Abortion in KOREA:
Before and After

the Law

Robert F. Hopper*

Introduction

The population of Korea has been undergoing many types of transition in the past
twenty years. Since the baby boom following the Korean War, increasing interest
and effort have been put into the establishment of an optimum population. This effort
was intensified in the early 1960s when the family planning program received great
foreign as well as national funds and technical support. In this time, family planning
education has been successful in showing the benefits of smaller families and encourag-
ing women to control their fertility. As a result, many women who want to curb
their fertility, but for one reason or another do not have the preventive technology,
are turning to induced abortions as the curative method.

Total Fertility Rates

As a result of the incompleteness of the vital registration and census data in Korea,
the exact numbers of females and annual births in the population are unavailable. At-
tempts have been made however through various surveys as well as statistical analysis

of census data, to estimate the fertility rate. There are two major sources of the es- .-

timates which have been used for population analysis: the Bureau of Statistics, and
the Korean Institute of Family Planning Survey series. A comparison of the estimates
of total fertility rates using these two sources is presented in Graph 1. This also;‘shows
the trend of this fertility index between the years 1960 and 1970. The total fertility
rate is a measure of how many births a woman(or 1000 women as seen here) would
have after completing her childbearing years if the present age specific rates remained
the same during these years. ‘

The estimates of total fertility by the 1971 KIFP survey are consistently greater
than those of the census, even though the difference is not great. The TFR in 1970
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Graph 1. Total Fertility Rates for Korea 1960-1970,
from KIFP and BOS. (women aged 15-44)
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as calculated from census data is 3,940, whereas the KIFP survey reveals a rate of
slig‘htiy‘ less than 4,500. The not able feature of both estimates is the rate of decline
in the total fertility rate since 1960 where the rate was more than 6,000 in both sources.
This reduction has largely been attributed to the continuous rising of the age of mar-
riage. Other major contributing factors influencing these women were increased use of
contraception and greater reliance on induced abortion as a method of birth control.

The Japanese Experience

In this connection, it is appropriate to allude to the Japanese experience after libe-
faliiing’ the abortion law. In order to gain an idea of the fertility change occurting in
Japan )before and after liberalizing the law, the crude birth rate for the years 1944-
1969 is presented in Graph 2. It is probable that some of the decline seen is due to the
process of modernization following World War II, but it is not very likely that the
decline would have been as marked if abortion had not been made available.

Until 1948, induced abortion was illegal in Japan. Not only was it illegal, but it
was not widely practiced as in Korea’s pre-legalization days. The earliest d4ata available
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Graph 2.- Crude. Birth Rate in Japan, 1944-1969.
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for Japan following the new law was in 1949. This was the reported number of abor-
tions that year, which was about 246,000. No total rate of abortions was available
until after 1950. The total induced abortion rates between the years 1950 and 1965 are
presented in Graph 3. Between the years 1951 and 1952, the abortion rate more than
doubled. ‘This is primarily due to a change in the law in 1952 which allowed women
to obtain abortions without the physician first having to receive permission from a
special committee. The highest rate of 1746 was reported in 1954. Since this year, the
rate has been declining. The actual number of abortions performed is known to be
considerably greater than the number reported. Using the TFR methodology to estim—
ate the number of abortions a woman might have between the ages of 15 and 49, the
total abortion rate in Japan in 1970 was 460 per thousand women.

As far as the general abortion rate, or the number of abortions in one year compared
to the number of women aged 15 to 49, there were 23.1 abortions per thousand women
in 1950, This rate reached a peak of 50.2 abortions per thousand women in 1955. Since
this year, the rate has been declining and was 26.0 in 1968".

A direct comparison between the Japanese experience and that of Korea is very di- -
fficult since there is no one point in time where the Korean women were given the
freedom to obtain abortions after they had been denied that right.

1. Hopper, Robert, “Abortlon in Japan: Results of the Eugenic Protection Law”, unpublished thesis
at the University of Texas gchool of Public Health, June 1972.
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Graph 3. Total Induced Abortion Rates in Japan, 1950-1965.
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Abortion Rate in Korea

According to the KIFP survey results and estimates, the total abortion rate has been
increasing significantly -in Korea over the past fourteen or more years. The rate for
Korea as a whole has more than tripled since 1960. The estimated rate in 1960 was
550 per thousand women between the ages of 15 and 49. This rate had increased to
1885 abortions in the years 1971-73. The most dramatic change has occurred in the
rural areas where the rate of 249 soared to 1550, a five-fold increase in these eleven
years. The urban areas also contributed greatly to the increase, where from a rate of
1083 in 1960 the total abortion rate doubled to 2230 in 1971-73. A historical comparison
of the total abortion rates for rural, urban, and total Korea is presented in Graph 4.

