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How Late Can You Have An Abortion

UNDERSTANDING THE TIMELINE FOR PREGNANCY
TERMINATION

Deciding to end a pregnancy is a deeply personal and often
difficult choice. If you are considering this option, one of the most
pressing questions is likely, how late can you have an
abortion. The answer is not a single number; it depends on a
complex interplay of laws, gestational age, health factors, and
the type of procedure available. This article provides a
comprehensive guide to understanding the time limits, legal
restrictions, and medical considerations surrounding abortion
access at different stages of pregnancy.

Knowing your options early can provide more choices, but many
people face delays due to access barriers, diagnosis of fetal
anomalies, or changes in personal circumstances. We will explore
the gestational limits for both medication and surgical abortions,
the variations in state laws, and the rare exceptions that allow for
later procedures. We'll also cover what to expect during the
process and how to find reputable care.

DEFINING GESTATIONAL AGE: THE FOUNDATION OF
ABORTION TIME LIMITS

To answer how late can you have an abortion, you must first
understand how providers measure the progression of
pregnancy. Gestational age is calculated from the first day of
your last menstrual period (LMP), not from the date of
conception. This means that at around 4 weeks LMP, you are
considered one month pregnant, even though conception likely
occurred only two weeks earlier.

e Early pregnancy: Up to 9 weeks LMP (medication abortion
is most effective).

e First trimester: Up to 12-14 weeks LMP (vacuum
aspiration is common).

* Second trimester: 14 to 24 weeks LMP (dilation and
evacuation is the standard).

e Later abortion: After 24 weeks LMP (severely restricted,
usually only for health reasons).

Most people who seek abortion do so early. According to the CDC,
nearly 93% of abortions in the United States occur at or before 13
weeks of gestation. However, the question remains critical for
those who face later diagnoses or logistical hurdles.

private method, but it requires multiple clinic visits and follow-up.
Vacuum Aspiration (6 to
14-16 Weeks)

This is a common first-trimester surgical procedure. It uses gentle
suction to empty the uterus. It can be performed as early as 5-6
weeks and is typically used through about 14-16 weeks. It is
quick, taking about 5-10 minutes, and recovery is generally rapid.
This procedure is available in most clinics and is often the
standard for early second-trimester abortions as well.

SECOND TRIMESTER ABORTION: PROCEDURES AND
LEGAL HURDLES

The second trimester (14 to 24 weeks) is the period where the
answer to how late can you have an abortion becomes most
variable. Access narrows due to both medical reasons and legal
restrictions.

Dilation and Evacuation
(D&E) - 14 to 24 Weeks

D&E is the most common surgical method for abortion after the
first trimester. The cervix is gradually dilated, and the pregnancy
tissue is removed using suction and forceps. This procedure
typically takes 10-20 minutes. It is safe and effective, with a very
low complication rate. Most states allow D&E until a specific
cutoff, often around 20 to 24 weeks. The later in the second
trimester, the fewer providers offer it, often due to state bans
after a certain gestational age.

Medical Induction Abortion
(Second Trimester)

In some cases, particularly after 20 weeks, a provider may
recommend a medical induction. This involves taking medications
to start labor and deliver the fetus. Induction can take 12-48
hours and may require hospital admission. It is less commonly
used than D&E because the process is longer and can be more
painful. It is often reserved for cases where surgical access is
limited or when fetal anomalies require a specific method.

FIRST TRIMESTER OPTIONS: THE WIDEST WINDOW OF
ACCESS

LATER ABORTIONS: BEYOND 24 WEEKS AND
EXCEPTIONS

Medication Abortion (Up to
10-11 Weeks)

Also known as the abortion pill, medication abortion involves
taking two drugs—mifepristone and misoprostol. This method is
FDA-approved up to 10 weeks (70 days) LMP. However, some
providers use an evidence-based protocol to extend this to 11
weeks. It is highly effective (over 98% at 8 weeks, slightly lower
at later gestations). This option is often the earliest and most

The question how late can you have an abortion becomes
extremely restricted after 24 weeks. Very few providers offer
abortions beyond this point. In the U.S., 24 weeks is often
considered the threshold of fetal viability, meaning the fetus
could potentially survive outside the womb with intensive medical
support.

