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Abstract

Background. The present study aimed to review and analyze the available research evidence
on the psychological and spiritual consequences of induced abortion and the factors
influencing women’s mental health following this experience.

Methods. This review study examined national and international research on induced
abortion and women’s mental health. Studies addressing psychological outcomes, including
depression, anxiety, feelings of guilt, grief, and relief, as well as spiritual consequences and
the role of individual, social, cultural, and religious factors in shaping women’s responses
following abortion, were reviewed and analyzed.

Results. The reviewed studies showed that women’s responses following induced abortion may
range from depression, anxiety, guilt, sadness, and grief to feelings of relief and reduced
psychological distress. However, the nature, severity, and persistence of these reactions vary
considerably among individuals. Factors such as a history of psychological problems, the level
of social support, unintended pregnancy, exposure to violence, social stigma, and cultural and
religious beliefs may contribute to the development and severity of psychological outcomes.
Conclusion. The available evidence indicates that the relationship between induced abortion
and women’s mental health is complex and multidimensional, and its consequences cannot
be adequately understood independently of individual characteristics, social circumstances,
and cultural, religious, and spiritual contexts.

How to cite this article: Vejdani R and Asgharzadeh A. Abortion and mental health: a review of psychological and
spiritual consequences, contributing factors, and supportive interventions. Spirituality Research in Health Sciences.
2026;4(1):5-19. doi: 10.34172/srhs.2026.002. (Persian)

Extended Abstract

Background

this experience are highly heterogeneous. Reported

Induced abortion is an important and complex
issue in reproductive health that extends beyond its
medical dimensions and involves psychological,
social, cultural, ethical, and, in some contexts,
spiritual considerations. Although abortion may
represent a necessary or preferred response to an
unintended pregnancy, maternal health concerns, fetal
abnormalities, or difficult socioeconomic
circumstances, women’s psychological responses to

reactions range from relief and a sense of regained
control to sadness, grief, guilt, anxiety, anger, and
depressive symptoms.

The relationship between induced abortion and
women’s mental health has remained controversial for
several decades. One perspective, often referred to as
the abortion-trauma hypothesis, proposes that
abortion may constitute a potentially traumatic event
and may therefore increase vulnerability to
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depression, anxiety, post-traumatic stress symptoms,
substance use, and interpersonal difficulties. Some
authors have also proposed the concept of “post-
abortion syndrome”; however, this condition has not
been recognized as an independent psychiatric
diagnosis in major diagnostic classification systems.
An alternative perspective, commonly described as
the common-risk-factors approach, argues that
psychological problems observed after abortion are
more strongly attributable to pre-existing and
contextual vulnerabilities, including previous mental
health problems, interpersonal violence, unintended
pregnancy, socioeconomic disadvantage, lack of
social support, and substance use.

Methodological limitations in earlier studies,
particularly inadequate comparison groups and
insufficient control of confounding variables, have
further contributed to conflicting conclusions. More
recent longitudinal research has attempted to address
these limitations and has generally reported relatively
small or non-persistent differences in mental health
outcomes after relevant background factors are taken
into account. Accordingly, this review aimed to
examine the available evidence concerning induced
abortion and mental health, describe the major
psychological consequences reported following
abortion, identify risk and protective factors, and
consider supportive and counseling interventions that
may facilitate psychological adjustment.

Methods
This review examined national and international
research addressing induced abortion and women’s

mental health. Studies concerning emotional,
cognitive, behavioral, interpersonal, social, and
spiritual ~ responses  following abortion were

considered. Particular attention was paid to
depression, anxiety, post-traumatic stress symptoms,
guilt, grief, relief, substance use, couple relationships,
sexual functioning, quality of life, and abortion-
related stigma. The review also considered individual,
interpersonal, socioeconomic, cultural, and religious
factors that may influence psychological outcomes
following abortion. The evidence was interpreted in
relation to the two major theoretical perspectives
presented in the literature: the abortion-trauma

hypothesis and the common-risk-factors model.
Research concerning pre-existing psychological
vulnerability, social support, interpersonal violence,
pregnancy intention, cultural and religious beliefs,
stigma, and socioeconomic circumstances was also
examined. In addition, evidence concerning
counseling, psychological support, and the
methodological limitations of previous studies was
reviewed in order to clarify implications for future
research and clinical care.

Results

The reviewed evidence indicates that
psychological responses following induced abortion
are diverse and cannot be adequately represented by a
single pattern. Some women experience sadness,
anxiety, depressive symptoms, grief, guilt, anger, or
trauma-related symptoms, whereas others report
relief, reduced psychological pressure, or an increased
sense of control following the termination of an
unwanted pregnancy. The nature and intensity of these
responses appear to depend substantially on the
circumstances surrounding the pregnancy and
abortion.

Depression and anxiety are among the most
frequently investigated outcomes. Although some
earlier studies reported higher rates of psychological
symptoms among women with a history of abortion,
more recent investigations suggest that much of this
association may be explained by factors already
present before the abortion, including previous
psychiatric disorders, interpersonal violence, social
disadvantage, and unintended pregnancy.
Longitudinal studies comparing women who received
a requested abortion with women who were denied
one have generally failed to demonstrate a persistent
independent increase in depression, anxiety, or post-
traumatic stress symptoms attributable solely to
abortion.

Post-traumatic stress symptoms have also
received considerable attention. Although some
women may report intrusive memories, avoidance,
emotional arousal, guilt, or other trauma-related
experiences following abortion, the evidence
reviewed in the article does not support recognition of
a specific “post-abortion syndrome” as an
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independent psychiatric disorder. Trauma-related
symptoms may instead be associated with previous
experiences of violence or other stressful and
traumatic events.

