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Introduction

During the last couple of decades, the yearly number of abortions has decreased notably in 
Finland. Since the beginning of the 1970s, abortion rates have decreased among all age groups 
of women (Notkola 1995, 29-30). In 1995, less than 8 abortions were performed per 1,000 
women aged 15-49 in Finland, which is less than in most other countries with reliable regis
ters (Rasimus 1993). According to most authors (e.g. Kosunen 1993; 1996; Nurmi 1993; 
Rimpelà 1993) development of health services, more effective contraceptive methods and 
increasing knowledge about them, as well as public subvention of contraceptives, have all 
contributed to this development.

Public perceptions of abortion have varied in different times and countries (see Luker 1984). 
As Scott (1998) notes, during the period of criminalized abortion in the Western countries, 
the reality of illegal abortion as secret, and often dirty, and dangerous, helped shape the per
ception of abortion as deviant and wrong. During the 1960s, when abortion was introduced to 
the public agenda for reform in several Western countries, traditional views were called into 
question. Finally, when several countries liberalized their legislation in the early 1970s, it 
was noted that the legal changes were grounded in a dramatic increase in public approval of 
abortion (Granberg and Granberg 1980; Jaffe et al. 1981). But although it has been reported 
(Scott 1998; Evers and McGee 1980) that, in general, abortion attitudes have become ever 
more liberal, in most countries, there is also a visible, although not numerically populous 
proportion of people strongly opposing abortion. The opponents of abortion, it has been 
reported, hold more intense attitudes and they are more willing to be politically mobilized 
than those holding more permissive attitudes (Cook et al. 1993; Cochran and Beeghley 1991; 
Luker 1984, 223; Tamney et al. 1992; Scott and Schuman 1988). As Deflem (1998, 795) 
puts it, ’’cultural dualism” has remained a constant factor in the abortion debate.

In this paper, I will provide an insight into the Finnish abortion culture. In particular, I will 
analyze the public perceptions of abortion with a recent cross-sectional survey data set. The
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task o f my analysis is twofold. First, I will examine the general levels o f acceptance and 
opposition to abortion. How widespread are support and opposition to abortion? Second, I 
will focus on how large are the attitudinal cleavages existing between various segments o f 
the Finnish population and what background variables correlate with opposition and 
permissiveness o f abortion. Are there signs o f cultural dualism? Who are the people who 
oppose abortion and who are the ones holding more liberal attitudes? Kristin Luker (1984, 
158) suggests that attitudes toward abortion are merely ’’the tip o f the iceberg.” Entire world 
views are called into play when the issue is abortion. Thus, in addition to structural and demo
graphic variables, I will pay special attention to the effects o f ideological determinants like 
religion, feminism and political orientation on abortion attitudes.

The structure o f this article is as follows: First, I will review earlier discussion and research 
on the possible background o f attitudes toward abortion. After that I will present the data and 
methods used in the analysis and conduct the empirical analysis. Finally I will discuss the 
wider connections and relevance o f the obtained results.

The possible background of attitudes toward abortion

Earlier research has identified three especially important ideological factors affecting atti
tudes toward abortion. These are religiosity, perceptions o f gender roles in society and po
litical orientation. Furthermore, it can also be hypothesized that certain attitudinal cleavages 
exist between men and women, people with diverging positions in stratification hierarchies 
and between different age groups. In this section I will discuss the hypothetical effects of 
these factors and the possible causal relations between them. Note that the hypothetical causal 
chains discussed in the following do not claim that everyone’s perceptions o f abortion are 
strictly grounded in his/her ideological and structural background. Instead, the hypotheses 
suggest common causal chains o f reasoning.

Religion. Religious beliefs are often considered the most important factor in the formation 
o f attitudes toward abortion (Driedger and Halli 1997; Himmelstein 1986; Kelley et al. 1993; 
Luker 1984). Religiosity can be hypothesized to generate opposition to abortion in two ways.

First, a view that God created the world and human beings including their reproductive sys
tem is a fundamental characteristic o f traditional Christianity. In this view, interfering with 
reproduction disrupts the natural and good order o f things. As abortion violates the idea o f 
the sacredness o f human life, it is a rebellion against God’s design. In this view, the embryo is 
a distinct living person from the moment o f conception, consequently with rights and inter
ests o f its own, certainly including the right to live. Abortion is therefore the murder o f an 
innocent being. (Tamney et al. 1992; Kelley et al. 1993.)

