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Controversy sets abortion apart from other issues studied by world
society theorists, who consider the tendency for policies institution-
alized at the global level to diffuse across very different countries. The
authors conduct an event history analysis of the spread ðhowever
limitedÞ of abortion liberalization policies from 1960 to 2009. After
identifying three dominant frames ða women’s rights frame, a medical
frame, and a religious, natural family frameÞ, the authors find that
indicators of a scientific, medical frame show consistent association
with liberalization of policies specifying acceptable grounds for abor-
tion. Women’s leadership roles have a stronger and more consistent
liberalizing effect than do countries’ links to a global women’s rights
discourse. Somewhat different patterns emerge around the likelihood
of adopting an additional policy, controlling for first policy adoption.
Even as support for women’s autonomy has grown globally, with
respect to abortion liberalization, persistent, powerful frames com-
pete at the global level, preventing robust policy diffusion.

INTRODUCTION

Numerous once-controversial issues concerning women ðsuch as property
rights, suffrage, equal inheritance, and protection from domestic violenceÞ
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are now widely accepted around the world. The issue of abortion is not
among them. Powerful and effective opposition has countered a modest
global trend toward abortion liberalization. Recent policy reforms in the
United States, Nicaragua, and many other countries demonstrate that pur-
posely terminating pregnancies remains a highly controversial issue even
after 50 years of mobilization.
The disagreement surrounding abortion sets the issue apart from many

others studied by world society theorists, who highlight how scripts held in
world society and embodied in international organizations and other global
actors lead nation-states to adopt very similar policies.2 One of the primary
contributions of world society theory is to explain why ideas and related
policies spread rapidly despite vast cultural and resource differences across
countries. That is, the theory emphasizes how priorities and approaches
become taken for granted in the international community. For example, a
government today cannot argue that women lack the intellectual capacity
of men and therefore should not be allowed to vote, although this type of
argument was commonplace a century ago. In the case of abortion, how-
ever, very little is taken for granted. Certain ideas concerning the practice
have legitimacy because they link to global scripts, yet no single approach
dominates. Examining this critical case allows us to better theorize the way
world society plays into policy making in the context of high contestation
and weak institutionalization.
In this article, with information on 128 countries, we examine the initial

and subsequent adoption of abortion liberalization policies ðallowing abor-
tion in the case of rape, fetal impairment, or to protect the mental health
of the pregnant womanÞ. We deploy an event history analysis of the pe-
riod 1960–2009 to test the importance of three dominant frames concerning
abortion: a women’s rights frame, a medical frame, and a religious, natural

2World society theorists emphasize the social construction of the nation, not as a unique
edifice crafted by local citizens and interest groups but as a global actor embedded in an
institutionalized system of rules, roles, capacities, and interrelationships ðMeyer et al.
1997Þ. Drawing on Berger and Luckmann ð1966Þ, the theory suggests that needs and
interests are socially constructed. Consequently, world society theory represents a de-
parture from functional models of policy making.
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family frame. We find that actors related to the medical frame ðhealth in-
ternational nongovernmental organizations ½INGOs� and physiciansÞ show
aconsistentassociation with initial abortion liberalization. This suggests the
importance of a professional, scientific discourse when global institutionali-
zation is weak. In addition, women’s rights indicators signal the importance
of local strategic actors: women in parliament matter more than women’s
international nongovernmental organizations ðWINGOsÞ and treaty ratifi-
cation. Finally, a history of Catholicism tends to be negatively associated
with abortion liberalization. While this is not surprising to anyone who fol-
lows debates concerning abortion, the outsized role of the Catholic Church,
which tends to be collectivistic and traditional in its orientation, is not well
explained by the current state of world society theory.

BACKGROUND

Constructivist scholars show that policies diffuse because key actors invoke
the ideational scripts institutionalized in the global system ðfor a review,
see Dobbin, Simmons, and Garrett 2007Þ. Epistemic communities and in-
ternational organizations transmit these scripts and offer plans of action
for states striving for international legitimacy. Further, the diffusion of pol-
icies in the world system tends to be rapid, as nation-states are culturally
constructed to be homogenous and thus share a common set of purposes
ðStrang andMeyer 1993Þ. Thus, a single dominant script tends to propel the
widespread adoption of similar policies, particularly those policies linked
to individualization and rationalization ðSchofer 2003; Frank, Camp, and
Boutcher 2010; Mathias 2013Þ. Such studies document the existence of a
world society—an institutionalized system of understanding that defines ac-
tors and actions, problems and solutions. These studies consistently show
that country-level membership in INGOs, that is, an INGO effect, predicts
policy adoption and other similar outcomes ðSchofer et al. 2012Þ. The scope of
such diffusions is remarkable, encompassing laws concerning human rights
ðCole 2005Þ, sex ðFrank et al. 2010Þ, marriage ðKim et al. 2013Þ, female gen-
ital cutting ðBoyle 2002Þ, chemical weapons ðPrice 1995Þ, the environment
ðFrank, Hironaka, and Schofer 2000Þ, the death penalty ðMathias 2013Þ, and
many other issues.
The case of abortion is unique, however, because policy models are con-

tested at the global level, and multiple ideational frames persist, some
of which are contradictory. As a consequence, no single institutionalized
script emerges. In particular, abortion politics at the global level include
three ideational frames. A women’s rights-based frame is linked to human
rights and their consecration in world society. This framework emerges
from the broad principle of individualization because it recognizes women

American Journal of Sociology

884

This content downloaded from 203.255.172.021 on January 01, 2017 16:12:07 PM
All use subject to University of Chicago Press Terms and Conditions (http://www.journals.uchicago.edu/t-and-c).



apart from the roles they play in corporate bodies ðcitizen, mother, Cath-
olicÞ and views them as existentially equal to each other and to men across
collective boundaries ðBerkovitch 1999; Donnelly 2002; Frank et al. 2010Þ.
An example of the women’s rights frame is the International Women’s
Health Coalition’s ð2008Þ declaration that “a woman’s ability to exercise
her rights to control her body, to self-determination, and to health depends,
in part, on her right to determine whether to carry a pregnancy to term.”
An alternative scientific medicalized frame emerges from the appropri-

ation of abortion discourses by doctors. The medicalization framework
is rationalistic, drawing on physicians’ professional expertise. It highlights
doctors’ unique competence in understanding pregnancies and in prop-
erly diagnosing and responding to complications related to them. Because
doctors ostensibly know best, this frame also highlights the potentially
grave consequences of state policies that interfere with doctor-patient re-
lationships or threaten criminal penalties for physicians carrying out their
professional duties. For example, when the World Medical Association
ð2009Þ passed an emergency resolution urging Nicaragua to repeal its 2006
antiabortion law, the association highlighted the life and health of women
and fetuses and also expressed concern that the new law improperly placed
physicians at risk of imprisonment or suspension from medical practice
for following professional guidelines concerning abortions.
Finally, a natural family frame arises from the global moral authority