However, later abortions (after 24 weeks) are not entirely illegal
in all states. They are typically permitted only for:

 Life endangerment: If continuing the pregnancy poses a
serious risk to the pregnant person's life.
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» Severe fetal anomalies: When a fatal or debilitating
condition is detected that would prevent the infant from
surviving outside the womb.

¢ Serious health risks: When the pregnancy threatens the
person's physical or mental health.

It is important to note that even where legal, later abortions are
extremely rare. According to the CDC, fewer than 1% of abortions
occur at 21 weeks or later. Many states have outright bans after
20 or 22 weeks, with no exceptions for health or fetal anomalies.
The landscape is constantly changing due to new legislation.

STATE-BY-STATE VARIATIONS: A PATCHWORK OF
LAWS

Abortion legality and gestational limits are determined primarily
by state law. As of now, many states have enacted strict bans or
extreme restrictions. To understand how late can you have an
abortion in your area, you must check your state's current laws.

Here are common categories:

* No gestational limit: A few states (e.g., California, New
York, Vermont) allow abortion until viability, with
exceptions for life or health after that point.

e Bans at 6-12 weeks: Several states have heartbeat bills
banning abortion once cardiac activity is detected (around
6 weeks). Others ban at 8, 12, or 15 weeks.

e Bans at 20-22 weeks: Many states restrict abortion after
20 or 22 weeks, often with exceptions only for life
endangerment.

e Total or near-total bans: Over a dozen states have
banned abortion at any point in pregnancy, with limited
exceptions for life or rape.

If you live in a state with a ban, you may need to travel to
another state to access care. Financial assistance and travel help
are available through abortion funds.

MEDICAL FACTORS THAT CAN AFFECT TIMING

Even if the law allows a later procedure, medical considerations
can also determine how late can you have an abortion safely.
Some people need second or third trimester abortions because:

e They did not realize they were pregnant (e.g., irregular
periods, no pregnancy symptoms).
e They encountered barriers such as waiting periods,

mandatory counseling, or lack of clinic availability.

e They were diagnosed with a severe fetal anomaly later in
pregnancy after detailed ultrasound or amniocentesis.

e Their own health condition (e.g., preeclampsia, cancer)
makes continuing the pregnancy dangerous.

Providers will assess each case individually, considering
gestational age, the pregnant person's overall health, and the
specific medical situation. The goal is always to provide the
safest possible care.

FINDING A PROVIDER AND WHAT TO EXPECT

If you are wondering how late can you have an abortion and
need to find a provider, start by contacting a trusted clinic.
Planned Parenthood, independent clinics, and hospital-based
programs offer services. You will need a pregnancy test and an
ultrasound to confirm gestational age.

The process generally includes:

1. Pre-procedure counseling - talk about your options,
risks, and what to expect.

2. Medical screening - blood type, Rh factor, and overall
health assessment.

3. The procedure itself - medication or surgical, usually
takes 1-2 visits.

4. Post-procedure follow-up - a checkup within 2 weeks to
ensure complete resolution of pregnancy.

Later-term abortions often require two days. The first day is
cervical preparation (using medication or dilators). The second
day is the actual procedure. Some clinics may require you to
have a support person present.

CONCLUSION

The answer to how late can you have an abortion is not a
single number—it varies by state law, provider availability, and
individual medical circumstances. Most abortions occur early in
the first trimester, where options are safest and most accessible.
However, for those who need care later in pregnancy, options still
exist, though they become increasingly limited as gestational age
advances. If you or someone you know is considering abortion,
seek accurate, non-judgmental information and care from a
licensed healthcare provider. The earlier you obtain information,
the more choices you will have. Stay informed, know your rights,
and don't delay seeking help if you need it.
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