  of  time.      Assuming   that   spontaneous  abortions   are   relatively   constant   in  a  given
population,  and that they  are unlikely  to  cause  sepsis and  death,  the excess  may be  considered
to be the result of unsafe abortion.

Hospital records rarely differentiate between induced and spontaneous abortions.   When
they do, induced abortions invariably are under-reported.   A WHO protocol2° has been developed
to  assist  researchers  to  distinguish  between  induced,  probably  induced  and  possibly  induced
abortions in hospital  studies.

Between   10%   and   50%   of  unsafe   abortion  cases   will   need   medical   attention.27  28
However, not all women seek health care when complications arise.   Their decision to seek help
depends on the accessibility  (geographic and financial) of the health  service and social attitudes,
as well as the attitudes of health centre staff.   Admissions data are, therefore, only indicative of
a small proportion of the total  number.    On admission,  women are reluctant to  admit the true
nature of the abortion and usually  insist it is  spontaneous.

Community  surveys  attempt  to  collect  data  on  incidence  by  interviewing  a  random
sample of women of reproductive age in the community.   The success of this approach depends
on factors such as the legal status of abortion and on the skill of the interviewers.   These studies
are   vulnerable   to   under-reporting   of   induced   abortions,   coupled   with   over-reporting   of
spontaneous abortions.   Indirect methods such as the Random Response Technique (RRT)29 have
been used in community  studies to establish the proportion of women ever resorting to  induced
abortion.      Prospective  community   studies   follow  women   in  a  community   and   record  the
pregnancy outcomes.

Abortion  providers' surveys are rare but, when available,  may be used to estimate the
incidence of abortion.   These studies tend to report higher rates than other research methods, but
may be the least biased method.

Mortality studies are often used in developing countries where vital registration systems
are poor or nonexistent.   Many deaths, particularly in rural areas, are not registered at all.   When
a death  is reported, the cause  is  frequently  not known,  not  indicated  or deliberately  concealed.
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An abortion may not be mentioned in order to protect the family and all references to pregnancy
may be avoided, particularly in the case of unmarried women.   Case findings, using a variety of
sources of information,  may  actually  be the most successful  form of mortality  studies.    These
studies usually begin by identifying all deaths of women of reproductive age, and then go on to
determine  the  cause  of death.30    No  single  source  of information  is  likely  to  yield  all  of the
deaths.    The  sisterhood  method3]  for estimating  maternal  deaths  has  also been  used to  identify
deaths from abortion.32

3.2       The unsafe abortion database

The tabulations  in  Section 9.3  to  9.9  list  studies extracted  from the  database on unsafe
abortion maintained by the WHO's Maternal Health and Safe Motherhood Programme.   This is
part  of a  broader  database  covering  other  aspects  of women's  reproductive  health,  including
maternal mortality,  and coverage of care.

The studies listed  in this document are an attempt to bring together all  available data on
the  frequency  of unsafe  abortions  and  associated  mortality.     It  is  hoped  that  they  will  draw
attention  to the  global  need  for  action  on  the problem  of unsafe  abortion  and  the  deaths they
cause,  renew  dialogue,  stimulate  further  research  studies  and  provide  health  managers  with
comparative information on the nature and dimensions of the problem in their countries.   They
can also serve as a basic tool for decision-making regarding prevention and intervention strategies
and  indicate  areas  in which  further research is needed.

This   document   is   one   in   a   series   of   informal   information-exchange   documents.
Companion    documents    give     information    on    Maternal     Mortality     Ratios     and    Rates
OvHO/MCH/MSM/91.6), the Prevalence of Anaemia in Women OvHO/MCH/MSM,/92.9), the
Prevalence   of   Primary   and   Secondary   Infertility   (WHO/MCH/91.9),   Ijow   Birth   Weight
OvHO/MCH/92.2) and Coverage of Maternity  Care OvHO/FHE/MSM/93.7).

The database upon which  these tabulations  are  based  is  continually  being updated  and
there is a need for additional epidemiological  information on the extent of the problem of unsafe
abortion worldwide.    Readers are encouraged  to  share their  knowledge  and  materials  to  assist
WHO  in  maintaining  the  database  as  up-to-date  and  comprehensive  as  possible.    Information
should  be  sent to  the  Maternal  Health  and  Safe Motherhood  Programme,  Division  of Family
Health,  World Health  Organization,1211  Geneva 27,  Switzerland.

