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context, to show current data on women'’s reasons for continuing with an unwanted pregnancy, even if
they live where abortion is legal.
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Method: We will use the following databases: PubMed, Scopus, Web of Science, CINAHL, and LILACS, from
2019, combining controlled descriptors in natural and indexed language. We will consider qualitative and
quantitative data. For qualitative analysis, we will use thematic categories, and for quantitative analysis,
we will analyze two perspectives: the decision, separating those who want to continue the pregnancy
and those who want to terminate the pregnancy, and the access, analyzing what happened to those who
did not have the abortion and what happened to those who terminated the pregnancy. Finally, we will
combine the results through a convergent synthesis and identify the determinants of the decision to

continue with an unwanted pregnancy.
© 2025 SESPAS. Published by Elsevier Espaiia, S.L.U. This is an open access article under the CC BY
license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).

Razones de las mujeres para continuar con un embarazo no deseado: protocolo
de revision sistematica

RESUMEN

Objetivo: Este estudio (PROSPERO CRD42024515910) explora el tema del embarazo no deseado en un
contexto amplio, para mostrar datos actuales sobre las razones de las mujeres para continuar con un
embarazo no deseado, incluso si viven en zonas donde el aborto es legal.
Método: Utilizaremos las bases de datos PubMed, Scopus, Web of Science, CINAHL y LILACS, desde 2019,
combinando descriptores controlados en lenguaje natural e indexado. Consideraremos datos cualitativos
y cuantitativos. Para el andlisis cualitativo utilizaremos categorias tematicas, y para el andlisis cuantita-
tivo analizaremos dos perspectivas: la decision, separando a quienes desean continuar con el embarazo
de quienes desean interrumpirlo, y el acceso, analizando qué sucedi6 con quienes no abortaron y qué
sucedié con quienes lo interrumpieron. Finalmente, combinaremos los resultados mediante una sinte-
sis convergente e identificaremos los determinantes de la decisién de continuar con un embarazo no
deseado.
© 2025 SESPAS. Publicado por Elsevier Espana, S.L.U. Este es un articulo Open Access bajo la CC BY
licencia (http://creativecommons.org/licencias/by/4.0/).

Introduction

Unwanted pregnancy rates have fallen worldwide,'”-'° prob-
ably as a result of increased access to contraceptive methods.!20

Unwanted or unplanned pregnancy is a common experience for
many women around the world, regardless of location, income, or
the legal status of abortion.! Almost half of the world’s pregnancies
are unwanted,? therefore, constituting a large public health prob-
lem, since unwanted pregnancies are associated with unhealthy
perinatal behavior,>* as well as social adversities,”® stress,5-10
maternal experience of interpersonal violence,>!1-13 depression in
pregnant women> %11 and depression in post-partum.!!.12.14-16

* Corresponding author.
E-mail address: af. moutinho@ensp.unl.pt (A. Moutinho).
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However, no method is capable of total precision, contributing to
the occurrence of unwanted pregnancies, even if there is preven-
tion and caution on the part of the woman or couple trying to avoid
pregnancy.

During pregnancy, women live with divergent sensa-
tions/emotions and abundant conflicts, because each pregnancy
involves the emergence of conflicting feelings in relation to
motherhood, involving potential losses and gains, as well as
the prospect of changes and new adaptations.?'-?3> Therefore,
continuing with an unwanted pregnancy can be quite challenging
in many ways for the woman who experiences it. However, some
countries/states have legalized abortion, making it a safe option
for women. Legalized abortion neither obliges a woman to have
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one nor guarantees that she will be able to terminate it whenever
she wishes in a safe and timely manner. There are several reasons
why an unwanted pregnancy may continue.

In this way, our review addresses the issue of unwanted
pregnancy and aims to take many of these aspects into consid-
eration, focusing on the main question “Among (P) women with
an unwanted pregnancy in settings where abortion is legal, (I)
what are the reasons and hypothesized factors associated with (O)
non-termination the pregnancy (yes/no) (C) compared to those
not exposed to the factors associated with non-termination?”,
intending to update scientific evidence about women'’s reasons for
continuing with unwanted pregnancies in countries/states where
the abortion is legal.

Method

This systematic review protocol was pre-registered on the
PROSPERO (registration number CRD42024515910), and it was
based on review methods in accordance with the Preferred Report-
ing Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses Protocols
(PRISMA-P) guidelines?* (see Appendix 1 in Supplementary data).

