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The International Conference on Population and Devel opment (Cairo, 1994) recommends:
“ All Governments and relevant intergover nmental and non-governmental organizations
are urged to strengthen their commitment to women's health, to deal with the health impact
of unsafe abortion as a major public health concern and to reduce the recourse to
abortion through expanded and improved family-planning services.”
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This report provides an overview of the conference
“Unwanted Pregnancy and Abortion: Public Health
Challenges in Latin America and the Caribbean,” held
in Cuernavaca, Mexico, November 12-14, 2001. The
Population Council and The Alan Guttmacher Institute
are pleased to have been part of this momentous event
and to have had the opportunity to learn from and share
information with so many colleagues throughout the
region. We are particularly honored to have organized
this event with the Academia Nacional de Medicina de
México and to have been joined by a distinguished
group of co-sponsors: Asociacion Mexicana de Genética
Humana; Clinica de Atencidn a Victimas de Delitos
Sexuales, Hospital General de México; Consejo Nacional
de Poblacion (CONAPO); Direccion General de Salud
Reproductiva, Secretaria de Salud; Facultad de Medicina,
Universidad Nacional Auténoma de México (UNAM);
Federacion Mexicana de Ginecologia y Obstetricia;
Iniciativa Regional sobre SIDA para América Latina 'y
el Caribe (SIDALAC); Instituto Nacional de Salud
Pablica (INSP); Ipas; Partners in Population and
Development; Planned Parenthood Federation of
America, Inc./Family Planning International Assistance
(PPFA/FPIA); Programa Salud y Sociedad del Colegio
de México; Programa Latinoamericano de Capacitacion
e Investigacion en Reproduccion Humana/Programa
Regional de Capacitacién en Salud Sexual y
Reproduccién (PLACIRH/PROGRESAR); and
Sociedad Mexicana de Ginecologia y Obstetricia.
Finally, this meeting would not have been possible
without the generous financial support provided by the
William and Flora Hewlett Foundation, the David and
Lucile Packard Foundation, and The Wellcome Trust.

All presenters and meeting attendees showed
remarkable commitment to the task of improving
women’s reproductive health. Specifically, the presence
of so many researchers at this event was an inspiring
testimony to the potential contribution of scientific
investigation to the endeavor.

We would particularly like to recognize our col-
leagues at the Population Council—Charlotte Ellert-
son, Henry Espinoza and Abigail Norris Turner, whose
hard work, creativity and organizational efforts made

the meeting a success. In addition, we wish to thank
Hilda Castro, Laura Carrillo, Maria Fernanda Diaz de
Leon and Claudia Vizcaino for their outstanding
logistical support. From The Alan Guttmacher Institute,
we thank Susan Tew for organizing the dissemination
sessions, Louis Guzik and Judith Rothman for sustaining
the conference web page, and Lisa Remez for drafting
this document.

While this report attempts to convey the breadth of
the meeting’s presentations, it focuses primarily on the
findings of papers made available following the
conference. It does not seek to provide a detailed account
of each session, but rather to give an overall sense of
the information and issues discussed and debated during
the three-day meeting. It does not represent the views
of the Population Council, The Alan Guttmacher
Institute, any of the co-sponsors, or any one presenter.
Finally, it does not—and no summary could—do justice
to the thought-provoking evidence presented, the rich
discussions, or the collegial respect and goodwill that
permeated the meeting.

Cﬁ-;’:—‘:’ =
Dr. Ana Langer
The Population Council

f@% Ve
Beth Fredrick
The Alan Guttmacher Institute
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The conference “Unwanted Pregnancy and Abortion:
Public Health Challenges in Latin America and the
Caribbean” brought together more than 300 researchers
investigating the consequences of the region’s four
million annual clandestine abortions. The meeting’s
purpose was to facilitate the exchange of information
on recent and planned work and to provide opportunities
for networking. Sixty-two oral presentations and 31
poster presentations* were given over the course of
the three-day meeting, which drew participants from
24 nations, including 17 countries in Latin America
and the Caribbean.