Second, Christian tradition is relevant to abortion because it emphasizes the sinfulness o f 
human nature. In Christian tradition desires for physical pleasures or comforts are viewed as 
corrupting, and the need to control the human’s baser nature is emphasized. Using sex purely 
for pleasure is considered animalistic. This puritanical perspective finds expression in a com
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mitment to various traditional moral rules, but in the field o f reproduction and sexual behav
ior this perspective is the most apparent. As well reported, religiosity correlates clearly with 
sexual attitudes and behavior (Jensen et al. 1990; Cochran and Beeghley 1991). So, as reli
gious beliefs enforce disapproval o f sexual permissiveness and abstaining attitudes on sexu
ality, it may also lead to opposition to abortion. People who oppose sexual permissiveness 
are likely to view unwanted pregnancies as a deterrent and as a just punishment for illicit 
sexual activity, and hence are likely to view abortion as wrong because it allows women to 
escape the consequences o f their wrongdoing. Furthermore, it might also facilitate male 
sexual irresponsibility (Kelley et al. 1993).

Gender role attitudes. Contrary to religiosity, liberal gender role attitudes can be hypoth
esized to enforce permissive attitudes toward abortion. The abortion issue is clearly a femi
nist issue by virtue o f  the specificity o f procreation to women and the impact o f pregnancy 
and birth upon women’s life options. Indeed, abortion rights have been an important issue for 
feminist movements in several countries (see Costain and Costain 1987; Ferree 1987; 
Beckwith 1987; see also Ramirez and McEneaney 1997). According to Luker (1984), the 
abortion controversy has always been less concerned with the welfare o f the fetus than with 
the social status o f women and mothers. Although on the surface it is the embryo’s fate which 
seems to be at stake, the abortion debate is actually about the meaning o f women’s lives. In 
essence, the hard-fought abortion debate is a ’’referendum on the place and meaning o f moth
erhood” (Luker 1984, 193). Kelley and his colleagues (1993) argue that attitudes toward 
women’s employment, in particular, are among the most important predictors o f abortion 
attitudes. In traditional gender role thinking women’s legitimate roles are limited to mother, 
nurturer and homemaker. In this view, abortion allows women to escape from their proper 
traditional roles into illegitimate roles in working life and thus threatens the special status of 
motherhood as women’s highest vocation. On these grounds it can be expected that tradi
tional gender role thinking and especially negative attitudes toward women’s employment 
form one o f the major sources for opposition to abortion.

Stratification hierarchies. Recently, the effects o f class variables like educational attain
ment, occupational status and income on attitudes toward all social issues have been a sub
ject o f a considerable debate. Two conflicting views have been manifested. Traditionally all 
sorts o f social conservatism has been connected to the upper strata. Some authors (see 
Himmelstein and McRae 1988, 498 for an overview) have argued that as the result o f the 
ongoing postindustrial structural change, an inverse relationship between socioeconomic 
status and social issues has emerged. Most prominently, Inglehart (1990) argues that the 
materialistically well-off upper strata and especially the well-educated have adopted socially 
liberal (although perhaps economically conservative) attitudes. Himmelstein and McRae
(1988) emphasize that several dimensions o f status and class each have independent effects 
on social attitudes. Furthermore, they show that the relationship between social liberalism 
and socioeconomic status varies from issue to issue. However, they find that a higher socio
economic status does indeed have a liberalizing effect on abortion attitudes.

Political orientation. Closely connected to the theories o f the postindustrial structural 
change, it has been suggested that the political settings o f the Western countries are rapidly 
changing. As a result, the traditional class-based left-right divide among the general publics
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o f these countries has vanished (see Inglehart 1990, 273-274). However, there is also em
pirical evidence suggesting that people’s attitudes toward not only economic and political 
but also on social and moral issues still strongly correlate with their political preferences 
(see Ervasti 1997). Inglehart argues that as the traditional class conflicts lose their impor
tance as political issues within the structural change, ’’the strongest indicators o f whether 
one is on the left or right are the New Politics issues, such as support for liberalizing abor
tion” (1990, 275). On these grounds it is well-reasoned to test the effects o f political orien
tation also on abortion attitudes.

