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I.          UNSAFE AB0RTION[: A WORLDWIDE PROBLEM

Abortion is a medical and social problem of world wide significance.   Between 40 and 60
million abortions take place around the world every year.   It is estimated that half of these are
performed outside authorized health services and/or by unauthorized, often unskilled, providers
and most take place in the developing world.

Induced abortion is restricted by law in many countries.  In others pregnancy terrninatlon
is legal for broad medical and social reasons, but often there are not sufllcient services to meet the
demand or they are unacceptable to the women wishing to terminate an unwanted pregnancy.
Many women therefore use unauthorized sources or service.

It is clear that many women will continue to seek to terminate an unwanted pregnancy
despite restrictive laws and lack of adequate services.  However, while those who can pay high fees
may have access to safe abortion. regardless of its legal status. many poor women have to turn to
inexpensive unqualified abortionists and put their general and reproductive health. and even their
lives. at high risk.

Some 500.000 women die each year from pregnancy related causes worldwide.   98% of
them in the developing world.  It is estimated that as many as 1/4 to I /3 of these deaths may be
a consequence of the complications of unsafe abortion procedures.   Although widespread and
maybe  increasing.  unsafe  abortions  and  their  complications  are  not  being  recognized  as  a
slglIficant health and social problem because of the controversial and complex political. moral and
religious issues involved.

The World Health organlzatlon has no "position" with respect to abortion. but ts concerned
with its health aspects.   It ts evident that other considerations - sacial. cultural and religious -
innuence the attitudes of Member States towards abortion.  WIIO respects national policies and
serves its Member States, who have different health and health-related policies.

As early as 1967, the World Health Assembly, concerned with the public health impact of
abortion.  passed  Resolution  No.  20.41  which  stated.  "recogmzing  that  abortion  constituted  a
serious public health problem in many countries ... urged WHO to assist Member States. upon
their request. In their development of family planning services within their basic health services".

F`rom  the  public  health  point  of view.  it  has  become  clear  in  recent  years  that  the
magnitude of mortality and morbidity associated with unsafe abortion practices is immense.  The
International  Conference  on Population,  held  in Mexico in  1984.  urged governments "to take
appropriatestepstohelpwomenavoidabortion.whlchlnnocaseshouldbeproinotedasamethod
of family plarming. and -whenever possible -to provide for the humane treatment and counsellirig
of women who have had recourse to abortion."

Unsare abortion procedures cause complications which account for up to 50% of matemal
deaths in hospitals and an unknown number of additional deaths outside hospitals.  In developing
countries where matemal mortality rates are high, the risk of death following complications of
unsafe  abortion  procedures  is  between  loo  and  500  times  higher  than  that  of an  abortion
performed professionally under safe conditions.

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.  Abortion serves to limit their famny size.  However. in all parts of the world. a small but
increasing proportion of abortion seekers are unmarried adoleseents:  in some urban centres in
Africa they represent the majority of all abortees.

I

I  An induced abortion not provided through approved facilities and/or persons.
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2.         REAITH CoNSBguncES: MOREIDITy AND MORTAI,Try

Themortalltyandmorbldltyrlsksofmducedabortlondependonthefacnltlesandskmof
theabortionprovider.themethodusedandcertaincharacterlstlcsOfthewo-herself.e.g.her
general health. age. parity. and stage of pregnancy.   They also depend on the avalabmty and
utlllzatlon of treatment facilities once compllcatlons have occurred.   Unsafe aborttons may be
lnducedbythewomanherself.bynon-medlcalpersonsorevenbyhealthworkersinutryglehic
condltlons.    Such  abortions may be  induced by mgestlon  of harmful  substances.  exertion of
extemalforce.Insertlonofsubstancesoranobject(usuallyroot,twngorcatheter)mtotheutems.
or an unsafe dilatation and curettage procedure.

Accordingtotheconditionsinwhichtheunsafeabortlonsareperfomedandthemethods
used.bothorwhicharerelatedtothelegalstatusOfabortion.avarletyofseverecompllcatlons.
such as poisoning. sepsis, septic shcx3k, anaemia. hacmorrhage. genital and abdommal trauma
andperforateduterusmayoccur.Thesecompllcatlonscanleadtodeathifleftuntreated.Death
mayalsoresultfromsecondarycomplicatlonssuchasgasgangreneandacuterenalfanure.

Thelong-termconsequencesmayincludechronicpelvicpain,peMclnfl-atorydlsease
andsecondaryinfertfllty.Elevatedlncldenceofectoplcpregnancy.prematuredellveryand
increased  risk of spontaneous  abortion are  other possible consequences  of poorly perfomed
abortions.

