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abstract

Objectives

The objectives of the study were firstly

to understand barriers to the use of family
planning and other reproductive health

(RH) services in Afghanistan, and, secondly,
identify the strategies used to overcome
these barriers among couples successfully
using these services. It was envisaged that
this would then feed into development of
effective and practical strategies to empower
women and men to exercise their right to
family planning and other RH services.

Methodology

Twenty nine focus group discussions
were held and were split between the
following categories:

e family planning users
e other RH users
e young women in the community

e older women in the community.

In addition, 72 in-depth interviews were held

with community men and community leaders.

The research was conducted in rural and
urban locations across Afghanistan including
Kabul, Kapisa, Bamyan and Badakhshan.

Results
The main findings of the research were
as follows:

e the ideal size of a family in Afghanistan is
around four to five children, preferably with
more sons than daughters. An encouraging
finding is that those who prefer to have
large families are in the minority

e in post-conflict Afghanistan, the current
economic situation and insecurity about
the future is considered a valid reason
for limiting the number of births

e generally, family planning is given approval
for economic and health reasons, although
is often conditional upon a requisite
number of sons being born

e encouragingly, there is approval from
groups traditionally seen as resistant
to family planning, for example, male
community leaders and mothers-in-law

all groups have major concerns about the
perceived harmful effects of family planning,
such as mental weakness, bleeding,
infertility, eye disorders and death

it is imperative that a woman has
permission from her husband to attend

a clinic and to use family planning.
Consensus between spouses is highly
desirable. Men feel wives should persuade
husbands with good arguments for using
RH services

® messages containing economic and health
arguments, supported by doctor’s opinions,
carry the most weight for persuading
people to take up family planning.

These results have demonstrated the
opportunities that are present in Afghanistan
to increase the use of family planning. The
findings have also given valuable input into
the communications strategies of

MSI: Afghanistan.



introduction

Marie Stopes International: Afghanistan
(MSI: Afghanistan) is implementing an
integrated, client focussed, quality RH
education and services programme.
This programme is currently comprised
of one main centre along with three mini
centres in Kabul and one main and one
mini centre in Kapisa. More centres will
soon be opened in the more remote
provinces of Bamyan and Badakhshan.

In order to ensure the programme is

truly effective it is essential to work with
communities to understand the barriers

that women and men face with regard

to accessing RH services including family
planning. There are many barriers that can
be overcome fairly simply, such as placing
services in convenient locations, suitable
opening hours and ensuring quality services.
Another set of barriers which is more difficult
to overcome however, includes attitudes
about family size; attitudes of those
traditionally resistant to family planning

such as mothers-in-law; religious beliefs,
and attitudes to modern health practices.

Some women who are current family
planning users have overcome barriers

and are empowered to access services

that enable them to plan their families.
Understanding how they overcame barriers
is essential to developing effective messages
and strategies which can help other men
and women. Using a participatory research
process has enabled MSI: Afghanistan to find
solutions which are practical and acceptable
to the community.

objectives

MSI: Afghanistan has therefore undertaken
research into barriers to seeking RH

and strategies for overcoming barriers.
This research was qualitative in order to
fully investigate the issues in depth. The
research had the following objectives:

¢ to understand the barriers previously faced
by current users of both family planning
and other RH services and the strategies
used by users to overcome these barriers

e to establish the barriers faced by non-users
of family planning and RH

e to investigate the ‘people barriers’, such as
husbands, mothers-in-law and community
leaders and develop solutions to overcome
these barriers

e to develop effective and practical strategies
to empower women and men to exercise
their right to RH, including the development
of messages using the same phraseology
that local people use themselves.




methodology

MSI: Afghanistan is working with the UN
Habitat programme, which allowed access to
community meetings of both men and women
across Kabul. Research took place in areas
both with and without access to

MSI: Afghanistan services.

No categorisation along ethnic or linguistic
lines was made as divisions between social
attitudes within communities are not found to
be particularly pronounced. Men’s views were
initially researched through focus groups.
However, it was found that, unlike women,
men were not prepared to give their opinions
in a group setting, and in-depth interviews
with individuals were held instead.

Twenty nine focus group discussions were
held with the following groups:

e current users of family planning: clients
of MSI: Afghanistan, recruited after taking
up family planning services at centres

e users of other RH services: clients of
MSI: Afghanistan, recruited after taking
non family planning services (eg. ante natal
and post natal care, testing for sexually
transmitted infections) from the centres

e young women in the community: potential
users of family planning or RH services,
aged between 20 and 34 years old

e older women in the community (mothers
-in-law): married women between the ages
of 35 and 55.