Grief and feelings of loss may be particularly
pronounced when a wanted pregnancy is terminated
because of severe fetal abnormalities or maternal
medical indications. Under such circumstances,
women may experience the termination as the loss of
a child and may undergo prolonged mourning.
Nevertheless, psychological adaptation is possible,
and some women subsequently report personal
growth or strengthened family relationships.
Evidence concerning behavioral outcomes, including
tobacco, alcohol, and substance use, similarly
suggests that observed associations should be
interpreted cautiously. Although earlier studies
reported higher rates of substance-related behaviors
among women with an abortion history, longitudinal
evidence does not consistently demonstrate that
abortion itself causes a sustained increase in alcohol,
tobacco, or illicit substance use. Shared background
vulnerabilities appear to provide a more plausible
explanation for much of the observed association.
Interpersonal and social outcomes are also
heterogeneous. Some reported
relationship conflict, lower relationship satisfaction,
sexual difficulties, or concerns about future
pregnancy, whereas other studies indicate that coping
with the experience together may strengthen
emotional closeness and mutual support within some
couples. Likewise, women who received an abortion
have not consistently demonstrated sustained
reductions in self-esteem or life satisfaction. These
findings indicate that relationship quality, social
support, pregnancy circumstances, and cultural
attitudes  substantially influence post-abortion
adjustment.

Religious and spiritual factors may exert both
adverse and protective influences. When abortion
conflicts with a woman’s internalized religious or
moral values, feelings of guilt, shame, self-
condemnation, fear of divine judgment, and abortion-
related stigma may intensify psychological distress.
Conversely, religious concepts such as forgiveness,
repentance, prayer, and a

studies have

mercy, continuing

relationship with God may provide some women with
a framework for meaning-making and psychological
or spiritual reconciliation. Therefore, religiosity alone
does not determine psychological outcomes; the type
of religious coping, perceived forgiveness, moral
conflict, and responses of the religious community
may be more informative.

Several factors were consistently associated with
greater psychological vulnerability. These included a
previous history of depression, anxiety or other mental
health problems, exposure to interpersonal violence,
ineffective  coping styles, low self-esteem,
socioeconomic difficulties, stigma, inadequate social
support, and the termination of a wanted pregnancy
because of fetal or maternal medical conditions. In
contrast, supportive relationships with partners and
family members, adequate access to mental health
services, greater certainty regarding the decision, and
the perception that the decision was made voluntarily
and consistently with personal values appeared to
facilitate  psychological adjustment. Regarding
supportive interventions, the evidence suggests that
women’s counseling needs are not uniform. Routine
mandatory counseling may not be necessary or
desirable for every woman, particularly when a
decision has already been made with confidence.
Nevertheless, professional counseling can be
beneficial for women experiencing uncertainty,
emotional distress, grief, stigma, moral conflict, or
other psychological vulnerabilities. Some women
may also require support several months after the
abortion, when grief or memories associated with the
pregnancy become more prominent.

Conclusion

The available evidence does not support a simple,
direct, and universally applicable causal relationship
between induced abortion and subsequent mental
disorders. Rather, the psychological consequences of
abortion appear to emerge from a complex interaction

between pre-existing vulnerabilities, pregnancy
circumstances, personal meanings, interpersonal
relationships, social  support, socioeconomic

conditions, stigma, and cultural and religious contexts.
Although a subgroup of women may experience
clinically important psychological distress following
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abortion, current evidence suggests that such
outcomes cannot generally be attributed to abortion
independently of these contextual and individual
factors. Accordingly, assessment and care should
move beyond assumptions that abortion inevitably
results either in psychological harm or in
psychological relief. A more individualized approach
is required, with particular attention to women with
previous mental health difficulties, inadequate social
support, exposure to violence, significant grief,
coercion or uncertainty regarding the decision, and
strong moral or religious conflict. Future research
should prioritize longitudinal designs, appropriate
comparison groups, careful control of pre-existing risk
factors, and greater consideration of cultural and
social contexts.

Practical implications
The findings have several implications for

reproductive  and  mental health  services.
Psychological assessment surrounding abortion
should focus primarily on identifying individual
vulnerability rather than assuming a uniform
psychological response. Particular attention should be
given to previous psychiatric history, interpersonal
violence, social isolation, pregnancy intention,
perceived stigma, relationship difficulties, and the
degree of personal certainty regarding the abortion
decision. Supportive services should be flexible and

needs-based. Women experiencing significant
distress, grief, guilt, moral or religious conflict, or
limited family and social support may benefit from
accessible psychological counseling before or after
abortion. Counseling should remain nonjudgmental,
culturally sensitive, and responsive to the individual
woman’s values and circumstances. Because distress
may emerge or intensify after a period of time,
opportunities for follow-up psychological support
may also be valuable, particularly for women
undergoing termination of a wanted pregnancy
because of fetal abnormalities or medical indications.

At the research level, well-designed longitudinal
studies with appropriate comparison groups and
adequate control of pre-existing psychological and
social factors are required to distinguish the effects of
abortion itself from those of associated vulnerabilities.
Greater attention should also be directed toward
identifying women at higher risk of adverse
psychological outcomes and evaluating culturally
appropriate  supportive interventions. Such an
approach may contribute to more individualized
reproductive health care while reducing unnecessary
stigma and improving the psychological well-being of
women who undergo abortion.
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