3.         IMPACT ON REALTH SERvlcBs -TRE cOsTS INvorveD

The treatment  of abortion complications in hospitals uses a dlsproportlonate share of
resources.  including  hospital beds,  blood  supply.  medication  as  weu  as  access  to  operating
theatres,  anaesthesia and medical specialists.   This often takes place at the expense of other
matemlty services.

Unsafeabortionandltsconsequencesplacesgreatcllulcal,materlalandflnanclaldemands
onthescarcehospltalresourcesofmanydevelopingcountrles.Often.upto50%oftheresources
ofsomehospltalsareusedtotreatpatientsadmlttedforcompllcatlonsofunsafeabortlons.Some
doctorsestlmatethatupto80%ormoreofallabortioncasesadmittedtothehospltalshavebeen
induced.    wine  a  spontaneous  or  an  uncompllcated  abortion may  require  up  to  3  days  of
hospltallzatlon.compllcatedcasescanrequlreastaywhlchlnaybe5tmeslonger.Spontaneo'is
abortions seldom present complications and are rarely fatal.

4.         UNDERREPORTING

Dataonthemcidenceofunsafeabortlonareessentialforanyattempttodealwlththts
publlchealthlssue.However.ItmustberecognEedthatandataonthlslssuearebydefinitlon
urmellable.    Underreporting  and/or misreporting  Of unsafe  abortion.  because  of its legal  and
ethical/moralstatusaswellastheinherentlmitatlonsOfhospitalandcorrmunitystudles,must
be taken into account when studying the data presented ln the tabulations.

CollectingdataisdifficultforanytypeOfabortion.andlnparticularwheninducedabortion
lsnotlegallyprovidedbythehealthsystem.Bytheirverynature.Inducedabortlonsacnoteaslly
discussedoradmittedto,eitherinhospitalorlncommunltystudies.Dataonunsafeabortlonare
usuallylimitedtowomengu!E±E!Egtointerference.andthereforeareonlyexceptlonanyavailable
andeventhen,theyaremostoftenincomplete.Therearelndirectattemptstorectftythesegaps.

\`
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Based on medical evidence and following a WIIO protacol2 researchers in some hospitals have
made the distinction between induced, probably induced and possibly induced abortion.   Some
indirect methods have also been devised for use in community studies, e.g. the Random Response
Technique (RRI)3 to establish the proportion of women ever resorting to induced abortion.

In most developmg countries the vital registration eystem ls poor or nonexistent.  Deaths,
particularly in rural areas. are grossly underreported and even when reported. the cause of death
may either not be known. or indicated or it may be purposely concealed.  To protect the family. an
abortion may not be mentioned.  All reference to pregnancy may be avoided. particularly in the
case of unmarried women.

Hospital  admissions  for abortion  complications  are  often  used  as  an  indicator  of the
problem of unsafe abortion but cannot be used to measure the prevalence.  Not all women go to
the hospital when complications arise.  Their decision to seek help depends on the accessibility
(geographic and financial) of a hospital. social attitudes and the attitude of hospital staff.

Many  studies  attempt to  conect  data by interviewing women hospitalized for abortion
complications or by lnterviewlng a random sample of women of reproductive age ln the community.
The success of both approaches depends on factors such as the legal status of abortion and on the
sknl Of the interviewers.   Studies have shown that between  I/4 and  1/2  of the abortions are
concealed.   However. In some cases as few as 4% of the abortions were admitted to.

Other studies have collected data on all abortion cases admitted to hospital irrespective of
whether they are spontaneous or induced.  Assuming that spontaneous abortions are relatively
constant ln a given population. and that they are unlikely to cause sepsis and death. the excess
ln septic abortions or cases presenting compllcatlons may be considered to be the result of unsafe
abortion.

5.          THE ABORTION DATABASE

Health  authorltles must confront the  problem  of unsafe  abortions  and  its assaclated
morbidity and mortality and devise constructive. culturally appropriate solutions that recognize
the integral reproductive health needs of women.   Progress in planning effective strategies and
interventions to prevent and deal with consequences of unsafe abortion has been slow. especially
in those countries where they are reaching high levels.  This is partly because of the problems in
underreporting described in the previous section, and also because of the general reluctance of
professionals and public alike to discuss issues that are charged with moral. ethical and cultural
overtones.