Analysis of the age-specific abortion rates for the years 1960-1973 as found by KIFP
surveys in 1971 and 1973 reveals a similar pattern of increase among all areas and
ages. These findings indicate that abortions in the age groups 15-19 and 45-49 have
remained fairly constant. This means the vast majority of the increase is caused by
aborticns among those women between the ages of 20 and 44. One possible explanation
which might account for such low rates in the early age groups until just recently
is the great social pressure in Korea to begin childbearing immediately after marriage.
One survey revealed that more than 90% of the women dispproved of contraception,
and presumably abortion also, before the first birth?. If this is the case, the recent

2. Kim, Chung Hee and Lee, Sung Jin, “Socio—Psychdlogical "Characteristics of Induced Abortion
Repeaters”, Psychological Studies in Population/Family Planning, KIRBS, Vol. 1, No. 2, April
- 1973, p. 14. .
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Graph 4. Total Induced Abertion Rates in Rural,
Urban, and Total Korea, 1960-1973.
(from “Changes in Induced Abortion Rates
by 1971 Fertility Abortion Survey and
1973 Multi-purpose Fertility KAP Survey
paper presented at conference on Korean
fertility research, May 2, 1974.)
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_ increase in abortion which seems to be occurring among this younger age group could
have two possible explanations. The first is that the pressure to have a baby is les-
sening to some degree, and secondly, unmarried women are obtaining more abortions
in order to prevent the birth resulting from an out-of-wedlock pregnancy.

These hypotheses gain partial support from historical data which reveals that the
age of marriage in Korea has been slowly rising. This seems to indicate that Korean
women may be moving away from the traditional social pattern of edrly marriage and
immediate attempts to bear children.

Usmg KIFP data, the general rate of abortion can be calculated for 1960 and 1970.
Table 2 compares the general abortion rate and the general birth rate for these years.
The abortion rate tripled from 16.9 to 47.2 abortions per almost thousand women
during these ten years, whereas the number of births dropped from about 205 to 119
in the same period.

Estimation of the Number of Induced Abortions

The actual number of induced abortions annually is impossible to know because of
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Table 1. Age Specific and Total Induced Abortion Rates, 1971
Fertility-Abortion Survey (see Graph 4 for source)

1971
1

1960 1961 1962 1963 <1964 1965 1966 1967 1968 1969 1970 1971 .
1973

Total Population

15—19 3 1 1 — — 3 1 1 2 3 1 — 2
20—24 5 12 12 12 14 18 23 20 25 29 28 29 20
25—29 21 25 31 26 46 53 = 52 61 51 48 50 47 77
-30—34 28 44 34 66 59 96 91 70 82 103 111 92 119
35—39 40 31 48 63 55 61 76 85 91 114 94 98 110
40—44 13 10 14 21 24 31 23 45 35 47 44 48 46

45—49 0 — 11 — — 2 3 — — 7 3 4 3
Total Abortion
Rates 550 610 748 935 992 1326 1347 1413 1430 1735 1652 1590 1885
Urban
15—19 5 - 2 - -— 3 2 — 5 5 — — 3

20—24 8 24 20 15 19 3 28 30 2 35 44 46 18
25—29 43 49 63 38 75 9 91 9% 8 & 65 65 8
30—3¢ 50 78 53 106 88 148 147 139 134 149 157 134 154
35—39 97 76 79 125 8 107 124 119 128 181 122 126 134
40—44 14 10 19 38 51 59 34 66 64 64 56 41 45
45—49  — 5 8 11 5

Total Abortion

Rates 1083 1182 1180 1616 1580 2212 2130 2239 2204 2618 2258 2108 2230

Rural .
15—19 2 2 — — — 4 — 2 - - 1 — 1
20—24 3 2 5 9 11 3 18 10 24 22 10 12 23

25—29 7 11 11 17 26 25 21 34 23 19 38 31 63
30—34 15 23 23 41 41 66 58 27 48 71 77 56 82
35—39 11 6 29 24 38 33 47 65 68 72 77 82 93
40—44 13 10 11 13 11 17 17 33 16 37 37 52 46

45—49 - - 15— — 3 5 - - 9 - - 2
Total Abortion '

Rates 249 264 468 522 632 753 =~ 830 85 899 1142 1200 1170 1550

* Based on 1973 Multi-Purpose Survey Data

the lack of a reporting system. The situation in Korea is similar to that of Japan
where the physicians were taxed on the number of abortions they performed. This
resulted in under reporting in order to avoid taxation. Since it is fairly easy to estima-~
te the amount of business, and hence income, ‘a physician has by knowing the number
of abertions he performs, Korean physicians are also reluctant to report abortions pe-
rformed,

This problem has generated several estimates of the number performed each year.
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. Table 2. General birth and general abortion rates . -
for Korea, 1970. (per 1000 women)

1960 1970
General birth rate ‘ 205 119
General abortion rate 16.9 . 47.2

Table 3. Estimates of the Number of Induced
Abortions in Korea, 1970.

