Relationship stability is important for
abortion decisions in Finland
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In a recent study (Vdisdnen 2017), I examined how women make decisions to terminate a
pregnancy within the wider context of their lives - including the state and quality of their
romantic relationships.

We know that childbearing decisions are influenced by decisions to continue or leave a
romantic relationship (Lillard and Waite 1993; Steele et al. 2005). Much less is known about
pregnancy terminations, because typically only around a half of them are reported in surveys
(Jones and Kost 2007).

To overcome this limitation, I used administrative data, where data on abortion experiences
come from women’s medical records rather than self-reports and thus are not underreported.
A shortcoming of administrative data is that it does not provide information on some relevant
individual traits, such as attitudes or religious beliefs. However, with the help of appropriate
statistical models, the influence of unobserved characteristics on the decision-making
processes around abortions and union dissolutions can be quantified and analysed.

The context

In Finland, it has been relatively easy to obtain an abortion since legislation was liberalised in
the 1970s. All municipalities have been legally required to provide family planning services
since 1972. Many policies that reduce the cost of childbearing have been implemented over
time: education is free of charge at all levels, day-care of children is subsidised by the
government to enable both parents to work, and parental leave is subsidised at around 70% of
the income level prior to childbearing.


https://www.niussp.org/fertility-and-reproduction/relationship-stability-is-important-for-abortion-decisions-in-finland/
https://www.niussp.org/fertility-and-reproduction/relationship-stability-is-important-for-abortion-decisions-in-finland/

Unstable union experiences associated with more abortions

In my analysis, I followed 17,666 women born in 1965-69 from the year they turned 15 until
year 2010, when they were in their early 40s. The data included information about the
women'’s level of education, relationship status, births and abortions in each year. Twenty-
three percent of women in the sample had at least one abortion in the course of this study.

Women who experienced a higher number of marriages or cohabiting unions also obtained a
higher number of abortions. This could also be due to individual characteristics, which could
not be observed in this study, such as religiousness, attitudes, and personality. Religiousness
is often associated with negative attitudes towards abortion (Ellison, Echevarria, and Smith
2005; Hess and Rueb 2005) and lower approval of divorce. Thus, religiousness may be
associated with a lower likelihood of separating from a partner as well as obtaining an
abortion. Personality traits, such as high extraversion, low emotional stability, and low
conscientiousness, have been associated with a higher likelihood of experiencing an
unintended pregnancy (Berg et al. 2013) - perhaps these traits also correlate with union
stability.



Figure 1. Odds ratios for obtaining an abortion by selected characteristics (reference groups’
odds=1, marked with “ref.”)
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How fo read the graph: Each block of variables is identified by the same colour and must be read independently
of the rest. Given the likelihood of an abortion for the reference category, the figure shows the relative likelihood
of abortion for the displayed category. For instance, the likelihood of a married woman to have an abortion is
around a half of the likelihood of a woman not in union. Women who experienced a divorce are three (and over)
times more likely to have abortion than women who never experienced union dissolution. Efe.

Source: Viisdnen (2017)

When it comes to characteristics that were observed in these data, interestingly, divorce was
associated with a higher likelihood of obtaining an abortion during the same calendar year
than separation from a cohabiting partner (Figure 1). Women may be less likely to want
children due to the added cost of breaking up if children are involved (Lillard and Waite
1993): they are therefore more likely to terminate a pregnancy than those in a stable
relationship.

Previous pregnancies also mattered for abortion decisions: women whose youngest child was

18 months old or younger had a higher likelihood of abortion than women with no children or
older children (Figure 1). Those with a previous experience of abortion had a slightly higher

likelihood of terminating a pregnancy than those without previous abortion(s), but the effect

was relatively small (Figure 1).

Does it matter if you are married or cohabiting?
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Figure 2. Predicted number of abortions per 1000 women-years among married and
cohabiting women by union length in years
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Source: Vaisanen (2017).

The likelihood of abortion was higher for women who were cohabiting with a partner than for
married women during approximately the first five years of the relationship (Figure 2).
Perhaps some cohabiting women decided to terminate an unintended pregnancy because they
felt that the relationship was not yet ready for childbearing, whereas it may be less likely for
married women to feel that way. However, only a very small difference in abortion levels
remained after the first five years of co-residence. This is in line with studies showing that
cohabiting couples tend to become similar to married couples over time, even if the initial
decision to cohabit may have been only a small step beyond dating.

Conclusions

This study identified the characteristics of women that jointly affect the likelihood of
experiencing an abortion and ending a romantic relationship. Such characteristics may
include, for instance, personality, attitudes, and beliefs. Given that there was an elevated
likelihood of obtaining an abortion around the time of a divorce, care should be taken in
ensuring that women who face this difficult experience receive the family planning services
and counselling they need. Overall, however, abortion rates in Finland are low compared to
most other Western countries with liberal abortion legislation, indicating that the family
planning health care system and sexuality education provided in schools cater satisfactorily to
women’s needs.
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