The  data  contained.  in  this  documerit  are  an  attempt  to  brtr`g  together  all  acaflable
informaton on the fi-equencg Of unsaife abortioins and associated mortalrty.  It ts hoped that tt u]un
draw attention to the gto:bat needfior action on the problem Of unsofe a:borttorne curd the deaths they
ccuse,  reneu]  dialc>gue.  stimulate further research stLrdies  and provide  health managers  with
compcun.ttue inifomatton on the nature and d:ineneione Of the problem in thetr countries.  It cgn a}pe
serve as a basic toot fior decision-making regcnd:ing prei>en:tton cnd. interoentton strckegtes bestdes
pTouid.ing indicatto:ne Of the areas in whtohfurther research. ts neededr

2      F`iga-Talamanca. I. et al.  Illegal abortion:  an attempt to assess its costs to the health
services and its lncldence ln the community.  Intematlonal Journal of Health Services.16(3):
375-389 (1986)

3     Abemathy. J.,  Greenberg, a.  & Horvitz, D. Estimates of Induced Abortion ln urban
North Carolina.   Demography 7(1):  19-29 (1970)
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These  tabulatlons  are  the  third  in  a  series  related  to  safe  motherhood.     Previous
publicationscontaintabulationsofmatemalmortalityrates(FHE/86.3)andofthecoverageOf
matemlty care (WIIO/F`HE/89.2).

6.         EXPLJINATIO" OF TIE TABUIATIOINS

DataL Collection

AIlavallablereportsrelevanttotheissueofunsafeabortlonhavebeenexamlned.anddata
on frequeney  and mortality  systematically extracted.    Every effort has been made to  ensure
uniformltyandconslsteneyinreporting.Responslbmtyfortheaccuracyofthedata.however.rests
wlththeauthorsofthereports.Becauseoftheneedtoprovideaplctureofthesltuatlon.asmuch
lnformatlonasposslblehasbeenincludedinthisfirsteditionofthesetabulations.

Inestablishingtheformatofthetabulationsacompromisehadtobereachedbetweenthe
usefulnessofdifferentindlcatorsandthetypcofdatathatwasactuallyavailable.Thetabulatlons
areadescnptlvecodlngoflndlvldualstudies,althoughnotaudatalentthemselveseasllytothts
coding.Somecautlouscomparlsonsandconcluslonscanbedraunfromthedatapresentedbut
the tabulatlons  are pg! suitable for statistical manipulations nor should they be  interpreted
verticallywithoutdueconsideratlontothelnformationglvenintheflrstsixcolurms.

The  database  upon which  these  tabulations  are  based  ts  continually being updated.
ReadersareencouragedtosharetheirinowledgeandmaterlalstoassistWHOmmamtalnlngthe
database as up-to-date and comprehensive as possible.  IIrfomation should be sent to the
MatemalHealthandSafeMotherhoodUnit.DlvisionofF`amnyHealth,WorldHealthOrganiratlon.
1211  Geneva 27. Switzerland.

Sources of Data

Thedatainthetabulatlonswereextractedfromsourcesthatarelistedmtheflnalcolumn
bymeansof4-digitnumberswhichcorrespondtotheaccessionnumberassngnedtoeachpiece
oflnfomatlonontheVI10/Jneoblbllographlcdatabase.Allstofauthereferencesusedlnthe
tabulations is attached.   Not all references related to unsafe abortion that were examined have
beenincluded.Thosenotincludedeitherduplicatethedatareportedinthetabulatlons.orcontain
information that did not fit the format or the criteria used.

Crlterla for Inclusion

On]ydatathatrelatespeciricallyorpresumablytonon-legallyinducedabortionshavebeen
includedinthetabulations.Ifthestudyalsolncludeslegalabortlondata.thtshasbeenlndlcated
in the 5th or 6th columns.

The cut-off point for inclusion ln these tabulatlons was  1960 although earlier data are
stored in the database. as are data on women obtaining abortion abroad.

When data were available for many consecutive years in the same report. only selected
yearshavebeentabulated.Inotherlnstances.annualdatahavebeengrouped.Inbothlnstances
the availability of yearly data is indicated in the note column.

Data Sets

Eachlinerepresentsonedataset.Insomeinstancestwoormorelinesofmformationmay
be included for the same study, e.g.  one line for the admitted or ldentifled induced cases and
another line for au abortion cases (spontaneous and induced).
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Terminology

The  terrninology  used  by the  authors  of the various  reports  has where  possible  been
retained.   If a report refers to "abortions" this is the temi used in the tabulatlons even lf it is
evident that the data refer to spontaneous and/or non-legally induced abortions.  Slmllarly, the
terln "induced" has been maintained even in cases when the abortions under study were non-legal
and/or most likely unsafe.

