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as it was in 2001–2006; meanwhile, rates of family plan-
ning use among non-cohabiting married couples remained 
flat over that period.

Unmet Need for Contraception
With increases in contraceptive use, overall unmet need 
in Nepal has declined steadily, from 31% in 1996 (not 
shown) to 28% in 2001 and 25% in 2006 (Table 2). In 
the 40-district rural sample, little change occurred between 
2006 and 2009 (from 24% to 26%). To examine this stag-
nation in level of overall unmet need, we estimated unmet 
need for couples according to husband’s current residence 
status.

In 2001, when the proportion of households in which 

Analysis consisted of cross-tabulations, disaggregated 
by duration of husband’s absence and using three months 
as a threshold. In looking at specific data, where we were 
interested in apparent changes in proportions between 
2006 and 2009 or in comparing differences in changes 
over time between two different measures, we tested for 
significance using z tests (or, in the few instances where 
means rather than proportions were compared, t tests).

RESULTS

Trends in Spousal Separation
In 2001, more than one-fifth (22%) of husbands were liv-
ing away from their wives6; the proportion increased to 
26% in 2006 (Figure 1).2 Data on rural areas, from the 
2006 NDHS and the 2009 NFHP survey, indicate that the 
proportion of currently married women who reported that 
their husbands were living away increased from 29% in 
2006 to 32% in 2009 (p<.01). The proportion of women 
who reported that their husband was not currently living 
with them was significantly lower in urban areas than in 
rural areas, though the gap had shrunk; 12% of urban 
women reported their husband was living away in 2001, 
compared with 20% in 2006 (not shown).

In the 2009 survey, nearly two-thirds (64%) of cases of 
spousal separation were reported to have been for three or 
more months, and 47% for six or more months. In cases 
of separations of at least three months, 9% of the absent 
husbands were reported to be elsewhere in Nepal, 37% in 
India and 54% in other countries. Among husbands ab-
sent for six or more months, 65% were in countries other 
than Nepal or India.

Use of Contraception
Data from the 2009 survey indicate that among rural 
women not currently using a contraceptive method, 54% 
reported the reason for nonuse as “husband not living at 
home” (not shown). In a setting where spousal absence 
is common and increasing, assessing family planning pro-
gram performance using conventional measures of con-
traceptive prevalence and unmet need may be misleading. 
Therefore, we examined the potential differences in contra-
ceptive prevalence according to spousal residence status 
and duration of absence.

Between 2001 and 2006, contraceptive use rose by nine 
percentage points (from 37% to 46%) among all rural 
married women of reproductive age (Table 1), compared 
with a 13-point increase (from 42% to 55%) among ru-
ral women whose husbands were residing at home. Be-
tween 2006 and 2009, among all married women in the 
40-district rural sample, contraceptive use increased by a 
nonsignificant 1.7 percentage points, a plateau in use that 
is reflected in Government of Nepal statistics. However, 
this aggregate view masks a significant five-point increase 
(from 57% to 62%) in family planning use among cohabit-
ing couples, the segment of the population most at risk 
of unwanted or mistimed pregnancies. For this group, the 
rate of increase was approximately the same in 2006–2009 

TABLE 1. Number of currently married women aged 15–49 
and proportion using a contraceptive method, by sample 
and cohabitation status, according to survey, Nepal

Sample and  
cohabitation status

2001 
NDHS

2006 
NDHS

2009 
NFHP survey

All districts (N) 8,342 8,257 na
All 39.3 48.0*** na
Husband at home 44.3 57.1*** na
Husband away <3 mos. 27.0 34.5* na
Husband away ≥3 mos. 16.3 14.1 na

All rural districts (N) 7,550 7,031 na
All 36.9 45.9*** na
Husband at home 41.7 54.8*** na
Husband away <3 mos. 26.3 33.6* na
Husband away ≥3 mos. 15.5 14.1 na

40 rural districts (N) na 4,021 3,825
All na 47.9 49.6
Husband at home na 56.7 61.8** 
Husband away <3 mos. na 35.8 34.3
Husband away ≥3 mos. na 19.4 16.6

*Difference between years significant at p<.05. **Difference between 
years significant at p<.01. ***Difference between years significant at 
p<.001. 

TABLE 2. Number of currently married women aged 15–49 
and proportion with unmet need, by sample and cohabita-
tion status, according to survey, Nepal

Sample and 
cohabitation status

2001 
NDHS

2006 
NDHS

2009  
NFHP survey

All districts (N) 8,342 8,257 na
All 27.8 24.6* na
Husband at home 23.8 16.3*** na
Husband away <3 mos. 36.9 38.9 na
Husband away ≥3 mos. 46.9 54.0** na

All rural districts (N) 7,550 7,031 na
All 29.0 25.5* na
Husband at home 25.1 17.2*** na
Husband away <3 mos. 37.5 38.8 na
Husband away ≥3 mos. 47.2 53.4* na

40 rural districts (N) na 4,021 3,825
All na 24.1 26.3*
Husband at home na 15.6 15.2
Husband away <3 mos. na 36.1 36.4
Husband away ≥3 mos. na 51.3 58.3* 

*Difference between years significant at p<.05. **Difference between 
years significant at p<.01. ***Difference between years significant at 
p<.001.


