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Abstract

Background: Unmet need for family planning has implications for women and their families, such as unsafe
abortion, physical abuse, and poor maternal health. Contraceptive knowledge has increased across low-income
settings, yet unmet need remains high with little information on the factors explaining it. This study assessed
factors associated with unmet need among pregnant women in rural Burkina Faso.

Method: We collected data on pregnant women through a population-based survey conducted in 24 rural districts
between October 2013 and March 2014. Multivariate multilevel logistic regression was used to assess the association
between unmet need for family planning and a selection of relevant demand- and supply-side factors.

Results: Of the 1309 pregnant women covered in the survey, 239 (18.26%) reported experiencing unmet need for
family planning. Pregnant women with more than three living children [OR = 1.80; 95% CI (1.11–2.91)], those with a
child younger than 1 year [OR = 1.75; 95% CI (1.04–2.97)], pregnant women whose partners disapproves contraceptive
use [OR = 1.51; 95% CI (1.03–2.21)] and women who desired fewer children compared to their partners preferred
number of children [OR = 1.907; 95% CI (1.361–2.672)] were significantly more likely to experience unmet need for
family planning, while health staff training in family planning logistics management (OR = 0.46; 95% CI (0.24–0.73)] was
associated with a lower probability of experiencing unmet need for family planning.

Conclusion: Findings suggest the need to strengthen family planning interventions in Burkina Faso to ensure greater
uptake of contraceptive use and thus reduce unmet need for family planning.
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Background
Many women in low and middle-income countries
(LMICs) would like to limit or delay getting pregnant,
but do not have access to consistent use of modern
contraceptive methods [1, 2]. These women experience
an unsatisfied demand for contraception, which is com-
monly referred to as unmet need for family planning.
Unmet need for family planning (FP) is further defined
as: unmet need for limiting, i.e. when the woman does
not wish to have any more children; and unmet need for

spacing, i.e. when the woman would have wished to
delay the birth of her next child by at least 2 years [3–5].
The concept of unmet need for family planning is cen-

tral to reproductive health policies, as it bears serious
implications for the woman, the child, family and the
society as a whole [6, 7]. In many LMICs, unmet need
for family planning among pregnant women (unintended
pregnancies i.e. pregnancies which are mistimed or un-
wanted at the time of conception) is a main cause of
closely spaced births, childbearing at a very early age,
unsafe abortions or physical abuse, all of which are con-
sidered main contributors to high maternal and infant
mortality [3, 6–8]. In addition, as unmet need for family
planning is closely related to high female illiteracy,
gender inequality and poverty, this unsatisfied demand
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for family planning not only negatively impacts women’s
reproductive health, but also their ability to participate
in economic and educational activities necessary to over-
come the cycle of poverty and ill-health [9–11].
For these reasons, counteracting unmet need for

family planning has become a key global health priority,
which is addressed by both the Millennium Development
Goals 4 (reduction of child mortality) and 5 (improve
maternal health and achieve universal access to sexual/re-
productive healthcare) [12–14] and by the proposed
sustainable development goals (SDGs) 2030 (Goal 3.1
reduce maternal mortality and 3.7 ensure universal access
to reproductive health services including family planning)
[7, 15]. Still, counteracting unmet need for family planning
poses a number of challenges since access to and use of
family planning methods is influenced by a number of
factors acting at the individual, family, community, and
health service level [1, 16, 17].
In Burkina Faso, fertility rates remain high at 6.0

children per woman. Contraceptive use is still low, with
only 16% of all reproductive age women reporting use of
any modern method of family planning in 2013 [18, 19].
As a consequence, unmet need for family planning
remains high, at an estimated 29% in 2013 [3, 19]. In
2008, an estimated 32% of all pregnancies in the country
were unintended and a third of these pregnancies were
resolved through induced abortion [3, 20]. Studies in
Burkina Faso indicate that conditions to enable most
women to prevent unintended pregnancies are limited
[18] and the risk of maternal death related to unsafe abor-
tion complications is almost four in 10 women [3, 20, 21].
Still, research has paid very limited attention to under-

