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Egypt
The Social and Behavioral Outcomes ofUnmtended Pregnancy

I Background and IntroductIOn

ChIldren born as the result of unplanned or unwanted pregnancy start lIfe at a dIsadvantage and
face numerous health and socIal problems throughout chIldhood PrevIOus studIes (outsIde
Egypt) have shown that unplanned chIldren have lower bIrth weIghts, do not grow as tall and are
more vulnerable to death than planned or wanted chIldren Unplanned chIldren, especIally gIrlS,
have lower educatIOn levels and poorer SOCIOeconomIC condItIons, and appear to suffer socIal
problems due to parental neglect

In Egypt, no studIes had been done on thIS tOpIC prIor to the Women's StudIes Project (WSP)
ThIS WSP study analyzed statIstIcal data from the 1993 Egypt Use EffectIveness of
ContraceptIOn Survey (EUECS) and the 1997 SocIal and BehaVIOral Effects of Unplanned
Pregnancy Survey (SBEUPS) to determme demographIc and SOCIOeconomIC characterIstIcs of
women WIth unplanned pregnancIes and to examme changes In attItudes and behaVIOr over tIme
Data were analyzed from approXImately 1,300 survey respondents who had reported an
unplanned pregnancy m the EUECS PrIor to survey admimstration and m order to aSSIst m the
questIOnnaIre development, 20 women partICIpated In In-depth IntervIews to explore theIr
perceptIons of how the unplanned pregnancy affected theIr own lIves and the lIves of theIr
chIldren and famIlIes

II Study Goals and ObjectIves

The goal of thIS study was to examme the SOCIal, behaVIOral and health outcomes ofumntended
pregnancy for the mother, the chIld, the husband and famIly and to explore how thIS pregnancy
affected subsequent use of famIly plannmg methods

SpeCIfically, mvestIgators wanted to know Ifhavmg an unwanted bIrth predIcted

• Less care for the unwanted chIld compared to hIS brothers and SIsters,
• NegatIve effects on the health of the unwanted chIld and the mother,
• NegatIve effects on the unwanted chIld's educatIOn compared to his/her brothers and

SIsters,
• Lower famIly economIC status,
• NegatIve effect on the mother's educatIOn or employment

In addItIOn, InVestIgators wanted to know If these effects varIed by regIOn of resIdence mother's
educatIOn or sex of the unplanned chIld



III Study Design

Both qualItatlve and quantItatIve data were collected to answer research questIOns QualItatIve
data were collected Apnl 12-16, 1997, through m-depth mterviews wIth 20 ever-marrIed women
m rural (GIza) and urban (Cairo) areas The women had chIldren ages five to 10 years old, whom
they reported as unplanned Tramed mterviewers used a set of common tOPICS to gmde theIr
dIScussIons The purpose of the first phase of the study was exploratory to compensate for the
lack of preVIOUS research on thIS tOpIC m Egypt In-depth mterviews rather than focus group
dIScussIons were used because of the more personal nature of women's feelmgs about theIr
chIldren Responses from m-depth mterviews were used to develop questIOns and response codes
for the quantItatIve second phase of the study

A survey was deSIgned to obtam sImIlar mformatIOn usmg common response codes for a sample
of women denved from two surveys conducted earlIer m Egypt The questIOns focused on
demographIc charactenstics of women WIth unwanted pregnancies, the qualIty and frequency of
prenatal care, the qualIty of care durmg and after delIvery, and SOCial and behaVIOral outcomes
related to unwanted pregnancy for the mother, the famIly and the chIld

