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changed in response to the fear of AIDS,
focusing on the contraceptive behavior of
single men and women. We also analyze
recent trends in condom use that may
have been influenced by increasing fear
of sexually transmitted diseases (STDs),
as well as by contraceptive needs.

We distinguish the percentages of men
and women who currently use condoms
(at the time of the survey), who have ever
used condoms, who used them during the
year before the survey and who used them
during first sexual intercourse. When com-
pared through successive cohorts, these in-
dicators allow us to analyze the recent
changes in condom use. Such changes can
be difficult to measure because condom
use is often limited to short intervals. 

Methodology
The Institut National d’Etudes Démo-
graphiques (INED) and the Institut Na-
tional de la Statistique et des Etudes
Economiques (INSEE) conducted the Fer-
tility and Family Survey (FFS) in March
1994, with financial support from the Min-
istry of Social Affairs and the Caisse Na-
tionale des Allocations Familiales, a French
family policy agency. The 1994 FFS was the
fourth in a series of general surveys on fer-
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Contraceptive Practices and Trends in France
By Laurent Toulemon and Henri Leridon

Thirty years after contraceptives were
legalized in France, effective meth-
ods have become easily available

and are widely used. Although contra-
ceptive advertising is still prohibited, there
are no barriers to speaking freely about the
subject. Therefore, the question is: Are
French contraceptive behaviors relative-
ly stable, or are they still changing?

In this article, we describe current con-
traceptive practices in France, using re-
sults of a 1994 demographic survey, and
focus on the impact, if any, of changes in
family formation and dissolution. For ex-
ample, increasing numbers of French men
and women are delaying entry into co-
habitational relationships, and this social
change may be affecting contraceptive use
patterns. We also analyze the main trends
in contraceptive use during the last three
decades, using results of comparable sur-
veys conducted in 1978 and 1988. 

During the last 10 years, the growing
AIDS epidemic has given the French a
new perception of sexually related risks.
In the second half of this article, we review
contraceptive behavior that may have

tility and contraception in France. It fol-
lowed a 1971 survey of married women1

and a 1978 survey by the INED, which was
the first survey to include the contracep-
tive practices and attitudes of all women
irrespective of their marital status. The
1978 survey, which was part of the World
Fertility Survey, interviewed a random
sample of 2,941 women aged 20–44.2

In 1988, INED conducted a third survey.
The Fertility and Family Planning Survey
(FFPS) used a random sample of 3,183
women aged 18–49, focusing on current
contraceptive use and contraceptive and
pregnancy histories. This survey described
oral contraceptive and IUD use, as well as
the decline of withdrawal as a family plan-
ning method between 1967 and 1987.3

A total of 5,900 households—selected
from among 75,000 households inter-
viewed in the Enquête Emploi, an annu-
al survey on employment conducted by
INSEE—participated in the 1994 FFS.* The
survey selected respondents after con-
sidering the number of adults aged 20–49
living in each household and the structure
of the household.

The probability of being sampled in the
FFS varied—from approximately 92% for
a household with a child living with only
one or neither parent and for an unmar-
ried couple with children to about 21% for
a married couple. The survey selected one
adult as a respondent from each house-
hold.4 Overall, 2,944 women and 1,941
men aged 20–49 were interviewed.

There was an 8% nonresponse rate for
households in the employment survey—5%
because no member of the household could
be contacted and 3% because of refusal. The
probability of FFS nonparticipation among
the 5,900 selected household members was
16% for women and 19% for men. Nonre-
sponse rates were similar for married per-
sons and unmarried cohabitants (10% for
women, 16% for men). Rates were higher,
however, among unmarried, noncohabit-
ing persons (23% for both women and men). 

We computed a first set of weights from
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ported that they were not using contra-
ceptives, 3% were noncontraceptively ster-
ilized, 4% were infertile, 4% were preg-
nant, 4% wanted to become pregnant and
11% reported “having currently no (or
few) sexual relationships.”† The remain-
ing 5% were considered to be at risk for an
unintended pregnancy, with 3% saying
that they want no more children.

In 1994, about 83% of women aged
20–24 reported having ever used the pill,
although their contraceptive practice was
not limited to this method. Seventy per-
cent had ever used some other method—
mainly condoms (58%). Other contracep-
tive methods that had also been used by
young women included withdrawal
(32%) and periodic abstinence (12%). But
these two methods appear to have been
used only on a short-term basis: The pro-
portions of women aged 20–24 who re-
ported using these methods alone or com-
bined with another method during the
month the survey was conducted were
12% for  condoms, 1% for withdrawal and
2% for periodic abstinence.