standing factors influencing unmet need for family
planning, with the only available study being focused on
causes and consequences of unintended pregnancies and
induced abortions [3, 8, 20, 21] rather than on unmet need
itself. Though many studies assessed contraceptive use
among women of reproductive age in sub-Saharan Africa
[22–24], only two of those focused on Burkina Faso, and
both were published over a decade ago [25, 26].
This study seeks to fill this knowledge gap by examin-

ing determinants of unmet need for family planning
among pregnant women in rural Burkina Faso. Findings
are expected to guide policy makers interested in design-
ing policies and programs aimed at reducing unmet need
in an attempt to ultimately reduce maternal mortality
and improve women’s health.

Methods
Study setting
The study used data from the baseline round of a survey
which included multiple tools in order to evaluate the
impact of a performance-based financing (PBF) interven-
tion on access to and quality of a wide range of

healthcare services. Specifically, this study used data
from both the household survey and from the healthcare
workers’ survey embedded within the larger set of tools
needed for the impact evaluation. Both surveys were
applied in the twenty-four (24) districts distributed in six
(6) regions of Burkina Faso (Boucle du Mouhoun, Centre-
Est, Centre-Nord, Centre-Ouest, Nord and Sud-Ouest)
where PBF was to be rolled out starting in April, 2014.

Study design, sample size and data collection
Data were collected from October 2013 to March 2014.
The household survey relied on a three-stage cluster
sampling technique. First, clusters were defined to re-
flect the catchment areas of the 448 health facilities in
the 24 districts. Second, one village was selected in each
of the 448 catchment areas. Third, fifteen (15) house-
holds were selected in each village. Households were
selected on the basis of whether there was a woman liv-
ing in the household who was currently pregnant or
who had been pregnant in the twenty-four months prior
to the survey date. Households were selected using a
random route approach [27] until the desired sample
size was achieved in each village.
Within a household, information was collected on the

overall household socio-demographic and economic
profile as well as on individual illness patterns, health
care seeking behaviour, and related expenditure (for both
adults and children).
Specifically, given our focus on unmet need for family

planning among pregnant women, we considered as the
effective sample for this study only the 1309 currently
pregnant women included in the household survey.
Currently pregnant women were asked whether their
current pregnancy was intended, or whether they would
have rather preferred not to have any more children, or
to postpone the current pregnancy by at least 2 years.
This allowed us to compute unmet need for family
planning, further differentiating between unmet need for
limiting and unmet need for spacing.
The healthcare workers’ survey targeted the staff work-

ing at all 443 facilities included in the study. Specifically,
at each facility, the aim was to interview at least three
healthcare workers. Respondents were conveniently
selected among the staff present in the facility on the
day of the survey. Information was collected through
means of a structured, close-ended questionnaire with
several modules, covering healthcare worker’s roles and
responsibilities, their work environment, their training
with specific reference to family planning, and facility
assessment on availability of family planning methods.
Data collection was carried out by trained interviewers

recruited and supervised by the colleagues at Centre-
MURAZ. Both the household and the healthcare
workers’ surveys relied on digital data collection, using
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Personal Digital Assistants (PDAs/mini computers) with
data being sent to a central server on a daily basis using
mobile phone connection.

