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Report: Coerced Abortion 

Introduction 
 
“In my heart, I was like…‘I can’t lie there and have them kill my baby. I can’t do it.’ 
And I called [my boyfriend] and I told him, and with choice words he said, ‘No, you’re 
going to do this. You don’t have a choice. This is what’s going to happen.’ He drove me 
to the abortion clinic.”  

–Ashley1 
 
  The situation Ashley faced is more common than many people realize. Although 64% of 

women presenting for post-abortive treatment report feeling coercion to abort2, the topic remains 

under-researched. This report examines the prevalence of coerced abortion and the situations that 

contribute to its existence, as well as examining what legal measures are in place to protect women 

from coercion and/or abuse. 

 Feminists for Nonviolent Choices is a pro-life, pro-woman organization that seeks to open 

minds to its philosophy of pro-life feminism: the belief that all people, by virtue of their human 

dignity, have a right to live without violence from conception to natural death. Coercing women to 

abort through violence, the threat of violence, or exercising other forms of control over women to 

coerce them to abort is a clear violation of a woman’s right to live free from compulsion or fear. 

 

Context and Methods 
 

 Sources used for this report include the Canadian Medical Association Journal, the 

University of Illinois Law Review, the Public Library of Science Medical Journal, the Elliot Institute 
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of Research, the Social Science & Medicine journal, the American Journal of Public Health, and 

various online news sites including Reuters, The Colorado Independent, and ThinkProgress. 

 The studies cited in this report relied mostly on surveys, therefore statistics are based on self-

reporting from individuals who chose to participate. Survey audiences included women seeking 

post-abortive treatment, women presenting for abortion, men present at abortion clinics with their 

partners, and men recruited from community health centers.  

 

What is Coercion? 
 

Coercion occurs when another individual (typically either the father of the fetus or a 

pregnant woman’s parents) uses force, the threat of force, or any form of manipulation or extortion 

in an attempt to compel a woman to abort. Coercion to abort can also come from other sources, 

such as from school counselors, employers, or clinic staff3. 

One may argue that the current economic and political climate of the United States also 

imposes some level of financial coercion on pregnant women to abort, considering that 73% of 

women who abort do so from financial concerns22. The continued prevalence of gendered double 

standards and “slut-shaming” may also create an atmosphere of strong societal pressure to abort 

out-of-wedlock pregnancies. This report will be focusing specifically on social and emotional 

coercion with regards to direct interpersonal interactions between a pregnant woman and the people 

in her life, with the acknowledgement that financial pressure and pressure that the pregnant woman 

experiences from society at large may also exacerbate direct coercive situations. 
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Types of Coercion 

Withhold Support 

Requiring a woman to seek an 

abortion as a condition for 

continued support or assistance 

that would otherwise be offered 

For Example: 

Actually or threatening to deny 

financial aid, revoke a scholarship, 

terminate her employment, or 

evict her from the household 

unless she aborts 

Emotionally Manipulate 

Compelling a woman to abort through 

verbal or emotional harassment such as 

manipulation, guilt trips, lying, or put-

downs 

For Example: 

 “A baby would ruin my life.” 

 “I’ll leave you if you don’t abort.” 

“You’re being selfish and irresponsible.” 

“Everyone will know you’re a slut.” 

“You would be a terrible parent.” 

Use Force or Violence 

Using violence (or the threat of 

violence) to force a woman to 

abort. This may even lead to 

murder in extreme cases. 

For Example:  

Actually harming or threatening 

to harm the woman, her loved 

ones, her pets, or her possessions. 

Or, physically forcing a woman 

into the clinic 

 
Prevalence of Coerced Abortion 
  

Despite the notable lack of widespread sociological studies on the prevalence of coerced 

abortion, there are indications that a substantial proportion of women presenting for abortion are 

not making a truly “free choice” but are instead being pressured, bullied, or threatened into their 

decision. 

 Data collected by the Elliot Institute of Research reveal that 64% of women presenting for 

post-abortive treatment report experiencing coercion to abort2. 67% of women in the study 

expressed that they were not adequately counseled about abortion alternatives, and 65% showed 

signs of experiencing trauma2. In addition, a study interviewing men who were present at an 

abortion clinic with their partners found that 45% admitted to urging their partner to abort4. 
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 A study surveying men from lower-income neighborhoods near Boston found that intimate 

partner violence was correlated with greater conflict regarding decisions to seek abortion and greater 

involvement by men in pregnancies that ended in abortion5. 33% of the 1,318 men in the study 

reported having been involved in a pregnancy that ended in abortion, and 4% of the respondents 

admitted that they “sought to compel” a female partner to have an abortion5.  

