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The mass me dia can serve to dis sem i nate in for ma tion about sex u al ity,
health and other aspects of well-being to a va riety of au diences, in cluding
adolescents and young adults. They can improve knowledge and shape
per cep tions and at ti tudes about var i ous sub jects, and in flu ence sex ual and
re pro duc tive be hav iour (Alan Guttmacher In sti tute, Henry J. Kai ser Fam ily
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Foundation, and Na tional Press Foun dation, 1996; McCauley and Salter, 1995;
Strasburger, 1989). The effectiveness of media campaigns as preventive
strategies for major so cial and health prob lems among youth is also well
documented (Hall, 1995; Sultz and others, 1989). The mass media, how ever,
can also be a source of misinformation, misperception, and neg ative ideas and
attitudes about reproductive health is sues. They may even en courage risky
be hav iour, for ex am ple by pro mot ing in ef fec tive means of con tra cep tion.
Ide ally, the me dia should pro vide ac cu rate guid ance about sex u al ity,
re pro duc tive health and re spon si ble sex ual be hav iour, es pe cially to young
people, who are generally thought to be more susceptible than older adults to
their in fluence. For these rea sons, it is important to ex amine adolescents’ and
young adults’ ex posure to the mass media and the factors associated with that
ex po sure.

This ar ticle pres ents data on both lifetime and daily ex posure to spe cific
mass media sources among Ne pal’s ur ban youth. It also pres ents in formation on 
preferred radio stations and television channels; the role of the mass media in
disseminating mes sages about so cial and health is sues; the mass media as a
source of in formation on con traceptive methods, HIV/AIDS and pu berty; and
their role as a source of sex education for boys and girls. Finally, it ex amines
the factors that influence ur ban youths’ exposure to the mass media in Ne pal.

The anal y sis fo cuses on two char ac ter is tics of the young pop u la tion of
mass me dia us ers — their gender and mar ital sta tus. Be cause of women’s gen-
erally low sta tus and lack of autonomy in Ne pal (see, for example, Niraula and
Lawoti, 1998), the pa per ex amines whether gen der influences young people’s
exposure to the mass media. A qualitative study of adolescents and young
adults found gen der to be a pow erful and re current theme in reproductive
health issues among Nep alese youth (Waszak and oth ers, 2000). Early marriage
is another so cial characteristic of the pop ulation of Ne pal. As of 1996, about
one half of fe males and just over one fifth of males were married by age 17
(Thapa and oth ers, 1997), al though these per centages can be ex pected to be
somewhat lower for the ur ban pop ulation. Early marriage has been found to be
strongly associated with a low level of schooling, early en try into the labour
force and early motherhood (ibid.). The data from the new sur vey make it pos si-
ble to ex amine the ex tent to which gen der and mar ital sta tus are as sociated with 
awareness and use of the mass media among ad olescents and young adults.

Evolution of the mass media in Nepal

The history of the modern mass media in Ne pal goes back about one
cen tury.1  It began with the newspaper Gorkha Patra at the be ginning of the
twen ti eth century. Over the following 50 years, the State strictly controlled the
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mass me dia, al lowing only the rul ers to have ac cess to them. Other cit izens
were not per mitted to own ra dios un til 1945. Radio broadcasting and pub lic
screening of films be gan in the second half of the 1950s. Ten years later, the
Gov ern ment es tab lished the first Eng lish-lan guage news pa per, Ris ing Ne pal, and 
a State-owned ra dio station, Ra dio Ne pal. Television was in troduced in the
mid-1980s with the establishment of State-owned Ne pal Tele vi sion in the
cap i tal.

The 1990s saw rapid de velopments in Nepal’s mass media. The
de vel op ments were as so ci ated with changes in the Nep a lese Con sti tu tion and a
shift to wards po lit i cal lib er al iza tion. The de cade wit nessed an in creas ing role
for the pri vate and commercial sectors in pro viding broad ac cess to the mass
media, in cluding the Internet. Com mercial FM radio sta tions were es tablished,
something that was unthinkable just a few years earlier. The private sec tor
began to telecast several dozen (mostly for eign) television channels. Movie
halls, which un til 1990 were un der strict State con trol, were de regulated as
well. Before 1990, Nepal had just a hand ful of movie halls, con fined mostly to
the capital and a few large towns. Dur ing the 1990s, their number grew rapidly
throughout the coun try and to day even many small towns in Ne pal’s in te rior
have them. Fur thermore, households are now free to set up their own dish
an ten nas to re ceive any do mes tic or for eign sat el lite chan nels on tele vi sion.

Although the mass media in Ne pal have been de regulated and privatized,
especially since 1990, ac cess re mains highly con centrated in cit ies and large
towns. In the early 1990s, Ra dio Ne pal was estimated to cover about 70 per
cent of the coun try’s land area through its regional stations, and Ne pal
Tele vi sion was estimated to reach 35 of Nepal’s 75 districts. The number of
newspapers pub lished in Ne pal almost dou bled during the first half of the
1990s, from 528 in 1990-1991 to 1,006 in 1995-1996. But the availability of
newspapers still var ies greatly by region, the Central region accounting for the
majority of all news papers pub lished. Internet ac cess is a re cent phe nomenon in 
Nepal; and although Internet serv ers and shops are pop ping up in large
numbers in many parts of the coun try, ac cess to the Internet re mains con fined
largely to the upper mid dle class in large ur ban centres. There are no
reg u la tions re strict ing ac cess to web sites.

Data and methods

The data analysed here come from the Ne pal Ad olescents and Young
Adults (NAYA) Sur vey. The survey was conducted in July and August 2000 in
urban and ru ral ar eas. The ur ban pop ulation was oversampled to al low reliable
estimates based on the urban ad olescent and young adult pop ulation. The
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analysis pre sented fo cuses on the ur ban sample. Ap proximately 15 per cent of
Ne pal’s pop u la tion lives in ur ban ar eas.

The survey’s sampling uni verse in cluded the five largest ur ban ar eas,
Kathmandu, Lalitpur, Pokhara, Biratnagar, and Birgunj, which to gether ac count
for ap proximately 50 per cent of the coun try’s ur ban pop ulation. Pro spective
respondents aged 14 to 22 years were se lected by means of a strat ified,
two-stage sam pling de sign with prob a bil ity pro por tional to the es ti mated num-
ber of dwellings in the enumeration area (Bastola, 2000).

Fifty nine per sons (11 su pervisors and 48 in terviewers) were assigned to
work in the field for the ur ban component of the survey. Of those, 31 were men
and 28 were women. On av erage, each supervisor over saw 4.4 interviewers.
The supervisors were slightly older than the in terviewers (31 years on av erage,
compared with 25 years). The majority of the sur vey staff were students with
an av erage of 14 years of schooling. More than two thirds had spent their child-
hood in ru ral areas. Forty-four per cent of the field staff were married.

To make the in terviews gen der-friendly, women in terviewed fe male
respondents and men in terviewed male re spondents. House hold heads, how ever,
were in ter viewed by in ter view ers of ei ther gen der, de pend ing on con ve nience
and the work load of the interviewers and su pervisors. Upon completing the
fieldwork, the sur vey research staff met with the interviewers and su pervisors
to ob tain their comments on re sponses to particularly sen sitive and personal
survey questions. The find ings from these feedback meetings are re ported by
Thapa and oth ers (2000, 2002).

A to tal of 18,311 houses were visited in all the urban sample blocks
(Thapa and oth ers, 2000). Ninety-six per cent of the se lected households were
suc cess fully in ter viewed. This per cent age was some what lower for in di vid ual
respondents (92.5 per cent), rang ing from 90.9 per cent for married males to
94.7 per cent for married fe males. A total of 2,824 re spondents (51 per cent
females and 49 per cent males), were suc cessfully in terviewed in the five urban
areas: 1,054 single females, 391 married fe males, 1,278 single males and 101
married males. Given the small sample size for married males the re sults for
that sub group should be in terpreted with caution.

The non-response rate (in cluding incomplete in terviews) was 7.5 per cent.
Of the 228 non-re sponse cases, 42 per cent were not in terviewed be cause they
were not at home (de spite up to three attempts by in terviewers to con tact them),
29 per cent refused to par ticipate in the in terview, 13 per cent had their in ter-
views ter mi nated pri mar ily be cause of in ter fer ence by fam ily mem bers, and 17
per cent could not be interviewed for other rea sons (Thapa and others, 2002:8).
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The sur vey ques tion naire in cluded sev eral ques tions about re spon dents’
exposure to the mass media, in cluding television, radio, the Internet,
newspapers and magazines. The re sponses to those questions form the basis for 
the pres ent anal y sis. Sep a rate ques tion naires were de signed for sin gle fe males,
married fe males, sin gle males, and married males (Family Health In ternational
and Valley Re search Group, 2000).

Re sults

Lifetime ex posure to the mass me dia

The respondents were asked if they had ever listened to a radio, watched
television, read a newspaper or mag azine, or used the Internet. Ta ble 1 presents
the percentages re porting lifetime ex posure to these media sources, by
respondents’ sex and marital status. Most had been exposed to television (98
per cent) and radio (93 per cent) at least once in their life time. Three out of
four had ever read a news paper or magazine, but only one out of five had ever
used the Internet. Rel atively low life time ex posure to the Internet was expected,
given its recent in troduction in the coun try and the higher cost and skill level
required to access it. Con siderably higher ex posure to television and ra dio than
to the print media was also ex pected be cause watching television or listening to
radio does not require read ing skills. Almost all re spondents had been ex posed
to at least one of the four types of mass media in their life time. In contrast, the
pro por tion re port ing life time ex po sure to all four media sources was only 12
per cent. Three quarters of re spondents had been ex posed to the three most
common me dia (television, radio and print me dia) at least once in their life time.

Lifetime ex posure to each of the four media sources was higher among
single than among married re spondents. Whereas ever use of television and
radio was only slightly lower among married re spondents than among their
single counterparts, married re spondents were much less likely than single
respondents to have ever read a newspaper or magazine (65 per cent compared
with 88 per cent for males and 37 per cent compared with 84 per cent for
females, re spectively). About two thirds of single males and females (66 per
cent of males and 63 per cent of fe males) had heard of the Internet, compared
with only 29 per cent of married males and only 18 per cent of married fe males
(data not shown). Use of the Internet also varied substantially by sex and
marital status. One in four sin gle males (26 per cent) and one in five sin gle
females (19 per cent) had used the Internet at least once in their life time,
compared with only 6 per cent of mar ried males and fe males.

As shown in ta ble 1, al most everyone in all four sub groups had
experienced ex posure to at least one of the four media sources dur ing their
lifetime, the per centages rang ing narrowly from 97 per cent among married
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females to 100 per cent among sin gle males. How ever, lifetime ex posure to all
four sources not only was much lower among all four sub groups but also varied
considerably by sex and marital status, from only 1 or 2 per cent among
married males and fe males to 11 per cent among sin gle fe males and 17 per cent 
among sin gle males. These very low levels and sharp dif ferentials by sex and
marital sta tus in life time ex posure to all four me dia sources were due mainly to
low lev els and sharp differentials in the use of the Internet. Dif ferentials in
lifetime ex posure to the three media sources other than the Internet closely
resembled the differentials for the print media discussed above.

Overall, males had higher life time ex posure to the mass media than
females, and single males and females had higher exposure than mar ried males
and females. A great majority of mar ried males and fe males had not heard of
the Internet, and most of them had never used it. Exposure to the print media
was es pecially low among married fe males. Rel atively low life time ex posure to
the mass media among fe males, par ticularly to the print media and the Internet,
reflected their lower lev els of education and lack of the spe cial skills re quired
to access the Internet. Lower exposure among married re spondents may have
been due to the fact that married youth in the 14-22 age range are more likely
than their sin gle counterparts to come from lower socio-economic strata. Young 
people from the lower socio-economic strata are less likely to have ac cess to
the mass media. More over, mar ried youth, particularly fe males, may have less
time than sin gle youth to en joy the mass media because of their house hold
chores and childcare re spon si bil i ties.

Daily exposure to the mass me dia

Respondents were asked whether they watched television, listened to the
radio, or read a news paper or mag azine at least once a day. Table 2 presents the 
percentage of ur ban youth reporting daily ex posure to these media, by sex and
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Table 1.   Life time ex posure to television, radio, news papers, and the
Internet among ur ban youth (ages 14 to 22), by sex

and mar i tal sta tus: Ne pal, 2000 (per cent age)

Me dia type
Male Fe male

To talSin gle Mar ried Sin gle Mar ried

Tele vi sion 98.8 94.7 99.3 92.4 97.8
Ra dio 95.7 90.3 94.0 84.9 93.2
News pa per 87.6 64.6 83.9 37.3 77.4
Internet 25.7   6.1 19.4   6.0 21.8
Any one 99.9 98.2 99.4 96.5 99.1
All ex cept the Internet 86.1 63.7 81.5 35.3 75.5
All four 16.7  1.8 11.4   0.9 11.7



marital status. Given the re cent in troduction of the Internet into the country, the
survey did not col lect information on daily ex posure to that medium. Daily
exposure to each of the other three media was much lower than lifetime
exposure. Seventy-two per cent of re spondents watched television daily, 35 per
cent lis tened to a radio daily, and 25 per cent read a newspaper or mag azine
daily. Four out of five youths were ex posed daily to at least one of the three
media sources, but only one out of nine was ex posed daily to all three.

Differentials in daily ex posure to television, radio and the print media, by
respondents’ sex and marital status, were more pro nounced than were
differentials in lifetime ex posure. Eighty per cent of sin gle females and 62 per
cent of mar ried fe males watched tele vision daily, com pared with 72 per cent of
single males and only 36 per cent of married males. Males’ lower ex posure to
television prob ably re flects their tendency to spend more time out doors than
female youth. In con trast, daily ex posure to ra dio and the print media was much
higher among males than among fe males and much higher among sin gle than
among married re spondents. Daily ex posure to ra dio ranged from only 17 per
cent among married fe males to 44 per cent among sin gle males; and daily
exposure to news papers and magazines ranged from just 4 per cent among
married fe males to 33 per cent among sin gle males.

Daily ex posure to at least one of the three ma jor media sources was
greater among females than among males, even though fe males, es pecially
married fe males, were much less likely than males to lis ten to a ra dio or read a
newspaper or mag azine each day. This was because males, es pecially married
males, were much less likely than their fe male coun terparts to watch tele vision
each day. Differentials by sex and marital sta tus in daily ex posure to all three
media sources re sembled the differentials in daily ex posure to ra dio and the
print media, al though at a much lower level.
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Table 2.   Daily ex posure to television, ra dio and newspapers
among urban youth (ages 14 to 22), by sex and

mar i tal sta tus: Ne pal, 2000 (per cent age)

Me dia type
Male Fe male

To talSin gle Mar ried Sin gle Mar ried

Tele vi sion 72.0 36.3 79.8 61.6 71.6
Ra dio 43.9 29.2 33.1 17.3 35.3
News pa per 33.4 16.8 23.2  4.4 24.5
Any one 83.7 57.5 86.8 67.8 81.2
All three 17.6   2.7  8.9  1.8   11.4

Note: The NAYA Survey did not col lect data on daily use of the Internet.



Pre ferred ra dio sta tions and tele vi sion programmes

Respondents who had ever listened to a radio were asked which ra dio
stations they usu ally listened to, those who had ever watched television were
asked what kind of television programmes they usually watched, and those who 
had ever read a news paper were asked what type of news paper (daily, weekly
or monthly) they usually read. Table 3 presents the preferences of ur ban youth
for spe cific radio stations, television programmes, and news paper types, by sex
and marital status of respondents. The percentages are based on multiple
responses for each one of the three media types, and therefore their sum is
more than 100 per cent.

Over all, Ra dio Ne pal, the old est pub lic-sector form of electronic mass
media in the country, was the most pop ular ra dio station among re spondents, 84 
per cent of whom listened to it. Next in pop ularity were FM stations (41 per
cent), All In dia Ra dio (23 per cent), and the BBC (10 per cent). Less than 1 per 
cent listened to other ra dio sta tions. Sex and mar ital-status differentials in the
per cent ages who usu ally lis tened to Ra dio Ne pal were small, though slightly
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Ta ble 3. Ex po sure to spe cific ra dio sta tions, tele vi sion programmes
and newspapers among urban youth (ages 14 to 22), by sex

and mar i tal sta tus: Ne pal, 2000 (per cent age)

Me dia type
Males Fe males

To tal
Sin gle Mar ried Sin gle Mar ried

Ra dio sta tions

Ra dio Ne pal 88.2 89.2 77.1 83.5 83.6
FM sta tions 42.9 24.5 46.7 22.8 40.6
All In dia Ra dio 24.5 46.1 15.0 32.2 23.1
BBC In ter na tional 14.1 11.8  6.2  7.6 10.3

Tele vi sion programmes

Se ri als 78.7 77.6 92.6 81.0 83.9
Mov ies 77.3 76.6 74.6 81.7 77.0
Mu sic 66.0 59.8 82.4 66.8 71.7
News 68.9 59.8 59.0 38.0 60.4
Sports 64.4 38.3 27.5  5.8 41.5
Car toons 13.1  4.7 17.5  2.4 12.7

News pa per types

Daily 83.2 83.6 70.0 66.9 76.9

Weekly 70.9 76.4 75.3 66.1 72.4
Monthly 30.4 21.9 33.2 27.4 30.9

Note: Data in this table refer to only those respondents who had ever used each type of
mass media. Me dia types mentioned by fewer than 10 per cent of respondents in all four sub groups
are not shown.



more mar ried fe males than single females lis tened to this sta tion. FM stations
were much more pop ular among sin gle than among married youth. Forty-seven
per cent of single females and 43 per cent of sin gle males usu ally listened to
FM stations, compared with only 23 per cent of married fe males and 25 per
cent of mar ried males. All In dia Ra dio was much more pop ular among males
than among fe males, and much more pop ular among married than among sin gle
youth. Forty-six per cent of married males and 32 per cent of married fe males
usu ally lis tened to All In dia Ra dio, compared with only 25 per cent of sin gle
males and 15 per cent of single fe males. Males were more likely than fe males
to tune to the BBC station, but the differences by mar ital sta tus were small.

With regard to spe cific types of television programmes, respondents most
commonly watched serials or soap op eras (84 per cent) and movies (77 per
cent). Other commonly watched programmes included music (72 per cent),
news (60 per cent) and sports (42 per cent). Se rials and music programmes
were more pop ular among fe males than among males, but news and sports were 
more pop ular among males. The per centage usually watching movies on
television did not vary much by re spondents’ sex or marital status. Single youth
were generally more likely than married youth to watch any of the types of
television programme listed in table 3, the exception be ing that married fe males
were somewhat more likely than other youth to watch movies. On the other
hand, mar ried fe males were much less likely to watch news and sports on
television than were sin gle females or males (married or sin gle). The pop ularity
of car toons also varied greatly by marital status; 13 per cent of single males
and 18 per cent of sin gle females usu ally watched them, compared with only 5
per cent of mar ried males and 2 per cent of mar ried fe males.

Among re spondents who had ever read a news paper, 77 per cent re ported
usually reading a daily newspaper and 72 per cent re ported usu ally reading a
weekly newspaper. Only 31 per cent re ported usu ally reading a monthly
newspaper. There was little variation by respondents’ sex and marital status in
the per centages usually read ing daily or weekly newspapers, but fe males were
somewhat more likely than males to read monthly newspapers, as were sin gle
youth.

Media ex posure to specific so cial and health topics

Respondents who had ever watched television, listened to radio, or read
newspapers were asked if at any time dur ing the six months preceding the
survey they had seen, heard or read about specific topics from each of the three
media sources. The six topics were condoms, drug ad diction, sex ually
trans mit ted in fec tions such as HIV/AIDS, fam ily plan ning, girl-traf fick ing, and
domestic vi olence. In the case of radio, respondents were also asked whether
they had listened to Ram Bilas & Dhaniya (a ra dio se rial drama named af ter
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two fic tional male and fe male char acters), or Ghanti heri haad nilaun (Cut
Your Coat Ac cording to Your Cloth), another se rial drama. Large majorities of
respondents re ported watching or listening to programmes about the six top ics,
or read ing about them, dur ing the six months preceding the sur vey (table 4).
Two thirds or more of all respondents had seen a programme on each of the
topics on television, had heard about them on ra dio, and had read about them in 
newspapers. Fewer had heard the programmes Ram Bilas & Dhaniya (58 per
cent) and Ghanti heri haad nilaun (46 per cent).

Males were slightly more likely than fe males to have seen, heard or read
about condoms, drug ad diction and HIV/AIDS or other sexually transmitted in-
fections; but fe males were more likely to have seen, heard or read about fam ily
plan ning, girl-traf fick ing and do mes tic vi o lence. This is not sur pris ing, given
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Table 4.   Spe cific topics learned about on television, on ra dio or in
newspapers at any time dur ing the six months pre ceding

the survey among urban youth (ages 14 to 22), by sex
and mar i tal sta tus: Ne pal, 2000 (per cent age re port ing)

Media type and topic 
Male Fe male

To tal
Sin gle Mar ried Sin gle Mar ried

Tele vi sion
Con doms 86.2 87.7 86.5 74.0 84.5
Drug ad dic tion 87.4 71.0 88.8 64.4 83.8
HIV/AIDS/STIs 87.1 75.7 88.7 62.5 83.5
Fam ily plan ning 72.4 65.4 87.7 80.3 78.7
Girl-traf fick ing 74.6 45.8 84.8 63.9 75.5
Do mes tic vi o lence 67.7 43.9 76.6 53.8 67.8

Ra dio
Con doms 92.9 88.1 90.7 89.0 91.4
Drug ad dic tion 89.2 75.0 88.5 73.3 86.5
HIV/AIDS/STIs 93.1 83.5 93.4 79.0 91.2
Fam ily plan ning 82.9 72.6 90.2 90.0 86.1
Girl-traf fick ing 82.8 66.7 89.2 73.0 83.4
Do mes tic vi o lence 70.7 50.6 76.5 60.1 70.8
Ram Bilas & Dhaniya 55.8 61.2 61.2 55.3 57.9
Ghanti heri haad nilaun 40.5 40.0 52.1 46.8 45.5

News pa per
Con doms 76.2 69.9 60.1 64.9 69.0
Drug ad dic tion 82.0 67.1 77.2 73.2 79.0
HIV/AIDS/STIs 82.7 79.2 78.6 73.2 80.3
Fam ily plan ning 64.4 53.4 61.6 67.3 63.2
Girl-traf fick ing 75.7 59.7 81.4 78.0 77.5
Do mes tic vi o lence 64.8 52.1 71.3 65.5 66.9

Note: The data in this table refer to only those respondents who had ever used each type of 
mass media.



that in Nepal, con dom use, drug addiction and HIV/AIDS are usu ally associ-
ated with men, whereas family planning, girl-trafficking and do mestic vi olence
are of greater concern to women. Mar ried re spondents were generally less
likely to have seen, heard or read about each of the top ics than their sin gle
counterparts, with the notable ex ceptions that mar ried fe males were more likely 
than single females to have read about family planning in news papers, and mar-
ried males were more likely than single males to have heard the programme
Ram Bilas & Dhaniya.