4.         ESTIMATING REGIONAL AND GLOBAL INCIDENCE OF, AND MORTALITY
FROM, UNSARE ABORTION

This  is the second edition of the abortion tabulations.   The first edition,  issued in  1990,
made  no  attempt  to  develop  regional  and  global  estimates  and  simply  brought  together  all
available data for each country.   More data are now available than was the case only a few years
ago.    For this  reason,  the  Maternal  Health  and  Safe  Motherhood  Programme has updated  the
1990  edition  and  taken  this  opportunity  to  estimate,  for  the  first  time,  the  incidence  of,  and
mortality  from, unsafe abortion globally  and by region.
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4.1       Methods and assumptions for current estimates

Because of the difficulties surrounding the measurement of unsafe abortion, estimates of
its  incidence  and  mortality  caimot  be  exact.     The  approach  used  varies  according  to  the
information  available  for the  particular  area.    Estimates  were  made  for  each  country  with  a
population of one million or more from which sub-region, region and world totals were derived.

For  the  estimates  of the  numbers  of unsafe  abortions,  the  starting  point  was  usually
information  about the  ratio  of abortion  (both  induced  and  spontaneous) treated  in hospitals to
deliveries  in the  same hospitals.    The  information came  from  individual  hospital  studies,  or  in
a  few  cases,  from  national  statistics  on  some  or  all  of the  country's  hospitals.    Differences
between countries in the propensity to utilize hospitals for pregnancy-related conditions were thus
taken into account to the extent that they apply equally to treatment of abortion complications and
deliveries.

The  abortionfoirth ratio  was  adjusted  by  subtracting  0.034 to  account  for  spontaneous
abortions,   following   the  procedure   suggested   by   S.   Singh   and   D.   Wulf.33     The   fraction
subtracted corresponds to the expected number of miscarriages at  13 to 22 weeks gestation.   It
was assumed that these would necessitate hospital treatment whilst women in developing countries
having earlier miscarriages rarely turn to hospitals.

The ratio was further adjusted on the assumptions that half or more of induced abortions
are  accomplished  without  complications  requiring  hospitalization,  and  that  abortion  ratios  are
lower in rural than in urban areas.   These adjustments took into account the existing abortion law
(de jure) and its interpretation (de facto),  information on the providers of unsafe abortions, and
cultural  and  rural/urban  differences.    Careful  consideration  was  given  to  total  fertility  rates,
contraceptive  prevalence,  and  the proportion of deliveries  that take place  in hospitals  or other
health  care facilities.

To arrive at the estimated number of induced abortions, the adjusted ratio was applied to
the  number of births  which,  in  turn,  was  calculated  from  the  1990  population  and  birth  rate
estimates  of UN  Population Division.   A  few countries  for which  no data on the abortion ratio
were available were assumed to have the same ratio as other countries in the region or as other
countries having  similar fertility  and development indicators,  and  abortion laws.

To estimate the number of maternal deaths resulting from unsafe abortions, the starting
point  was  information  on  abortion  deaths  as  a percentage  of all  maternal  deaths.    For  many
countries,  this  information  also  came  from  individual  hospital  studies.    However,  where  such
information was available from community studies it was used in preference to that derived from
hospital   data.      After   the   results  of  individual   studies   were   combined   and   adjustment  for
rural/urban differences made, the percentage of abortion deaths to total maternal deaths in each
country was  weighted  by  the  estimated  number of births  to  arrive  at  regional  estimates  of the
proportion  of maternal  mortality  caused  by  abortion-related  complications.    These  were  then
applied to the estimated  number maternal deaths  in the region34 to  arrive  at regional and world
totals.

The  estimates   of  the  incidence  of  unsafe  abortion  and  resulting  maternal  mortality
necessarily  have  a  high  degree  of uncertainty  and  may  be  either  too  low  or  too  high.    They
reflect the epidemiological judgment of experts but should be viewed  as  "best guesses" based on
the information currently  available.
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Table 3. G]obal and regional estimates  on  incidence of,  and mortality from,
unsafe abortions

Region
Number of Unsafe Number of Mortality %of

unsafe abortions deaths from unsafe matemal
abortions per lou from abortion per deaths
(1000s)- women unsafe loo OcO