In summary, one of the main features of
French contraceptive practices found in the
1994 FFS is the high rate of use of reversible
medical methods. Oral contraceptives or
IUDs are used by more than one-half of
women aged 20–49. In contrast, use of ster-
ilization is limited, especially among
women younger than 40. The typical con-

the inverse inclusion probabilities in the
employment survey and the FFS, includ-
ing a poststratification by sex, age and size
of locality. To eliminate the bias from dif-
ferences in nonresponse rates, we con-
structed final weights based on a second
poststratification by sex, age and conju-
gal status (in a married union, an unmar-
ried union or no union). Prestratification
and poststratification caused the variance
of the estimates to be lower than in a com-
parable random sample. 

Results
Contraceptive Behaviors
The FFS found that about two out of three
French women aged 20–49 used reversible
contraceptives in 1994 (Table 1). The pill
was the most commonly used reversible
method; about 36% of women aged 20–49
were using this method during the month
of the survey. Reliance on oral contracep-
tives declined with age, from a high of
59% among women aged 20–24 to 14%
among women aged 45–49. The IUD fol-
lowed the pill in prevalence, with 16% of
women aged 20–49 using the method.
IUDs were mostly used by women aged
35–44: About 26% of women in this age-
group reported using IUDs.

Other reversible contraceptive methods
were less commonly used. Around 5% of
French women used condoms, 4% prac-
ticed periodic abstinence and only 2% re-
lied on withdrawal, which had been the
most popular reversible method in France
until the 1960s.5 Out of 100 women using
reversible methods, 56 were taking the
pill, 25 used the IUD, and 19  reported
using some other method.

Seven percent of women aged 20–49 had
been sterilized, with some 4% reporting
that they were sterilized for contraceptive
purposes and 3% for other reasons. Male
sterilizations were extremely rare: Much
fewer than 1% of women said that their
partner had been sterilized for contracep-
tive purposes. French laws on male or fe-
male sterilization—even when voluntary—
are unclear except in cases where it is
medically necessary.* In practice, howev-
er, the boundaries between medical and
contraceptive purposes are unclear, and no
physician has ever been sued or prosecut-
ed by the government for performing ster-
ilizations. Nevertheless, sterilization before
age 40 remains rare, and it is not commonly
regarded as a contraceptive method in
France. When sterilization for contracep-
tive purposes is included, then the overall
percentage of women aged 20–49 practic-
ing contraception reaches 69%.

Among the 31% of women who re-

traceptive sequence of French women be-
gins with 10 years of pill use, followed by
use of the IUD. This pattern was reported
by one-half of women during the mid-
1980s, according to the 1988 FFPS. During
that time, one out of five women reported
being sterilized, usually between the ages
of 40 and 50.6

Single Men and Women
In France, as in many other developed na-
tions, the percentage of single men and
women has been rising. During the 1970s,
the increasing number of unmarried co-
habiting couples compensated for a de-
clining marriage rate in the country. Since
1980, men and women have been delay-
ing couple formation, and an increasing
number of divorces has led to a greater
percentage of people living outside a cou-
ple arrangement.7

Because both men and women were in-
cluded in the FFS survey, it was possible to
compare contraceptive behaviors report-
ed by each gender (Table 2, page 116).
Among people living as a couple—either
married or unmarried—the results were
similar for men and women: When we re-
stricted the analysis to couples where both

Table 1. Percentage distribution of women aged 20–49, by current contraceptive practice, ac-
cording to age, Fertility and Family Survey, France, 1994

Practice 20–49 20–24 25–29 30–34 35–39 40–44 45–49
(N=2,944) (N=496) (N=519) (N=548) (N=563) (N=470) (N=348)

Using reversible methods 64.4 68.8 67.9 67.3 69.6 64.9 45.5
Pill 36.3 58.6 50.3 41.0 31.2 20.3 14.4
IUD 16.0 2.9 7.7 15.0 27.3 25.5 17.6
Periodic abstinence 4.1 2.3 2.1 3.6 3.5 7.8 5.5
Condom 4.5 4.0 5.3 4.7 5.3 3.7 4.0
Vaginal methods 0.6 0.3 0.1 0.7 0.2 1.2 1.1
Withdrawal 2.4 0.7 2.4 2.2 1.8 5.1 2.2
Other/not stated 0.4 0.0 0.0 0.1 0.4 1.1 0.6