All types of research entail certain obstacles in the
effort to obtain reliable data, but collecting and
disseminating information on this emotionally charged
and often clandestine activity are especially daunting.
The conference not only provided reports detailing
recent developments in abortion research, but also
emphasized the importance of strengthening practical
tools for sharing those research results. The first two
days revolved around formal plenary, oral and poster
presentations, while the final day involved a hands-on
practicum on disseminating research results effectively,
interacting with the media and tailoring findings to
different audiences.

Opening remarks from representatives of the
Population Council, the Mexican National Academy
of Medicine, the Mexican National Institute of Public
Health and the World Health Organization confirmed
the need for reliable and scientifically sound information
as public discussion of abortion comes to the fore.
Such objective and irrefutable evidence is essential to
inform policymakers and researchers who are addressing
the linked problems of unsafe abortion, unwanted
pregnancy, gender equity, quality of care and poverty.

* References are not included here since in many cases,
research findings were presented pre-publication,
presentations were not accompanied by a formal
document, or findings were deemed confidential due
to the nature of the subject matter.



Plenary speakers began the meeting by providing an
impressive overview of the legal climate in Latin America
and the Caribbean, where at least 6,000 women die
each year from complications associated with
clandestine abortion. They detailed recent legal reforms
that have helped women, including depenalization of
abortion in Guyana in 1995, as well as those measures
that have inflicted further harm, such as passage of
legislation in El Salvador in 1997 and in Chile in 2000
that criminalized all abortions, even those needed to
save a woman’s life. Despite these efforts of abortion
opponents, however, legal restrictions have not reduced
rates of abortion. The opposite, in fact, is true. The
estimated rate of abortion—and, by definition, of illegal
abortion—for countries such as Brazil, Colombia and
Chile is generally twice as high as rates for the United
States and Canada, where safe, legal abortions are
available.

Plenary speakers described clinical advances in
abortion provision, which have made the procedure
simpler, safer and less expensive. Some of the recent
developments in surgical abortion include improvements
in: pregnancy detection and dating (through ultrasound);
priming of the cervix (with misoprostol); infection
prevention (through prophylactic antibiotics); pain
control (through use of paracervical blocks and conscious
sedation); new surgical techniques (including the use
of flexible cannulas and hand-held suction devices);
and confirmation of completeness of the procedure
(through ultrasonography and review of tissue).

Presenters also discussed advances in medical methods
of abortion, including the advantages and disadvantages
of the use of the antiprogesterone mifepristone, which,
when used in combination with the E; prostaglandin
analog misoprostol, offers women an additional safe
option for early pregnancy termination. WWomen have
another nonsurgical option in the inexpensive
antimetabolite methotrexate (also typically used with
misoprostol), although the regimen does not produce
equally high success rates nor is it as acceptable to
patients as the mifepristone-misoprostol regimen (for
example, methotrexate abortions take longer than
mifepristone abortions). Despite these advancements,
speakers emphasized that the most important elements
to improving access to safe abortion involve objectively

examining the causes and consequences of unwanted
pregnancy; paying appropriate attention to women’s
comfort, convenience, choice and cost; and examining
the concept of “wantedness” (or “unwantedness”) in
the specific legal, cultural, and social context of Latin
America and the Caribbean.

The Minister of Health of Guyana, the South
American country that legalized abortion in 1995, shared
valuable lessons from Guyana’s campaign for legal
reform. That campaign was evidence-based, used a
public-health focus and employed simple tactics, such
as newspaper cartoons with easy-to-understand captions.
Most importantly, the campaign had the necessary
political leadership and backing. The Minister noted
some of the provisions that, in his opinion, led to
approval of the revised law by Guyana’s legislature—
a politically persuasive title (recognizing the need to
preserve the sanctity of life and the dignity of women
by eliminating illegal abortions); permission for health
professionals who are not physicians to perform
abortions; mandated transparent monitoring; a
requirement that women undergo a counseling protocol
before the procedure; and the appointment of an advisory
board comprising religious, legal and medical
professionals. Although fears that the law would
encourage an increase in the number of abortions have
proved unfounded, the Minister emphasized the need
to continue to focus on implementation issues and
accessibility of services. He stressed that continued
leadership is particularly vital to ensure that abortion
services remain available in the public sector, that the
private sector complies with counseling and other
requirements, that physicians are adequately trained
and that all complications are carefully monitored.
A final presentation reinforced these points through an
11-country analysis of strategies that advocated increased
access to abortion.
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Each day’s presentations were divided into five
thematic tracks:

