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to practice contraception if they are having intercourse. Only
for Sub-Saharan Africa is information available separately
for never-married women (2.6 million) and previously mar-
ried women (1.9 million). In that region, 85% of unmet need
among never-married women is for spacing, since most of
these women are young. Among previously married women,
who are mainly older and have had more children, only 42%
of unmet need is for spacing. Contraceptive use among ado-
lescents, which is surprisingly high in some countries (15%
in Botswana, 23% in Togo and 27% in Cameroon), some-
what reduces unmet need among unmarried women.

The proportion of currently married women with unmet
need in various regions of the developing world in 2000
ranges from 11% to 24% (Table 1). Sub-Saharan Africa’s
figure of 24% is about half again the average for the devel-
oping world overall (17%); other regional figures range from
11% in the Central Asian republics to 14% in Latin Amer-
ica and 16% in North Africa and the Middle East and in Asia.
The most recent estimate for three of the four regions is well
below the estimate for 1996 (see below). Country-specific
declines identified in recent surveys reflect growth in the
proportions of couples using modern methods, which
shrinks the residual group still having an unmet need.

For unmarried women in the developing world, the pro-
portion with unmet varies by region around the overall fig-
ure of 3%, ranging from 1% to 10%.

Comparisons with Earlier Estimates
Other estimates of unmet need have often cited 120 mil-
lion, referring just to women who are currently married,
and just to the developing world. That figure is probably
based on a computation in the early 1990s that extrapo-
lated population-weighted data from 50 surveys in devel-
oping countries to other countries.1 Other work estimated
an upper limit of 150 million,2 but it included all traditional
method users, as well as an estimate for the entire Soviet

and 49.8 million wish to limit further childbearing) and
8.4 million unmarried women (Table 1). In addition, an
estimated nine million women in other regions have an
unmet need: 4.6 million in Russia, 3.6 million in eastern
Europe, 0.6 million in the Caucasus and 0.2 million in the
Baltic republics. Thus, a total of 122.7 million women in
developing countries and the former Soviet republics have
an unmet need for contraception. (These figures omit users
of traditional methods, who are quite numerous in the for-
mer Soviet Union and elsewhere.)

Asia contains 61 million married women with unmet
need, or 58% of the total for the developing world, reflect-
ing the inclusion of several countries with very large popu-
lations (India, Indonesia, Pakistan and Bangladesh). Sub-
Saharan Africa contains 24 million (22% of the total), mostly
because of the large populations of Nigeria, Ethiopia, South
Africa and the Democratic Republic of the Congo. Latin
America contributes 11 million married women with unmet
need (11%), nearly half of whom live in Mexico and Brazil.
North Africa and the Middle East account for only about
eight million (8%), and the Central Asian republics, with
their smaller populations, have a total of 1.1 million (1%).

In the developing world as a whole, the prevalence of
unmet need among married women is about equally ac-
counted for by women who wish to space and those who
wish to limit births, but important variations exist. In Sub-
Saharan Africa, 65% of unmet need is for spacing; in Latin
America, by contrast, only 42% is (not shown). In Asia, spac-
ing and limiting needs are nearly equal. Such differences
call for different kinds of contraceptive supplies and dif-
ferent budgetary considerations.

Unmarried women add to unmet need, accounting for
7% of the developing world total (not shown). By region,
however, this proportion varies widely—from 4% in Asia to
16% in Sub-Saharan Africa. Low proportions reflect that
unmarried women tend not to be sexually active or tend

TABLE 1. Number (in 000s) and percentage of women with an unmet need for contraception, by region, according to marital
status and, for married women, reason for needing contraception, 2000

Region No. %

All Married women Unmarried All Married women Unmarried
women

All Spacing Limiting
women women

All Spacing Limiting
women

Developing
world 113,647 105,205 55,402 49,803 8,442 13.0 17.1 9.0 8.1 3.2
Asia (except

China) 63,650 61,142 31,658 29,484 2,508 12.9 16.4 8.5 7.9 2.0
Sub-Saharan

Africa 27,997 23,550 15,269 8,281 4,447 19.4 24.2 15.7 8.5 9.5
Latin America/

Caribbean 11,837 11,088 4,615 6,473 749 8.5 13.7 5.7 8.0 1.3
North Africa/

Middle East 8,925 8,306 3,345 4,961 619 10.6 15.6 6.3 9.3 2.0
Central Asia 1,238 1,119 515 604 119 8.5 11.4 5.2 6.2 2.6

Other regions 9,050 u u u u u u u u u
Russia 4,604 u u u u 14.5 u u u u
Eastern

Europe 3,594 u u u u 10.7 u u u u
Caucasus 633 u u u u 14.3 u u u u
Baltic

republics 219 u u u u 11.5 u u u u

Notes: Currently married women include those in consensual unions. u=unavailable.