Sterilized* 4.3 0.6 0.5 1.6 5.2 7.0 11.9
Female 4.1 0.6 0.5 1.6 5.2 6.9 10.7
Male 0.2 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.1 1.2

Not using a method 31.3 30.6 31.6 31.1 25.2 28.1 42.6
Sterilized† 2.8 0.0 0.0 0.0 1.4 5.9 10.1
Sterile 3.8 0.4 0.7 2.5 2.9 4.7 12.3
Currently pregnant 4.3 3.6 11.4 7.1 3.0 0.2 0.0
Wants to become 

pregnant 4.0 2.9 8.5 7.6 3.2 1.1 0.0
Has no partner 11.1 21.3 7.5 8.6 10.0 9.0 10.5
Has partner and

wants another child‡ 2.4 1.7 3.4 1.9 1.1 2.0 4.4
Has partner and

wants no more children 3.0 0.8 0.1 3.4 3.5 5.4 5.3

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
Population (in 000s) 12,536 2,088 2,125 2,170 2,139 2,140 1,874

*Sterilization for contraceptive purposes only. †Sterilization for health purposes only (nearly always female sterilization). ‡Includes “Don’t
know.” Notes: Data shown are for the main contraceptive method used in the month of the survey. When several methods were used si-
multaneously, the main method was determined by the following hierarchy: sterilization, then reversible methods, in the order they are
given in the table. Ns shown are unweighted; population estimates are weighted.

*Surgical sterilizations—including voluntary tubal lig-
ations and vasectomies for contraceptive purposes—are
considered a form of mutilation in France.

†The survey did not include an explicit question about
current sexual behavior.



Dual Method Use
Contraceptive practices were not always
limited to a single method. For example,
5% of all women and 7% of all men aged
20–49 in the FFS reported using two meth-
ods simultaneously. The hierarchy (de-
scribed in Table 1) used to define a “main
method” favored the most effective meth-
ods. This leads to an underestimate of the
use of nonmedical methods, which are, in
fact, used by 15% of women and 19% of
men aged 20–49 (compared with 12% of
women and 15% of men using a non-
medical method as their “main” method).
Women who used medical contraceptives
seldom used another method. Only 6% of
pill users and 3% of IUD users said they
were also using another method. In both
groups, the additional method was usu-
ally the condom; 5% of pill users and 2%
of IUD users also used condoms in the
month preceding the survey.

Women who used nonmedical methods
frequently combined use with another
method. Second-method use was report-
ed by 42% percent of condom users (those
using condoms either as a main or a com-
plementary method), 37% of withdrawal
users, 43% of periodic abstinence users and
more than 50% of vaginal methods users.
The most common method associations
were between oral contraceptives and con-
doms (used in conjunction by 2% of all

members were aged 20–49, we found that
the percentages reporting the use of any
method never differed by more than one
percentage point. We may conclude that for
people living as a couple, contraception
was seen as a joint behavior, whether the
contraceptive actually used was considered
a “female” method or a “male” method.

Because there was no question in the sur-
vey about sexual intercourse during the
preceding month, it is difficult to directly
compare single men’s and single women’s
contraceptive behaviors. Nevertheless,
men and women not living as a couple re-
ported different contraceptive behaviors.
Table 2 indicates that oral contraceptive use
was reported by the highest proportion of
single men, followed by condoms; for sin-
gle women, oral contraceptives were again
the most frequently used contraceptive
method, but far fewer women reported
condom use. One obvious explanation for
these differences was that even when they
are not currently sexually active, women
who had relied on oral contraceptives or
the IUD may still take the pill or have an
IUD in place, and so continue to identify
themselves as users of those methods. Fur-
thermore, men may declare themselves to
be condom users, even if they are not cur-
rently having sexual intercourse, if they
have used that method in the past or if they
expect to use it in the future.

women and 3% of all men aged 20–49),
withdrawal and periodic abstinence (by
about 1% each) and condoms and period-
ic abstinence (also by about 1% each).

Trends in Contraceptive Use
Examining the results of the 1978, 1988
and 1994 surveys along with some con-
traceptive sales data allows us to describe
trends in French contraceptive behavior
during the last 30 years. The use of con-
traceptives became legal in December
1967. Between 1968 and 1988, pill and IUD
use increased sizably among women aged
20–44, while the percentage of sterilized
women decreased (Table 3). 