. clinical advances in abortion;

. individuals’ experiences with abortion;

. social science research on abortion:
knowledge, attitudes and prevalence;

. abortion-related public policy; and

. the role of abortion in reproductive health
services.

This group of presentations focused on advances in
clinical care, specifically on the challenge of adapting
the newer medical regimens, including the commonly
used mifepristone-misoprostol protocol, to the actual
situations in many developing countries.

Presenters provided a review of ongoing mifepristone
trials in the United States and detailed several evidence-
based alternatives to the protocol that is currently
approved by the US Food and Drug Administration
(FDA). These alternatives provide women with
additional health choices without compromising the
medical method’s safety or efficacy. They include
providing a lower, and therefore less expensive, dose
of mifepristone (200 mg instead of 600 mg); offering
vaginal administration of a higher dose of misoprostol
(800 pg vaginally instead of 400 pg orally); taking
misoprostol any time from one to three days after
mifepristone; taking misoprostol at home instead of
in the clinic; and extending the gestational age limit
for the procedure (from 49 days since a woman’s last
menstrual period to up to 63 days).

Another presenter described his work to find an
appropriate Spanish-language translation for the English
term “medical abortion.” His focus-group research
with medical personnel in Honduras, Mexico and
Nicaragua revealed only limited familiarity with
specific protocols and therefore few suggestions for
possible terminologies. The “winners,” however, were
“aborto medicamentoso” and “interrupcion
medicamentosa del embarazo.”

Presenters also discussed the safety and feasibility
of using misoprostol alone to induce abortion. Current
research suggests that such off-label use, despite the
lack of a standard protocol or recommended dose, is
relatively common among both providers and women.
Its unregulated availability on the black market,
however, can make such use risky.

Attendees also heard research findings from
developing countries outside the region, including
those with more liberal abortion laws (and therefore,
more research). Research conducted in Mumbai, India,
on women’s preferences for pain management during
surgical abortion investigated the value of a new visual
analog scale (using increasing sizes of circles to
symbolize increasing pain). This study found that
women had a strong preference for type of pain
management (local or general anesthesia) and were
usually highly satisfied with their choice.

Finally, the last presenter discussed the prevalence
of the use of vacuum aspiration for completion of
spontaneous abortion, and the need for promotion of
this method throughout the region. The presenter
emphasized that widespread knowledge of safe surgical
abortion procedures is needed if services are to be
available to all women who are legally eligible (i.e.,
the abortion falls into one of the exceptions allowed
by law).

The second thematic track was devoted to women’s
experiences with abortion, and also covered men’s
perspectives on abortion. Although this category
necessarily covers a broad range of individuals in
different socioeconomic and cultural settings, nearly
every Latin American woman (Cubans excepted) who
has had an induced abortion has committed a “crime”,
a fact that colors every facet of her experience. All
presentations on men’s perspectives—three on Latin
American men (from Colombia, Cuba, and Brazil)
and one on Indian men—recommended that providers
recognize the many roles that male partners may play
in the abortion process—in decisions related to
contraception and pregnancy, in post abortion care,
and in influencing public opinion and policy reform.
Data from a small-scale survey of Colombian men
who accompanied their partners to the clinic suggested



that counseling efforts need to counter the widespread
association of condom use with promiscuity. Attitudinal
data collected from Cuban men revealed that most held
a “neutral” attitude toward abortion, lending further
support to the common perception that abortion is “a
woman’s problem.” A 1994 survey of Brazilian men
found that men’s opinions reflect generalized social
norms: While more than half (53%) felt that women
were “entitled” to end a pregnancy, the proportion of
men who approved of abortion rose with some
circumstances (for example, to 80-85%, if the pregnancy
threatened a woman’s life or resulted from rape or
incest) and fell in others (36—37% approved if a woman
felt psychologically unfit to be a parent or simply did
not want a child at that time).