of the Catholic Church and is spread through the church’s organizational
structure and through transnational evangelical organizations, such as
Human Life International. The natural family frame challenges individu-
alization by emphasizingwomen’s essential responsibilities as child-bearers
and mothers over their aspirations as individuals. For example, in Pope
Paul VI’s ð1974Þ letter concerning the United Nation’s International Wom-
en’s Year, he lauds women not as individuals but for their importance
to families and reproduction: “And since the fundamental and life-giving
cell of human society remains the family, according to the very plan of God,
woman will preserve and develop, principally in the family community, in
full co-responsibility with man, her task of welcoming, giving and raising
life, in a growing development of its potential powers.” The natural family
frame also challenges rationalization by privileging religious rather than
scientific understandings of fetal development. Again quoting Pope Paul VI
in 1974: “To all those collaborating in the preparation of International
Women’s Year, . . .we indicate as a solid point of reference the figure of the
Blessed Virgin.” By drawing women’s dignity from her place in the col-
lective family unit and her links to the Blessed Virgin Mary, the Catholic
Church ðat least initiallyÞ adopted a framing of the abortion issue that is
unique from either a rights or a science discourse.
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In comparison to the other two frames, this frame is less consistent with
general world society principles. Actors deploying the natural family frame
appear to be aware of this. Defensive posturing, for example, is evident in
a 1994 blog posting by the head of the Catholic League for Religious and
Civil Rights: “Would anyone ever have imagined that those opposed to the
ruthless decimation of the next generation by abortion—supposedly re-
quired on the pretext that the world is, or will be, ‘overpopulated’—would
be the ones automatically assumed to be the ‘bad guys’?” ðWhitehead 1994Þ.
In addition, these activists today are more likely to frame their arguments
in terms more consistent with the other two types of frames, for example, by
highlighting a fetus’ human right to life and by deploying particular sci-
entific claims concerning fetal development.World society theory implicitly
suggests that frames like the natural family frame should lose authority over
time with activists seeking alternative frames more closely aligned with global
principles.3

In sum, the three frames are organized around different foundational
principles and are promoted by different actors. While the ideas they fos-
ter are institutionalized in some realms, their applicability in the abortion
sphere is highly contested. In this sphere, no institutionalized script is taken
for granted ðsee Friedland and Alford 1991; Thornton and Ocasio 2008Þ.

The History of Women’s Rights, Medical,
and Natural Family Framings of Abortion

Contestations among actors deploying the three frames have developed
over the course of many decades. Here, we detail the historic interplay of
the three major frameworks at the global level. This history suggests that
there is no unified global consensus on abortion today because of the intense
contestation between those promoting the women’s rights frame and those
promoting a natural family frame. As we show in our statistical analysis,
this has implications for the diffusion of abortion liberalization policies; the
less politicized medical frame ultimately seems most influential.
In the early to mid-1900s, abortion was not a global issue. In wealthy

countries, abortions were generally illegal, but doctors could perform them
for “therapeutic” reasons ðLuker 1985; Rolston and Eggert 1994Þ. Conse-
quently, a medical framework deferential to physicians was dominant in
these countries. For example, women’s physical and mental health was a

3The questions whether, when, and how antiabortion activists have increasingly linked
into globally institutionalized concepts of individual rights and science are important.
However, they are outside the scope of this article, which is addressing the question at a
more macrolevel.
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major point of discussion in the United States in the decades before Roe v.
Wade ðCalderone 1960; Kummer 1967; Ziegler 2009Þ. Furthermore, the
Roe v. Wade decision itself was rooted in a medical understanding of preg-
nancy and, in particular, the professional autonomy of physicians ðRhoden
1986; Joffe,Weitz, and Stacey 2004Þ.
Abortion first entered the global arena indirectly through discourses

concerning population control ðGreenhalgh 1996; Ziegler 2009Þ. The 1960s
and 1970s were fraught with concern over the population “bomb”—the
moment at which the human population would outstrip the food supply
ðGreenhalgh 1996; Barrett and Frank 1999Þ. The United States led the
charge to spread population control programs throughout the developing
world ðGreen 1993Þ.4 The common understanding was that population
reduction was essential for poverty reduction and economic growth ðGreen
1993Þ. Because the United States was a leader in spreading the population
control message, the medical framework for understanding abortion ap-
peared early in global discourses and was transmitted to developing coun-
tries ðBarrett, Kurzman, and Shanahan 2010Þ. The limited targeting of pop-
ulation programs exclusively toward developing countries eventually led
to resistance from many of those countries, with charges that population
control ðand incidentally abortionÞ was an imperialistic imposition ðZiegler
2009Þ.
The Catholic Church also objected to the new population control efforts.

In 1968, Pope Paul VI issued a papal encyclical ðHumanae VitaeÞ that re-
iterated the Catholic Church’s view opposing all forms of “artificial” birth
control. Pope Paul VI ð1968Þwas very clear that “above all, all direct abor-
tion, even for therapeutic reasons, ½is� to be absolutely excluded as ½a� . . .
means of regulating the number of children.” Because at the time the pri-
mary method of sharing the encyclical was to read or paraphrase it during
Catholic Masses, its influence on public policy was most likely indirect.
Women’s rights groups, while generally supportive of access to birth

control, were also critical of population control initiatives. They objected to
the goal of reducing population, believing the more important goal was an
individualistic one: enhancing women’s abilities to determine the size of
their families and the spacing of their children ðFriedman 2003; Joachim
2003Þ. Within the women’s movement, north/south coalitions were formed
emphasizing contraception’s potentially positive impact on maternal mor-
tality as well as women’s empowerment ð Joachim 2003Þ. In general, the
1970s was an important period for women’s rights; it was the United Na-

4U.S. officials never explicitly promoted or funded abortions but were generally not ac-
tively opposed to abortion access when it appeared in population control policies at this
time ðGreen 1993Þ.
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tions’ Decade of the Woman, and it culminated with the adoption of the
international Convention for the Elimination of all forms of Discrimina-
tion against Women ðCEDAWÞ in 1979. CEDAW called for the protection
of reproductive rights but did not include specific language on abortion.
An important turning point, which simultaneously undercut the popu-

lation control agenda andmade abortion a global issue in its own right, was
the International Conference on Population and Development in Mexico
City in 1984.Here, the RonaldReagan administration announced a new pol-
icy prohibiting U.S. funding for any organization outside the United States
that provided abortions or advice concerning abortions ðGreen 1993Þ. Rea-
gan had previously dismissed population concerns, expressed skepticism con-
cerning the need for birth control, and declared abortion murder ðFinkle
and Crane 1985Þ. The United States, which liberalized abortion via Roe v.
Wade in 1973, began actively discouraging abortion globally in the 1980s.
Population control experts and feminists, uneasy allies to be sure ðsee Green-
halgh 1996Þ, came together in opposition.
Perhaps bolstered by Reagan’s actions and an increasingly vocal trans-

national evangelical movement, the Catholic Church strongly countered
abortion liberalization at the next International Conference on Population
and Development in Cairo in 1994. Women’s rights organizations pushed
for language in the conference document relating to abortion ðMcIntosh
and Finkle 1995Þ. However, the church leveraged the Holy See’s position
as a permanent observer in the United Nations to form strategic alliances
with Catholic and Muslim countries and block consensus on the issue
ðFriedman 2003Þ.5 Strong opposition to abortion in the U.S. Congress en-
sured that President William ðBillÞ Clinton stayed out of the controversy
and focusedmore on other issues ðSamuel 2007Þ. In contrast to the voices of
the Catholic Church and the women’s movement, there was no organized
input from physicians ðMcIntosh and Finkle 1995Þ. In the end, the prin-
ciples emanating from the Cairo conference included ensuring access to
abortion, but only under circumstances where abortion was legal. There
was no call to liberalize abortion laws.
Subsequent to the Cairo conference, the Catholic Church was criticized

for its unwillingness to compromise ðAbdullah 1996Þ. The contingent from
the Holy See attending the Fourth UN Conference on Women held in Bei-
jing the following year operated with more subtlety ðFriedman 2003Þ.
Nevertheless, its impact was felt. Although the principles articulated at the
Beijing conference singled out unsafe abortion as both a public health and
a human rights problem, they once again did not explicitly call for the le-

5The church had previously blocked language concerning abortion at an expert-only
population conference in Bucharest in 1954.
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galization of abortion. To date, the Cairo and Beijing conferences repre-
sent the pinnacle of the global dispute over abortion.6

By the late 1990s, it appears that both transnational religious organiza-
tions and women’s rights organizations were turning their primary atten-
tion to other issues.WhenKofiAnnan, then-president of the United Nations,
created the Millennium Development Goals, reproductive rights were not
included ðSamuel 2007Þ. There was no international conference on popu-
lation and development in 2004; lower-profile regional meetings were held
instead ðSamuel 2007Þ. Within the natural family movement, when con-
servative religious leaders came together in aWorld Congress of Families in
2000, they indicated that abortion was only a secondary concern ðBuss and
Herman 2003Þ. It is impossible to know whether or how the very public
discord at the Cairo and Beijing conferences entered into these later devel-
opments, but today there is no cohesive, institutionalized global framework
regarding abortion.Nevertheless, many countries did legalize abortion over
the period. Thus, the history of abortion policies raises the important ques-
tions of how, when, and why policies diffuse when principles are contested
in world society.

