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iting in 2007 was 17.1%—nearly 90% of the level of total 
unmet need (19.3%). In other words, based on this varia-
tion, the vast majority of Sri Lanka’s remaining total un-
met need can be attributed to unmet need for limiting. In 
contrast, based on the same measure, only about 63% of 
total unmet need in 1987 was attributable to unmet need 
for limiting. A consistently high proportion of total unmet 
need in 2007 (80–92%) can be attributed to unmet need 
for limiting, regardless of which measure is used.

Results by Key Characteristics
To better understand unmet need for family planning in 
Sri Lanka in 2007, we replicated the analysis above by key 
characteristics of the population—sector of residence, eth-
nicity, age, number of children born, employment status, 
and woman’s and her husband’s education—using selected 

ing definition 12. Unmet need for limiting had a similarly 
wide range across measures (1.4–17.1%); however, unmet 
need for spacing was uniformly low across measures (0.2–
2.2%). In general, the level of total unmet need as well as 
the levels of unmet need for limiting and spacing were most 
sensitive to whether the definition used included women 
who reported practicing prolonged abstinence or using 
a traditional contraceptive method; the levels were much 
less sensitive to the categorization of women who were un-
certain about their fertility preferences. For example, the 
levels of unmet need for limiting using definitions 1 and 
2 were virtually the same (1.4% and 1.5%, respectively); 
however, the level was higher using definition 3 (3.6%), 
and substantially higher using definition 6 (15.8%). This 
pattern holds for total unmet need and unmeet need for 
spacing, as well as for the analogous second set of defini-
tions (7–12) that include women with a current or recent 
unwanted or mistimed pregnancy. Finally, the levels of un-
met need based on definitions that include women with a 
current or recent unwanted or mistimed pregnancy were 
higher than those based on the analogous definitions that 
do not. For example, the levels of unmet need for limiting 
using definitions 1 and 7 were 1.4% and 1.9%, respective-
ly. The impact of this definitional variant on unmet need 
for limiting and spacing generally was less than that of the 
treatment of prolonged abstinence or traditional method 
use, but more than that of uncertain fertility preferences. 

In analyses including data from the Eastern Province, 
the same basic patterns are seen in the levels of unmet 
need, with only slight differences in values. For example, 
when we used the most inclusive definition, the levels of 
unmet need for limiting and spacing for the expanded 
sample were 16.6% and 2.6%, respectively (not shown); 
in comparison, those levels for the sample excluding the 
Eastern Province were 17.1% and 2.2%. Unmet need for 
spacing for each of the 12 definitions was somewhat high-
er in the expanded sample, which suggests greater unmet 
need for spacing in that region. Total unmet need and un-
met need for limiting were higher using the expanded sam-
ple only when traditional family planning methods were 
considered to meet contraceptive need. This is because 
of a greater reliance on modern methods in the Eastern 
Province, especially female sterilization and injection, and 
a lower prevalence of traditional method use.

Between 1987 and 2007, Sri Lanka (excluding the East-
ern Province) experienced a decrease in unmet need for 
spacing of 78–93%, depending on the measure used (not 
shown). In comparison, unmet need for limiting generally 
decreased less over the period and the size of decrease var-
ied more by the measure used.* Combined, these trends 
led to the very low levels of unmet need for spacing in 
2007 and the substantially higher levels of unmet need for 
limiting, especially with the more inclusive measures. As 
mentioned above, the largest value of unmet need for lim-

TABLE 2. Percentage of women with unmet need for limit-
ing and spacing, according to definitions 1, 3 and 6, by key 
characteristics

Characteristic Limiting Spacing

Def. 1 Def. 3 Def. 6 Def. 1 Def. 3 Def. 6

Sector
Urban 1.8 4.7 17.5 0.4 1.6 2.7
Rural 1.2 3.3 16.1 0.2 0.8 1.9
Estate 3.4 5.5 7.1 0.6 2.0 2.6

Ethnicity
Sinhalese 1.2 3.1 16.4 0.1 0.7 1.8
Sri Lankan Tamil 2.2 6.3 11.9 0.7 2.6 3.5
Indian Tamil 3.2 6.5 8.0 0.9 2.5 3.3
Moor/Malay 3.4 6.3 14.9 0.7 1.8 3.2
Other 6.6 8.0 21.9 0.0 2.3 2.3

Age
15–19 0.0 0.4 0.7 0.0 2.8 5.1
20–24 1.0 1.3 2.2 0.0 2.4 4.7
25–29 1.0 1.8 4.8 0.0 1.8 4.2
30–34 1.8 3.2 11.3 0.2 1.1 2.2
35–39 2.1 5.3 21.8 0.1 0.5 1.4
40–44 1.8 4.8 27.3 0.1 0.1 0.2
45–49 1.8 4.3 23.6 0.0 0.0 0.0

No. of children born
0 0.3 0.5 1.3 0.5 0.6 1.4
1 0.7 2.0 8.2 0.5 2.3 4.8
2 1.8 4.9 24.0 0.3 0.7 1.7
3 1.5 4.1 19.0 0.0 0.1 0.4
4 2.1 4.5 15.8 0.0 0.1 0.2
5 1.5 4.0 13.5 0.0 0.0 0.0
6 6.1 9.3 15.1 0.0 0.0 0.0
≥7 10.8 12.6 24.7 0.0 0.0 0.0

Employed
No 1.5 3.8 14.2 0.3 1.3 2.4
Yes 1.2 3.2 18.1 0.1 0.4 1.4

Woman’s education
No formal 2.0 2.1 7.8 0.5 0.8 1.3
Some primary 2.0 3.1 13.3 0.1 0.1 0.6
Some secondary 1.2 2.1 14.5 0.3 0.4 1.9
≥secondary 1.3 2.5 19.2 0.2 0.5 2.7

Husband’s education
No formal 1.9 3.8 11.1 0.3 0.5 1.0
Some primary 1.6 3.1 12.6 0.2 0.6 1.0
Some secondary 1.3 3.8 14.8 0.3 0.9 2.0
≥secondary 1.3 3.5 19.3 0.2 1.1 2.5

Note: See Table 1 for definitions.
*Detailed estimates of the decline in unmet need between 1987 and 
2007 are available from the authors.