Seventy two in-depth interviews were held
with the following types of people:

e men in the community (including
husbands): potential users of family
planning; married men between the ages
of 20 and 40 years (52 interviews)

* male community leaders: such as
mullahs and other identified local leaders
and stakeholders in each survey location
(20 interviews).

Each type of participant was interviewed
in each of the following locations:

e Kabul

e Kapisa

e Bamyan

e Badakhshan.

All fieldwork was conducted between June
and October 2003. The discussion guide was

standard across all groups, and explored the
following areas:

e family size
e approval of family planning methods
e decision making about family planning

e barriers for women and men to
accessing services

e cffective messages to increase usage.



“Three to five is
perfect in order to
feed and educate
them well.”

Community man

“He [husband] says

I must not use family
planning until having
a son”

Current female user of
family planning

results

There are few differences in opinions
between the four different locations and so
the general view is therefore described.

Family size

Two views on family size are apparent
amongst Afghani men and women. The
minority view is that larger families (more
than six children) are preferable as more
children are able to go out to work and earn
money to provide for the family. The more
commonly held opinion however, is that
smaller families (up to six children) allow
better financial control and the ability to
provide well for each family member:

“Small family makes economy better.”
Current female user of RH services (not family planning)

“Three to five is perfect in order to feed
and educate them well.”

Community man

People say they are now living in difficult
times compared to the past. Poverty is seen
as a reason for limiting the number of births
within a family. Community leaders in
particular give this reason.

“I think a few [children] is better because
you know better our economic situation...
a few can make the future bright.”
Male community leader

Traditionally, sons stay in the family home
when they get married, whereas daughters
go to live in the home of their in-laws. The
research shows that sons are regarded as
important and should ideally outnumber
daughters, as they will be the ones who will
earn and support the family. Interestingly,
more women than men reported that sons
are important, suggesting that wives may feel
under pressure to bear male children for a
better economic future.

‘It is good if there are more than three sons
because they will help their parents.”
Current female user of family planning

“When | delivered my child that was a

daughter my mother-in-law didn’t come

to our home at all, but when my sister

delivered a son she came to meet her

and kissed her, and was very pleased.”
Current female user of RH services (not family planning)

Women tend to report that their
husbands want many children,
whereas most men asked about this
directly, express a preference for small
families. This may reflect a lack of
understanding of each partner’s views
and could indicate poor communication
between husbandsand wives.

“Four is enough, my husband wants eight or
nine children...also | have many problems
but he believes God will feed them.”

Young community woman

“If the number of children decrease they
can be trained better and fed more easily.
For example we have to buy 2 kilos of
meat for a big family instead of half and

it makes difficulties”.
Community man

Approval of family planning

Across all groups involved in the research,
family planning is generally approved of for
both economic and health reasons.

Encouragingly, even those groups
traditionally seen as resistant to family
planning, such as religious or community
leaders, recognise that there are economic
and social reasons for limiting births.
Even older women, who despite generally
favouring larger families, at times
demonstrate solidarity and support for
the decisions of the daughter-in-law with
regards to the use of family planning.
Such role models can usefully feed into
the development of communication
materials, representing an important
finding of the research.

“There are a lot of children on the streets
and it’s because their parents brought them
into the world but are now unable to take

care of them.”
Male community leader



“I don’t think that
religion forbids it
[family planning].
People can decide
whether they want
to use it or not.”

Male community leader

“If a husband lets
her, it is her right,
otherwise she
cannot.”

Community man

Approval does however depend on a
requisite number of sons born first. Use of
family planning before at least one or two
sons have been born is less likely to meet
with approval, especially among older
generations.

“Those mothers-in-law who love their
daughters-in-law: they will accept their
wishes, because having good health is

necessary for all.”
Older community woman

“He [husband] says | must not use family

planning until having a son.”
Current female user of family planning

“He [husband] doesn’t want more children
and tells me after giving birth to a son we

will stop producing.”
Young community woman

The influence of religion

The influence of religion on the use

of family planning is acknowledged.
However, attitudes are pragmatic and
religious arguments surrounding use are
less prominent than economic and health
reasons. Where religion is mentioned by
individuals, there are two main viewpoints:

e family planning is permitted by Islam on
the grounds that is furthers social good

e |slam does not technically allow it but
where a family is very poor and unable
to support more children, use of family
planning is justified.

There is a minority who disagree with family
planning outright as they believe that it is a
sin to decrease the number of followers of
the Islamic religion.

