
Engaging Men and Promoting Responsibility
(The Role of Men)

Men were traditionally expected to be breadwinners, women to bear children. But
women are moving into niches previously reserved for men—in the workplace, in
politics, business and administration. At the same time, the changing world economy
has less room for men who lack education or adaptability. Women may suffer for
becoming more powerful than their husbands.

Women and men can become partners in making change work for them both. For
example, informing men about reproductive health, HIV/AIDS, maternity and child
care can increase their support for family planning. Income-generating schemes for
women can also include men. A balanced approach can help men and women
communicate and save more women’s lives.

The situation
•  Global economic change is undermining traditional gender roles: land

fragmentation, urban migration and changing social norms bring stress but offer
few solutions, so that families may become battlegrounds. Women exposed to
violence have little recourse against it either in the family or in the courts.

•  Men can help by examining traditional gender roles. In most societies, women
are expected to be chaste or faithful to one partner; men are admired for having
more than one. Men take the initiative in sex, but see contraception as women’s
responsibility, or prevent the use of contraception.

•  Men’s failure to take responsibility for their sexual behavior puts women at risk
of STI’s, including HIV/AIDS, or unwanted pregnancy. Men are eight times
more likely to transmit HIV to a female partner through repeated unprotected sex
than women are to transmit the virus to men.1

•  Allocation of resources for government programs important to women, such as
reproductive health and education, are largely in male hands. Key decisions
within health services are commonly made by men, who occupy most of the
senior positions.

•  As fathers, husbands, employers, lawmakers and enforcers, and leaders in
religion, politics, and communities, men have the status and power to help end
violence against women, halt abusive traditions such as female genital
mutilation, promote women’s health and lower legal and economic social barriers
to their full equality.

•  Data on women’s true position are weak or absent. Until recently, few countries
collected accurate or comprehensive data on maternal mortality.
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Developments
•  Condom sales at subsidized rates, workplace reproductive health programs and clinics for

sexually transmitted infections have been successful with men. Newer programs encourage
men to take more responsibility for their sexual behavior, care better for pregnant wives,
increase use of reproductive health services, and communicate better with their partners.2

•  Research on new contraceptive methods for men has lagged in part because major drug
companies have been reluctant to invest, as men have not demanded more products.1

•  As much as 22 percent of infertility worldwide results from male causes, but women are
traditionally blamed. Treating sexually transmitted infections early and correct diagnoses
would help reduce the social stigma and abuse childless women receive in some cultures.1

Examples
•  Only 4 percent of married women in developing countries report that their partners use

condoms, and 4 percent report that their partners had vasectomies, making these the two
least-used contraceptive methods worldwide.1

•  In eight of 12 African countries surveyed, at least 70 percent of men approved of family
planning. But many men did not use it, seeing it as women’s responsibility. Many also saw
family planning clinics as serving only women and children and felt uncomfortable seeking
services or information there.1

•  In Cameroon, Burkina Faso, Niger and Senegal, men say they want between two and four
more children than their wives do. In Cameroon, Mali and Senegal, fewer than half of men
say they approve of family planning. 3

•  In Uttar Pradesh, India, 87 percent of married women who said they wanted to avoid
pregnancy said the decision to use contraception rested with their husbands, and 25 percent
said the man “would get very angry” if the woman brought it up. 1

•  In Tanzania, 63 percent of wives said their husbands disapproved of family planning, but this
was not so—59 percent approved. Many couples rarely or never discuss such matters.1

•  A 1997 survey found that 70 percent of U.S. men agreed they should share more
responsibility for choosing and using contraception, and 66 percent said they would be
willing to try an oral contraceptive if one became available.1

•  In the Philippines, 25 percent of couples making no decisions jointly reported that the
husband hit the wife. Where decisions were made together, such violence was 6 percent.3

•  A religious and a village leader in Senegal visited 10 nearby villages to enlist elders and local
leaders to stop female genital mutilation. Their success encouraged the president of Senegal
to seek a law barring the practice.1

•  Rebecca Mahlunge draws men to Population Services Zimbabwe by offering regular health
care to teenagers and counseling on prostate troubles as part of family reproductive health
care. Vasectomies “in no way interfere with a man’s desire or potency,” she tells them.4
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