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Young, Unmarried Women in India Face Obstacles to Obtaining Early Abortion
Services

A new study by researchers at the Population Council, New Delhi, shows that many
young, unmarried Indian women who received abortion services in 2007-2008 faced
obstacles to obtaining the procedure early in their pregnancies. Shveta Kalyanwala and
colleagues surveyed 549 women in the Indian states of Bihar and Jharkhand who had an
abortion. Among these women, 84% decided before the end of the first trimester to have an
abortion, but only 75% were able to obtain one during that time period. The authors
believe that several factors contributed to women having an abortion later in pregnancy,
including a delayed recognition of pregnancy, lack of awareness that abortion is legal for
unmarried women and lack of support from partners and family.

While 83% of women surveyed realized they were pregnant within the first two months of
their pregnancy and 91% within the first trimester, 9% did not realize it until the second
trimester. Furthermore, only 22% of women had been aware prior to becoming pregnant
that abortion services were legally available to unmarried women. Kalyanwala and
colleagues also looked at the importance of confiding in someone about the pregnancy and
receiving emotional or financial support for obtaining an abortion. The overwhelming
majority of women surveyed said they had received support, with partners being the
leading source. Overall, the young women surveyed were reluctant to confide in their
father or other male relatives, and these family members were less likely to provide
support than were partners, mothers, other female relatives or friends.

In addition, partner support was closely linked to early abortion provision: Women who
reported having a supportive partner were more likely to have obtained a first-trimester
abortion than were women who lacked their partner’s support; women in the latter group—
who instead had to rely on their mother or others—were more likely to have had an
abortion in their second trimester. According to the researchers, one in six women
surveyed said their pregnancy had resulted from a nonconsensual sexual encounter. These
women also had increased odds of having had a second-trimester abortion.

The authors believe the findings underscore the need for improved sex education programs
for young women, whether they are in school or out of school, to ensure they understand
the link between a missed period and pregnancy, the fact that both married and unmarried
women are legally entitled to abortion services and the importance of obtaining an abortion
early if the pregnancy is unwanted. These programs, they say, should also work to improve
communication between young women and their parents. Finally, given the central role
partners played in enabling women to obtain early abortion services, Kalyanwala and her
colleagues strongly recommend that programs for young people foster more egalitarian
gender attitudes and greater male responsibility regarding reproductive health.
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The study, “Abortion Experiences of Unmarried Young Women in India: Evidence from a
Facility-Based Study in Bihar and Jharkhand,” appears in the June 2010 issue of
International Perspectives on Sexual and Reproductive Health.
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