Induced Abortion in Italy: Levels,
Trends and Characteristics

By Silvana Salvini Bettarini and Silvana Schifini D'Andrea

Subsequent to the legalization of abortion in ltaly in 1978, abortion rates among ltalian women
first rose and then declined steadily, from a peak of 16.9 abortions per 1,000 women of repro-
ductive age in 1983 to 9.8 per 1,000 in 1993. Abortion rates vary considerably by geographic re-
gion, with rates typically highest in the more secular and modernized regions and lowest in re-
gions where traditional values predominate. Data from 1981 and 1991 indicate that age-specific
abortion rates decreased during the 1980s for all age-groups, with the largest declines occur-
ring in regions with the highest levels of abortion. Moreover, a shift in the age distribution of abor-
tion rates occurred during the 1980s, with women aged 30-34 registering the highest abortion
rate in 1991, whereas in 1981 the highest level of abortion occurred among those aged 25-29.
The abortion rate among adolescent women was low at both times (7.6 per 1,000 in 1981 and
4.6 per 1,000 in 1991). These data are based only on reported legal abortions; the number of

clandestine abortions remains unknown.

(Family Planning Perspectives, 28:267-271 & 277, 1996)

abortion is legal, the incidence of in-

duced abortion varies: According to a
recent evaluation, Sweden has the highest
abortion rate (20.4 abortions per 1,000
women aged 1544 in 1991) and the Nether-
lands the lowest rate (5.2 per 1,000 in 1990).!
Nevertheless, there are some common pat-
terns. For example, in countries such as
Denmark, Finland and Sweden, the ratio of
legal abortions to live births increased after
legalization and then diminished. In such
countries as France, the Netherlands and
England and Wales, on the other hand,
abortion levels have not decreased, but have
remained relatively stable.

In May 1978, Italian women were grant-
ed the right to terminate a pregnancy
upon request during the first trimester.
The law stipulates that induced abortion
be confined to women whose physical and
psychological health may be at risk. Al-
though a proposal to repeal the law was
considered in a 1981 national referendum,
it was rejected by nearly 80% of voters.
Abortion remains controversial in Italy,
however, and was criticized in a recent
Papal Encyclical (“Evangelium Vitae”) on
ethical issues.

In this article, we present information
on the incidence of abortion in Italy since
its legalization. These data were collect-
ed from women obtaining abortions in all

l n Western European countries where
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public hospitals in Italy. Women were in-
terviewed by health care providers at the
time they underwent the procedure; these
data were then collated and published by
the National Institute of Statistics and the
Ministry of Health.?

Abortion Incidence

In 1993, approximately 140,000 induced
abortions were performed in Italy. In com-
parison, the average annual number dur-
ing the period 1982-1984 was more than
230,000. Similar patterns can also be seen
in abortion rates (Table 1, page 268). After
legalization, abortion rates rose modest-
ly, increasing from 13.7 abortions per 1,000
women aged 15-44 in 1979 to a peak of
16.9 per 1,000 in 1982 and 1983. During the
period 1982-1984, Italian abortion rates
stabilized, and this period was followed
by a steady decline: By 1986, the rate had
dropped to 14.0 abortions per 1,000
women, and by 1990 it had reached 11.1
per 1,000; by 1993, the abortion rate had de-
creased to 9.8 per 1,000.

Abortion ratios (the number of abortions
per 1,000 live births) displayed a similar
pattern subsequent to the 1979 law. The
abortion ratio, at 280 per 1,000 in 1979, rose
steadily through 1984 when it reached
about 390 per 1,000 (Table 2, page 269).
Since that time, the ratio has decreased
continually, reaching a low of 261 per 1,000
in 1992. While abortion ratios in Italy are
notably higher than those of many other
Western European countries because of
Italy’s comparatively low fertility rates,*

these trends are similar to those of other
Western European countries,® suggesting
that increase, stabilization and decline typ-
ify the pattern of abortion utilization fol-
lowing legalization. Indeed, when the data
on induced abortion in Italy are plotted
graphically, the data subsequent to 1984
approximate a straight line, with regres-
sion coefficients equal to —14.7 per year for
abortion ratios and —0.7 per year for abor-
tion rates.