Hypotheses on Factors Associated with Abortion Liberalization over Time

It is by now well established that policies embraced by world society tend
to spread globally. Nation-states often look to exemplar states, neighbors
ðeither proximally or socioculturallyÞ, or international organizations for
models of which “socially acceptable” policies should be implemented and
how to implement them ðDobbin et al. 2007Þ. World society scholars take
this one step further to argue that such policy models are broadly agreed
on in a common global culture ðMeyer et al. 1997Þ. World society theorists
predict that countries most deeply embedded in the global system are the
ones that will adopt policies consistent with the system’s core principles
ðsee fig. 1Þ, which include individualization and rationalization ðSchofer
2003; Frank et al. 2010; Mathias 2013Þ.
The problem with applying these core ideas to the issue of abortion is

that each potential model of regulation has important detractors—no sin-
gle perspective is embraced or fully institutionalized. It therefore becomes
important to theorize which perspectives will be most influential and how.

6To investigate shifts in global discourse on abortion, we used Google’s Ngram function
to chart the occurrence of the words “pro-life” and “pro-choice” in books in English from
1960 to 2006. Results showed that both terms increased in prevalence until themid-1990s
but declined shortly thereafter as terms like “reproductive health” gained in prominence.
However, due to the lack of comparable phrases in non-English books and growing
concerns over using Google Books’ metadata for statistical analyses, we have opted not
to include the charts here.
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Generally, the theory would still predict that those frames most consistent
with the core global principles would be influential. However, weak insti-
tutionalization represents an opportunity for alternative frames to gain
more leverage than would otherwise be the case. World society theory
would also predict that, regardless of the low level of institutionalization of
abortion policy globally, links to INGOs and treaty ratifications should
continue to influence policy outcomes by providing more weight to the core
global principles. We now develop these ideas as they relate to each of the
three abortion frames.
In terms of content, world society scholars have shown that individual-

ization is one particularly influential frame ðBoyle 2002; Frank et al. 2010Þ.
Individualization designates autonomous individuals as societies’ primary
beneficiaries and motivators ðFrank and Meyer 2002Þ and is associated
with the spread of capitalism, democracy, andmass education, among other
things ðFrank et al. 2010Þ. The global rise of human rights is evidence of
the new sacredness assigned to individual persons in world society ðCole
2005; Mathias 2013Þ.
Because they are framed in terms of human rights and approach women

as individuals rather than as mothers and wives, women’s rights is the
abortion frame most closely linked to individualization. World society the-
orists would thus predict that a women’s rights discourse at the global level
would be particularly influential for the spread of abortion liberalization.
The presence of INGOs is one indicator of how tightly linked countries are

FIG. 1.—Strong institutionalized prediction of policy diffusion
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to world discourses. Thus, from aworld society theoretical perspective, one
would first expect that participation in women’s INGOs within countries
will be positively associated with their liberalization of abortion laws. Par-
ticipation in international treaties related towomen,most notablyCEDAW,
also reflects acquiescence to a global women’s rights frame and may thus
directly facilitate the adoption of a range of policies related to women, in-
cluding abortion. Therefore, a second hypothesis is that countries’ ratifica-
tion of CEDAW will be associated with the liberalization of abortion laws.
Given that abortion, as a woman’s right, is not taken for granted at

the global level, we also expect local actors to be influential in predicting
abortion liberalization. In particular, women in parliament may be able to
advocate for policies protecting women’s rights and provide an important
political opportunity for proabortion activists. In their cross-sectional anal-
ysis of 112 countries, Asal, Brown, and Figueroa ð2008Þ find that women’s
political empowerment within countries has a large positive effect on legal
abortion ðcf.PillaiandWang1999Þ. Similarly,HtunandWeldon ð2012Þ show
that women’s policy agencies and autonomous feminist movements sig-
nificantly predicted the adoption of anti-violence-against-women policies.
We therefore expect that women’s presence in the lawmaking body as evi-
denced by the number of women in parliament will be associated with abor-
tion liberalization. It is important to note that, unlike many other human
rights, which tend to expand rights typically granted to white male adults
to people of color, females, and children, abortion as a right can only apply
towomen ðRamirezandMcEneaney1997;Asal etal. 2008Þ.Thismayreduce
the expected associations of the women-rights-related indicators on policy
adoption.
Rationalization is another deeply institutionalized principle within the

global system ðSchofer 2003; Drori, Jang, and Meyer 2006Þ. Rationaliza-
tion refers to the systematic pursuit of valued ends ðsuch as healthÞ through
clearly specified means ðsuch as a medical treatmentÞ. A fully rationalized
system applies everywhere; it is not contingent on local circumstances. For
example, professional medical associations create statements of “best
practices” that can be used by doctors in any location. Because of its links
to rationality and the importance of rationalization in the global system,
we expect carriers of a medical approach to abortion to also have special
legitimacy. At the global level, we hypothesize that participation in health
INGOs within countries will be positively associated with abortion liber-
alization. In addition, more physicians within a country indicates the in-
fluence of medical discourses there. For example, Joffe et al. ð2004Þ describe
how abortion policies in the United States have been largely influenced by
physicians’ attempts to integrate some abortion services into mainstream
medical practices as part of a larger professionalization project. This leads
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us to hypothesize that greater numbers of physicians per capita will be as-
sociated with abortion liberalization.
While we expect carriers of the women’s rights and medical frames to be

influential because of their links to key global principles, the weak insti-
tutionalization of abortion policy signals the significance of forces counter
to liberalization as well. Predominantly Catholic countries will have many
carriers of a natural family perspective, including important policy mak-
ers. The Catholic Church has been open to partnering with evangelical
Christian churches and religiously oriented INGOs. In Nicaragua, for
example, the local branch of Human Life International ðANPROVIDAÞ
coordinated with the Catholic Church and the Evangelical Alliance to or-
ganize huge antiabortion rallies in 2006 ðHeumann 2007Þ. The result was
a repeal of all abortion allowances in that country. It is worth noting that
other religions, such as Islam, also prohibit abortion in most cases be-
yond saving the life of the mother. However, we expect Catholicism to be
especially influential because of the prominence of the church as a global
actor. Thus, we anticipate thatCatholic countries will be less likely to adopt
abortion liberalization.7

Finally, once a threshold is crossed within a country allowing some
grounds for abortion, it is more likely that additional policy grounds will
follow. Allowing abortion in the case of rape tended to be among the ear-
liest grounds adopted in the 20th century. We thus expect that the adop-
tion of rape as a ground for abortion will be associated with the adoption
of policies in the case of fetal impairment and to protect the pregnant
woman’s mental health.