The mass media as a source of information about con traception

The respondents who had heard of at least one method of family planning
(modern or traditional) were asked about their sources of in formation on
contraceptive methods. All sources reported by each respondent were recorded.
Ta ble 5 pres ents the pro por tions re port ing spe cific sources of in for ma tion about
contraceptive methods. Over all, television was by far the most commonly
reported source of in formation about contraceptive methods. Nine out of ten
respondents who knew of at least one con traceptive method reported learning
about contraception from this source. Radio and newspapers or magazines were
the second and third most commonly re ported sources of in formation on
con tra cep tive meth ods, re spec tively. These find ings in di cate that the mass
media play an important role in pro viding information about family planning to
urban youth in Ne pal. Other fre quently reported sources of in formation on
contraceptive methods were friends (33 per cent), schools (25 per cent) and
posters or pamphlets (20 per cent).

Table 5 also shows the sources of in formation about contraceptive meth-
ods by respondents’ sex and marital status. Television and ra dio were the two
most frequently mentioned sources of family planning information in all four
groups of re spondents, but single respondents were more likely than their mar-
ried coun terparts to have ob tained such in formation from television or radio.
Newspapers or magazines were also mentioned far more fre quently by sin gle
than by married re spondents. In con trast, married re spondents were much more
likely than single ones to report friends as their source of information about
contraceptive methods. Sixty-two per cent of married males and 32 per cent of
married fe males mentioned friends, compared with 46 per cent of sin gle males
and only 14 per cent of sin gle fe males. Overall, males were much more likely
than females to report friends as a source of information about contraceptive
meth ods.

As ex pected, schools were mentioned more fre quently by sin gle youth,
who were more likely to be still at school, than by married youth. Posters or
pamphlets as a source of family planning information were mentioned much
more fre quently by males than by females; 30 per cent of sin gle males and 27
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per cent of married males mentioned them, compared with only 13 per cent of
single fe males and 6 per cent of mar ried fe males. Mar ried fe males were much
more likely to mention neigh bours (28 per cent) and relatives (13 per cent) as a
source of family planning information than were other re spondents (only 3 to 7
per cent of whom mentioned neighbours and 1 to 5 per cent of whom
mentioned relatives). Mar ried fe males (26 per cent) were also much more likely 
than married males (4 per cent) to report their spouse as a source of family
planning information. Over all, it ap pears that in ad dition to heavy reliance by
both sexes on the mass media for such information, married fe males are much
more likely than other youth to rely on their so cial networks, including
hus bands, neigh bours and rel a tives, for in for ma tion on con tra cep tive meth ods.

The mass media as a source of information about HIV/AIDS

The respondents who had heard of the hu man immunodeficiency virus
(HIV) or acquired immunodeficiency syndrome (AIDS) were asked about their
sources of in for ma tion on this par tic u lar sex u ally trans mit ted in fec tion. As in
the case of in for ma tion about con tra cep tive meth ods, tele vi sion and ra dio were
the two most commonly mentioned sources of information about HIV/AIDS,
mentioned re spectively by 91 per cent and 75 per cent of re spondents (table 6).
Newspapers and magazines were the third most frequently mentioned source of 
HIV/AIDS in formation, mentioned by 48 per cent. These re sults in dicate that,
as in the case of fam ily plan ning, the mass media play a ma jor role in
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Ta ble 5. Sources of in for ma tion about con tra cep tive meth ods
among urban youth (ages 14 to 22), by sex and mar ital

sta tus: Ne pal, 2000 (per cent age re port ing)

Source
Male Fe male

To tal
Sin gle Mar ried Sin gle Mar ried

Tele vi sion 91.1 75.5 93.0 70.8 87.9
Ra dio 76.4 63.3 69.2 51.5 69.4
News pa per/mag a zine 54.5 32.1 43.0 18.5 43.9
Friend 46.1 61.5 13.8 31.9 33.1
School 33.4 13.6 26.2 3.2 25.3
Poster/pam phlet 29.8 26.6 13.3 5.9 20.1
Hos pi tal/PHC/health post/SHP 9.9 9.2 8.0 14.6 9.9
Cin ema 12.1 10.9 7.4 5.7 9.4
Neigh bour 3.2 7.3 5.8 27.6 8.1
Fam ily mem ber 1.6 1.8 10.0 7.3 5.4
Rel a tive 1.0 2.7 5.0 12.5 4.3
Spouse n.a. 3.6 n.a. 25.7 4.2

Notes: Percentages in this table are based on multiple responses. Sources mentioned by
fewer than 10 per cent of respondents in all four sub groups are not shown.

n.a. = not ap plicable; PHC = pri mary health centre; SHP = sub-health post.



dis sem i nat ing in for ma tion about HIV/AIDS among ur ban youth in Ne pal. Other
frequently mentioned sources of information about HIV/AIDS were friends (39
per cent), schools or teachers (38 per cent) and bro chures or post ers (20 per
cent).

Differentials in the sources of in formation about HIV/AIDS by
respondents’ sex and marital status were quite similar to those for sources of
in for ma tion about con tra cep tive meth ods (ta ble 6). Mar ried re spon dents were
less likely than their sin gle counterparts to report receiving information about
HIV/AIDS from tele vi sion, ra dio and news pa pers or mag a zines, par tic u larly
less so in the case of newspapers or mag azines. For them, friends were a more
important source of information about HIV/AIDS. Overall, males were much
more likely than fe males to mention friends as informants and to report
re ceiv ing HIV/AIDS in for ma tion from bro chures or post ers. Sin gle re spon dents
mentioned schools or teachers much more fre quently than did married
respondents. Married fe males were much more likely than other youth to report
neighbours as a source of HIV/AIDS in formation (17 per cent compared with 1 
to 5 per cent), and they were also much more likely to mention their spouse (31 
per cent) than were mar ried males (4 per cent).

All re spondents were asked if, in their opin ion, it was ac ceptable or un ac-
ceptable to discuss sexually transmitted infections or HIV/AIDS on the ra dio,
on tele vi sion, in news pa pers and in mag a zines. An over whelm ing ma jor ity of
respondents (95 to 96 per cent) found it ac ceptable to discuss those topics on
each one of the four media sources. Differentials by sex and marital sta tus in
the proportion who thought it was acceptable to discuss them in the mass media
were generally small. Over all, married fe males were somewhat less likely than
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Ta ble 6.   Sources of information about HIV/AIDS among
urban youth (ages 14 to 22), by sex and mar ital

sta tus: Ne pal, 2000 (per cent age re port ing)

Source
Male Fe male

To tal
Sin gle Mar ried Sin gle Mar ried

Tele vi sion 92.5 78.0 94.1 78.9 90.9
Ra dio 79.5 67.9 71.2 69.9 74.8
News pa per/mag a zine 56.2 38.5 45.8 24.3 47.9
Friend 51.7 54.1 23.6 28.5 38.9
School/teacher 45.0 11.0 42.6 8.8 38.4
Bro chure/poster/leaf let 27.9 34.5 11.3 5.2 19.5
Neigh bour 3.7 0.9 4.9 17.2 5.6
Spouse n.a. 3.7 n.a. 30.7 3.8

Notes: Percentages in this table are based on multiple responses. Sources mentioned by
fewer than 10 percent of respondents in all four sub groups are not shown.

n.a. = not ap pli ca ble.



other youth to find such discussions ac ceptable in the mass media. Even among
this sub group, how ever, more than four fifths found it acceptable for each of
the four media sources to discuss sexually transmitted infections or HIV/AIDS.

The mass media as a source of information about pu berty and related
phys i cal changes

Phys i cal and psy cho log i cal changes re lated to pu berty are of ten dif fi cult
for young people as they make the transition to adulthood. The survey asked all
respondents about their initial source of information about pu berty and re lated
physical changes. Over all, 46 per cent of ur ban re spondents learned about
puberty and re lated changes on their own (table 7). Among those who re ceived
some in formation about pu berty and re lated physical changes from other
sources, friends and schools were the most frequently mentioned sources, 19
and 14 per cent of re spondents mentioning each re spectively. For only 8 per
cent of ur ban youth, parents were the source of initial information. Only 2 per
cent of re spondents mentioned the mass media as their initial source of
information on this topic. Clearly, the mass media have the po tential to play a
much greater role in ed ucating ad olescents about pu berty and related physical
changes. Parents and schools can also play a more important role.

Table 7 shows that more than half of fe males and about two fifths of
males re ceived no in formation about pu berty and re lated physical changes from
any source other than their own experience. Married re spondents were slightly
more likely than single ones to have learned about pu berty and re lated changes
on their own. Friends were the initial source of information for about one
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Table 7.   Ini tial source of in formation about pu berty and re lated phys ical
changes among urban youth (ages 14 to 22), by sex and mar ital

sta tus: Ne pal, 2000 (per cent age dis tri bu tion)

Source
Male Fe male

To tal
Sin gle Mar ried Sin gle Mar ried

None (own ex pe ri ence) 37.5 40.2 51.0 57.4 45.5
Friends 25.2 26.8 9.9 16.4 18.5
School 17.8 10.7 15.1 4.0 14.4
Par ents 4.0 11.6 12.0 12.0 8.4
Books other than schoolbooks 3.8 4.5 3.3 0.2 3.1
Neigh bours/rel a tives 2.1 0.9 1.4 5.1 2.3
Mag a zines/news pa pers 1.8 0.9 0.7 0.7 1.2
Ra dio 1.1 0 0.5 0.2 0.7
Tele vi sion 0.7 0 0.4 0.2 0.5
Other 1.9 2.7 4.9 2.7 3.1
No re sponse/miss ing 4.1 1.8 0.8 1.1 2.4

To tal 100 100 100 100 100



fourth of married and single males, compared with 10 per cent and 16 per cent
of single fe males and mar ried fe males, re spectively. Schools were a more com -
mon source for sin gle youth than for married youth. Sin gle females were more
likely than single males to have learned about pu berty from their par ents, but
married males and fe males were about equally likely to have learned from their 
parents. Very few youth in all four sub groups re ported learning about pu berty
from the mass media.

The mass me dia as a source of sex ed ucation

Respondents were asked what they thought were ap propriate sources of
sex education for girls and boys. The most frequently mentioned source
considered to be ap propriate for both boys and girls was television, mentioned
by about three fifths of all re spondents (tables 8 and 9). Next in fre quency of
mention were formal education and ra dio call-in programmes, mentioned by
more than two fifths of re spondents in each case. Peer education and group
meetings also received fre quent mention, more than two fifths of re spondents in 
each case. Men tioned much less frequently were health workers, training
programmes, counselling, and other forms of the mass media such as street
drama, news papers or mag azines, and films or videos. Overall, the per centages
of youth mentioning specific sources of sex education as appropriate for girls
also mentioned them as being ap propriate for boys, a result that sug gests there
is no gender bias in the sources that young ur ban Nep alese con sider ap propriate
for sex ed u ca tion.
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Ta ble 8.   Spe cific sources men tioned as ap propriate for sex education
for girls among urban youth (ages 14 to 22), by sex and

mar i tal sta tus: Ne pal, 2000 (per cent age men tion ing)

Source
Male Fe male

To tal
Sin gle Mar ried Sin gle Mar ried

Tele vi sion 53.4 35.4 69.7 61.2 59.6
For mal ed u ca tion 52.3 36.3 45.7 25.6 45.1
Radio call-in programmes 43.9 26.5 48.4 35.1 43.4
Peer ed u ca tion 25.5 14.2 23.3 23.1 23.9
Group meet ings/dis cus sions 14.6 21.2 26.7 29.8 21.5
Health worker 17.3 12.4 16.6 11.3 15.9
Train ing 11.4 8.8 17.7 13.6 13.8
Coun sell ing 15.3 12.4 10.9 10.2 12.9
Street drama 18.1 12.4 8.6 4.4 12.4
News pa per/mag a zine 9.3 4.4 14.7 6.4 10.5
Par ents 8.8 4.4 13.4 8.2 10.1
Film/video 9.8 7.1 7.6 10.4 9.0

Note: Percentages in this table are based on multiple responses. Sources mentioned by
fewer than 10 per cent of respondents in all four sub groups are not shown.



The re sponses to this ques tion, how ever, in di cated con sid er able
differences by re spondents’ sex and marital sta tus in their preferences for
specific sources of sex education for boys and girls. Married males were much
less likely to mention television as an appropriate source for the sex education
of girls (35 per cent) than were single males (53 per cent) or either sin gle or
married fe males (70 and 61 per cent, re spectively). A sim ilar pat tern is
observed for the sex education of boys.

As in the case of tele vision, males, es pecially married males, were less
likely than females to mention ra dio call-in programmes, peer ed ucation, group
meetings, training programmes, newspapers or magazines, and parents as
appropriate sources for the sex education of girls or boys; but males, especially
single males, were more likely than females to men tion formal ed ucation as an
appropriate source. Married re spondents were generally less likely than single
respondents to ap prove each specific source as ap propriate for the sex
education of girls or boys, group meetings being the most no table exception. A
con sid er able pro por tion of re spon dents ei ther did not an swer this ques tion or
said that they did not know of any ap propriate source for sex education for
young children. Males were more likely than fe males, and married re spondents
more likely than single ones, to give no response or a “Don’t know” re sponse.

To find out where young ur ban Nep alese ob tained their information on
sexual matters, the sur vey asked respondents, “If you want to know more about
sexual matters, what do you usu ally do?” All reported re sponses were recorded.
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Table 9.   Spe cific sources men tioned as ap propriate for sex education
for boys among ur ban youth (ages 14 to 22), by sex and mar ital

sta tus: Ne pal, 2000 (per cent age men tion ing)

Source
Male Fe male

To tal
Sin gle Mar ried Sin gle Mar ried

Tele vi sion 56.5 44.2 69.8 60.7 61.3
For mal ed u ca tion 52.9 38.1 44.4 26.0 45.1
Radio call-in programmes 45.4 29.2 46.1 36.0 43.5
Peer ed u ca tion 28.7 15.9 24.0 27.1 26.3
Group meet ings/dis cus sions 15.9 23.0 27.9 29.3 22.6
Health worker 18.3 8.9 17.9 10.9 16.6
Train ing 11.3 11.5 18.2 13.3 14.1
Coun sell ing 15.6 14.2 11.5 10.2 13.3
Street drama 18.9 11.5 9.7 3.6 13.0
Film/video 15.4 11.5 8.8 13.6 12.6
Par ents 7.5 4.4 13.2 8.2 9.5
News pa per/mag a zine 8.6 3.5 12.9 6.2 9.5

Note: Percentages in this table are based on multiple responses. Sources, including an
unspecified source, mentioned by fewer than 10 per cent of respondents in all four sub groups are
not shown.



Table 10 shows that friends were the most commonly sought source of infor-
mation on sex ual matters (mentioned by 47 per cent), followed by books (38
per cent) and physicians or clin ics (37 per cent). Mass me dia sources were also
men tioned fre quently, 31 per cent of respondents saying they sought information
on sexual matters from magazines, 28 per cent from television and 19 per cent
from ra dio. Few mentioned teachers, family members or neighbours.

Males were much more likely than fe males to seek information on sex ual
matters from friends, books and phy sicians or clinics. In con trast, females were
much more likely than males to seek such in formation from television,
neighbours and relatives. Married re spondents were generally less likely than
single ones to seek such in formation from each spe cific source. The exceptional
case was neigh bours, whom married re spondents were more likely to mention
than were single respondents. The percentages who said they would seek
information on sex ual matters from books, magazines and teachers were much
lower among married fe males than among the other re spondents. Fifty-two per
cent of married fe males said they would ask their spouse for information on
sexual matters, but only 8 per cent of married males said they would ask their
spouse for such in for ma tion. A con sid er able pro por tion of fe males, es pe cially
single females, would turn to their mothers and sisters for sexual information,
but almost no males said they would request such information from their
mothers or sis ters.
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Ta ble 10. Spe cific sources pre ferred if need ing ad di tional in for ma tion
about sexual matters among urban youth (ages 14 to 22), by sex

and mar i tal sta tus: Ne pal, 2000 (per cent age men tion ing)

Pre ferred source
Male Fe male

To tal
Sin gle Mar ried Sin gle Mar ried

Friends 61.3 56.6 36.1 30.7 47.4
Books 44.7 26.5 42.7 8.2 37.5
Phy si cian/clinic 44.1 50.4 30.7 24.6 36.6
Mag a zines 39.7 22.1 32.4 8.0 31.4
Tele vi sion 25.4 8.8 35.1 22.6 27.7
Ra dio 18.7 11.5 22.8 11.6 18.7
Teacher 17.1 6.2 9.2 1.8 11.5
Neigh bours 4.1 8.8 3.9 16.7 6.2
Other 0.8 0 20.0 12.2 9.3
Sis ter 0.1 0 17.8 12.2 8.2
Spouse n.a. 8.0 n.a. 51.6 8.5
Other 16.3 13.3 13.4 18.2 15.4

Notes: Percentages in this ta ble are based on multiple responses.
n.a. = not ap pli ca ble.



Fac tors af fect ing reg u lar ex po sure to the mass me dia

Some of the differentials in the sub groups’ ex posure to the mass media
discussed earlier may be as sociated with differences in their socio-economic
char ac ter is tics, such as ur ban lo cale, eth nic ity, house hold liv ing stan dard, age,
ed u ca tion, and work sta tus. To ex amine the in fluence of these factors on urban
youths’ media ex posure and to es timate the net ef fects of sex and marital sta tus
on that ex po sure, multivariate lo gis tic re gres sion anal y sis was performed.

Un der stand ing the fac tors as so ci ated with youths’ reg u lar ex po sure to the
mass media is important from a pro grammatic point of view. In the analysis,
regular ex posure to the mass media is de fined as daily ex posure to television,
radio or news papers. Ta ble 11 presents ad justed ef fects of selected socio-eco-
nomic factors on daily ex posure to television, radio and newspapers, as well as
daily ex posure to any one of the three and all three sources.

Overall, reg ular ex posure to the mass media was greater among fe males
than among males, and also among sin gle than among married youth, af ter the
authors controlled statistically for the ef fects of urban lo cale, ethnicity,
household living standard, age ed ucation, and work status. Females’ greater
exposure was due mainly to their greater daily ex posure to television. Table 11
shows that the ad justed odds of daily ex posure to television among sin gle and
married fe males were higher than among sin gle and mar ried males,
respectively. The adjusted odds of daily ex posure to ra dio and newspapers,
however, were much lower among fe males than among males. The ad justed
odds of daily ex posure to each media source were much lower among married
respondents than among their sin gle counterparts. Daily ex posure to all three
media sources was much higher among sin gle males than among other youth.

The adjusted odds of daily ex posure to any one of the three major media
were somewhat lower in Pokhara, Biratnagar, and Birgunj than in Kathmandu
or Lalitpur; but the differences were not sta tistically significant. For spe cific
media sources, how ever, the differentials in daily ex posure by ur ban lo cale
were substantial. In terestingly, the odds of daily ex posure to television were
considerably lower among youth living in Kathmandu than among those living
in other ur ban lo cales. In contrast, the odds of daily ex posure to ra dio and
newspapers were gen erally higher in Kathmandu. The odds of daily ex posure to
radio, newspapers and all three me dia sources were par ticularly low in
Biratnagar and Birgunj than in Kathmandu, Lalitpur or Pokhara.
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By eth nicity, the ad justed odds of daily ex posure to any one of the three
major mass media were highest among Newars, fol lowed by Brahmans,
Chhetris, and oth ers. Again, as in the case of ur ban lo cale, the differentials
were much larger for spe cific media sources. In the case of tele vision, Newars
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Table 11.   Adjusted effects of sex, mar ital sta tus and other fac tors on
daily ex posure to television, ra dio and newspapers among urban

youth (ages 14 to 22): Ne pal, 2000 (relative odds ratios)

Fac tor
Watches
tele vi sion

 daily

Lis tens to
 ra dio
 daily

Reads a
 newspa-
per daily

Any one
 of the
 three

a All three

Sex and mar ital sta tus
Sin gle male 1.0 (r) 1.0 (r) 1.0 (r) 1.0 (r) 1.0 (r)
Mar ried male 0.359 *** 0.816 0.770 0.461*** 0.209 *

Sin gle fe male 1.354 ** 0.526 *** 0.477 *** 1.071 0.375 ***

Mar ried fe male 1.056 0.365 *** 0.144 *** 0.734 0.151 ***

Ur ban area
Kathmandu 1.0 (r) 1.0 (r) 1.0 (r) 1.0 (r) 1.0 (r)
Lalitpur 1.233 0.953 0.777 1.034 0.773
Pokhara 1.476 ** 0.331 *** 1.131 0.890 0.709
Biratnagar 1.597 *** 0.194 *** 0.384 *** 0.751 0.223 ***

Birgunj 1.626 ***
0.119 *** 0.329 *** 0.736 0.183 ***

Eth nic ity
Brah man 1.0 (r) 1.0 (r) 1.0 (r) 1.0 (r) 1.0 (r)
Chhetri 1.304 0.607 *** 0.867 0.907 1.078
Newar 1.891 *** 0.656 ** 0.570 *** 1.423 0.738
Other 0.965 0.537 *** 0.502 *** 0.701* 0.534 ***

House hold liv ing stan dardb

Lower 1.0 (r) 1.0 (r) 1.0 (r) 1.0 (r) 1.0 (r)
Higher 2.304 *** 0.714 *** 1.490 *** 2.146 *** 1.145

Age group
14-16 0.878 0.920 0.627 *** 0.892 0.716*

17-19 1.0 (r) 1.0 (r) 1.0 (r) 1.0 (r) 1.0 (r)
20-22 1.076 1.468 *** 1.150 1.490 ** 1.281

Ed u ca tion
None 0.470 *** 0.503 * 0.015 0.516 *** 0.012
Pri mary 1.0 (r) 1.0 (r) 1.0 (r) 1.0 (r) 1.0 (r)
Sec ond ary 1.450 * 0.793 3.800 *** 1.533 ** 2.124
High school or higher 1.807 *** 1.411 * 7.967 *** 2.284 *** 5.665 ***

Work sta tusc

Not working 1.0 (r) 1.0 (r) 1.0 (r) 1.0 (r) 1.0 (r)
Work ing 0.612 *** 0.906 1.140 0.569 ** 1.272
–2 log likelihood 3,024.6 3,030.4 2,533.3 2,360.2 1,622.2
N 2,824 2,824 2,824 2,824 2,824

Notes: (r) = ref er ence cat e gory.
* p ≤ 0 .05; ** p ≤ 0 .01; *** p ≤ 0 .001;
a Watched television, listened to ra dio or read a newspaper on a daily ba sis;
b Household liv ing standard is a composite variable. Higher sta tus refers to a house having
all four of the fol lowing at tributes: piped water, toilet with pan or flush system, roof made of
concrete materials, and floor made of ce ment, tile or marble;
c Work sta tus refers to whether a respondent was, at the time of sur vey, en gaged in any type
of in come-gen er at ing ac tiv ity.
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were much more likely to watch tele vision every day than were Brah mans,
Chhetris or other ethnic groups. By con trast, the odds of daily ex posure to
radio and newspapers were con siderably higher among Brahmans than among
other eth nic groups. Ur ban youth be longing to eth nic groups other than
Brahman, Chhetri or Newar were the least likely to have daily ex posure to each 
specific media source, as well as to any one or all three sources.

A youth’s ed ucational level and household living standard had large
pos i tive ef fects on reg u lar ex po sure to the mass me dia. By ed u ca tion, the
adjusted odds of reg ular ex posure to any one of the mass media increased from
0.5 among illiterate youth, to 2.3 among those with a high school or higher
level of education. Similarly, the odds of reg ular ex posure were 2.1 times
greater among youth living in house holds with a higher standard of living than
among those living in poorer households.