The samplmg frame for thIS survey was denved from 9,073 women, who were ImtIally
mterviewed m 1991 m the EgyptIan Maternal and ChIld Health Survey (EMCHS) ThIS sample
was a random household sample deSIgned to proVIde natIOnal and regIOnal estImate of all major
fertIhty mdicators, such as marriage, fertlhty, famIly plannmg, chIld mortahty and aborted bIrths
In 1993, these women were re-mterviewed for the Egypt Use Effectiveness of ContraceptIOn
Survey In thIS second round, all women m the household where ongmal respondents lIved also
were mterviewed, mcreasmg the sample SIze to 9,817 The samplmg frame for the 1997 SOCial
and BehaVIOral Effects ofUnmtended Pregnancy Survey mcluded 618 women who reported m
1991 that they dId not want to get pregnant agam but had gotten pregnant by the tIme whIle not
usmg any contraceptIve method m the1993 survey Moreover,I,426 women who reported m
1991 that they dId not want any more chIldren and were usmg contraceptIve methods, got
pregnant by 1993 I e method faIlure In the current 1997 survey 1,327 women were successfully
located and re-mterviewed Of these, researchers were able to match 1 298 WIth theIr 1993
questIOnnaIre data Because of the deSIgn of the ongmal sample, the women m the 1997 sample
were faIrly evenly dIspersed throughout Egypt

The questIOnnaire used for the survey was dIVIded mto four sectIOns 1) demographIC
mformatIOn, 2) fertIlIty and the deSIre to have chIldren, 3) health care dunng pregnancy WIth the
unplanned chIld and 4) health care dunng and after chIldbIrth and behaVIOral, SOCial and health
effects on the mother, chIld and famIly QuestIOnnaire Items were pre-tested m June 1997 WIth a
sample of 40 women, and necessary reVISIOns were made m the questIOnnaire Items pnor to
study mltlatIOn

Survey data were collected withm each governorate by SIX teams of four female mterviewers and
one supervISor IntervIewers partICIpated m a three-day trammg workshop The survey began m
July 1997 and contmued untIl the thIrd week of August Each mterviewer worked m a dIfferent
sample area each day, and all the groups met each mght III the governorate capItal The
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supervIsor revIewed the questIOnnaireS daIly and re-mtervIewed some ofthe respondents the next
day to ensure the qualIty of the data collectIOn

Survey data were entered mto computer files usmg the Integrated MIcro-Computer Processmg
System (IMPS) at the Cairo DemographIc Center SPSS was used to analyze data Most data are
descrIptIve, presented m tables as percentages by relevant vanables regIOn of resIdence,
mother's educatIOn and chIld's gender

IV Research Fmdmgs

A Charactenstlcs ofthe Study PopulatIOn

The m-depth mterview respondents were between the ages of36 and 50, but most were 40 to 45
years old Most were born and grew up m a vIllage, but presently 13 of the 20 lIved m urban
areas EIght were IllIterate, among the lIterate, five had completed a UnIVerSIty degree Nme dId
not work outSIde the home All were currently marrIed except for one wIdow Except for one
woman WIth two chIldren the remammg partICIpants had three to eIght chIldren

Among survey respondents, approxImately one-fourth were under age 30 m 1993, and a quarter
were 40 or over Nearly halfhad never been to school, and 86 percent dId not work for cash
ApprOXImately 60 percent lIved m rural governorates

B Fer/lilly BehavIOr and Contraceptive Use

The average number of chIldren deSIred among survey respondents was 3 0, WIth ranges of 2 2
among women m urban Upper Egypt to 36m rural Upper Egypt Generally, younger age, more
educatIOn, workmg for cash and urban resIdence were assocIated WIth a lower number of deSIred
chIldren

When women were asked whether theIr pregnancy was unwanted entIrely or mIstImed, nearly
three-fourths said they dId not want addItIOnal bIrths whIle the remamder said they wanted to
postpone pregnancy ThIS findmg was reversed however, for women who had fewer chIldren
and who were younger RegIOn of resIdence was not related to deSIre to space versus lImIt
chIldbeanng Also, the deSIre to space rather than termmate chIldbearmg mcreased WIth the
number of years of mothers' educatIOn

ContraceptIve use mcreased m Egypt from 1993 to 1997, IronIcally, most unplanned pregnancIes
occurred among contraceptIve users SIXty-two percent of women WIth an unplanned pregnancy
became pregnant whIle usmg a contraceptIve method ContraceptIve failure was hIghest among
pIll users (57 percent) followed by mtrauterIne deVIces or IUDs (16 percent), breastfeedmg (11
percent), and other methods, such as condoms and spermicides (13 percent) At the tIme of the
mtervIew, the most wIdely used modem method was the IUD, followed by the pIll
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ThIrty-eIght percent of women were usmg no contraceptIve method at all even though they dId
not want to become pregnant Reasons for non-use were "havmg a rest" (57 percent), belIevmg
they could not become pregnant (21 percent), belIevmg they were mfertIle (17 percent), husband
away from home (7 percent), fear of contraceptIve sIde effects (6 percent), and husband's
OpposItIon (3 percent)

