
F e r t i l i t y  a n d  L e g a l  A b o r t i o n s

B y  M A R K E T T A  R IT A M IE S  

T h e  P o p u la t io n  R esea rch  In stitu te

T h e  rise  in  a b ortion s  b ro u g h t a b o u t b y  a m o re  lib e ra l a b ortion  la w  has 
b een  on e  o f  th e  fa c to rs  m en tion ed  w h e n  d iscu ssin g  the causes fo r  the low  
le v e l o f  fe r t ility  in  F in la n d  tod a y . In  th is a rtic le  th e  d e v e lo p m e n t o f  fe r t ility  
and a b ortion s  in  F in la n d  w ill  b e  e x a m in ed  and an attem pt w il l  b e  m a d e  to  
estim ate  th e  e f fe c t  o f  the lib e ra liza tio n  o f  th e  a b ortion  la w  on  fe r tility .

The development of fertility and abortions

T h e firs t  la w  co n ce rn in g  a b ortion s  to o k  fo r c e  in  F in la n d  in 1950. A cco rd in g  
to  th is A c t  an a b o rt io n  co u ld  b e  p e r fo rm e d  fo r  m ed ica l reasons, and in addition , 
fo r  m e d ico -s o c ia l and e th ica l reason s. T h is  a b ortion  A c t  w as in  fo r c e  fo r  tw o  
decades. In 1970 it w as e x p a n d e d  to  in clu d e  soc ia l reason  as a basis f o r  a b ortion  
In th e  su m m er o f  1979 the A c t  w a s a m en d ed  so  that an a b ortion  d o n e  fo i  
soc ia l reason s m u st b e  p e r fo rm e d  d u rin g  the fir s t  12 w e e k s  o f p re g n a n cy  instead 
o f  the fir s t  16 w e e k s  as p re v io u s ly .

T h e  tren d  o f  the c ru d e  b ir th  ra te  w h ich  d ep icts  the d e v e lo p m e n t o f  fe rtility  
has b een  d ec lin in g  fr o m  th e  b e g in n in g  o f  the 1950s to  th e  y e a r  1973 w h e n  
fe r t il ity  w as at its low est. A t  th is p o in t o n ly  12.2 ch ild re n  w e re  b o rn  p e r  1000 
in h abitan ts (F ig u re  1). F e r tility  th en  b e g a n  to  rise, b u t r e ce n tly  it has begu n  
to  d e c lin e  aga in  s lig h tly . In  1978 th e  cru d e  b ir th  rate  w a s 13.5 p e r  th ou san d.

D u r in g  th is sam e p e r io d  th e  d e v e lo p m e n t o f  le g a l a b ortion s  has tak en  the 
op p o s ite  d irection . S in ce  1950 th e  p ro p o rt io n  o f  le g a l a b ortion s  has g ro w n  
e x ce p t  fo r  a d e c lin e  in  th e  m id-1960s. M ost le g a l a b ortion s  w e re  p e r fo rm e d  
in  1973, 22.4 a b ortion s  p e r  1 000 fem a les  ag ed  15— 44. A ft e r  th at a b ortion s  h a v e  
b een  less freq u en t. In  1978 th e  co rre sp o n d in g  fig u re  w a s 16.6.

T h e  d e c lin e  in  fe r t ility  b e g a n  in  the 1950s in  the o ld e r  age g ro u p s  and 
g ra d u a lly  m o v e d  to  th e  y o u n g e r  on es. In  1961— 72 fe r t ility  w as h igh est in  
the 20— 2 4 -y e a r -o ld  age g rou p . In  th e  last fe w  y ea rs  the a v era g e  age o f  w o m e n  
g iv in g  b ir th  has b e g u n  to  c lim b  aga in  an d  sin ce  1973 fe r t ility  has b een  
h igh est a m on g  the 25— 2 9 -y e a r-o ld s .