Sim i lar ad justed ef fects of ed u ca tion and liv ing stan dard were also
observed for television and news papers separately, but not for ra dio. The odds
of daily ex posure to ra dio were lower for youth in better-off households than
for those in poorer house holds, but the re lationship between ed ucation and
daily ex posure to ra dio was weak.

Age had a pos itive but generally small ef fect on reg ular ex posure to the
mass media. Work ing youth were less likely to be reg ularly ex posed to the
mass media than non-work ing youth. This was pri marily due to their lower
odds of watching television every day. There was no significant dif ference by
work status in the odds of daily listening to ra dio or reading newspapers.

In ad dition to the variables shown in ta ble 11, the authors examined  the
adjusted ef fects of own ing a radio or a television set and that of age at
marriage on both lifetime and daily ex posure to the mass media. The authours
did not in clude these two variables in the final models pre sented in table 11,
however, for the fol lowing reasons.

As ex pected, youth who lived in house holds that owned a television set or
radio were con siderably more likely to have had both lifetime and daily
exposure to the mass media than were youth who did not live in such
households.  But in cluding household own ership of a ra dio or a television set
in the equation did not al ter much the ef fects of other variables in cluded in
table 11, ex cept that the effects of household living standard were re duced
considerably. This may be be cause own ing a radio or a television set was
highly correlated with the household’s living standard. To avoid
multicollinearity prob lems, we therefore ex cluded own ership of a ra dio or
television set from the models shown in table 11.

In order to es timate the ad justed ef fects of age at marriage, the sex and
marital-status variable were redefined to in clude age at mar riage for mar ried
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respondents. The new vari able had six cat egories: sin gle males, mar ried males
(age at mar riage be low 19), mar ried males (married at 19 and over), sin gle
females, mar ried fe males (mar ried be fore reach ing 18), and married fe males
(married at 18 and over). The adjusted ef fects of age at marriage on media
ex po sure were gen er ally small and in con sis tent.

Sum mary and con clu sion

The data analysed in this ar ticle came from a sur vey that dif fered in its
focus and scope from pre vious sur veys con ducted in Nepal in two ways. First,
it fo cused on ad olescents and young adults, a pop ulation that has not re ceived
specific attention in most health re search and programmes. Second, it in cluded
full co horts of the pop ulation, male and fe male, sin gle and married, not just one 
particular group. Because of these unique features, much of the comparative
information ob tained from the survey may serve as a baseline.

Our analysis indicates that tele vision is by far the most com monly used
mass medium among ur ban Nep alese youth. Seventy-two per cent of ur ban
youth watch television, 35 per cent listen to ra dio and 25 per cent read a
newspaper or magazine at least once a day. Four out of five ur ban youths are
exposed daily to at least one of these three media sources. This fact pro vides
tre men dous op por tu ni ties for mass me dia programmes aimed at pro mot ing
youth awareness about important so cial and health is sues. The Internet is
relatively new and ac cess to it is still lim ited in Ne pal, but its use is growing
rap idly.

One of our major find ings is that ex posure to the mass media varies
greatly by youths’ gender and mar ital sta tus. More fe males than males are
exposed to television on a daily ba sis, but fewer fe males are ex posed to ra dio
and the print media. Married youth have much less ex posure to each form of
the mass media than their single counterparts. The find ing that television is the
most commonly used mass medium, and that more fe males than males are
regularly ex posed to it, sug gests that television can be used to educate ur ban
female youth about major so cial and health is sues. On the other hand, a much
lower use of radio and the print media among fe males and much lower use of
all media types among mar ried males and fe males pose programmatic
challenges. Paradoxically, although married youth are less exposed than single
youth to the mass media, they may be the ones most in need of information on
health is sues, par tic u larly re pro duc tive health is sues. The rea sons for the
generally lower media exposure among married youth are not clear from the
survey data. It may be due to differences in life style be tween mar ried and
single youth. Single youth prob ably have a larger so cial network and may be
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more fa miliar with mass media technology than married youth. Fur thermore,
married youth may have less time to spend on the mass media than their single
coun ter parts.

The results high light preferences for ra dio stations and television
programmes among var ious sub groups. For example, sin gle youth are much
more likely than married youth to listen to FM stations. News and sports
programmes on television are more pop ular among males, whereas serials (soap 
operas) and music programmes are more pop ular among fe males. Such
information can be help ful to those charged with de signing ed ucational
programmes to reach spe cific groups more ef fectively. The re sults also in dicate
that mass media have been ef fective in informing youth about such so cial and
health issues as drug ad diction, HIV/AIDS, family planning, do mestic vi olence,
and girl-trafficking. A large majority of respondents re ported learning about
these issues on television or radio or in the print media. Television, followed
by radio, is the most common source of in formation about contraceptive
methods and HIV/AIDS among ur ban youth. Respondents rarely mentioned the
mass media, how ever, as a source of in formation on pu berty and related
physical changes. About one half of all ur ban youth, though more fe males than
males, learned about pu berty and related physical changes on their own.

Most ur ban youth con sider television to be an appropriate source for sex
education for girls or boys, but males are less likely than females to hold this
view, par ticularly when it co mes to the sex ed ucation of girls. When seeking
information on sex ual matters, ur ban youth turn most frequently to their friends
and, less frequently, to books and physicians or clinics. Relatively few seek
information on sex ual matters from television or radio. It is possible that few
young people seek information on sex ual matters from television or radio
be cause those me dia have con ven tion ally not of fered such in for ma tion. Mass
media programmes for youth should be de signed with these findings in mind.

Results from the multivariate analysis of factors af fecting daily exposure to 
the mass media suggest that the effects of gen der and marital status on ur ban
youths’ media exposure are largely independent of the influence of other
socio-eco nomic and de mo graphic fac tors in cluded in the anal y sis. Ed u ca tion
emerges as the strongest pre dictor of exposure to each spe cific medium. A
re spon dent’s work sta tus, house hold liv ing stan dard, eth nic ity and ur ban lo cale
also in fluence ex posure to the mass media to varying de grees.

On the pos itive side, ur ban youth in Ne pal are re ceptive to receiving in-
for ma tion and ed u ca tion on sex u al ity and re pro duc tive health is sues through
television, the most pop ular form of the mass media in ur ban Ne pal. The task is
to de sign appropriate and ef fective television programmes. Other mass media,
particularly ra dio, also need to be used. The data point to wards the need to use
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multiple media sources to cover a target group. Besides the mass media, the
important role that schools, par ents, neighbours and friends play in pro viding
information about reproductive health to youth should be taken into ac count, as 
the respondents themselves noted. Finally, it should be emphasized that the data
analysed in this re port are limited to urban ar eas. Many of the findings may not
apply to ru ral Ne pal, where ac cess to the mass media and the ed ucational at -
tainment of ad olescents and young adults are more limited. It is important for
com mu ni ca tion programmes to pay at ten tion to dif fer ences be tween ur ban and
ru ral au di ences.

The results of this study un derscore the po tential use of the mass media in
health campaigns and in tervention programmes for youth in ur ban Ne pal, while
providing insights into how they can be de signed to be effective. The find ings
also un derscore the need for media-based in terventions to reduce the wide gaps
in the re productive health knowl edge that exist be tween sin gle and married and 
between male and fe male Nep alese youth.
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Pro mot ing Knowl edge
of Sex ual Ill nesses among

Women in Ban gla desh:
Can Non-gov ern men tal

Or ga ni za tions Play a Role?

The par tic i pa tion of poor women in NGO-led
com mu nity-based health fo rums can sig nif i cantly im prove the

knowl edge of sex ual ill nesses among women

By Abdullahel Hadi and Roxana Parveen *

The sex u ally trans mit ted in fec tions (STIs) are sig nif i cant causes of
mor bid ity and mor tal ity among women of re pro duc tive age. Not only do some
of the STI-re lated com pli ca tions re sult in spon ta ne ous abor tion, in fer til ity,
ectopic preg nancy and cer vi cal can cer, but com mon STIs can also cause
long-term im pair ment of re pro duc tive health and in crease the risk of HIV
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trans mis sion from one per son to an other (Cameron, Simonsen and D’Costa,
1989; Wasserheit, 1992; Pop u la tion In for ma tion Program, 1993). It has been
es ti mated that sex u ally trans mit ted in fec tions and their com pli ca tions
col lec tively rank sec ond in im por tance in the world among dis eases in women
of re pro duc tive age (World Bank, 1993). Ig no rance of and mis in for ma tion on
sex ual ill nesses are of ten con sid ered pow er ful bar ri ers to re solv ing such health
prob lems in the tra di tional com mu ni ties (UNAIDS, 1998).

Among the types of sex ual ill nesses, the prev a lence was found to be 18
per cent for gon or rhoea, 17 per cent for syph i lis and 30 per cent for
trichomoniasis in the de vel op ing coun tries (Pop u la tion In for ma tion Pro gram,
1993). Al though sex ual ill nesses are ma jor pub lic health prob lems in the world, 
the prev a lence rates are much higher in the de vel op ing than in the de vel oped
coun tries. Ac cord ing to the World Health Or ga ni za tion es ti mate, about 150
mil lion new cases of sex ual ill nesses oc curred in South-East Asia and 65
mil lion in sub-Sa ha ran Af rica in 1995 (UNAIDS, 1998). In a re cent study, the
prev a lence of sex ual ill nesses was re ported to be very high in the Rus sian
Fed er a tion (Amirkhanian, Kelly and Issayev, 2001). Al though the con se quences 
of STIs are dev as tat ing, women suf fer more than men and the over all re sponse
to con trol the prob lem is lim ited. It is now rec og nized that timely in ter ven tion
and ef fec tive man age ment can sig nif i cantly re duce the con se quences of STIs
(Pop u la tion In for ma tion Pro gram, 1993). Al though the pro mo tion of the
knowl edge of STI as a pre ven tive mea sure has re ceived pri or ity, the level of
aware ness about the trans mis sion, symp toms, con se quences and pre ven tion of
sex ual ill nesses in the de vel op ing coun tries has been very low (Adekunle and
Ladipo, 1992; Hill ier and oth ers, 1998; Cas tor and oth ers, 2002).

The prev a lence of sex u ally trans mit ted in fec tions in Ban gla desh is not
clearly known. Avail able es ti mates show a wide vari a tion of STI prev a lence
rang ing from 2.5 to 23.2 per cent among women (Hussain and oth ers, 1997;
Hawkes and oth ers, 1999). As sex ual be hav iour among young adults and
ad o les cents has been chang ing, the sce nario might have al ready been dif fer ent
from what had been known be fore. Re cent stud ies in di cate that STIs have been
in creas ing among peo ple who have sex ual re la tion ships with mul ti ple part ners
(Khan and oth ers, 1997). The Gov ern ment has rightly iden ti fied STIs as ma jor
pub lic health prob lems in Ban gla desh and pri or i tized them as one of the key
com po nents of re pro duc tive health ser vices. How ever, very lit tle in for ma tion is
known about sex ual ill nesses among women of re pro duc tive age. One study,
con ducted in 1994, has shown that about 26.6 per cent of women were aware
of sex ual ill nesses (Khan and oth ers, 1997).

The need for pre vent ing sex u ally trans mit ted in fec tions and HIV/AIDS
has in creas ingly been dis cussed in var i ous fo rums in Ban gla desh. A na tional
pol icy was de vel oped in early 1995 to pre vent HIV trans mis sion, re duce the
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im pact of AIDS and man age STIs (Gov ern ment of Ban gla desh, 1996a and
1996b). The ma jor fea tures of the pol icy in cluded ad vo cacy at the na tional
level, be hav iour change ini tia tives for higher-risk pop u la tions and cam paigns in 
the mass me dia (Gov ern ment of Ban gla desh, 1999). In 1997, the Gov ern ment
of Ban gla desh for mally ac cepted the prin ci ples adopted at the In ter na tional
Con fer ence on Pop u la tion and De vel op ment (ICPD) fo cus ing on in form ing
women about re pro duc tive health prob lems and seek ing early treat ment
wher ever pos si ble (United Na tions, 1995; Gov ern ment of Ban gla desh, 1999).
Since then, the need for de vel op ing a be hav ioural change com mu ni ca tion
strat egy and its im ple men ta tion in pre vent ing sex u ally trans mit ted in fec tions
has been dis cussed in var i ous fo rums, but with out much prog ress be ing made.

Com mu nity-based STI con trol programme of Ban gla desh
Ru ral Ad vance ment Com mit tee

BRAC be gan by launch ing a pi lot pro ject in early 1997 to raise
com mu nity aware ness about sex ual ill nesses and es tab lish an ef fec tive sys tem
of case man age ment of HIV in fec tion (BRAC, 2000). Prior to that pro ject, the
com mu nity where BRAC be gan its cam paign had very lit tle idea about the
trans mis sion, pre ven tion and treat ment of STIs (BRAC and ICDDRB, 1999).
The pro ject in cluded the pro mo tion of knowl edge about sex u ally trans mit ted
ill nesses, their mode of trans mis sion, com mon symp toms, pre ven tive mea sures
and the sources of treat ment. In for ma tion was dis sem i nated through a va ri ety of 
set tings such as in di vid ual con tacts in the house holds, small group meet ings
with both women and men, and coun sel ling at the an te na tal care cen tres
(BRAC, 2000). The com mu nity health vol un teers were em ployed to
dis sem i nate rel e vant STI-re lated in for ma tion along with other health mes sages
to the grass-roots level.

Ear lier ex pe ri ence sug gests that the ac cep tance of new in for ma tion in the
com mu nity dif fers widely ac cord ing to the level of ed u ca tion and
socio-eco nomic char ac ter is tics of the pop u la tion (Hadi, 2001). Ed u ca tion
gen er ally en hances the ca pac ity to know more and cre ates a con text for better
un der stand ing. The women in Ban gla desh have been very un for tu nate as more
than two thirds of the adult women never went to school. Al ter na tive means of
com mu ni ca tion to reach the il lit er ate women were con sid ered. Among these,
NGO-led health fo rums were found to be vi a ble me dia through which a large
pro por tion of il lit er ate women could be reached. BRAC, there fore, de cided to
ex pand the STI con trol pro ject by in te grat ing with the microcredit-based1

de vel op ment programme in 1998.

The microcredit programme in cluded not only col lat eral-free credit for ru -
ral poor women but a pack age of sup port ser vices, such as group meet ings,
skill train ing, ba sic lit er acy and pri mary health-care ser vices.  Credit
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programme-based health fo rums were con ducted for the poor women in the vil -
lages by BRAC of fi cials with the help of com mu nity health vol un teers. To pro -
mote aware ness of sex ual ill nesses among the com mu nity lead ers, BRAC also
or ga nized vil lage work shops and pop u lar thea tres for de vel op ment. In ad di tion,
the com mu nity vol un teers mo ti vated ru ral women to visit health cen tres, sat el -
lite clin ics, EPI cen tres and other health ser vices. Ear lier stud ies in di cated that
the prog ress of im ple men ta tion of the ICPD rec om men da tions was very slow
and the achieve ment very lit tle (Hadi, 1999). Against this back drop, the pres ent 
study (a) as sesses the aware ness of trans mis sion, symp toms and pre ven tion of
sex ual ill nesses and (b) ex am ines the con tri bu tion of women’s ed u ca tion and
their in volve ment in NGO fo rums on pro mot ing STI knowl edge in Ban gla desh.

Data and meth ods
Study de sign

As sum ing that the sex ual is sues are quite sen si tive and that the group dis -
cus sions with women in tra di tional com mu ni ties would be dif fi cult, open-ended 
in-depth in ter views were con ducted to col lect in for ma tion for this study. Three
as pects of sex u ally trans mit ted in fec tions (trans mis sion, symp toms and pre ven tion)
were ex am ined. Data for the study were col lected from a de mo graphic and
health sur veil lance sys tem2 cov er ing 70 vil lages in 10 re gions of Ban gla desh
where BRAC and a num ber of lo cal NGOs had credit-based in come-gen er at ing
ac tiv i ties. The sur veil lance sys tem pro vided are up dated sam pling frame from
which a to tal of 1,663 adult women were se lected at ran dom. A test in stru ment
was de vel oped for the as sess ment of knowl edge com pris ing four in trans mis -
sion mech a nism, four test in the symp toms and four items in pre ven tive mea -
sures. A struc tured ques tion naire was used to col lect de tailed in for ma tion of the 
sociodemographic char ac ter is tics of women and their par tic i pa tion in NGO
fo rum ac tiv i ties. The in ves ti ga tors had pro fes sional train ing and ex pe ri ence in
con duct ing in-depth in ter views. For this par tic u lar study, the in ves ti ga tors were
sen si tized about the po ten tial prob lems in col lect ing in for ma tion. Con fi den ti al ity
of in for ma tion was strictly fol lowed. Data were col lected in April 2000.

Def i ni tion of vari ables

Three out come vari ables of STI knowl edge, trans mis sion, symp toms and
pre ven tion, were es ti mated in this study. The knowl edge items of trans mis sion
of the dis eases are: sex ual ac tiv i ties with in fected per son, in fected mother to
child, blood trans fu sion and in fected in stru ments. The knowl edge of symp toms
in cluded ul cer on sex or gans, swell ing of the thigh and uterus, yel low ish
se cre tion and pain in the lower ab do men. Fi nally, the knowl edge of pre ven tion
cov ered pre cau tion dur ing sex, con dom use, choos ing are ap pro pri ate part ner
and fol low ing re li gious in struc tions.
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Model spec i fi ca tion

The con tri bu tion of the women’s ed u ca tion and credit fo rum on STI
knowl edge was as sessed by a lo gis tic re gres sion model. The main in de pend ent
vari ables were the ed u ca tion of women and their par tic i pa tion in NGO fo rums.
Ed u ca tion of women was cat e go rized as il lit er ate, pri mary or less, and
sec ond ary or more. NGO fo rum par tic i pa tion was cat e go rized as
non-par tic i pa tion, par tic i pated for five years or less, and par tic i pated for six
years and over. Age was coded into 29 years and less and 30 years and over.
Me dia ex po sure was dichotomized as ex posed and not ex posed to the me dia.
Oc cu pa tion of hus band 3 was dichotomized as man ual and non-man ual
la bourer.

An a lyt i cal pro ce dure

The anal y sis be gins with a de scrip tion of the back ground vari ables of the
sam ple women. Sec ondly, the knowl edge of STIs by the level of ed u ca tion and
NGO fo rum par tic i pa tion was es ti mated. Thirdly, the three out come vari ables
such as trans mis sion, symp toms and pre ven tion were dif fer en ti ated by
sociodemographic fac tors. Then, the net im pact of the ed u ca tion and NGO
fo rum par tic i pa tion on the knowl edge of sex ual ill nesses was ex am ined by
em ploy ing multivariate anal y sis. Fi nally, the prob a bil i ties of three in di ca tors of
STI knowl edge as out comes of the ef fect of var i ous com bi na tions of fac tors
were es ti mated. The multivariate anal y sis has been used to con trol the ef fects of 
con found ing fac tors. It should be rec og nized that con duct ing re search on such
sen si tive as pects as sex ual ill nesses was dif fi cult. The ap proach fol lowed in this 
study is cross-sec tional: other words, it does not al low the au thors to draw
def i nite con clu sions about the con tri bu tion of ed u ca tion and the NGO fo rum on 
the knowl edge of sex ual ill nesses.

Find ings

Pro file of sam ple women

The dif fer ences in the sociodemographic char ac ter is tics of sam ple women
are shown in ta ble 1. More than two thirds (67.7 per cent) were il lit er ate, while
only 18.2 per cent went to pri mary school. The pro por tion that went to
sec ond ary school was very small (14.1 per cent). More than a third of the
women par tic i pated in NGO fo rum ac tiv i ties. Of those, 13.8 per cent were
in volved in NGO fo rum ac tiv i ties for six years or more. The sam ple women
were quite young, more than half (51.7 per cent) being aged less than 30 years.
Ex po sure to the me dia in ru ral set tings in Ban gla desh was very poor: only a
third (33.2 per cent) of the women had ac cess to the elec tronic me dia. Nearly
40.6 per cent of the hus bands of the sam ple women had to sell man ual la bour
for their sur vival.
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Role of ed u ca tion and NGO fo rum par tic i pa tion
on the aware ness of sex ual ill nesses

Col lect ing in for ma tion about sex ual prob lems, al though dif fi cult,  was not 
im pos si ble (VanLandingham and oth ers, 1994). Aware ness re gard ing STIs and
their as so ci a tion with the ed u ca tion of women and their in volve ment in NGO
fo rum ac tiv i ties is pre sented in ta ble 2. About 15.5 per cent of the women were 
aware that STIs could be trans mit ted through en gag ing in sex with an in fected
per son. The knowl edge of sex ual in ter course as one of the modes of trans mis -
sion was found in other stud ies as well (Brewis, 1992; Nuwaha and oth ers,
1999). Only a few women could rec og nize that STIs could be trans mit ted
through blood trans fu sion (0.5 per cent), in fected equip ment (1.3 per cent) and
from in fected moth ers to new born (1.1 per cent). An ag gre gate mea sure of the
knowl edge of the trans mis sion of in fec tion was es ti mated if a woman could
cor rectly men tion at least one out of four items with out prompt ing. About 16.5
per cent at the sam ple women could cor rectly iden tify at least one trans mis sion
mech a nism of STIs. This es ti mate was slightly higher than a study in 1994 in
which nearly 12 per cent of women had knowl edge of the trans mis sion of STIs
(Khan and oth ers, 1997). Ed u cated women and fo rum par tic i pants were sig nif i -
cantly better aware than the il lit er ates and non-par tic i pants.

Com pared with trans mis sion, the symp toms of dis eases were better
known.  The ir ri ta tion of sex or gans as a symp tom was known to nearly 28.7
per cent of the women. Only 6.9 per cent of ru ral women were aware that
swell ing of the thigh was a symp tom of STI. Oth ers, such as swell ing of the
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Ta ble 1.   Pro file of sam ple women

Study vari able Per cent age Num ber

Ed u ca tion
No ed u ca tion 67.7 1126
Pri mary or less 18.2  302
Sec ond ary or more 14.1   235

NGO fo rum
No par tic i pa tion 64.7 1076
Par tic i pated (be tween 1 and 5 years) 21.5   357
Par tic i pated (6 years and more) 13.8   230

Age (years)
29 and be low 51.7  860
30 and above 48.3   803

Me dia ex po sure
Not ex posed 66.3 1111
Ex posed 33.2   552

Oc cu pa tion of hus band
Man ual la bour 40.6  675
Non-la bourer 59.4  988



body (1.4 per cent) and rashes (1.1 per cent) were nearly un known in the
communitie stud ied. At the ag gre gate level, about 31.5 per cent women were
able to rec og nize at least one symp tom of sex ual dis ease. As found in the
trans mis sion mech a nism, the per for mance in rec og niz ing a symp tom of sex ual
ill ness was better among ed u cated than il lit er ate women and among NGO
fo rum par tic i pants than among non-par tic i pants.