Although abortIOn IS Illegal m Egypt, one-thIrd of women reported trymg to tenmnate a
pregnancy Age and panty affected attempted abortIOn rates The percentage ofwomen who
attempted abortIOn was 23 percent among women younger than age 20 and 36 percent among
women 35 or older Rates of attempted abortIOn were hIghest for women wIth five or more
chIldren (approxImately 35 percent) As expected, women who wanted to end childbearmg were
more lIkely to attempt abortIOn than women who wanted to space or delay pregnancy Women
wIth a secondary educatIOn were less lIkely to seek abortIOn than women wIth no schoolmg (19
percent versus 32 percent) In all geographIc regIOns except the Urban Governorates, women
were most hkely to seek help from a phYSICIan m termmatmg a pregnancy Forty-four percent of
women Said they saw a doctor but were refused help, 21 percent consulted a phYSICIan who gave
them medIcatIOns, 35 percent used tradItIOnal abortIOn methods, and 15 percent tned a
combmatIOn of modem and tradItIOnal methods

C Mothers' and Fathers' Attitudes Toward the Pregnancy

AttItudes about the unplanned pregnancy dIffered between men and women WhIle women m
thIS study dId not want to be pregnant, 42 percent of men Said they were pleased about the
pregnancy, 25 percent Said they were neutral, and 35 percf'nt dId not want the pregnancy Among
men who were happy about theIr WIfe's pregnancy, the mam reason was fondness for chIldren
Among couples m WhICh both partners dId not want another chIld, the mam reasons were the
hIgh costs ofbrmgmg up a chIld, the need for parental time and attentIOn, women's health
problems that mIght negatively affect the chIld, and "bad" tImmg Not surpnsmgly because of
the gender norms that prescnbe men as the provIder and the woman as the nurturer, mothers were
more lIkely to be concerned about the amount of time they could devote to the chIld, whIle
fathers were more lIkely to be concerned about finanCIal support Among couples wIth chIldren
of the same sex, concern about havmg another same-sex chIld was CIted as a reason for
postpomng pregnancy Couples e'(pressed a stronger preference for boys than gIrlS
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Table 1 Mothers' and Fathers' AttItudes Toward Pregnancy

Parents' Feeliltgs Mother Father
Pleased 3 42
Neutral 9 23
Upset 74 35
ResIgned to God's will 14 na

Reasonsfor not deslrmg
pregnancy

Fmancial costs 61 80
Not enough time for

addItIOnal child 40 26
MistImed 5 10
Older age of mother 3 2
Health problems related

to pregnancy 23 12
Does not want more gIrls 2 2
Does not want more boys 1 1
Others* 1 1

* Includes "father has chIldren from another marrIage" and "marItal lIfe unstable"

D Health Care

WIth regard to care receIved dunng unplanned pregnancIes, 80 percent of the respondents Said
they sought the same care as they dId when pregnant WIth the babIes' older SIblIngs, and 13
percent Said they sought more There was some VarIatIOn In areas of reSIdence, WIth more women
In urban Lower Egypt reCeIVIng less care (14 percent) compared to women In rural Upper Egypt
(4 percent) SIX percent of the respondents Said they receIved a tetanus vaccmatIOn dunng
prevIOUS pregnancIes but not for theIr unplanned pregnancy

EIghty-five percent of women In thIS survey Said they gave bIrth to the chIldren of unplanned
pregnancIes In the same place as the bIrth of the prevIOUS SIblIng, and 13 percent gave bIrth In a
better place EIghty-two percent of the unplanned babIes weIghed the same or more than theIr
older SIblIngs More than a thIrd of the mothers of babIes who weIghed less, however, reported
haVIng eaten less durIng theIr pregnancIes
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Table 2 Care Given to Unplanned Children