The true rate of coercion, however, may be underreported by the respondents. The study’s 

authors concluded that women whose partners are abusive are more likely to abort because of fear 

of their partner; if so, their abusive partners may not admit to directly coercing them, when it was 

nevertheless the atmosphere of fear and control created by the abuse that compelled the women to 

abort. The study concluded that “[intimate partner violence] should be considered in the design of 

all services and policies related to family planning and abortion” and recommended screening5.  
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In addition to the few scientific studies that examine coerced abortion, the personal 

experiences of individual women draw attention to this issue. Operation Outcry, a campaign run by 

the non-profit litigation firm The Justice Foundation, seeks to collect testimony of post-abortive 

women who were coerced into obtaining an abortion. In a little over a year, the campaign has 

collected over 5,200 testimonies—called “declarations”—on their website. These testimonies 

included examples of various types of coercion. One woman described how her parents evicted her 

from the house and demanded she abort when they discovered she was four months pregnant as a 

teenager20. Another woman reported that her boyfriend pressured her into having an abortion and 

keeping it a secret from her parents21. Similarly, when the legislative government of South Dakota 

was considering a proposed abortion ban in 2005, 1,950 post-abortive women provided testimony 

of the coercion they experienced6.  

Pro-life advocate Albany Rose was coerced into an abortion herself at sixteen when her 

father and stepmother threatened to evict her if she did not abort23. Today Rose is a voice for the 

pro-life community. She reports that she receives an average of 30 personal messages each week—

adding up to roughly 1,560 messages a year—from pregnant women of various ages who wish to 

keep their children, but are afraid to do so or otherwise feeling pressure to abort23.  

According to Rose, the women who contact her express struggling with people in their lives 

urging them to abort even more often than they cite financial concerns23. Rose attests that “It’s 

almost always someone else or their whole family/friends/spouse telling them [an abortion] would 

‘be best’ for them. That that is their ‘only choice.’”23 

Rose’s experiences with women facing crisis pregnancies indicate that the rate of coerced 

abortion could be difficult to quantify because many people pressuring a pregnant woman to abort 

may genuinely believe they are helping her.  
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The Link between Coercion, Abortion, and Abuse 
  

Recently, a major meta-analysis and review of the current scientific literature regarding 

abortion and abuse found conclusively that women presenting for abortion are much more likely to 

have experienced or be currently experiencing domestic violence or abuse7. This is particularly true 

for women presenting for repeat abortions; these women are more likely to have experienced abuse 

and report feeling high levels of stress in their current relationship8.  

Furthermore, women who have experienced intimate partner violence are often subjected to 

reproductive control at the hands of their abuser9. An abusive partner will commonly attempt to 

control the outcome of a pregnancy, even resorting to violence if his demands are not met9. It has 

been documented that the chief target of intimate partner violence shifts to a woman’s abdomen 

during pregnancy10.  

It has also been shown that the leading cause of death for pregnant women is homicide—

typically at the hands of their partner11. Among men who have been arrested for murdering their 

pregnant girlfriends/partners, it has frequently been confirmed that the violence was done with the 

intention of ending the pregnancy12. These men commonly report that they “did not wish to pay 

child support” as justification for the crime3. 

Studies examining the correlations between these factors include a recommendation to 

screen for male reproductive control and/or domestic violence among women seeking an abortion 

in order to provide necessary counseling and resources and protect the bodily safety of women in 

abusive relationships8,9. It has been shown that “Women welcomed the opportunity to disclose IPV 

[intimate partner violence] and be offered help”7 and a review of all available literature on the subject 

concludes that “TOP [termination of pregnancy] services provide an opportune health-based setting 

to design and test interventions”7. 
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Legal Protections for Women Experiencing Coercion 
  

Although studies examining the connections between abortion, coercion, and relationship 

violence have repeatedly recommended screening for abuse among women presenting for 

abortion5,7,8,9, legislation on this topic varies greatly from state to state. 

Currently, sixteen states in America have a coercive abuse prevention law of some kind, 

leaving thirty-four states with none13. The laws that do exist are myriad in nature and not all current 

legislation provides the same type of protection or to the same degree. Some laws make forcing a 

woman to have an abortion a specific crime (for example, by tricking her into taking an abortion-

inducing drug or assaulting her with the intention of causing a miscarriage13). Other laws require 

abortion providers to screen for coercion, either through verbal questioning or by posting a sign 

which informs women of their right to obtain protection from coercion or abuse13.  

Consistently, anti-coercion legislation is challenged wherever it is proposed by organizations 

that advocate for reproductive rights14. These organizations include the American Civil Liberties 

Union (ACLU), the National Organization for Women (NOW), Planned Parenthood Federation of 

America (PPFA), and the Center for Reproductive Rights6,15,16. Opponents of anti-coercion 

legislation have argued that such legislation does not protect against other forms of coercion as well 

(such as coerced pregnancy) and is putatively paternalistic in nature6,16. 

To provide an example of the debate: when the Coercive Abortion Prevention Act was 

passed in Michigan in December of 2012 (after being previously proposed at least three times), the 

ACLU and the Center for Reproductive Rights were vocal critics15. The new legislation required 

abortion providers to screen for coercion and domestic violence, and opponents of the bill argued 

that asking women if they were seeking an abortion voluntarily would “subject them to a type of 

interrogation”15.  
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Depending on the state, women who are experiencing coercion to abort may have very few 

legal recourses available to them for this specific scenario. Women who are experiencing pressure to 

abort from an employer may find recourse under the Pregnancy Discrimination Act of 1978. This is 

an amendment to Title VII of the Civil Rights Act under which it is unlawful to terminate a 

woman’s employment due to her pregnancy, and it applies nationwide17. Women who are being 

coerced by an abusive husband or boyfriend may seek whatever domestic violence resources are 

available in her location.  