Historically, conservatives have been distrustful o f man’s basic nature and have emphasized 
the need for restraining institutions, as Lenski (1971, cited in Tamney et al. 1992) puts it. 
Thus, political conservatism may provide an important ideological basis for limiting argu
ments about abortion. This argument has also received empirical support For example, Wilcox
(1989) showed that there is a clear correlation between political conservatism and anti-abor
tion stances. Similarly, Inglehart (1990, 295) found that abortion attitudes related to a 
respondent’s self-placement on a left-right scale.

Gender. Perhaps surprisingly, earlier research has found only minor differences between 
men and women’s stances toward abortion (e.g. Scott 1998; Tamney et al. 1992). In fact, 
there is even evidence that men hold slightly more liberal attitudes toward abortion than 
women (e.g. Erkkola and Kontula 1993; Kelley et al. 1993). The reason for this may lie in 
intervening variables. Most importantly, women are usually more religious than men and 
therefore may find it difficult to accept abortion (Kelley et al. 1993, 604).

Age. Many have argued that age (or cohort) correlates with conservative social attitudes. 
According to Inglehart (1990), the younger generations have adopted more liberal world 
views than their predecessors. In a cross-sectional survey like this, it is unfortunately impos
sible to assess whether attitudes change with age or whether the difference is generational 
and continues to exist regardless o f age. However, earlier evidence suggests that younger 
people hold more liberal attitudes toward abortion than older people (Kelley et al. 1993; 
Inglehart 1990). Furthermore, the well-reported facts that older people are more religious 
and more antifeminist than younger people also contribute indirectly to age differences in 
abortion attitudes (see Ervasti 1998a for an overview).

Data and methods

Data for this study were gathered in a mail survey conducted in Finland during the autumn of 
1995 with a representative sample o f the Finnish population aged 18 to 75 (see Sôderling 
1997). The response rate was 52 percent, and the effective size o f the sample was 753. Al
though the response rate was rather low, extensive comparisons with Finnish census data 
show that the sample closely approximates the Finnish population in terms o f most impor
tant variables (further details are given in Sôderling 1997, 8 or are available from the author 
on request).



137

The exact wordings and measurement o f the variables used in the analysis are shown in Table 
1 (page 143). Attitudes toward abortion were measured with three variables. These items 
refer to the justifiability o f abortion in different situations. The measurement o f religiosity 
was based on two observed variables. These items measure religious beliefs rather than reli
gious behavior (like church attendance). This way, more reliable and less skewed measures 
are attained. Most Finns attend church services only on special occasions like weddings, 
funerals, etc. Only a small minority attend church services regularly. Nevertheless, a notable 
proportion o f Finns still support the essential principles o f Christianity such as the existence 
o f a personal God and the hope o f heaven. (Heino 1997, 17-21.) Gender role attitudes or, 
more precisely, attitudes on women’s employment were also measured with two observed 
variables. Educational attainment is measured in equivalent full-time years of study. Political 
orientation is measured with a scale ranging from 0 (=left) to 100 (=right). This scale, shown 
to be reliable in previous research (Ervasti 1997; 1998b), is based on an item asking which 
party the respondents voted for in the previous parliamentary election. Age is measured in 
years and income in thousands o f Finnmarks per month. Occupational status is based on the 
International Standard Coding o f Occupations (ISCO), distinguishing between unskilled 
manual workers, skilled manual workers, routine non-manual workers, white collar employ
ees and self-employed (entrepreneurs and farmers). In addition, there is also the occupa
tional group ‘other,’ consisting mostly o f students, housewives and other small groups not 
active in the labor force whose occupation is unknown.

Figure 1. Description o f the model used in the analysis

Gender

Age

Education

Occupation

Income

As the method o f analysis, I have employed a linear structural equation model with latent 
variables (e.g. Bollen 1989) to test a theoretical model based on the above hypothesized 
effects o f religiosity, gender role attitudes and political orientation as well as stratification
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hierarchies, gender and age on opposition to abortion. The theoretical model is shown in 
Figure 1. In the model, the exogenous variables o f stratification hierarchies, age and gender 
directly affect all the endogenous variables. Furthermore, there are also causal relationships 
between the endogenous variables. Religiosity is seen as a long-term variable and thus it is 
located on the first causal level among the endogenous variables. Religion is generally learned 
from one’s parents starting at a very early age. Gender role attitudes as well as political 
orientation, in contrast, may be viewed as more recent phenomena, or at least ones that come 
later in the life course and thus depend on previous religiosity, among other things.