AR 1

“Neither elders nor the Koran says that using

them is a sin against God.”
Community man

“I don’t think that religion forbids it [family
planning], people can decide whether they
want to use it or not.”

Male community leader

“Religion rejects because the prayers for
God will be decreased but most people

do not prefer because of the bad economy,
therefore in most provinces we have centres
and people let them do their work.”

Community man

Interestingly, religious places such as
mosques are often suggested as a forum
for educating people about RH services,
although a part of the population believe it
should be kept separate from the mosque
and that RH education belongs in clinics.

“The useful way to educate about family
planning is to provide clinics as well as
declaring in the mosque after praying
because men listen carefully and tell

their wives.”
Community man

Decision making

Women are aware of the benefits of spacing
and limiting births for their own health and
the health of their children. With proper
access to RH care services they are able to
maintain their wellbeing.

“If there weren’t such services, we would
be faced with many a problem.”
Current female user of family planning




“A wife and
husband have

a special relation
between each
other. By giving
reasons or making
an agreement they
should come to

a conclusion.”

Community man

“Our problems will be solved and our
diseases will be treated with these services.”
Current female user of RH services (not family planning)

The desire to start using RH services and
family planning therefore tends to result from:

e the desire for better maternal health

e the inability to cope with, or care for,
additional children

e assessing the family’s economic situation.

Wives generally need their husband’s
permission to attend clinics and access
reproductive health services.

“My husband has given me approval to

go to the clinic and receive RH services.”
Current female user of family planning

“If a husband lets her, it is her right,
otherwise she cannot.”

Community man

In some cases, women feel that the husband
can be influenced by other family members
regarding the use of RH services, especially
by the mother-in-law or sister-in-law. The
research also shows that women can feel
pressurised to make up for a ‘shortfall’ of
births or sons in other parts of the family,
and not be seen as infertile or ‘barren’,
which is seen as being ‘useless’.

“Those mothers-in-law who only have

one son say to their brides ‘be pregnant

successively, because my son is unique,

and must have many children’ and she

disagrees with the use of family planning.”
Current female user of family planning

Women feel that their husbands have the
power and authority to make the decision
on the use of family planning, as men
have authority over women in Afghanistan.
Interestingly, men feel that women should
persuade their husbands to grant permission
with good arguments for the use of RH
services. It is not always the wife who first
raises the issue of using family planning,
this can also come from the husband,

but whatever the starting point, reaching
a consensus of opinion between spouses
regarding the use of family planning

is desirable.

“If he [husband] says to the wife ‘go and take
the pill’, she has to do it, or if he says ‘bring
up children’, she must give birth, otherwise

there would be a battle.”
Young community woman

“A woman can motivate her husband to
delay or stop the children because all
problems such as feeding, cleaning and
others belong to a mother and she faces

all of them.”
Community man

“A wife and husband have a special relation
between each other. By giving reasons or
making an agreement they should come to
a conclusion.”

Community man

Some women feel that to attend a clinic
without their husband’s knowledge would
incur a real risk of physical violence.

“I'd better not make my husband aware
that | had been to a clinic, because a bad
accident would happen to me.”

Current female user of family planning

Concern over harmful effects

The research reveals that across all groups
there is a fundamental lack of knowledge of a
variety of methods of family planning. Many
tales, ‘scare stories’ and myths, as well as
concerns about genuine side effects are
described within the focus groups.

Women, even those not currently using
family planning, can generally name one
or two family planning methods along with
a perceived harmful effect. The types of
perceived harmful effects from using family
planning can be seen in comments like:

“I am told that pills have bad effects

on the nerves.”
Current female user of family planning

“Pill cause headache and injection
produce bleeding.”

Current female user of family planning

Stories of harmful effects can be used to
dissuade women from taking up certain
methods, as is seen in comments from other
family members who would like the woman
to continue to bear children:



“My mother-in-law
tells me if | use family
planning it will make
me sick and cause
severe bleeding and
death.”

Current female user
of RH services

“My mother-in-law tells me if | use family
planning it will make me sick and cause
severe bleeding and death.”

Current female user of RH services

Men tend to have little knowledge of
modern family planning methods, and have
also heard rumours about ill effects. This
influences their support for certain methods
(and therefore permission for use) of family
planning and those who do support it state
that “the method must be harmless.”

“Most people believe that taking the pill

causes bad effects, even death.”
Community man

“If it doesn’t have any bad effects over
women and men, it is good to use them.”

Community man

Men however accept the word of doctors
on family planning matters, and are trusted
as the authority on family planning matters.