Regional Differences

Twenty regions comprise the five geo-
graphical areas of Italy: four northwest-
ern regions (Piedmont, Val D’Aosta, Lom-
bardy and Liguria), four northeastern
(Trentino, Veneto, Friuli-Venezia Giulia
and Emilia-Romagna), four central (Tus-
cany, Umbria, Marches and Lazio), six
southern (Abruzzo, Molise, Campania,
Puglia, Basilicata and Calabria) and two
island regions (Sicily and Sardinia).

Although total fertility rates (TFRs) are
fairly consistent across these regions
(ranging from 1.0 lifetime births per
woman in Tuscany and Liguria to 1.8
births per woman in Campania),® levels
of abortion vary considerably (Table 1).
Compared to the overall 1993 rate of 9.8
abortions per 1,000 women aged 1544,
abortion rates are relatively low in the
northeastern regions such as Trentino and
Veneto (rates of 6.8 and 5.3 per 1,000, re-
spectively) and the islands of Sicily (74 per
1,000) and Sardinia (6.5 per 1,000). In the
northwest, rates are similar to the nation-
al rate (e.g., 9.8 per 1,000 in Liguria) or
moderately higher. Levels of abortion are
quite disparate across the central and
southern regions: Basilicata registers 6.0
abortions per 1,000 women of childbear-
ing age, while neighboring Puglia has a
rate of 16.8 per 1,000, the highest in the
country. Similarly, centrally located
Marches has a rate of 8.2 per 1,000, com-
pared to a rate of 14.0 per 1,000 in neigh-
boring Umbria.

Since the legalization of abortion in 1979,
declines in abortion rates have been great-
estin the north, where family planning and
reproductive health services are more ex-
tensive and well-established.” The abortion
rate in Liguria, for example, dropped by
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Table 1. Abortion rates per 1,000 women aged 15-49, by region, Italy, 1979-1993

Region 1979 1980 1981 1982 1983 1984 1985 1986 1987 1988 1989 1990 1991 1992 1993
Italy 13.7 16.0 16.3 16.9 16.9 16.3 14.8 14.0 13.0 12.0 114 1.1 10.6 10.2 9.8
Northwest

Piedmont 18.6 20.8 20.5 20.1 19.9 19.5 17.4 16.1 14.9 141 13.0 12.4 12.6 11.8 115
Val D’'Aosta 16.6 18.7 19.7 19.7 19.2 19.4 17.6 18.8 15.2 131 14.3 12.0 115 128 117
Lombardy 141 15.9 16.5 16.8 16.4 15.9 14.4 135 11.9 11.6 11.2 10.9 10.4 9.7 8.9
Liguria 20.1 19.5 19.3 19.8 191 18.6 16.4 15.6 14.6 13.8 125 12.2 11.9 11.4 9.8
Northeast

Trentino 8.0 9.6 9.1 9.5 9.6 9.7 9.3 8.7 8.3 7.7 7.4 7.0 7.3 6.8 6.8
Veneto 10.3 11.1 10.3 10.0 9.5 9.1 8.0 7.7 6.9 6.4 6.0 5.7 5.6 55 5.3
Friuli V.G. 14.0 18.3 17.8 18.0 18.2 17.5 14.9 145 12.8 12.2 11.7 11.3 10.6 9.6 9.1
Emilia-Romagna 225 26.2 26.6 24.8 23.9 22.3 19.5 18.3 16.7 15.5 14.5 14.3 13.8 128 128
Central