Study variables and their measurement
Table 1 reports the complete list of variables included in
our analysis, which were derived from the household
and healthcare workers’ survey, as well as the expected
direction of the estimated coefficient. Information from
the two surveys was merged into one dataset (matched
at the health facility level) to account for the fact that a
mixture of demand-side (i.e. pertaining to women, their
partners, and their households) and supply-side (i.e.
pertaining to health system) factors is expected to influ-
ence unmet need for family planning [28]. The outcome
was defined as a dichotomous variable, differentiating
between pregnant women with unmet need for family
planning (coded as 1) and pregnant women without
such unmet need (coded as 0). According to available
information from WHO and demographic and health
surveys (DHS) unmet need is estimated from non-
contraceptive users (pregnant women and non-pregnant
who are fecund and desire to have a child in at least
2 years’ time) [3, 6, 7]. Given the non-availability of
information on the non-pregnant women explained in
the methodological considerations section and the fact
that evidence suggest that women (pregnant and non-
pregnant) have differentiated needs and should be
targeted in their different sects when designing family
planning intervention, our focus on unmet need was
among the pregnant women category [3, 6, 8, 17]. A
pregnant woman was defined as having unmet need if
she indicated in the questionnaire that her pregnancy
was either wanted later (mistimed pregnancy) or she did
not want to be pregnant (unwanted pregnancy) but was
not using any method of contraception before the preg-
nancy. Women with mistimed pregnancies were classi-
fied as having unmet need for spacing while those with
unwanted pregnancies were classified as having unmet
need for limiting. These two (2) categories are referred
to as total pregnant women with unmet need for family
planning also referred to as women with unintended
pregnancy consistent with the WHO and World Bank
definition of unmet need among the pregnant women
category which is often used as proxy for unmet need
[28, 29]. Pregnant women who indicated that their
current pregnancy was desired did not experience unmet
need for family planning (intended pregnancies) [29].
Most of the independent variables included in Table 1

are self-explanatory. Number of living children was cate-
gorized into two groups with the classification being
consistent with prior studies [30, 31]. We looked at sons
living as important in relation to unmet need for family
planning. In most patriarchal societies, male children are

required to maintain the family lineage and as such,
women are expected to give birth to male children. In
line with prior research [32], household socio-economic
status was assessed by computing a wealth index based
on a combination of housing infrastructure and owner-
ship of mobile goods, using multiple correspondence
analysis.
Four variables, defined in the literature as proximate

variables, were included as measures of a woman and
her partner’s attitude and decision making towards family
planning. Proximate variables are intermediate variables
that focus on attitude and decision making [1, 33, 34]. In
our analysis, they were: woman’s approval of contraceptive
use; partner’s approval of contraceptive use; couple discus-
sion on family planning; and woman’s desire for fewer
children in relation to partner. Their inclusion was
motivated by the existence of prior evidence suggesting
that partners’ involvement in family planning decisions is
a key factor shaping women’s reproductive behaviour.
Evidence indicates that most women positively adopt
family planning methods when they perceive their part-
ner’s approval of contraceptive use [28, 35].
A set of variables from the health facility assessment

and from the healthcare provider survey was included to
account for health system factors likely to influence
unmet need for family planning. Distance to the referral
health facility was assessed around the cut-off point of
5 km, in line with WHO guidelines on accessibility [36, 37].
We included a measure of the contraceptives available at
each facility, distinguishing between barrier contraceptives,
hormonal contraceptives, and IUD. We included two
variables to assess healthcare providers’ training, one look-
ing at general training in family planning and one looking
more specifically at logistics (procurement and stocking)
concerning family planning products.

Analytical approach
Bivariate analysis was carried out to assess non-adjusted
associations between the single variables and unmet
need for family planning. For each of the independent
explanatory variables included in our final analysis, we
estimated the crude odd ratio using univariate logistic
regression. We used multivariate multilevel logistic
regression to identify significant associations between
unmet need for family planning and the explanatory
variables, while controlling for potential confounders.
Specifically, we used the Stata command xtlogit [38, 39].
The application of multilevel (random-effect) modelling
was used to account for the fact that women were clus-
tered at the district level. Preliminary analysis had in fact
detected important differences in unmet need for family
planning across districts (Table 2). We purposely did not
account for clustering at the household level, given that
we recorded multiple women only in 37 households.
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Results
Descriptive analysis
Out of the 1309 currently pregnant women included in
the household survey, 1070 (81.74%) had intended to get
pregnant, while 239 (18.26%) had not intended to (i.e.
unintended pregnancies). This value represents the
measure of unmet need for family planning, further
distinguished between unmet need for spacing 197
(15.05%) and unmet need for limiting 42 (3.21%).