The percentage of women using the pill
also increased between 1988 and 1994,
while the percentage of IUD users de-
creased during that period. Finally, while
reliance on most nonmedical methods
(such as withdrawal and periodic absti-
nence) declined between 1978 and 1994,
the percentage of women aged 20–44
using condoms increased between 1988
and 1994, most likely because the method
offers protection against HIV.

Pill use increased rapidly until 1975,
when growth in pill use slowed. Sales sta-
tistics show that pill use has plateaued8 in
France since 1990, which contradicts the
1994 survey results that show a continu-
ing increase. (This gap can be explained
by the use of progestin-only pills before
or around menopause, however, as those
are not included in the sales statistics.) By
1988, pill use appeared to have crested,
with 88% of women aged 25–29 having
ever used the method (not shown). 

IUD insertions have almost halted in
France, partly because the age range of
possible users has narrowed. (This decline
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Table 2. Percentage distribution of women and men aged 20–49, by current contraceptive prac-
tice, according to cohabitation status

Practice Women Men

All Cohabiting All Cohabiting

Yes* No Yes* No
(N=2,944) (N=1,773) (N=1,171) (N=1,941) (N=1,201) (N=740)

Using reversible methods 64.4 70.0 50.9 62.5 70.6 46.6
Pill 36.3 36.1 36.9 33.6 37.6 25.6 
IUD 16.0 20.0 6.5 13.5 19.7 1.0 
Periodic abstinence 4.1 5.2 1.5 4.3 5.3 2.2 
Condom 4.5 4.6 4.4 8.4 4.2 17.0 
Vaginal methods 0.6 0.6 0.4 0.4 0.6 0.1 
Withdrawal 2.4 3.0 1.1 2.1 3.0 0.5 
Other/not stated 0.4 0.5 0.1 0.2 0.2 0.2 

Sterilized† 4.3 5.1 2.4 3.4 5.0 0.0
Female 4.1 4.8 2.4 3.1 4.6 0.0 
Male 0.2 0.3 0.0 0.3 0.4 0.0 

Not using a method 31.3 24.9 46.7 34.1 24.4 53.4
Sterilized‡ 2.8 3.4 1.2 1.5 2.2 0.0 
Sterile 3.8 4.8 1.4 3.6 5.2 0.4 
Pregnant 4.3 5.8 0.7 4.2 6.2 0.4 
Wants to become pregnant 4.0 5.1 1.3 3.1 4.5 0.3 
Has no partner 11.1 0.9 35.8 15.3 0.6 44.6 
Has partner and

wants another child§ 2.4 1.9 3.5 2.6 1.4 4.9 
Has partner and

wants no more children 3.0 3.1 2.9 3.9 4.5 2.9 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
Population (in 000s) 12,536 8,858 3,678 12,432 8,282 4,150 

*Either married or unmarried. †For contraceptive purposes. ‡For health purposes only (nearly always female sterilization). §Including
“Don’t know.” Note: See note to Table 1.

Table 3. Percentage of women aged 20–44, by
method currently used (alone or combined
with another method), according to year

Method 1978 1988 1994
(N=2,941) (N=2,666) (N=2,596)

Any reversible 67.8 67.8 67.7
Any medical 36.9 52.5 56.0

Pill 28.3 33.8 40.2
IUD 8.6 18.9 15.8

Any other reversible 31.8 17.2 14.6
Condom 5.9 5.2 7.8
Withdrawal 22.2 8.4 3.7
Periodic 

abstinence 8.3 6.1 3.9
Vaginal barrier 

methods 0.8 2.5 0.9

Sterilization 7.3 5.8 4.4
For contraceptive 

purposes 4.1 3.9 3.0
For noncontraceptive 

purposes 3.2 1.8 1.5

Sources: 1978 and 1988—see reference 3.
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them to young women
in order to regulate their
hormonal cycles (re-
gardless of sexual activ-
ity). Pills are also pre-
scribed to older women
in order to prevent trou-
bling menopausal and
premenopausal symp-
toms. Moreover, because
minipills or third-gen-
eration pills supposedly
have fewer side effects,
there is less resistance to
prescribing oral contra-
ceptives for more than
10 years of use. Conse-
quently, oral contracep-
tive use has grown
steadily through all age-
groups of French women (Figure 1); IUD
use, on the other hand, has remained neg-
ligible among younger women, and was
prescribed less frequently in 1994 than in
1988 among women younger than 35 
(Figure 1). 