The knowl edge about the pre ven tive mea sures against sexually
transmitted diseases (STDs) was very poor. While pre cau tion dur ing sex ual
in ter course (13.4 per cent) was largely rec og nized as the way to pre vent STDs,
choos ing faith ful part ners was also con sid ered a pre ven tive mea sure by a
sig nif i cant pro por tion (12.6 per cent) of women. The use of a con dom was
men tioned by only 4.2 per cent while fol low ing re li gious in struc tions (2.3 per
cent) was rec og nized by a smaller pro por tion. Nearly 29.9 per cent of the
sam ple women had knowl edge of at least one pre ven tive mea sure against
STDs. When dif fer en ti ated, the knowl edge level was found to be pos i tively
as so ci ated with ed u ca tion and the NGO par tic i pa tion of women.

Knowl edge of sex ual ill nesses: prev a lence and
socio-eco nomic cor re lates

The knowl edge among women about sex ual ill nesses dif fered sig nif i cantly 
with socio-eco nomic fac tors (ta ble 3). The ed u ca tion of women ap peared to be
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Ta ble 2. Knowl edge of STIs by ed u ca tion and

NGO fo rum par tic i pa tion

Knowl edge of STI
Ed u ca tion NGO fo rum

All
No Ed u cated No Par tic i pated

Trans mis sion mech a nism
Sex with in fected per sons 12.3 22.3 14.8 16.9 15.5
Use of in fected equip ment 1.0 1.9 1.2 1.4 1.3
In fected mother to new born 1.0 1.5 1.1 1.2 1.1
Blood trans fu sion 0.2 1.1 0.6 0.3 0.5

Trans mis sion (at least one) 13.4 22.9 15.1 18.9 16.5
Symp toms

Ul cer on sex or gans 25.5 35.4 27.2 31.3 28.7
Swell ing of the thigh and uterus 5.9 8.9 6.8 7.0 6.9
Yel low se cre tion 0.7 3.0 1.1 2.0 1.4
Pain and rashes 0.9 1.5 1.2 0.9 1.1

Symp toms (at least one) 28.5 37.8 30.4 33.6 31.5

Pre ven tive mea sure
Pre cau tion dur ing sex 11.9 16.6 13.4 13.5 13.4
Choos ing faith ful part ner 11.0 15.8 12.0 13.6 12.6
Use of con dom 3.3 6.1 4.6 3.6 4.2
Fol low ing re li gious teach ings 2.2 2.4 2.0 2.7 2.3

Pre ven tion (at least one) 26.3 37.4 29.2 31.2 29.9



sig nif i cantly (P<.01) as so ci ated with the knowl edge of all three in di ca tors,
trans mis sion, symp toms and the pre ven tion of STIs. Par tic i pa tion in the
NGO-led health fo rum also raised the knowl edge level sig nif i cantly. The
knowl edge about trans mis sion, symp toms and the pre ven tion of sex ual ill nesses 
ap peared to in crease (P<0.01) with the age of women, as found in other stud ies 
(Khan and oth ers, 1997). Ex po sure to the me dia had a pos i tive and sig nif i cant
(P<0.01) im pact in rais ing aware ness of STI trans mis sion, symp toms and
pre ven tion among women. How ever, the aware ness of these three in di ca tors
was much higher among the youn ger than among the older women (P<0.05).
The oc cu pa tion of the hus band had no ap par ent im pact on the knowl edge of
STIs ex cept for the pre ven tion of the dis ease.

Fac tors pre dict ing aware ness of 
sex ual ill nesses: multivariate anal y sis

The net ef fects of ed u ca tion and NGO fo rum par tic i pa tion in rais ing the
knowl edge of the three di men sions of STI con trol ling for the other fac tors are
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Ta ble 3.   Knowl edge of sex ual ill nesses by

sociodemographic char ac ter is tics

Sociodemographic fac tors
Knowl edge of sex ual ill nesses

Trans mis sion Symp tom Pre ven tion

All 16.5 31.5 29.9
Ed u ca tion

No ed u ca tion 13.4 28.5 26.3
Pri mary or less 20.2 35.1 33.4
Sec ond ary or more 26.4 41.3 42.6

Prob a bil ity (P) value <.01 <.01 <.01

NGO fo rum
No par tic i pa tion 15.1 30.4 29.2
Par tic i pated (be tween 1 and 5 years) 16.8 30.5 29.7
Par tic i pated (6 years and more) 22.2 38.3 33.5

Prob a bil ity (P) value <.05 <.10 n.s.

Me dia ex po sure
Not ex posed 15.7 30.8 28.7
Ex posed 18.1 33.0 32.2

Prob a bil ity (P) value n.s. n.s. <.10

Age (years)
29 and be low 14.7 29.1 28.5
30 and above 18.4 34.1 31.4

Prob a bil ity (P) value <.05 <.05 n.s.

Oc cu pa tion of hus band
Man ual la bour 16.0 31.3 26.7
Non-la bourer 16.8 31.7 32.1

Prob a bil ity (P) value n.s. n.s. <.01

Note: n.s. = not sig nif i cant.



pre sented in ta ble 4. As ex pected, the role of ed u ca tion in im prov ing the
knowl edge of sex ual ill nesses was sig nif i cant, as found in other stud ies (Khan
and oth ers, 1997). NGO fo rum par tic i pa tion had sig nif i cant pos i tive as so ci a tion 
with the knowl edge of STIs, al though the role of ed u ca tion was more
prom i nent than the fo rum par tic i pa tion when the ef fects of me dia ex po sure and
other sociodemographic fac tors were con trolled. Age was also strongly
as so ci ated with the level of knowl edge of sex ual ill nesses. The ef fects of other
con found ing fac tors, such as me dia and oc cu pa tion, were not sig nif i cant.

Es ti mated prob a bil i ties of the knowl edge of sex ual ill nesses

The prob a bil i ties of the knowl edge of sex u ally trans mit ted in fec tions as
out comes of the ef fect of var i ous com bi na tions of pre dic tors are shown in ta ble 
5. It may be stated that the prob a bil i ties con sis tently de cline in line with
ex po sure to ed u ca tion, NGO par tic i pa tion, as well as age, me dia ex po sure and
sell ing la bour.
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Ta ble 4.   Odds ra tios for se lected in di ca tors

of the knowl edge of STIs

Pre dic tor vari able

Trans mis sion Symp tom Pre ven tion

B Odds
ra tios

B Odds
ra tios

B Odds
ra tios

Ed u ca tion
No ed u ca tion 0.00 1.00 0.00 1.00 0.00 1.00

Pri mary or less 0.58 1.78
c

0.37 1.44
c

0.34 1.40
b

Sec ond ary or more 1.02 2.79
c

0.69 2.00
c

0.74 2.09
c

NGO fo rum
No par tic i pa tion 0.00 1.00 0.00 1.00 0.00 1.00
Par tic i pated (be tween 1 and 5 years) 0.15 1.16 0.01 1.01 0.09 1.09

Par tic i pated (6 years and more) 0.50 1.65
c

0.34 1.41
b

0.25 1.29
a

Age (years)
29 and be low 0.00 1.00 0.00 1.00 0.00 1.00

30 and more 0.26 1.30
a

0.22 1.25
b

0.14 1.15
Me dia

Not ex posed 0.00 1.00 0.00 1.00 0.00 1.00
Ex posed 0.05 1.05 0.03 1.03 0.01 1.01

Oc cu pa tion of hus band
La bour 0.00 1.00 0.00 1.00 0.00 1.00
Non la bour 0.22 1.25 0.17 1.18 -.09 1.00

Con stant -2.26 -1.19 -1.12

-2 Log Like li hood 1 447.1 2 042.6 1 996.9

R squared 0.041 0.018 0.019

a = p < 0.10;     b = p < 0.05;     c = p < 0.01.



The data fur ther sug gest that the ed u ca tion of women and their
par tic i pa tion in NGO-led fo rums were the main pre dic tors of the knowl edge of
sex u ally trans mit ted in fec tions in the ru ral ar eas of Ban gla desh.

Dis cus sion

Over all, the knowl edge among women re gard ing sex u ally trans mit ted
in fec tions was very poor. Al though rais ing aware ness about the trans mis sion,
pre ven tion and cure of STIs has re ceived in creased at ten tion in other coun tries
(Reddy and oth ers, 1999), the women in Ban gla desh seemed to have lim ited
ac cess to in for ma tion about sex ual ill nesses and thus to be at risk of fac ing the
ca tas tro phe of an HIV/AIDS ep i demic (Cash and oth ers, 2001). Ed u ca tion
gen er ally en hances the ac cess to and ca pac ity to un der stand new ideas and
in no va tions. It is, there fore, log i cal that ed u cated women are more likely to
ac cept the mes sages about sex ual ill nesses and their pre ven tion than il lit er ate
ones. The par tic i pa tion in NGO-led com mu nity-wide dis sem i na tion of health
mes sages has ap peared to cre ate an op por tu nity for the poor women to be come
aware of their own health prob lems (Hadi, 2001). Al though the par tic i pants
were largely ho mo ge neous, they ap peared to re ceive in for ma tion in the light of
their own val ues and be haved ac cord ingly (Aubel and Sia, 1995).
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Ta ble 5.  Es ti mated prob a bil i ties of the knowl edge of

STIs by the com bi na tion of pre dic tors

Com bi na tion of pre dic tors
Es ti mated prob a bil i ties

Trans mis sion Symp tom Pre ven tion

1.  Highly ed u cated, older, NGO participantion (6
years and more), ex posed to me dia and not de pend ent
on la bour

0.45 0.56 0.48

2.  Highly ed u cated, older, NGO participantion (1 to 5
years), ex posed to me dia and not de pend ent on la bour

0.36 0.48 0.44

3.  Highly ed u cated, older, no par tic i pa tion, in NGO
ex posed to me dia and not de pend ent on la bour

0.33 0.48 0.42

4.  Poorly ed u cated, older, NGO participantion (6
years and more), ex posed to me dia and not de pend ent
on la bour

0.34 0.44 0.38

5.  Il lit er ate, older, NGO par tic i pa tion (6 years and
more), ex posed to me dia and not de pend ent on la bour

0.23 0.39 0.31

6.  Il lit er ate, older, NGO par tic i pa tion (1 to 5 years),
ex posed to me dia and not de pend ent on la bour

0.17 0.32 0.27

7.  Il lit er ate, older, no par tic i pa tion in NGO, ex posed
to me dia and not de pend ent on la bour

0.15 0.32 0.26

8.  Il lit er ate, youn ger, no par tic i pa tion, in NGO not
ex posed to me dia and de pend ent on la bour

0.09 0.23 0.24

Note: The above prob a bil i ties are cal cu lated from the es ti mated co ef fi cients in ta ble 4
by us ing the fol low ing equa tion:  p=exp (a + åbi xi) / [ 1 + exp (a + åbi xi)].



It is not clearly known whether the in for ma tion, ed u ca tion and
com mu ni ca tion (IEC) ac tiv i ties of the Gov ern ment to pro mote knowl edge of
sex u ally trans mit ted dis eases have pro duced the de sired re sults be cause of the
ab sence of sys tem atic mon i tor ing of those very ac tiv i ties. Given the poor
prev a lence of knowl edge among women in the ru ral ar eas, it is rea son able to
be lieve that the de sign and im ple men ta tion of the dis sem i na tion ac tiv i ties were
in ad e quate to reach most of the com mu ni ties. While the na tional pro mo tion of
STI-re lated in for ma tion re quired a com pre hen sive un der stand ing of the
ep i de mi ol ogy of sex ual ill nesses, the be hav ioural change com po nents of the
STI con trol programme fo cused es sen tially on high-risk groups, such as sex
work ers, ve hi cle-driv ers, ven dors, po lice men and stu dents. In ad di tion, only a
smaller sec tion of the ed u cated and eco nom i cally better-off pop u la tion who had 
ac cess to both the elec tronic and print me dia was cov ered. No sys tem atic and
co or di nated ef fort has been made to reach the larger pop u la tion of the coun try.
Sex ed u ca tion through schools, al though found very ef fec tive in many other
coun tries, was not of fered in Ban gla desh (Is lam and oth ers, 1999). The poor
women who live in re mote vil lages have al ways been the most ne glected group
in re ceiv ing nec es sary health ser vices. Al though the Gov ern ment has ac cepted
the ICPD prin ci ples of in form ing and pro vid ing the nec es sary health ser vices
for women, the IEC ac tiv i ties fo cused on sex ual ill nesses ap peared to have
been poorly de signed as most of the women re mained un aware about sex ual
ill nesses and their con se quences.

Al ter na tive ap proaches to reach underpriviledged women need to be
ex plored. In ter per sonal com mu ni ca tion at the house hold level as an ef fec tive
means of in flu enc ing nor ma tive be liefs and be hav iour has been dem on strated
through the com mu nity-based fam ily plan ning programme in Ban gla desh.
Non-gov ern men tal or ga ni za tions have been try ing to reach poor women
through group-based meet ings run by com mu nity health vol un teers. Such
ap proaches have never been tried at the na tional level to dis sem i nate sex ual
health-re lated in for ma tion to women (Cash and oth ers, 2001).

Open dis cus sion about the sex ual ill nesses might be cul tur ally
in ap pro pri ate in the tra di tional com mu ni ties. The ap proach to reach the tar get,
there fore, should be sen si tive to the be liefs and feel ings of the com mu nity
(ibid., 2001). Once the peo ple in the com mu nity un der stand the prob lem, they
are ex pected to be more likely to pro vide sup port for safe and so cially
ap pro pri ate be hav iour (Weller, 1995). It is be lieved that the in te gra tion of STI
ser vices into the pri mary health-care sys tem would not only make the ser vices
avail able and ac ces si ble to more peo ple but would also help peo ple seek ing
care by avoid ing the po ten tial stigma of go ing to a ded i cated STI clinic
(Bataringaya, 2000). Since the health cen tres in the ru ral ar eas pro vide a range
of health ser vices, the pro mo tion of knowl edge about sex ual ill nesses has never 
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been iden ti fied as a pri or ity. Thus, the rec om mended pol icy of in te grat ing STI
treat ment with other ser vices in the ru ral health cen tres in Ban gla desh should
be re con sid ered.

How can the is sue of sex ual ill nesses be in cor po rated in the re pro duc tive
health programme in a more ef fec tive way? Co or di nat ing and es tab lish ing a
link be tween com mu nity-based mo ti va tional ac tiv i ties and the ser vices avail able 
in health fa cil i ties may pro duce the de sired re sults. The com mu nity-based or ga -
ni za tions should not only dis sem i nate mes sages pro mot ing safer sex and ed u -
cate peo ple about the po ten tial risks of get ting sex u ally trans mit ted in fec tions,
but they should also bring the sick women to the health fa cil i ties. Re ori en ta tion 
of health ser vices pro vid ers, in clud ing com mu nity health work ers, tra di tional
heal ers, pri vate prac ti tio ners, phar ma cists, so cial work ers and oth ers may be
needed to  im ple ment such ini tia tives ef fec tively (Sabatier, 1995).

The study ar gues that the nec es sary health ed u ca tion is sues can be ef fec -
tively in cor po rated in NGO-led de vel op ment programmes in pro mot ing the pre -
ven tion of sex u ally trans mit ted dis eases among women. The con trol of sex ual
ill nesses should be both a short-term and a long-term tar get. In ter na tional agen -
cies have long been pro vid ing fi nan cial sup port to pro mote STI aware ness, al -
though the avail abil ity of re sources has not been ad e quate to mon i tor the prog -
ress of work rou tinely (Germaine, 1997). The dis sem i na tion of health mes sages 
through mass me dia, the ob ser vance of health cam paigns, the use of com mu nity 
health ed u ca tor and rou tine coun sel ling ser vices were im por tant com po nents of
STI pro mo tion. The con ven tional health in for ma tion sys tems of ten fail to reach
the poor as those programmes are tar geted at the gen eral pub lic and not spe cif i -
cally de signed for the poor. NGO fo rums, on the other hand, pay more at ten tion 
to the needs of the poor and their abil ity to un der stand. A strat egy to in te grate
the pro mo tion of knowl edge of sex ual ill nesses within a de vel op ment frame -
work would be better able to ad dress the health prob lems of women in ru ral
com mu ni ties. The pa per con cludes that NGO-led health fo rums can be an ef fec -
tive means of pro mot ing STI knowl edge among the women in Ban gla desh.

Endnotes

1. Microcredit programmes are de signed pri mar ily for the poor ru ral women. The programmes
in clude a pack age of sup port ser vices such as group for ma tion, skills train ing, ba sic lit er acy and
es sen tial health care for the par tic i pat ing women. Not all women are el i gi ble to par tic i pate in
credit-based in come-gen er at ing ac tiv i ties. A woman is el i gi ble pro vided her house hold owns less
than 50 dec i mals (0.2 hect are) of cul ti va ble land and if any adult mem ber of that fam ily sells
man ual la bour for at least 100 days in a year.

2. BRAC runs a de mo graphic and health sur veil lance sys tem cov er ing more than 70,000 peo ple
liv ing in 70 vil lages spread over 10 re gions of Ban gla desh where BRAC and other
non-gov ern men tal or ga ni za tions have credit-based in come-gen er at ing ac tiv i ties. The re gions are
se lected as rep re sen ta tive of ru ral Ban gla desh. In each re gion, BRAC op er ates a field re search
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sta tion to cover ap prox i mately 1,200 fam i lies in six to eight neigh bour ing vil lages. Field
in ves ti ga tors rou tinely visit all house holds of the study vil lages and re cord rel e vant in for ma tion on
the reg is ters. In for ma tion is then com put er ized in the cen tral of fice of BRAC in Dhaka.

3. The con cept of oc cu pa tion of hus band as la bour is used by the NGOs in iden ti fy ing the poor
sec tion of the com mu nity. A house hold is con sid ered poor if any adult mem ber of that house hold

sells man ual la bour for at least 100 days a year.
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Qual ity Char ac ter is tics of Field
Work ers and Con tra cep tive Use

Dy nam ics: Les sons from  
Matlab, Ban gla desh

By M. Mazharul Is lam, Monoj Kumar Barua and Radheshyam
Bairagi *

The em pir i cal find ings of this study sup port the prop o si tion that the
con tra cep tive be hav iour of an in di vid ual is af fected not only by his or
her per sonal char ac ter is tics, but also by the qual ity char ac ter is tics of

the field worker who pro vides ser vice to him or her

In re cent years, the qual ity of ser vices of the fam ily plan ning programme
has been iden ti fied as a fun da men tal de ter mi nant of con tra cep tive use and
con tin u a tion, since the po ten tial cli ents are more sceptical and more con cerned
with the qual ity of care than past cli ents (Hull, 1996; Jain, 1989; Koenig and
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oth ers, 1997; Mroz and oth ers, 1999; Simmons and Phillips, 1990). How ever,
the qual ity of care, which con sists of a se ries of var ied and in ter act ing fac tors,
has been de fined in dif fer ent ways in dif fer ent con texts by var i ous ex perts
(Adeokun, 1994; Bertrand and oth ers, 1995; Brown and oth ers, 1995; Bruce,
1990; Hardee and Gould, 1993).  In his clas si cal study, Bruce (1990) has
iden ti fied six el e ments of qual ity of care in fam ily plan ning, such as choice of
con tra cep tive meth ods, pro vid ers’ tech ni cal com pe tence, pro vider-cli ent
in for ma tion ex change, in ter per sonal re la tions, mech a nisms to en cour age
con ti nu ity of con tra cep tive use, and ap pro pri ate con stel la tion of ser vices. Jain
(1989) stated that qual ity of care re fers to the way cli ents are treated by the
sys tem pro vid ing ser vices. Qual ity of care, in this sense, places much em pha sis
on the in ter per sonal di men sion of in ter ac tions be tween pro vid ers and cli ents. In 
this con text, the role of field work ers is cru cial in ful fill ing the de mand for
qual ity of care, as they are the programme rep re sen ta tives work ing at
main tain ing the im por tant link be tween the programme and the cli ents. Cli ents
in ter act with the programme through out reach staff who pro mote the prac tice of 
con tra cep tion, dis sem i nate in for ma tion and dis trib ute sup plies.

Field work ers who pro vide fam ily plan ning and other re pro duc tive health
ser vices in most de vel op ing coun tries have re ceived a lot of at ten tion in the
lit er a ture. Pop u la tion sci en tists have lauded their role as suc cess ful “change
agents” in bring ing about rev o lu tion ary changes in the case of fam ily plan ning
use in var i ous de vel op ing coun tries (Gupta and Si mon, 1996; Leete and Alam,
1993; Mauldin and Ross, 1991; Kamal, 1994; Kamal and Sloggett, 1996; Wu,
1994; Xiao and Zhao, 1997). The Ban gla desh Fam ily Plan ning programme is a
bril liant ex am ple of a coun try where the in tro duc tion of fe male field work ers at 
the grass-roots level has brought about dra matic changes in the use of mod ern
con tra cep tion (Neaz and Banu, 1992; Kamal and oth ers, 1999; Koenig and
oth ers, 1992; and Phillips and oth ers, 1996).  The con tra cep tive prev a lence rate, 
which was only 8 per cent in 1975 has soared as high as 54 per cent in
1999-2000 (Mitra and As so ci ates, 2000). While ana lys ing the inter-vil lage
vari a tion in us ing con tra cep tive meth ods in Matlab, Rahman (1986) ob served
that, al though the vil lages of the Matlab ma ter nal and child health and fam ily
Plan ning (MCH-FP) pro ject are rea son ably uni form in terms of ac ces si bil ity,
there were even vari a tions in con tra cep tive prac tices among the vil lages
at trib ut able to the dif fer ence in the cred i bil ity of the fam ily plan ning field
work ers and, to some ex tent, to the dif fer ence in the socio-eco nomic
in fra struc ture of the vil lages.

Two types of cre den tial char ac ter is tics of a fam ily plan ning field worker
can be viewed. The first re lates to the socio-eco nomic and de mo graphic
char ac ter is tics of the field work ers de ter mined by the programme at the time
of re cruit ment, which usu ally in cludes age, ed u ca tion, fam ily size, so cial
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sta tus, per sonal ex pe ri ence of con tra cep tive use, and so on. The sec ond re lates 
to the be hav ioural or qual ity char ac ter is tics, which is a func tion of sev eral
fac tors usu ally earned through pro fes sional skill, ex pe ri ence, train ing,
per sonal adop tion, in no va tive idea, and so on. The ef fects of the first kind of
cre den tial char ac ter is tics of field work ers on con tra cep tive use be hav iour are
well doc u mented. While ana lys ing the fac tors af fect ing the con tra cep tive use,
con tin u a tion and fail ure, re search ers of ten con cen trate on the socio-eco nomic
and de mo graphic char ac ter is tics of field work ers along with us ers’
char ac ter is tics and programme fac tors. How ever, de spite the grow ing body of
lit er a ture on qual ity of care in fam ily plan ning and their ef fects on
con tra cep tive use dy nam ics (Hossain and Phillips, 1996; Koenig and oth ers,
1992; Koenig and oth ers, 1997; Mroz and oth ers, 1999; Mensch and oth ers,
1996; Perry and oth ers, 1999; Phillips and oth ers, 1993; Whittaker and oth ers,
1996), very lit tle is known about the ef fects of be hav ioural or qual ity
char ac ter is tics of field work ers on con tra cep tive use.

This study, there fore, fo cuses on this ne glected di men sion of qual ity of
care, i.e., be hav ioural or qual ity char ac ter is tics of fam ily plan ning work ers and
their ef fects on con tra cep tive use dy nam ics in Ban gla desh.