In  th e  1960s th e  20— 2 4 -y e a r-o ld s  w e re  th e  la rgest age  g ro u p  h a v in g  
ab ortion s, a lth ou g h  q u ite  a la rg e  n u m b e r  o f  a b ortion s  w e re  p e r fo rm e d  on  
w o m e n  o v e r  30. O n  th e  o th e r  han d , a b ortion s  am on g  w o m e n  u n d er  20 w e re  
re la t iv e ly  rare. B y  1977 a b o rt io n  pa tien ts w e re  g e ttin g  y o u n g e r . T h e  20— 24-
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F i g u r e  1. L iv e  b irth s  p e r  1000 in h a b itan ts an d  le g a l ab ortion s  p e r  1000 
w o m e n  ag ed  15— 44 in  1950— 78.

p e r  1 000

y e a r -o ld s  co n tin u e d  to  m a k e  u p  th e  la rg est age  g rou p , b u t an in crea s in g  
n u m b e r  o f  a b ortion s  w e re  b e in g  p e r fo rm e d  a m on g  the 15— 19 -y ea r-o ld s . T h e  
p ro p o rt io n  o f  pa tien ts in  th e  o ld e r  age  g ro u p s  h as started  to  d e c lin e  (F ig u re  2).

T h e  m a rita l status o f  w o m e n  g iv in g  b ir th  and o f  a b o rt io n  pa tien ts has also  
ch a n g ed  in  th e  1970s. T h e  p r o p o r t io n  o f  u n m a rried  w o m e n  a m on g  a b ortion  
pa tien ts h as in creased . In  1969, w h ich  rep resen ts th e  p e r io d  b e fo r e  th e  n ew  
A b o r t io n  A ct , th e y  m a d e  u p  o v e r  30 °/o o f  a ll a b o rt io n  patien ts, b u t b y  1978, 
th e ir  sh are  w a s o v e r  50 °/o (T a b le  1). H o w e v e r , a rea l r isk  g ro u p  is fo rm e d  b y  
the w id o w e d  an d  d iv o rce d . T h e  la rg est r e la t iv e  in crea se  o c cu rre d  in  th eir  
g ro u p . (R asim us 1979.)

In  F in la n d  w o m e n  g iv in g  b ir th  h a v e  u su a lly  b een  m a rried . T h e  p ro p o rt io n  
o f  u n m a rried  w o m e n  a m on g  th ose  g iv in g  b ir th  has v a r ie d  b e tw e e n  4 and 5 °/o. 
O n e m ig h t h a v e  e x p e cte d  th e  in crea se  in  th e  p r o p o r t io n  o f  u n m a rried  w o m e n  
a m on g  a b o rt io n  pa tien ts  to  cau se  a d ecrea se  in  ille g itim a te  b irth s , b u t th is is 
n o t so. O n  th e  con tra ry , th e  p ro p o rt io n  o f  ille g itim a te  b irth s  in  th e  1970s has 
co n tin u e d  to  g ro w . In  1973 th e  p r o p o r t io n  o f  ille g itim a te  b irth s  w a s 8 #/o and
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F i g u r e  2. Legal abortions by age of female in 1969, 1973 and 1977.

per 1000

in  1978 it  a lre a d y  11 #/o. A p p a re n t ly  th e  r ise  is d u e  to  th e  in crea se  in  c o n 
sen su al u n ion s . It is estim a ted  that in  1978 in  F in la n d  5 °/o o f  th e  p op u la tion  
ag ed  15 an d  o v e r  w as liv in g  in  a con sen su a l un ion .

B e fo r e  th e  fr e e  a b o rt io n  la w  ca m e in to  fo r c e  the fe w e s t  a b ortion s  w e re  p e r 
fo r m e d  in  th e  eastern  and n orth ern  parts o f  th e  co u n try , w h e re  the stan dard  
o f  l iv in g  an d  th e  state  o f  h ea lth  o f  th e  p o p u la tio n  w as th e  low est . It w a s h op ed  
that th e  ch a n g e  in  th e  la w  w o u ld  a lter  the situ ation  and m a k e  it eq u a lly  
p ossib le  fo r  w o m e n  in  a ll parts o f  th e  co u n try  to  h a v e  an a b ortion . W h eth er  
th is has b e e n  rea ch ed  can  b e  seen  in  T a b le  2. It sh ow s the le g a l ab ortion s  m ade 
in  each  p r o v in c e  in  1969 b e fo r e  th e  cu rre n t la w , and the p resen t s itu ation  in  
1977, a fte r  th e  e ffe c ts  o f  th e  la w  h a v e  stab ilized .