Table 1 Variables, their distribution in the study sample, and
the expected coefficient sign (n = 1309)

Variables Measurement Number Percent Expected
coefficient
sign

Outcome: Unmet
need

0 = no unmet
need

1070 81.74 NA

1 = unmet need 239 18.26

Unmet need for
spacing

197 15.05

Unmet need for
limiting

42 3.21

Explanatory:

Woman’s age 15–49 years
(continuous)

–

Number of children:

0 = Fewer than 4
children

1125 85.94

1 = 4 and more
children

184 14.06 –

Number of living sons:

0 = No living son 516 39.42 –

1 = At least one
living son

793 60.58

Experienced death of a child:

0 = Did not
experience the
death of a child

1050 19.48 +

1 = Experienced
the death of a child

259 19.79

Children less than 1 year:

0 = Has no
children younger
than 1 year

255 19.48 –

1 = Has a child
younger than
1 year

1054 80.52

Marriage type:

0 = Monogamy 808 61.73 +

1 = Polygamy 501 38.88

Woman’s religion:

0 = Muslim 800 61.12 –

1 = Christian 509 38.27

Wealth index

1 = Poorest 233 17.04 +

2 = Second quintile 277 21.16

3 = Middle quintile 271 20.70

4 = Fourth quintile 261 19.94

5 = Least poor 277 21.16

Residence

0 = Urban 101 7.72 +

Table 1 Variables, their distribution in the study sample, and
the expected coefficient sign (n = 1309) (Continued)

Variables Measurement Number Percent Expected
coefficient
sign

1 = Rural 1208 92.28

Woman’s approval of contraceptive use

0 = Approve 1022 78.07 –

1 = Disapprove 287 21.93

Partner’s approval of contraceptive use

0 = Approve 724 60.69 –

1 = Disapprove 585 39.31

Couple’s discussion
on contraceptive
use

0 = Never 798 60.96 +

1 = At least once 511 39.04

Desired number of
children (woman
vs man)

0 = Same 621 47.44 –

1 = Other 688 52.56

Distance to Health Facility

0 = Less than 5 km 663 50.65 –

1 = 5 or more km 646 49.35

Barrier
contraceptives

0 = Not available 156 11.92 +

1 = Available 1153 88.08

Hormonal
contraceptives

0 = Not available 142 10.85 +

1 = Available 1167 89.15

IUD contraceptives

0 = Not available 888 67.84 +

1 = Available 421 32.16

Health worker training on FP

0 = Not trained 859 65.62 +

1 = Trained 450 34.38

Health worker training on FP logistics

0 = Not trained 1131 86.40 +

1 = Trained 178 13.60
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The second set of results in Table 3 reports unadjusted
estimates for the association between unmet need and se-
lected explanatory variables. A positive association was de-
tected between unmet need for family planning and
number of living children [OR = 1.72; 95% CI (1.19–2.48)],
having a child younger than 1 year [OR = 1.56; 95% CI
(1.06–2.32)], woman’s disapproval of contraceptive use
[OR = 1.94; 95% CI (1.42–2.65)], partner’s disapproval of
contraceptive use [OR = 2.51; 95% CI (1.10–2.07)], couple
discussion on contraceptive use [OR = 1.33; 95% CI (1.00–
1.77)] and a woman’s desire for children compared to
partner [OR = 2.22; 95% CI (1.65–2.99)]. A negative
association was detected between unmet need for family
planning and distance to health facility [OR = 0.75; 95% CI
(0.56–0.99)] and health worker training in contraceptive
logistic management [OR = 0.46; 95% CI (0.27–0.77)]. No
significant association was detected between unmet need
and socio-economic status. Table 2 reports important
differences in the level of unmet need for FP across

districts with the highest rates in Solenzo and Dano
(50.00% each), Sapouy and Batié (31.25% each), Gaoua
(30.00%), Koudougou (28.13%) and the lowest in
Kongoussi (5.88%), Ouargaye (8.16%), Reo (9.38%) and
Barsalgho (11.11%).