Four presentations discussed small-scale, qualitative
studies devoted to women’s psychosocial responses to
terminating an unwanted pregnancy in a climate that
punishes them with moral censure and dangerously
inadequate medical care. These presentations described
in-depth interviews conducted in Chile, Bolivia and
Mexico. Two of the presenters expressly discussed how
women’s economic situation influences the safety of
abortion—that is, the rates of poor women who are
treated for complications of clandestine abortion far
exceed the rates of middle-class women who can afford
to pay for a relatively safe abortion. All four presenters
stressed how the illegality itself made an already
traumatic event even worse. The fact that the procedure
is criminalized increases its financial cost to women
and also its emotional cost in feelings of physical and
moral vulnerability and being alone.

All the presentations reported that women felt a wide
range of conflicting emotions toward their abortion. A
response of “relief” was more likely if the woman had
made the abortion decision herself, if the abortion had
been performed in a safe clinical environment, and if
the woman had received adequate emotional support.

Interviews with public hospital clients revealed similar
coping strategies. Women tended to deny that they were
pregnant, and to claim that they had accidentally
miscarried because of heavy lifting or a particularly
hard fall. Presenters also emphasized the urgency of

sensitizing and training health personnel, since some
providers engage in both punitive and judgmental
treatment.

Four papers detailed women’s overall experience
with and awareness of clandestine abortion in Latin
America. These included reports on qualitative research
conducted with indigenous immigrants seeking an
abortion in La Paz, Bolivia; with urban women who
used general obstetrics and gynecology services in Peru;
with women whose pregnancies resulted from rape in
Cali, Colombia; and with a large sample of women
who obtained an abortion in a private clinic in an
unspecified South American country.

The final presentation reported the findings of a
descriptive study investigating complication rates
following high-quality abortion services, such as manual
uterine evacuation for first-trimester abortion. Three
percent of women experienced slight complications
and 2% experienced severe complications, none of
which required hospitalization. In the Peruvian study,
illegality also did not necessarily erect insurmountable
barriers to safe abortion, as almost all women
interviewed knew whom to go to access safe services
as well as how much the procedure would cost.

Many of the Aymaran women in the Bolivian study
expressed feelings of guilt after their abortion, fearing
divine retribution from both Catholic and traditional
religions in the form of hail storms and failed crops.
The majority had induced their abortions at home using
herbs. Similarly, the Cali women who had been raped
expressed feelings of both guilt and shame no matter
how their pregnancy was resolved. These women also
voiced strong feelings of relief following the termination
of a pregnancy that was so clearly unwanted, having
resulted from an act of violence. Of the 121 women
interviewed for the Cali study (when abortion was
illegal in Colombia, even in cases of rape), 12% used
emergency contraception in time to avoid the need for
an abortion, 63% successfully terminated their
pregnancies, 7% carried the pregnancy to term, but then
put the child up for adoption, and 18% decided to carry
and keep the child.
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Four presentations investigated adolescents’
experiences with abortion. Of these, three presented
data in which adolescents who had either abortions or
miscarriages were compared with those who carried
their pregnancies to term. One presenter described
data collected in Ceara, Brazil; she cited a need for
stronger emotional support for adolescents who decide
to abort, since these young women took a longer time
than their peers who decided to give birth to reach the
same level of self-esteem. The final two presentations
detailed a case-control study of Chilean adolescents
in which the most commonly cited reason for seeking
an abortion was problems with parents (39%), followed
by feeling unready to become a parent (33%). The last
presenter also emphasized data from psychological
screening instruments that pointed to the need for
mental health counseling, since both adolescents who
miscarried and those who aborted reported higher
levels of anxiety than those who gave birth, and the
likelihood of depression was highest among those who
aborted.

