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BolIvia.
FertilIty RegulatIOn and Its RelatIOnship to
the Stability of the Couple, SexualIty, and

Quality of Life

I IntroductIOn

ContraceptIve use has mcreased sIgmficantly m BolIvia m the past decade In 1994,
approxImately 45 percent of women m umon used a contraceptIve method, compared WIth 30
percent m 1989 Although the calendar rhythm method remams the most popular contraceptIve
(used by 22 percent of couples m umon), modem method use IS mcreasmg - from 12 percent m
1989 to 18 percent m 1991 The 1994 DemographIc and Health Survey (DHS) found that 75
percent of women knew of at least one modem method, a dramatIc mcrease from 33 percent m
1989

WIth the contmued mcrease m modem contraceptIve use, reproductIve health provIders m
BolIVia were mterested m learnmg about the psychologIcal and socIal Impacts of fertIlIty
regulatIOn on mdividuais and couples m the populatIOn of the DIstnct III of EI Alto EI Alto IS a
poor but rapIdly growmg CIty, receIvmg people who mIgrate from rural areas to be near the
capItal CIty of La paz m search of employment opportumties and a better lIfe

The tOPICS addressed m the study, namely the Impact of contraceptIve use on the lIves of women,
(theIr relatIOnshIps WIth theIr partners, theIr self-esteem, theIr sexualIty, and the overall qualIty of
theIr lIves), are at the core of the Women's StudIes Project area of study The study was carned
out between December 1995 and September 1996 by staff at Proyecto Integral de Salud
(PROISA) m collaboratIOn WIth FamIly Health InternatIOnal (FHI)

II Background

The populatIOn ofEI Alto IS growmg at a fast pace (annual growth rate of9 4 percent) due to the
overflow of the populatIOn from La paz and the contmuous stream of ImmIgratIOn from the rural
areas Those who mIgrate, mamly of Aymara ongm hold strong SOCial and cultural lInks WIth
theIr rural background, such as the use of tradItIOnal healmg practIces and replIcatmg lIvmg
space

QuantItatIve mformatIOn regardmg knowledge, attItudes and practIces of thIS mIgrant populatIOn
about contraceptIve methods currently eXIsts, but what remams to be studIed IS the qualItatIve
effects that contraceptIve methods or lack offertIhty regulatIOn have on a woman's psychOSOCIal
well-bemg and the well-bemg of her famIly There are no SImple answers, gIven that the
processes are complex and dynamIC, due to the mteractIOn of SOCial, demographIC and cultural
factors, as well as those related speCIfically to serVIces



The purpose of thIS study IS to explore the relatIOnshIps between use and non-use of modern
methods and women's well-bemg and qualIty of lIfe

The results wIll aId m the deSIgn and ImplementatIOn of strategIes aImed at Improvmg the qualIty
of reproductIve health servIces, mterpersonal commumcatIOn between users and provIders
through counselIng, and the deSIgn of medIa messages that take mto account the cultural,
psychologIcal and SOCIal factors that currently hmder a change m attItudes and practIces
regardmg the use of contraceptIve methods among couples mEl Alto

III Study Goals and ObjectIves

The overall objectIve of the study IS to understand the psychoSOCIal Impact the use of modern
contraceptIve methods has had on mdividuais and couples among the populatIOn of DIstnct III m
the CIty of EI Alto

The speCIfic objectIves are

• Determme whether and how fertIlIty regulatIOn affects the stabIlIty and qualIty of couple
relatIOnshIps,

• Assess the effect of the use of modern and tradItIOnal contraceptIve methods on women's
self-esteem and declSlon-makmg,

• Determme If a couple's or an mdividual' s sexualIty IS enhanced or dimimshed by the use of
contraceptIOn,

• Determme how the use of fertIlIty regulatIOn contnbutes to the daIly standard oflIvmg of the
couple,

