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Highlights
•	 Abortion-related	admissions	to	a	teaching	hospital	fell	from	2013	

to	2017

•	 One-fifth	of	all	admissions	are	due	to	abortion-related	complica-
tions	

•	 Ghanaian	women	need	access	to	legal,	safe	abortion	services

Background

 Complications	arising	after	unsafe	abortion	continues	to	be	a	sig-
nificant	cause	of	maternal	death	and	a	major	public	health	challenge,	
especially	 in	 low-resource	settings.	Around	25	million	unsafe	abor-
tions	are	estimated	to	take	place	worldwide	each	year,	and	8	million	
are	carried	out	in	the	least-	safe	conditions	[1].	In	Africa,	from	2010	to	
2014,	an	estimated	6.8	million	abortions	took	place	each	year,	nearly	
all	of	which	were	either	“less	safe”	(2.2	million),	or	“least-safe”	(3.9	
million)	[1].	Only	0.7	million	abortions	were	classified	as	“safe”,	risk-
ing	the	lives	and	health	of	African	women.	Over	5	million	women	are	
admitted	to	hospitals	every	year	in	low-income	countries	as	a	result	
of	unsafe	abortion	[2],	and	the	annual	cost	of	treating	major	complica-
tions	from	unsafe	abortion	is	estimated	at	US$	553	million,	straining	
already	 under-resourced	 health	 systems.	 Substantial	 proportions	 of	
abortion-related	hospital	admissions	have	potentially	life-threatening	
complications	[3]	putting	women	at	risk	for	life-long	morbidity.

	 Despite	a	liberal	abortion	law	[4],	unsafe	abortion	remains	com-
mon	in	Ghana,	and	abortion-related	complications	remain	a	leading	
cause	of	maternal	mortality	[5].	In	2009,	abortion-related	complica-
tions	accounted	for	42.7%	of	admissions	to	the	gynecological	ward	at	
the	teaching	hospital	in	Kumasi,	Ghana	[6],	despite	the	Ghana	Health	
Service	publishing	guidelines	to	provide	safe	abortion	services	in	all	
facilities	in	2006	[7].	Beginning	in	2000,	when	medication	abortion	
was	developed,	and	with	ubiquitous	access	to	the	drugs,	the	propor-
tion	of	abortions	undertaken	in	a	safe	manner	has	increased,	and	mor-
bidity	and	mortality	related	to	abortion	have	improved	[8].	In	recent	
years,	the	World	Health	Organization	has	updated	its	guidance	about	
what	constitutes	a	safe	abortion,	most	notably	regarding	the	role	of	
non-physician	providers	 [9]	 and	medication	abortion	 [10].	There	 is	
emerging	 evidence	 that	 medication	 abortion	 is	 safe	 and	 effective,	
even	when	 used	 by	 a	 woman	 not	 under	 the	 guidance	 of	 a	 health-
care	provider	 [11,12].	When	administered	correctly,	 less	 than	0.2%	
of	women	 experience	 serious	 complications	 from	medication	 abor-
tion	[13].	With	the	wide	availability	of	misoprostol,	abortion-related		

Compton SD, et al., J Reprod Med Gynecol Obstet 2023, 8: 122
DOI: 10.24966/RMGO-2574/100122

HSOA Journal of
Reproductive Medicine, Gynecology & Obstetrics

Short report

Compton SD1*, Ogu K2 and Dassah ET3

1Department of Obstetrics and Gynecology, University of Michigan, Michigan, 
USA

2University of Michigan Medical School, Michigan, USA

3School of Public Health, Kwame Nkrumah University of Science and Tech-
nology, Kumasi, Ghana

Abortion-Related Admissions 
to the Komfo Anokye Teaching 
Hospital in Kumasi, Ghana; A 
4-Year Review

Abstract
Introduction: Over 5 million women are admitted to hospitals ev-
ery year in low-income countries due to unsafe abortion, and the 
annual cost of treating major complications from unsafe abortion 
is estimated at US$ 553 million, straining already under-resourced 
health systems. Abortion-related complications have been dropping 
in sub-Saharan Africa. This study assessed whether emergency ad-
missions due to abortion complications are reducing at one hospital 
in urban Ghana.