The social sciences track included presentations on
abortion opinion polls, the frequency of abortion and
methodological advances in measuring rates of induced
abortion. The general trends indicate that instead of
supporting broad legalization of abortion in any
circumstance, most people favor legalization with
certain limitations. For example, three papers presented
results from public opinion research conducted in
Argentina and Mexico. Important common findings
in these countries included the relatively low level of
public knowledge about national abortion laws (for
example, 44% of Mexicans mistakenly thought that
abortion was illegal in all circumstances) and the
surprisingly high level of agreement that abortion
should be legal in some circumstances. Analysis of a
Mexican survey conducted during 2000, a nationally

representative survey on abortion knowledge and
attitudes in that country, showed that large differentials
in approval existed by urban or rural residence, and
that an overwhelming majority, 95%, thought that the
public should be consulted on laws related to abortion.
Multivariate analysis of the adolescents and young
adults who participated in that survey showed that
young people’s religious and political party affiliations
were not associated with their opinions on abortion.

Two presentations dealt specifically with the
challenges posed by gathering reliable data on a highly
sensitive, and often illegal, stigmatized behavior. One
report investigated which of four methodologies—
face-to-face questionnaire, random-response technique,
self-administered questionnaire or audio computer-
assisted self-interview (ACASI)—yielded the most
accurate measurement of induced abortion (to be
utilized in a future national prevalence survey in
Mexico). The methodology that consistently
outperformed the others was the random-response
technique. Another study conducted in Campinas,
Brazil, looked at how the wording of questions affects
the accuracy of participants’ responses. The researcher
reported that women tended to deny having had an
abortion when asked directly, and that they were
unclear about whether drinking teas or taking medicines
to “bring on a period” constituted an abortion.

Three additional presentations reported data on
health professionals’ views of abortion and of the
women who choose to have one. Traditional nurse
midwives in Morelos, Mexico, who espoused staunchly
conservative views on women’s societal roles, strongly
condemned women who sought ways to terminate
unwanted pregnancies. However, the same midwives
acknowledged that the (legal) process of “menstrual
regulation” avoids such strong moral censure, even
though it may overlap somewhat with abortion.

A presentation of survey data from Mexico City
medical residents underscored a persistent problem
throughout the region: Many physicians who agree
that public health facilities have an obligation to provide
legal abortions nonetheless refuse to actually perform



10

Similarly, only half of obstetrics professors and
students surveyed in a Peruvian study said they would
themselves perform an abortion if the procedure were
legalized, although most of the sample believed that
all obstetricians should know how to perform, and be
authorized to perform, uterine vacuum aspiration to
treat incomplete abortion.Finally, a survey of 467
Argentinean obstetrician-gynecologists found that a
solid majority (79%) agreed that depenalization would
lower maternal mortality, but nearly the same proportion
(74%) asserted that women presenting with
complications from illegal induced abortions should
be reported to the police.

The challenge of accurately assessing the prevalence
of this socially and legally restricted procedure has
spurred the development of numerous innovative
methodologies. One presentation focused on a recent
attempt to estimate abortion prevalence in Peru. That
study used information from 103 “experts” on the
proportion of abortion patients requiring hospitalization
to calculate a multiplier for the total annual number of
induced abortions. The experts agreed that the
widespread use of prostaglandins such as misoprostol
(easily obtainable in Peruvian pharmacies) has greatly
reduced the frequency and severity of abortion
complications. (For example, they cited far fewer cases
of infection and uterine perforation caused by women
inserting sharp objects into their uterus.) This reduced
probability of complications (from 47% of abortions
in 1994 to 40% in 2001) means that 14% of abortion
patients (instead of 21% in 1994) require hospitalization.
The resulting multiplier of seven yields a current
prevalence of 350,000 abortions each year in Peru.