15-49 abortion.- live births

WORLD TOTAL 200cO 15 700cO 49 13

MORE DEVELOPEDCOUNTRIES. 2340 8 6cO 4 14

LESS DEVELOPEDCotJ-ES 17620 17 690cO 55 13

AFRICA 3740 26 230cO 83 13

Eketem Africa 1340 31 loon 101 15

Mddle Africa 180 12 20cO 77 11

Northern Africa 510 16 loco 23 7

Southern Africa 230 22 5cO 36 13

Western Africa 1480 34 loon 104 14

ASIA . 9240 12 4un 47 12

hitem Asia. *** *** *** *** ***

South-castem Asia 2850 25 50cO 43 13

Southern Asia 6On 21 33On 81 14

Western Asia 380 13 loco 22 8

EUROPE 260 2 loo 2 10

ELtem Europe 110 5 <100 4 13

Northern Europe *** *** *** *** ***

Southern Europe 150 4 <1cO 2 16

Western Europe *** *** *** *** ***

IATIN ARERICA 4620 41 60cO 48 24

Caribben 170 19 4cO 50 19

Central America 890 31 8cO 23 14

South America 3560 47 5Ou 58 26

NORTREEN ARERICA *** *** *** *** ***

ac-. 20 17 <100 29 5

USSR (former) 2080 30 5cO 10 23

Figures may not add to totals due to rounding.

*               Japan, Australia and New zealand have been excluded from the regional estimates, but are included in the total

for developed countries.
**             Based on  1990 UN projections of births
***           For regions where the incidence is negligible no estimates have been  inade.
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4.2       Table of current estimates

The regional and global estimates presented  in Tables 3  and 4 and  illustrated  in Figures
2 to 5  are based on the analysis of data collected  from a variety of sources and presented in the
tabulations in sections 9.3 to 9.9.   The following rates and  ratios have been calculated  from the
estimated  number of unsafe abortion and deaths.

Incidence rate:   Unsafe abortions per  1000 women of reproductive age.

Unsafe abortion mortality ratio:  Deaths from unsafe abortion per  100 0cO live births.

Proportion  of  maternal  deaths:  Deaths  from  unsafe  abortion  as  a  per  cent  of  all
maternal deaths.

REGIONAL   AND   GLOBAL   INCIDENCE   OF,   AND   MORTALITY   FROM,
UNSAFE ABORTION

5.1        Global estimates of unsafe abortion

The global estimate of the incidence of unsafe abortion in Table 3 and illustrated in Figure
2 show that worldwide  some 20 million unsafe abortions take place each year.   This represents
almost one in ten pregnancies, or a ratio of one unsafe abortion to seven births.   Nearly 90%  of
unsafe abortions take place  in the developing world.    Despite  liberalization  of abortion  laws  in
several countries during the 1980s and some improvement in service provision many women still
resort to abortions outside of approved facilities  or with unskilled providers.

On the basis of the  assumptions and  methodology  described  above and bearing  in mind
the large degree of uncertainty due to the incompleteness of the original data sources, it appears
that around 70 000 women die each year as a result of complications following unsafe abortions
(Table 3  and  Figure 3).    These estimates  inevitably  have a large margin of error; the numbers
could be as  low  as 50 000 or as high  as  100 000.

Unsafe  abortion  is,  therefore,  one  of  the  leading  causes  of  the  more  than  500  000
maternal deaths that occur each year.   An estimated  13%  of pregnancy-related deaths, or one in
eight,  are  due  to  an  unsafe  abortion.    The  tragedy  is  all  the  greater  because  abortion-related
deaths are entirely preventable.

The calculations in Table 4 indicate that in 1990, the mortality risk associated with unsafe
abortion  is  at least  15  times  higher  in developing  areas than  in  industrialised  areas  and  in  some
regions  it may  be  as  much as  40-50 times higher.    However,  even in developed  areas,  the risk
of death from unsafe abortion is substantially higher than when abortion is legal.   In the USA the
case fatality  rate from legal  induced abortion  is 0.6 per  100 000 procedures.

5.2       Regional estimates of unsafe abortion

There are large differences in incidence of and mortality from abortion between regions
(Figure 4) and important variations within regions and sub-regions.  In Latin America, every year
there are 40 unsafe abortions per 1000 women of reproductive age, representing more than one
unsafe abortion for every three births.   The abortion mortality ratio of 48 per  100 000 live births
represents nearly  a quarter of all  maternal  deaths.
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Table 4.   Global and Regional estimated risk of death from unsafe abortion