METHODS

Our analysis focuses on laws on the books rather than compliance or
evasion of the law. While the latter is critically important, the former has
significance as well. Formal law is a symbol of cultural values; observing
change and stability in formal laws provides insight into the process of
reform and resistance ðsee Durkheim ½1893� 1964; Gusfield 1986; Boyle
and Meyer 1998Þ. In addition, even when the law is not strongly enforced,
the threat of enforcement is nevertheless a form of social control, and the
law continues to shape debate and provide important cultural capital to
some groups and not others ðFrank, Hardinge, and Wosick-Correa 2009Þ.
Our analysis is distinct from previous studies of abortion policies that

have tended to focus on particular countries, especially the United States.

7Over the time period we examine, there is little change in the percentage of Catholics
within any given country; a Catholic tradition therefore represents a better indicator of
ties to the Catholic Church.
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These case studies provide a rich understanding of group contests within
national contexts. However, there are certain questions that case studies
cannot answer, such as whether the adoption of abortion policies is linked
to particular institutionalized frameworks. To answer this question, we
must simultaneously consider the actions of the full range of countries
within the global system.

Abortion Policy Measures

The dependent variables in our event history analyses are policy adoption
events over time. The policies we consider are laws allowing abortion in
cases of pregnancy resulting from rape, to protect the mental health of the
pregnant woman, and in cases of fetal impairment. We do not analyze
policies allowing abortion to save the life and physical health of the preg-
nant woman because a large percentage of countries adopted these grounds
before 1960, which is the first year in which we have systematic data for
our independent variables. Table 1 is a snapshot of global abortion laws
in 2009.8

To construct our dependent variables, we began with Abortion Policies:
A Global Review ðUnited Nations 2002, 2006Þ, which lists grounds for
abortion and provides brief historical summaries of legislation for coun-
tries up to 1992. We updated these data using various sources to cover the
period between 1992 and 2009, and we cross-checked the United Nations’
coding with the text of national laws reported in Harvard Law School’s
annual review of population law ð2008Þ and the report of the International
Federation of Professional Abortion and Contraception Associates, “Abor-
tion Law of Jurisdictions around the World” ðRowlands 2012Þ. For 178 coun-
tries that existed during all or part of the period between 1960 and 2009, we
coded the year of passage of the following abortion grounds, among others:
ð1Þ to terminate a pregnancy that resulted from rape or incest, ð2Þ to pre-
serve the mental health of the pregnant woman, and ð3Þ to terminate a
pregnancy in which the fetus is known ðor in some countries suspectedÞ to
be impaired ð“fetal impairment”Þ.
Allowances for rape often include incest in the same provision. Rape

allowances sometimes appear without incest allowances, but incest allow-
ances never appear without rape allowances. We therefore treat rape as the
primary and common concern across these provisions. Former British colo-
nies may have an allowance for rape based on case law rather than statutory

8A visual representation of current abortion laws is available at http://worldabortion
laws.com/map/.
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TABLE 1
Abortion Policies in 2009

None or only to save the life or physical health of the pregnant woman

Afghanistan Ecuador Lebanon San Marino
Andorra El Salvador Lesotho Sao Tome and Principe
Angola Equatorial

Guinea
Liechtenstein Saudi Arabia

Antigua and
Barbuda

Eritrea Madagascar Senegal

Argentina Gabon Malawi Solomon Islands
Bahamas Gambia Malta Somalia
Bangladesh Guatemala Marshall Islands Sri Lanka
Brunei Guinea-Bissau Mauritania St. Kitts and Nevis
Burma Haiti Mauritius Suriname
Burundi Honduras Monaco Syrian Arab Republic
Central African
Republic

Indonesia Morocco Tanzania

Chile Ireland Oman Tonga
Comoros Ivory Coast Pakistan Trinidad and Tobago
Congo, Democratic
Republic

Jamaica Palau Uganda

Congo, Republic Jordan Paraguay United Arab Emirates
Costa Rica Kenya Philippines Vanuatu
Djibouti Kiribati Rwanda Venezuela
Dominica Laos Samoa Yemen

To save the life or physical health of the pregnant woman and in the case of rape

Bolivia Fiji Mexico Uruguay
Brazil Japan Panama
Cameroon Mali Sudan

To save the life or physical health of the pregnant woman and in the case of mental health

Algeria Malaysia Papua New Guinea

To save the life or physical health of the pregnant woman and in the case of fetal impairment

Chad Kuwait Niger
Iran Nauru Qatar

To save the life or physical health of the pregnant woman and at least two
of the above exceptions

Barbados Finland North Korea Seychelles
Belize Ghana South Korea St. Lucia
Benin Guinea Liberia St. Vincent
Bhutan Hungary Luxembourg Swaziland
Botswana India Namibia Thailand
Burkina Faso Indonesia New Zealand Togo
Colombia Iraq Norway United Kingdom
Cyprus Israel Poland Zambia
Ethiopia Italy Portugal
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law. InRexv.Bourne, a 1938 criminal case, aBritish court ruled that a doctor
would not be punished for performing an abortion on a girl who had been
raped. The doctor testified that bringing the pregnancy to term would have
made the girl a “physical and mental wreck” ðLancet 1938Þ. Rex v. Bourne
provided a defense against criminal conviction for doctors if they per-
formed abortions on women who had been raped, which is somewhat nar-
rower than actually making abortion legal in the case of rape. Most coun-
tries governed by court cases such as Rex v. Bourne eventually adopted
statutory language that codified a rape allowance, but others continue to
rely on the case precedent. We ran separate statistical models alternatively
treating a country as having a rape allowance if it was subject to Rex v.
Bourne or only at the point that it codified rape as a ground for abortion.
There were no notable differences across the models. Here, we show the
models based on the measurement of statutory law.
For mental health, we consider a country having mental health as a

ground for abortion when the law explicitly mentions the mental health or
psychological well-being of the pregnant woman, or official court inter-
pretations specify that mental health is included under the general health
considerations. For fetal impairment, a country has a fetal impairment al-
lowance when it permits abortion when either or both parents have genetic
disorders, when the pregnant woman is older than a stated age, or when
there are actual signs of fetal impairment.

Independent Measures

We include the following independent measures:
Women’s international nongovernmental organizations ðWINGOsÞ.—In

order to measure world society linkages, we use citizen ties to INGOs ðBoli
and Thomas 1999Þ. Specifically, we include WINGO linkages measured

TABLE 1 (Continued)

On demand

Albania Cape Verde Kazakhstan Sweden
Armenia China Kyrgyz Republic Switzerland
Austria Croatia Latvia Tajikistan
Azerbaijan Cuba Lithuania Tunisia
Bahrain Czech Republic Moldova Turkey
Belarus Estonia Mongolia Turkmenistan
Belgium Georgia Nepal Ukraine
Bosnia Germany Netherlands United States
Bulgaria Greece Singapore Uzbekistan
Cambodia Guyana Slovak Republic Yugoslavia
Canada Iceland South Africa
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by the number of individual WINGO memberships held by citizens in a
country. This reflects cross-national and over-time variations in a nation’s
embeddedness in international women’s rights movements.9 Data from
Lee ð2011Þ provide information on annual country-level memberships for
116 WINGOs from 1945. Data include all INGOs that fall into the “women”
category from the Yearbook of International Organizations ðUnion of Inter-
national Associations 1967–Þ and meet four additional criteria: ð1Þ an organi-
zation must have members ðstates, national associations, and individualsÞ in
at least three different countries, ð2Þ it must possess a permanent secretariat
and corresponding headquarters, ð3Þ it must function autonomously, and ð4Þ it
should not be a religious organization given that most religious organizations
oppose abortion.10 We log this measure to account for skew.
CEDAW ratification.—We include a time-varying dummy variable de-

noting the year of CEDAW ratification and years after the ratification ð15
ratifiedÞ.
Percentage of women in parliament.—We include the percentage of

women in parliament as an indicator of national women’s political repre-
sentation. Data are updated from Paxton, Green, and Hughes ð2008Þ to in-
clude women’s representation in parliament between 2004 and 2009 ðInter-
parliamentary Union 1995Þ.
Health INGOs.—Similar to WINGOs, we include the number of health-

related INGOs to which any individual in a country belongs. This measure
reflects a nation’s embeddedness in international scientific, medical dis-
courses and activities. Data are taken from Union of International Asso-
ciations ð1967–Þ.11 We log this measure to account for skew.
Physicians per 1,000.—The degree of medicalization is measured by the

number of physicians per 1,000 people in a country and is time varying
ðWorld Bank 2010Þ.
Catholicism.—We derive information on Catholicism from the Associ-

ation of Religion Data Archives, which includes a national-level data set of
religious adherents compiled from the World Christian Database and its
predecessor, the World Christian Encyclopedia ðBarrett 1982; Barrett,
Kurian, and Johnson 2001; Maoz and Henderson 2013Þ. We consider a
country to have a Catholic tradition if, on average, at least 50% of its

