
due to the considerable number of preg-
nant and amenorrheic women in these
countries who reported that they wanted
to space or to limit births and to practice
contraception within 12 months, but who
did not say that their current pregnancy
or last birth was unwanted or mistimed.

Discussion 
The Concept of Couple’s Unmet Need
In most developing nations, husbands re-
port higher levels of contraceptive use and
frequently have different (and generally
more pronatalist) fertility desires than
their wives.13 It is, therefore, incorrect to
use data from women to calculate unmet
need for couples, although this erroneous
correspondence is often made in the lit-
erature.14 This article has explored the po-
tential utility of the concept of couple
unmet need, because the vast majority of
births in the world occur within monog-
amous couples. 

It is unclear to what extent contracep-
tive use is an individual behavior, as dis-
tinguished from a couple behavior. Al-
though most contraceptive methods are
used by individuals (and some can be
used without the knowledge of the part-
ner), several can be considered couple
methods—specifically, withdrawal and
rhythm, and to a lesser extent condoms—
because the participation of both partners
is necessary. These couple methods con-
stitute a minority of contraceptive use in
most settings, however. Any contracep-

yields an index of 13.9. In Zambia, the pro-
portion of couples in which neither part-
ner intends to practice contraception is
greater and the proportion of couples in
which both partners intend to do so is
smaller than in the two other countries. 

Estimates were derived for married
women in couples (using our definitions),
as well as maximum and minimum esti-
mates for couples (using the algorithms
defined here), and were compared with
estimates calculated by DHS for all mar-
ried women. In all three countries, the
minimum estimate of unmet need is
40–60% less than the DHS estimate for
women (Table 5). On the other hand, the
maximum estimate ranges from only 10%
above the DHS estimate for married
women in the Dominican Republic to 90%
above the estimate for women in Zambia.

The minimum and maximum couple
estimates and estimates for wives are
shown in Figure 3, along with the values
for all married women in the surveys
using the DHS definition. The estimates
for wives derived in this article are much
closer to the maximum than to the mini-
mum, because wives are more likely to ex-
press unmet need than are husbands. The
estimates from this research for married
women in Zambia and Bangladesh are
higher than comparable estimates calcu-
lated using the DHS definition, but are
slightly lower for women in the Domini-
can Republic. The differences in the Zam-
bia and the Bangladesh estimates may be

tive use can be considered a couple phe-
nomenon when the couple agrees on fer-
tility and contraceptive intentions, and
partner support can be crucial for contra-
ceptive continuation.15

Similarly, fertility desires and unmet
need are typically considered individual
matters, but can also be regarded as cou-
ple phenomena, as evidenced in the Pro-
gramme of Action of the International Con-
ference on Population and Development,
which affirms the importance of helping
“…couples and individuals meet their re-
productive goals in a framework that…re-
spects the dignity of all persons and their
right to choose the number, spacing and
timing of the birth of their children.”16 Yet
individuals in couples may have different
reproductive goals, and if so, one of the two
will be unable to exercise this right. This
contradiction in itself provides an argu-
ment for examining a couple approach.
Typically, some form of couple negotiation
resolves these differences.

The reproductive and family planning
intentions of spouses differ, to some de-
gree, in virtually all nations where they
have been examined.17 Therefore, unmet
need based solely on wives’ reports will
necessarily overestimate unmet need
among couples, if one defines a couple
with unmet need as one in which both
spouses agree on their fertility desires and
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Table 4. Percentage distribution of monogamous couples, by spouses’ reports of contracep-
tive use and intention to use, according to need status and country

Category Need status Bangladesh Dominican Zambia

Wife Husband
Republic

(N=3,037) (N=768) (N=683)

Infecund No need No need 9.5 13.4 4.9
Fecund, both report currently using No need No need 51.5 59.4 22.9
Fecund, one spouse reports using 10.4 7.5 22.7

Husband alone, wife desires to 
space/limit births and to 
use  within 12 months Need Using 3.7 1.2 8.5

Husband alone, wife has 
other intentions No need Using 3.6 2.6 6.2

Wife alone, husband desires 
to space/limit births and 
to use within 12 months Using Need 0.8 0.9 2.6

Wife alone, husband has
other intentions Using No need 2.3 2.8 5.4

Fecund, both report they are not using 28.5 19.5 49.5
Both wish to space/limit births Agreed, Agreed,

and to use within 12 months has need has need 8.8 5.7 7.8
Wife alone wishes to space/limit

births and to use within 12 months Need No need 5.6 4.3 10.7
Husband alone wishes to space/limit

births and to use within 12 months No need Need 3.6 1.6 5.2
Neither plans to space/limit births Neither Neither

nor to use within 12 months has need has need 10.5 7.9 25.8

All couples 100.0 100.0 100.0

Note: Totals may not add to 100 due to rounding.
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Figure 2. Percentage distribution of fecund
couples not practicing contraception, by in-
tention to use contraceptives within 12
months, according to country
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