Tuscany 17.8 20.9 20.3 21.1 20.7 19.5 17.2 15.6 16.2 121 13.1 13.3 12.5 120 122
Umbria 18.0 21.4 20.4 21.6 21.0 21.7 20.4 19.0 15.6 15.9 15.1 141 14.6 15.1  14.0
Marches 13.0 15.3 16.2 15.0 15.6 155 13.8 12.8 10.9 9.7 9.2 8.6 8.3 8.2 8.2
Lazio 14.9 16.6 19.1 20.3 20.2 19.7 17.7 16.3 15.4 14.0 13.3 12.8 121 1.8 112
South

Abruzzo 15.4 15.1 16.1 16.7 16.0 16.5 15.4 14.9 13.9 12.6 121 11.9 10.6 9.5 9.7
Molise 7.8 111 13.4 15.3 16.3 15.4 14.8 13.7 15.6 15.3 14.8 15.2 15.5 154 156
Campania 7.8 9.0 9.4 1.4 11.7 11.3 10.0 10.4 11.4 10.8 9.8 9.1 8.6 9.0 8.5
Puglia 16.5 23.7 25.1 25.7 28.0 27.8 25.7 24.9 21.1 18.6 19.7 19.2 18.1 178 16.8
Basilicata 8.5 7.6 8.4 9.7 13.7 12.0 10.7 10.0 9.4 7.4 6.9 6.5 6.4 6.1 6.0
Calabria 5.8 8.9 6.9 9.8 15.0 9.9 7.3 8.6 9.2 7.0 6.6 7.8 7.5 8.1 7.6
Islands

Sicily 8.5 10.1 9.7 11.8 11.9 10.7 1.7 10.8 10.4 9.8 8.7 8.6 7.8 7.2 7.4
Sardinia 9.0 12.8 12.0 11.8 11.2 10.8 115 9.9 8.9 9.1 71 6.4 6.8 6.3 6.5

more than 50%, from 20.1 abortions per
1,000 in 1979 to 9.8 per 1,000 in 1993, while
the rate in Piedmont declined from 20.8 per
1,000 in 1980 to 11.5 per 1,000 in 1993.

In 1993, the abortion ratio in Italy was 262
abortions per 1,000 live births (Table 2).
However, this measure also varies region-
ally. The central and northern regions (in
particular Emilia-Romagna, Liguria and
Tuscany) are characterized by relatively
low TERs (one lifetime birth per woman),
high abortion rates and elevated abortion
ratios. While low levels of fertility can also
be found in some of the northwestern re-
gions, abortion rates are moderate in these
regions (9-12 abortions per 1,000); therefore,
abortion ratios in a few of these areas are
closer to the national level.

The southern and island regions, which
have the highest fertility and the lowest
abortion rates (Campania, Basilicata, Cal-
abria and the island of Sicily) demonstrate
the lowest abortion ratios (150 abortions
per 1,000 live births in Sicily, for example).
On the other hand, a low abortion rate and
alow abortion ratio is a pattern also seen
in the northeastern regions of Trentino and
Veneto. Meanwhile, the southern regions
of Puglia and Molise show a pattern more
similar to those seen in central and north-
western Italy.

In the years since the enactment of the
Italian abortion law, regional differences
appear to have diminished. We measured
regional variability in abortion levels
using the coefficient of variation (the stan-
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dard deviation divided by the mean, mul-
tiplied by 100). For abortion ratios, this
measure has decreased from 58.8 in 1979
t0 38.01in 1991, and for abortion rates it has
fallen from 34.6 in 1979 to 26.6 in 1987,
None of the data cited in this article take
into account the role of clandestine abortion.
In Italy, abortions performed by a physician,
but not reported through the proper ad-
ministrative channels, are considered ille-
gal. The actual dimensions of this phe-
nomenon are not known,? but the health
ministry estimates that approximately
50,000 clandestine abortions were carried
outin 1993; of this number, approximately
70% occurred in the southern regions.’
Caution is therefore required in evalu-
ating geographical differences in abortion
in Italy. This is especially so for abortions
obtained by women aged 15-19. Consid-
erably lower abortion rates occurred in the
south, where the role of clandestine abor-
tion remains especially unclear.® Never-
theless, official sources suggest that the
level of clandestine abortion is decreasing
in Italy, so regional variations are less like-
ly to be influenced by this phenomenon;
therefore, we believe our data provide a
fairly accurate description of geographic
differences in induced abortion in Italy.!!