As the main purpose o f my analysis is to determine the relative importance o f each variable, 
I estimated standardized parameters. Since most o f the variables are ordinal, the analysis is 
based on polychoric and polyserial correlations (see Joreskog and Sorbom 1996, 8-10; 148- 
9). The factor loadings (Table 1) suggest clear and strong factors. The model fits the data 
well: Chi-square with 50 degrees o f freedom is 91.50, the Goodness o f Fit Index (GFI) is 
reasonably high (.98) and the Root Mean Square Error o f Approximation (RMSEA) is satis
factorily low (.033). No ad hoc error correlations were allowed in the model. First, I esti
mated the full structural model and then pruned out (i.e. fixed to zero) the effects that were 
not significant at the 5 percent level.

Results

As Table 2 (page 144) shows, most Finns hold quite liberal attitudes toward abortion. Almost 
60 percent o f  the respondents accept abortion on demand and in the case o f poverty or other 
social problems in the family. The number o f those accepting abortion in the case the child 
would be disabled is even higher. No less than 75 percent o f the sample think that abortion is 
justifiable in such a situation. Further analyses reveal that only 6 percent o f the sample op
pose abortion in all situations asked in the survey.

Cautiously compared to previous Finnish studies (Notkola 1993; Nikander 1992; Kontula 
1993; Erkkola and Kontula 1993), these results give a more permissive picture o f the Finn
ish attitudinal climate. It is possible that Finns became more liberal in the early 1990s. How
ever, it should be noted that the items used in this survey are not strictly comparable with the 
earlier ones, so it is also possible that the items do not measure exactly the same dimensions 
o f  abortion attitudes.

The results o f the structural equation model are shown in Table 3 (page 144). Contrarily to 
previous Finnish research (Erkkola and Kontula 1993), women hold more liberal abortion 
attitudes than men. Nevertheless, women are more religious than men, and this fact contrib
utes to the positive indirect effect o f gender on opposition to abortion. All in all, however, 
women do not oppose abortion as often as men (the total effect o f being a woman on opposi
tion to abortion is -.10).

Age correlates positively with religiosity and especially with support for traditional gender 
roles, and negatively with rightist political orientation, but the effect o f age on abortion atti
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tudes is very small. Also both the direct and indirect effects of occupational status are non
significant.

Education and income have opposite effects on abortion attitudes. Contrary to expectation, 
education stimulates non-permissive attitudes toward abortion. Again, this finding is not 
consistent with previous Finnish findings (e.g. Kontula 1993, 28; Notkola 1993, 91). How
ever, it should be noted that unlike this analysis, previous Finnish research has reported only 
bivariate results (Kontula 1993) or it has been based on a sample representing only women 
(Notkola 1993). As hypothesized above, different dimensions of stratification hierarchies 
have independent effects on abortion attitudes: A higher level of income is associated with a 
lower level of religiosity and thus, the indirect effect of income on opposition to abortion is 
negative.

As expected, religiosity is the best predictor of opposition to abortion. However, political 
orientation and, surprisingly, gender role attitudes do not correlate with abortion attitudes. 
This finding suggests that Finns consider the abortion issue a moral rather than a political 
issue or a question related to gender inequality.

Conclusions

The first aim of this analysis was to estimate the support for and especially the opposition to 
abortion in Finland. The results show that Finns hold quite liberal stances on the abortion 
issue. Clearly a majority of Finns support free abortion. Although not strictly comparable to 
previous Finnish research, the results of this analysis give a slightly more liberal picture of 
abortion attitudes of the Finnish public than earlier research.

Second, in this analysis, hypotheses based on previous, mainly Anglo-Saxon research were 
tested with Finnish cross-sectional survey data. Several of the hypotheses were disconfirmed. 
Unlike in earlier (Anglo-Saxon) research, gender role attitudes and political orientation proved 
to be very weak predictors of abortion attitudes. Furthermore, a clear gender difference was 
found in this analysis. Men tend to be less liberal than women. Also the effect of a higher 
level of educational attainment was found to be contrary to expectations. In the light of this 
analysis attitudes toward abortion get less liberal as the level of educational attainment rises. 
Religiosity, however, is the strongest single predictor of attitudes toward abortion. These 
findings suggest that for the Finnish public, the abortion question is a moral rather than a 
political or social issue or an issue related to gender roles.