“My husband says the doctor is right.”

Current female user of family planning

“I told him [husband] that the doctors are
aavising less number of children, thus he

agreed and said ‘the doctors are right’.
Current female user of family planning

Encouragingly, men admit they lack
knowledge of family planning and believe that
they should be included within an education
programme that does not target just women,
S0 they can become better informed.

“There wasn'’t any clinic, so we knew

nothing. If health educators tell people,

we understand better and we get results.”
Community man

“Health educators or doctors should discuss
with the elders of every area and gather
people in a clinic or mosque and teach them
how to use family planning and what they
are useful for.”

Community man

Other barriers

Other, more practical, everyday barriers

to family planning also exist and these are
important factors in the development of
future programmes and service provision in
Afghanistan. These other barriers include:

e distance from the clinic: access to
clinics is an important factor in use of
family planning and other RH services.

If the centre is close to where the women
live, and they are able access services
quickly and conveniently, they were more
likely to use them.

The opening of six MSI: Afghanistan centres
has clearly helped some women to overcome
this barrier.

“The clinic is closer to me now,
so | come regularly.”
Current female user of family planning

¢ too many chores to do at home: some
women do not access the clinics as they
cannot leave their houses. They might have
young children and no-one available to look
after them, or the number of chores they
need to complete is too great and prevents
them from travelling to the clinic

waiting times: if the time spent at a

clinic (including travelling) is too great and
prevents the woman from completing her
everyday chores, she is less likely to attend

quality of services: experiences of

low quality services have led in some
quarters to low confidence in health
centres. Ensuring quality services and

a client focused approach is a priority
of MSI: Afghanistan and feedback about
its centres is positive

“It is equipped, their behaviours are good,
it isn't too busy.”
Current female user of family planning

“It is cheap, it is near: they give us drugs,
the doctor is professional and they examine
us accurately.”

Current female user of family planning

¢ lack of permission: although some
women say they would attend a clinic
in secret, lack of permission from the
husband and other family members is
a key barrier to use of clinic services



* male staff at the clinic: concern that there
may be male staff at clinics is off-putting for
women, and some husbands prevent their
wives from attending because of this.

MSI: Afghanistan’s policy of employing
only female staff in centres overcomes this
barrier. Male services can be provided on
separate days (eg Fridays) or else at an
alternative venue.

Effective strategies/messages

By thoroughly investigating the barriers

faced by both users and non users of family
planning and ways in which these can be
overcome, MSI: Afghanistan has the basis

on which to develop messages and strategies
for information, education and communication
(IEC) and marketing. These strategies will

also enable key stakeholders in Afghanistan
to understand more fully the potential issues
involved in promoting access to RH services.

The research shows that a range of economic
and health arguments for the use of family
planning are accepted, especially when
supported by information on health dangers
from many births. Accompanied by doctors’
opinions, these arguments seem

to carry the most weight.

In summary, effective messages to overcome
existing barriers to RH and family planning
must include the following aspects:

e the health dangers to both the mother
and child of having ‘yearly’ children

¢ the economic advantages of
smaller families

e information to dispel the myths of harmful
effects of family planning methods

e supportive advice and opinions
from doctors

e the importance of discussion between
husband and wife.

These messages must be targeted at
both men and women. It is important also
that messages are addressed to those
who influence decision making such as
mothers-in-law or community leaders.



conclusion

The key findings with the biggest implications
for the Marie Stopes International programme
in Afghanistan are therefore:

e there is more support for smaller families
and family planning than is commonly
thought, which means that the time is ripe
for more proactive communication at a
community level, and for engaging all levels
of society

e women’s perceptions of husbands’
attitudes do not always match husbands’
actual attitudes and beliefs, suggesting
that activities which encourage spousal
communication and discussion would
be effective in facilitating couples to use
family planning. Further encouragement
may come from the use of positive
role models

fear of harmful side effects is as big a
barrier to use as disapproval of family
planning methods. Community wide
education is needed to dispel common
myths and provide accurate information
on methods. This education must utilise
the effective messages highlighted in
the research, and be supported by high
quality, accessible service provision.

Finally, the positive attitudes that came
through in most of the focus group and
interview transcripts reveal an important
lesson: when the approach is one of asking
community members for their opinions and
listening to their responses, their attitudes are
very positive. As a result, the methodology
used in the community awareness
component of the programme has changed
so that educational sessions form a
discussion group instead of a one way
lecture. In terms of behaviour change,

this is likely to have a far greater impact

on women’s and men’s propensity to use
family planning and RH services.
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