In  the 1970s th e  n u m b e r  o f  a b ortion s  is n o w  m o re  e v e n ly  d is tr ib u ted  re g io n 
a lly . In  1969 th e  c o u n tr y ’s sou th ern m ost p ro v in ce , U usim aa, w h e re  H els in k i is 
situ ated , w a s in  a sp ecia l p o s itio n  co m p a re d  to  th e  rest o f  the n ation . A  d e f i 
n ite ly  la rg e r  n u m b e r  o f  a b ortion s  w e re  p e r fo rm e d  th ere  than  in  th e  rest o f  the

T a b l e  1. L e g a l a b ortion s  a cco rd in g  to  m a rita l status in 1969 and 1978.

Marital status 1969 1978

Unmarried 33.3 53.3
Married 59.5 35.3
Other * 7.2 11.4
Total 100.0 100.0

* Other =  widowed, divorced, separated 
Source: Lääkintöhallituksen moniste

Suomen virallinen tilasto XI 72, 73, Oikeuslääketieteelliset toimenpiteet
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cou n try . In 1977 the s itu ation  h ad  d e fin ite ly  im p ro v e d  becau se  th e  o p p o r tu n i
ties fo r  h a v in g  an a b o rt io n  in  the n o rth e rn m o st p ro v in ce  w e re  on  a le v e l w ith  
th ose  in  th e  sou th ern m ost p ro v in ce . T h e  d iffe re n ce s  in  th e  o th er  p arts o f  th e  
co u n try  h ad  also  d im in ish ed .

T a b l e  2. L e g a l ab ortion s  p e r  1 000 w o m e n  in  1969 and 1978, a cco rd in g  to 
p rov in ces .

Province 1969 1977

Uusimaa 5.7 8.5
Turku and Pori 2.6 7.2
Häme 3.9 8.0
Kymi 3.3 7.1
Mikkeli 2.2 5.3
Kuopio 2.1 6.6
Northern Karelia 2.1 5.8
Vaasa 1.9 5.8
Central Finland 2.7 6.4
Oulu 2.0 6.2
Lapland 2.6 8.3

Entire country 3.4 7.3

Source: Sukupuolikasvatustyoryhman mietinto, liite 13

A  s ig n ifica n t ch a n g e  has tak en  p la ce  in  th e  reason s fo r  p e r fo rm in g  an a b o r 
tion  sin ce  th e  A b o r t io n  A c t  o f  1970 ca m e  in to  fo r c e  (T a b le  3). B e fo r e  1970 60 °/o 
o f  a ll ab ortion s  w e re  p e r fo rm e d  fo r  a b a s ic  m ed ica l reason  and 36 °/o fo r  a 
m e d ica l rea son  w h ich  in c lu d e d  som e  soc ia l aspects. T h e  m ost fr e q u e n t  d ia g 
n osis  w a s n eu rosis, o v e re x h a u s tio n  o r  w eak n ess . In  1978 a b ortion s  p e r fo rm e d  
fo r  so c ia l reason s co m p r ise d  77 °/o o f  a ll ab ortion s . M e d ica l reason s to ta lle d  
o n ly  4 % .  T h e  a b o rt io n  req u est u su a lly  fa ile d  to  s p e c ify  the ty p e  o f  soc ia l 
reason ; h o w e v e r , 55 °/o o f  a b ortion s  p e r fo rm e d  fo r  so c ia l reason s w e re  g iv e n  to  
u n m a rried  w om en .