9Because world society transmits many messages that may influence abortion legali-
zation, it is possible that the larger world society, rather than the WINGO faction of the
polity, is influencing abortion legalization. To test this, we also included a measure of all
INGOs in our models. The results did not change; INGOs, like WINGOs, were not
statistically significantly associated with the adoption of abortion allowances.
10An exception is made for Catholics for Choice, an organization advocating women’s
rights for abortion.
11We would like to thank Nolan Phillips and Kristen Shorette for sharing these data.
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population was Catholic during the time period; thus, the indicator is not
time varying.12With the religion indicator,we are capturing religious cultural
traditions. We use Catholic majority rather than a continuous measure of
percentage Catholic because the latter would give great weight to relatively
small numbers of personal religious conversions ðor secularizationÞ rather
than the historical influence of the Catholic Church on national culture and
domestic institutions. We categorize Catholicism into Catholic and other.13

Communist countries.—In order to identify countries with a communist
legacy, we include a time-varying dummy variable indicating countries with
Marxist-Leninist governments inspired by the Soviet Union ð15Communist
countryÞ. The countries include Afghanistan ð1978–87Þ, Albania ð1946–76Þ,
Angola ð1975–92Þ, Benin ð1975–90Þ, Bulgaria ð1946–90Þ, Cambodia ð1975–
89Þ, China ð1949–presentÞ, Republic of Congo ð1970–92Þ, Cuba ð1961–pres-
entÞ, Czechoslovakia ð1948–90Þ, Ethiopia ð1974–91Þ, Hungary ð1949–89Þ,
People’sDemocraticRepublic ofKorea ð1948–presentÞ, Laos ð1975–presentÞ,
Mongolia ð1924–90Þ, Mozambique ð1975–90Þ, Poland ð1945–89Þ, Romania
ð1947–89Þ, Somalia ð1976–91Þ, Vietnam ð1976–presentÞ, and Yugoslavia
ð1943–92Þ. We include it primarily as a control, althoughmodels without the
measure were similar to those presented here.
Government consumption as a percentage of GDP.—We include an-

nual government spending as an indicator of relative size and capacity of
the government. This indicator controls for the possibility that the size of
government is influencing both the size of the health sector and abortion
policy adoption. Data are measured as the general government final con-
sumption expenditure as a percentage of total GDP ðWorld Bank 2010Þ.
Independence.—Many newly independent countries adopt a full slate of

laws, including those related to abortion, at the time of independence. The
timing of these laws is more closely related to how many new countries are
created in any given year than to global diffusion processes, and thus needs
to be controlled. We include a dummy variable for the year of indepen-
dence ðCorrelates of War Project 2008Þ.
GDP per capita.—We include GDP per capita to control for national

wealth and economic development ðWorld Bank 2010Þ. We log this stan-
dard measure to account for skew.

12With the idea that sizable but smaller numbers of Catholics within a country could be
significant, we tried other lower thresholds as well. This did not significantly alter the
results.
13We replicated the models, setting Catholic as the reference category, and including a
dummy variable for each of the other major world religions. We did not observe any
large overall “religious” effect.
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Statistical Analysis

We first present event history models examining the effects of indicators
related to the first adoption of any abortion allowance from 1960 to 2009.14

We focus on policy adoption rates over time. In a separate set of models,
we consider differences across the cases of rape, mental health, and fetal
impairment allowances. The unit of analysis is the country, and since far
and away most countries adopt an allowance only once, we do not treat the
adoption of a ground for abortion as a repeatable event. In rare instances in
which an allowance was adopted, repealed, and adopted again, we focus on
the first adoption event. We use Cox proportional hazard models and a par-
tial likelihood function. Using semiparametric methods provides a more gen-
eral way to control for unobserved temporal variability.15

Cross-sectional models may be biased because of reverse-causal effects
between key variables. Event historymodels focus on rates rather than levels
of the dependent variable, and they allow us to exploit the temporal ordering
of independent variables and dependent outcomes in a manner that avoids
some of the weaknesses of cross-sectional models ðsee Blossfeld, Golsch, and
Rohwer 2007Þ. We use discrete time models because many of our variables,
including abortion policy, change yearly.
In our analysis, time is counted as historical time ðBeck, Katz, and Tucker

1998Þ, where risk begins at particular historical dates rather than occurring
on a country’s internal clock. Countries that have already adopted the rele-
vant allowance before 1960 are left censored and are excluded from the
analyses relating to that allowance. The extent of left censoring differs de-
pendingon thedependentvariable.For example, 13countries alreadyhad the
rape allowance by 1960, while seven and six countries, respectively, experi-
enced left censoring for mental health and fetal impairment. All other
countries enter the analysis in 1960 or in their year of independence. Once it
adopts an abortion allowance, a country makes an exit from the analysis.
Countries that have not yet adopted rape, mental health, and fetal impair-
ment allowancesby 2009are right censored.The extent of right censoring also
varies by the dependent variable. Eighty-three countries still did not have a
rape allowance by 2009, while 96 and 86 countries, respectively, remained
without a mental health or fetal impairment allowance.

14The start and end times of our analyses are constrained by data availability but cover
the period when the vast majority of the mental health, rape, and fetal impairment
allowances were adopted.
15A Cox model assumes an arbitrary baseline hazard and is appropriate when hazard
rates may change over time.
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RESULTS

In 1970, just 10%–15%of countries had laws that permitted abortions in the
cases of rape, mental health, or fetal impairment ðsee fig. 2Þ. That increased
to around 50% of countries for each allowance by 2009. Although this is
consistent with the idea that policies diffuse globally as they become insti-
tutionalized, in some ways, the spread of abortion policies is atypical. Spe-
cifically, the rates at which countries were adopting abortion allowances
were much faster from 1970 to 1987 than from 1991 to present.16

The decreasing rate of adoption over time suggests that the trend toward
abortion liberalization may be slowing rather than turning into a “norm
cascade” ðFinnemore and Sikkink 1998Þ. Allowing abortion on the grounds
of the woman’s mental health is especially notable; the percentage of
countries that allow abortions to protect themental health of thewoman has
actually decreased in recent years. For example, in 2009, Fiji’s new Crime
Code explicitly eliminated the mental health consideration for abortion.
Stories from other countries also imply some retrenchment away from abor-
tion liberalization but in ways that are too subtle to be captured by our
dependent variables. For example, in 2003, Russian president Vladimir
Putin reduced the number of possible socioeconomic justifications for abor-
tion ðe.g., if the father is disabledor deceasedÞ from13 to four ðIvanova2006Þ.
Whether these policy changes are isolated incidents or signal a new trend
remains to be seen.
Table 2 shows associations with the first adoption of any of the three

abortion allowances ðthe rape allowance was typically adopted firstÞ. Con-
sidering the women’s rights frame first, the ratification of CEDAW is not
associated with the first adoption of any of the three grounds for abortion
ðrape, mental health, fetal impairmentÞ.17 WINGO linkages are positively
associatedwith theadoptionof thefirst abortionallowance ðmodel 1Þ, but this
effect disappears when additional controls are entered into the models. Wom-
en’s domestic political representation is consistently associated with the first
adoption of one of the abortion allowances ðmodels 2 and 5Þ. Model 2 in-
dicates that each increase in the percentage of female representatives in
parliament results in a 4% ðexpð.04Þ 5 1.04Þ increase in the rate at which a
country will adopt a rape allowance for abortions. In other words, an increase
from 10%–20% of female representatives in parliament is associated with a
40% increase in the likelihood of adopting an allowance for abortions.