Since the fam ily plan ning programme in Ban gla desh is pri mar ily
de pend ent on a com mu nity-based de liv ery sys tem, its suc cess largely de pends
on the qual ity of care pro vided by the field work ers which, in turn, de pends on
the be hav ioural or qual ity char ac ter is tics of field work ers. Now, the ques tion is
how to mea sure the qual ity char ac ter is tics of a field worker. What are the
el e ments of the qual ity of care of fered by the field work ers that would help to
in crease the use, ef fec tive ness and con ti nu ity of con tra cep tive meth ods? This
study anal y ses these is sues us ing lon gi tu di nal data from Matlab, a field re search 
sta tion of the In ter na tional Cen tre for Di ar rhoeal Dis ease Re search, Ban gla desh 
(ICDDR,B). The study may have im pli ca tions for pol icy mak ers in Ban gla desh
as well as in other de vel op ing coun tries. The out come of the study may help to  
in di cate im por tant cri te ria that should be used in the se lec tion and train ing of
the fam ily plan ning field work ers.

Meth ods and ma te ri als

The set ting

This study is based on the data from Matlab, a ru ral area, where the
ICDDR,B has been op er at ing a De mo graphic Sur veil lance Sys tem (DSS) since
1966. Like other ru ral parts of Ban gla desh, the com mu nity is con ser va tive and
the ma jor ity of them are Mus lims (88 per cent). Most women, gen er ally
con fined to the fam ily’s com pound, are il lit er ate (more than 50 per cent),
(Razzaque and oth ers, 1998). The pop u la tion in Matlab is char ac ter ized by high 
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fer til ity and com par a tively high mor tal ity. How ever, in re cent years, there has
been a down ward trend in these rates, par tic u larly in the vil lages where the
ICDDR,B in tro duced re pro duc tive health in ter ven tions.

In Oc to ber 1977, the ICDDR,B launched an in no va tive ex per i men tal
ma ter nal and child health and fam ily plan ning (MCH-FP) programme in
Matlab. From its be gin ning, the pro ject has been char ac ter ized by a rig or ous
ex per i men tal de sign and care ful col lec tion of data on var i ous is sues of health
and fam ily plan ning. The de sign spec i fied that ap prox i mately half of the
vil lages (70 vil lages) of the study area (treat ment area) would re ceive ser vices
from the in ten sive ICDDR,B programme, while the other half (79 vil lages),
called the com par i son area, would con tinue to re ceive the reg u lar ser vices
of fered by the gov ern ment programme. The pro ject has made an im por tant
con tri bu tion to the suc cess of the coun try’s fam ily plan ning programme,
through op er a tions, re search and tech ni cal as sis tance in the ar eas of
man age ment im prove ment and qual ity of care (Phillips and oth ers, 1993).

The MCH-FP programme in Matlab is char ac ter ized by in ten sive ser vices
de liv ered by 80 com mu nity health work ers (CHWs), who pro vide health and
fam ily plan ning ser vices through door-to-door vis its. The ac tiv i ties of the
CHWs are care fully su per vised by a fe male para medic and a male su per vi sor,
and they spend one day in ev ery fort night in meet ings with programme
or ga niz ers for work eval u a tion and train ing pur poses. The re main der of their
time is de voted to con duct ing house hold vis its fo cus ing on con tra cep tive
ed u ca tion for all cur rently mar ried and fe cund women, pro vi sion of
house hold-based ser vices, and fa cil i ta tion of ac cess to med i cal treat ment at
nearby sub-cen tres or Matlab clinic. The CHWs have now es tab lished close
rap port with the vil lage women they serve and have be come es sen tial tools for
mo ti vat ing women to ac cept fam ily plan ning ser vices.

In the treat ment area, in for ma tion on con tra cep tive use dy nam ics is
re corded by the CHWs in field reg is ters, known as the “re cord-keep ing sys tem” 
(RKS), which are rou tinely com piled in the course of fort nightly house hold
vis its. As part of their reg u lar ser vice de liv ery ac tiv i ties, the work ers main tain
in for ma tion on past and cur rent con tra cep tive use sta tus, re pro duc tive sta tus
and lactational sta tus, to gether with some health-re lated in for ma tion and
back ground data on a monthly ba sis, i.e., a pro spec tive data col lec tion sys tem
ex ists. These pro spec tive re cords have been com put er ized and form a valu able
da ta base for the in ves ti ga tion of di verse health and fam ily plan ning is sues.
Since the data col lected are pro spec tive in na ture, they are largely free from the 
re call er rors and bi ases that char ac ter ize most ret ro spec tively col lected data.
Data from Matlab thus pro vide a unique op por tu nity to ex am ine the
con tra cep tive use dy nam ics (ac cep tance, con tin u a tion, switch ing be hav iour,
fail ure etc.) over a pe riod of time in a ru ral Bangladeshi pop u la tion.
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The data

The study is based on lon gi tu di nal data ob tained from the Matlab RKS,
sup ple mented by the 1982 socio-eco nomic sur vey (SES) data and the data of
the 1987 eval u a tion study of CHWs. The RKS cov ers more than 16,000
el i gi ble women. The 1982 SES pro vided in for ma tion on women’s re li gion,
ed u ca tion, house hold pos ses sions, e.g. quilt, ra dio, watch, bi cy cle, etc.,
dwell ing space, and dwell ing types. The study con sid ered women’s ed u ca tional
level, house hold pos ses sion, dwell ing type and dwell ing space as their
socio-eco nomic in di ca tors. It was as sumed that the socio-eco nomic in di ca tors
re mained the same dur ing the fol low-up pe riod. As each and ev ery per son in
Matlab has a unique iden ti fi ca tion num ber, the RKS data file can eas ily be
linked with other oc ca sional sur veys.

 The data on work ers’ qual ity char ac ter is tics come from an eval u a tion
study on the work per for mance of CHWs, done in 1987. Since the CHWs are
work ing un der the close su per vi sion of the field su per vi sors and pro ject
man ager, they were given the re spon si bil ity to char ac ter ize the CHWs in terms
of eight se lected qual ity cri te ria: (a) reg u lar ity in work, (b) at ti tude/be hav iour
with cli ents, (c) in no va tive tech nique in com mu ni ca tion with the cli ents, (d)
tech ni cal com pe tence, (e) en thu si asm for work, (f) ac cu racy for re cord-keep ing, 
(g) po lite ness, and (h) con for mity to so cial norms. These char ac ter is tics were
thought to be con du cive to in creas ing the ef fec tive use of fam ily plan ning
meth ods in Matlab. The reg u lar ity char ac ter is tics of the work ers in per form ing
du ties, i.e. reg u lar home visit, method sup ply or coun sel ling is es sen tial for
programme suc cess.

In ru ral Ban gla desh, reg u lar ity in work ers’ visit and reg u lar sup ply of the
meth ods, es pe cially pills, con dom and in jec tions, are very im por tant, be cause
work ers pro vide these meth ods at the door step. Work ers’ at ti tude/be hav iour
may help to at tract the po ten tial cli ents to be us ers. Ex pe ri ences show that in
some sit u a tions, CHWs need to ap ply in no va tive tech niques of com mu ni ca tion
to mo ti vate cli ents to be us ers of fam ily plan ning meth ods in gen eral and
spe cific meth ods such as male or fe male ster il iza tion and IUD, in par tic u lar. In
a study, Giridhar and Satia (1986) showed that the pro vid ers’ in no va tive abil ity 
is more con du cive in pro mot ing con tra cep tive use than work ing un der pres sure
of tar gets to at tain de mo graphic goals. Pro vid ers’ tech ni cal com pe tence about
fam ily plan ning meth ods help to im prove the qual ity of coun sel ling about
fam ily plan ning, by pro vid ing sug ges tions about ap pro pri ate meth ods and
in formed choice. Visaria and Visaria (1991) ob served that the tech ni cal
in com pe tence of the ser vice pro vid ers of ten act as one of the im por tant fac tors
as so ci ated with poor programme per for mance in some ru ral ar eas in In dia. The
cli ents are of ten not in a po si tion to judge the tech ni cal skills of the pro vid ers;
how ever, they have to bear the con se quences of their de fi cient tech ni cal skills,
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if any. Work ers’ en thu si asm for work is es sen tial in achiev ing the programme
goals. Ac cu rate re cord-keep ing by the CHWs is es sen tial for programme
eval u a tion and mon i tor ing prog ress. Pro vid ers’ po lite ness helps to at tract
po ten tial cli ents to be us ers of fam ily plan ning meth ods. In a con ser va tive
so ci ety like that in Matlab and other ru ral ar eas in Ban gla desh, work ers’
con for mity to so cial norms, such as dress ing mod estly, show ing re spect to the
el derly or har mo niz ing with lo cal cus toms, may help to in crease the con fi dence
of the po ten tial us ers. The more the worker con form to so cial norms, the more
she will be ac cept able to the cli ents. This may help to im prove the
com mu ni ca tion be tween work ers and cli ent, which in turn may in crease the use 
of fam ily plan ning.

To quan tify the worker’s qual ity, the pro ject man ager and the field su per -
vi sors jointly scored each of the 80 CHWs on each of the eight com po nents of
qual ity char ac ter is tics, as men tioned above, on a scale of 1 through 3, sig ni fy -
ing 1 for low, 2 for me dium and 3 for high per for mance. The su per vi sors and
the pro ject man ager dis cussed among them the per for mance of the CHW in
terms of the above-men tioned eight cri te ria and then scored her (the CHW)
unan i mously. They ob served the CHWs and filled out eval u a tions se cretly
with out given them any ex pla na tion or spec i fi ca tion of the cri te ria. The re sults
of the eval u a tion were also kept se cret to the com mu nity health work ers.

It may be men tioned here that the turn over of CHWs has been neg li gi ble
in Matlab. The CHWs were se lected in such a way that the risks of their
turn over re main at a min i mum. Since 1977, only one com mu nity health
work ers was ter mi nated for neg li gence of du ties and an other one re signed on
per sonal grounds.  As a re sult, most CHWs have the same length of ser vices
and sim i lar train ing and thus have uni form ser vice ex pe ri ence. Thus, the
ex tra ne ous ef fects of the char ac ter is tics, other than qual ity char ac ter is tics of the 
CHWs on con tra cep tive use dy nam ics, re main at a min i mum.

Method of anal y sis

The study is based on an in di vid ual level of anal y sis. The qual ity as sess -
ment scores of  work ers were as signed to the in di vid ual women served by the
CHWs. This type of nest ing of the in di vid ual re sponse un der a com mon
CHW-level vari able (qual ity score) in volves the clus ter ing of ob ser va tions,
which may have some bear ing on the es ti ma tion of the ef fects of CHW char ac -
ter is tics. Data were ana lysed for the con tra cep tive us ers fol low ing the date of
ac cep tance of a method dur ing a fol low-up pe riod from 1988 to 1994, as sum ing
that the socio-eco nomic in di ca tors and the work ers’ qual ity re mained sta ble over
the pe riod. The RKS data file be yond 1994 was not com pletely clean and ready for 
anal y sis at the time of the study, so we con fined our fol low-up study to 1994.
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To iden tify the most sig nif i cant qual ity char ac ter is tics of CHWs af fect ing
the CPR, a multivariate lo gis tic re gres sion model was used, while for fail ure
and con tin u a tion of con tra cep tive meth ods a multivariate haz ards re gres sion
model was ap plied, since con tra cep tive con tin u a tion and fail ure are the
time-de pend ent sto chas tic vari ables with cen sor ing cases.

To ex am ine the ef fects of work ers’ per for mance on con tra cep tive use
dy nam ics, we have cre ated an ag gre gate in dex of scores ob tained by the
CHWs. This has been done by add ing the scores of the above-men tioned eight
qual ity char ac ter is tics of CHWs, which takes val ues as low as 10 and as high
as 24 points, be cause two mea sures (reg u lar ity of work and con for mity to so cial
norms) were scored 2 and 3 as none got 1 for these two char ac ter is tics. Based on
the pre lim i nary anal y sis of the scores of dif fer ent qual ity char ac ter is tics of
CHWs, the to tal scores were then cat e go rized into three groups, namely 10-15,
16-20 and 21-24, sig ni fy ing, poor, mod er ate and high level of per for mance,
re spec tively. Ac cord ing to this ag gre gate in dex of qual ity, 15 per cent of the
CHWs were of poor qual ity, 40 per cent of mod er ate qual ity and 45 per cent of 
high qual ity.

By con tra cep tive fail ure, we meant both user’s fail ure and method er ror.
The use-fail ure of a method was cal cu lated on the ba sis of to tal months of use
of that method, ei ther con tin u ously or with a small break or switch ing to
an other method, fol lowed by con cep tion dur ing the use of a con tra cep tive
method that sub se quently led to a live birth. This study con sid ers “all-method
fail ure” and con tin u a tion rates rather than first method. It should be men tioned
here that the es ti mate of fail ure largely de pends on the per cep tion and re call
mem ory of the re spon dent, whether or not par tic u lar births were re ported as
hav ing re sulted from con tra cep tive fail ure. To make data free from in di vid ual
per cep tion, bias and re sponse er ror, we fol lowed a spe cially de signed data
anal y sis meth od ol ogy. In cal cu lat ing the prob a bil ity of fail ure, we as sumed that 
a live birth re quires a ges ta tion pe riod of at least 7 months (av er age ges ta tion
pe riod is con sid ered to be 9 months). Thus, if a live birth oc curred within 7
months af ter dis con tinu a tion of the method, we con sid ered the preg nancy as the 
re sult of con tra cep tive fail ure. The ges ta tion pe riod pre ced ing abor tion (in duced 
and spon ta ne ous) or still birth, var ies widely. There fore, we could not
de ter mine whether preg nan cies with those out comes re sulted from con tra cep tive 
fail ure. As a re sult, our es ti mate of the use-fail ure rate may be down ward
bi ased. The de tailed meth od ol ogy may be seen else where (Bairagi and Rahman, 
1996; Bairagi and oth ers, 2000).

Since we were in ter ested in the gross use-fail ure rate of a con tra cep tive
method that re sulted in ac ci den tal preg nancy, we em ployed a sin gle dec re ment
life ta ble to ob tain the du ra tion-spe cific cu mu la tive prob a bil ity of fail ure.
Life-ta ble meth od ol ogy was em ployed to al low for the in clu sion of cen sored
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and non-cen sored cases. To con trol the left cen sor ing, we ex cluded all us ers
be fore the fol low-up be gan. Af ter ex clud ing all cur rent us ers (as their first
method adop tion date was un known) at the be gin ning of the Matlab MCH-FP
programme and also ex clud ing the women who were us ing per ma nent meth ods, 
our study pop u la tion con sisted of 25,960 ever-mar ried women, of whom 18,440 
were ever-us ers of dif fer ent tem po rary meth ods dur ing the pe riod 1988-1994.
Five meth ods, such as pills, con doms, IUDs, injectables and “other” meth ods,
were con sid ered in the study. The “other” meth ods in cluded mainly tra di tional
meth ods, such as pe ri odic ab sti nence and with drawal and very few cases of
sampoon, foam or jelly, for which no sep a rate anal y sis was pos si ble. In 1994, the
CPR was 65.6 per cent, of which only 2.4 per cent were due to “other” meth ods
and the re main ing 63 per cent were due to injectables (33 per cent), pills (16 per
cent), per ma nent meth ods (9 per cent), con dom (2.5 per cent), and IUD (2 per
cent). The per ma nent meth ods were ex cluded from the study of fail ure and
con tin u a tion, be cause their fail ure and dis con tinu a tion rates were neg li gi ble in
Matlab.

Re sults

Ta ble 1 shows the as so ci a tion be tween ag gre gate qual ity of care in dex
and con tra cep tive use dy nam ics in Matlab. The re sults in di cate that work ers’
ag gre gate qual ity has a pos i tive re la tion ship with the CPR and a neg a tive
re la tion ship with the fail ure rates of con tra cep tive meth ods. How ever, work ers’
qual ity shows lit tle pos i tive ef fects on the con tra cep tive con tin u a tion rate. The
con tin u a tion of dif fer ent con tra cep tive meth ods in creased with the in crease of
the ag gre gate qual ity in dex from poor to mod er ate level and any fur ther
in crease in qual ity level prac ti cally shows no ef fect on con tra cep tive
con tin u a tion. The re sults thus in di cate that work ers’ qual ity helps to mo ti vate
cli ents of dif fer ent fam ily plan ning method us ers to be ef fec tive us ers.

Con tra cep tive use dy nam ics (cur rent use, con tin u a tion and fail ure) may
also be af fected by other socio-eco nomic and de mo graphic char ac ter is tics of the 
re spon dents as well as the CHWs. To iso late the ex tra ne ous ef fects of these
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Ta ble 1.   Con tra cep tive prev a lence rate (CPR), fail ure 

rate and con tin u a tion rate be tween 1988 and 1994

by the work ers’ qual ity, Matlab 

Qual ity
characterisics

CPR Con tra cep tive con tin u a tion rate Con tra cep tive fail ure rate

Pill IUD In jec -
tion

Con -
dom

Oth -
ers

Pill IUD In jec -
tion

Con -
dom

Oth -
ers

Poor 56.8 58.8 82.2 77.2 48.4 57.6 15.3 3.6 1.0 22.1 19.0
Mod er ate 60.1 60.7 83.0 79.3 48.7 58.4 12.4 2.4 0.5 23.4 11.4
High 63.7 61.4 83.1 79.1 49.5 58.2 11.9 1.2 0.5 18.6 13.4



fac tors from the qual ity char ac ter is tics of CHWs, the authors per formed
multivariate re gres sion anal y ses con sid er ing the work ers’ qual ity char ac ter is tics 
and their other sociodemographic char ac ter is tics and in di vid ual us ers
sociodemographic char ac ter is tics as the ex plan a tory vari ables. A lo gis tic
re gres sion anal y sis was performed con sid er ing the cur rent con tra cep tive use
sta tus of  cli ent as the di chot o mous de pend ent vari able. The ex plan a tory
vari ables are age and ed u ca tion of cli ents as well as CHWs, num ber of liv ing
chil dren, re li gion, eco nomic sta tus and work sta tus of in di vid ual cli ents.

The im por tance of the age and ed u ca tion of in di vid ual us ers and CHWs in 
con tra cep tive use be hav iour has long been rec og nized. The lo gis tic re gres sion
model was fit with these vari ables being con tin u ous. The num ber of liv ing
chil dren of the cli ents was in cluded to cap ture both the pre vi ous ex pe ri ence
with birth and fam ily-size ef fects as so ci ated with con tra cep tive use be hav iour.
Re li gion was rep re sented by a dummy vari able for Mus lims and non-Mus lim.
Mus lim women are ex pected to dif fer in fer til ity reg u la tion be hav iour ow ing to
their re stricted move ment and cul tural norm. Since the in for ma tion on
house hold in come is very dif fi cult to col lect di rectly, we have used a com pos ite 
in dex as a proxy mea sure of the eco nomic sta tus, de fined in terms of house hold 
as sets or wealth, rather than in terms of in come. The vari able is cre ated on the
ba sis of a num ber of house hold as sets and hous ing char ac ter is tics which
in clude elec tric ity, tele vi sion, ra dio, ward robe, bi cy cle, avail abil ity of safe
drink ing wa ter, hy gienic san i ta tion fa cil ity and house hold size, and con struc tion 
ma te ri als. Each house hold as set and wealth sta tus was as signed a weight or
fac tor score gen er ated through prin ci pal com po nents anal y sis, and then as sets
scores were cre ated based on a model de scribed else where (Gwatkin and oth ers, 
2000). The lower 33.3 per cent of the score was treated as poor eco nomic sta tus 
and the up per 33.3 per cent was treated as high eco nomic sta tus.

The re sults in di cate that when the de mo graphic and socio-eco nomic char -
ac ter is tics of us ers and work ers were con trolled, the work ers’ ag gre gate qual ity
in dex still re mains a sig nif i cant de ter mi nant of con tra cep tive use. The qual ity of 
care had a sig nif i cant pos i tive re la tion ship with the CPR. For ex am ple, each
unit in crease in the ag gre gate score of worker’s qual ity char ac ter is tics in creased 
the odds that cli ents would use con tra cep tives by 6 per cent. The age of com -
mu nity health work ers also showed sig nif i cant pos i tive ef fects on con tra cep tive
use. Rahman (1986) also found that con tra cep tive use var ied with the age and
so cial sta tus of the CHWs, but it was less vari ant with their ed u ca tion. It is ev i -
dent that the ed u ca tion of CHWs had a pos i tive ef fect on con tra cep tive use in
the Matlab MCH-FP area, but the ef fect was not sig nif i cant (see ta ble 2).

Ta ble 3 pres ents the CPR by each qual ity char ac ter is tic of the CHWs and
the scores (1 for low, 2 for me dium and 3 for high) they ob tained for dif fer ent
years. It has been ob served that high in no va tive tech niques in com mu ni ca tion
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of the CHWs led to the high est CPR, fol lowed by high en thu si asm for work,
at ti tude/be hav iour with cli ents, tech ni cal com pe tence, po lite ness, ac cu racy in
re cord-keep ing, reg u lar ity in work and con for mity to so cial norms. In gen eral,
the CPR in creased with the in crease of scores ob tained by the CHWs for most
of the qual ity char ac ter is tics, with few ex cep tions for low to me dium scores of
cer tain char ac ter is tics and co hort of us ers. How ever, for the most re cent co hort
of us ers, the CPR con sis tently in creased with the prog ress of scores ob tained by 
the CHWs for each qual ity char ac ter is tic. Ir re spec tive of time and qual ity
char ac ter is tics, the CPR is high est for the higher score of work ers’ qual ity
char ac ter is tics. It is to be men tioned here that the CPRs have been in creas ing in 
the Matlab study area over time, ir re spec tive of the score of the qual ity of care,
but still the dif fer ence in CPR per sists with the vari a tions in the work ers’
qual ity score.

From the fore go ing anal y sis, it is clear that work ers’ qual ity has a
sig nif i cant ef fect on con tra cep tive use dy nam ics, and dif fer ent com po nents of
the qual ity char ac ter is tics af fect the cur rent use of con tra cep tion dif fer ently.
Now the ques tion is which of these com po nents of qual ity char ac ter is tics of
CHW have the most sig nif i cant ef fects on over all and method-spe cific
con tra cep tive use dy nam ics? To an swer this ques tion, two dif fer ent multivariate 
re gres sion anal y ses (lo gis tic re gres sion and Cox’s pro por tional haz ard
re gres sion) were per formed. The lo gis tic re gres sion model was fit ted for the
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Ta ble 2.    Lo gis tic re gres sion es ti mate of

the ef fects of work ers’ qual ity and sociodemographic

char ac ter is tics of the women on cur rent use of

con tra cep tion, Matlab 1988-1994

Char ac ter is tics Rel a tive odds of con tra cep tive use

Age (years) 0.94*
Re li gion

Mus lim 0.90**
Hindu (r) 1.00

Women’s ed u ca tion (years) 1.01
Num ber of liv ing chil dren 1.03*
Eco nomic sta tus

Low (r) 1.00
Mid dle 1.64**
High 2.23***

Work ers’ qual ity 1.06***
Age of CHW (years) 1.04**
Ed u ca tion of CHW 1.02

(r) = ref er ence cat e gory

* p< 0.05;   ** p<0.01;   *** p< 0.001



cur rent use of fam ily plan ning meth ods in 1994 and the pro por tional haz ard
model was fit ted for ana lys ing con tra cep tive con tin u a tion and fail ure dur ing the 
pe riod 1988-1994. The eight qual ity char ac ter is tics which take val ues 1-3, age
and ed u ca tion of CHW, socio-eco nomic and de mo graphic char ac ter is tics of
us ers were con sid ered as the ex plan a tory vari ables. Ta ble 4 through ta ble 6
pres ent the re sults of the multivariate anal y sis show ing the ef fects of CHWs’
char ac ter is tics only af ter con trol ling for the us ers’ se lected char ac ter is tics.

