
Human rights and clinical
ethics are the right
framework to address the
probable DMPA-HIV
interaction

We were delighted to read the very
timely paper by Haddad et al.1 that has
become even more topical with the
recent publication of a systematic
review showing that depot medroxy-
progesterone acetate (DMPA) use is
indeed associated with about a 40%
increased risk of HIV acquisition (12
studies involving more than 39 500
women, pooled hazard ratio 1·40, 95%
confidence interval 1.16–1.69).2 Other
forms of hormonal contraception do
not appear to increase this risk. In the
accompanying press release the lead
author, Lauren Ralph, stated: “Banning
DMPA would leave many women
without immediate access to alternative,
effective contraceptive options. This is
likely to lead to more unintended preg-
nancies, and because childbirth remains
life-threatening in many developing
countries, could increase overall deaths
among women”.3 Globally over 40
million women use injectable contra-
ception and as providers we need an
appropriate framework to advise them.
Two such frameworks are available,
based on human rights and on clinical
ethics, rather than on the public health
principles suggested by Haddad et al.1

Reproductive freedom is recognised as
a fundamental human right. It includes
the right to access good quality informa-
tion and services, free from coercion and
discrimination. The United Nations
Population Fund’s 2010 briefing paper
states that “governments should refrain
from restricting women’s ability to make
free and informed choices, for example
by strictly regulating or prohibiting a par-
ticular contraceptive method”.4 The
2014 World Health Organization guid-
ance places no medical eligibility criteria
restriction on the provision of
progestogen-only injectables and states:
“Women at high risk of HIV infection
should be informed that progestogen-
only injectables may or may not increase
their risk of HIVacquisition. Women and
couples at high risk of HIV acquisition
considering progestogen-only injectables
should also be informed about and have
access to HIV preventive measures,
including male and female condoms”.5

At high policy level there is no hint of

“you cannot have HIV prevention and
contraception at the same time”. Instead
of creating policy conflicts we should be
focusing on how best to integrate sexual
and reproductive health services and
HIV care in resource-poor areas such as
sub-Saharan Africa. This is particularly
important because it is largely the same
underlying cultural and social issues that
make it difficult for women to access
both types of service. The impetus for
integrating services is supported by inter-
national health policies and donor
guidance.6

Contraception is primarily a clinical
intervention that also has significant
public health gains. A commonly used
clinical ethics framework has been
described by Beauchamp and Childress:
autonomy, non-maleficence, beneficence
and justice (meaning a just use of
resources).7 It is better equipped to
protect the realisation of women’s full
enjoyment and participation of their
sexual and reproductive human rights and
to promote their empowerment (auton-
omy). To adhere to the principle of non-
maleficence (‘first do no harm’) we need
to inform patients of possible risk (the
probable 40% increased risk of HIV
infection for women on DMPA). For
patients to realise their right to full partici-
pation, they must be given the opportun-
ity to understand the pros and cons of a
specific contraceptive method. The prin-
ciple of beneficence has been explained
above by Lauren Ralph.3 Contraception is
a highly cost-effective intervention to
improve the health of women and chil-
dren and thus a just use of resources.

In our view, a human rights frame-
work realised through clinical ethics is
a more appropriate approach to addres-
sing the ethical challenges presented by
Haddad et al.,1 ultimately ensuring that
women participate fully in the decision-
making process, to realise their funda-
mental sexual and reproductive rights.
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We appreciate the comments1 shared by
Drs Covshoff, Sauer and Pittrof as a
response to our article entitled
‘Contraception and prevention of HIV
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