Multivariate multilevel analysis
The second set of results in Table 3 reports adjusted
estimates from the multilevel logistic regression model. The
model confirmed a positive association between unmet
need for family planning and having four or more children
[OR = 1.80; 95% CI (1.1–2.99)], having a child younger than
1 year [OR = 1.75; 95% CI (1.04–2.97)], being Christian
[OR = 1.29; 95% CI (1.00–1.76)], a woman’s disapproval of
contraceptive use [OR = 1.48; 95% CI (1.00–2.21)], partner’s
disapproval of contraceptive use [OR = 1.51; 95% CI (1.03–
2.10)], couple discussion on contraceptive use [OR = 1.48;
95% CI (1.09–2.02)] and facing a mismatch in the number
of desired children with one’s partner [OR = 1.90; 95% CI

Table 2 Unmet need for family planning by region and district

REGION DISTRICT

No unmet need Unmet need No unmet need Unmet need

N (%) N (%) N (%) N (%)

1070 (81.74%) 239 (18.26%) 1070 (81.74%) 239 (18.26%)

Boucle du Mouhoun 216 (82.76) 45 (17.24) Boromo 30 (81.08) 7 (18.92)

Nouna 155 (86.59) 24 (13.41)

Solenzo 6 (50.00) 6 (50.00)

Toma 25 (75.76) 8 (24.24)

Centre-Est 116 (85.29) 20 (14.71) Manga 22 (78.57) 6 (21.43)

Ouargaye 45 (91.84) 4 (8.16)

Tenkodogo 38 (82.61) 8 (17.39)

Zabre 11 (84.62) 2 (15.38)

Centre-Nord 287 (85.16) 50 (14.84) Barsalgho 24 (88.89) 3 (11.11)

Kaya 204 (85.36) 35 (14.64)

Kongoussi 16 (94.12) 1 (5.88)

Ziniare 43 (79.63) 11 (20.37)

Centre-Ouest 180 (77.92) 51 (22.08) Koudougou 92 (71.88) 36 (28.13)

Nanoro 19 (82.61) 4 (17.39)

Reo 58 (90.63) 4 (17.39)

Sapouy 11 (68.75) 5 (31.25)

Nord 234 (79.86) 59 (20.14) Bousse 44 (81.52) 10 (18.52)

Gourcy 84 (78.50) 23 (21.50)

Ouahigouya 62 (76.54) 19 (23.46)

Yako 44 (86.27) 7 (13.73)

Sud-Ouest 37 (72.55) 14 (27.45) Batie 11 (68.75) 5 (31.25)

Dano 1 (50.00) 1 (50.00)

Diebougou 18 (78.26) 5 (21.74)

Gaoua 7 (70.00) 3 (30.00)
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Table 3 Unadjusted and adjusted odds ratio for unmet need for family planning

Variables Unadjusted estimates Adjusted estimates

OR CI OR CI

Woman’s age (continuous) 1.00 1.00

1.01 0.98–1.03 0.97 0.94–1.00

Number of Children:

Less than 4 children 1.00 1.00 1.11–2.91

4+ children 1.72 1.19–2.48 1.80

Number of living sons:

No living son 1.00 1.00

At least one living son 1.30 0.97–1.75 1.20 0.80–1.80

Experienced death of a child:

Did not experience the death of a child 1.00 1.00

Experienced the death of a child 0.86 0.60–1.24 0.88 0.59–1.31

Children less than 1 year:

Has no children younger than 1 year 1.00 1.00

Has a child younger than 1 year 1.56 1.06–2.32 1.75 1.04–2.97

Marriage type:

Monogamy and others 1.00 1.00

Polygamy 1.04 0.77–1.40 0.88 0.64–1.21

Woman’s religion:

Muslim 1.00 1.00

Christianity & others 1.18 0.89–1.57 1.29 1.00–1.76

Wealth index:

Poorest 1.0 1.00

Second quintile 1.34 0.84–2.15 1.36 0.83–2.22

Middle quintile 1.48 0.92–2.36 1.54 0.94–2.52

Fourth quintile 0.80 0.48–1.34 0.88 0.51–1.52

Least poor 1.56 0.98–2.49 1.72 1.04–2.85

Residence

Urban 1.00 1.00

Rural 1.03 0.60–1.75 1.01 0.56–1.81

Woman’s approval of contraceptive use

Approve 1.00 1.00

Disapprove 1.94 1.42–2.65 1.48 1.00–2.21

Partner’s approval of contraceptive use

Approve 1.00 1.00

Disapprove 1.51 1.10–2.07 1.51 1.03–2.10

Couple’s discussion on contraceptive use

Never 1.00 1.00

At least once 1.33 1.00–1.77 1.48 1.09–2.02

Desired number of chn (woman vs man)

Same 1.00 1.00

Others 2.22 1.65–2.99 1.90 1.36–2.67

Distance to Health Facility

Less than 5 km 1.00 1.00
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(1.36–2.67)]. No consistent pattern was identified between
unmet need and socio-economic status, although a signifi-
cant positive association was identified between unmet
need and the least poor income quintile [OR = 1.72; 95% CI
(1.04–2.85)].
The model detected a negative association between

unmet need for family planning and health workers’
training on contraceptive logistics [OR = 0.46; 95% CI
(0.24–0.73)] and distance to health facility [OR = 0.72;
95% CI (0.53–0.98)]. The model did not detect any
variance attributable at the district level (rho = 0),
providing an indication that the demand-side and
supply-side factors included in the analysis were suffi-
cient to account for the heterogeneity in unmet need
originally observed across districts.

Discussion
This study represents a unique contribution to the
literature since it is one of the very first studies looking

explicitly at determinants for unmet need for family
planning among pregnant women rather than looking at
determinants for unmet need in general (both pregnant
and non-pregnant women)- [25, 26] in Burkina Faso
specifically and in sub-Saharan Africa more generally.
The ability to bring together information from the
demand-side and from the supply-side to explore
heterogeneity in unmet need further strengthens our
analytical approach, since unlike most prior quantitative
studies [28], it allows us to account for individual,
household, and health system factors at once.
Our study detected the prevalence for unmet need for

family planning to be lower than what is usually reported
in the literature on Burkina Faso, where the rate of unmet
need is estimated at just below 30% [3, 19, 40, 41]. Differ-
ences between our estimates and previously published
estimates may be due to differences in the estimation
method used (assessing unmet need among pregnant
women versus assessing unmet need among non-pregnant

Table 3 Unadjusted and adjusted odds ratio for unmet need for family planning (Continued)

