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ABSTRACT

Aim This systematic literature review
documented, analysed and critiqued the
accessibility of contraception and sexual and
reproductive health (SRH) information for
women living in low- and middle-income
countries who have undergone medical or
surgical abortion.

Methodology This review systematically
collated relevant and recent empirical evidence
regarding women'’s access to contraception and
SRH information post-abortion within low- and
middle-income countries. The PRISMA (Preferred
Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and
Meta-Analyses) framework Guidelines, Flow
Diagram and Checklist were utilised to undertake
the review. The Ovid (MEDLINE), ProQuest,
Science Direct, Web of Science, PUBMED and
CINAHL databases were searched and studies
that met edibility criteria were assessed for
validity and analysis. A narrative synthesis of
characteristics and results of the included studies
is presented.

Findings After detailed assessment of available
and relevant literature, nine studies were selected
for inclusion in the review. Studies highlighted
barriers to contraception and SRH information
including supply limitation, lack of
comprehensive education and counselling, lack
of skilled post-abortion care (PAC) providers and
abortion stigma.

Conclusions The review found that with access
to a wide range of contraceptive methods
combined with comprehensive SRH information
and education, contraception uptake in women
post-abortion does increase. The review also
highlights the inconsistencies in clinic-reported
‘counselling” and what this term actually involves
within a PAC setting.

Key message points

» The results of the review highlight that
a lack of comprehensive sexual and
reproductive health information and
education as well as negative provider
attitudes are key barriers for women
accessing post-abortion contraception
in low- and middle-income countries.

» When women are offered a broad
range of contraceptive methods and
are provided with effective culturally
safe contraceptive counselling, the like-
lihood of them accepting post-abortion
contraception increases.

» A clearer understanding of ‘counselling’
and ‘cultural safety and sensitivity' is
needed within post-abortion care ser-
vices to ensure comprehensive informa-
tion provision and effective support for
women.

INTRODUCTION

Post-abortion care

Of the 38 million abortions performed
annually in low- and middle-income
countries, more than half are unsafe.! *
Post-abortion care (PAC) is an essential
component of comprehensive abortion
care (CAC), and refers to a set of inter-
ventions designed to respond to the spe-
cific needs of women who have
miscarried or induced an abortion.>”
The PAC Consortium (2014) states the
following five essential elements of PAC
necessary for effective and equitable pro-
vision of PAC services:
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1 Community and service provider partnerships are vital for
prevention of unwanted pregnancies and unsafe abortion;
mobilisation of resources to help women receive appro-
priate and timely care for complications from abortion;
and to ensure that health services reflect and meet com-
munity expectations and needs.

2 Counselling of women to identify and respond to
women’s emotional and physical health needs and sexual
and reproductive health (SRH) concerns is also a critical
component of care.

3 Treatment of incomplete and unsafe abortion and compli-
cations that are potentially life-threatening need to be
addressed during PAC provision.

4 Contraceptive and family planning services are needed to
help women prevent an unwanted pregnancy or practise
birth spacing.

5 Reproductive and other health services that are preferably
provided on-site or via referrals to accessible and quality
facilities in provider’ networks are needed to holistically
meet women’s PAC needs.® 7
Even in low- and middle-income countries, such as

Nepal and Vietnam, where abortion laws are liberal,

unsafe abortion still occurs due to lack of skilled

providers, limited access to safe abortion services,
and sociocultural and socioeconomic inhibitors.?

In countries where abortion is prohibited and illegal

and laws are restrictive, such as the Dominican

Republic and Sri Lanka, unsafe practices are under-

taken and women face an even greater need for

accessible, affordable and comprehensive PAC

services.” 7
The objective of this review was to systematically

collate and synthesise recent and relevant research evi-
dence on PAC services provided to women from low-
and middle-income countries and their ability to
access contraception and SRH information. The find-
ings from this systematic review aim to support global
understanding of women’s post-abortion experiences
relating to access of contraception and SRH informa-
tion and to highlight areas that continue to require
further research.

METHODS
This systematic review evaluated studies relating to the
post-abortion experiences of women living in low-
and middle-income countries and their ability to
access contraception and SRH information. Owing to
the fact that PAC services are vital in all countries,
even those where abortion laws are restrictive or pro-
hibited, all studies situated in low- and middle-income
countries have been considered for inclusion.” ® Low-
and middle-income counties and geographical regions
have been defined using the Word Bank classification
system for the 2016 fiscal year.'”

The PICOS approach was used to develop the
research question for this systematic review.""
» P (refers to the patient, population or disease being

addressed): in this review these were women who were

obtaining or had obtained PAC services as well as PAC
providers.

» I (relates to the intervention or exposure): in this case
access to PAC services — specifically contraception and
SRH information.

» C (is the comparator group): the reported lack of access
to PAC services in this review.

» O (refers to the outcome): adequate access to contracep-
tion and SRH information post-abortion.

» S (the study design): qualitative, quantitative and mixed-
method studies were included in this review.