Typeofeare Same tiS other More than other Less than other
siblings siblings siblings

Prenatal care 80 13 7
Tetanus toxOId
vaccmatIon 68 26 6
Place of delivery 84 13 3
Weight at birth 70 12 18
Breastfeedmg 83 8 9
ImmumzatlOD 91 6 3
Feedmg 91 8 1
Pampermg by
mother 57 40 3
Pampermg by
father 59 38 3
Planned educatIOn

(type of school) 96 2 2

Nmety-one percent of the women surveyed breastfed theIr unplanned babIes as much or more
than theIr older chIldren Nmety-seven percent of the unplanned chIldren receIved the same or a
greater number ofvaccmatIOns than dId theIr older SIblIngs, 99 percent receIved the same or
more food or attentIOn

InvestIgators sought to determme whether there was a relatIOnshIp between a woman's attempt to
termmate a pregnancy and the subsequent health of the chIld ChIldren of women who attempted
to termmate theIr pregnancIes weIghed less at bIrth than other chIldren ApproxImately 4 percent
of the chIldren whose mothers dId not attempt to termmate the pregnancy suffered from health
problems at bIrth, compared to 8 percent of those whose mothers dId attempt to do so

The current health status for chIldren of unplanned pregnancIes was good for 94 percent of them,
WIth 3 percent who were weak, 2 percent who had congemtal defects or deformItIes and 1
percent who were vulnerable to dIsease Reasons for health problems gIVen by mothers mcluded
condItIon from bIrth, vulnerable to dIsease and malnutntIOn

About 6 percent of the chIldren of unplanned pregnancIes dIed pnor to the tIme of the survey
Two-thIrds of these had dIed of dIseases acqUlred two weeks pnor to theIr death and nearly all of
the chIldren had been seen by doctors Reasons for death mcluded dIseases of dIgeStIve system
(27 percent), fever (II percent), respIratory system dIseases (10 percent), polIo, tetanus, measles
(10 percent), anemIa, malnounshment or weakness (8 percent) Seventeen percent of the deaths
were from causes unknown to the mothers
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E Other Family Members

Women were asked about the effect of the unplanned pregnancy on other famIly members
Eleven percent Said that theIr other chIldren were upset by the news of the pregnancy A larger
percentage of grandmothers (30 percent) and grandfathers (23 percent) on the mother's SIde were
upset by the news of the unplanned pregnancy than on the father's SIde (11 and 8 percent,
respectively), thIS was explamed as a greater concern for the mother's health by her own parents
A ShIft was seen among all groups after the baby was born, so that only 4 percent of older
sIblmgs were upset by the addItIOn to the famIly, and 7 percent and 6 percent of the women's and
theIr husbands' mothers were upset after the dehvery, and 7 and 5 percent of the women's and
theIr husbands' fathers were upset

F Mothers' and Fathers' Attitudes

Mothers themselves were happIer about the new chIld once It was born, only 7 percent reported
contmued dIspleasure about the chIld, and 68 percent reported feehng happy Fathers contmued
to be less upset about the unplanned chIld, 4 percent of the respondents reported that theIr
husbands were upset at the blrth, and 84 were happy All but a half percent (0 05) of the
respondents report that they love thelr unplanned chIld as much or more than theIr older chIldren

G EducatIOn

Nmety-six percent of the women surveyed planned to send chIldren of unplanned pregnancles to
the same kmd of schools as theIr older sIblmgs, whIle 2 percent planned to send them to better
schools

H Effect on Mothers' Lives

Survey respondents were asked how the bIrth of the unplanned chIld had affected theIr lIves
FIfty-four percent Said that the addItional chIld had affected theIr abIhty to take care of theIr own
health Forty-nme percent reported addItIOnal finanCial burdens, whl1e 44 percent reported the
bIrth affected thelr abIlIty to do the housework, 38 percent reported not paymg attentIOn to thelr
own appearance, and 25 percent reported not havmg time to VISlt frIends or to attend soclal
oblIgatIOns Seventeen percent Said the new baby reduced theIr abIlIty to take care of the older
chIldren
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Table 3 DIfficultIes AssocIated wIth Unplanned PregnancIes