Another presentation focused on efforts to develop
new measures of abortion that would be more
comprehensible and compelling to policymakers and
the public than the ones currently being used. A new
calculation, which focuses on “lifetime abortion risk,”
would estimate how many women in a cohort of 1,000
are likely to have ever had an abortion by age 44. The
resulting numbers clearly demonstrate to nonexperts
that abortion is a major public health problem rather
than an issue that affects only a minority of women.

The fourth thematic track included discussions of
national policies toward abortion within Latin America
and the Caribbean. In a presentation on the economic
costs of abortion on the island nation of Trinidad and
Tobago, one researcher extrapolated 1999 complications
data from the private sector to estimate that $5,767,000
USD in public-sector costs would be needed to treat
complications of induced abortion. An overview of the
abortion legislation in Brazil, the country that accounts
for nearly one-quarter of the clandestine abortions in
the region, cited incremental progress toward legislative
reform in a political environment in which few
politicians risk discussing abortion. A pending Brazilian
law (endorsed in 1997, but not yet enacted) would
require the public health system to provide abortions
allowable under Brazilian law.

Another presentation described Cuba’s abortion
policies, which are diametrically opposed to the policies
of nearly all other countries in the region. Because of
the nonrestrictive nature of these laws, the health and
social costs of unsafe, illegal abortion for this island
nation are much reduced. Cuba’s extraordinarily high
rate of legal abortion (roughly 78 per 1,000 women
aged 15-44), however, drains the island’s already scarce
public health resources. A second presentation reported
that—as in many other countries—Cuban couples
regulate fertility using both contraceptives and abortion.

More couples report use of both contraception and
abortion than exclusive use of contraceptives (61% vs.
37%). The next presentation reported the results of a
comparative analysis of abortion laws in Colombia, the
Dominican Republic, Cuba and Puerto Rico. Using the
unique case of Puerto Rico, where U.S. law applies to
a society that faces many of the same cultural barriers
as other parts of the region, the presenter demonstrated
that legality does not guarantee access to or quality of
abortion services. The report revealed widespread social
censure that perpetuates a clandestine climate; and, as
is the case throughout much of the United States, no
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Finally, three presentations considered new and
evolving prenatal diagnostic technologies that might
affect abortion law and policy in the region. One
presentation investigated the sometimes surprising views
of geneticists and judges involved in the issue, who
appear to grant approval for abortion in some cases of
severe fetal abnormality. According to results of a
survey of 69 Mexican geneticists, 93% supported the
recent Mexico City legislative initiative to depenalize
abortion in cases of severe fetal abnormalities. In a
small survey in S&o Paulo, Brazil, 69% of couples
whose prenatal exam revealed severe deformity opted
for termination, a decision that was unaffected by
socioeconomic status. Lastly, among 219 cases in which
Sao Paulo couples applied for judicial consent to abort
a gravely affected fetus, the original opinion allowing
the abortion was denied in over one-quarter (28%) of
cases.

The final track focused on the all-important link between
reproductive health services and abortion—that is, how
high-quality contraceptive and family planning services
can prevent women from needing an abortion in the
first place. The presentations in this track also
investigated the meaning of “good” postabortion care
in the context of clandestine, often incomplete abortion.
A study involving nearly 3,000 women conducted in
Santiago, Chile, used a simple instrument of nine
variables to successfully identify individuals at high
risk of abortion, who were then targeted to receive an
intensive, community-centered, family planning
intervention. The full intervention significantly lowered
the abortion rate (by as much as 83%) among low-
income, high-risk women in a country where the
procedure is now illegal under all circumstances.

Four other papers were devoted to the increasingly
important field of postabortion care. Despite abortion’s
illegal status, millions of women still obtain the
procedure, which, because of the legal restrictions, often
results in complications that require immediate care.
Three of these presentations were from surveys,

including a cross-sectional survey of patients and
providers at a Managua, Nicaragua, hospital; a survey
of 323 Peruvian women that assessed the sustainability
of a postabortion care intervention in a Lima, Peru
hospital; and a survey of providers in Peru, Bolivia and
Ecuador. The fourth presentation provided an overview
of lessons learned from existing postabortion services
throughout the developing world.