During the 1970s, use of medical meth-
ods (oral contraceptives and IUDs) was
higher among socioeconomic groups
more familiar with medical prevention,

such as more educated
women, women living
in urban areas and
white-collar employees.
By 1988, however, con-
traceptive behavior had
become more homoge-
neous. In particular, the
percentage of pill users
did not vary by educa-
tion, profession or place
of residence. (IUD use
was still more frequent
among more educated
women.10)

In 1994, the percent-
ages of women using
IUDs and pills were al-
most identical within
various socioeconomic
groups, despite an in-
crease in oral contracep-
tive prices. Because we
do not have any infor-
mation about the type of
pills used by survey re-
spondents, we can only
presume that the use of
nonreimbursed oral con-
traceptives did not in-
troduce new differen-
tials in contraceptive
behavior patterns. 

is unlike that in the United States, where
IUD use has become very uncommon be-
cause of legal liability concerns.) Medical
standards in France forbid physicians
from prescribing IUDs to childless
women, because of the risks of infection
and subsequent sterility. (This risk is not
higher for childless women, but the con-
sequences are considered more serious for
this group.) Because French women have
been delaying childbearing, the mean age
at which they become “eligible” for IUDs
has therefore been increasing. 

The number of sterilizations has been
declining in France since 1978. Between
1978 and 1988, this decrease was due
mainly to a decline in the number of ster-
ilizations for medical purposes only. Be-
tween 1988 and 1994, sterilizations for con-
traceptive purposes also fell, especially
among women younger than 40. Vasec-
tomies remain extremely rare in France,
and women are sterilized only after the
age of 35 or 40—and only if they already
have two or more children—because
French doctors are reluctant to perform
“early” sterilizations.9

The motives for prescribing oral con-
traceptives in France have become more
diverse. Doctors usually first prescribe

Condom Use Patterns
Another major recent change in French
contraceptive practices has involved con-
dom use. In 1994, condoms were used by
8% of women aged 20–44, up from 5% in
1988 (Table 3). In both 1988 and 1978, con-
dom use as a primary contraceptive
method was about the same in all age-
groups, at around 5%. Condoms were
mostly used as a short-term method dur-
ing this period, while women took a break
from the pill or before they adopted a
medical contraceptive method.11 In
France, the first AIDS prevention cam-
paigns were launched in 1988. The recent
increase in condom popularity has in-
volved mostly people younger than 30. In
1994, 53% of women aged 25–29 and 58%
of women aged 20–24 had ever used con-
doms (Table 4). (These proportions rep-
resent an increase from 38% and 23%, re-
spectively, in 1988.) The percentage of
women older than 30 who had ever used
condoms remained stable, at around 42%.

The 1994 FFS revealed that 83% of men
aged 20–24 had ever used condoms, com-
pared with about 57% between the ages
of 30 and 39. According to a survey on sex-
ual behavior in France conducted in late
1991, 40% of women aged 20–24 reported
ever having used condoms;12 this per-
centage falls between the level of 23% re-
ported in 198813 and that of 58% reported
in 1994. The percentage of men and
women aged 30 and older who reported
ever using condoms in 1994 was nearly
constant with age, at around 40% for
women and 50–60% for men. The recent
increase in condom use occurred mainly
among men and women born after 1965,
and seems to have been as large between
1992 and 1993 as between 1988 and 1991.14

The 1991 survey also revealed that con-

Table 4. Percentage of men and women who used condom, by age,
according to time period and cohabitation status, 1994

Time period 20–49 20–24 25–29 30–34 35–39 40–44 45–49
and cohabitation

Ever used
Men 61 83 69 58 57 49 52
Women 46 58 53 41 42 44 37

Used during last month
All men 13 24 15 13 15 6 6

Cohabiting 7 8 8 7 11 4 5
Not cohabiting 26 29 26 33 29 15 11

All women 7 13 7 6 6 5 5
Cohabiting 6 6 6 6 6 4 5
Not cohabiting 10 17 8 6 8 8 1

Used during last year
All men 32 62 39 33 24 17 17

Cohabiting 18 21 26 22 19 12 14
Not cohabiting 61 74 60 65 48 42 34

All women 19 35 28 19 13 11 9
Cohabiting 14 20 23 16 11 8 8
Not cohabiting 33 45 40 29 23 20 13

Figure 1. Among women using reversible methods, percentage who
were using the pill and IUD, by age, selected years, 1968–1994
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preceding the survey, and just 13% had
used them during the preceding month. For
women, the corresponding figures were
46%, 19% and 7%, respectively (Table 4). 