Region
Number of Number of deaths Case fatality Risk of death

unsafe abortions from unsafe per loo unsafe
(1cOOs).. abortion.. abortions

WORLD roTAL 20000 70000 0.4 1  in  3cO

MORE DEVELOPEDcourmlEs. 2340 600 0.03 I  in 3700

LESS DEVELOPEDcourmlEs 17620 690cO 0.4 1  in 250

AFRICA 3740 230cO 0.6 1  in  150

ASIA . 9240 40000 0.4 1  in 250

EUROPE 260 100 0.04 1  in 26cO

LATIN AMERICA 4620 6000 0.i 1  in  800

OCEANIA. 20 <1cO 0.2 1  in 400

USSR (former) 2080 500 0.03 1  in  3900

Figures rrray  rlot  add to totals due to  roinding.
*               Japan, Australia and New zealand have been excluded from the regional estimates, but are included in the total

for developed countries.
**              Based on  1990 UN projeetions of births

Fig. 4 Incidence of and  mortality from unsafe abortion
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Among developing regions, Asia has the lowest abortion rate at  12 per  loco women of
reproductive age but the  largest absolute number of unsafe  abortions because  it has the largest
population of women of reproductive age.   Nearly half of the world's unsafe abortions take place
in Asia, almost one third occur in Southern Asia alone which also has the largest absolute number
of abortion-related maternal deaths,  some 33 000 deaths annually.

In  Africa there  are  almost  four million  unsafe  abortions  each  year  -  nearly  30 unsafe
abortions  per  1000  women  of reproductive  age.    One  third  of the  total  deaths  from  unsafe
abortion occur in Africa and the abortion mortality ratio is over 80 per 100 000 live births.   The
highest  ratios  occur  in  Eastern  and  Western  Africa  at  101  and  104  per  100  0cO  live  births
respectively.   Abortion-related deaths account for  12-13 %  of all  maternal deaths  in Africa and
Asia,  a relatively  low percentage because of overall high  maternal  mortality.

Although  induced  abortion  is  legal  in  the  countries  of the  former  USSR  problems  of
confidentiality and quality of care result in a high unsafe abortion rate at 30 per loco women of
reproductive  age,  the  world's  second  highest,  after  Latin  America.    Abortion  related  deaths
account for almost 25 %  of maternal deaths.

Over  20  000  unsafe  abortions  are  estimated  to  take  place  in  the  developing  region  of
Oceania,  17 per  1000 women of reproductive age.

5.3       Trends in the incidence of and mortality from unsafe abortion

There  have  been  several  attempts  to  estimate  abortion-related  maternal  mortality.    A
calculation  by  R.   Rochat  in  the  late   1970s,  based  on  data  from  the  International  Planned
Parenthood  Federation  in  65  Asian,  African,  Middle  Eastern,  and  Latin  American  countries,
concluded that  some 84 000 maternal deaths resulted from abortion.35

The  first WHO estimate of abortion-related  maternal  mortality were  made  in  1988 and
were  derived  from  fragmentary  information  on  incidence  and  a  studies  of the  proportion  of
maternal  death  due  to  abortion.    It  was  then  estimated  that  there were  between  115 coo  and
2cO 000  abortion-related  deaths  annually.3   The  evidence today  points  to the  lower end  of the
range as the most likely figure.   The often quoted upper end of the range is probably rather high,
and reflects extrapolation to a national or global level of data derived from hospital-based studies
in urban areas,  where the problem of unsafe  abortion appears to be most severe.    Even  at the
time this figure was published reservations were expressed as to  its accuracy.30

Morbidity  and  mortality  due  to  abortion  may  have  declined  because  of  a  number  of
factors,  including:  changes  in abortion laws  and  increased  access to  safe  medical  abortions and
menstrual regulation; increased fertility regulation through contraception;  increased skills on the
part of providers outside the health system who have taken advantage of modern procedures such
as vacuum aspiration or modern drugs;36 and an increase in the numbers of qualified physicians
and  other  health  personnel  who  are  able  to  provide  life-saving  services  in  health  centres  and
hospitals when complications  arise.

Although  the  evidence  remains  incomplete   and  patchy,   it  is  becoming  increasingly
apparent  that  the  overall  decline  in  mortality  from  unsafe  abortion  masks  an  increase  among
certain groups.   For example, both incidence of unsafe abortion and resulting mortality may well
be rising among unmarried adolescents in urban areas, particularly where abortion is illegal  and
fertility   regulation   services   inadequate   or   inappropriate.      A   variety   of  demographic   and
socioeconomic developments  -  early  menarche,  rising age at  marriage,  loosening of traditional
constraints,  and the  influence of the media in promoting alternative  lifestyles  - all  contribute to
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increasing the likelihood of sexual activity outside marriage.   Where information about sexuality,
safe  sexual  practices  and  contraception  are  unavailable  or  poorly targeted  to  the  needs  of the
young  there  are  likely  to  be  many  unwanted  pregnancies,   a  proportion  of  which  will  be
terminated   by  abortion,   whether  safe  or  unsafe.     Because  they   lack  the  information  and
knowledge  to  make  informed  decisions  and  do  not  know  where  to  go  for  assistance,  young
women may fall victim to unsafe abortion procedures even when abortion is permitted.   Where
abortion is strictly illegal they have no other option than to continue the pregnancy - with all the
attendant social  and educational  consequences - or to  seek an unsafe abortion.

