
nual income is $250. Assuming that the
mean cost per procedure to women in this
study represents the average cost across
the country, Vietnamese women spend the
equivalent of more than $7 million for
menstrual regulation procedures each
year, and they would save $1.2 million of
this amount if unnecessary procedures
were avoided through pregnancy testing.

Pregnancy tests procured and distributed
using government funds cost about $0.90
each. Thus, the total annual cost to the gov-
ernment of providing free pregnancy test-
ing to each of the 800,000 women seeking
the procedure would be about $720,000. The
savings that would result from elimination
of most unnecessary menstrual regulation
procedures ($380,000) would reduce the net
cost of pregnancy testing to $340,000.

However, since both the government and
the private sector contribute to providing
tests to women, and in some cases, women
must pay for tests through clinics or phar-
macies, the true net cost to the government
probably would be somewhat lower. In ad-
dition, not all women seeking menstrual
regulation would necessarily need to be
tested, since in some cases providers may
be able to ascertain pregnancy status cor-
rectly through clinical examination. 

Acceptability of Pregnancy Testing
The majority of women interviewed re-
garding demand for and acceptability of
pregnancy testing  believed that testing is
needed before proceeding with menstru-
al regulation (97% of 632 respondents).
When asked why, 72% cited avoidance of
complications and side effects associated
with menstrual regulation in nonpregnant
women. More than half of the women men-
tioned avoiding pain, and 37% cited avoid-
ing nervousness and anxiety before and
after the procedure or “being economic.”

Almost 88% of women felt that the cur-
rent charge of 15,000 VND ($1.25) for a preg-
nancy test at the Thai Binh Maternal and
Child Health/Family Planning Center was
acceptable. Among those who said the
charge was too high, half cited 3,000–5,000
VND ($0.25–0.42) as an acceptable fee and
half mentioned a payment of 6,000–10,000
VND ($0.50–0.83).

Discussion 
While Vietnamese health authorities and
providers have long suspected that a sig-
nificant proportion of nonpregnant
women were undergoing unnecessary
menstrual regulation procedures, this
study is one of the first to measure the ex-
tent of the problem. One other study that
involved pregnancy testing was con-

shock, which could be confirmed in the
woman’s clinic record. The extent to which
other complications, such as prolonged
bleeding and menstrual irregularities, were
directly attributable to the menstrual reg-
ulation procedure could not be verified.
Minor complications were also reported by
12% of the 60 nonpregnant women who
had undergone menstrual regulation. No
cases of major complications such as uter-
ine perforation or hemorrhage occurred in
this study; a much larger sample would
have been necessary to determine the rates
of these rare events among women un-
dergoing menstrual regulation.

Costs Saved by Pregnancy Testing
The average cost to clinics supported with
state health funds for one menstrual reg-
ulation procedure is estimated to be about
33,000 VND ($2.75), which includes costs
for the provider’s time, drugs and equip-
ment. Assuming that about 800,000 men-
strual regulation procedures are per-
formed in Vietnam each year, they cost the
government about $2.2 million annually.
If 17% of these procedures can be avoid-
ed through pregnancy testing, $380,000 of
that expenditure is unnecessary.

Theoretically, menstrual regulation ser-
vices are provided free of charge or at very
low cost. However, women having a men-
strual regulation procedure may be faced
with costs for travel, food and “off-the-
books” payments to medical staff. Table 6
indicates that women seeking menstrual
regulation services generally were charged
16,400 VND (about $1.40). When all asso-
ciated costs were included, one menstru-
al regulation procedure cost women an av-
erage of 106,300 VND (about $9.00). If a
woman experienced complications, the
procedure and related care could cost her
145,700 VND (about $12.00), a great ex-
pense in a country where the average an-

ducted in 10 communes in a more rural re-
gion of Thai Binh Province (Kien Xuong
District).11 Data from that study suggest-
ed that about 25% of women seeking men-
strual regulation services were not preg-
nant. However, the researchers did not
send extracted tissue for microscopic
analysis or validate the accuracy of the
pregnancy test being used, so their results
may be less reliable than the figure of 17%
from the current study. Given the high
sensitivity and specificity of the test used
in our study, most women seeking men-
strual regulation services received an ac-
curate determination of pregnancy status.

While the geographic scope of this
study was limited, the conditions at the
Maternal and Child Health/Family Plan-
ning Center in Thai Binh, as well as the
population it serves, are probably similar
to those in other rural Vietnamese settings.
The extent to which these data are gener-
alizable, however, needs to be determined.
If the rate found in this study can be ex-
trapolated to the rest of the country, and
if pregnancy testing (or other reliable
means of detecting pregnancy) can be
made available to all women seeking men-
strual regulation services, up to 136,000
unnecessary procedures could be avoid-
ed every year nationwide. 

This figure may be an overestimate be-
cause, in the absence of routine pregnan-
cy testing, providers may not proceed with
menstrual regulation if clinical evidence
suggests that the client is not pregnant.
This issue, however, is somewhat compli-
cated by the government’s practice of re-
munerating providers according to the
numbers and types of operations (includ-
ing abortion) performed as a means of sup-
plementing providers’ low base salaries.
Policymakers have expressed concern that
this practice may encourage the perfor-
mance of unnecessary procedures and
have recommended its elimination.12

Weighing the cost of unnecessary men-
strual regulation procedures, to women and
to the health system, against the cost of in-
troducing pregnancy testing is difficult. Cer-
tainly, it is significant that the Government
of Vietnam may be spending almost
$400,000 annually on unnecessary men-
strual regulation procedures, while women
may be needlessly spending more than $1.2
million. However, given the high gross cost
of providing pregnancy tests for all women
seeking menstrual regulation ($720,000), it
is unlikely that the government would con-
sider universal testing cost-effective. 

Instead, the most cost-effective ap-
proaches are likely to involve testing a
woman only if a pelvic examination does
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Table 6. Average costs (in U.S. dollars) to client
for one menstrual regulation procedure, by
type of expense, according to presence of
complications

Type of All No Compli-
expense compli- cations

cations
(N=60) (N=53) (N=7)

Total $8.87 $8.42 $12.15
Procedure 1.37 1.37 1.37  
Additional food 4.50 4.49 4.55  
Lost income 1.94 1.68 3.89  
Medicine 0.81 0.73 1.43 
Traveling to/from clinic 0.13 0.13 0.13  
Per-diem expenses* 0.06 0.01 0.36  
Laboratory tests 0.06 0.01 0.42  

* Mostly costs of lodging. Note: US$1=12,000 VND.




