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traceptive choice and quality of care with-
in the Indian program remain problematic.

Since its inception in 1951, the Nation-
al Family Planning Program has been
dominated by demographic goals. The
government introduced method-specific
family planning targets in the mid-1960s,
wherein state targets were set by the cen-
tral government and then pursued at the
local level. The program focused primar-
ily on sterilization, largely obviating client
choice and limiting availability to a nar-
row range of services. The program sub-
sequently evolved into the Family Welfare
Program, which currently administers
family planning and maternal and child
health services through various primary
and community health centers and district
and subdistrict hospitals. 

In April 1996, the Indian government
decided to abolish method-specific fami-
ly planning targets throughout the coun-
try. In October 1997, India reoriented the
national program and radically shifted its
approach to more broadly address health
and family limitation needs. The new ap-
proach involves a more comprehensive set
of reproductive and child health services
and a focus on client choice, service qual-
ity, gender issues and underserved
groups, including adolescents, post-
menopausal women and men. The objec-
tive of this article is to trace the roots of this
change in orientation, document the pro-
gram’s achievements to date and exam-
ine the challenges that remain at the pol-
icy level, at the implementation level and
in the overall socioeconomic environment
in establishing a program that truly meets
clients’ health needs.

Roots of Change
Program Stagnation
In 1992, the Indian government published
its eighth five-year plan,8 and with candor
listed several factors that had contributed
to the poor realization of its family wel-
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More than 45 years ago, India be-
came the first country in the de-
veloping world to initiate a state-

sponsored family planning program with
the goal of lowering fertility and slowing
the population growth rate. Since the pro-
gram’s inception, fertility levels have de-
clined throughout the country, at varying
paces in different regions; overall, the total
fertility rate decreased from 6.4–6.6 life-
time births per woman in the early 1970s
to 3.4 births per woman in the mid-1990s.1

Since the 1960s, however, the Indian
population has continued to grow by ap-
proximately 2% annually and has more
than doubled in size, from 439 million in
1961 to an estimated 930 million in 1996.2
The population is expected to grow be-
yond 1.5 billion before it stabilizes.

Despite the decline in fertility, the repro-
ductive health situation in India remains
poor: Although the rate of infant mortality
declined from more than 200 infant deaths
per 1,000 live births in the 1960s to approx-
imately 74 per 1,000 live births in the 1990s,3
maternal mortality ratios (550 deaths per
100,000 live births) remain among the high-
est in the world.*4 Moreover, two-thirds of
Indian women go through pregnancy and
childbirth without seeing a trained birth at-
tendant,5 and obstetric and gynecologic dis-
orders are widely prevalent and remain
largely untreated and silently borne. The
AIDS pandemic has added another di-
mension to the poor reproductive health
scenario; it is expected that by 2005, some
one million Indians with AIDS will require
medical attention.6 Finally, while contra-
ceptive prevalence increased from barely
10% in 1971 to 46% in the mid-1990s,7 con-

fare goals. According to this report, the
family planning program, which had been
conceived and implemented by the Min-
istry of Health and Family Welfare, had
suffered from centralized planning and
target-setting that allowed for little inno-
vation or flexibility.

That same year, the government
launched the Child Survival and Safe
Motherhood Program to enhance the
health of women and children and further
reduce maternal and child mortality. The
Family Welfare Program, however, con-
tinued to emphasize family planning ser-
vices, and the child survival components
of the new program—especially the ex-
pansion of child immunization services—
were implemented earlier than the safe
motherhood components. Therefore, the
overall national program still offered lit-
tle to improve the quality or availability
of reproductive health services for women.

In addition, monitoring of the national
family planning program entailed only
routine reporting of target goals, making
it difficult to identify problems in service
delivery and therefore impossible to take
corrective action. Responsibility for
achieving method-specific contraceptive
targets was passed to successively lower
administrative units. Failure by local
health workers to achieve the targets often
led to serious consequences, such as rep-
rimands from supervisors, withdrawal of
annual salary increments and job trans-
fers to undesirable posts. As a result,
providers often overreported the use of re-
versible contraceptives or coerced couples
into accepting sterilization in order to
meet program expectations. In short, the
program as implemented was insensitive
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vey, 1992–93, Bombay: IIPS, 1995, p. 226.) The rate of 550
deaths per 100,000 is considered more realistic.
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groups, primary health care advocates, de-
mographers and family planning service
providers in state-level meetings to pre-
pare for the 1994 International Conference
on Population and Development (ICPD).