The need for generally available information and services for abortion care is not confined
to young people.   In several countries, the legalization of abortion has not always been followed
by  the  elimination  of the  incidence  of unsafe  abortion.    Women  may  be  unaware  that  safe
abortion services are available,  they  may  lack the resources, time or decision-making power to
avail  themselves  of such  services,  or  the  services  may  be  inadequate  to  meet  demand.    Other
factors  inhibiting  recourse  to  safe  abortion  where  it  is  legal  are  the  attitudes  of health  care
providers and the degree of privacy and confidentiality  available.

6.          THE TABULATIONS: MATERIALS AND METHODS

6.1        Data collection

The  present  update  has  focused  on  adding  information  published  or  issued  since  the
publication of the first edition in 1990.   Older, but only recently available publications or reports
have been included to illustrate time trends.   Reports were identified through a search of library
databases   (Medline,   Healthplan,   Popline   and   Lilacs),   and   by   tracing   references   therein.
Information from articles and reports in the WHO library,  in Swiss libraries and other reference
centres were included.   In addition, data from WHO-supported country studies, studies supported
by  other  UN  agencies  and  NGOs,  and  unpublished  papers  have  been  incorporated  into  this
update.

All  available  articles  and  reports  relevant  to  the  issue  of  unsafe  abortion  have  been
examined, and data on frequency and mortality  systematically extracted.   Every effort has been
made to ensure uniformity  and consistency  in reporting.   Responsibility for the accuracy of the
data, however, rests with the authors of these reports.

In establishing the format of the tabulations, a compromise had to be reached between the
usefulness of different indicators and the type of data available.   Although not all of studies lent
themselves  easily  to  tabulation,  as  much  information  as  possible was  extracted.    Much  of the
information  available  on this  topic  is  qualitative  rather than  quantitative  and  the  bibliographic
database contains a large number of articles and reports which are descriptive in nature and do
not provide information that could be included  in the tabulations.

6. 2        Calcu lation s

Frequently the registered rates were provided in the articles  and/or reports.   However,
whenever the necessary data were provided, but rates or ratios were not, they were calculated.
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6.3       Criteria for inclusion

Only data that relate specifically or presumably to non-legally induced abortions have been
included in the tabulations.   If the study also includes legal abortion data, this has been indicated
in  the  5th  and/or  6th  columns.    The  cut-off point  for  inclusion  in  these tabulations  was  1960
although earlier data are stored in the database, as are data on women obtaining abortion outside
their countries of residence.   When data were available for many consecutive years in the same
report,  only  selected  years  have  been  tabulated.     In  other  instances,  annual  data  have  been
grouped.

6.4       Comparisons

Some cautious comparisons and conclusions may be drawn from the data presented, but
they  are  QQ±  suitable  for  statistical  manipulation.     In  making  comparisons,  due  consideration
should be given to the  information  (or  lack of information)  provided  in the  sample description
and any  additional  information in the notes.

6.5       Terminology

The  terminology  used  by  the  authors  of the  various  reports  has  been  retained  where
possible.    If a report refers to  "abortions"  this  is  the term  used  in  the tabulations  even  if it  is
evident that the  data refer to  spontaneous and/or non-legally  induced  abortions.   Similarly,  the
term  "induced"  has been maintained  although the  abortions under study were  non-legal  and/or
most likely unsafe.

6.6        Notes

The note section contains additional information and explanations.   It is also used to draw
attention  to  data  that  help  interpret  the  results  or  call  for  further  study.    It  sometimes  gives
additional data that did  not fit within the existing  format,  e.g.  abortions per  1000 women.    An
''*"  in any of the columns  indicates that there is a comment in the notes.

6.7        Description of the columns

The  findings  of the  individual  surveys  or  studies  are  summarized  in the tabulations  in
Sections 9.3 to 9.9.   Each line in the tabulations represent a single data set.   Where a report or
study  dealt with  two  or  more  separate  population  groups  or  points  in time,  each  is  assigned  a
line,  e.g.  one  line  for the admitted  or identified  induced  cases and  another line  for all  abortion
cases  (spontaneous  and   induced).     A  blank  column  indicates  that  there  were  no  relevant
information or data,  while  an  asterisk,  *,  in  any  of the columns  refers the  reader to  a specific
comment in the notes.   Abbreviations  are listed  in Section 7.