Abortion Trends: 1981-1991
Age Patterns

To examine age patterns in the occurrence
of abortion in Italy, we used census data
collected in 1981 and 1991 that provided

specific regional information about the age
structure of the population. These data en-
abled us to calculate the age-specific abor-
tion rate and the total abortion rate, a stan-
dardized measure not influenced by age
structure that can be used to make
comparisons.

Table 3 (page 270) shows total abortion
rates and age-specific abortion rates by re-
gion for 1981 and 1991. The overall total
abortion rate declined by approximately
one-third, from 545 lifetime abortions per
1,000 women in 1981 to 366 per 1,000 in
1991. Decreases in the total abortion rate
were the least pronounced in the south,
where in several regions (such as Basili-
cata, Campania and Molise), rates re-
mained relatively unchanged.

Abortion rates were highest for women
aged 25-29 in the 1981 cohort (25.3 per 1,000)
and, not surprisingly, lowest among
women aged 4549 (0.9 per 1,000). Abortion
rates among adolescent women aged 15-19
were also quite low (76 per 1,000). Age-spe-
cific rates varied by region. In the southern
regions (with the exception of Calabria),
women aged 30-34 registered the highest
abortion rate (e.g., 42.7 per 1,000 in Puglia
and 277 per 1,000 in Abruzzo). In the north-
east, rates were highest among women
aged 20-24 years old (35.6 per 1000 in Emil-
ia-Romagna and 174 per 1,000 in Trentino).
Women aged 25-29 had the highest abor-
tion rates in the central regions of Tuscany
(31.5), Umbria (32.0) and Lazio (26.4).

Regional differences occurred within
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Table 2. Abortion ratios per 1,000 live births, by region, 1979-1993

Region 1979 1980 1981 1982 1983 1984 1985 1986 1987 1988 1989 1990 1991 1992 1993
Italy 280.2 342.0 360.8 379.9 3855 389.5 365.2 355.0 339.8 3044 297.8 286.5 276.8 261.3 262.1
Northwest

Piedmont 4855 569.1 580.1 571.6 5785 655.9 554.0 520.7 5054 461.9 429.0 396.7 400.2 3782 374.2
Val D’Aosta 500.0 559.7 649.0 609.5 5374 644.6 5932 646.7 510.1 4135 478.9 366.5 3444 383.8 411.8
Lombardy 344.0 408.1 431.8 449.0 442.2 458.6 429.3 416.5 376.1 351.8 341.6 330.7 313.8 291.3 269.2
Liguria 6449 6649 652.6 689.9 6725 670.0 5955 5942 5442 4936 450.7 430.4 408.7 383.0 3423
Northeast

Trentino 1739 208.5 198.8 2144 2135 2338 228.0 2179 208.8 190.1 183.4 168.3 178.4 155.8 163.7
Veneto 238.6 2725 260.1 262.3 252.1 254.3 229.3 230.7 2201 194.0 1877 171.4 168.9 166.7 167.2
Friuli V.G. 367.2 4981 5117 522.7 567.3 526.6 483.1 473.0 4522 4042 3818 3734 3452 306.4 317.2
Emilia-Romagna 639.7 798.3 832.8 794.4 787.7 757.8 676.5 659.9 620.7 552.8 510.8 477.0 453.3 435.4 4348
Central

Tuscany 4619 569.7 585.8 616.1 625.0 620.8 545.6 526.2 550.3 3958 4459 433.1 4132 396.7 4295
Umbria 413.0 510.8 490.2 533.6 516.6 571.0 5451 529.6 458.8 439.6 4311 409.7 4275 4352 411.2
Marches 283.8 354.0 3917 385.2 3954 4102 3719 3513 3179 2756 2654 239.0 2335 2372 236.9
Lazio 314.6 368.9 4419 480.8 480.4 4944 456.9 440.8 4148 3700 361.3 3414 3228 297.6 303.2
South