Variables Unadjusted estimates Adjusted estimates

5 + km 0.75 0.56–0.99 0.72 0.53–0.98

Barrier contraceptives

Not available 1.00 1.00

Available 1.19 0.75–1.87 0.66 0.25–1.73

Hormonal contraceptives

Not available 1.00 1.00

Available 1.24 0.77–2.00 2.55 0.93–6.93

UD contraceptives

Not available 1.00 1.00

Available 0.82 0.60–1.12 0.75 0.53–1.06

Health worker training on FP

Not trained 1.00 1.00

Trained 1.04 0.77–1.39 1.28 0.92–1.79

Health worker training on FP logistics

Not trained 1.00 1.00

Trained 0.46 0.27–0.77 0.43 0.24–0.73

Random effects

rho – – 8.88e-08 6.17e-20 - 1

Variance – – −15.04 −89.09 – 58.99

Standard deviation – – 0.00 4.51e-40 – 6.48e + 12

Model diagnostics

Log-likelihood – – −571.79

Wald chi2(22); p > chi2 – – 89.16; 0.00

Likelihood-ratio test of the rho 8.88e-08; p > 1.00

(Chibar2(01); p > =chibar2 – –

Observations 1309 1309

Clusters (Districts) 24 24
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women) [42]. In addition, we ought to acknowledge that
our sample was largely rural, where the wish for children
may be higher, leading to lower estimates of unmet need
than in samples pooling rural and urban women together.
Lastly, one cannot exclude that in the time elapsed
between prior studies and our own, prevalence of
contraceptive use increased, leading to a decrease in the
prevalence of unmet need. Further population-based
studies are therefore needed to confirm or refuse this
hypothesis [3, 19].
Still, indicating that nearly one in five women in a

consensual union experiences unmet need for family
planning suggests that the problem remains of consider-
able magnitude and that action is urgently needed to fill
the obvious gap in contraceptive use, currently estimated
at a low 16% [19]. Women with unmet need are often
the focus of family planning programs because they
exhibit a discrepancy between their fertility intentions
and contraceptive use [43, 44]. Still, our findings indicate
that current efforts have not been sufficient to reach and
ensure use among all women who would potentially
wish to limit or delay pregnancies. Unmet need bears
important consequences for a woman and her family,
including unwanted pregnancies, unsafe abortions, and
poor maternal health outcomes. Ultimately, overcoming
unmet need among rural women is likely to result in
significant improvements in women’s health while also
limiting further population growth to enable the
country to overcome some challenges towards sus-
tainable development [3, 35].
Beyond providing a current estimate of unmet need

based on population-based data, our study identified a
number of relevant factors likely to shape the probability
that a woman experiences unmet need. Attention can be
drawn to the fact that the heterogeneity in unmet need
observed across districts could largely be explained by
the individual, household, and health system factors
included in our analysis, as reflected by the insignificant
value of the rho. This finding is suggestive of the fact
that heterogeneity in unmet need is not driven by
structural differences across districts, but rather by
clustering of individual, household, and health system
characteristics across these districts.
Before discussing in detail the role of individual and

household factors, it is interesting to note how the
regression model confirmed that health workers’ training
in family planning logistics was a supply-side factor
bearing a significant impact on unmet need for family
planning. The most plausible explanation, however, is
that the variable included in the analysis captured
continuity in contraceptive supply at the facility level
rather than mere availability of such products at the time
of the interview. It is to be expected that health workers
specifically trained in family planning logistics would be

better managers of their supply and may even engage in
outreach activities to distribute the needed products.
Pregnant women having four or more living children

were found to be significantly associated with unmet
need for family planning, although our hypothesis had
postulated exactly the opposite, based on the assumption
that contraceptive use would be higher among women
with several children meaning these pregnant women
retrospectively were not among contraceptive users
hence the unplanned pregnancies and the consequent
unmet need [31, 45–48]. While further qualitative
research is needed to unravel the reasons behind this
finding, we can already speculate that women with many
children actually wish to prevent further pregnancies,
but are not empowered to do so by the socio-cultural
setting in which they live [30, 49, 50]. Specifically, we
can relate this finding to ones indicating a significant
association between unmet need and the proximate vari-
ables included in our analysis. In line with prior research
[26, 51, 52], our study indicates that women may be
hampered in controlling their fertility because they are
unable to discuss the matter with their partners and/or
their partner clearly disapproves of contraceptive use.
While the bulk of the evidence has traditionally pointed
at men being opposed to contraceptive use out of fear of
losing their role as heads of the family or indirectly en-
couraging their spouses to be promiscuous [11, 53–55],
recent studies have suggested that men are increasingly
more prone to accept contraceptive use, although their
wives do not know it since the matter is rarely discussed
openly [28, 47]. Convincing men to support contracep-
tive use, bridging the communication gap between men
and women, and involving partners in family planning
decisions are likely to be the most salient factors to
increase the uptake of contraceptives and thus reduce
unmet need for family planning. In addition, one ought
to consider the influence of the socio-cultural setting
even beyond the preferences of the single women and
their spouses. To meet societal expectations in commu-
nities where women’s status is closely related to child-
bearing, women may initiate pregnancies at a young age
and may continue to have children, even though they
would wish otherwise [9, 11, 53–55], and even though
their partners would approve of contraceptive use [56–62].
Also contradicting our initial hypothesis, our findings