Abortions and fertility

W h en  co n s id e r in g  th e  re la tion  b e tw e e n  th e  fr e e  a b o rt io n  la w  and the 
ch a n g es  in  fe r t il ity  on e  m u st re m e m b e r  that the g ro w th  in  th e  n u m b e r  o f  leg a l 
a b ortion s  is o n ly  o f  se co n d a ry  im p o rta n ce  in  d e term in in g  th e  d e v e lo p m e n t o f  
fe r t ility . T h e  d e v e lo p m e n t o f  fe r t ility  ca n n ot b e  in flu e n ce d  p u re ly  b y  a b ortion  
le g is la tio n  an d  in fo rm a tio n  on  con tra cep tion , in stead  th e  d e c is iv e  fa c to rs  are  the 
g oa ls  an d  m o tiv e s  p e o p le  h a v e  a b ou t h a v in g  o r  n o t h a v in g  ch ild ren . I f  th e  
a b o rt io n  la w  is m a d e  m o re  lib e ra l o r  m ore  r ig id , it  m a y , f o r  a m om en t, a ffe c t
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the n u m b er  o f  ab ortion s. G ra d u a lly , h o w e v e r , p e o p le  adapt to  the ch a n ges and 
try  to  reach  th e ir  g oa ls  in  th e  w a y s  a v a ila b le  at th e  tim e.

W h en  e x a m in in g  the n u m b e r  o f  le g a l a b ortion s  on e  can  ea s ily  co m e  u n d er  
th e  im p ression  th at a fte r  th e  la w  w as lib e ra liz e d  a b ortion s  h a v e  g re a tly  
in creased  in  F in lan d . T h is  is m is lea d in g  th ou gh , beca u se  th e  to ta l n u m b e r  o f 
a b ortion s  has n ot g ro w n  at all, bu t the fo r m a lly  ille g a l a b ortion s  are n o w  d o n e  
le g a lly . T h e  n u m b e r  o f  ille g a l a b ortion s  in the 1950s— 60s w as h igh . A c co r d in g  
to estim ates th e  an n ual n u m b er  o f  a b ortion s  in 1958— 66 v a r ie d  b e tw e e n  18 000 
and 27 000. T h e  m o re  lib e ra l a b o rt io n  la w  cau sed  a sh arp  d ro p  in  ille g a l a b o r 
tions. A c co r d in g  to  the lo w e s t  estim ate  o n ly  200 w e re  p e r fo rm e d  in  1974, fo r  
ex a m p le . T h us the use o f  a b o rt io n  as a co n tra ce p t iv e  has rem a in ed  con stan t 
fr o m  th e  1950s to  the 1970s.

T a b l e  3. R eason s fo r  a b o rt io n  in  1969 in d  1978.

R e aso n  1969 1978

Medical 59.9 4.3
Social 35.7 77.3
Age (under 17  or over 40) 1.9 14.5
More than 4 children — 3.0
Other reasons * 2.5 0.9

Total 100.0 100.0

* Other reasons: ethical, eugenic, person unable to care for child or emergency 
Source: Sukupuolikasvatustyöryhmänmietintö, liite 6, Lääkintöhallituksen moniste

T h e  e f fe c t  o f  th e  1970 A b o r t io n  A c t  on  fe r t il i ty  has b een  sh ow n  q u ite  c o n 
v in c in g ly  b y  L a h ti (1973: 28, 308) to  h a v e  b een  n o n -e x is te n t . W h en  estim atin g  
th e  n u m b e r  o f  p re g n a n cie s  th at w o u ld  h a v e  en d ed  in  b ir th  u n d e r  th e  o ld  a b o r 
tion  la w , it w a s fo u n d  th at th e  n u m b e r  o f  b irth s  h ad  d e c lin e d  m u ch  less th an  
th e  n u m b e r  o f  ab ortion s  w o u ld  h a v e  in d ica ted . T h e  n e w  A b o r t io n  A c t  thus 
d id  n o t d ecrea se  fe r tility .