Not surprisingly, condom use during
the month the survey was conducted oc-
curred most frequently among single men
and women: Twenty-six percent of single
men and 10% of single women used con-
doms in the survey month, compared
with only 7% of cohabiting men and 6%
of cohabiting women (Table 4). 

Among couples, the percentages were
similar for men and women, which sug-
gests that the practices were accurately re-
ported. Among respondents who lived
alone, condom use was reported more fre-
quently among men than among women.
Many surveys on sexual behavior have
shown that men tend to report more sex-
ual partners and more frequent acts of sex-
ual intercourse than women. (A small part
of these discrepancies may result from ho-
mosexual relationships or sexual relations
with prostitutes.15) It has been assumed
that men tend to overreport sexual activ-
ity, and that women may tend to under-
report sexual activity by selecting their
more “significant” relationships. We may
also assume that similar overreporting by
men occurs with condom use, and that
single men probably tend to overestimate
their use of the method.16 On the other
hand, single women may underestimate
their sexual activity and condom use.

As condoms apparently are often em-
ployed for only a short period of time, their
reported use during the past year may be
a better indicator than current use. In 1994,
nearly two out of three noncohabiting men
(61%) and one out of three noncohabiting
women (33%) used condoms during the
last 12 months, according to the FFS. Con-
dom use was reported more frequently
among young single men and women. The
percentage of single men who used con-
doms during the year before the survey in-
creased as age declined—from 34% among
single men aged 45–49 to 74% of single
men aged 20–24; the corresponding figures
for single women were 13% and 45%, re-
spectively. Single men and women more
frequently have sexual intercourse with
new partners,17 and younger single peo-
ple also may adopt condom use more eas-
ily than their older counterparts. 

Among married or unmarried cohabit-
ing men and women aged 20–49, only 18%
of men and 14% of women said they had
used condoms during the last 12 months.
When we separated those who had been
cohabiting for more than one year from
more recently formed couples, the latter

doms were more likely to be used during
the early stages of new relationships, and
couples then turned toward other methods
as their relationship became more stable. In
1994, condoms were still mainly considered
a temporary rather than a long-term
method: Sixty-one percent of men aged
20–49 had ever used condoms, but only
32% had used them during the 12 months

reported more frequent condom use: Sev-
enteen percent of men and 13% of women
who were cohabiting for one year or
longer before the survey reported using
condoms during the last 12 months, com-
pared with 40% of men and 32% of
women who were cohabiting for less than
one year (not shown). However, condoms
probably are replaced by another contra-
ceptive method (usually the pill) when
couples settle down together: Among men
and women who were cohabiting for less
than one year, only 9% and 7% were using
condoms at the time of the survey, indi-
cating that many respondents who had
used condoms in the past year might al-
ready have switched to another method.

In 1988, condoms were mostly used by
respondents who were older than 30 who
already had one child and who wanted to
have another. This level of use was similar
among different social groups. When we
controlled for demographic variables, we
found no significant contrasts in the per-
centages of women using condoms for con-
traception by profession, place of residence
or importance of religion. The only signif-
icant variation was found between the
most educated women and women with-
out any secondary education: Nearly 7%
of the most educated women and 3% of the
least educated had used condoms in the
last month—an odds ratio of 2.2 after stan-
dardization for demographic variables.18

In 1994, condom use was at the same
level among less-educated women as in
1988 (3%), but had increased to 10%
among the most educated women, pro-
ducing a standardized odds ratio of 5.0.*
Moreover, differences by profession and
place of residence were significant. Con-
doms were used more by white-collar
workers and residents of cities with pop-
ulations over 100,000. When we examined
condom use in the year preceding the sur-
vey (Table 5), we found that it varied
among men, from 24% in small cities to
43% in the Paris metropolitan area. Con-
dom use among women in these areas
ranged from 16% to 23%, respectively.