• Compare men's and women's perspectIves on these relatIOnshIps

IV Study DeSign

A Focus Groups

Although not part of the ongmal study deSIgn, focus groups were added due to the concern from
both the research team and FHI to mclude concepts that were culturally appropnate for the
populatIOn of EI Alto

Four focus groups, three WIth women and one WIth men, were conducted m EI Alto, WIth the
followmg objectIves

• Better understand how the commumty perceIves the concepts of self-esteem, decisIOn
makmg, stabIlIty of the couple, sexualIty and qualIty of lIfe, and how they would measure
them,
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• Learn the language and termmology that the communIty uses to refer to these concepts,
• Help the research team develop mterview gUIdelmes that would be easIly comprehended

The first two focus groups consIsted of women who attend the Centro para el Desarrollo
AutogestlOnarlO and the Taller de Hzstona de Partzczpaczon para la MUJer The thIrd focus
group was composed of women from the commumty wIth no affilIatIOn to a partIcular
organIzatIOn Men who went to the health center AtencIOn Pnmarza en Salud made up the fourth
focus group

The focus groups were conducted between December 1995 and February 1996 and were
mstrumental m developmg the mterview gUIdelmes and how to ask about such concepts as self
esteem

B In-depth Interviews

In-depth mterviews were chosen as the pnmary method of data collectIOn, gIven the sensItivIty
of the Issues mvolved ThIS methodology was used With the ObjectIve of obtammg a better
qualIty of mformatIOn by creatmg an atmosphere oftrust, secunty and pnvacy for the
partIcIpants, thus also enablmg the mterviewers to probe wIth greater ease

I Group SelectIOn and IntegratIOn Three groups of women of reproductive age wIth dIfferent
charactenstIcs regardmg contraceptive use, and a group of men, were selected for the study
Adolescent women and women not hvmg m umon were not mcluded m the study, only women
m reproductIve ages and hvmg m umon were mcluded Group selectIOn was carned out m such
a fashIOn so as to capture an array of expenences m relatIOn to study ObjectIves

Group compOSItIon was

Group I 35 women who were usmg the mtrautenne devIce (IUD) or condoms for
contraceptive purposes
Group II 35 women who had used a modem method but had discontmued for reasons
other than pregnancy
Group III 35 women who knew about modem methods but had never used them
Group IV 35 men wIth no contraceptIVe use "reqUIrement"

The partICIpants were IdentIfied WIthm the reproductIve health servIces of the DIstnct III ofEI
Alto The SIX health centers of the network of servIces of the MInIStry of Health (Red de
ServzcIOs del MZnlsterzo de Salud) and two NGOs were mcluded m the study VIlla Dolores, 12
de Octubre, SantIago I, Cmdad Satehte (HospItal 20 de Octubre), VIlIa ExaltacIOn, Rosas Pampa,
CIDEM, and PROISA

2 Samplzng and Data Gatherzng The ongmal sample called for 40 women or men m each of
the four groups, who would be randomly selected from hsts of chents from the study SItes FIve
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women or men were to be selected for each of the four groups at each of the eIght study sItes (5 x
4 x 8 = 160 mterviews)

Early on It became apparent that women were reluctant to partIcIpate m the study when It was the
provIder at each servIce sIte askmg for theIr partIcIpatIOn These same provIders recommended
that the research team VISIt the study sIte and personally contact the women to better explam
what the research ObjectIves were and what theIr role m the study would be WIth thIS new
strategy there were few dIfficultIes m recrUItmg partIcIpants Most ofthe mterviews were
conducted m a pnvate settmg at the servIce sItes

Due to the large amount ofmformatIOn gathered through each mtervIew, and due to the mitIal
dIfficultIes m recrUItmg partIcIpants for the m-depth mterviews, the number of mterviews was
reduced (from 40 to 35) After data cleanmg, the final sample mcluded

Group I 36 women (7 condom users and 29 IUD users)
Group II 33 women
Group III 32 women
Group IV 31 men
Total 132 mterviews