At these preconference meetings, par-
ticipants reached a consensus that ethical
considerations, proper procedures and high
quality care cannot be compromised in a
zealous pursuit of demographic goals. At-
tendees identified four key issues that the
Indian government needed to address if its
family planning program was to effective-
ly meet women’s needs: maintaining effi-
cient program management; ensuring qual-
ity of care; widening the scope of services
to cover comprehensive reproductive
health; and using communication and
media to disseminate information.13 In 1994,
national-level meetings were organized by
regional nongovernmental organizations
in 18 major states to develop specific action
points on the first three issues. 

The ICPD, held in Cairo in 1994, and the
World Conference on Women, which took
place in Beijing the following year, gen-
erated additional pressure from the glob-
al community for changes in the focus and
approach of the Indian family planning
program. At these meetings, women’s
groups from around the world shared
their experiences and developed a soli-
darity that empowered them to success-
fully petition their own governments to
better address women’s needs.

In December 1994, a small group of indi-
viduals involved in the pre-Cairo consulta-
tive process formed HealthWatch, a network
of like-minded nongovernmental organi-
zations, activists, researchers and concerned
citizens, to engage both government and
funding agencies in ongoing dialogue about
India’s population policy. HealthWatch pro-
vided constructive criticism, offered alter-
native strategies and facilitated the devel-
opment of monitoring indicators. 

Forging an active partnership with a
network of nongovernmental organiza-
tions was a major step for the Indian Min-
istry of Helath and Family Welfare. In a se-
ries of consultative meetings organized
during 1996–1997 to examine the target-
free approach, the Ministry recognized the
need to develop and sharpen program
evaluation indicators and keep the pro-
gram focused on women’s needs.

A New Approach
Soon after the Cairo conference, the Min-
istry of Health and Family Welfare pro-
posed that one or two districts with well-
performing programs from each of India’s
major states begin using a target-free ap-

to the needs of clients and discouraged
community involvement.

The government report acknowledged
other problems as well: Both initial and on-
the-job training of service providers had
been poor; information and education ef-
forts had been ineffective, presenting fam-
ily planning as a means to contain popu-
lation growth rather than as a way to
improve a family’s economic and social sta-
tus by limiting births; the infrastructure for
extension services in some of the more pop-
ulous regions was lacking;9 the program
had few resources for new initiatives or for
strengthening health care services; and the
government program allowed for little ac-
tive involvement of the community.10

As awareness of the existing program’s
weaknesses was growing, evidence
emerged that data from assessments of the
program did not correspond with data
from population-based surveys: Contra-
ceptive use rates calculated from program
statistics were inconsistent with observed
fertility levels, and official program-based
protection rates were significantly high-
er than survey-based contraceptive preva-
lence rates.11

Organized Pressure
Since the mid-1970s, when the Indian gov-
ernment vigorously promoted sterilization
as a means of population control, various
stakeholders have voiced concern about the
national family planning program. Some
women’s organizations, for example, have
viewed the government’s approach as a vi-
olation of human rights.12 Additionally, the
poor quality of care offered by contracep-
tive providers has been considered in-
dicative of the government’s lack of respect
for women’s health. Some groups have
protested against the government’s con-
ducting clinical trials of hormonal contra-
ceptives, claiming that proper ethical pro-
cedures were not followed. These protests
received some media attention but little no-
tice from official quarters. 

After the release in 1985 of the 1985-1990
five-year plan, however, the government
itself recognized and publicly acknowl-
edged the inherent constraints in state-ad-
ministered social-sector programs in gen-
eral, and the limited impact of the family
welfare program on birthrates in particular.

The donor community also played an
important role in pressuring the Indian
government to change the focus of its fam-
ily planning program. For example, donor
agencies supported field-based research
on women’s health and quality of care.
They also sponsored an initiative that en-
couraged discussion between women’s

proach to family planning on an experi-
mental basis. The announcement of the
new approach, however, was made sud-
denly and without adequate preparation. 

A year later, in April 1996, the govern-
ment of India took an even bolder step: It
announced that the national family plan-
ning program would become target-free.
This decision also was made without ad-
equate discussion about what would re-
place the old system and without assess-
ing the experience of several districts that
had become target-free in 1995. 