Abruzzo 310.3 324.0 3488 360.5 384.0 3757 367.0 369.5 3583 3175 309.8 305.6 2753 245.0 252.3
Molise 161.8 248.6 289.3 324.6 326.8 3438 328.3 3169 3543 3435 353.0 376.8  384.1 372.3 398.1
Campania 1124 1309 146.7 179.3 1788 187.3 1734 181.5 203.8 193.9 181.2 170.7 162.2 160.1 162.4
Puglia 250.1 383.3 4223 443.8 4746 5131 4975 4879 4256 3754 4194 403.3 3933 385.0 368.6
Basilicata 149.1 139.6 167.6 1849 190.2 244.0 228.6 221.8 2053 167.7 1589 154.6 158.9 143.8 155.0
Calabria 92.4 1489 119.6 164.7 174.8 175.0 1379 1684 187.1 139.2 136.6 170.2 170.9 168.4 172.2
Islands

Sicily 136.0 165.9 167.8 206.4 200.4 195.1 218.7 205.7 201.8 187.7 173.1 170.8 159.3 140.2 150.4
Sardinia 1549 228.2 219.7 224.4 227.6 228.1 255.8 227.8 214.6 225.3 180.6 162.8 178.7 164.2 1875

age-groups as well. In the northeastern re-
gion of Emilia-Romagna, 1981 age-specific
abortion rates for women younger than 40
were substantially higher than the na-
tional rate for each age-group. This was
most striking among the youngest
women: Women aged 15-19 in this region
had an abortion rate of 15.5 per 1,000, twice
the national rate of 76 per 1,000, while
those aged 20-24 had a rate of 35.6 per
1,000, nearly 60% higher than the overall
rate for this age-group. With the exception
of Puglia, where abortion rates were ele-
vated, most of Italy’s southern regions had
age-specific abortion rates similar to the
nationwide figures. Several regions in the
south, notably Calabria and Campania,
had rates considerably lower than the na-
tional average, especially among women
aged 15-19 and 20-24.

Age-specific abortion rates decreased
between 1981 and 1991 for women of all
ages, and declines appeared largest in re-
gions with the most elevated rates in 1981,
thus somewhat diminishing differences
between regions. Women aged 20-24 in
Emilia-Romagna, for example, registered
an age-specific rate of 15.6 abortions per
1,000 in 1991, substantially closer than the
1981 cohort to that age-group’s country-
wide rate of 13.6 per 1,000.

The distribution of age-specific abortion
rates among women in the 1991 cohort also
shifted upward. The highest abortion rate
occurred among women aged 30-34 (16.9
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per 1,000), followed by women aged 25-29
(15.7 per 1,000). Women aged 35-39 had a
higher rate of abortion (14.6 per 1,000) than
did those aged 20-24 (13.6 per 1,000), the re-
verse of the 1981 data. Abortion rates
among women aged 15-19 remained low
(4.6 per 1,000). Indeed, abortion rates among
Italian adolescents are considerably lower

than those of other European nations. For
example, in England and Wales, the abor-
tion rate among women aged 19 or younger
was 20.9 per 1,000; in Finland, the rate was
15.7 per 1,000 (1987 data).!?

Legislative restrictions present barriers
to legal abortion for women younger than
18 years of age. Parental consent is required

Figure 1. Abortion rates, by age and marital status, 1981 and 1991
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Table 3. Total abortion rate and age-specific abortion rates, by regions, 1981 and 1991