All four presentations emphasized training of health
professionals as a way of providing more comprehensive
postabortion care and of reducing the need for subsequent
abortion. The revised health delivery “package” would
combine incomplete abortion services with family
planning services, for example, by integrating manual
vacuum aspiration (MVA) into regular obstetrics and
gynecology services. A final recommendation included
the suggestion that neither operating rooms nor general
anesthesia are necessary for most postabortion care, so
services can be successfully set up in rural areas where
the need may be greater.
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A central focus throughout the meeting was the role
that rigorous research plays in informing the policy
process and public discussion related to unwanted
pregnancy and abortion. High-quality research can be
a powerful tool to ensure that laws and policies in place
or under consideration are fair, objective and evidence-
based.

Yet, to be influential, research findings must also
be effectively synthesized, disseminated and defended.
The third day of the meeting, therefore, was devoted
exclusively to hands-on training in dissemination of
research findings, media relations and public education.
Guest faculty focused presentations on:

. shaping public opinion in the debate about

abortion,

. presenting and defending research findings

in the media-case studies from Colombia
and Mexico,

. communicating with the media,

. creating and implementing a

communications plan and

. advocacy strategies.

Two presentations began the day-long workshop on
communication and application of research findings.
A Costa Rican journalist focused on sexual and
reproductive health issues in the media in the first
presentation. She described the difficulties facing editors
and journalists in the Latin American region, and the
challenges and opportunities that tackling these
controversial topics can present. However, she also
stressed that these issues are highly newsworthy, that
media coverage can be very influential and that it is
worth the effort to work with journalists to ensure
accurate coverage.

The second presentation, by an international
reproductive rights advocate and expert in
communications, focused on practical ways to confront
challenges and opportunities and the benefits from
doing so. She emphasized the importance of preparing
for all presentations and media interviews by
determining the main point or research finding to convey
and making sure that it is communicated with conviction
at least once. She also made clear that no matter how
experienced a researcher or advocate is, presentations
and media interviews are by their nature very stressful
and are made more so by the controversial nature of
the issues surrounding unwanted pregnancy and

abortion. Nonetheless, there is great satisfaction from
conveying essential knowledge to key audiences and
from airing differences of opinion.

In the second session of the day, presenters from
Colombia and Mexico led a discussion of their own
experiences with communicating research findings and
the associated advantages, pitfalls and lessons learned.

The day concluded with hands-on training workshops
devoted to developing and implementing research-
centered communication strategies. These specifically
covered how to interact with a potentially unfriendly
media, and how to defend and promote accurate
information related to sensitive issues such as unintended
pregnancy and abortion.

Throughout the highly interactive sessions,
participants emphasized the value of sharing research
findings with opinion leaders, media organizations,
policymakers and wider audiences. Researchers and
presenters acknowledged that being clear and realistic
in setting goals, being sensitive to political and cultural
realities, and knowing and relating research findings
to priority interests and to the concerns of potential
audiences are critical for good communication. Experts
emphasized tips, such as concentrating on a few key
points and repeating them in a variety of formats and
networks. Finally, presenters stressed that it is critical
to present the methodological approaches behind
research findings, to anticipate questions and develop
appropriate answers, and to infuse presentations with
an understanding of the relationship between research,
the actual lives of women, men and children, and
communities.
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Several themes permeated the three-day meeting:

Punitive
measures are viewed by many opponents of abortion
as a solution, yet they only push poor women into an
even more desperate situation. Moreover,
criminalization encourages an underground economy
that removes important safety regulations and imposes
costs.

Women who
are unable to effectively plan their pregnancies or
negotiate contraceptive use will continue to experience
unintended and unwanted pregnancies. Fulfilling the
documented unmet need for contraception in the region
is the first step toward reducing the numbers of women
who resort to unsafe abortion.