T h e  sm all fa m ily  id e a l has b een  g e n e ra lly  a ccep ted  in  F in la n d . T h e re  are 
n o w  an a v era g e  o f  1.6 ch ild re n  p e r  fa m ily . A c co r d in g  to  research  d a ta  g a th ered  
in 1971 rep resen tin g  th e  en tire  co u n try  (S ie v e rs  et al. 1974) the a v era g e  n u m ber 
o f  ch ild re n  a m on g  45— 5 4 -y e a r -o ld  m a rr ied  w o m e n  w h o  h ad  a tta in ed  th eir  
f in a l fa m ily  size  w as 3.0. A c co r d in g  to  in te rv ie w  data  fr o m  1977 (W o r ld  F e rtility  
S u rv e y ) 40— 4 4 -y e a r-o ld  w o m e n  at th eir  fir s t  m a rria ge  w h o  h ad  passed  th eir  
fe r t ile  p e r io d  h ad  g iv e n  b irth  to  an a v era g e  o f  2.7 ch ild ren . D iffe re n ce s  in  the 
n u m b er  o f  ch ild re n  in v a r iou s  p o p u la tio n  g ro u p s  are  e v e n in g  out, a lth ou g h  som e 
d if fe r e n c e  rem ain , f o r  ex a m p le , b e tw e e n  ed u ca tion a l and o ccu p a tio n a l grou p s.

It is p o ss ib le  that the use o f  co n tra ce p t iv e s  in  F in la n d  has d ecrea sed  a fter  
the n e w  A b o r t io n  A c t  an d  that a b ortion  is b e in g  u sed  as a m eans o f  b irth  
co n tro l in stead  o f  o th er  m eth od s o f  con tra ce p t io n ?  A  co m p a riso n  o f  th e  resu lts

4
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o f  th e  tw o  fe r t ility  stud ies m en tion ed  a b o v e  sh ow s that in  th e  1970s k n o w le d g e  
a b ou t co n tra ce p t iv e  m eth od s has con tin u ed  to  im p ro v e  in F in la n d . In  1977 on ly
0.2 #/o o f  18— 4 4 -y e a r -o ld  m a rried  w o m e n  w e re  n ot a b le  to  m en tion  a sin g le  
m e th o d  o f  con tra cep tion .

T h e  use o f  c o n tra ce p t iv e  m eth od s has also  im p ro v e d  in  th e  1970s in  that 
fe w e r  w o m e n  resort to  u n re lia b le  m eth od s. T h e  co n d o m  con tin u es  to b e  the 
m ost c o m m o n  m e th o d  o f  co n tra ce p tio n , bu t the IU D  has b e co m e  an alm ost 
e q u a lly  a cce p te d  fo r m  o f  co n tro l in th e  1970s. T h e  p ill, h o w e v e r , has d ecrea sed  
in  p o p u la r ity . In  F in la n d  p e o p le  v e ry  ra re ly  use the u n re lia b le  m eth od  o f 
w ith d ra w a l an ym ore , w h ile  in  1971 it w as still th e  th ird -m o st c o m m o n  m eth od  
in  use. A m o n g  th ose  in te rv ie w e d  o n ly  2 °/o sa id  th ey  h ad  u sed  it in  1977 as 
a m ean s o f  co n tra cep tion .

In  F in la n d  in fo rm a tio n  on  co n tra ce p t io n  and th e  d is tr ib u tion  o f  co n tra ce p 
t iv e  d e v ice s  has n e v e r  b e e n  o f f ic ia l ly  p ro h ib ite d , as it con tin u es  to  b e  in certa in  
cou n tries . S in ce  1972 b ir th  co n tro l a im ed  at a ll g ro u p s  o f  c itizen s  has been  
d e cre e d  b y  la w . H ere  the a im  is to  p re v e n t p regn a n cies  and it is h o p e d  that 
p e o p le  w il l  resort to  a b o rt io n  o n ly  w h e n  co n tra ce p t io n  has fa iled . B irth  c o n 
tro l in fo rm a tio n  is g iv e n  fr e e -o f -c h a r g e  at h ea lth  centers. In  ad d ition , in fo rm a 
tion  on  co n tra ce p t iv e s  is d ispen sed  b y  p r iv a te  p h ys ic ian s  and p r iv a te  clin ics.

T a b l e  4. P resen t co n tra ce p t iv e  p ra c tice  o f  m a rr ied  w o m e n  ag ed  18— 44 in 
1971 and 1977.