Region Total 15-19 20-24 25-29 30-34 35-39 40-44 45-49
abortion
rate
Italy, 1981 545.0 7.6 224 25.3 24.4 19.5 8.9 0.9
Northwest
Piedmont 722.0 12.6 34.6 34.5 29.3 22.9 9.6 0.9
Val D’Aosta 843.0 18.6 375 38.1 38.1 26.4 9.1 0.8
Lombardy 569.5 10.3 25.4 26.4 24.4 18.3 8.3 0.8
Liguria 716.0 13.4 30.8 324 30.7 23.9 10.8 1.2
Northeast
Trentino 3475 6.6 17.4 15.3 124 10.7 6.2 0.9
Veneto 375.0 5.4 16.5 171 16.2 12.7 6.4 0.7
Friuli V.G. 560.0 9.9 26.9 27.3 23.3 16.2 7.4 1.0
Emilia-Romagna 777.5 15.5 35.6 34.8 31.8 25.4 111 1.3
Central
Tuscany 667.5 115 29.4 31.5 28.0 22.4 9.8 0.9
Umbria 686.5 5.0 26.3 32.0 31.9 25.8 14.3 2.0
Marches 567.0 8.2 24.3 25.3 255 20.0 9.4 0.7
Lazio 551.0 8.5 24.5 26.4 23.7 18.2 8.1 0.8
South
Abruzzo 571.0 6.1 22.3 26.6 27.7 21.8 8.9 0.8
Molise 498.0 3.7 17.9 229 24.4 22.2 8.2 0.3
Campania 336.0 2.1 9.6 14.9 17.7 14.8 7.4 0.7
Puglia 877.5 7.6 30.2 40.7 42.7 35.6 16.8 1.9
Basilicata 476.0 3.7 16.6 20.4 23.2 20.7 9.6 1.0
Calabria* 185.0 1.3 6.4 8.9 8.7 71 4.2 0.4
Islands
Sicily 359.5 2.7 12.0 16.8 17.9 15.2 6.6 0.7
Sardinia 431.5 5.8 16.8 18.9 191 16.2 8.5 1.0
Italy, 1991 365.5 4.6 13.6 15.7 16.9 14.6 7.0 0.8
Northwest
Piedmont* 348.3 5.8 15.2 15.3 14.7 12.3 5.7 0.6
Val D’Aosta 427.2 6.9 15.4 19.0 18.6 17.4 6.8 1.4
Lombardy 349.2 5.4 14.5 14.3 15.5 13.2 6.2 0.7
Liguria 416.3 71 16.7 17.8 18.7 15.4 7.0 0.7
Northeast
Trentino 243.8 3.8 10.7 9.8 9.9 9.0 4.7 0.9
Veneto 218.0 2.8 8.0 8.9 9.5 8.9 4.8 0.6
Friuli V.G. 325.4 4.9 121 13.8 15.3 12.0 6.5 0.5
Emilia-Romagna 423.6 6.4 15.6 18.0 19.0 171 7.8 0.9
Central
Tuscany 416.0 6.3 16.1 17.7 18.9 15.9 7.5 0.9
Umbria 476.9 5.3 16.6 19.5 22.7 21.1 9.1 1.0
Marches 290.7 4.1 10.1 12.2 13.7 11.2 6.0 0.7
Lazio 433.7 5.8 17.9 19.8 19.6 15.8 71 0.7
South
Abruzzo 397.2 4.2 14.4 17.0 19.5 16.4 71 0.8
Molise 493.7 5.2 17.5 21.6 22.6 21.2 10.1 0.6
Campania 318.0 2.6 9.8 14.0 15.5 13.8 71 0.9
Puglia 648.9 6.3 21.2 27.7 31.0 28.2 14.0 1.4
Basilacata 453.3 3.9 14.9 18.4 22.7 20.9 9.2 0.6
Calabria 283.9 2.1 8.9 125 13.7 12.9 6.1 0.6
Islands
Sicily 283.7 2.6 9.6 12.4 14.0 11.8 5.7 0.7
Sardinia 275.8 3.4 10.2 10.7 12.2 115 6.7 0.5

*Incomplete data

for the procedure, although young women
who will not (or cannot) inform their par-
ents can seek the authorization of a judge.
The proportion of abortions among teen-
agers that were authorized by young
women'’s parents increased from 44% in
1981 to 47% in 1991. However, regional dif-
ferences are again apparent. In the central
and northern areas, this percentage in-
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creased from 42% to 52%, while in the north
it rose only slightly, from 37% to 40%.
Judicial intervention may be more com-
mon in the southern regions because of
more traditional values and a tendency to
fear informing family members. On the is-
lands of Sicily and Sardinia, where tradi-
tional attitudes toward adolescent sexu-
ality and premarital pregnancy prevail,

there was little change in the percentage
of abortions authorized by parents.