16The sudden increase in 1989 seen in fig. 2 is due to the breakup of the Soviet Union,
which historically had liberal abortion policies. This is controlled for in the analysis with
the year-of-independence indicator.
17Concerned that a WINGO effect might be masked by countries’ wealth or highly cor-
related with women in parliament, we ran the samemodels without these other indicators.
There was still no WINGO effect.
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In terms of the scientific medical frame, health INGOs ðmodel 3Þ and
physicians per thousand ðmodels 4 and 5Þwere both significantly associated
with the first adoption of one of the three allowances. Every additional
increase in the logged country membership to health INGOs indicated a
country will be 1.7 times ðexpð.52Þ 5 1.68Þ more likely to liberalize its abor-
tion policy ðmodel 3Þ. For each additional physician per thousand people,
there is a 27% ðexpð.24Þ5 1.27Þ increase in the rate of liberalization ðmodel 4Þ.
In models not shown, we included the number of domestic medical associ-
ations instead of physicians per thousand. The results were similar for the
two indicators. Altogether, these indicators support our hypothesis that the
medical frame is a powerful basis for liberalizing abortion policies within
countries.
In terms of the natural family frame, our prediction that Catholic countries

would be less likely to adopt any of the allowances was unsupported with
respect to the adoption of the first of the three grounds for abortion. A
country’s Catholic tradition had no statistically significant association with
first abortion-policy adoption. This finding is consistent with world society
theory, in that frames less closely aligned with core global principles carry
lessweight. Combinedwith theminimal impact of WINGOs andCEDAW,
this could imply that too much visible conflict at the global level impedes
the success of all frames involved. The explicit and public disagreement be-
tween the church andwomen’s rights groups at Cairomay have undercut the
legitimacy and impact of both. The finding may also signal the unique posi-
tion of the Catholic Church. As noted above, the first of the three grounds

FIG. 2.—Percentage of sovereign nations legalizing grounds for abortion

American Journal of Sociology

900

This content downloaded from 203.255.172.021 on January 01, 2017 16:12:07 PM
All use subject to University of Chicago Press Terms and Conditions (http://www.journals.uchicago.edu/t-and-c).



adopted is usually to allow abortion in the case of rape. Just as the Roman
Catholic Church condemns the “killing of the innocent child,” it also con-
demns rape.18 While the church is clearly opposed to abortion, even when
pregnancies result from rape, church officials may be less vocal in their
opposition to this allowance compared to others. For example, in Brazil,
where the majority of the population is Catholic, abortion is illegal except
in cases of rape or when the mother’s life is in danger.
We ran additional analyses to further investigate the effect of women

in parliament. One possibility is that women in parliament are a proxy for
women’s general empowerment within a country. We explore this in ta-
ble 3, where we test the relationship between two indicators of women’s

18See http://www.vatican.va/archive/ccc_css/archive/catechism/p3s2c2a6.htm.

TABLE 2
Event History Analysis of First Liberalized Abortion Policy, 1960–2009

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5

Control:
GDP per capita . . . . . . . . . .24* .26** .12 .201 .12

ð.10Þ ð.09Þ ð.12Þ ð.10Þ ð.12Þ
Government expenditure . . . .00 2.00 .01 2.00 2.00

ð.02Þ ð.02Þ ð.02Þ ð.02Þ ð.02Þ
Independence . . . . . . . . . . . . 3.65*** 2.90*** 3.02*** 2.48*** 3.11***

ð.52Þ ð.39Þ ð.39Þ ð.47Þ ð.53Þ
Communist . . . . . . . . . . . . .49 2.12 .42 2.09 2.24

ð.72Þ ð.58Þ ð.68Þ ð.73Þ ð.71Þ
Natural family:
Catholic . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 2.45 2.41 2.49 2.38 2.44

ð.31Þ ð.31Þ ð.32Þ ð.32Þ ð.32Þ
Women’s rights:
WINGOs . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .45* .33

ð.23Þ ð.24Þ
CEDAW . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .00 2.01

ð.32Þ ð.32Þ
Women in parliament . . . . . . .04** .03**

ð.01Þ ð.01Þ
Medicalization:
Health INGOs . . . . . . . . . . . . .52*

ð.21Þ
Physicians . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .24* .21*

ð.10Þ ð.10Þ
Wald x2 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 83.77*** 92.42*** 84.26*** 59.19*** 95.88***

NOTE.—Cox model. Unstandardized coefficients, numbers in parentheses are SEs, two-
tailed significance tests. No. observations 5 2,635; no. countries 5 117; no. events 5 58.

1P < .10.
* P < .05.
** P < .01.
*** P < .001.
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general empowerment—female labor force participation and female sec-
ondary enrollment—on the liberalization of abortion. The results in table 3
show that these other measures of women’s empowerment are not signif-
icantly associated with the first adoption of an abortion allowance, nor
does either variable nullify the effect of women in parliament.19 Thus, it
appears the strategic placement of women in the political sphere matters

19We also examined whether autonomous feminist movements were associated with
liberalization, using data from Htun andWeldon ð2012Þ. Again, we found no significant
effect. We do not report those results here because of a significant drop in our sample
size.

TABLE 3
Effects of Female Empowerment on First Liberalized

Abortion Policy, 1960–2009

Model 6 Model 7 Model 8 Model 9

Control:
GDP per capita . . . . . . . . . . . . .11 .09 .09 .09

ð.13Þ ð.13Þ ð.14Þ ð.14Þ
Government expenditure . . . . . . . . . 2.01 2.01 2.01 2.01

ð.02Þ ð.02Þ ð.02Þ ð.02Þ
Independence . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 3.32*** 3.28*** 3.21*** 3.17***

ð.62Þ ð.64Þ ð.61Þ ð.63Þ
Communist . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .25 2.05 .19 2.11

ð.79Þ ð.73Þ ð.77Þ ð.72Þ
Natural family:

Catholic . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 2.711 2.691 2.681 2.631
ð.40Þ ð.40Þ ð.37Þ ð.38Þ

Women’s rights:
WINGOs . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .54* .451 .511 .42

ð.26Þ ð.27Þ ð.26Þ ð.27Þ
CEDAW . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .17 .15 .15 .13

ð.39Þ ð.39Þ ð.39Þ ð.39Þ
Women in parliament . . . . . . . . . .03** .03**

ð.01Þ ð.01Þ
Female labor force participation . . . 2.00 2.01

ð.01Þ ð.01Þ
Female secondary education . . . . . . .00 .00

ð.01Þ ð.01Þ
Medicalization:

Physicians . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .22* .201 .20 .19
ð.11Þ ð.11Þ ð.13Þ ð.13Þ

Wald x2 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 78.16*** 90.16*** 77.96*** 88.85***

NOTE.—Cox model. Unstandardized coefficients, numbers in parentheses are SEs, two-
tailed significance tests. No. observations 5 2,423; no. countries 5 105; no. events 5 49.