The tabulations  are arranged in  17  columns.   These are from left to right:

Column  I  - Region, country or arca.   Countries are arranged by geographic region as
defined by the United  Nations.   Within countries,  national  and  larger groupings are  listed first,
followed  by  places  or  areas  presented  alphabetically,  all  in  chronological  order.    Unidentified
locations have been marked  "unknown"  or,  for example,  "rural  area"  (if known).

Column 2  - Year.    Indicates the year or period  in which  the data were  collected.    "P"
indicates the year of publication when the year of study was not provided.
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Columns 34 - DATA CHARACTERISTICS:

Column 3 -Type of data.   Describes the nature of the data presented.   The following
abbreviations are used to describe the type of data:

CS

HS

H

PP
PS
STA

VAR

E
EA

Community  study  of a  group  of women  or  events  as  specified  in  column  5.
Usually data reflect the reproductive history of this group.   However,  at times
the research has  focused on one year  (usually the one preceding the  study) or
on the reproductive history during a specified period.   This has been mentioned
in the note section.
Hospital study.  The group of women under study has been drawn from hospital
admissions, usually  for abortion,  delivery  or contraception.
Hospital  statistics  or  data,  i.e.,  events  registered  in  the  hospital    during  the
indicated  time.
Private practice,  similar to  HS.
Provider study.   Data have been extracted  from a study of abortion providers.
Data  obtained  from  a  statistical  source  registering  events  during  the  period
indicated.
Various  or  a  number  of sources  have  been  used  for  the  research,  usually  to
compensate for poor vital  statistics.
Estimate.
Estimated  annual figure.

Column 4 -Number or sample size.   Indicates the number of individuals or events under
study.   In some instances,  this refers to the total  number of events or total estimated  number of
abortions.

Column 5 - Study group.   Describes the group of individuals or events  studied  in the
report.   Definition of some terms used in these columns:

abo.adm.

abos
maternal deaths

admissions  for  complications  from  abortion  (including  spontaneous  induced,
illegal,  septic,  complete,  incomplete  and  inevitable)
abortions, excluding  legal  abortions
maternal  deaths,  i.e.,  death  of a woman  while  pregnant or within  42  days of
termination  of  pregnancy,  from  any  cause  related  to  or  aggravated  by  the
pregnancy or its management,  but not from accidental  or incidental  causes.

Column 6 -Type of abortion.   Describes the type(s) of abortion being referred to:

ABO
ILL
IND
PIND
PPIND
SP
SE
HAE
ABO(L)

abortion, unspecified but presumed to be non-legal
illegal,  criminal or  "back street"  abortion
induced abortion, presumed to be non-legal
induced  and probably induced  abortion (non-legal)
induced,  and possibly and probably induced  abortion (non-legal)
spontaneous abortion
septic abortion
abortion haemorrhage
abortion, unspecified but including legal
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Columns 7-12 - FREQUENCY:

Column 7 - Abortions as a percentage of a]] admissions for abortion.   Frequency of
the  abortion  (as  specified  in  column  6)  as  a percentage  of all  admissions to  an  institution  for
complications from abortion.

Column 8 -Abortions as a percentage of gynaeco]ogical and obstetric admissions.
Frequency of the abortion (as  specified in column 6)  as a percentage of all gynaecological  and
obstetric admissions.   Letter  "H"  or  "G"  or an  ''*" may follow the percent figure indicating that
it represents a percentage of:
H           hospital admissions
G           gynaecological  admissions only
*            see note column,  usually  indicating obstetric admissions only

Column  9  -  Abortions  as  a  percentage  of live  births.    Frequency  of abortion  (as
specified  in column 6)  as a percentage of live births.

D           deliveries, when data on the number of deliveries were  available  and  not those on live
births.

Column  10 - Abortions as  a percentage of pregnancies.    Frequency of abortion  (as
specified in column 6) as a percentage of pregnancies or conceptions.

Column  11  -Percentage of women ever aborting.   Number of women who £!zer had
an abortion (as specified in column 6) as a percentage of all women under study.

A          per  annum;  data refer  to  the  number of women  who  had  an  abortion  (as  specified  in
column 6) during one year.

Column 12 -Average number of abortions per women aborting.  Indicates the average
number of abortions (as specified in column 6), that the women under study have had (they may
also have had other kinds of abortion in addition).