Four mterviewers carned out the mterviews Dr Amparo Camacho, Mrs Ester Ordonez, Mr
Juan Rueda, and Mrs Roxana Sanchez Lopez (the latter two psychologIsts) Even though the
four mterviewers understood Aymara, Mrs Ordonez was responsIble :or conductmg the
mterviews m Aymara when the partIcIpant was not able to express herself or hllllself clearly m
Spamsh

When the data were analyzed some lImItatIOns ofthe study became apparent The mterview
gUIdelInes mcluded many questIOns, makmg the mterviews qUIte long Also, mterviewers asked
the questIons m dIfferent ways, thus elIcItmg dIfferent responses dependmg on the manner m
WhICh the questIOn was asked The questIOns were not always asked m the same order, thereby
potentIally altenng the meanmg of the questIOn SometImes the mterviewers dId not probe,
thereby leavmg many "yes/no" answers that were not followed up

3 Data Processmg The mterviews were taped and transcnbed m SpanIsh eIther m Word or
WordPerfect Each mterviewer was responsIble for transcnbmg the mterviews they conducted
The transcnptIOns were then formatted for then processmg WIth Ethnograph ThIS task was
much more labor-mtensIve than antIcIpated

V Results

Contrary to what researchers expected, the results obtamed from the m-depth mterviews
mdicated that there were no marked dIfferences between contraceptIve users and nonusers
regardmg the stabIlIty of the couple, self-esteem and decisIOn-makmg, and overall qualIty of lIfe
Some dIfferences were observed between the users and nonusers on the Issue of sexualIty Some
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condom and IUD users felt theIr sexual lIfe had Improved by no longer havmg to worry about the
possIbIhty of pregnancy

InvestIgators observed that, for women, theIr chIldren were central to theIr lIves, they hved for
theIr chIldren, felt fulfilled by them, and found happmess m them Among the quahtIes that
women hked about themselves were that they were good WIves and mothers or that they were
home-Iovmg, they dId not hke themselves when they were "naggmg, nervous and IITltable"
Women dId not place much Importance on how they looked but dId place great Importance on
how they felt (healthy or not), and on whether theIr bodIes served them well for all of the daily
household tasks they needed to accomphsh The majonty of respondents reported feelmg
satIsfied WIth theIr bodIes, and the parts of the body that they hked the most were those that they
used to accomphsh theIr dally tasks (hands and feet) These results reflect how dIfferently self
esteem was conceIved of and understood, and remforce the Importance of adaptmg cultural
concepts

An Important dIfference between men and women m thIS study was that women answered that It
was famIly members who cnticized or valued them, whIle men tended to mentIOn people at work
or fnends A contradICtIOn was seen m that men said that they made the deCISIOns at home
because they were the heads of the household, but half of the women mtervlewed answered that
they both made the declSlons It was observed that If women had ajob outsIde of the home, and
therefore contnbuted monetarIly to the household, they played a larger role m the decisIOn
makmg process m theIr household Another dIscrepancy was seen m that men reported that they
helped theIr t:Jrtner m the dally household tasks, whereas the women felt that m realIty they dId
not help much at all

Fmally, the women said they resolved the problems m the home, whIle men answered that they
were the ones who resolved the problems Men and women from all of the groups agreed that the
woman managed the money m the household It IS women who made the deCISIons about food
purchases or small purchases for the kItchen, but they decIded together about purchases of
apphances, furnIture, and other major expenses

WIth regard to trust, jealousy, respect, and aggressIOn among couples, It was observed that the
majonty of both women and men felt that theIr partner respected them expressmg that they
trusted theIr partner, even though perceIved jealousy on the part of both partners was common
Verbal aggressIOn was mutual among partners, and more than half of women reported bemg
physIcally assaulted by theIr partner

The majonty of men Said they had time and freedom to see theIr fnends and/or neIghbors, but
that they dId not have tIme to be WIth theIr famihes Many women felt that the time they spent
WIth theIr partner was msufficlent, generally they dId not have the time or permIssIOn to go out,
travel, or have fun by themselves Many women said they were not even able to VISIt theIr own
mother or famIly