The target-free approach of 1996 meant
that centrally determined targets would
no longer “be the driving force behind the
program.”14 Instead, the community’s ser-
vice needs would determine the pro-
gram’s priorities. With the new approach,
planning was to be decentralized and re-
sponsibilities were to reside at the level of
the primary health centers: Targets would
be set by local health workers, “in con-
sultation with the community at the grass-
roots level.”15

At the policy level, the central govern-
ment’s shift to a target-free family plan-
ning approach was a necessary first step
toward enhancing the quality of services
nationwide. At the state and district lev-
els, however, where the new program was
to be implemented, program staff were of-
fered little guidance other than receipt of
the program’s target-free manual to ori-
ent them to decentralized planning. 

During the first year, the new approach
was met with a great deal of skepticism
and confusion, along with several serious
concerns: that the target-free policy was
a signal to ignore family planning; that the
new approach would reverse gains al-
ready made toward population control;
that target-free would be interpreted as
“responsibility-free”; and that program
workers would relax and underperform.
Moreover, many questions remained: If no
targets were to be imposed, how would
worker performance be evaluated? What
would happen if family planning perfor-
mance declined, as it very likely would?
In their uncertainty over the consequences
of the new approach, many states contin-
ued to impose targets, setting local goals
based on the previous year’s centrally as-
signed targets.

While it is too early to assess how suc-
cessfully the target-free approach is being
implemented or whether it is having an im-
pact on the performance of the family plan-
ning program, some early efforts suggest
that serious obstacles to full implementa-
tion exist: Planning at the local level does
not occur; strategies to involve village-level



level officers and workers. However, as in
the earlier system, the community’s needs
were not considered in these calculations.

Nevertheless, in Maharashtra, attempts
are being made to redress some of the lim-
itations of the old approach. For example,
training for primary health center staff has
been initiated and includes such previously
neglected topics as quality of care, in-
formed choice and the assessment of com-
munity needs. A sense of optimism now
exists among health workers, who wel-
come the greater interaction with district-
level staff fostered by the new approach.21

While it is too soon to undertake a rig-
orous assessment of the program’s out-
come, indicators for Maharashtra between
1994 and 1997 suggest only a slight decline
in contraceptive use.22 Although rates of
method use have decreased since the pro-
gram’s inception, a similar level of decline
had been observed prior to its imple-
mentation and may actually reflect a de-
crease in exaggerated reporting of con-
traceptive use. Moreover, levels of child
immunization in the state increased mar-
ginally. Similar findings emerged from an
examination of Satara and Wardha dis-
tricts of Maharashtra, where the target-free
approach had been implemented a year
earlier than in the rest of the country.23

The Next Step
In October 1997, the government launched
the Reproductive and Child Health (RCH)
Program. The RCH program entails a
change not only in program policy but in
management and implementation as well.
The goals of the RCH program include: re-
moving all targets; phasing out incentive
payments to both providers and acceptors
of family planning methods; increasing
utilization of existing facilities rather than
creating new structures; and using the vol-
untary and private sectors to increase ac-
cess to services and fill gaps left by pub-
lic-sector providers. 

The RCH program utilizes district-level
planning and monitoring to make it more
responsive to local needs, and it focuses
on improving the quality of care by em-
phasizing the needs of the client, involv-
ing the community, improving the client-
referral system and providing local
oversight for female health workers. The
program strives to revitalize the existing
network of rural health facilities by im-
proving supplies of drugs and equipment
and enhancing training so workers can
provide better information and counsel-
ing to clients and communities.24

Under the RCH program, the govern-
ment is implementing national initiatives

groups in program implementation remain
largely absent; and the manual, while
streamlined considerably, still overlooks
the need to assess clients’ preferences for
contraceptive methods and places the de-
cision on method selection with the service
providers. Moreover, officials, service
providers and other interested parties do
not understand what the program shift ac-
tually entails and are concerned about
whether the shift can ensure high levels of
contraceptive use.16 These and other prob-
lems regarding program implementation
could undermine the potential of this
much-needed change in orientation.