Columns 13-16 - MORTALITY:

Column  13  -  Case  fatality.    Deaths  from  abortion  (as  specified  in  column  6)  as  a
percentage of all  abortion cases  (as  specified  in column 6) under study.

Column  14  -  Abortion  deaths  per  loo  000  live  births.    Deaths  from  abortion  (as
specified  in column 6) per  100 0cO live births.

D           deliveries,  when data on the  number of deliveries were  available  and  not those on  live
births.

Column  15 - Abortion deaths per 100 000 women of reproductive age.   Number of
deaths  from abortion  (as  specified  in column 6) per  100 000 women of reproductive age.

Column  16 - Abortion  deaths as a percentage of a]] maternal deaths.   Deaths from
abortion (as  specified  in column 6)  as  a percentage of all  maternal  deaths.

Column  17 -Notes.   The notes column contains additional information or explanations.
An  ''*"  links the information to a specific column.
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7.          ALPHABETICAL LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS USED

I+
10-49
A
AA
abo.adm.
abo.adm/nat.stat
abo.adm/W  15-49
ABO
ABO(L)
abo.  deaths
abos
adm.
CS
D
del.
E
EA
ex.
FPL
G
gym.
H
HAE
HS
ILL
incl.
IND
IUD
L
M
Mlx
MR
MTP
non-L
obs.
P
pat.s
PIND
PPIND
PP
priv.
prosp.study
PS
repr.  age
retrosp.study
RRT
RS
SE
SP
STA
TFR
VAR
W
V"

one plus, one or more
the figures indicate the age range in years
per annum, one-year
rmunl average
abortion admissions
abortion admissions combined with national statistical data
abortion admissions combined with number of W  15-49 in area of hospital(s)
abortion, unspeeified but non-legal
abortion, unspeeified (also including legal)
abortion deaths
abortions
admissions
cormunity study
deliveries
delivery
estimte
estimated anunl
excluding
fanrily plaming
gynaeeological admissions
gynaecological
hospital data
abortion haemorrhage
hospital study
illegal abortion
including
induced abortion, non-legal
Intra Uterine Device
legal abortion
married ,  cohabiting
rmrried  1  time only
menstunl regulation
Medical Termination of Pregnancy
non-legal abortion
obstetric
year of publication
patients
induced and probably induced abortions
induced, possibly and probably induced abortions
private practice
private
prospective study
provider study
reproductive age
retrospective study
Random Response Technique
random sample
septic abortion
spontaneous abortion
statistical source
Total Fertility Rate
various sources
Women
women , rmrried
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9.        TABULATIONS OF AVAILABLE INFORMATION
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9.1        Countries with more than 300 000 in]iabitants, or with data in the database,
by geographical regions

AFRICA
EASTERN AFRICA
Bulundi
Comoros
Djibouti
Ethiopia
Kenya
Madagascar
Malawi
Mauritius
Mozambique
Rwanda
Seychelles
Somalia
Ugandr
United Rep.  of Tanzania
Zambia
Zimbabwe

MIDDLE AFRICA
Angola
Cameroon
Central African Republic
Chad
Congo
Equatorial Guinea
Gabon
Sao Tome and Principe
Zaire

NORTHERN AFRICA
Algeria
Egypt
Libyan Arab Jamchiriya
Morcroo
Sudan
Tunisia

SOUTHERN AFRICA
Botswan
Lesotho
Nanibia
South Africa
Swaziland

`VESTEEN AFRICA
Benin
Buckifm Faso
Cape Verde
Cote d.Ivoire
Gambia
Ghana
Guinea
Guinea-Bissau
Liberia
Mali
Maurifania
Niger
Nigeria
Senegal
Sierra Leone
Togo

LATIN ARERICA
CARIBBEN
Barbados
Cuba
Dominican Republic
Guadeloupe
Haiti
Jamaica
Martinique
Puerto Rico
Trinidad & Tobago

CENTRAL AMERICA
Costs Rica
EI Salvador
Guatemala
Honduras
Mexico
Nicaragua
Panama

SOUTH AMERICA
Argentina
Bolivia
Brazil
Chile
Cololllbia
ECLiador

Guyarm
Paraguay
Peru
Suriname
Uruguay
Venezuela

NORTHERN AMERICA
Canada
United Slates of Anierica

ASIA
EASTERN ASIA
China
Dem.  Pco.  Rep.  of Korea
Hong  Kong
Japarl
Mongolia
Republic of Korea