In Matlab, as well as at the na tional level in Ban gla desh, a va ri ety of
con tra cep tive meth ods are avail able. In this sit u a tion, we may con sider
con tra cep tive use and method choice as a two-step pro cess: first, a woman
choses whether or not to use con tra cep tion at all. If the out come is to choose to 
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Ta ble 3.    Con tra cep tive prev a lence rate for dif fer ent co horts of

us ers ac cord ing to CHWs’ qual ity char ac ter is tics and score of

per for mance, Matlab 1988-1994

Char ac ter is tics Score Co hort of us ers

1988 1989 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994

Reg u lar ity in work 2 51.2 57.6 59.8 59.6 60.5 62.8 64.9

3 54.6 60.1 61.2 62.1 63.2 64.1 66.4

In no va tive tech nique in com mu ni ca -
tion

1 48.1 54.5 54.7 57.9 58.3 60.8 60.9

2 50.3 56.7 58.9 58.6 59.2 60.8 63.8

3 56.6 62.0 63.4 64.0 65.4 66.9 68.5

At ti tude/be hav iour with cli ents 1 46.4 50.0 53.0 56.9 57.3 63.6 64.0

2 50.6 57.4 59.0 59.0 60.0 61.4 63.3

3 54.7 60 61.8 62.4 63.5 65.2 67.7

Tech ni cal com pe tence 1 52.6 57.3 56.1 61.4 59.9 63.6 61.9

2 50.3 56.9 58.9 58.4 59.2 60.9 63.9

3 55.3 60.8 62.5 63.2 64.5 65.9 67.6

En thu si asm for work 1 48.7 54.4 56.6 58.1 59.4 60.2 61.6

2 52.3 58.4 59.9 60.1 60.8 62.3 65.0

3 55.4 61.2 62.9 63.4 64.7 67.0 68.1

Ac cu racy in re cord- keep ing 1 53.3 59.2 59.1 58.2 59.8 62.9 64.0

2 51.2 57.2 59.1 59.3 601 61.5 64.6

3 54.6 60.5 62.3 63.2 64.1 65.6 67.0

Po lite ness 1 51.9 56.7 57.6 60.4 60.1 60.3 63.3

2 50.7 57.4 59.4 59.2 60.4 61.9 64.4

3 55.6 60.9 62.4 62.9 63.8 65.9 67.5

Con for mity to so cial norms 2 50.0 57.1 59.2 59.8 60.8 62.0 64.2

3 54.2 59.6 61.1 61.4 62.3 64.2 66.3



use con tra cep tion, the sec ond step is to choose a par tic u lar method from the
avail able meth ods.

To es ti mate the ef fects of CHW char ac ter is tics on whether or not to use
con tra cep tion, we have em ployed a bi no mial lo gis tic re gres sion model with
use/non-use as the out come vari able (ta ble 4, col umn 2), while in iden ti fy ing
the char ac ter is tics af fect ing use of a par tic u lar method among all women, we
per formed multinomial re gres sion anal y sis with seven cat e go ries out come: six
method cat e go ries and one no method cat e gory. The rel a tive risk of us ing a
par tic u lar method was es ti mated con sid er ing no method use as the ref er ence
cat e gory. The re sults are pre sented in ta ble 4.

The re sults in ta ble 4 in di cate that four out of the eight se lected qual ity
char ac ter is tics of CHW had a sig nif i cant pos i tive ef fect on the cur rent use of
any method af ter con trol ling for the ef fects of age and ed u ca tion of CHWs:
reg u lar ity in work, in no va tive tech nique in com mu ni ca tion, tech ni cal
com pe tence, en thu si asm for work, and con for mity to so cial norms. The us ers’
char ac ter is tics such as age, ed u ca tion, re li gion, num ber of liv ing chil dren and
dwell ing size were con sid ered as con found ing fac tors. Work ers’ tech ni cal
com pe tence and age were mar gin ally sig nif i cant (p<.05). How ever, dif fer ent
char ac ter is tics af fected the cur rent use of dif fer ent meth ods in vary ing de grees.
For ex am ple, reg u lar ity in work has a sig nif i cant pos i tive ef fect on cur rent use
of pills, in jec tion, and con dom, which is quite ex pected. In no va tive tech nique
in com mu ni ca tion has a sig nif i cant ef fect on the cur rent use of pills, IUD and
“oth ers” meth ods, which in clude mainly tra di tional meth ods, such as pe ri odic
ab sti nence and with drawal and very few cases of sampoon, foam or jelly. The
at ti tude/be hav iour of CHW with cli ents in flu ences the use of injectables and
“oth ers” method only. Tech ni cal com pe tence has a sig nif i cant pos i tive ef fect on 
the cur rent use of IUD and in jec tion. En thu si asm for work has sig nif i cant
pos i tive ef fects on all the meth ods, ex cept IUD. Ac cu racy of re cord-keep ing
af fects only con dom use. Po lite ness has a sig nif i cant ef fect on pill and con dom
use. Con for mity to so cial norms has a sig nif i cant pos i tive ef fect on the cur rent
use of pills and in jec tion.

Ta ble 5 pres ents the rel a tive risk of con tra cep tion of dif fer ent
con tra cep tive meth ods ac cord ing to work ers’ qual ity char ac ter is tics. The re sults 
in di cate that, af ter con trol ling the ef fects of back ground char ac ter is tics of
CHWs and in di vid ual us ers, dif fer ent qual ity char ac ter is tics of the CHWs af fect 
the con tin u a tion of an in di vid ual method in a dif fer ent way. It ap pears that all
the char ac ter is tics are not equally im por tant for the con tin u a tion of a method.
For ex am ple, the at ti tude or be hav iour of CHWs do not have a sig nif i cant
ef fect on the con tin u a tion of any con tra cep tive meth ods, al though the
con tin u a tion of pills, IUD and “other” meth ods is likely to in crease with the
qual ity score of the char ac ter is tic. How ever, all other char ac ter is tics have
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sig nif i cant pos i tive ef fects on the con tin u a tion of one or more meth ods. Among 
these char ac ter is tics, reg u lar ity in work ap peared as the most prom i nent
char ac ter is tic hav ing a pos i tive sig nif i cant ef fect on all the meth ods, ex cept
IUD. En thu si asm for work ap peared as the next most im por tant char ac ter is tic
hav ing a pos i tive sig nif i cant ef fect on most of the mod ern meth ods such as
pills, IUD and injectables. Po lite ness and tech ni cal com pe tence are the two
other im por tant char ac ter is tics, each hav ing sig nif i cant pos i tive ef fects on two
mod ern meth ods. With the in crease in the qual ity score of po lite ness, the
con tin u a tion of pills and con dom is likely to in crease. Sim i larly, the
con tin u a tion of IUD and injectables is likely to in crease with the in crease in the 
qual ity score of tech ni cal com pe tence. In no va tive tech nique in com mu ni ca tion
has sig nif i cant pos i tive ef fects on pills only, while con for mity to so cial norms
has sig nif i cant pos i tive ef fects on pills and “other” meth ods.

Ta ble 6 pres ents the rel a tive risks of the CHWs char ac ter is tics for
con tra cep tive fail ure in Matlab dur ing the pe riod 1988-1994. Like the ef fects of 
the qual ity char ac ter is tics on method-spe cific con tra cep tive con tin u a tion, the
ef fects on fail ure are also not uni form for all the meth ods. The at ti tude or
be hav iour of CHWs with cli ents showed no sig nif i cant ef fects on con tra cep tive
fail ure for any method. Tech ni cal com pe tence did not have any sig nif i cant
neg a tive ef fect on con tra cep tive fail ure ei ther.
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Ta ble 4.   Rel a tive odds of con tra cep tion and use of a spe cific

method in 1994 by CHW char ac ter is tics, Matlab 

Char ac ter is tics Odds of use of
con tra cep tion

Rel a tive odds of 
use of (with ref er ence to no method)

Pill IUD In jec tion Con dom Oth ers

Reg u lar ity in work 1.08** 1.26*** 0.86 1.21*** 1.10** 0.99
Innovative technique
   in communication

1.21*** 1.11** 1.32** 0.95 1.01 1.41***

Attitude/behaviour with
   clients

0.95 1.02 1.01 1.07** 0.91 0.86**

Technical competence 1.10* 0.92 1.16** 1.17** 0.95 0.91
Enthusiasm for work 1.11*** 1.20*** 0.94 1.06** 1.12*** 1.27***
Accuracy of record-
    keeping

1.02 0.94 0.91 0.97 1.06* 0.89

Politeness 1.03 1.09** 1.03 1.00 1.31*** 1.04
Conformity to social
    norms

1.07** 1.03** 1.02 1.14** 1.00 1.03

Age of CHWs 1.04* 0.87* 0.98 1.01 0.88 1.08**
Education of CHWs 1.02 1.04* 0.90 1.07** 1.15* 1.01

* p<0.05;   ** p<0.01;   *** p<.001.

Note: In di vid ual us ers’ sociodemographic char ac ter is tics, such as age, ed u ca tion, re li gion,
num ber of liv ing chil dren and eco nomic sta tus, were con sid ered as con found ing fac tors.



The re sults showed that reg u lar ity in work, in no va tive tech nique in com -
mu ni ca tion and en thu si asm for work are the three most im por tant qual ity char -
ac ter is tics hav ing sig nif i cant neg a tive ef fects on the fail ure of three dif fer ent
meth ods. For ex am ple, the rel a tive risks of fail ure of pills, injectables and con -
dom are likely to de crease with the in crease in the qual ity score of the reg u lar -
ity in work char ac ter is tics. Other im por tant char ac ter is tics which have sig nif i -
cant neg a tive ef fects on con tra cep tive fail ure of the meth ods are po lite ness,
con for mity to so cial norms and ac cu racy of re cord-keep ing. The rel a tive risks
of fail ure of pills and injectables are likely to de crease with the in crease in the
qual ity score of po lite ness char ac ter is tics. Sim i larly, the rel a tive risk of fail ure
of pills and IUD are likely to de crease with the in crease in the qual ity score of
con for mity to so cial norms.

Dis cus sion and con clu sion

The study dem on strated that work ers’ qual ity char ac ter is tics had a
sig nif i cant pos i tive ef fect on the CPR and con tin u a tion of con tra cep tive
meth ods and a neg a tive ef fect on method fail ure. The ef fects of work ers’
qual ity char ac ter is tics on con tra cep tive use dy nam ics re mained sig nif i cant even
af ter con trol ling for the ef fects of the sociodemographic char ac ter is tics of
work ers and us ers. The em pir i cal find ings of the study thus sup port the
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Ta ble 5.   Rel a tive risks of con tin u a tion of fam ily plan ning

meth ods by CHW char ac ter is tics con trol ling

the ef fects of us ers char ac ter is tics, Matlab, 1988-1994

Char ac ter is tics Rel a tive risk of con tin u a tion of

Pill IUD Injectables Con dom Oth ers

Regularity in work 1.12*** 1.10 1.04** 1.20** 1.27**

Innovative technique in   
   communication 1.05** 0.90 1.06 0.88 0.99

Attitude/behaviour with clients 1.02 1.03 0.99 0.90 1.04

Technical competence 0.93 1.05* 1.09** 0.98 0.98

Enthusiasm for work 1.17** 1.09* 1.12*** 1.02 0.91

Accuracy of record-keeping 0.91 0.92 0.93 1.15*** 0.96

Politeness 1.13** 1.02 0.78 1.11** 0.84

Conformity to social norms 0.84* 1.01 0.93 1.00 1.05*

Age of CHWs 1.04* 0.98 1.03 1.03 1.08**

Education of CHWs 1.02 1.00 1.07* 1.04 1.01

* p<0.05;   ** p<0.01;   *** p<0.001.

Note: In di vid ual us ers’ sociodemographic char ac ter is tics, such as age, ed u ca tion,
re li gion, num ber of liv ing chil dren and eco nomic sta tus, were con sid ered as con found ing fac tors.



prop o si tion that the con tra cep tive be hav iour of an in di vid ual is af fected not
only by his or her per sonal char ac ter is tics but also by the qual ity char ac ter is tics 
of the field worker who pro vides ser vice to him or her.  The find ings also
im ply that the mere pres ence of, or visit by, a field worker is not suf fi cient to
in crease the CPR and con tra cep tive con tin u a tion and to de crease the
con tra cep tive fail ure rate. Fur ther qual i ties of the ser vice pro vid ers are needed.  
The in di vid ual worker’s qual ity ser vice plays an im por tant role in ex plain ing
vari a tions in con tra cep tive use dy nam ics. Al though the Matlab MCH-FP pro ject 
is char ac ter ized by well-man aged and trained work ers hav ing a closely
mon i tored de liv ery sys tem, dif fer ences in the way an in di vid ual worker deals
with cli ents still ex ist and play an im por tant role in ex plain ing vari a tions in
con tra cep tive use dy nam ics.

At the na tional level, to sus tain the prog ress made by the Ban gla desh
fam ily plan ning programme, more em pha sis should be given to the qual ity of
care pro vided by the ser vice pro vid ers. Since the qual ity of ser vices af fects the
con tin u a tion of the use of fam ily plan ning meth ods by cli ents, it is in creas ingly
im por tant to make the fam ily plan ning programme more cli ent-cen tred.
Cli ent-cen tred care de mands that the pro vider re spects the cli ents’ point of
view, en cour ages cli ents to ex press their needs and pref er ences, tai lors
in for ma tion to the cli ents’ sit u a tion and helps cli ents to make in formed
de ci sions rather than tell ing them what to do.

The em pir i cal find ings of this study show the vary ing ef fects of dif fer ent
com po nents of qual ity char ac ter is tics of CHWs on over all and method spe cific
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Ta ble 6.   Rel a tive risks of fail ure of fam ily plan ning meth ods

by CHW char ac ter is tics con trol ling the ef fects of

us ers char ac ter is tics, Matlab, 1988-1994

Char ac ter is tics Rel a tive risk of fail ure of

Pill IUD Injectables Con dom Oth ers

Reg u lar ity in work 0.86** 1.02 0.97** 0.76** 1.03
In no va tive tech nique in com mu ni ca tion 0.98** 0.78* 1.03 0.86* 0.83
At ti tude/be hav iour with cli ents 1.03 1.06 0.96 0.98 1.02
Tech ni cal com pe tence 1.01 1.00 1.08* 0.91 0.80
En thu si asm for work 0.91*** 1.02 0.82** 1.02 0.77**
Ac cu racy of re cord-keep ing 1.02 0.88 0.98 0.69** 0.84*
Po lite ness 0.81* 1.03 0.65*** 0.73 0.82
Con for mity to so cial norms 0.82** 0.72* 0.93 0.84 0.85
Age of CHWs 1.03 1.07* 1.12** 1.14* 1.10
Ed u ca tion of CHWs 1.02 1.04 1.17** 1.20** 1.12*

* p<0.05;   ** p<0.01;   *** p<0.001.

Note: In di vid ual us ers’ sociodemographic char ac ter is tics, such as age, ed u ca tion, re li -
gion, num ber of liv ing chil dren and eco nomic sta tus, were con sid ered as con found ing fac tors.



use dy nam ics. Of the eight se lected com po nents of qual ity char ac ter is tics of
CHWs, both reg u lar ity in work and en thu si asm for work have sig nif i cant
ef fects on CPR, and con tra cep tive fail ure and con tin u a tion. On the other hand,
con for mity to so cial norms af fects both CPR and con tra cep tive con tin u a tion,
while po lite ness af fect both con tin u a tion and fail ure. In Ban gla desh, pills and
con doms are sup plied at the door step, while IUD and in jec tions are given from
the Fam ily Wel fare Cen tre, Thana Health Com plex or sub-cen tre and thus,
dif fer ent mo ti va tional skills of CHWs are needed for home-de liv ery meth ods
and other meth ods. This is also ev i dent from our anal y sis that dif fer ent
com po nents of qual ity char ac ter is tics of CHWs have dif fer ent ef fects on
dif fer ent meth ods. For ex am ple, reg u lar ity in work, in no va tive tech nique in
com mu ni ca tion, en thu si asm for work, po lite ness and con for mity to so cial norms 
are im por tant char ac ter is tics for pills use. In sum, it may be con cluded that
reg u lar ity in work, en thu si asm for work, po lite ness, and con for mity to so cial
norms are the most ef fec tive qual ity char ac ter is tics of work ers for con tra cep tive 
use dy nam ics.

Work ers’ reg u lar ity in work, i.e. reg u lar home visit, de liv ery of meth ods
(es pe cially the tem po rary meth ods) and coun sel ling help a cli ent to be an
ef fec tive user by re duc ing the risk of dis con tinu a tion and fail ure. Through
reg u lar vis its, the worker be comes a “re li able in sti tu tional fac tor” in the life of
cli ents and a source of in for ma tion and help when they need it (Simmons and
oth ers, 1988). In any com mu nity-based dis tri bu tion programme, the
worker-cli ent ra tio, dis tance be tween home and work sites, trans por ta tion and
com mu ni ca tion, and su per vi sion are the de ter mi nants of the reg u lar ity in work
of field work ers. In or der to en sure the reg u lar ity of the field work ers, the
programme man ag ers should make all nec es sary ar range ments, such as
dis tri bu tion of cli ents to the work ers in a man age able ra tio, hous ing
ar range ment for those work ers who live very far from their work ing area,
ar range ments for suit able trans por ta tion, and so on.

The re sults of the study sug gest a strong re la tion ship be tween work ers’
en thu si asm for work and con tra cep tive use dy nam ics. En thu si as tic work ers are
most ef fec tive in achiev ing the programme goals, be cause they ded i cate more
of their time, ef forts, tal ents and en ergy to the programme than do other
work ers. En thu si as tic field work ers are also more adapt able than oth ers,
dem on strate less turn over and tar di ness (An gle and Perry, 1981) and de rive
greater sat is fac tion from their jobs (Bate man and Strasser, 1984). Highly
en thu si as tic work ers are ex pected to ex ert great ef fort for the programme and
adopt a long-term ori en ta tion fo cused on help ing to achieve the programme’s
ob jec tives. The programme man ag ers may en cour age work ers to be en thu si as tic 
by re ward ing them in cash or kind, show ing re spect and solv ing their prob lems
if any, and also by ar rang ing re fresher train ing.
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The re sults of the study have im por tant im pli ca tions for the re cruit ment
cri te ria of field work ers and their train ing. In ad di tion to the socio-eco nomic
and de mo graphic char ac ter is tics (men tioned ear lier) of a field worker that have
an im por tant bear ing on ser vice de liv ery, the programme man ag ers should em -
pha size be hav ioural and qual ity char ac ter is tics such as po lite ness, en thu si asm
for work, con for mity to so cial norms and so on when re cruit ing a field worker.
Some of these be hav ioural or qual ity char ac ter is tics can not be de ter mined well
in ad vance at the time of se lec tion. How ever, by pro vid ing ap pro pri ate train ing, 
the sit u a tion can be im proved. Thus, the train ing cur ric u lum should be re de -
signed to change the at ti tudes, be hav iour and qual ity of field work ers to make
them more com mit ted to the programme. In still ing a high level of reg u lar ity in
work, en thu si asm for work, po lite ness, and con for mity to so cial norms among
field work ers through train ing would lead to achieve op ti mal per for mance.
Train ing programmes must also be de vised and strength ened to de velop the
req ui site com pe tence among su per vi sors and to achieve programme ob jec tives.
The train ing programme should place rel a tively less em pha sis on nor mal class -
room study and more on learn ing by do ing the job un der su per vi sion.

Since the Gov ern ment of Ban gla desh is in the pro cess of im ple ment ing
one-stop ser vices de liv ery from the fixed-site clinic, called com mu nity clinic
(CC) keep ing the pro vi sion of door-step ser vice de liv ery for cer tain groups of
cli ents such as ad o les cents, newly mar ried cou ples, hard-to-reach groups etc.,
the find ings of this study will still have im por tant pol icy im pli ca tions in the
chang ing en vi ron ment. Since the same worker will re main re spon si ble for the
ser vice de liv ery from the fixed-site clinic and lim ited home visit, her in ter ac tion 
with the cli ents and her at ti tude and be hav ioural char ac ter is tics will def i nitely
in flu ence con tra cep tive use dy nam ics. In a re cent study, Mroz and oth ers
(1999) have shown that the pres ence of fixed fam ily plan ning ser vice units (e.g. 
clinic) in the area has sig nif i cant ef fects on con tra cep tive use dy nam ics.
Be sides, the find ings of the study would have im por tant im pli ca tions not only
for the fam ily plan ning programme in Matlab or that in Ban gla desh but would
also help the pol icy mak ers, plan ners and train ing spe cial ists from other
coun tries where a sim i lar com mu nity-based dis tri bu tion programme is
im ple mented or be ing im ple mented.

Since, to the au thors’ knowl edge, there is no other re search on
fieldworkers’ be hav ioural char ac ter is tics and their im pact on con tra cep tive use
dy nam ics in a de vel op ing coun try, the find ings of this study may be taken as an 
ini tial con tri bu tion that should lead to fur ther de vel op ment of this lit er a ture.
The programme man ag ers, pol icy plan ners and train ing spe cial ists should
con sider the in di vid ual qual ity char ac ter is tics of field work ers in de sign ing the
fam ily plan ning programme, re cruit ing field work ers and re fresher train ing.
While the re sults of this study are en cour ag ing, more re search on this im por tant 
is sue should be done to reach a firm con clu sion.
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Ac knowl edge ments

This re search was sup ported by the Eu ro pean Un ion and the ICDDR,B:
Cen tre for Health and Pop u la tion Re search. The Cen tre is sup ported by many
coun tries, do nor agen cies and oth ers who share its con cern for the health and
pop u la tion prob lems of de vel op ing coun tries.
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Women’s Au ton omy and Up take 
of Con tra cep tion in               

Pa ki stan

The re sults of this study and other re cent work sug gest the need for
greater at ten tion in fu ture stud ies to the hus band-wife re la tion ship,

intra-house hold dis tri bu tion and con trol of re sources,                       
as well as inter-house hold link ages

By Ab dul Hakim, Sa rah Salway and Zubia Mumtaz *

Re cent years have seen in creas ing at ten tion be ing drawn to the is sue of
gen der equal ity in the de mo graphic and re pro duc tive health lit er a ture (Federici,
Ma son and Sogner, 1993; Jejeebhoy, 1995; Dixon-Mueller, 1998).  While some 
ar gue for this fo cus in the lan guage of re pro duc tive rights (Sen, Germain and
Chen, 1994), it is also fre quently as serted that greater gen der equal ity will con -
trib ute pos i tively to fer til ity de cline (see, for ex am ple ESCAP, 1987).

Asia-Pacific Population Journal, March 2003 63

*   Ab dul Hakim, Ph.D Di rec tor, Na tional In sti tute of Pop u la tion Stud ies, Islamabad; Sa rah
Salway, Ph.D., Lec turer in the Cen tre for Pop u la tion Stud ies; Zubia Mumtaz cur rently a Ph.D. can -
di date in the Cen tre for Pop u la tion Stud ies, Lon don School of Hy giene and Trop i cal Med i cine.



