
with his wife a week before the survey
may report that he and his wife currently
use condoms, while if his wife has for-
gotten about that incident or recalls sev-
eral acts of unprotected intercourse they
have had since then, she may report that
they use no method.28 The DHS data per-
mit us to examine the contraceptive
knowledge and practice of husbands and
their wives across countries.

Knowledge of modern methods of fam-
ily planning is generally high among both
husbands and wives, but variations by
country are substantial. The proportion of
husbands who know at least one modern
method ranges from 57% in Burkina Faso
to 100% in Brazil (Table 5). Knowledge of
modern methods is lower among hus-
bands in West Africa than elsewhere. Sim-
ilarly, wives exhibit a high level of knowl-
edge of modern methods: from 57% in
Cameroon to 100% in Bangladesh, Brazil
and Egypt. The difference between the pro-
portion of husbands and wives who know
a modern method is generally small with-
in a country. It is less than five percentage
points in 12 countries, 6–8 points in five
countries and 16 points in one country.

Every respondent who reports know-
ing at least one method of family planning
and who is not currently pregnant (or
whose spouse is not pregnant) is asked if
she or he is “doing something now or
using any method with any partner to
delay or avoid pregnancy.” If the respon-
dent reports using more than one method,
the interviewer is instructed to record the
most effective of the methods mentioned.

er disagreement among polygynous cou-
ples is manifested in both types of dis-
agreement (i.e., the husband wants to stop
childbearing while the wife wants more
children and vice versa). Among monog-
amous couples, on average, 5% of hus-
bands and 12% of wives want to stop
childbearing while the other spouse wants
more children. Similarly, among polygy-
nous couples, on average, 8% of husbands
and 17% of wives want to stop childbear-
ing, disagreeing with their spouse. As-
suming that agreement is understated
among polygynous couples because of a
lack of appropriate data, monogamous
and polygynous couples appear to differ
very little in levels of spousal agreement
on fertility preferences. 

Contraceptive Knowledge and Behavior
A substantial proportion of married men
know of at least one method of family
planning, but in some countries, only a
small proportion of those who know of a
method are practicing contraception.
However, husbands often report greater
method use than their wives.26 This dis-
parity may stem from several factors: mul-
tiple sexual partners, differential report-
ing of condom use by husbands and
wives, differences in perception of rhythm
among marital partners, and underre-
porting of method use because of the pres-
ence of other adults during wives’ inter-
views.27 The difference may also be related
to the type of method used, the frequen-
cy of use or the reference period: For ex-
ample, a man who used the condom once

Responses vary considerably across coun-
tries for both husbands and wives. The
proportions of men and women reporting
modern method use are lowest in Niger
and Central African Republic, and are
highest in Brazil. Except in Kenya and
Zimbabwe, fewer than 20% of husbands
and 13% of wives in Sub-Saharan Africa
reportedly use modern methods. On the
other hand, use is substantial outside Sub-
Saharan Africa, except in Pakistan. 

In most of the countries included here, a
higher proportion of husbands than wives
report using a modern method. The esti-
mated level of modern contraceptive use
varies, sometimes substantially, depending
on whose reporting is taken into account.
For instance, in Ghana, the level of use ac-
cording to husbands’ reports (i.e., whether
only he reported use or both he and his
spouse reported use) is 18%; according to
wives’ reports, it is 13%. However, if the pro-
portion is based on couples in which both
spouses report use, the level is 10%, and if
it is based on those in which either spouse
reports use (i.e., combining the data for hus-
bands only, wives only and both), it is 21%.

Similarly, in Bangladesh, the level of
modern method use is 44% according to
husbands’ reports, 39% according to wives’
responses, 36% as measured by both spous-
es’ replies and 47% if at least one partner
reports use. In Central African Republic,
the use of modern methods among couples
when either spouse reports use (5%) is
roughly five times the level when both
spouses report use (1%) and more than
double when wives only report use (2%).

While differences between husbands
and wives in the reporting of current use
of modern contraceptives can be sub-
stantial, particularly in Sub-Saharan
Africa, it is not clear why these differences
exist. Polygyny is not likely to explain
much of the discrepancy. First, we see the
difference even in countries where polyg-
yny does not exist or is uncommon. Sec-
ond, an analysis of men’s and women’s re-
porting of contraceptive use by type of
union reveals little or no difference be-
tween monogamous and polygynous cou-
ples (not shown). For instance, in Sub-Sa-
haran Africa, on average, only husbands
reported modern contraceptive use in 5%
of monogamous and 6% of polygynous
couples. Similarly, the proportion of cou-
ples in which only the wife reported use
of modern methods was 2% for monoga-
mous and 3% for polygynous couples.

Is condom use the source of the differ-
ences in husbands’ and wives’ reporting of
modern contraceptive use? If this were the
case, we would expect substantially larger
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Table 5. Percentage of spouses who know of and who report use of a modern contraceptive
method, and percentage of couples in which the husband only reported condom use, all ac-
cording to country

Country Know ≥1 modern methods Report modern method use Husband only

Husband Both Wife Husband Both Wife
reported 

only only only only
condom use

Sub-Saharan Africa
Burkina Faso 0.0 57.3 4.5 4.8 2.1 1.6 3.3 
Cameroon 16.8 47.7 8.8 2.1 3.2 1.3 1.0 
Central African Republic 0.0 63.8 3.1 2.7 1.0 1.1 2.2 
Côte d'Ivoire 0.0 65.4 5.6 3.6 2.4 1.9 2.0 
Ghana 0.0 84.2 4.7 8.0 10.0 2.9 4.9
Kenya 2.3 94.9 1.5 10.4 21.2 5.7 5.9 
Malawi 6.0 89.1 3.4 6.4 5.8 2.9 5.4 
Mali 0.0 58.2 5.9 4.9 2.1 2.2 2.1 
Niger 27.0 47.0 11.4 1.9 1.2 0.8 0.6 
Senegal 20.2 57.2 12.3 3.2 4.2 1.1 1.0 
Tanzania 16.6 67.9 8.6 4.3 6.2 1.3 2.8 
Uganda 0.0 89.1 2.3 4.7 5.5 1.4 1.8 
Zimbabwe 0.0 99.2 0.1 12.1 42.5 5.0 3.6 

Other regions
Bangladesh 0.0 99.5 0.4 8.2 36.0 3.0 1.7 
Brazil 0.0 100.0 0.0 4.2 68.3 1.7 2.0
Egypt 0.2 96.5 3.2 2.8 44.3 2.2 0.5 
Morocco 1.5 96.1 2.2 5.1 33.7 4.2 0.4 
Pakistan 14.3 63.4 13.2 2.1 7.9 2.5 1.3 

Notes: Includes those who are legally married and those in a cohabiting union. For the number of couples, see Table 1.