Most of the theoretically well-reasoned and formerly empirically confirmed effects of the 
independent variables had only small or moderate effects on abortion attitudes in this analy
sis. Also the percentage of variance in abortion attitudes explained with these independent 
variables was comparatively low. This suggests that the Finnish public holds consensual 
attitudes toward abortion. Compared to the results of recent studies in several countries, this 
analysis suggests that in Finland, the abortion controversy is not only less politicized but 
also it reflects a lesser grade of cultural dualism.
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A ppendices

Table 1. Definitions and scoring o f the variables used in the analysis.

Variable

Endogenous Variables

Stratification hierarchies 
Income
Educational attainment 
Occupation

Age

Exogenous Variables 

Political orientation

Religiosity

Gender role attitudes 
1

Opposition to abortion 
1

2

3

Definition (and Scoring)

In thousands of Finnmarks per month 
Years in education
ISCO; 6 dummies: ‘Unskilled worker’ (ref.), ‘Skilled manual 
worker’ , ‘Routine non-manual worker’ , ‘White collar 
employee’ , ‘Self-employed’ ‘and Other occupation’

In years

’’For which party did you vote for in the previous 
Parliamentary election?”

’’Which of the following options best describes your faith in 
God?” Answering options: ”1 don’ t believe in God” (0.0), ”1 
am almost sure God does not exist” (25.0), ’’Sometimes I 
believe in God, sometimes I don’ t” (50.0), ”1 am almost sure 
God exists” (75.0), ”1 know God really exists and I have no 
doubts about it” (100).
”Do you believe in Heaven?” Answering options: ”No, 
definitely not” (0.0) to ”Yes, definitely” (100.0).

’’Familylife suffers when the woman has a full-time job” 
Answering options: ’’Strongly disagree” (0.0) to ’’Strongly 
agree” (100.0).
”A husband’s job is to earn money; a wife’ s job is to look 
after the home and family” Answering options as above.

Do you think abortion is justifiable...
. . .  if the mother so decides (Answering 

options as above)
. . .  if the child would be disabled (Answering 

options as above)
. . .  in a case where there is poverty or social problems 

(Answering options as above)

Factor loading (X)

1«

j(a)
1«

1(1) each

j(a)

1«

.80

.90

.65

.88

.71

.59

.76

(a) Fixed loading (b) Leftist League (0.0), Social Democrats (12.5), The Green Party (25.0), No political 
affiliation (50.0), Swedish national Party, Center Party and Christian league (.75), Conservative Party (100.0).
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Table 2. Attitudes toward abortion in Finland. Distributions.

m Agrees or strongly Neither agrees or Disagrees or strongly
agrees, % disagrees, %  disagrees, %

Do you think abortion is justifiable...
... in the case the mother so decides 59.9
... if the child would be disabled 74.7
... in a case o f poverty or social problems 57.4

16.2 23.9
15.0 10.4
16.6 25.0

Table 3. Predictors o f opposition to abortion. Maximum likelihood parameters. (All 
parameters significant at the 5 percent level; D=direct effect; I=indirect effect.)

Religiosity Political Support for Traditional Opposition to
Orientation Gender Roles Abortion

D D 1 D I D I

Gender
Male ref. ref ref. ref. ref. ref. ref.
Female .29 -.1 1 .06 -.19 .03 -.18 .08

Age .08 -.08 .02 .27 - - .02

Education - .25 - -.2 2 - .12 -

Occupation
Unskilled worker ref. ref. ref. ref. ref. ref. ref.
Skilled  manual - -.09 - - - - -
Routine non-manual - - - - - - -
White collar .08 - - - - - -
Self-employed - - - - - - -
Other occupation - - - - - - -

Income -.14 - -.03 -.14 -.02 - -.04

Religiosity .20 - .12 - .27 -

Political orientation - - - -

Support for - -
traditional gender
roles

R2 .10 .12 .24 .09

X2 91.50(50d.f.)

GF1 .98

RMSEA .033