An examination of data on annual ac-
ceptors of various methods of family plan-
ning, however, indicates that contracep-
tive prevalence has not declined since the
programs’s inception: After experiencing
some decrease in the absolute number of
acceptors during 1996–1997, the accep-
tance of all methods improved during
1997–1998.17 In addition, health workers
are not reprimanded if they fail to fulfill
targets, as in the past, and they are better
accepted by the community when inquir-
ing about or providing services for clients’
other health needs. These all signal a clear
departure from the previous approach.18

Early Target-Free Efforts
In 1991–1992, as a consequence of the gov-
ernment’s effort to capitalize on fertility
changes that were already occurring in
Tamil Nadu, the state was freed from pur-
suing method-specific targets, and became
the first to adopt a target-free approach.
The program emphasized the role of nurse
midwives in the provision of contracep-
tive services, and workers were not
pressed to fulfill sterilization targets. Mea-
sures of contraceptive prevalence and of
maternal and child health in the state in-
dicate that the program has had some suc-
cess: By 1995, contraceptive prevalence for
all four methods offered (female steril-
ization, the IUD, oral contraceptives and
the condom) had increased.19

Like that of most states, the experience
of Maharashtra in implementing the tar-
get-free approach is more recent. The state
concluded that the term “target-free” was
a misnomer, since the new approach did
not eliminate targets, but rather, made
them a less prominent part of the state’s
family planning program.20 Therefore, the
state’s new program was named the “self-
determining strategy for work.” Expect-
ed levels of contraceptive use for each dis-
trict were estimated using criteria based
on birthrates and death rates, and targets
were drawn up at workshops by district

for information, education and commu-
nication activities, for training and for pro-
gram monitoring while also introducing
reproductive and child health interven-
tions in selected districts. This approach
allows districts to gain experience in lim-
ited areas, track the program’s progress
and identify problems prior to larger scale
expansion. In addition, 24 districts or cities
with weak social indicators are imple-
menting focused interventions to increase
access to health care for particularly dis-
advantaged groups, such as scheduled
castes, tribes and the urban poor.

Besides addressing quality of care and
informed choice, the RCH program also
promotes the creation of a forum for poli-
cy dialogue and for periodic program re-
views. The program also stresses that states
should have flexibility when implement-
ing recommendations emanating from
evaluations and reviews. While the details
of the RCH program can be debated and
discussed, it does attempt to address sev-
eral issues that have thus far been neglect-
ed in India’s Family Welfare Program.

Considerable doubt exists about the new
program’s potential for success, however:
The approach requires a degree of skill and
training that may stretch the limits of avail-
able resources; it may be unrealistic under
current conditions in rural India to upgrade
facilities and services at the local level;
meeting other program goals might mean
that women’s contraceptive needs could
be ignored; and the costs of expanding ser-
vices are formidable.25

Model Programs
Few models exist that can serve as guides
for the provision of comprehensive re-
productive health services. However, the
experiences of a small but growing num-
ber of nongovernmental organizations
demonstrate that many concerns about
the implementation of the RCH program
could be allayed. 

Local programs vary in their approach,
but they are similar in their emphasis on
comprehensive services for women and
children and in their focus on women’s
rights and choice. These programs include
attention to clinical services and counsel-
ing; a focus on health promotion; expan-
sion of services to unmarried women,
men, adolescent girls and boys and post-
menopausal women; reliance on local
women as community health workers; in-
novative and repeated training of work-
ers using folk and other media; and nom-
inal fees for services.

One example of such a program, locat-
ed in Tamil Nadu, is the Rural Women’s So-
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and affordable methods of family plan-
ning for both women and men, informed
choice in contraception and high-quality
supplies. It also must promote safe moth-
erhood and the prevention of sexually
transmitted diseases, and make efforts to
reduce violence against women. It must
provide access to safe and affordable abor-
tion services, as well as services for the in-
fertile, and comprehensive and accurate
information about reproductive health
care, including the risks and benefits of
different contraceptive methods. Pro-
grams must have well-trained service
providers with good interpersonal com-
munication and counseling skills, and
must offer appropriate follow-up care and
regular monitoring and evaluation of per-
formance, incorporating the perspectives
of clients and beneficiaries.27

An expanded program also must offer
services to a wide range of clients, not just
to married women of childbearing age. Un-
married women, adolescent girls and boys
and postmenopausal women all have dis-
tinct needs for information and services. Per-
haps most important, an expanded repro-
ductive health program must address men,
both in terms of their own health needs and
in terms of their role in ensuring reproduc-
tive health and choice for their wives. 