- Percent
Impact of unplanned chIld on mother
and famIly

Household expenses 49
Forced to work 7
Forced to quIt work 4
Less time for own health care 54
No tIme for appearance 38
RelatIonshIp with husband worse 44
Less tIme for housework 16
Less time to care for other chIldren 17
Less time for socIal bfe 25

I Mothers' Advice

When women were asked what advIce they would gIve to other women to avoId an unplanned
pregnancy, 82 percent advIsed women to use effectIve contraceptIve methods, 12 percent warned
agaInst careless use of contraceptIves Respondents dId not strongly advIse termInatIng an
unplanned pregnancy, 70 percent saId women should resIgn themselves to God's wIll 19 percent
saId never to attempt abortIOn, 14 percent saId to take care of one's self dunng the pregnancy,
and only 4 percent suggested that abortIOn would be a good Idea Interestmgly, however, when
asked what they would do themselves If faced wIth another unplanned pregnancy, 58 percent saId
they would resIgn to God's wIll, 21 percent saId they would keep the pregnancy, and 17 percent
saId they would termmate It

V ConclusIOns and RecommendatIOns

A key findIng from thIS study IS that most women who expenenced an unplanned pregnancy
were USIng a method of contraceptIon or belIeved they were not at nsk of pregnancy ThIS has
Important ImplIcatIOns for famIly plannIng programs m Egypt Better educatIOn and more
counselmg IS needed to help women understand theIr rIsk and how to use contraceptIves more
effectIvely

Another Important findmg IS the hIgh rate of attempted pregnancy termmatIOn Women need
more mformatIOn concernmg the rIsks of unsafe abortIOn, and phySICIans need traInmg m
treatmg abortIOn complIcatIOns More attentIon to contraceptIve counselmg could reduce the nsk
of unsafe abortIon

It IS not surprIsmg that an unplanned pregnancy IS receIved less favorably by the mother than the
father smce It IS the mother who bears the health rIsks and who wIll bear more of the work
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burdens related to chIld care ConsIstent WIth gender norms, It also IS not surpnsmg the fathers'
concerns are usually related to finances

Though It IS unfortunate that any woman must expenence a pregnancy she does not want these
data offer reassurance that most unplanned chIldren dId not suffer a lack of affectIOn or care To
be sure, there were dramatIC cases where women faIled to care for themselves durmg theIr
pregnancIes or to care for theIr babIes once they were born, but by and large, thIS was not the
case

Less dramatic, but Important nevertheless, the women's responses mdicate that theIr quahty of
hfe was reduced to the degree that they had less time to spend takmg care of theIr own health and
appearance, the housework and the chIldren Some women who were workmg felt compelled to
qmt theIr Jobs to care for theIr babIes, whIle some were forced to go to work to earn extra mcome
needed because of the addItIOnal chIld

Even women who are motIvated to have fewer chIldren sometimes have dIfficulty achIevmg
smaller famIly SIze Women's average number of chIldren over a hfetime exceeds that of the
number deSIred Much unwanted fertIhty occurs when women are usmg contraceptIves
unfortunately, the quahty of servIces IS such that women are usmg meffectIve contraceptlves or
usmg effectIve methods mcorrectly Better servIces could also reduce unwanted pregnancIes
among women who probably would be usmg contraceptlves If they understood better theIr nsk of
pregnancy EducatIOn could reduce Egypt's total fertIhty rate and mcrease the quahty ofhfe of
Egyptian women and theIr famihes

VI Study Details
ThIS study was conducted by F A Kader and Hesham Maklouf Dr CynthIa Waszak ofFHI
served as techmcal momtor and Dr Lalla Kafafi and the staff of FHI' s Cairo office offered
techmcal aSSIstance ThIS study was supported by the Women's StudIes Project at FHI, through a
CooperatIve Agreement funded by the U S Agency for InternatIOnal Development and by the
Research Management Umt, NatIOnal PopulatIOn CounCIl, CaIro
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