1P < .10.
* P < .05.
** P < .01.
*** P < .001.
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for abortion liberalization rather than women’s overall access to resources
and status within a society.
To determine whether different factors are associated with each of the

three legal grounds for abortion, we also ran models predicting each policy
independently ðtable 4Þ. Taken together, the models in table 4 show some
important variation in the factors associated with different grounds for abor-
tion. Specifically, although a Catholic tradition was not associated with

TABLE 4
Event History Analysis of Three Liberalized Abortion Policies, 1960–2009

Model 10 Model 11 Model 12 Model 13 Model 14

Policy Rape Men. hea. Men. hea. Fet. imp. Fet. imp.
Control:
GDPper capita . . . .07 .241 .53*** .21 .35*

ð.14Þ ð.13Þ ð.15Þ ð.13Þ ð.17Þ
Government
expenditure . . . 2.01 .01 .05** .01 .06**

ð.02Þ ð.02Þ ð.02Þ ð.02Þ ð.02Þ
Independence . . . 3.80*** 3.16*** .04 3.36*** .25

ð.65Þ ð.59Þ ð1.13Þ ð.55Þ ð.91Þ
Communist . . . . . 2.22 2.41 21.681 2.03 2.28

ð.85Þ ð.94Þ ð1.01Þ ð.88Þ ð.68Þ
Natural family:
Catholic . . . . . . . . 2.18 2.73* 22.08*** 2.611 21.56**

ð.33Þ ð.32Þ ð.46Þ ð.33Þ ð.50Þ
Women’s rights:
WINGOs . . . . . . .481 .17 2.75* .25 2.661

ð.27Þ ð2.25Þ ð.34Þ ð.22Þ ð.34Þ
CEDAW . . . . . . .10 2.01 .17 .14 .511

ð.35Þ ð2.33Þ ð.33Þ ð.32Þ ð.29Þ
Women in
parliament . . . .05** .04* .04 .04* .031

ð.02Þ ð2.02Þ ð.03Þ ð.02Þ ð.02Þ
Medicalization:
Physicians . . . . . . .26* .26* .24 .24* .10

ð.13Þ ð2.11Þ ð.21Þ ð.11Þ ð.18Þ
Prior rape
allowance . . . . 4.92*** 4.98***

ð.68Þ ð.61Þ
Observations . . . . . . 2,915 3,123 3,123 3,068 3,068
No. of countries . . . 123 127 127 128 128
No. of events . . . . . 54 48 48 53 53
Wald x2 . . . . . . . . . 83.23*** 132.62*** 150.84*** 124.20*** 155.85***

NOTE.—Cox model. Unstandardized coefficients, numbers in parentheses are SEs, two-
tailed significance tests. men. hea. = mental health; fet. imp. = fetal impairment.

1P < .10.
* P < .05.
** P < .01.
*** P < .001.
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the first liberalization of an abortion policy ðtable 2Þ or abortion on the basis
of rape ðmodel 10 in table 4Þ, Catholic countries were significantly less likely
to legalize abortion on the grounds of mental health or fetal impairment
ðmodels 11–14 in table 4Þ.
As one would expect, models 12 and 14 show that the initial adoption of

rape as a ground for abortion is a very strong predictor of the adoption of
subsequent grounds for abortion ði.e., mental health or fetal impairmentÞ.
Beyond this, a strongly negative effect of being a Catholic country emerges.
For the mental health allowance ðmodel 12Þ, the effects of women in par-
liament and physicians become nonsignificant, while the effect of WINGOs
actually become significantly negative. For fetal impairment, when the prior
adoption of a rape allowance is controlled ðmodel 14Þ, only a Catholic tra-
dition is associated with liberalization at the probability of .05. An association
with the global women’s rights movement ðrepresented by WINGOsÞ may
have a detrimental effect; perhaps global women activists are seen as out-
siders. The effect of physicians and women in parliament are indirect, oper-
ating through their effects on the adoption of the rape allowance but not
subsequent allowances.
Turning next to our control variables, we note that communist countries

were no more likely to adopt each type of allowance. Acquiring indepen-
dence between 1960 and 2009 is strongly associated with a higher likelihood
of legalizing grounds for abortion but only when the prior rape allowance is
considered. Government consumption is positively associated with mental
health and fetal impairment allowances ðmodels 12 and 14Þ but not the rape
allowance ðmodel 10Þ. Given that the detection of mental health and fetal
impairment issues requires medical capacity, a larger state, which may also
have a larger welfare state, may be more likely to permit abortion in con-
junction with other welfare concerns. Economic development is not asso-
ciated with the adoption of rape as a ground for abortion but is associated
with the mental health and fetal impairment allowances when the prior
adoption of a rape allowance is controlled.
We had initially anticipated that other factors might be consequential in

the spread of abortion policies. In particular, we thought that population
control discourses, U.S. financial aid, and democracy might be influential.
None of the indicators for these factors ever reached statistical significance
in any of ourmodels, however, andwe do not include those results here. The
United States has been inconsistent over time in its position on abortion,
and this helps to explain the lack of associations for the aid indicator. Even
when U.S. administrations interpreted abortion as a women’s rights issue,
domestic conflict over the issue appears to have kept them from making
abortion liberalization a high priority. We did not have a strong hypothesis
as to why democracy would affect abortion policy; the lack of effect for
democracy was thus not surprising.
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DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

Drawing on an event history analysis of abortion liberalization from 1960 to
2009, we assess when and how policies relating to a highly contested issue
diffuse. We summarize our findings in figure 3. Indicators of a scientific, ra-
tionalized frame at both the global and national levels show a consistent as-
sociation with initial abortion allowances. At the global level, health INGOs
were strongly correlated with the adoption of the first of any of the three
forms of abortion liberalization ðin the case of rape, to protect the pregnant
woman’s mental health, or because of fetal impairmentÞ, signaling a connec-
tion between embeddedness in a global scientific network and policy diffu-
sion. At the national level, abortion liberalization policies were associated
with the number of physicians in a country. Women in parliament also ap-
pear influential in the adoption of allowances liberalizing abortion. This do-
mestic indicator of women’s empowerment was more influential in predict-
ing abortion liberalization than global women’s rights networks.
Historically, government officials have accepted medical justifications as

a nonpolitical basis for intervention in nation-state affairs ðBoyle 2002Þ.
Indeed, in the case of abortion, the scientific discourse of medicine has been
less politicized and less controversial than either the women’s rights or reli-
gious frames. For example, while representatives of the International Planned
Parenthood Federation and the Catholic Church were in open opposition to
each other at the Cairo conference in 1994, physicians stayed mostly on the
sidelines. Within countries, physicians have portrayed modest abortion lib-

FIG. 3.—Weak institutionalization in the case of abortion policy diffusion
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eralization as a reasonable compromise between two intransigent positions,
such as when Chilean doctors Faúndes and Barzelatto wrote The Human
Drama of Abortion ð2006Þ. In light of our findings, it would be fruitful for
future research to considerwhether the impact of science-related discourses is
primarily about professional expertise ðsee DiMaggio 1991; Barrett et al.
2010Þ, the unique legitimacy of physicians, perceptions that medicine is non-
controversial, or some combination of these factors. It will also be important
to determine whether the effect of physicians and health INGOs is mediated
by institutionalized relationships within countries between doctors and the
state ðHalfmann 2011Þ.
Turning to the next factor: the impact of women’s rights indicators points

to the importance of interested actors in local positions of authority. Wom-
en’s rights matter for abortion liberalization, but primarily when linked to
domestic political opportunities through women in parliament.20 The rati-
fication of CEDAW had no impact on the adoption of abortion policies.
WINGOs were influential but not independently of women in parliament.
This suggests, first, that local strategic actors are the most effective carriers
of a women’s rights discourse on this controversial issue. In other words, a
women’s rights perspective on abortion is not so taken for granted that
national policy makers unthinkingly incorporate it into their legal codes.
Although the principle of women’s rights is institutionalized in the global
system ðRamirez, Soysal, and Shanahan 1997; Berkovitch 1999Þ, our findings
suggest that local actors and strategic action are more influential in actually
affecting policy. Second, our results add weight to previous findings that the
presence of female policy makers increases the likelihood that decision-making
bodies will address women’s issues ðChattopadhyay and Duflo 2004Þ. This
may be especially important in the case of abortion politics because abortion
rights are uniquely female.
Surprisingly, nations’ historic ties to the Catholic Church were not as-

sociated with the adoption of the first allowance beyond saving the life of
the pregnant woman. This first allowance was typically an allowance for
abortion in the case of rape.21 Catholic countries were as likely as other
countries to adopt rape as a ground for abortion when other factors were
controlled. There are a number of possible explanations for this. One is that,
since the Catholic Church forbids both rape and abortion, church officials in
some countries express stronger opposition to grounds for abortion other than