But unless the coercion a woman experiences can fall under another classification as well 

(such as abuse or discrimination), she may have trouble obtaining legal protection. What protections 

are in place for a student whose parents threaten to discontinue her education if she does not abort? 

What legal action can a post-abortive woman take after finding she has been misled into the 

abortion decision by a school counselor or clinic worker who provided her with false information? 

Such scenarios may not have an obvious answer and may depend greatly on the current political 

climate of the state. 

It is also important to mention that although U.S. law currently holds that a father must 

provide child support even if he offered to pay for an abortion, there are those (mostly in “men’s 

rights” groups) who argue that if a man has offered to pay for an abortion he should then be 

released from his obligation to provide child support18. Should this idea ever become law, it would 

essentially be government-sanctioned coercion of women, forcing pregnant women whose partners do 

not wish to be parents to either abort or face a life of single parenthood with no support or financial 

assistance from the child’s father. 
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Conclusion 
  

Women who conceive unexpectedly find themselves in a uniquely vulnerable situation in 

which time is of the essence and decisions must be made. Friends, family members, partners, or 

coworkers may influence the outcome of the pregnancy by putting pressure on the pregnant woman. 

In some cases, this pressure can even take the form of coercion, in which a woman is threatened 

with the loss of financial status, support, education, employment, or even her bodily safety if she 

does not have an abortion. The leading cause of death for pregnant women is murder, usually at the 

hands of a partner and often connected with an unplanned pregnancy. 

Research has repeatedly shown that presenting for abortion is correlated with relationship 

violence (particularly when presenting for a repeat abortion) and also that relationship violence often 

takes the form of reproductive control. Researchers examining the correlation between abortion and 

abuse have often recommended screening for abuse at abortion clinics5,7,8,9. Despite these 

recommendations, very few states have passed legislation requiring abortion clinics to screen for 

coercion and/or abuse or provide women who have been coerced to abort with specific legal 

recourse. The laws that exist vary greatly from state-to-state, and no baseline level of coercion 

protection exists nationwide.  

Groups in opposition to anti-coercion laws, such as the ACLU or Planned Parenthood, 

often claim such legislation violates women’s rights by either failing to protect against other forms of 

coercion as well or by assuming women are incapable of making their own decisions.  

However, by opposing such laws these putatively pro-woman groups seek to minimize the 

suffering experienced by victims of coerced abortion and neglect to help women in such a situation. 

Critics of such legislation have even claimed that coerced abortion is a problem that “doesn’t 

actually exist”19.  
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Yet it is clear that coerced abortion can and does happen, as 64% of women presenting for 

post-abortive treatment report being coerced2 and thousands of post-abortive women have shared 

their personal testimonies of this fact. It is extremely important that all women be informed of their 

rights with regards to coercion. Given the link between abortion and intimate partner violence, it is 

especially crucial to screen for both coercion and relationship abuse at abortion clinics and provide 

women with the support and assistance needed to secure both their physical safety and the ability to 

continue their pregnancies without fear of retribution.  

Feminists for Nonviolent Choices seeks to educate on the topic of coerced abortion and 

supports legislation that will address the concerns of women in need. 

 

 

Notes 

 

 The information in this report was gathered, collected, and presented as objectively 

and honestly as possible. Any mistakes or inaccuracies that may be present are due 

simply to human error or lack of available information and were not made with the 

intention to mislead or misrepresent. 

 Feminists for Nonviolent Choices respects the existence of transgender identities 

and recognizes that not all individuals who are capable of becoming pregnant will 

identify as female. This report refers to all pregnant individuals as “women” in order 

to maintain consistency with the source materials, as the acknowledgement of 

transgender individuals is not yet commonplace in most forms of research and 

surveys. 
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 More information on Operation Outcry can be found at 

http://www.operationoutcrystories.org/  

 All research was done on the topic of coerced abortion in the U.S.A. and Canada and 

may not be applicable in other regions. 

 

Dictionary of Terms 
  

Abortion: 1. Induced termination of pregnancy, involving destruction of the embryo or fetus.  

2. Any of various procedures that result in such termination. 

Coerce:    1. To compel by force, intimidation, or authority, especially without regard for individual 

desire or volition  

   2. To bring about through the use of force or other forms of compulsion  

   3. To dominate or control, especially by exploiting fear, anxiety, etc. 

Intimate Partner Violence: Physical, sexual, or psychological harm by a partner or spouse 

Post-Abortive: Having undergone an abortion procedure in the past 

Pregnant: The state of carrying a fetus or fetuses within one’s womb 

Pro-Life: The moral and philosophical belief that induced abortion is a violation of human rights 
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