On the Issue of sexuahty, the enjoyment of mtercourse was hmlted for both men and women by
the fear of gettmg pregnant Men said they enjoyed mtercourse more than women reported
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enjoyment, and they communIcated to women what they lIked and dId not lIke Half of the
womel "aid they "could" tal' to theIr partners about thIS, but many added that theIr tImIdIty and
embarrassment were obstacles to thIS type of dialogue Women dId not take the mitIative to have
sex, but many men expressed that they would lIke It If theIr spouse took the ImtIatIve The
maJonty of men and women reported havmg the space for sex (often meanmg that they had theIr
own bed and that theIr children had theIr own beds), but often all famIly members shared the
same room Condom users generally told theIr partner If they dId not want to have sex, and more
than half of the IUD users also dId so, but many of the latter added that they ended up havmg sex
anyway because "he mSIsts," "he always gets mad," or "he doesn't belIeve me "

A surpnsmg result was that both men and women admItted that about a thIrd of the women had
been forced by theIr partner to have mtercourse when they dIdn't want to, usually after the man
had been drmkmg The fact that men dnnk too much was IdentIfied by women as the bIggest
problem they have at home

Half of those mterviewed answered that the deCISIOn to have another child was made Jomtly
even though they admItted that the pregnanCIes are usually unplanned and not somethmg that has
been dIscussed, pregnancy IS usually a result of carelessness, It happens "by chance," because the
couple hasn't dIscussed how to prevent pregnancIes The maJonty of those mterviewed (men and
women) Said that they "would have lIked to have had only two children, a lIttle couple" gIven
the economIC repercussIOns of havmg many chIldren

WIth regard to how couples make deCISIons and share responSIbIlItIes on contracetltIOn, women
reported that the deCISIOn to use the IUD had been theIrS for the most part, gIven that they were
the ones who "wear out, raise and educate the chIldren," and that they mformed theIr husbands
about It after a certam amount of tIme had passed Only half the IUD users talked WIth theIr
partners before the msertIOn, but almost all of them had consulted WIth theIr partner before
havmg the IUD removed

The maJonty ofIUD users conSIdered that theIr lIves had Improved WIth the use of the method
smce havmg had fewer pregnanCIes allowed them to work more and benefit finanCially They
also expressed that they could enJoy theIr sexualIty WIth greater confidence There were,
however, some users who contmued to worry about the pOSSIbIlIty of gettmg pregnant Some
men whose partners used the IUD womed about theIr WIves "havmg other men", they felt they
were no longer the ones who controlled theIr spouse's sexualIty

Regardmg condom use, many women declared usmg condoms was a condItIon of sex "you use
It or you don't sleep WIth me" Most of the condom users felt protected from unwanted
pregnancy by usmg condoms, and no one complamed ofthe method havmg had a negatIve effect
on mtercourse

Among couples who relIed on rhythm for protectIOn, the maJonty reported that the man was
mvolved m keepmg track of the dates Even though couples talked about how many chIldren they
would lIke to have, they dId not talk about how to prevent unwanted pregnanCIes
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Some women reported that their husbands dId not lIke for them to use the IUD, that the IUD
"bothered" them Others spoke of theIr Chnstianity and the teachmgs of the BItl~, and for that
reason they used natural methods Other women who had never used a modem method, tended
to speak of theIr fears and myths, displaymg considerable lack of accurate mformatIOn, or they
spoke WIth satIsfactIOn regardmg theIr use of natural methods