Differences in age-specific abortion rates
between the two years may be attributable
to an increasing tendency by women to
delay childbirth, or to changes in the pat-
tern of contraceptive method use among
younger women, particularly in the
north.’® The high levels of abortion among
older women (those aged 35-39) in the
central and northern areas may be a con-
sequence of continued use of traditional
methods of contraception.

Social and Demographic Characteristics
Census data allow us to examine the re-
lationship of marital status, parity and ed-
ucation to abortion. In Italy, abortion is
more common among married than un-
married women. In 1981, single women
accounted for 27% of induced abortions;
this figure rose to 38% by 1991. However,
unmarried women terminate their preg-
nancies more frequently than married
women: It has been estimated that 61% of
conceptions among single women are ter-
minated, compared with only 15% of preg-
nancies among married women.!4

Differences in abortion rates by marital
status diminished considerably between
1981 and 1991, especially among women
aged 25-29 (Figure 1, page 269). Declines
in abortion rates over time were greatest
among the youngest married women.
While the abortion rate among married
women aged 15-19 was 21 abortions per
1,000 women of reproductive age in 1981,
the rate was 14 per 1,000 by 1991. Declines
of a similar magnitude were noted among
married women aged 20-24 (from 26 per
1,000 in 1981 to 17 per 1,000 in 1991) and
among single women aged 25-29, whose
abortion rates declined from 25 per 1,000
in 1981 to approximately 16 per 1,000 in
1991. We attribute these changes to in-
creases in the use of modern contracep-
tives among these women.

A woman's socioeconomic status is in-
fluenced by a multitude of factors.> Edu-
cation often functions as a proxy for sev-
eral of these variables, and appears to play
a particularly strong role in determining
abortion behavior. Level of education has
a different impact according to age.
Among adolescent women, abortion rates
are highest for those with the most edu-
cation. This is especially so for married
women aged 15-19; the abortion rate
among those with at most a primary edu-
cation was 9 per 1,000, compared with a
rate of approximately 16 per 1,000 among
those with higher educational attainment.
Among married women aged 20-39, abor-
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Table 4. Percentage of abortions among mar-
ried women that are repeat abortions, by num-
ber of children, according to region, 1991

Region 0 1 >2
Italy 15.6 21.9 36.2
Northwest

Piedmont u u u
Val D’Aosta u u u
Lombardy 15.0 19.1 26.7
Liguria 18.9 20.9 30.0
Northeast

Trentino 11.9 23.7 23.3
Veneto 13.2 14.8 16.8
Friuli V.G. 18.1 22.7 30.2
Emilia-Romagna 16.2 23.0 31.3
Central

Tuscany 16.1 21.7 32.6
Umbria 15.5 19.4 28.5
Marches 13.4 19.4 25.5
Lazio 20.6 25.7 32.3
South

Abruzzo 12.4 20.2 28.9
Molise 4.8 17.7 32.4
Campania 9.6 20.4 40.3
Puglia 131 29.3 53.2
Basilicata 19.1 23.2 40.1
Calabria 5.2 19.5 29.8
Islands

Sicily 13.2 19.2 37.2
Sardinia 13.8 14.0 21.9

u=unavailable

tion rates tend to decline as the level of ed-
ucation increases. For example, the rate
among married women aged 25-29 was
24.8 per 1,000 for those with the least edu-
cation, compared with 10 per 1,000 among
the most educated women. Although less
distinct, the trend among nonmarried
women was similar. Among both married
and unmarried women aged 40 and older,
women with less education evidence
lower abortion rates than women with
higher levels of education. However, this
may result from a cohort effect: We spec-
ulate that the choice to terminate the preg-
nancy may represent a symbol of emanci-
pation among older women, for whom the
family context has been characterized by
the use of traditional contraceptive meth-
ods (e.g. withdrawal) and a traditional di-
vision of gender roles.