Source Number

From BOS data 534,129

Hopper g o KIFP data 357,990
KIFP Survey estimate 382,484

The methodology developed by Muramatsu in Japan is perhaps the most notable®.
His estimates were obtained by determining the theoretical number of pregnancies
which would have occ urred in Japan if there were no fertility control during that
particular year. On the basis of this estimate, it is possible to measure the total am-
ount of fertility control practiced in order to supress the fertility performance to the
low level actually observed. The fertility control is then divided into two parts: control
through contraception or sterilization, and control by the use of induced abortion. By
kowing the extent of contratceptive practice and sterilization in the population, it is
possible to determine how many women rely on abortions alone to prevent births. By
adding to this figure the estimated number of abortions after contraceptive failure, the
total number of abortions can be estimated. .

Using this methodology, the estimates of the number of induced abrotions occurring
in Japan for the years 1955, 1960, and 1965 are 3.04 million, 3.45 million, and 3.02
million, ‘respectively. The reported numbers of abortions in these years are considera-
bly lower. In 1955, there were only 1,170,143 abortions reported, compared to
1,063,256 in 1960 and 843,248 in 1965. These estimates indicate that only about one out
of every three abortions was reported. This would mean that the detailed analysis of '
such factors as total rates of abortion, age character stics of aborters, and other data
could be grossly distorted as a result of selective reporting. '

Applying this methodology to Korea to estimate the number of induced abértions
can be done using the information prov1ded in the 1971 KIFP Fertility and Abortlon

-Survey along with some statistics from the Bureau of Statistics. Two different ebtlma—
tes are computed One estimate has its origin in the Bureau of Statistics census estima-
tes, of the age-specific female population, while the other originates from the KIFP
survey estimates of this population. A detailed description of the statistical procedure
is beyond the scope of this paper, but the results seem to support earlier estimates.

3. Muramatsu, Minoru, “An Analysis of Factors in Fertlhty Control in Japan , Instltute of Public
Health Research, 19, No. 2, 1970.
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Table 4. Knowledge of legal status of abortion, in-
tention to practice in the future, and act-
ual practice of abortion in Korea, accor-
ding to area, 1971.

a Percentage
uestion

Seoul %tr%;; Rural Korea
Abortion is illegal® 40% 40% 26% 31%
Intend to use® 77% 71% 58% 64%
Actually used® . 40% 34% 19% 26%

Sources: a. The Study on Induced Abortion, KIFP, Table
61, p. 56.
b. Ibid. Table 56, p. 52.
c. Report on 1971 Fertility-Abortion Survey,
KIFP, Dec. 1973, p.93.

Table 3 presents a comparison of these estimates.

Using KIFP Survey data, about 358,000 abortions are estimated to have occurred in
1970. The Bureau of Statistics data yield a considerably higher estimate of more than
534,.000. These estimates, derived using the methodology explained above flank the
estimate which is calculated using the female population and the age-specific abortion
rates from the KIFP survey. According to this estimate, there were 382,484 abortion
done in 1970. All of these estimates indicate that there were between 4 and 6 abortions
for every 10 babies born in 1970. Considering many other factors, the peak is yet to
come in absolute numbers as well as propoftion of births. As has been shown previo-
usly, the rates have been increasing and will experience greater increase as the lérg'e
number of women now in their twenties enter the peak abortion age of 30-39. ’

The Impact of the New Law

The effects of the recent law liberalizing abortion in Korea will be minor as far as
the number of abortions is concerned. This is mainly due to the belief among the
great majority of the women in Korea that abortions were legal even before the law
was changed. This factor, as well as the intention to use and actual use of induced
abortion, is presented in Table 4.

In 1971, it was found that in urban areas, only 40% of the married women surveyed
knew abortion was illegal. The same was true for women in rural areas, where
only 26% knew that abortion was illegal. The national average is therefore 31% of
married women who knew that abortion was illegal. For Korea as a whole, knowledge
of the law was directly related to educational level, but inversely related to age, appa-
rently indicating that the younger women have more education and/or more exposure
to birth control methods than older women. o L
The question of legality does not appear to be very significant when the woman is
confronted with a-pregnancy or even a hypothetical pregnancy. Of all those married
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women interviewed, 64% said they would use abortion in the event of an unwanted
pregnancy. In actual practice, the 1971 survey found that the national average of
married women having at least one abortion was 26%. This is higher in urban areas
and lower in rural areas.