Differences in condom use were also
pronounced among men with various lev-
els of education. Twenty-three percent of
men with less than a secondary school ed-
ucation reported using condoms, com-
pared with 49% of men who completed
their secondary schooling and 42% of men
with university degrees. Women report-
ed even greater educational differences in
condom use, ranging from 11% among
women who completed less than a sec-
ondary level of education to 30% among
those with university degrees. These dif-
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*As a method of standardization, we modeled variations
of condom use through multivariate logistic regression
analyses, with demographic variables as controls. To com-
pare these results with a previous study on contracep-
tive behaviors in 1978 and 1988 (source: reference 8), we
first analyzed current condom use by women aged 20–44
who were not sterilized, infertile or pregnant. These
women were in sexual relationships and did not want
to become pregnant immediately. Each regression in-
cluded “demographic covariates” or control variables,
such as age, number of children, marital status and the
expectation for a child (or another child) and one vari-
able indicating socioeconomic status. We  found signif-
icant results from likelihood ratio tests at p<.05. Results
from regression analysis on condom use in the past 12
months by men and women indicated similar contrasts,
with a higher degree of significance.

Table 5. Percentage of men and women aged
20–49 who used condoms during the last 12
months, by various characteristics

Characteristics Men Women

% N % N

Total 32 1,941 19 2,944 

Relationship status
Cohabiting-married 18 710 12 1,020 
Cohabiting-other 20 491 21 753 
Not cohabiting 61 740 33 1,171

Age
20–24 62 352 35 496 
25–29 39 360 28 519 
30–34 33 375 19 548 
35–39 24 318 13 563 
40–44 17 291 11 470 
45–49 17 245 9 348 

No. of children
0 51 847 32 738 
1 24 384 19 794 
2 18 419 13 816 
3 18 198 14 403 
≥4 15 93 5 193 

Education
Primary school 23 532 11 900 
Vocational sec-

ondary (4 yrs.) 25 476 16 444 
General sec-

ondary (4 yrs.) 31 306 17 592 
Secondary school

(7 yrs.) 49 269 28 438 
University 42 358 30 570 

Importance of religion in daily life
Very 30 376 17 882 
Not very 33 702 18 1,006 
Not at all 33 863 23 1,056 

Size of city
Rural/<2,000 32 73 15 88 
2,000–20,000 24 113 16 160
20,000–100,000 25 379 16 629
>100,000 31 1,017 20 1,532
Paris 43 359 23 535
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Women mentioned
contraceptive motives
for condom use more
often than men, for two
reasons. First, single
women used the method
less frequently than sin-
gle men: Sixty percent of
women who used con-
doms were cohabiting,
compared with only 39%
of men. Furthermore,
women in cohabiting re-
lationships were more
likely to give contracep-
tive motives for condom
use than were men. 
Second, women who
were cohabiting were
less likely than were co-
habiting men to refer to
STD prevention as their
main motive (9% vs.
19%); women who lived
alone also mentioned
this reason less often
than did single men
(84% vs. 92%). 

Overall, in 1994, con-
traceptive motives ap-
pear to have driven the
majority of condom use
in France (including
among married and sin-
gle men), despite the
fact that pregnancy pre-
vention was not includ-
ed as a topic in any of
the educational campaigns about condoms.

Condom Use at First Intercourse
In 1970, the majority of people who had
first sexual intercourse did not use a con-
traceptive method (Figure 2). During the
1970s and the 1980s, the percentage of
women who did not use birth control at
first intercourse began to decline, from
60% in 1970 to 30% in 1987. Since 1987, this
decline has accelerated, and the propor-
tion reached 16% in 1993. In the 1970s and
the 1980s, the pill became the contracep-
tive choice of young people and was
adopted before first intercourse by near-
ly one-half of women.19

After 1988, condom use at first inter-
course increased substantially, from 8% in
1987 to 45% in 1993, as AIDS educational
campaigns focused on preventing sexual
transmission of the disease. A combina-
tion of pill and condom use was uncom-
mon at first intercourse (5%), and the in-
crease in the percentage of women who
used condoms at first intercourse was as-

ferences remained after standardization by
demographic variables, with the odds in-
creasing along with education in both gen-
ders (p<.01). In 1994 as in 1988, the im-
portance of religion had no impact on
condom use or on contraceptive behaviors.