20Previous work has not found strong evidence of world society effects on women’s
political representation. For example, Fallon, Swiss, and Viterna ð2012Þ found no effects
of WINGOs on women in parliament; rather, women’s political representation can be
tied to the democratization process.
21Or the first adoption of any of the three grounds for abortion, which is largely driven
by the adoption of a rape allowance.
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rape.Another possibility is that the church’s opposition to abortion in the case
of rape has somewhat less legitimacy than its position on other types of
abortion allowances. In international discussions of rape as awar crime, the
church has been a highly visible opponent of access to abortion for the rape
victims ðChappell 2008Þ. Local abortion advocates may use this position to
portray the church as unsympathetic to rape victims, reducing the impact of
the church’s position for this policy.
Overall, because controversy at the global level has prevented a single

institutionalized script from emerging, we find that local contextual factors
are salient when it comes to abortion allowances. The multiple ideational
frames—women’s rights, scientific/medical, and natural family—appear to
affect countries differently, depending on which frames are most closely
linked to key domestic actors. Our findings extend the theory of institu-
tional logics ðThornton and Ocasio 2008Þ by suggesting that local actors
are especially powerful when no single understanding holds sway.
The previous patterns emerged when we considered the adoption of any

grounds allowing abortion. Somewhat different patterns emerged when we
considered the likelihood of adopting additional grounds for abortion after a
rape allowance was on the books. Liberalizing abortion in the case of rape
greatly increased the chances of adopting grounds based on mental health
and fetal impairment. Beyond this, indicators related to medical and wom-
en’s rights discourses were no longer significantly associated with policy
change. This means that they influence subsequent policy adoption only in-
directly, by influencing the adoption of the rape allowance.
Although some Catholic countries were willing to adopt rape as a ground

for abortion, church allies were apparently able to keep that allowance from
cascading into other grounds for abortion. Being a Catholic country was
strongly andnegatively associatedwith the adoption of subsequent abortion
allowances when the adoption of a rape policy was controlled. The dimin-
ished impact of women in parliament and the stronger effect of Catholicism
may reflect themore polarized views ofwomen’s rights activists andCatholic
Church officials relative to physicians. Women’s rights activists tend to call
for abortion on demand while the Catholic Church position is a complete
ban on all abortions. While physicians may be satisfied with middle-ground
policies, these other actors may not be.22 These findings signal that the natural

22Doctors tend to be skeptical of both total bans on abortion and abortion on demand.
For example, the book cover of Faúndes and Barzelatto ð2006Þ describes how the
authors “reject the idea that the world is made up of only two types of people: those in
favor of abortion and those against abortion. The authors . . . have found that the great
majority of people believe that a world without abortion would be a better place for
everybody, but at the same time accept that induced abortion can be a moral decision
under certain circumstances” ðemphasis removedÞ.
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family frame gains salience as policies move further away from it. Church
officialsmay be less persuasive in fighting initial policy changes than later ones
that appear more “radical.”
Our results are relevant to recent discussions concerning the ascendancy

of individualism and the related decline of collectivism in world society.
Specifically, they suggest that the collectivistic discourses promoted by the
Catholic Church are still salient in some circumstances, preventing the full
institutionalization of certain principles. Although the church’s discourse
has become more individualistic over time, for example, discussing the hu-
man rights of the fetus, the church has always emphasized family as the core
unit of society and reproduction as the natural purpose of a family. In this
framing, women’s appropriate roles and aspirations are derived from the col-
lective family unit. Thus, while world society scholars have documented a
dramatic denouement in “collectivism” and a related ascendancy in “individ-
ualization” ðBoyle 2002; Frank et al. 2010Þ, we find that collectivist frames
continue to play a role in shaping abortion policies around the world. Rather
than treating the historical corporatist characteristics of states as a side note,
we suggest that the question of when, why, and how corporatist orientations
remain vibrant is an important area for future research.
Our findings have implications for the core premise of world society theory:

that policies diffuse. Scholars consistently find that policy diffusion derives
from the contours of an individualized and rationalized world society,
whereby nation-states draw from the culture of the global system and thus
adopt similar policies to one another ðmuch like Frank et al. 2000, 2009;
Torfason and Ingram 2010; and othersÞ. Following these trends for other
issues, we expected abortion to be liberalized in countries deeply embedded
in world society as measured through participation in women’s rights
INGOs and treaties ðespecially in the case of rapeÞ. However, we found in-
consistent support for this effect. Connectedness to world society through
international women’s rights treaties had no statistically significant effect on
liberalization in nearly all models, andWINGOs had no effect once women
in parliament was controlled. In addition, only a slight majority of countries
have liberalized abortion at all beyond saving the life of the pregnant woman,
and domestic factors are at least as predictive as global connections.
Why the weak world society effect? We suggest several possible reasons.

First, the idea that women have the right to terminate pregnancies has
simply not reached the level of global institutionalization that other rights,
such as women’s suffrage or education, have achieved. The highly charged
nature of abortion in both the global arena and domestic contexts makes
“ceremonial” adoptionmore difficult, that is, adoption to express conformity
or deflect criticism but with no intent to fully implement a policy ðHafner-
Burton andTsutsui 2005Þ. The expressive adoption of a controversial policy
likely invites unwanted opposition to key decision makers and instigates
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fierce battles over resources, particularly if opposition groups force policy
makers to “show their hand” by enforcing an unpopular policy. In addition,
the lack of consensus or coherency in world society on abortion points to
multiple sources of legitimacy to be conferred on states ðHalliday and Shaffer
2015Þ, thus rendering ceremonial adoption of any single policy unnecessary. A
second possibility is that the world is still early in the abortion-liberalization
institutionalization process and that a more typical diffusion story will ulti-
mately be evident. The fact that the trends in adopting grounds for abortion
rose and then plateaued, however, cuts against this expectation—at least in
terms of this “spell” of reform activity ðHalliday 2009Þ.
Finally, some cautionary notes are in order. This analysis only looks at

policy-level changes. It does not provide any direct evidence concerning
access to abortions or rates of abortion. Although we suspect that there is a
connection between policy and practice, we also know that abortions are
inaccessible for many women in countries and regions where they are for-
mally legal and accessible in other countries and regions where they are
formally illegal. In addition, our analysis had to end at a particular moment
in time, although abortion politics are ongoing. There has been some re-
trenchment of abortion liberalization in a few countries in recent years.
These changes tend to occur in countries where abortion policies were already
very restricted ðe.g., ChileÞ or to modify policies at the margin ðas in Russia,
where the number of “social” allowances for abortion was reducedÞ. At this
point, these changes appear more aberrational than the signal of a new coun-
tertrend. If retrenchment continues and intensifies, at some point in the future
it would be important to see whether the same factors explored here mat-
ter in reverse or if completely different processes are at work.
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