The recent law has its short comings in that abortion was legalized for maternal or
child health reasons only, and did not include socio-economic factors or the simple
desire of not wanting a child at a particular time. This does not seem to be too re-
alistic since the vast majority of those women who obtain induced abortions are doing
so as a method of birth control. In this regard, the new law is similar to that of
Japan when it was first enacted. It was less than a year later however, that an amen-
dment was added to the Japanese law which permitted abortion for social and economic
indications as well. ’

The lack of a reporting system in the law indicates the government realizes the
futility of trying to enforce the law as it now stands. Since the overwhelming majority
of abortions are performed in private clinics, it is very easy for physicians to ignore.
any requirements to report the details of induced abortions they perform.

Abortion in Korea Reconsidered

If the government is serious about wanting a greater reduction in the fertility rate,
this could come about through a subsidized program of abortions. This is not such an
unrealistic proposal considering the amount of money currently being spent to prevent
one birth through contraceptive use. A recent estimate places this figure at 2520 won,
or $6.30. This is only for direct medical costs. The cost of an abortion using the
most recent technique of the menstrual regulation kit is only a few cents, and it can
be performed by - trained personnel under the supervision of a physician. There are
certain problems to be resolved in using this method. Most of them however, are non-
medical. Perhaps the major problem is that of obtaining full cooperation from obstet-
ricians ‘and gynecologists. A well designed program would hopefully consider this factor
and provide some type of incentive to gain their needed support.

This is not to recommend replacing the present family planning program with an’
abortion program, but merely complementing it. It has been suggested that family:
planning acceptors have been pretty much disillusioned with certain methods and have
forsaken any more birth prevention attempts for the easy abortion with fewer side ef-
fects. This hypothesis finds support in the survey done by Hong in 1971, which found
that between 1964 and 1971, future intention to use contraception, among women who
had recently had an induced abortion, had dwindled, whereas their intention to use
abortion again had increased®.

Since a woman is most receptive to contraceptive information immediately following-
a birth, and presumably following an abortion, the physician who performs the abor-

4. Yang, Jae Mo, “Republic of Korea’s Efforts, Achievements, and Problems of Family Plannir_xg”,‘
an unpublished paper of June 1974. ’
5. Hong, Sung Bong, Changing Pattern of Induced Abortions in Seoul Korea, 1971, pp, 67-70.
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tion could play a significant role in a comprehensive population control program. As
Dr. Hong states, “National family planning program follow-up data for IUD acceptors
indicate that a substantial proportion(about 40%) of those pregnancies which occur
subsequent to acceptance are aborted. Thus, improved contraceptive use frequently fo-
llows abortion, and abortion frequently follows contraceptive failure”®. It therefore
seems that a campaign of subsidized abortions, mass media publication of their availa-
bility, and physician education as to the proper method of follow-up would have great
impact on the birth rate in Korea

Traditionally, abortion has been preached as only a back-up to contraceptive fajlure.
It is time to consider the fcast realistically and see the abortion experience as a stim-
ulant for increased and more regular use of contraception and/or sterilization. Natura-
lly, as the program evolves, the goal should be maximum contraceptive use and effec-
tiveness with abortion as only a back-up.

This approach has also be implied' in the 1971 Fertility-Abortion Survey findings. As
stated in the statistical report of the survey, “If abortion were actively promoted by
the Ministry of Health and Social Affairs and subsidized as another program method,
then the demographic effect might be quite substantial.” The report continues to ex-
plain, “The exceedingly widespread use of abortion in Korea suggests a potential strong
market for female sterilization”...and...“for a sterilization procedure simple enough to
perform post-abortally in small private clinics®?.

Recommendations

In conclusion, the only realistic approach to the abortion question and its relationship
to the future population growth of Korea is the formal legalization of the hundreds of
thousands of abortions which are currently being done for no other reason than to
prevent the birth of an unwanted child. Greater government subsidization of abortions
should begin, along with a major campaign of providing physicians with a technique
of post-abortion sterilization which is simple enough to perform in their offices or
clinics. This would benefit those high risk groups of women who have reached their
ideal family size and do not want any more children, or those women who for health
reasons should not have any more pregnancies. This is a positive maternal health
measure in that by being sterilized, the woman is avoiding any future pregnancies,
hence, abortions as well as births.

6. Hong, p. 72.
7. Korean Institute for Family Planning, Report on 1971 Fertility-Abortion Survey, December 1973,

pp. 20-21
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