Calculatlons

Often the author of the study has provided the rates and ratios registered ln the tabu]atlon.
When the necessary figures were provided. they were calculated.

Note Column

The note column contains additional iliformation 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 ex]stlng format. e.g. abortions per 1000 women (abos
%.W).  An "" in any of the columns lndlcates that a comment ts noted in the note column.

AIbrevlatlons

An alphabetical list of all abbreviations and symbols used is lnc]uded on pages 10 and 11
and is also printed on the inside cover of this publication.

7.          EXPIANATION OF THE COLUMNS AND TERMINOIioGY

Column I - Region, Country or Area

Countries are arranged by WII0 regions.  Within countries, the towns/areas under study
are presented alphabetically ln chronological order.

Column 2 - Year

In Hospital Studies (HS) or Community Studies (CS) the year tabulated is the year in which
the data was collected unless otherwise indicated ln the note column.

The symbol "P" indicates the year of publlcatlon of the report ln those cases when the
source has not mentioned the year of the study.

DATA CHARACThRISTICS (columns 3-6)

Column 3 - Type of Data

Describes  the  nature  of the  data  presented.   The  following  abbreviations  are  used  to
describe the type of data.

CS 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 fcx3used on one year (usually the one precedlrig
the study) or on the reproductive history during a specified period.  This
has also been mentioned ln the note section.



Squ  qsoc+  sW, oA.on.£5
WHO/MCH/90.14

Page 7

HS

H

STA

VAR

Hospltalstudy.Thegroupofwomenunderstudyhasbeendraunfrom
hospltaladmisslons.usuallyforabortion.dellveryorcontraceptlon.

Hospitalstatistlcsordata.i.e.,eventsregisteredinthehospltalduring
the indicated time.

Private practice. smnar to HS.

Provider  study.    Data  have  been  extracted  from  a  study  lnvoivlng
abortion providers.

Data obtained from a statlstlcal source reglstermg events during the
period indicated.

Variousoranumberofsourceshavebeenusedfortheresearch.usually
to compensate for poor vital statlstlcs.

Estmate.

Estmated annual figure.

Column 4 - Nuri[iber or Sample Size

lndicatesthenumberofindividualsoreventsunderstudy.Insomelnstancesthlsrefers
tothetotalnumberofeventsortotalestimatednumberofabortlons.

Column 5 - Study Group

Describesthegroupofindlvldualsoreventsstudiedinthereport.Abbreviationeusedin
this column needing further explanation are:

abo.adm              fndd¥cses;:nn:e:oa:, cgtE::cca:=::etfer,o=c::opt::enaL=cLuedivi¥ab:e3ontaneous

abos                        abortions , excluding legal abortions

matem.deaths      matemal deaths, i.e., death of a woman whne pregnant or within 42
days  of  termination  of  pregnancy.  from  any  cause  related  to  or
aggravated by the pregnancy.

10-45                      figure indicates the age range in years.

Column 6 - Type of Abortion

Describes the type(s) of abortion being referred to.

ABO

ILL

IND

PIND

PPIND

abortion. unspecified but presumed non-legal.

illegal. criminal or "backstreet" abortion

induced abortion, presumed non-legal

induced and probably induced abortion (non-legal)

induced.andpossiblyandprobablylnducedabortion(non-legal)



otr   Q=coc~  su.D^.Oc\. F5v
WHO/MCH/90.14
Page 8

SP

SE

IiJRE

ABO(L)

spontaneous abortion

septic abortion

abortion haemorrhage

abortion, unspeclfled but including legal.

FREguENCY (columns 7 - 12)

Column 7 -    Speclned Abortions as a Percentage of All Admlsslons for Abortion

F`requency  of the  specified  type  of abortion  as  a  percentage  of  all  admissions  to  an
institution for abortion care.

Column 8 -    Specified Abortions as a Percentage of Gynaecologlcal and Obstetric
Admlsslons

Frequency  of the  specified  type  of abortion  as  a  percentage  of all  gynaecological  and
obstetric admisslons.   I,etter "H" or "G" or an " may follow the percent figure indicatlrig
that it represents a percentage of:

H                   hospital admissions:

G                   gynaecological admisslons only;

I                    see note column, usually indicating obstetric admisslons only

Column 9 - Speclfled Abortions as a Percentage of Live Births

F`requency of the specified type of abortion as a percentage of live births.

D                   deliveries when data on deliveries were available instead of live births.

Column 10 - Speclned Abortions as a Percentage of negnancles

F`requeney of the specified type of abortion as a percentage of pregnancies or conceptions.