Methods: In this retrospective, institution-based cross-section-
al study in the emergency gynecology ward at the Komfo Anokye 
Teaching Hospital (KATH), in Kumasi, Ghana data on date of ad-
mission, age of patient, and diagnosis were extracted from logbooks 
from June 1, 2013 to September 30, 2017. Authors reviewed and 
coded all diagnoses and created a variable for abortion from women 
within the reproductive age group (15-49 years of age). Dates were 
split into quarters, and the proportion of admissions due to abortion 
was determined.

Results: Abortion-related admissions comprised 43.2% of all admis-
sions in the second quarter of our analysis (June-August 2013), and 
this dropped to 21.4% by the end of our investigation (September 
2017). There was a steady decline in abortion-related admissions to 
this ward over the 4 years of study.

Discussion: There was a dramatic reduction in abortion-related ad-
missions to the KATH emergency gynecology ward during the study 
period. These findings confirm other work a reduction in unsafe abor-
tion in sub-Saharan Africa. Future work is necessary to determine 
if this is due to safer forms of abortion or due to a reduction in un-
planned pregnancies.
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complications	might	 be	 fewer,	 and,	when	 they	 do	 occur,	 less	 seri-
ous.	The	objective	of	 this	 study	 is	 to	describe	 trends	 in	emergency	
admissions	to	one	large	teaching	hospital	due	to	complications	from	
abortion	from	2013	to	2017.

Methods
 We	 undertook	 a	 retrospective,	 institution-based	 cross-section-
al	 study	 in	 the	 emergency	 gynecology	ward	 at	 the	Komfo	Anokye	
Teaching	Hospital	(KATH),	in	Kumasi,	Ghana.	Kumasi	is	the	capital	
of	 the	Ashanti	Region,	 the	most	 densely	 populated	 region	 of	Gha-
na,	with	about	6	million	inhabitants	[14]	(Ghana	Administrative	Re-
cords),	20%	of	the	country’s	total.	A	structured	data	extraction	sheet	
was	used	to	collect	data	from	log	books	in	the	emergency	gynecology	
ward.	The	study	team	trained	the	three	data	extractors	who	collected	
data	on	date	of	admission,	age	of	patient	and	diagnosis	from	logbooks	
from	June	1,	2013	to	September	30,	2017,	and	entered	them	into	an	
excel	spreadsheet.	Authors	reviewed	and	coded	all	diagnoses,	creat-
ing	a	variable	for	abortion.	We	restricted	analysis	 to	women	within	
the	 reproductive	age	group	 (15-49	years	of	age),	as	we	determined	
those	are	the	women	at	risk	of	unsafe	abortion.	Dates	were	split	into	
quarters,	and	the	proportion	of	admissions	due	to	abortion	was	calcu-
lated	by	dividing	the	total	number	of	admissions	each	quarter	by	the	
number	of	abortion-related	admissions	in	that	quarter.

	 Logistic	regression	was	used	to	test	for	association	between	age	
and	 abortion-related	 admission.	 Ethical	 clearance	 was	 obtained	
from	the	University	of	Michigan	Institutional	Review	Board	and	the	
Komfo	Anokye	Teaching	Hospital’s	Committee	on	Human	Research,	
Publications	and	Ethics.