revealed that pregnant women with a living child below
1 year of age were significantly more likely to experience
unmet need for family planning. This finding is worri-
some since it indicates that pregnancies are not properly
spaced in spite of women’s wish to do so. Clinical
evidence indicates that the childbirth interval should be
at least 2 years [4, 42], since closely spaced births have
consistently been found to be associated with an
increase in morbidity and mortality for both mothers
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and their babies [42, 63]. High levels of unmet need
among women with infants are probably an indication of
failures in postpartum family planning counselling and
call into question the comprehensiveness and quality of
post-natal care. It is also plausible to assume that high
levels of unmet need among women with infants result
from the false belief that women cannot conceive while
breastfeeding [64, 65]. Although not unique to our
setting [63–67], these findings indicate the urgent need
to reform the content and quality of the information
shared with women and their partners in the post-
partum period to allow for informed family planning
decision-making.
Further qualitative research is needed to explain the

association we observed between unmet need and both
a woman’s socio-economic status and distance to the
health facility. Rather counterintuitively, our findings
revealed that the least poor women and those living
closer to the healthcare facility were the ones most likely
to experience unmet need. At this stage, we can only
speculate as to why unmet need appears to be lowest
among the most vulnerable, i.e. poorer women and those
living far from a facility. One plausible explanation may
be tied to the fact that family planning is not always
managed at the facility level, since relevant counselling
and service provision is provided as a component of
outreach activities, potentially addressing specifically the
most vulnerable women. While a pro-vulnerable
approach may be desirable per se, our findings point to
the urgent need to reform service delivery since family
planning efforts are expected to enable all women to
make informed choices about their reproductive life.

Methodological considerations
As we appraise the generalizability of our findings, we
need to acknowledge the possibility that the associations
observed between unmet need and the selected explana-
tory variables may be context-dependent and not neces-
sarily applicable to other LMICs, even within SSA.
Moreover, we need to report that the research team in
selecting the explanatory variables to be included in the
analysis, there was the possibility that additional
explanatory variables not available in our survey may
also be relevant in shaping unmet need. Similarly, we
ought to recognize that the analysis relied exclusively on
quantitative methods, thus making it impossible for the
research team to investigate the role of unmeasurable
dimensions, such as cultural beliefs and values. We must
also mention the estimation of unmet need which used a
population of currently pregnant women only. It would
have been desirable to replicate the analysis on the entire
sample of non-pregnant women of reproductive age
included in our survey, but this was not possible due to
the unavailability of relevant data to estimate unmet

need for the non-pregnant fertile women. Last, but not
least, we need to acknowledge the limitation of our
quantitative study in addressing an issue as sensitive as
family planning. We recognize that qualitative methods
of inquiry may be better suited to explore reasons
behind low adoption of contraceptives in low-income
settings. Nevertheless, we trust that, by identifying a few
key associations, quantitative research can be instrumen-
tal in generating impetus and working hypotheses for
further qualitative inquiry.

Conclusion
With almost one in five women experiencing unmet
need for family planning, our study detects some of the
highest rates reported in low income settings with socio-
demographic characteristics similar to those of Burkina
Faso [68]. Our findings further indicate a need to expand
family planning efforts, targeting specifically women
with several children and women in the immediate post-
partum period as well as their partners, to fill the know-
ledge and communication gap to which our findings
appear to point. Community-based family planning in-
terventions should be considered as an accompanying
measure to strengthen current service provision and
reach a larger number of women [50, 69]. Enhancing
women’s access to family planning will be instrumental
in counteracting the current trend for unmet need in
Burkina Faso.
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