These changes cannot be accomplished
without major shifts in the delivery of ser-
vices. In order to address women’s health
concerns in a timely manner, for example,
weekly visits to primary health centers by
a gynecologist will be necessary. Strategi-
cally placed emergency obstetric services
and access to specialists will be required,
as will attention to overcoming obstacles
to accessing facilities, such as transporta-
tion to and from remote locations. In ad-
dition, counseling capacity and referral
chains also will need to be strengthened.

Informed Choice
Although the target-free approach espouses
informed choice in contraceptive selection,
the experience of program planners, health
care workers and clients indicates that there
is still little choice among contraceptive ac-
ceptors in method selection.

Even in the revised target-free manual,
for example, a system called “client seg-
mentation” is used to guide a client’s
method choice. Client segmentation, how-
ever, appears designed simply to place a
woman into a category that will determine
which method she is to be offered: A
woman who either desires no more chil-
dren or already has two or more children
will be encouraged to accept sterilization,
while a woman who has recently married

cial Education Center, a grassroots
women’s organization. In response to the
community’s needs, the program gradu-
ally shifted its focus from health promotion,
education and women’s rights to include
clinical services. It now offers a wide range
of educational and clinical services in-
volving local women both as health work-
ers and in the management of the program.

Other organizations, like the Society for
Education and Action Research in Com-
munity Health in rural Maharashtra, and
Swasthya in New Delhi, have had a strong
clinical component from their inception.
Each of these projects has demonstrated
that it is possible to enhance quality in com-
munity-level programs through the train-
ing of health workers, a focus on informed
client choice in service delivery and an em-
phasis on mechanisms whereby workers
monitor service provision and provide
feedback to enhance quality of care. 

Assessments of the performance of local
nongovernmental organizations are gen-
erally positive. For example, in the case of
several Tamil Nadu centers, data main-
tained by the organization, along with re-
ports from health workers, suggest that
health awareness, health-seeking behav-
ior and health status have improved sig-
nificantly over time among community
members: Women have learned to recog-
nize danger signals during pregnancy and
the symptoms of reproductive tract in-
fections, and the proportion of deliveries
that are assisted by a health care provider
has increased dramatically. 

Child immunization is almost universal,
there were no diarrheal deaths or mater-
nal deaths between 1989 and 1994, and
morbidity and malnutrition decreased
among children, adolescent girls and
women. The evidence also suggests that
contraceptive prevalence has increased
among women and condom use has risen
among men.26 Moreover, the community
appears willing to pay for services, allow-
ing for a greater range of services to be pro-
vided without costs becoming prohibitive.
However, programs run by local non-
governmental organizations continue to
depend quite heavily on external funding.

Challenges Ahead
Expanding Services
Women remain one of the most under-
served segments of the Indian population.
The almost singular focus of the Indian
Family Welfare Program on female ster-
ilization resulted in the neglect of many
areas of women’s reproductive health.

An expanded reproductive health pro-
gram must include access to safe, effective

or who prefers to postpone childbearing
will be offered a nonpermanent method
of contraception.

This approach still assumes that service
providers know what is best for an indi-
vidual client. For example, a woman who
reports that she does not want any addi-
tional children but would prefer a non-
permanent method will still be offered
sterilization. While some health workers
reportedly have taken a more client-cen-
tered approach to their work,28 the needs-
assessment tool provided in the manual
does not address which method a woman
intends or prefers to use, nor does it re-
quest information regarding a woman’s
preference for switching methods. Future
revisions of the manual should provide for
the collection of information on women’s
actual contraceptive preferences. More-
over, women who accept sterilization, par-
ticularly those living in rural areas, often
do so having only minimal information
about the procedure, about after-care and
about possible complications.

Women’s Access to Quality Care
More attention has been paid in the Indi-
an Family Welfare Program to physical in-
frastructure, personnel and equipment
than to standards of care. In addition, ex-
panding the scope of services is a necessary
but not sufficient step toward improving
women’s access to quality health services.

The health care delivery system has
been largely insensitive to the needs of
women and the constraints they face in ex-
pressing their needs—let alone the obsta-
cles they face in obtaining services.29 Ex-
tension services, essential for secluded
women, are rarely undertaken, and health
workers are poorly informed about re-
productive morbidity. There is little un-
derstanding of the perceptions, beliefs and
attitudes that workers may need to ad-
dress in order to enhance clients’ compli-
ance and confidence. Accordingly, work-
ers may not ask important probing
questions, and they may also fail to rec-
ognize symptoms.