VI ConclusIOns and RecommendatIOns

The cultural and social factors that hmder a change m attItudes and practIces regardmg the use of
contraceptIOn among couples m EI Alto are deep-rooted and wIll reqUIre coordmated efforts from
the publIc and pnvate sectors to bnng about wIdespread changes It seems to be accepted as
cultural norms that men consume large quantItIes of alcohol, and that bemg under the mfluence
of alcohol somehow absolves them from theIr actIOns when drunk, - such as phYSICally and
sexually abusmg theIr partners or havmg mtercourse With someone other than theIr partner
When women were asked what was the bIggest problem they had at home, they answered "men
dnnk too much" Mass medIa campaigns need to address thIS problem, focusmg on the
detnmental effects that exceSSIve dnnkmg has on the overall qualIty of lIfe of famIlIes

Among the salIent findmgs of thIS study is how couples make the deCISIOn to use famIly plannmg
methods The results show that, not Infrequently, IUD users obtamed theIr method WIthout
consultmg theIr partners Among IUD users the deSIre to aVOid unwanted pregnanCIes was so
strong they first protected themselves and only later consulted theIr spouse<; The men admItted
fear that theIr spouses would engage m promISCUOUS behaVIOr If they had no nsk of pregnancy
ThIS pomts to the need to dissemmate accurate mformatIOn through the media and health services
m order to reach the men speCIfically, explammg to them that the use of contraceptIves WIll not
only allow the couple to have the number of chIldren they deSIre, WIth better health outcomes for
mother and baby, but that the method WIll enable the couple to enJoy sex WIthout havmg to
worry about a pOSSIble pregnancy, thus leadmg to a pOSSIble Improvement m the couple's
relatIOnshIp

Male control over the sexualIty of women IS an Issue that needs to be addressed through
educatIOn at all levels Adolescent gIrlS should be taught at school that they have theIr own
sexuality, WhICh they control, and boys should be taught to respect gIrlS' sexuality Talks WIth
women at women's meetmgs or at the health servIces could Impart the same mformatIOn

It IS Important to stress the fact that most of the women mterviewed feel that they "get along
well" WIth theIr partner and that theIr partner "respects them," even though they are forced to
have sex when they do not want to and m spIte of the fact that more than half of the women
mterviewed reported havmg been phySIcally assaulted by theIr partners For many of the women,
phySIcal and sexual assault IS somethmg that they had to lIve WIth dunng the first few years of
lIvmg together, and that has dImInIshed WIth the passmg of tIme Most of the men and women
mterviewed expressed regret at some pomt ofhavmg gotten marned at such an early age WIthout
havmg a clear understandmg of what It would mean to lIve together and have chIldren
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ThIS pomts to the need to reach adolescents, by provIdmg a forum where they can talk wIth older
women who had these expenences and for them to act as mentors, provIdmg gUIdance and
encouragmg them to pursue educatIOnal or employment opportunItIes These women mentors
would also educate the adolescents about contraceptIve methods and the pOSItIve effects they
could have m theIr hves They could also teach the younger generatIOn what they learned about
negotIatmg WIth theIr partners on sexual and reproductIve matters Such a program could
possIbly help delay the age at WhICh young women deCIde to hve WIth a partner

Fmally, the study shows that even though couples talk about how many chIldren they would hke
to have, they do not talk about how to prevent unwanted pregnancIes Health centers and clInICS
need to offer commUnICatIOn workshops for couples, to help couples Improve the level of
commUnICatIOn m theIr relatIOnshIp The results suggest that women would expenence a better
quahty of hfe at home If they were able to talk to theIr partners about how many chIldren they
WIshed to have and about the dIfferent methods aVailable to prevent unwanted pregnancIes, as
well as bemg able to talk WIth partners about the Jealousy they feel

VII Study DetaIls

ThIS study was conducted by the Proyecto Integral de Salud (PROISA) Dr Amparo Camacho IS
PROISA's executIve dIrector and the study's pnncipal mvestigator Research was supported by
the Women's StudIes Project at FamIly Health InternatIOnal (FHI), through a CooperatIve
Agreement funded by the U S Agency for InternatIOnal Development Dr PatnCIa BaIley was
the FHI staff person responsIble for thIS project
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