Results
 A	total	of	6,836	records	that	met	the	inclusion	criteria	(being	be-
tween	the	ages	of	15	and	49	years)	are	included	in	this	analysis	(out	
of	 7,654	 total	 admissions	 over	 the	 study	 period).	 For	 the	 youngest	
age	group,	abortion-related	conditions	accounted	for	35.0%	of	admis-
sions.	This	rose	for	those	aged	20-24	(36.1%),	and	then	declined	for	
each	subsequent	age	group	(32.8%	for	ages	25-29	years;	32.2%	for	
ages	30-39	years;	20.9%	for	ages	40-49	years)	across	the	study	time-
frame.	In	logistic	regression,	age	was	associated	with	abortion-relat-
ed	admissions	with	the	age	group	20-24	being	1.2	times	as	likely	as	
having	an	abortion-related	admission	(OR=1.19,	95%	CI:	1.04-	1.37,	
p=.014),	and	those	in	the	oldest	age	group	being	almost	half	as	likely	
as	 having	 an	 abortion-related	 admission	 (OR=.557,	 95%	CI:	 .465-
.668,	p<.001).

	 At	the	beginning	of	our	analysis,	abortion-related	admissions	rep-
resented	 39.6%	 of	 all	 emergency	 gynecology	ward	 admissions	 for	
women	 in	 the	 reproductive	age	group,	 and	 this	 increased	 to	43.2%	
of	all	admissions	in	the	second	quarter	of	our	analysis	(June-August	
2013).	By	the	end	of	this	analysis	(September	2017),	the	proportion	
of	admissions	resulting	from	abortion	had	dropped	to	21.4%	(Figure	
1).	There	was	a	fairly	steady	decline	in	abortion-related	admissions	to	
this	ward	over	the	4	years	of	study.	Due	to	a	missing	logbook,	we	do	
not	have	data	from	quarters	7	and	8.

Discussion
 In	this	study,	we	documented	a	dramatic	reduction	in	abortion-re-
lated	admissions	to	the	emergency	gynecology	ward	of	a	large	teach-
ing	 hospital	 in	 Kumasi,	 Ghana	 between	March	 2013	 and	 Septem-
ber	2017.	In	Ghana,	the	majority	of	abortions	are	conducted	by	the		

woman	herself	[15].	It	would	appear	from	our	analysis	that	there	is	
potentially	 a	 shift	 from	 less	 safe	 to	 safer	options	 for	 self-induction	
of	abortion,	given	the	relatively	fewer	admissions	to	the	gynecology	
ward	that	are	due	to	complications	from	unsafe	abortion	over	the	4	
years	from	2013	to	2017.

	 Unfortunately,	due	to	data	limitations,	we	are	not	able	to	conduct	
more	than	descriptive	analysis.	However,	this	paper	contributes	to	the	
literature	by	confirming	the	anecdotal	reports	of	clinicians	in	this	en-
vironment	 that	post-abortion	complications	are	 reducing	as	a	cause	
of	 admission	 to	 the	 emergency	 gynecology	 ward	 in	 this	 hospital.	
Although	 not	 directly	 observable	 due	 to	 data	 limitations,	 our	 find-
ings	bolster	other	work	supporting	the	idea	that	women	may	be	using	
medication	abortion	to	self-manage	abortions	more	safely	[16].	Med-
ication	abortion	has	been	documented	in	recent	investigations	as	the	
most	common	means	of	abortion	in	urban	Ghana	[17,18],	especially	
among	young	people	[16].	Future	work	is	necessary	to	determine	if	
this	 reduction	 is	 due	 to	 the	wide	 availability	of	misoprostol	 in	 this	
community	or	due	to	a	reduction	in	unplanned	pregnancies.

	 Even	with	 the	decreasing	burden	of	admissions	due	 to	abortion,	
the	fact	that	over	one-fifth	of	admissions	are	related	to	post-abortion	
complications	 in	 a	 setting	where	 safe	 abortion	 is	ostensibly	 legally	
available	in	all	public	facilities,	as	well	as	by	many	private	providers,	
is	troubling.	While	progress	has	undoubtedly	been	made	to	improve	
access	to	safe	abortion	services,	unsafe	abortion	is	preventable,	and	
until	women	have	full	access	to	safe	methods,	preventable	hospital-
izations	and	deaths	will	continue	to	occur.
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