Column  11 - Percentage of Women Ever Aborting

Number of women who £}[§I had an abortion of the type specified as a percentage of all
women under study.

A                  per annum: data refer to the number of women who had an abortion of the
type indicated during one Year.

Column  12 -Average Number of Abortions per Women Aborting

Indicates the average number of abortions of the type specified, that the women under
study have had (they may also have had other kinds of abortion in addition).   When the
study group is an abortion group. the most recent abortion has been included.
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MORTALITY (columns 13 - 16}

Column 13 - Case Fatality

Numberofdeaths(asspecified)pernumberofcases(asspecified)understudy.

Column 14 - Ifroortlon Deaths per loo.coo Live Births

NumberofdeathsfromthespeclfledtypeOfabortlonperlco,OcOllveblrths.

D                    dellverle s.

Column15-IfroortlonDeathsperlco.cOOWomenofReproductlveAge

Numberofdeathsfromthespecifiedtypeofabortlonasafractlonoflco.cOOwomenof
reproductive age.

Column16-AbortlonDeathsasapercenfageofauMatcrnalDeaths

Number of deaths from the  specified type  of abortion as a percentage  of all matemal
deaths.

*                   if figure  is  known  to  refer  only  to  direct  obstetric  causes.  this  has  been
indicated in the note section.

Column 17 - Note Column

A  list  of  all  abbreviations  used  ts  given  on  pages  10-11.    The  following  additional
information is useful.

abos %.W
lnd O/o. W
*

socdem
Prov
gest
Ccep
socec
ned
ed
RT

number of abortions(non-legal) per 1000 women
number of induced(non-legal)abortions per loco women
isinformationattachedtodatainearliercolumnmarkedwlth.

sociodemographlc data in reference
data on provider in reference
data on gestational age in reference
data on contraceptive practices in reference
data on socioeconomic situatton in reference
medical data in reference
data on education in reference
RandomResponseTechniquehasbeenusedfordatacollectlon
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8.          ALPHABETICAL LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS USED

1+
A
AA
abo
abo.adm
abo.adm/nat.stat
abo.adm/W  15-49

ABO
ABO(L)
abo.compl.
abo.deaths
abos
adm
Ccep
clin.
CS
D
del.
del.adm
dem
E
EA
ed
EM
EP
ethn
ex.
excl.
ram.pl.
a
8e08r
gest
gym
H
Hadm
IiAE
hosp
hosp.s
HS
ILL
ill.
incl.
IND
ind.
ins.
IUD
L
M
Mlx
matem.
med
MR
MTP

one plus. one or more
per annum, one-year
annual average
abortion
abortion admissions
abortion adrnissions combined with national statistical data
abortion  admlssions  combined  with  number  of W  15-49  1n  area  of
hospital(s)
abortion. unspecified but non-legal
abortion. unspecified (also including legal)
abortion complications
abortion deaths
abortions
admissions
contraceptive
clinic
community study
deliveries
delivery
delivery admissions
demographic
estimate
estimated armual
education
ever married
ever pregnant
ethnic
excluding
excluding
family plarming
gynaecologlcal admissions
geographic areas
gestatlonal
gynaecological
hospital data
hospital admissions
abortion haemorrhage
hospital
hospitals
hospital study
illegal abortion
illegal
including
induced abortion. non-legal
induced
insufficiency
Intra Uterine Device
legal abortion
married, cohabiting
married  1  time only
matemal
medical
menstrual regulation
Medical Termination of Pregnancy
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multlpar
nat.stat.
non-L
obs.
obs.adm
obs.deaths
P
pats
PILL
PIND
PPIND
PP
Preen.
Preen.S
Pres.
Prev.
pri-8rav
priv.
Pr08r.
prosp.study
Prov
PS
RepA8e
repr.age
retrosp.study
RRT
RS
R-'|J
SE
Se
SOC

Socec
socdem
SP
SP
STA
TF`R
therap.
underest.
un-M
Var.
Van
W.

W
Lun

multiparous
national statlstlcal data
non-legal abortion
obstetric
obstetric admlsslon
obstetric deaths
year of publication
patients
illegal and probably illegal abortions
induced and probably induced abortions
induced, possibly and probably induced abortions
private practice
pregnant
pregnancies
present
Previous
primlgravida
private
programme
prospective study
provider
provider study
reproductive age
reproductive age
retrospective study
Random Response Technique
random sample
rural - urban
septic abortion
septic
social
socio-economc
sacio-demographic
spontaneous abortion
spontaneous
statistical source
Total F`ertllfty hate
therapeutic abortion(s)
underestimate
un-married
various
various sources
with
Women
women, married
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