Repeat Abortions

Available 1991 data indicate that approx-
imately 30% of abortions documented in
Italy are repeat abortions (defined as those
obtained by married women who report
having had a prior pregnancy terminat-
ed through abortion).!® Table 4 indicates
that the likelihood of a repeat abortion in-
creases with parity. Among women with
no children, the highest level of repeat
abortion is found in the central region of
Lazio, where 21% of abortions to married
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women were repeat procedures. The
southern regions of Molise and Calabria
registered the lowest level of repeat abor-
tions, about 5% in each.

Levels of repeat abortion were slightly
higher among women with one child; this
proportion was lowest in the northern re-
gion of Veneto (15%) and the island of Sar-
dinia (14%) and highest in the southern re-
gion of Puglia (29%). Among women with
two or more children, repeat abortion was
most frequent in the southern regions,
ranging from 29% in Abruzzo to 53% in
Puglia. Repeat abortion remained rela-
tively uncommon among higher parity
women in the northern region of Veneto
(17%), while in other northern and central
regions, this proportion ranged from 26%
(in Marches) to 33% (in Tuscany).

Low levels of modern contraceptive use
may contribute to elevated rates of repeat
abortions among higher parity women in
southern Italy. Unfortunately, data docu-
menting the extent of induced abortion
and contraceptive use are limited mostly
to results from ad-hoc or irregular surveys
of limited geographic scope.l” Further-
more, reliable country-wide data on lev-
els of abortion do not include information
on women'’s use of contraceptive methods.
Data currently being analyzed from the
1996 Italian Fertility and Family Survey
should be useful in further examining the
links between contraception, fertility and
reproductive behavior, and abortion.

Discussion
Regional differences in abortion rates in
Italy are likely related to religious and cul-
tural factors. An association between less
conservative attitudes and religious be-
liefs and positive attitudes toward abor-
tion is suggested by regional differences
in support for the 1981 referendum. In re-
gions where more traditional values and
attitudes prevail, such as Sicily and Sar-
dinia, the percentage of voters in favor of
repeal was much higher than the nation-
al average, while voters in central and
northwestern regions were mostly in favor
of the existing law.®

While we cannot assume a direct causal
link between abortion and political be-
havior, it may be that common religious
and cultural factors influence the two phe-
nomena, clustering in regions with simi-
lar patterns. For example, higher levels of
abortion can generally be found in the in-
dustrialized and secularized areas of the
country (the northwestern and central re-
gions of Piedmont, Liguria, Emilia-Ro-
magna and Tuscany), where women are
more likely to participate in the work force

and to have less traditional roles. The level
of abortion appears to be lower in the
southern part of the country (with the ex-
ception of Puglia and Molise), regions that
are characterized by higher fertility and
traditional family attitudes. Cultural fac-
tors may be salient in the northeastern re-
gion of Friuli, for example, where strong
migration flows associated with mod-
ernization and cultural assimilation are
correlated with relatively high abortion
rates.

Recent attitudinal studies in Italy tend
to confirm the influence of sociocultural
and demographic factors on the level of
abortions.! For example, there is an in-
verse relationship between marital rates
and abortion rates, while there is a direct
relationship between the frequency of civil
weddings (a proxy for low religiosity) and
the level of abortions.

Despite the decrease in abortion rates
during the 1980s, a continued reduction
in the number of abortions among Italian
women is desired. Improvements in com-
municating information about effective
contraception and in the development of
adequate reproductive health care facili-
ties appear necessary in order to reduce
the extent of abortion in Italy.
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