Avail able ev i dence from around the world sug gests that in creases in
gen der equal ity may not be a nec es sary pre con di tion for wide spread adop tion
of fer til ity con trol (see, for ex am ple, Amin, 1998 on Ban gla desh and Egypt). 
How ever, the de gree of gen der in equal ity does seem likely to be an im por tant
con di tion ing fac tor, act ing to speed or ham per the im pact of other cul tural and
socio-eco nomic changes and pop u la tion pol icy shifts (Ma son, 1993).

A num ber of pos si ble routes of cau sa tion have been pro posed on the
ques tion of how greater gen der equal ity may en cour age fer til ity reg u la tion. 
Ma son (1989) has sum ma rized those causes that seem most plau si ble.  Firstly,
greater gen der equal ity may re sult in a lower de mand for chil dren pri mar ily
be cause of a de cline in son pref er ence, a de cline in the eco nomic gains to men
of high fer til ity, and a rise in the op por tu nity costs of child bear ing with
com pet ing claims on women’s time.  Sec ondly, greater gen der equal ity may
fa cil i tate the up take of con tra cep tion be cause of in creased fe male par tic i pa tion
in de ci sion-mak ing, in creased ac cess to in for ma tion by women, better
com mu ni ca tion be tween spouses, and a greater pro pen sity for women to act
innovatively.1

Much of the rel e vant de mo graphic lit er a ture that has ad dressed the links
be tween gen der in equal ity and fer til ity reg u la tion has fo cused on women’s
“au ton omy”.  The con cept of “au ton omy” is mul ti di men sional, and the scope of 
fac tors in cluded within con cep tu al iza tions also var ies be tween au thors.  While
some have fo cused on “pri vate con cerns” (Dyson and Moore, 1983), oth ers
ex tend their def i ni tions to in clude the ca pac ity to act in the pub lic realms of the 
la bour mar ket and so cial struc tures be yond the house hold (Jejeebhoy, 1995).

Operationalizing the elu sive con cept of au ton omy has also proved
prob lem atic.  Early em pir i cal ex plo ra tions of the re la tion ship be tween fe male
au ton omy and fer til ity reg u la tion tended to rely on ed u ca tion and oc cu pa tion
sta tus as proxy in di ca tors (Sathar and oth ers, 1988).  How ever, rec og niz ing the
lim i ta tions of such unidimensional in di ca tors, re cent stud ies have at tempted to
mea sure fe male au ton omy more di rectly.  In South Asia, these stud ies have
fo cused par tic u larly on de vel op ing in di ca tors of women’s mo bil ity,
par tic i pa tion in house hold de ci sion-mak ing, and con trol of fi nan cial re sources
(Schuler, Hashemi and Riley, 1997; Cleland, Kamal and Sloggett, 1996;
Durrant and Sathar, 2000).  Though some stud ies have found pos i tive
as so ci a tions be tween such in di ca tors and fer til ity con trol, re sults have been
mixed and have tended to re af firm the com plex and mul ti di men sional na ture of
women’s au ton omy.

De spite the ap par ent con cep tual and meth od olog i cal dif fi cul ties
high lighted above, avail able ev i dence strongly sug gests that gen der in equal ity,
and women’s au ton omy in par tic u lar, fre quently plays a role in con tra cep tive
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up take and fer til ity de cline.  This re la tion ship clearly war rants fur ther
at ten tion, par tic u larly in set tings such as Pa ki stan, where con tra cep tive use
re mains low and gen der in equal ity is marked.

The Pa ki stani con text

Pa ki stani so ci ety is widely ac knowl edged to be highly pa tri ar chal with
clearly de mar cated gen der roles and large dif fer en tials in ac cess to re sources of
all types (Durrant and Sathar, 2000; Winkvist and Akhtar, 2000).  At the
macrolevel, a feu dal socio-po lit i cal sys tem, rooted in in eq ui ta ble re source dis tri -
bu tion, sup ported by a strong Is lamic ide ol ogy, pro duces rigid class and gen der 
hi er ar chies (Hafeez, 1998; Agha, 2000).  At the mi cro level, mar riages are
largely ar ranged within the kin-group and re pro duc tion of the patrilineal lin eage 
is cru cial for a woman’s se cu rity in her mar i tal home (Winkvist and Akhtar,
2000).  A ma jor as pect of gen der con struc tion is that of men as eco nomic pro -
vid ers and women as de pend ants and home mak ers (Khan, 1999).  De ci -
sion-mak ing au thor ity, in clud ing that re lat ing to re pro duc tion, is nor ma tively
vested in men (Casterline, Sathar and Haque, 2001).  The in sti tu tion of pur dah2

pro vides fur ther sup port to the de mar ca tion of male and fe male roles and space
and is closely tied to the izzat or hon our of men (Khan, 1999).

In prac tice, of course, gen der roles and re la tions are fre quently un der
ne go ti a tion, and pat terns of be hav iour are more fluid than sug gested by the
over view given above.  Fur ther more, de spite broad com mon al i ties, Pa ki stani
women are not a ho mo ge neous group.  His tor i cal, eco log i cal, socio-eco nomic
and eth nic fac tors play an im por tant role in pat tern ing women’s gendered
ex pe ri ence across this di verse coun try (Donnan, 1997).  Re cent years have seen 
im por tant socio-eco nomic change in Pa ki stan, in clud ing ris ing un em ploy ment
and pov erty (Sathar and Casterline, 1998).  Con com i tant house hold changes are 
ev i dent, with weak en ing pa ren tal con trol, nu cle ation of fam i lies, and re duced
de mand for chil dren (Kazi and Sathar, 1996; Sathar and Casterline, 1998). 
Slowly the forces that have sus tained high fer til ity are weak en ing and tran si tion 
is un der way (Pop u la tion Coun cil, 1993). At the same time, the level of “un met
need” for con tra cep tion has risen (Pop u la tion Coun cil, 1997).

In this cli mate of change, it is im por tant to un der stand more about the
re la tion ship be tween gen der equal ity and fer til ity tran si tion.  A study of Punjabi 
cou ples con cluded that women’s au ton omy had a strong role in ex plain ing
dif fer en tials in con tra cep tive use (Sathar and Kazi, 1997).  In di ca tors of
interspousal com mu ni ca tion, women’s free dom to pur chase small items and
women’s par tic i pa tion in de ci sions re lated to intra-house hold af fairs were all
pos i tively as so ci ated with con tra cep tive use.  It was also found that women
liv ing in nu clear house holds showed greater au ton omy on a range of in di ca tors
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and were more likely to use con tra cep tion than those liv ing in ex tended
house holds. An anal y sis of an other Punjabi data set by the same au thors
pro duced some what dif fer ent find ings (Kazi and Sathar, 1996).  While
interspousal com mu ni ca tion and nu clear fam ily struc ture were again pre dic tors
of con tra cep tive use, par tic i pa tion in house hold de ci sions was not found to be
as so ci ated with greater use of con tra cep tion. In di ca tors of women’s mo bil ity
were not as so ci ated with con tra cep tive use in ei ther of these quan ti ta tive
anal y ses, while qual i ta tive work by Khan (1999), again in Punjab, sug gests that 
re stricted mo bil ity of women is an im por tant bar rier to ac cess ing fam ily
plan ning ser vices.  Clearly, the find ings to date are mixed, and there is a need
for fur ther in ves ti ga tion.

The cur rent pa per adds im por tantly to the dis course on women’s
au ton omy in Pa ki stan and its im pli ca tions for the suc cess of health and fam ily
plan ning ini tia tives by pro vid ing em pir i cal ev i dence from a re cent, na tion ally
rep re sen ta tive cross-sec tional sur vey.  To date, much of the work on this topic
has been based in Punjab, pre vent ing ex trap o la tions to the rest of the coun try. 
The pres ent data en able us to ex plore im por tant re gional and eth nic dif fer en tials 
in in di ca tors of women’s au ton omy.  Fur ther more, the large sam ple size al lows
multivariate anal y ses that re veal the in flu ence of au ton omy on the up take of
con tra cep tion net of other im por tant con found ing fac tors.

Data and method

The data used in this pa per are from the Pa ki stan Fer til ity and Fam ily
Plan ning Sur vey (PFFPS) 1996-1997, which pro vides a na tional sam ple of
women (Hakim, Cleland and Bhatti, 1998).  Suc cess ful in ter views were
con ducted with 7,325 house holds, and in these house holds 7,848 ever-mar ried
women aged be tween 15 and 49 were in ter viewed.  The anal y sis for the pres ent 
pa per was re stricted to cur rently mar ried women, of whom there were 7,584 in
the weighted sam ple.  All anal y ses were per formed us ing the set of Stata
Sur vey (“svy”) com mands in the sta tis ti cal pack age Stata, which ad just
ap pro pri ately for the fact that the sam ple was both weighted and based on a
clus ter sam pling de sign (Stata Cor po ra tion, 1999).

The PFFPS in cluded a se ries of ques tions aimed at cap tur ing two
di men sions of Pa ki stani women’s au ton omy, mo bil ity and do mes tic
de ci sion-mak ing, mea sured at the level of the in di vid ual woman.  While we
ac knowl edge that these ques tions can not com pre hen sively de scribe women’s
au ton omy, they do ad dress two im por tant as pects. Fur ther more, since one’s
un der stand ing is so lim ited of which di men sions of women’s gendered po si tion
are ac tu ally im por tant in re la tion to the up take of con tra cep tion, an anal y sis of
na tional data on cer tain el e ments, how ever par tial, is im por tant.
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Mo bil ity

While the se clu sion of women within the home has never been ab so lute
(Donnan, 1997), con trol of women’s mo bil ity and their ex clu sion from pub lic,
male space is per haps the most sa lient fea ture of pur dah in tra di tional Pa ki stani
so ci ety.  Re cent in ves ti ga tions of the link be tween women’s au ton omy and
de mo graphic be hav iour in Pa ki stan have in cluded mo bil ity as a cen tral
di men sion of au ton omy.  How ever, it is clear that the mea sure ment and
in ter pre ta tion of mo bil ity is not straight for ward.  Ob served mo bil ity can not be
un crit i cally equated with some no tion of “free dom of move ment” since it may
re flect eco nomic ne ces sity rather than de sire of au ton omy on the part of the
woman.  Nev er the less, such move ment be yond the home may have im por tant
im pli ca tions for ex po sure to in for ma tion, de vel op ment of in ter per sonal skills,
in creased self-con fi dence, and op por tu ni ties to take in de pend ent ac tion.  Thus,
move ment out side the home may fa cil i tate the up take of con tra cep tion.  The
pres ent anal y ses are based on re sponses to the ques tion “In the last four weeks,
have you been out side this vil lage/neigh bour hood for any pur pose with out the
com pany of an other adult?”

Do mes tic de ci sion-mak ing

De ci sion-mak ing has been a cen tral con cern of much prior re search on
women’s au ton omy and fer til ity con trol.  It is hy poth e sized that a greater
in volve ment in house hold de ci sion-mak ing3 will place women in a better
po si tion to ex ert in flu ence over re pro duc tive be hav iour, in clud ing up take of
con tra cep tion.  How ever, as al ready men tioned, em pir i cal find ings from
Pa ki stan are some what mixed.

The pres ent anal y ses are based on re sponses to ques tions on
de ci sion-mak ing re gard ing the treat ment of sick chil dren and the pur chase of
food.  In each case, re spon dents were asked first who usu ally par tic i pates in the 
de ci sion, and then who usu ally takes the fi nal de ci sion.4  The vast ma jor ity of
all women re ported par tic i pat ing in each of these de ci sions: 91 per cent in child 
treat ment de ci sions and 85 per cent in food pur chase de ci sions, though the
pro por tion tak ing fi nal de ci sions was much lower (Hakim, Cleland and Bhatti,
1998).

Bivariate re la tion ships be tween the mo bil ity and de ci sion-mak ing
vari ables and var i ous back ground char ac ter is tics of the women were first
ex am ined us ing cross-tab u la tions and de sign-based F tests of sig nif i cant
as so ci a tion.  The Stata com mand, svylogit (lo gis tic re gres sion for sur vey data)
was then used to es ti mate pseudo-max i mum-like li hood lo gis tic re gres sion
mod els in or der to ex am ine the com bined ef fect of in de pend ent vari ables on the 
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in di ca tors of au ton omy.  The in de pend ent vari ables ex am ined in cluded
life-cy cle and fam ily struc ture in di ca tors (age, num ber of liv ing chil dren,
mar riage type, house hold struc ture); in di ca tors of socio-eco nomic sta tus
(ed u ca tion, oc cu pa tion, house hold eco nomic sta tus, hus band’s ed u ca tion,
hus band’s oc cu pa tion); and lo ca tion and eth nic fac tors (ur ban-ru ral res i dence,
prov ince, mother tongue).

Hav ing ex am ined the pre dic tors of greater au ton omy, the au thors went on
to ex plore the as so ci a tion be tween the in di ca tors of au ton omy and cur rent use
of con tra cep tion. The bi nary out come vari able was coded as: re spon dent (or
hus band) is cur rently do ing some thing to de lay or avoid preg nancy (in clud ing
ster il iza tion, mod ern and tra di tional meth ods of con tra cep tion) ver sus
re spon dent is not cur rently do ing any thing to de lay or avoid preg nancy.5

Again, ex am i na tion of the data in volved first the use of cross-tab u la tions
and then lo gis tic re gres sion. The mod els were de vel oped se quen tially so that
the ef fect of dif fer ent com bi na tions of fac tors on the cur rent use of
con tra cep tion could be ex am ined in de tail.

Find ings

Pre dic tors of women’s mo bil ity and de ci sion-mak ing in volve ment

Over all, move ment out side the vil lage/neigh bour hood alone in the four
weeks pre ced ing the in ter views was un com mon, with just 18 per cent of all
re spon dents re port ing that they had made such a trip.  The au thors’ anal y sis of
the pre dic tors of women’s de ci sion-mak ing in volve ment was based on their
re ports of tak ing fi nal de ci sions, ei ther alone or jointly with their hus bands, in
mat ters re lat ing to (a) treat ment when a child is sick, and (b) food pur chases.6

Over all, 38 per cent of women re ported tak ing fi nal de ci sions re gard ing child
treat ment, and 30 per cent re gard ing food pur chases.  Bivariate anal y ses
re vealed wide vari a tions in both re ported mo bil ity and de ci sion-mak ing
be tween sub groups of women.

Socio-eco nomic fac tors.  In bivariate anal y ses, all three in di ca tors
(mo bil ity and the two de ci sion-mak ing vari ables) were pos i tively as so ci ated
with higher women’s ed u ca tion, women’s em ploy ment in a pro fes sional job
and in creas ing house hold eco nomic sta tus (as mea sured by own er ship of
as sets). 

Life-cy cle fac tors.  In Pa ki stan, age and gen der hi er ar chies are in ter re lated 
in com plex ways.  Women’s roles and as so ci ated be hav iours change with age
and life-cy cle events (in par tic u lar pu berty, mar riage and the birth of chil dren,
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par tic u larly sons). As we ex pected, age and num ber of liv ing sons showed pos i -
tive as so ci a tions with mo bil ity and de ci sion-mak ing in the bivariate anal y ses.

Fam ily/house hold fac tors.  A cousin-mar riage may re flect a more
tra di tional house hold than one be tween un re lated in di vid u als, and so women in
such mar riages might be ex pected to be less mo bile and less in volved in
de ci sions. Sim i larly, an ex tended house hold liv ing ar range ment may be
in dic a tive of more tra di tional intra-fa mil ial re la tion ships than a nu clear
house hold.  Twenty-two per cent of women who were mar ried to an un re lated
in di vid ual re ported move ment out side alone com pared with 16 per cent of those 
mar ried to a re lated in di vid ual (most com monly first cous ins on the fa ther’s
side).  Twenty-four per cent of women liv ing in nu clear house holds re ported
move ment com pared with 14 per cent of those liv ing in ex tended house holds. 
Fi nal de ci sion-mak ing was more com mon in both spheres among women in
nu clear house holds than among those in ex tended house holds.  How ever, a
sig nif i cant pos i tive as so ci a tion be tween de ci sion-mak ing and mar riage to an
un re lated in di vid ual was found only for de ci sions on child treat ment.

Eth nic and res i dence fac tors. When the four pro vin cial cat e go ries are
com pared, only Balochistan ap pears dis tinct, with a far lower pro por tion of
women re port ing move ment out side than in the other re gions (less than 5 per
cent, com pared with over 15 per cent in all other re gions).  How ever, use of the 
pro vin cial cat e go ri za tion ob scures dif fer en tials be tween lan guage groups within 
the prov inces. This is par tic u larly true for Punjab, where Punjabi and Siraiki
women dif fered sig nif i cantly in their re ported mo bil ity. This find ing sug gested
the use of “mother tongue” as an in di ca tor of eth nic group in sub se quent
anal y ses rather than “prov ince”.  Im por tant dif fer en tials were also found
be tween lan guage groups in the level of in volve ment in fi nal de ci sions.  Large
dif fer en tials in the in di ca tors were also ev i dent by ur ban-ru ral res i dence. 
Women res i dent in “ma jor ur ban” ar eas were most likely to re port mo bil ity and 
fi nal de ci sion-mak ing, with those res i dent in “other ur ban” ar eas fol low ing, and 
lastly those in ru ral ar eas.

Multivariate find ings. Clearly, sev eral of the vari ables ex plored above are
closely re lated.  There fore, multivariate lo gis tic re gres sion was em ployed to
ex am ine the com bined ef fect of dif fer ent back ground vari ables on the three
se lected in di ca tors of women’s au ton omy (ta ble 1).  In par tic u lar, ur ban-ru ral
res i dence was found to be an im por tant con found ing fac tor for a num ber of the
other vari ables. Ta ble 1 (col umn 1) shows the fi nal model re sult ing from the
model-build ing pro cess for the mo bil ity out come vari able.

Age re tains a strong pos i tive re la tion ship with mo bil ity.  Women aged 40
years and above have odds of hav ing gone out side the vil lage or neigh bour hood 
alone over four times higher than women aged 15 to 19 years. Hav ing
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con trolled for age, be ing the mother of a son also ap pears to con trib ute to the
in creased mo bil ity of women.
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Ta ble 1.   Fi nal lo gis tic re gres sion mod els of pre dic tors of in di ca tors
of au ton omy (mo bil ity and de ci sion-mak ing) among cur rently

mar ried women (aged 15 to 49 years)

Pre dic tors
Re ported
mo bil ity

De ci sion-mak ing
on child treat ment

De ci sion-mak ing
on food pur chase

Age
15-19 1 1 1
20-29 1.97 * 3.18 *** 1.74 *

30-39 3.37 *** 5.02 *** 3.26 ***

40-49 4.74 *** 4.58 *** 3.73 ***

Num ber of liv ing sons
None 1 - -

One 1.41 * - -

Two or more 1.61 ** - -

Ed u ca tion
None - 1 1

Up to pri mary - 1.08 n.s. 1.09 n.s.

Above pri mary - 1.61 ** 1.10 n.s.

Re spon dent’s oc cu pa tional sta tus 
Does not work 1 1 1

Per forms non-pro fes sional job 1.38 n.s. 0.96 n.s. 0.74 n.s.

Per forms pro fes sional job 6.05 *** 2.62 ** 1.74 n.s.

Mother tongue
Urdu 1 1 1

Punjabi 1.07 n.s. 1.56 ** 1.07 n.s.

Sindhi 0.39 ** 0.72 n.s. 0.37 ***

Pushto 0.75 n.s. 0.45 *** 0.23 ***

Hindko 0.76 n.s. 1.30 n.s. 0.39 *

Balochi 0.28 ** 0.31 ** 0.39 **

Siraiki 0.37 ** 0.84 n.s. 0.58 n.s.

Other 0.42 n.s. 0.50 ** 0.34 **

Ur ban/ru ral res i dence
Ma jor ur ban 1 1 1

Other ur ban 0.56 * 0.67 0.48 **

Ru ral 0.58 * 0.52 *** 0.50 **

House hold struc ture
Nu clear - 1 1

Ex tended ver ti cally - 0.60 *** 0.41 ***

Other - 0.89 n.s. 0.76 n.s.

Weighted to tal 7,584 6,619 7,584

Note: n.s. in di cates non-sig nif i cance.



The model con firms the re la tion ship be tween work sta tus and mo bil ity,
with only the pro fes sional group (a very small pro por tion of all women) hav ing 
greater mo bil ity than non-work ers.  It is also in ter est ing to note that, once
ur ban-ru ral res i dence and oc cu pa tion are con trolled, be ing ed u cated does not
im ply any greater mo bil ity than be ing un ed u cated.  The in di ca tor of house hold
socio-eco nomic sta tus also lost sig nif i cance once ur ban-ru ral res i dence and
oc cu pa tion were con trolled for.  These vari ables were dropped from the fi nal
model.

The in di ca tors of house hold struc ture and mar riage type were no lon ger
sig nif i cant pre dic tors once lan guage group was en tered into the model,
in di cat ing that these are closely as so ci ated with eth nic group.  The model
con firms sig nif i cant eth nic dif fer en tials.  When com pared with a base line of
Urdu speak ing women, women speaking Balochi, Siraiki and Sindhi are found
to be less mo bile. Women re sid ing in “ma jor ur ban” ar eas are com par a tively
more mo bile than those re sid ing in “other ur ban” or “ru ral” ar eas.

Ta ble 1 also pres ents the re sults from the fi nal mod els es ti mated for
de ci sions re gard ing treat ment of a sick child (col umn 2), and for de ci sions
re gard ing food pur chase (col umn 3).  Age re tains a strong pos i tive re la tion ship
with both de ci sion-mak ing vari ables, though the pat terns are slightly dif fer ent,
and there are larger dif fer en tials for de ci sions about child treat ment.  In both
cases, the ef fect of hav ing liv ing sons loses sig nif i cance once age is con trolled
for and this vari able is dropped from the fi nal model.

The ef fects of women’s ed u ca tion were found to de cline once ur ban-ru ral
res i dence was con trolled for, and to dif fer be tween the two de ci sion-mak ing
vari ables.  While women who are ed u cated above the pri mary level are
sig nif i cantly more likely to re port fi nal de ci sion-mak ing on child treat ment,
there is no sig nif i cant dif fer ence be tween them and the  women with no
ed u ca tion with re spect to de ci sions about food pur chase.  Sim i larly, while
pro fes sional work ers are more likely than non-work ers to re port fi nal de ci sions
about child treat ment, they are not sig nif i cantly more likely to re port fi nal
de ci sions about food pur chase (though the dif fer en tial is in the same di rec tion).

The as so ci a tion be tween ur ban-ru ral res i dence and de ci sion-mak ing is
sim i lar for the two vari ables, with the “ma jor ur ban” women stand ing out as
be ing more likely to re port fi nal de ci sions than women in “other ur ban” or
“ru ral” ar eas.