Restricted access to safe abortion services
lead women to make choices that may be detrimental
to their own health and to the health of their families.
Where services do exist, they are often unsafe, costly
and provided with little regard for women’s well-
being and undue reliance on abortion services has
severe economic and health consequences.
Unnecessary deaths and injuries continue to occur,
and governments continue to incur substantial, and
avoidable, public health and economic costs.

Services should be
provided as legally permitted, and adequate provision
of such services may itself contribute to legal reform.
Requiring public hospital systems to provide abortions
that are already legal is just one vital step. Educating
health professionals, the media, and the general public
about which indications for abortion are currently
allowable is another. Finally, giving researchers, health
professionals and policymakers opportunities to share
information and experiences with peers in other
countries may increase chances of legal reform.

The
complexity of the social and economic motivators
behind the decision to terminate an unwanted
pregnancy requires sensitivity and compassion from
health care providers. Postabortion counseling and
management of complications further necessitates the
professional, nonjudgmental involvement of providers.
Health professionals are on the front line of treating
abortion complications, and they have an ethical
obligation to provide emergency medical care to
women who need it and to work to protect women’s
health and well-being. Moreover, health professionals
are important spokespeople in the ethical and
philosophical debates that surround abortion, and their
support for easing restrictions on abortion can garner
similar support in other sectors of society.

Denying women
the right to abortion services is a tangible demonstration
of gender inequity in access to and provision of health
care. Men are not only often supportive of their
partners’ abortion decision, but are also increasingly
supportive of women’s right to abortion in general.
Public education and advocacy strategies should thus
include both female and male perspectives.

While
newer medical methods of abortion may be a cheaper
and safer option for women seeking an abortion where
the procedure is illegal, these technologies are not
readily available to all segments of society and do not
eliminate the need for legal reform. However, existing
laws may be out-of-step with new abortion technologies
and may present opportunities for new discussion of
the rights of women to legal abortions. Researchers
and advocates need to be on top of the fast-breaking
advances in other related technologies as well—
including prenatal diagnostic and assisted reproduction
techniques—since they might create new dilemmas
and opportunities in the wider abortion debate.
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Although the conference presentations
demonstrated a high level of interest in the psychological
effects of abortion in both adolescents and women in the
general population, the selectivity of the samples available
for analysis leads to only limited knowledge about women’s
feelings about unwanted pregnancy, their anxiety with
clandestine or unsafe procedures and the intersection of
abortion with other life events.

Research is vital to make the
connections between family planning, reduction of
unintended pregnancy and abortion, to show that safe
abortion care is possible even where the procedure is
illegal, to document this “hidden” issue and to focus a
call to action. By continuing to conduct rigorous and sound
analyses of the consequences of clandestine abortion,
researchers can help construct the foundations of evidence-
based advocacy and reform.

To address the consequences of unwanted pregnancy
and abortion will require that women, couples, communities
and countries commit to both pregnancy prevention and
to dealing sensitively and sensibly with the problems
surrounding unwanted pregnancy. Given the desperation
of many women and couples facing an unwanted pregnancy
and the high levels of abortion and abortion complications
that pervade Latin America and the Caribbean, it is
imperative that societies invest wisely in sex education,
contraceptive services, public education campaigns and
treatment of post abortion complications. Moreover, in
countries where laws and policies permit legal abortion,
health care should include needed services and the use of
the safest and most effective technologies for pregnancy
termination. The Cuernavaca conference pointed to many
avenues for progress, and it is now time to take the next
steps made clear by the research and the participants.
Often isolated and marginalized, researchers focusing on
unwanted pregnancy and abortion had the unique
opportunity in November 2001 to learn from and combine
forces with peers as they shared their findings and expertise.

It is our hope that the meeting has served as a starting
point—to stimulate new ideas and collaborations, to begin
to address the problems of unwanted pregnancy and
abortion more openly and to gain the attention and resources
that these problems and women throughout the region
and around the world deserve.
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