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The current abortion law has largely remained unchanged since its introduction

in 1978 (1). There are now calls to update it – primarily to allow women

themselves, and not a board, to have the final say, even after the 12  week of

pregnancy (1–3).

Maybe it's about time. An arrangement where women are heard but not seen

(they have to leave the room when the decision is made) seems old-fashioned to

say the least. Claims that a greater degree of self-determination will not lead to

an increase in late-term abortions, and that most women consider the meeting

with the board to be an unnecessary burden, can be good arguments in such a

debate. But do we know for sure that this is the case?

«In Norway, we have no idea how many women want or need an
abortion but do not go through with it because they cannot face
going before a board. No one has asked for that figure»

Many countries have relevant registry data. In the Nordic region, there seems

to be a positive covariation between the degree of self-determination and

abortion rates (4). Sweden, which has self-determined abortion up to the 18

week of pregnancy, had 16.4 abortions per 1000 women in 2019. Iceland, which

midway through 2019 abolished the requirement for going before a board after

the 16  week, had a somewhat lower abortion rate, while the corresponding

rate in Finland (where a doctor's certificate is required regardless of length of

pregnancy) was 7.7 (4). In the same year, Norway had 9.7 abortions per 1000

women. Late-term abortions are rare, but this rate was also more than twice as

high in Sweden than in Norway (4). If we go beyond the Nordic countries, the

figures are more complex: in England and Wales, which allow self-determined

abortions up to the 24  week, the abortion rate is 18 per 1000 women – even

higher than in Sweden (5). In contrast, the Netherlands, which has allowed self-

determined abortion for some years, has one of the lowest rates in Europe (6).

So, we have the figures, but the picture is mixed. It will also continue to be

impossible to identify any causal relationships as long as abortion rates and

measurements are impacted by cultural factors, access to abortions in other

countries and the variation in methods used to calculate gestational age (7, 8). I

have not found any scientific studies that have tried to correct for such factors,

or longitudinal studies that have followed the effects of changes in the degree of

self-determination.

And what exactly is the right abortion rate (other than as few as possible, and

as early as possible)? In Norway, we have no idea how many women want or

need an abortion but do not go through with it because they cannot face going

before a board. No one has asked for that figure.

«Conducting research on vulnerable groups and taboo subjects is
difficult, but it is nevertheless important»

So, what do we know about women's experiences of appearing before the

board? I have found one scientific study from Norway based on interviews with

22 women with serious fetal complications. They all described having to go
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before a board as a major additional strain (9). The data from this study are

now 17 years old. After that, all I have found is anecdotal evidence. This is

important too, but the experiences described differ, and they are probably also

conveyed by women who have been granted an abortion under Section 2 (c) of

the Norwegian Abortion Act (serious fetal complications) (10, 11). This group

makes up about 60 per cent of women who have a late-term abortion (12). In

the other cases, abortions were granted based on the women's health and life

situation (Sections 2 (a) and 2 (b)), but there is very little data on the almost

3000 women in these latter two categories (12) in the last ten years. What were

their experiences of facing an abortion board?

The board members also have important, but different, stories to tell (3, 13).

Final say or not – would systematic knowledge of their experiences not also be

of interest?

Conducting research on vulnerable groups and taboo subjects is difficult, but it

is nevertheless important. The next time we raise the abortion issue – let's also

discuss how a field that evokes a lot of emotions can best be illuminated with

facts.
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