Service delivery strategies have not ad-
dressed the serious constraints that women
face in acquiring good health care: Vul-
nerability, lack of autonomy, unequal so-
cial status and limited access to economic
resources inhibit a woman’s capacity to
seek health care and may even limit her
ability to recognize that she is in need of
services.30 Even when a problem has been
identified, women may not be able to ob-
tain proper treatment because accessing
the service is too difficult or because the
expense is deemed unnecessary. Con-



ed to record the activities completed by the
grassroots workers. Unfortunately, the
system espoused in the manual has not
succeeded in condensing unwieldy data
requirements. Providers still must record
a wide variety of unnecessary data on pro-
gram achievement and provider perfor-
mance, an exercise that is cumbersome,
time-consuming and unproductive. In ad-
dition, the health workers are required to
keep identical client information in at least
three different registers, a futile exercise
that requires extensive copying. Every
day, workers spend an average of two
hours on record maintenance,33 which
often requires the help of family members
or supervisors. 

Not surprisingly, health workers may
not comprehend the need for all of the col-
lected information, which may have little
or no relevance for their ability to reach or
understand the needs of their clients. Clear-
ly, there is also an urgent need to under-
stand the demands on and the conditions
of the grassroots workers, and to develop
a more reasonable schedule. The recording
system should be completely reorganized
so that workers collect only information rel-
evant to the health needs of the women and
men in the communities they serve.

The monitoring system described in the
manual should be considered a model that
can be adapted for each state or region,
while only key information is uniformly
collected and compiled by all regions and
states. Given the regional diversity of the
country, each region or state should then
have the flexibility to decide its own
priorities.34

In addition, indicators measuring the
program’s overall performance should be
unlinked from those measuring the per-
formance of the local service providers.
The impact of the program should be mea-
sured through periodic population-based
surveys, using quantitative research meth-
ods. However, the performance of health
care providers should be measured not
only in terms of quantitative indicators,
but also in terms of the quality of care they
provide and of their clients’ satisfaction.

Message Development 
The new reproductive health orientation
requires major changes in both the content
and delivery of information, education,
and communication programs. Messages
communicated to the public about fami-
ly planning and reproductive health must
go far beyond raising awareness about
contraception and the small family
norm.35 Local norms, perceptions and be-
liefs in the area of reproductive health

straints on women, and therefore on their
health-seeking behavior, operate through
social beliefs, norms and practices that are
dismissive of women, through segment-
ed markets for land, labor, credit and tech-
nology that deprive them of independent
resources, and through discriminatory
legal practices and government insensi-
tivity that limit their rights.31

The empowerment of women to gain
greater control over the circumstances of
their own lives is a necessary condition to
overcoming these obstacles. Women must
be encouraged to recognize and articulate
their health needs and concerns and to ac-
cess services with confidence. At the same
time, they must be prepared to challenge
service providers and program managers
to make them more accountable.32 Full ac-
cess to appropriate care for women requires
the creation of an environment that supports
women’s efforts towards self-determination.

Training
The training currently provided to health
care workers will not be adequate to ad-
dress the needs of an expanded repro-
ductive health program. Field workers
now spend a good part of their training
period in relatively well-equipped hos-
pitals, leaving them unprepared for the
rather primitive conditions that prevail in
the primary health centers and other fa-
cilities where they will be delivering ser-
vices. A longer period of preparation in
the field would be a better training strat-
egy. In addition, the mode of training and
the focus of the curriculum need to better
reflect the new program’s orientation, and
the program must equip workers to bet-
ter communicate with clients and address
motivational issues.

The experience of the voluntary sector
in training its workers may offer clues on
how to revamp the process. Nongovern-
mental organizations have successfully
designed appropriate, women-sensitive
and need-oriented training modules for
health providers and have helped grass-
roots workers adopt the new approach.

Monitoring and Evaluation
Method-specific family planning targets
were considered essential for evaluating the
progress of the Family Welfare Program.
Thus, it is fundamental that the revamped
program develop a simplified monitoring
and evaluation system that is useful both
to service providers in the field and to those
who are concerned with the overall per-
formance and impact of the program.

The target-free manual suggests that
simple performance indicators be creat-

need to be assessed, with messages tai-
lored to differences in culture, language
and community needs. 