Eligibility criteria

We will include studies with women who have continued
unwanted pregnancies where abortion is legalized; studies with
primary data, considering quantitative and/or qualitative method
studies with publication date between 2019 and October 2025 in
any language.

We will exclude studies that do not present women’s reasons for
continuing with an unwanted pregnancy where abortion is legal-
ized; studies published in pre-print, theses, dissertations, reports,
opinion articles, reviews, and abstracts.

Information sources

We will search in the databases PubMed, Scopus, Web of Science,
CINAHL, and LILACS, from 2019, and include studies until October
2025, without language restrictions on the search strategy.

We set this time limit because the topic is constantly evolv-
ing, influenced by legal changes, cultural shifts, and variations in
predominant religion. Therefore, we chose to use data in a more
up-to-date context.

The primary search strategy will be used within titles, abstracts,
and keywords, with the combination of controlled descriptors in
natural and indexed language, according to the specific character-
istics of each database, also using the Boolean descriptors “OR” and
“AND”. A librarian will be consulted in this stage of executing the
study’s search strategy. We will not search in the gray literature.

Search strategy

The search strategy contains the following keywords (“Induced
abortion” OR “unplanned pregnancy” OR abortion) AND (“Moti-
vation” OR reason) AND (“Women” OR “Adolescent” OR “female
adolescent”) (see Appendix 2 in Supplementary data).

Study records

Duplicates will be identified, checked, and subsequently
deleted. Then, the articles will be selected based on the title and
abstract. If they agree with the eligibility criteria, the full text will
be read. If the study was published in a language unfamiliar to the
authors, we will contact the corresponding author to receive the
abstract and the full text in English, Spanish, or Portuguese. We
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will read the full text to confirm that the study agrees with the eli-
gibility criteria. Rejected studies will be recorded with the reason
for rejection. To carry out the selection phases, we intend to use the
Rayyan®,2> which helps speed up the selection of studies through
a semi-automated process.

Once the screening stage is completed, we will have the studies
to be analyzed in this systematic review, and possible meta-analysis
(if there is more than one study that evaluates the same type of
result), according to the inclusion criteria mentioned.

Data management

The data to be collected by the authors must include, in addition
to the title, the name of the first author, the year of publica-
tion, the year(s) of data considered in the study, the place where
the study was carried out (state/country), objective of the study,
type, data collection period, method, sample size, age range of the
participating women presented as an average or prevalent range,
characteristics of the participants and outcome of the main topic
(reasons presented for continuing with the unwanted pregnancy
where abortionislegal) and relevant contextual variables. The qual-
itative and quantitative data will be entered into the previously
tested standard electronic spreadsheet.

We expect to finalize the literature search, selection, and qual-
ity assessment of studies by December 2025, the data extraction,
synthesis, and quality assessment of evidence by March 2026, and
we expect to write and publish the results by May 2026.

All stages will be carried out by two authors independently, and
disagreements will be resolved by consensus. If there are discrep-
ancies, they will be analyzed by a third reviewer. Attempts will
be made to obtain any missing data by email, contacting the corre-
sponding author or co-author to provide the necessary information.
If we are unable to contact, the data will not be considered for
analysis, and this will be mentioned in the discussion section.

Risk of bias

In the assessment of methodological quality of the stud-
ies resulting from the search carried out in the previous stage,
two reviewers will evaluate the studies independently using the
Strengthening the Reporting of Observational Studies in Epidemi-
ology (STROBE),”6 which is a list of verification for reporting
observational studies.

For the purpose of assessing the risk of bias, the Newcastle-
Ottawa Scale (NOS) tool adapted for cross-sectional studies will
be used, most recommended by the Cochrane Collaboration to
assess the quality of quantitative observational studies 27, cross-
sectional, and longitudinal.?® For qualitative studies, the Critical
Appraisal Skills Programme (CASP) for qualitative research tool will
be used.?? To improve the reliability of the risk of bias assessment,
contact with study authors will be attempted to obtain unpub-
lished information. Afterward, a discussion will be held to reach
an agreement between the parties or by a third reviewer.