Contraceptive
method used 1971 1977

Pill 20 11
IUD 3 27
Condom 30 30
Withdrawal 15 2
Rhythm 1 1
Women’s methods 3 1
No risk 25 21
No contraception 3 8
Total 100 100

Source: World Fertility Survey, Ennakkotiedot

A t  fir s t  g la n ce , it  seem s th at p e o p le  h a v e  b e g u n  to  resort to  a b o rt io n  as 
a m eans o f  co n tra ce p t io n  so m e w h a t m o re  fr e q u e n t ly  n o w  than  in  th e  y ears 
r igh t a fte r  th e  A b o r t io n  A c t  ca m e  in to  fo r ce . A b o rt io n s  p e r fo rm e d  in  1970— 71 
w e re  th e  f ir s t  on es fo r  96 °/o o f  th e  w o m e n , th e  se co n d  fo r  3.5 %  an d  th e  th ird  
fo r  0.1 °/o. A c co r d in g  to  p re lim in a ry  da ta  fo r  1978 fir s t -t im e  a b o rt io n  pa tien ts 
n o w  m a d e  u p  o n ly  80 °/o, th is  w a s th e  secon d  a b o rt io n  fo r  17 °/o and fo r  th ree  
p e r  cen t th is w as th e  th ird  o r  m ore . It is c le a r  that r ig h t a fte r  th e  lib era liza tion
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ABORTIONS UNEMPLOYED

F i g u r e  3. Legal abortions and unemployment in 1970— 1977.

o f  th e  la w  a b o rt io n  p a tien ts w e re  u su a lly  fir s t -t im e rs  an d  o n ly  g ra d u a lly  d id  
th e  p ro p o rt io n  o f  w o m e n  g r o w  fo r  w h o m  th is w as a secon d  o r  m o re  abortion . 
A n  ex a m in a tio n  o f  th e  d e v e lo p m e n t in  th e  am ou n t o f  a b ortion s  a m on g  15— 49- 
y e a r -o ld s  sh ow s th at the p ro p o rt io n  h a v in g  an  a b o rt io n  fo r  th e  fir s t  tim e  has 
d e crea sed  b y  o n e -th ird  sin ce  1973, b u t th e  p ro p o rt io n  h a v in g  tw o  o r  m o re  a b o r 
tions h as rem a in ed  a lm ost u n ch a n ged .

A  co rre sp o n d e n ce  has b een  fo u n d  b e tw e e n  the g ro w th  in  ab ortion s  and 
e co n o m ic  w e ll-b e in g . W h e n  e co n o m ic  d e v e lo p m e n t is o n  th e  d e c lin e  p e o p le  
co n s id e r  ca r e fu lly  w h e th e r  o r  n o t  to  h a v e  ch ild re n  an d  try  to  b e  m o re  ca re fu l 
th an  usu al in  th e  use o f  b ir th  con tro l.

I f  th e  g ro w th  o f  th e  u n e m p lo y e d  is co n s id e re d  a sign  o f  a d e c lin e  in  
e co n o m ic  d e v e lo p m e n t, F ig u re  3 sh ou ld  sh o w  that a b ortion s  h a v e  d ecrea sed  in  
th e  last fe w  years. A n d  so  th ey  h a v e  in  F in la n d . U n e m p lo y m e n t has in creased  
s tro n g ly  at th e  en d  o f  the 1970s and at th e  sam e tim e  th e  n u m b e r  o f  a b ortion s  
has a lso  d eclin ed . T h e  ch a n g e  in  the a b ortion  la w  cau sed  an e x ce p t io n a l rise  
in  ab ortion s  at th e  b e g in n in g  o f  th e  decad e , thus m a k in g  it  d if f ic u lt  to  m a k e  
a co m p a riso n  w ith  th e  size  o f  th e  u n em p loy ed .

H o w e v e r , it  is n o t p ossib le  to  d iscern  the cau sa l re la tion sh ip s  b e tw e e n  
fe r t ility  and ab ortion s  p u re ly  on  th e  basis o f  statistics. A  b ro a d  an d  m a n y - 
sid ed  an a lysis  is n eeded .
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