Contraception and STD Prevention 
Condoms are not only used for contra-
ceptive purposes, but also for protection
against STDs and HIV. People who used
condoms during the month before the sur-
vey said they did so mainly for contracep-
tive motives, and women equated con-
doms with contraception more often than
men. When asked for their reasons for con-
dom use,* 58% of women who used con-
doms in the previous month referred only
to the risk of pregnancy, 19% referred only
to STDs and AIDS and 23% mentioned
both reasons (Table 6). Men most frequently
referred to both reasons (42%), followed by
contraceptive motives (30%) and then by
protection against STDs and AIDS (24%).

Motives for recent condom use were de-
scribed differently by users who were co-
habiting—either married or unmarried—
than by those who lived alone (Table 6).
Seventy-four percent of cohabiting men and
90% of cohabiting women who used con-
doms in the month before the survey re-
ported that pregnancy prevention was their
main motive; only 6% in each group said
they used condoms in the last month to pre-
vent infection with HIV or other STDs.
Among those living alone, 33% of men and
35% of women had used condoms for STD
prevention in the month before the survey,
while 58% of men and 49% of women who
lived alone used the method for both preg-
nancy and STD prevention. 

sociated with stagnation in the trend in pill
use at first intercourse.

By 1994, condoms were the most fre-
quently used contraceptive method at first
intercourse. A 1994 adolescent sexual be-
havior survey revealed that condom use
at first intercourse might be even higher
than we estimate here. In that survey, 74%
of young women and 79% of young men
aged 15–18 reported that they had used
condoms at first intercourse.20

Men reported more often than women
that their first intercourse was unprotect-
ed (Figure 2), and their partners’ level of
pill use was lower than that reported by
women at first intercourse. (Men proba-
bly underestimated pill use, however,
since oral contraceptives are a female-con-
trolled method and not directly linked to
sexual intercourse.) During the 1970s and

Table 6. Percentage distribution of respon-
dents who used condoms, by gender and main
reason for using condoms, according to time
period and cohabitation status

Gender Used Used in last month
and reason in last 12

Total Cohabitingmonths

Yes No

Men (N) (641) (265) (75) (190)
Avoid pregnancy 29 30 74 7
Protect against 

STDs/HIV 27 24 6 33
Both 39 42 13 58
Don’t know/

no answer 5 4 7 1

Women (N) (615) (193) (99) (94)
Avoid pregnancy 45 58 90 15
Protect against 

STDs/HIV 25 19 6 35
Both 28 23 3 49
Don’t know/

no answer 3 0 0 0

Total 100 100 100 100

*Respondents were asked: “In the past year, did you use
condoms during sexual intercourse?” Those who an-
swered yes were then asked: “Was it to avoid a pregnancy,
to protect yourself against sexually transmitted diseases
or AIDS, for both reason together or don’t know?”
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Figure 2. Percentage of respondents aged 20–49 practicing con-
traception at first intercourse, by method used, according to gen-
der and year of intercourse



toms, and these uses are covered by the so-
cial security system. Since such use also has
contraceptive features, it may have been re-
ported as contraception in our survey (al-
though they are not defined as contracep-
tives by the Ministry of Health and are not
included in contraceptive sales statistics).

In 1993, more than 17 million of these
pills had been sold to 1.4 million French
women for menopausal and pre-
menopausal symptoms. Under the plau-
sible assumption that one out of three of
those users were younger than 50 and re-
ported their pill use as contraception in the
1994 survey, the gap can be filled between
the sales data and survey answers to es-
timate about 5.2 million pill users in 1994.
When we added these women into con-
ditions of reimbursement, the percentage
of nonreimbursed pills fell to 33%.

Use of withdrawal, periodic abstinence
and sterilization have all declined in
France. Condom use increased since 1988,
in contrast, especially among men and
women younger than 30, and particular-
ly at first sexual intercourse. Recent pub-
lic educational campaigns about the role
of condoms in preventing the transmis-
sion of HIV have increased the method’s
popularity among persons who frequently
consult medical professionals and are fa-
miliar with AIDS prevention behaviors. 

However, condom users reported that
they relied on the method more for preg-
nancy prevention than for AIDS preven-
tion. The condom also was employed most
often by people who did not live as couples.
The method apparently is frequently aban-
doned for the pill (or less frequently, for the
IUD) when relationships become stable.
The recent upswing in condom use, how-
ever, did not slow down the increase in pill
use, with the possible exception of very
young women at first intercourse.

The increasing use of contraceptives by
French men and women contrasts with
the relatively constant number of induced
abortions in the country (approximately
30 abortions per 100 live births), indicat-
ing that the use-effectiveness of contra-
ceptives may not be as high as expected.
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