The mother tongue vari able shows a slightly dif fer ent re la tion ship with
the two de ci sion-mak ing vari ables.  As far as de ci sions re gard ing child
treat ment are con cerned, Punjabi speak ers are more likely to re port fi nal
de ci sion-mak ing than Urdu speak ers, while Hindko speak ers ap pear to be
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sim i lar to Urdu speak ers.  By con trast, for de ci sions about food pur chase, Urdu 
and Punjabi speak ers are sim i lar and the most likely of the lan guage groups to
re port fi nal de ci sions, while Hindko speak ers are sig nif i cantly less likely than
these two groups to re port fi nal de ci sions.  The lan guage groups, Sindhi,
Pushto, Balochi, and “other” are con sis tently less likely to re port fi nal
de ci sion-mak ing than the base line Urdu speak ers, while Siraiki speak ers ap pear 
to be sim i lar to Urdu speak ers on both de ci sion-mak ing vari ables.

A sim i lar ity be tween the two mod els is that house hold struc ture ap pears
to be an im por tant fac tor.  Women in ex tended house holds were less likely than 
those in nu clear ones to re port fi nal de ci sion-mak ing about both child treat ment 
and food pur chase.

Multidimensionality of au ton omy

The re gres sion re sults pre sented above in di cate im por tant dif fer ences in
the pre dic tors of the de ci sion-mak ing and mo bil ity vari ables among  the study’s 
sam ple of Pa ki stani women.  The dif fer en tials were sim i lar for all three vari -
ables only in re la tion to age and ur ban-ru ral res i dence.  Women’s oc cu pa tional
sta tus was a sig nif i cant pre dic tor of both mo bil ity and fi nal de ci sion-mak ing re -
gard ing child treat ment, but not of de ci sion-mak ing re gard ing food pur chase. 
Ed u ca tion was only as so ci ated with de ci sion-mak ing on child treat ment.  Liv ing 
in a nu clear house hold was pos i tively as so ci ated with both de ci sion-mak ing
vari ables, with a par tic u larly large dif fer en tial for food pur chase, but was not a
sig nif i cant pre dic tor of mo bil ity once other fac tors were con trolled for.

In ter est ingly, the lan guage group vari able showed di verse re la tion ships
with the three au ton omy in di ca tors.  With re gard to mo bil ity and
de ci sion-mak ing on food pur chase, Urdu and Punjabi speak ers are sim i lar and
stand out as be ing more “au ton o mous” than the other groups.  How ever, when
it co mes to fi nal de ci sions on child treat ment, Punjabi speak ers are sig nif i cantly 
more likely than Urdu speak ers to give pos i tive re sponses.  At the other end of
the spec trum, Balochi speak ers and Pushto speak ers tended to be least likely to
re port fi nal de ci sion-mak ing on food or child treat ment.  How ever, Balochis
stand out as be ing much less mo bile than Pushto speak ers.  The Hindko
speak ers re ported far higher lev els of fi nal de ci sion-mak ing re gard ing child
treat ment than re gard ing food pur chase.

These find ings sug gest that the three se lected vari ables are cap tur ing
dif fer ent di men sions of “women’s au ton omy”.  Ear lier stud ies in Pa ki stan
sim i larly found that dif fer ent in di ca tors of au ton omy have dif fer ent pre dic tors
and lit tle cor re la tion (Kazi and Sathar, 1996; Sathar and Kazi, 1997). 
Con se quently, what does this im ply for women’s au ton omy in other spheres of
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their lives, par tic u larly re gard ing their con trol of fer til ity?  It is by no means
ob vi ous which di men sion of au ton omy is of most rel e vance and we turn now to 
con sider this ques tion.

Pre dic tors of con tra cep tive use

Over all, 24 per cent of re spon dents re ported cur rent use of con tra cep tion.  
Bivariate as so ci a tions be tween gen eral back ground vari ables and con tra cep tive
use were in the ex pected di rec tions.  Cur rent use of con tra cep tion was
pos i tively as so ci ated with: woman’s ed u ca tional level, woman hav ing a
pro fes sional job, house hold eco nomic sta tus, woman’s age, woman’s num ber of 
liv ing sons, woman’s num ber of liv ing chil dren, woman’s de sire to de lay or
avoid an other birth, woman’s re port of her hus band’s de sire to avoid an other
birth, mar riage to an un re lated in di vid ual, be ing in a nu clear house hold, liv ing
in an ur ban area, and hav ing been vis ited by a health or fam ily plan ning worker 
in the past 12 months.  Con tra cep tive use dif fered sig nif i cantly be tween
prov inces, with the high est level in Punjab, fol lowed by Sindh, North West
Fron tier Prov ince and fi nally Balochistan.  Com par ing the lan guage groups,
Urdu speak ing women were the most likely to re port con tra cep tive use (37 per
cent), and Balochis the least likely (9 per cent).

Sig nif i cant dif fer en tials in re ported con tra cep tive use were also ap par ent
by all three in di ca tors of fe male au ton omy (ta ble 2).  Among women who
re ported that they had gone out side the vil lage/neigh bour hood with out the
com pany of an adult in the four weeks pre ced ing the in ter view, 36 per cent
re ported cur rent use of con tra cep tion, com pared with 21 per cent who did not
re port this move ment.  Women who re ported hav ing the fi nal say (alone or
jointly with hus band) in de ci sions about child treat ment were sig nif i cantly more 
likely to be cur rently us ing con tra cep tion (35 per cent) than those who did not
re port such de ci sion-mak ing (23 per cent).  A sim i lar dif fer en tial was ap par ent
for the de ci sion-mak ing vari able re lat ing to food pur chase.

A se ries of lo gis tic re gres sion mod els was run to ex plore the com bined
ef fect of var i ous back ground vari ables, and in par tic u lar to ex am ine the
re la tion ship be tween the in di ca tors of  women’s au ton omy and con tra cep tive
use, hav ing con trolled for po ten tial con found ers.  Ta ble 3 shows the odds ra tios 
of con tra cep tive use as so ci ated with each one of the au ton omy vari ables, first
un ad justed, and then ad justed for var i ous com bi na tions of con found ing fac tors.  
It can be seen that in each of the sets of mod els, the size of the odds ra tio
de clines when con trols for con found ing fac tors are in cluded, but that the ef fects 
nev er the less re main sig nif i cant in the sim pler mod els.  Ad just ing for age,
achieved fer til ity and fer til ity de sires re duced the odds ra tios sub stan tially,
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sug gest ing that part of the ef fect of the au ton omy vari ables may be via a
stron ger de mand for fer til ity con trol.  How ever, the dif fer en tial re mains
sig nif i cant in all cases, sug gest ing that part of the ef fect of the au ton omy
vari ables acts via an en hanced abil ity of “au ton o mous” women to act upon
fer til ity con trol de sires.  Add ing fur ther com bi na tions of con found ing fac tors to 
the mod els tended to re duce the size of the ef fects still fur ther, so that only the
food pur chase de ci sion-mak ing vari able re tained a sig nif i cant ef fect when all
po ten tial con found ers were in cluded.

In ter pre ta tion of these com bined ef fects is com pli cated by the fact that
some of the “back ground” vari ables are hy poth e sized to both con found the
re la tion ship be tween au ton omy and use of con tra cep tion, and to act in part via
an ef fect on au ton omy. For ex am ple, ur ban res i dence is as so ci ated with both
cur rent use of con tra cep tion and the in di ca tors of au ton omy. Ur ban women are
more likely than ru ral women to re port cur rent use of con tra cep tion, and are
more likely as well to re port fi nal de ci sion-mak ing and move ment out side the
vil lage or neigh bour hood. Con trol ling for ur ban-ru ral res i dence in the mod els
al lows us to es ti mate the net ef fect of the au ton omy vari ables on con tra cep tive
use, that is, the as so ci a tion be tween “au ton omy” and con tra cep tive use among

74 Asia-Pacific Population Journal, Vol. 18, No. 1

Ta ble 2.   Bivariate re la tion ships be tween in di ca tors of women’s
au ton omy and cur rent use of con tra cep tion (all meth ods)

among cur rently mar ried women (15-49 years)

Per cent age of women 
re port ing cur rent use 

of con tra cep tion

De sign-based
F test

Mo bil ity

Gone out side vil lage/neigh bour hood with out
adult in the past four weeks pre ced ing the in ter view

Yes 36.1

No 21.3 53.4, p < 0.001

De ci sion-mak ing

Who has fi nal say in de ci sions about
child treat ment (women with liv ing child)

Re spon dent alone/ jointly with hus band 34.8

Hus band alone/other fam ily mem bers 22.6 42.0, p < 0.001

Who has fi nal say in de ci sions about food pur chase

Re spon dent alone 35.3

Hus band alone/other fam ily mem bers 19.0 61.4, p < 0.001



ur ban and among ru ral women.  The same could be ar gued for some of the
other vari ables, in clud ing house hold struc ture, prov ince and ed u ca tion.

Ta ble 4 pres ents the de tailed re sults for the fi nal lo gis tic re gres sion
model.  It can be seen that, hav ing con trolled for a range of po ten tial
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Ta ble 3.   Un ad justed and ad justed lo gis tic re gres sion odds ra tios of
cur rent con tra cep tive use by in di ca tors of women’s au ton omy

among cur rently mar ried women (15-49 years)

In di ca tors of au ton omy

Re ported go ing 
out side vil lage/neigh -

bour hood alone

Re ported fi nal 
de ci sion-mak ing on

child treat ment

Re ported fi nal
de ci sion-mak ing on

food pur chase

Un ad justed 2.09 1.83 2.34

Ad justed for age,
achieved fer til ity and
fer til ity de sires

1.52 1.37 1.65

Ad justed for socio-eco -
nomic fac tors

1.82 1.55 2.06

Ad justed for res i dence
and lan guage group

1.69 1.40 1.80

Ad justed for ac cess to
health/fam ily plan ning 
ser vices

2.10 1.82 2.35

Ad justed for all po ten tial 
con found ers

1.26 n.s. 1.10 n.s. 1.34

Notes: 1. All odds ra tios re tained sig nif i cance at 0.01 level or lower un less
non-sig nif i cance is in di cated by n.s.

2. Mod els ad just ing for achieved fer til ity and fer til ity de sires in cluded age,
num ber of liv ing chil dren, re spon dent’s de sire for more chil dren and re spon dent’s
re port of hus band’s de sire for more chil dren.

3. Mod els ad just ing for socio-eco nomic fac tors in cluded re spon dent’s ed u ca tion, 
hus band’s ed u ca tion, house hold as set score, and re spon dent’s oc cu pa tional status.

4. Mod els ad just ing for res i dence and lan guage group in cluded ur ban/ru ral
res i dence, lan guage group.

5. Mod els ad just ing for ac cess to health/fam ily plan ning ser vices in cluded
whether the woman had been vis ited by any kind of health or fam ily plan ning
fieldworker in the past 12 months.

6. Mod els ad just ing for all po ten tial con found ers included age, num ber of liv ing 
sons, re spon dent’s de sire for more chil dren, re spon dent’s re port of hus band’s
de sire for more chil dren, re spon dent’s ed u ca tion, hus band’s ed u ca tion, prov ince,
house hold as set score, house hold struc ture and urban-rural residence.
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Ta ble 4.   Fi nal lo gis tic re gres sion model for pre dic tors of
con tra cep tive use in clud ing de ci sion-mak ing on food pur chase

among cur rently mar ried women (15-49 years)

Pre dic tors
Odds ra tio 95 per cent

con fi dence  in ter val
p value

De ci sion-mak ing food pur chase 
Hus band alone/other fam ily mem bers 1
Re spon dent alone 1.34 1.07 - 1.68 0.009

Num ber of liv ing sons
None 1
One 2.00 1.21 - 3.32 0.007
Two or more 3.56 2.24 - 5.65 < 0.001

Re spon dent’s fer til ity de sires 
Wants no more chil dren 1
Wants next child af ter  two years or more 1.18 0.87 - 1.62 n.s.
Wants next child be fore two years/soon 0.25 0.15 - 0.41 < 0.001
Up to God/other 0.21 0.14 - 0.30 < 0.001

Re spon dent’s re port of hus band’s fer til ity de sires
Wants no more chil dren 1
Yes, wants more chil dren 0.40 0.31 - 0.53 < 0.001
Don’t know/un de cided 0.30 0.12 - 0.74 0.010

Re spon dent’s ed u ca tion
None/only in for mal 1
Up to pri mary 1.86 1.47 - 2.34 < 0.001
Above pri mary 1.56 1.12 - 2.20 0.009

Hus band’s ed u ca tion 
None/up to pri mary 1
Above pri mary 1.23 1.02 - 1.49 0.033

As set score
Very poor 1
Poor 1.35 0.99 - 1.83 n.s.
Lower mid dle 2.44 1.62 - 3.68 < 0.001
Mid dle 1.96 1.29 - 2.99 0.002
Up per 3.04 1.84 - 5.02 < 0.001

Prov ince
Punjab 1
Sindh 0.82 0.63 - 1.06 n.s.

North West Fron tier Prov ince 0.94 0.74 - 1.19 n.s.

Balochistan 0.44 0.28 - 0.70 0.001

House hold struc ture
Nu clear 1
Non-nu clear 0.73 0.57 - 0.94 0.014

Ur ban/ru ral res i dence
Ma jor ur ban 1
Other ur ban/ru ral 0.80 0.64 - 0.99 0.04

Weighted to tal 7,578

Notes: 1. Six cases were ex cluded be cause as set in for ma tion was miss ing.
2. n.s. in di cates non-sig nif i cance.



con found ers, women who re port fi nal de ci sion-mak ing on food pur chase have
odds of cur rent con tra cep tive use 32 per cent higher than those who do not
re port such de ci sion-mak ing.  Many of the other vari ables also re tained a
sig nif i cant as so ci a tion with cur rent use of con tra cep tion, with house hold as set
score and num ber of liv ing sons show ing par tic u larly strong ef fects.

Sum mary and dis cus sion

Lev els and dif fer en tials in au ton omy

Con sis tent with ear lier stud ies, the au thors’ find ings sup port the pic ture
that Pa ki stani women en joy very lim ited au ton omy.  Pa ki stani women’s
move ment, par tic u larly be yond their im me di ate neigh bour hood, is se verely
re stricted.  Fur ther, though the ma jor ity of women re port par tic i pat ing in
house hold de ci sions, far fewer state that they alone are the fi nal de ci sion
mak ers.  This is per haps not sur pris ing in a set ting where fam ily mem bers are
strongly in ter de pen dent and joint de ci sion-mak ing might be ex pected. How ever, 
it is strik ing to note that al most 50 per cent of women re ported that their
hus bands alone take fi nal de ci sions re gard ing child treat ment.

De spite this gen eral pic ture, the pres ent find ings high light sig nif i cant
het er o ge ne ity by life-cy cle fac tors (age, num ber of liv ing sons), eth nic ity and
ur ban-ru ral res i dence.  By con trast, for the ma jor ity of women, em ploy ment
and ed u ca tion ap pear to make lit tle dif fer ence to their de gree of au ton omy.
These find ings sug gest that “ac quired” char ac ter is tics have a lesser role than
the wider sociocultural struc tures, norms and val ues (in clud ing age-gen der
hi er ar chies), in de ter min ing a woman’s de gree of au ton omy.

Is women’s au ton omy an im por tant de ter mi nant of
con tra cep tive use in Pa ki stan?

The re sults pre sented above re veal sig nif i cant as so ci a tions be tween
cur rent use of con tra cep tion and all three in di ca tors of au ton omy, even af ter
con trol ling for var i ous po ten tial con found ing fac tors.  How ever, the as so ci a tion 
is stron gest for fi nal de ci sion-mak ing on food pur chase, and this vari able alone
re tains sig nif i cance in the most com plex mod els.

The pres ent data do then sug gest that women’s au ton omy may play a role
in de ter min ing the up take of con tra cep tion among Pa ki stani women.  How ever,
the size of ef fects is quite small.  For ex am ple, the un ad justed odds ra tios of
cur rent con tra cep tive use among women who re port fi nal de ci sion-mak ing on
food pur chase com pared with those who do not is 2.3.  Hav ing con trolled for
con found ers in the fi nal model, this falls to just 1.3.  In com par i son, ad justed
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odds ra tios were 3.6 for women with two or more liv ing sons com pared with
those with none, and 3.0 for women in the “up per” as set score group com pared  
with those in the “very poor” group.

Firm con clu sions about the way these di men sions of au ton omy act to
in flu ence con tra cep tive up take are ob vi ously not pos si ble from an anal y sis of
quan ti ta tive sur vey data.  How ever, based on ear lier re search and the au thors’
re cent qual i ta tive work yet to be pub lished, we of fer some ten ta tive
in ter pre ta tions.  It seems likely that women who re port un ac com pa nied mo bil ity 
out side their vil lage or neigh bour hood have their rel a tives’ trust and this may
re flect the fact that they have a more cen tral role within their fam i lies. 
Sim i larly, women who re port fi nal de ci sion-mak ing on is sues re lated to food
pur chase (or child treat ment) are likely to play a cen tral role within their
house holds.  The au thors pos tu late that such women are better able to in flu ence 
de ci sions re gard ing up take of con tra cep tion, in part via in creased
com mu ni ca tion with hus bands, but also in some cases by tak ing in de pend ent
de ci sions.  In ad di tion, women who are mo bile are more likely to be able to
ac cess in for ma tion and, if nec es sary, to act alone to ini ti ate con tra cep tive use.

Gen der in equal ity more broadly de fined

Though the ef fects of the study’s di rect au ton omy in di ca tors are small, the 
find ings sug gest that the in flu ence of gen der in equal ity, more broadly de fined,
is far greater.  The im por tance of bear ing sons emerges strongly from the
sur vey data.  As noted above, “num ber of liv ing sons” is pos i tively and
strongly as so ci ated with cur rent con tra cep tive use even af ter con trol ling for a
broad range of con found ing fac tors.  Part of this as so ci a tion is ex plained by a
pref er ence for male chil dren.  How ever, the ef fect may also op er ate via
in creased fe male au ton omy as so ci ated with be ing the mother of sons (as found
for mo bil ity).  Fur ther more, the per sis tence of a sig nif i cant ef fect in the fi nal
model (ta ble 4), which con trols for de ci sion-mak ing with re gard to food
pur chas ing and fer til ity de sires, sug gests an ef fect via other di men sions of
gen der in equal ity not taken into ac count in this study.  Some re cent stud ies
have sim i larly high lighted the im por tant role of bear ing sons in de ter min ing
re pro duc tive be hav iour, and women’s be hav iour more gen er ally, in Pa ki stan
(Winkvist and Akhtar, 2000; Kazi and Sathar, 1996).

A fur ther fac tor that shows a per sis tent re la tion ship with cur rent
con tra cep tive use is be ing a mem ber of a nu clear fam ily.  Work by Sathar and
Kazi (1997) pro duced sim i lar find ings in Punjab.  The re sults of this study
in di cate that women liv ing in nu clear house holds are more likely to take fi nal
de ci sions on both child treat ment and food pur chase than those who live in
more com plex house holds.  Fur ther more, the per sis tence of a sig nif i cant ef fect
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in the fi nal model again sug gests an in flu ence via other di men sions of gen der
equal ity.

The re sults for cur rent con tra cep tive use also show a sig nif i cant
as so ci a tion with hus band’s fer til ity de sires and hus band’s ed u ca tion, even
hav ing con trolled for the re spon dent’s own fer til ity de sires and ed u ca tion.  This 
find ing again points to the role of gen der re la tions more broadly de fined, in
de ter min ing re pro duc tive be hav iour.  The re sults of this study and other re cent
work (Durrant and Sathar, 2000; Sathar and Kazi, 1997) sug gest the need for
giv ing greater at ten tion in fu ture stud ies to the hus band-wife re la tion ship,
intra-house hold dis tri bu tion and con trol of re sources, and inter-house hold
link ages, par tic u larly women’s links with na tal kin.

Pol icy im pli ca tions

Pol icy re ac tions to the au thors’ find ings will de pend on the de gree to
which re duc ing gen der in equal ity is iden ti fied as an ob jec tive in its own right. 
Fam ily plan ning pol icy could be made more sen si tive to the gen der-based
con straints on the up take of con tra cep tion, with out aim ing to re dress the
un der ly ing in equal i ties di rectly.  For in stance, rec og niz ing the con straints on
women’s mo bil ity, fam ily plan ning programmes should aim to make
con tra cep tive in for ma tion and meth ods more readily avail able at the vil lage
level. Fur ther more, since women con tinue to have a lim ited role in house hold
de ci sion-mak ing, and men’s de sires do ap pear to in flu ence the adop tion of
con tra cep tion, fam ily plan ning programmes must reach out more di rectly to
men.  As re cent work shows, men’s gen der-based ob sta cles to fam ily plan ning
use are dis tinct from those of women (Pop u la tion Coun cil, 1997).

How ever, a more rad i cal ap proach would aim at di rectly meet ing
women’s “stra te gic gen der needs” for greater in flu ence over their own
re pro duc tive be hav iour.  Such an ap proach would ide ally in volve ac tion at
mul ti ple lev els to in crease women’s ac cess to re sources of var i ous types,
through both strength ened in for mal rights and claims within the house hold and
com mu nity, and ex tended for mal rights (leg is la tion and State pro vi sion in
women’s in ter ests).  These find ings, and those of other re cent stud ies, sug gest
that such at tempts to re duce gen der in equal ity would have a pos i tive im pact on
con tra cep tive up take and other health out comes (Durrant and Sathar, 2000).

Given that Pa ki stan is a sig na tory of the 1994 Programme of Ac tion of
the In ter na tional Con fer ence on Pop u la tion and De vel op ment, we would hope
that pol icy di rec tions would take the more rad i cal of these ap proaches.
How ever, this will clearly need strong po lit i cal com mit ment, con certed ef fort
and stron ger link ages be tween fam ily plan ning and so cial de vel op ment pol icy.
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Endnotes

1. The ef fect of gen der equal ity on achieved fer til ity via changes in mar riage pat terns will not be
dis cussed here as we are pri mar ily con cerned with ac tive fer til ity reg u la tion.

2. A sys tem in cer tain Mus lim and Hindu so ci et ies of screen ing women from strang ers by means
of a veil or cur tain.

3. De ci sion-mak ing in other realms, for in stance eco nomic mat ters, has also been a fo cus in
ear lier re search and is an other im por tant di men sion of women’s au ton omy which de serves fur ther
in ves ti ga tion.

4. The ques tions re lat ing to de ci sion-mak ing were:

‘When a child is sick who usu ally par tic i pates in de ci sions about treat ment?  Probe: who
else?’

‘Who usu ally takes fi nal de ci sion about treat ment?’

‘When food has to be bought, who usu ally par tic i pates in de ci sion about what to buy?’ 
Probe: who else?’

‘Who usu ally takes fi nal de ci sion what things to buy?

The ques tion naire was trans lated into lo cal lan guages.

5. In or der to have suf fi cient num bers of con tra cep tive us ers to en able multivariate anal y ses,
authours de cided to in clude all con tra cep tive meth ods,  around 35 per cent of all us ers re ported
us ing male-con trolled meth ods (con dom and with drawal).  In clud ing these method us ers might be
pos tu lated to di lute the ef fects of the au ton omy vari ables.  How ever, re-run ning the main mod els
ex clud ing these meth ods did not sug gest im por tant dif fer ences in the pat terns ob served.

6. The two de ci sion-mak ing vari ables were coded slightly dif fer ently on the ques tion naire. The re -
sponse cat e gory “re spon dent and hus band jointly” was not in cluded for the ques tion on food pur -
chase, and so the recoded bi nary vari able in cluded the cat e go ries “re spon dent alone or re spon dent
jointly with hus band” ver sus “hus band alone/oth ers”.
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