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three months. The corresponding figures from the 2006 
DHS were 82% and 0.2%, respectively. Such self-reports 
may be subject to social desirability bias, but these results 
do suggest very little risk of unintended pregnancy during 
periods of spousal separation.

Beyond differences in need for family planning relating 
to coital frequency, cohabiting and noncohabiting couples 
differ in other respects. In comparison with couples in 
which the husband is temporarily living elsewhere, co-
habiting couples are likely to be older and to have already 
achieved their desired family size (Table 4). Cohabiting 
couples are also more likely to be protected against preg-
nancy by the sterilization of one spouse (not shown).

Conclusion and Discussion
Nepal has experienced a relatively rapid increase in use 
of family planning, as documented by Demographic and 
Health Surveys in the last two decades. Simultaneously, 
spousal separation caused by migration for employment 
has increased. This second trend has made overall mea-
sures used for assessing performance of the country’s 
family planning program less informative. To determine 
contraceptive prevalence and unmet need in such circum-
stances, disaggregating family planning use by the resi-
dence status of the husband gives a more complete picture 
of family planning need and use at the population level. 
Such disaggregated analysis, as presented here for Nepal, 
shows a more rapid rise in contraceptive use and a lower 
level of unmet need among women whose husband was 
living at home than do the conventional aggregated mea-
sures, which underestimate the extent to which the family 
planning program has been making progress in meeting 
the needs of the population.

Couples living apart cannot necessarily be considered 
to have no need for family planning, but their needs differ 
from those of couples who live together. In cases where 
husbands return home for brief periods, couples need 
some form of contraception to avoid a pregnancy. With 
increases in temporary, work-related migration, such cir-
cumstances are becoming more common. Family plan-
ning program managers need to adjust their strategies and 
approaches to ensure that the needs of such couples are 
effectively addressed, for example with increased emphasis 
on barrier methods and emergency contraception. Further 
exploratory work to better characterize the circumstances, 
needs and preferences of such couples would provide a 
necessary basis for designing and developing program ap-
proaches that better respond to the special needs of this 
group.

For family planning programs to effectively respond to 
changes in the populations they serve, they need a clear pic-
ture of clients’ needs. Year-to-year monitoring of program 
performance, typically through Ministry of Health man-
agement information systems (possibly supplemented by 
program data from social marketing agencies and NGOs 
involved in direct service provision), can give a reasonable 
approximation of populatioin-wide levels and trends in 

the husband was living elsewhere was about one-third 
lower than in 2009, the measure of unmet need for all 
married women was only four percentage points higher 
than for women whose husbands were living at home. 
But, in the later surveys, with an increasing proportion 
of husbands away and increasing use of family planning 
by cohabiting couples (though not by couples separated 
for three months or more), unmet need among all mar-
ried couples and unmet need among cohabiting couples 
diverge: In the 2009 survey, unmet need for family plan-
ning among cohabiting couples was 11 percentage points 
lower than that among all married couples (15% vs. 26%; 
p<0.001). The lower levels of unmet need among cohabit-
ing couples in the most recent surveys correspond with 
a significant decline over the same period in the propor-
tion of women whose pregnancies were reported as either 
mistimed or unwanted, from 9–10% 2001 to 6% in 2009 
(Table 3). Comparisons between the 2009 40-district data 
and both national and rural NDHS 2001 data are signifi-
cant at the level of p<.001; these samples, however, are 
only roughly comparable.

One cannot assume that a couple has no risk of unin-
tended pregnancy during a period of separation. In the 
2009 survey, however, 92% of married female respondents 
whose husband lived with them reported sexual activity in 
the four weeks preceding the survey, compared with 0.1% 
among those whose husband had been away for at least 

TABLE 3. Number of currently married women aged 15–49, proportion who are preg-
nant or amenorrheic, and proportion of pregnancies classified as mistimed or un-
wanted, by sample, according to survey, Nepal

Sample and pregnancy status 2001 NDHS 2006 NDHS 2009 NFHP 
survey

All districts (N) 8,342 8,257 na
% of women pregnant or amenorrheic 23.0 16.4*** na
% of pregnancies mistimed or unwanted 9.2 5.9*** na

All rural districts (N) 7,550 7,031 na
% of women pregnant or amenorrheic 24.2 17.2*** na
% of pregnancies mistimed or unwanted 9.9 6.4*** na

40 rural districts (N) na 4,021 3,825
% of women pregnant or amenorrheic na 16.3 15.8†
% of pregnancies mistimed or unwanted na 5.8 5.5†

***Difference between years significant at p<.001.  †Significantly different from 2001 data on all districts 
and all rural districsts at p<.001.  Samples are only roughly comparable.  Note: The proportion of pregnan-
cies classified as mistimed or unwanted is calculated according to DHS method. 

TABLE 4. Selected characteristics of cohabiting and noncohabiting married couples, 
by husband’s migration status, Nepal, 2009

Characteristic Cohabiting Husband away 
<3 mos.

Husband away 
≥3 mos.

No. 2,622 432 771
Mean age of woman (years) 32.4 28.3*** 28.1*** 
Mean desired no. of children 2.4 2.3 2.2*** 
Mean no. of living children 2.8 2.2*** 2.1***
% of women with unmet need (spacing) 6.0 16.9*** 14.8*** 
% of women with unmet need (limiting) 9.2 19.5*** 43.5*** 
Total % with unmet need 15.2 36.4*** 58.5*** 

***Difference from “at home” group significant at p<.001.