For example, there is a glaring need to
convince educators and nongovernmen-
tal organizations about the prevalence of
sexual activity among young people and
about their ignorance of the human body,
sexual behavior and sexually transmitted
diseases. Educators must gain access to
youths both in and out of school so as to
meet their information needs. Moreover,
sex education for young men and women
must be both culturally sensitive and
locally relevant.

The challenge lies in reorienting com-
munication and education activities to in-
corporate this wider interpretation of re-
productive health, to focus attention on
the varying information needs of women,
men and youths and to utilize the media
most suitable to convey information to
these diverse groups. This kind of reori-
entation requires a fresh look not only at
messages and media, but also at the
training of communicators. 

Conclusion
In the 1990s, the Government of India has
taken several bold steps towards a more
comprehensive, woman-sensitive health
program. Method-specific family planning
targets have been removed, a new repro-
ductive and child health program has been
initiated and there is a greater openness to
working with, and learning from, non-
governmental organizations. What is im-
portant now is that the momentum not be
lost and that the shift in orientation be re-
flected at the implementation level and in
the mind-set of service providers, program
implementers and policymakers on the
one hand, and among clients on the other. 

In this article, we have outlined the
process through which India has shifted
its priorities from a narrow family plan-
ning focus to a broader reproductive
health orientation in which quality and in-
formed choice are prominent features, and
we have identified the tasks that lie ahead
in making this shift a reality. Altering the
perspective of stakeholders to more fully
accept the new approach, though, remains
an overarching challenge that cannot be
underestimated. It is somewhat naive to
expect that well-entrenched practices and
messages established over 25 years will
change on their own, without resistance,
simply because of a centrally sponsored
policy change. Indeed, service providers,
program implementers and policymakers
at all levels need to grasp, and be con-
vinced of, the rationale underlying the
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12. Ramachandran V, NGOs in the time of globalization,
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13. Singh P, Women, health and population in India: an
NGO perspective. A synthesis of reports of regional meet-
ing in the context of ICPD—1994, New Delhi: United Na-
tions Population Fund, 1994.

14. Ministry of Health and Family Welfare, Manual on
Target Free Approach in Family Welfare Programme, New
Delhi: Government of India, 1996. 

15. Ibid.

16. HealthWatch, Overview of the issues that emerged
in the regional consultations, HealthWatch Activities
1996–97: Summary Reports, Ahmedabad, India: Giujarat
Institute of Development Research, 1997.

17. Unpublished data, Department of Health and Fam-
ily Welfare, Government of India, New Delhi.

18. Visaria L and Visaria P, Family welfare program in
India after ICPD: a case study, prepared for Cairo in Ac-
tion: Review of Case Study Findings, Rockefeller Foun-
dation, New York, Aug. 24–26, 1998.

19. Ramasundaram S, Rangarajan T and Muthurama-
lingam S, The Role of Political Will and Official Commitment
in Tamil Nadu’s Fertility Decline, Studies of Human De-
velopment in India, Discussion Paper Series, No. 24,
Trivandrum, India: Centre for Development Research,
1997.

20. Talwalkar M, Family planning programme in Ma-
harashtra: a review of performance, paper presented at
the Workshop on Reproductive and Child Health and
Family Planning Policy Issues in Maharashtra,  organized
by Directorate of Health Services, Government of Ma-
harashtra, Centre for Health Policy and Promotion, Pune,
and Institute of Health Management, Pachod, Pune,
India, May 1997.

21. Dama BM and Pendse AD, Target-free approach: new
strategies envisaged in Maharashtra, paper presented at
the Workshop on Reproductive and Child Health and Fam-
ily Planning Policy Issues in Maharashtra, organized by
Directorate of Health Services, Government of Maha-
rashtra, Centre for Health Policy and Promotion, Pune, and
Institute of Health Management, Pachod, Pune, May 1997.

22. Talwalkar M, Directorate of Health Services, Gov-
ernment of Maharashtra, Mumbai, India, personal com-
munication, 1997. 

23. Dama BM and Pendse AD, 1997, op. cit. (see refer-
ence 21).

24. The World Bank, India: Reproductive and Child Health
Project, Project Appraisal Document, Report No. 16393-

shift in priorities and delivery strategies.
Clients, equally, need to grasp that health
services are their due and to demand ac-
countability from the health system. It is
critical that changes in priorities and pro-
grams be translated and communicated
effectively and convincingly.
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