SOUTH-EASTERN ASIA
Cambodia
Indonesia
Leo  Pcople's  Detit.  Rep.
Malaysia
Myanmor
PIlilippines
Singapore
Thiland
Vie' Na'''

SOUTHERN ASIA
Afghanistan
Bangladesh
Bhutan
India
Iran (Islamic Republic oO
Nepal
Pckiston
Sri  IAnka

WESTERN ASIA
Bahrain
Cyprus
lmq
Israel
Jordan
Kuwait
I.ebanon
Oman

Qatar
Saudi  Arabia
Syrian  Arab  Republic
Turkey
United Arab  En`irales
Yen,en

EUROPE
EASTERN EUROPE
Bulgaria
Czech  Republic
Czechoslovakia
Hu,`gary
Poland
Rolllania
Slovak  Republic

NORTHERN EUROPE
Denii`ark
Estonia
Finland
Iceland
Ireland
LA(Via

Lilhuania
Nolway
Sweden
United Kingdom

SOUTHERN EUROPE
Albal,ia
Bosnia & Herzegovim
Croatia
Grecoe
Italy

Po,1ugal
Slovenia
S[,ain
Yugoslavia (former)

WESTERN EUROPE
A''stria
Belgium,

France
Get,,lany
Netherlands
Switzerland

OCEANIA
Aus(rali8
Fiji

New Zcaland
Papua New Guinea

FORRER USSR
Arll,enia
Azerhaijan
Bela"s
Georgia
Kazakhsfan
Kyrgyzstan
Moldovia.  Rep.  of
Russian Federation
Thjikisthn
Turkmeniston
Ukraine
USSR (fomer)
Uzbekistan
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9.2        List of countries, alphabetically

Afghanistan
Albania
Algeria
Angola
Argentim
Armenia
Australia
Austria
hafoaljan
Bahmin
Bangladesh
Barbados
Belarus
Belgium
Benifl
Bhutan
Etolivia

Bosnia & Herzegovina
Botswana
Brazil
Bulgaria
Burkina  Faso
Burundi
Cambodia
Cameroon
Canada
Cape Verde
Central African Republic
Chad
Chile
China
Colombia
Comoros
Congo
Costa Rica
Cote d'Ivoire
Croatia
Cuba
Cyprus
Czcoh  Republic
Czechoslovaki a (former)
Denmark
Djibouti
Dominican Republic
Ecuador
Egypt
EI Salvador
Equatorial Guinea
Estonia
Ethiopia
Fiji
Finland
France
Gabon
Gambia
Georgia
Germany
Ghana
Greece
Guadeloupe
Guatemala
Guinea

Guinea-Bissau
Guy8m
Haiti
Honduras
Hong  Kong
Hungary
Iceland
India

Indonesia
lran`  Islamic  Republic  of
Iraq
Ireland
Israel
Italy
Janlaica
Japan
Jordan
Kazckhstan
Kenya
Korea Detn.  Peo.  Rep.  of
Korea  Rep.  of
Kuwait
Kyrgyzstan
Leo  People.s Dent.  Rep.
LraLvia

Lebanon
Lesotho
Liberia
Libyan Arab Jamahiriya
Lithuania
Madagascar
Malawi
Malaysia
Mali
Martinique
Maurilania
Mauritius
Mexico
Moldovia,  Rep.  of
Mongolia
Morocco
Mozambique
Myanniar
Namibia
Nepal
Netherlands
New Zcaland
Nicaragua
Niger
Nigeria
Norway
Oman
Pakistan
Paml'|a
Papua  New Guinea
Paraguay
Peru
Philippines
Poland
Pollugal
Puerto  RIco

Qa,ar

Rolllania

Russian Federation
Rwanda
Sao Toii`e and  Principe
Saudi  Arabia
Sl.ncgal
Seychelles
Sierra  Leone
Singapore
Slovak  Republic
Slovenia
So'llalia

Soutl` Africa
Spain

Sri  Lalcka
Sudan
Surimme
Swaziland
Sweden
Switzerland
Syi.ion  Arab  Republic
Thjikistan
T'|ailand
Togo
Triiiidad & Tobngo
Tunisia
Turkey
Tui.kii`enistan

Ugande
'u'kraine

United Stoles of America
United Arab  Emirates
United  Rep.  of Tdnzina
Unili.d  Kingdom
U"guny
USSR (former)
Uzbekistan
Venezuela
Vie'  Nalll

Yellten
Yugoslavia  (former)
Zaire
Zal''bia
Zimbabwe
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9.3      Africa
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