Data synthesis

For a qualitative analysis, we will identify the most common
themes in the reasons for continuing with an unwanted pregnancy.
We will group this data into thematic categories, such as access
to services and difficulties, financial and social situation, religious
and moral influence, and personal and emotional experiences. The
analysis of the themes, organization of data, and creation of the
categories will be done in pairs. If there is disagreement, the two
reviewers will discuss discrepancies; if disagreement persists, a
third reviewer will arbitrate.
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In the quantitative analysis, since we are considering women
with an unwanted pregnancy (independently of whether they
wanted to terminate it or not we will analyze two complementary
situations: First, the decision: among women with an unwanted
pregnancy, we will separate those who wish to continue the
pregnancy (outcome=1) from those who have had an abortion
(outcome = 0). Factors (exposures) that may influence this decision
(e.g., social, cultural, religious, or contextual) will be considered.
Second, access and outcomes: among women who wanted an abor-
tion, we will examine what happened to some who did not have
an abortion (outcome=1) and what allowed others to terminate
their pregnancies (outcome = 0). In this group, we will analyze the
difficulties faced (exposures), such as lack of access to services,
legal or financial obstacles, fear of what others will think, or lack of
information.

According to this plan, we will be able to identify the determi-
nants of the decision to continue with an unwanted pregnancy and
the barriers faced by those who wanted but could not terminate
it. Therefore, we will extract effect measures reported by the stud-
ies or calculate them, if possible. Associations between contextual
or individual variables (independent variables) and the outcomes
(continuation or termination of unwanted pregnancy) will be sum-
marized using odds ratios as the measure of association.

An outcome of 1 means continuing with the unwanted preg-
nancy (by choice or lack of choice), and an outcome of 0 means
terminating the unwanted pregnancy. Factors that can influence
(exposures), independent variables, may include, for example, hav-
ing a low level of education (yes/no), lower income (yes/no), being
married or not, following a religion, or other social and contextual
factors. We will pool estimates when at least two studies report
comparable outcome measures.

We will conduct a meta-analysis, using the fixed-effects model
when homogeneity exists among studies, and the random-effects
model when there are differences. Heterogeneity will be assessed
with the x2 test (p <0.05) and quantified with the I2 statistic (0%
no difference, 25% small, 50% medium, >75% high). The results
of this meta-analysis will be presented in a forest plot with 95%
confidence intervals. We will use the Review Manager (RevMan)
software to perform the statistical analysis. Finally, we will com-
bine the results of qualitative and quantitative analysis through a
convergent synthesis.

Subgroups or subsets analysis

If substantial heterogeneity is detected, subgroup analyses will
be conducted to explore potential sources. Contextual influences
such as the legal model of abortion access, culture, predominant
religion, and socioeconomic factors will be investigated. Also, we
will perform an additional stratification by country and region (e.g.,
Europe, Latin America, Africa, Asia). For quantitative pooled out-
comes, we will use the Grading of Recommendations Assessment,
Development and Evaluation (GRADE)?? to assess the certainty of
evidence. We plan to submit the results to a peer-reviewed journal.

Discussion

This protocol aims to summarise the scientific evidence through
a systematic review about women'’s reasons for continuing with
unwanted pregnancies in states/countries where abortion is legal-
ized. It will also describe the factors influencing the decision
to continue with an unwanted pregnancy, which are important
to identify possible opportunities for improving care, to carry
out interventions aimed at minimizing unfavorable outcomes in
unwanted pregnancies, avoiding institutional barriers, and ensur-
ing timely access to health care.
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They can also be useful to establish the needs of specific/more
vulnerable population groups, which require greater commitment
from those responsible, through social, economic, political, and epi-
demiological actions, thereby strengthening and redirecting sexual
and reproductive health policies.

Possible impacts and limitations

Possible limitations may exist due to the risk of not including
some studies that were not covered by the search strategy. The
diversity of selected study types can also create heterogeneities
and, therefore, quantitatively affect the results. In addition, there
may be a risk of bias due to the complexity of combining studies
in several contexts and methodological limitations of the primary
studies, which may affect the analysis.

Despite these limitations, the study will provide a relevant
overview of the main factors influencing the decision to continue
with an unwanted pregnancy by women who live where abortion is
an option, which can help strengthen clinical practices and redirect
sexual and reproductive health policies in different contexts.

In clinical practice, we can provide data to possibly change the
approach in prenatal consultations for women experiencing an
unwanted pregnancy, to offer support and referral to psychological
counselling when needed, and to ensure professionals are attentive
to mental health problems, the risks of domestic violence, and social
vulnerability. On the other hand, in health policies, we can identify
access barriers and the necessity of information campaigns, or, if
necessary, some redirection.
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