The research question the review sought to address
was:

Does adequate access to post-abortion contracep-
tion and SRH increase uptake of contraception and
SRH information in low- and middle-income
counties?

Based on the Assessing the Risk of Bias of Individual
Studies in  Systematic Reviews of Healthcare
Interventions guidelines,'? the methods used for asses-
sing risk of bias in the articles selected for review
included:

Checking the internal validity or conduct of the studies

The external validity or applicability of the studies

Study design

The reporting of results

Fidelity of intervention if any

Choice of outcome measures

Conflict of interest reported.
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Information sources

Using the PRISMA Guidelines, Flow Diagram and
Checklist, a systematic literature search was conducted
by the first author from April to November 2014, a
second search carried out in May 2015, and a final
search conducted in June 2016 in order to identify
new papers.'’ Databases accessed in the search were:
Ovid (MEDLINE), ProQuest, Science Direct, Web of
Science, PUBMED and CINAHL, with additional arti-
cles sourced from the authors’ records. References for
the review were managed by the bibliographic soft-
ware, Endnote X7, and a standard form was used to
assist in data extraction."® '* Online supplementary
Appendix 1 highlights the strategy used for the Ovid
(MEDLINE) database search, which was used as a
framework for subsequent database searches.

Study selection

Access to contraception within the context of this
study relates to access to a wide range of contracep-
tive methods with the ability for a woman to make
an informed decision, based on detailed and accur-
ate information, regarding the method she feels
would suit her best.'” '® SRH information is a
broad term and has been used to encompass the
provision of information, education and counselling
relating to: reproductive health, such as fertility
return, fertility intention, child-spacing, prevention
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of unwanted pregnancies, contraception methods
and contraception use; sexual health advice, includ-
ing information on signs of post-abortion complica-
tions and normal post-abortion symptoms, return
to sexual activity advice, hygiene, sexually transmit-
ted infection (STI)/HIV prevention, testing and
treatment information; and information and/or
referral to relevant and quality health services if
needed.” > 17

The following search terms were used in combin-
ation to guide the study: post-abortion; post-abortion
care; contraception; family planning; sexual and
reproductive health information; sexual and repro-
ductive health and rights; and comprehensive abortion
care. Searches were restricted to English language only
papers published between 2000 and 2016, and
restricted to peer-reviewed journal articles through
database filters.

Data collection, analysis, extraction and assessment

An initial 164 articles were identified by the first
author from the six databases and an additional 36
articles from the authors’ personal files were added to
the review for a combined total of 200 articles. After
removal of duplicates, the remaining 168 papers were
assessed based on Title with a resulting 114 articles
removed as they did not meet the inclusion/exclusion
criteria. Manuscripts without abstracts were excluded
as they were non-research papers. Two articles were
not retrievable; however, on further review of their
Title and Abstract information it was decided that the
papers were not relevant to the study as their reported
findings did not specifically relate to the research ques-
tion. Some 52 full-text papers relevant to the review
were assessed based on Title and Abstract information,
leading to the inclusion of 19 papers for full article
review and data extraction.'®> Figure 1 presents the

Records identified through database
searching
(n=164)

Additional records identified
through other sources
(n=36)
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Records after duplicates Duplicates excluded fexy
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[
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Records screened Records excluded [ex2 - exs]

(n=52) > (n=116)
>
E A 4
S ) .
T Full-text articles assessed Full-text articles excluded,
o for eligibility > with reasons [Ex9-13]

(n=19) (n=33)

Studies included in
qualitative synthesis Ex1: Duplicate (32 papers)
(n=9)

Hierarchical Exclusion Criteria

Ex2: No abstract* (0 papers)
Ex3: Non-English Language* (0 papers)

Figure 1
searches).

Ex4: Dated prior to 2000* (0 papers)

Ex5: Not full text* (3 papers)

Ex6: Not peer-reviewed* (0 papers)

Ex7: Article not retrievable (2 papers)

Ex8: Irrelevant: Title (111 papers)

Ex9: High-income country (1 papers)
Ex10: Global Focus (2 papers)

Ex11: Report (3 papers)

Ex12: Review (1 paper)

Ex13: Irrelevant: Title/Abstract (26 papers)

Systematic framework of the literature review process'' (*when possible, selected as filters during initial database
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PRISMA Flow Diagram relating to this study and hier-
archical exclusion criteria for article selection.

Both authors reviewed data extraction and synthesis
for the final 19 articles selected for potential inclusion
as well as the final nine selected papers. Online
supplementary Appendix 2 displays the data extrac-
tion and synthesis of the 19 articles with potentiality
for inclusion in the systematic review. Each of the 19
articles was examined to identify the role contracep-
tion access and the provision of SRH information for
women post-abortion had within the study design and
findings. Analysis of the articles involved the extrac-
tion and synthesis of relevant data into a standard
form that was reviewed by both authors. As well as
the detailed exclusion criteria, all articles also under-
went quality assessment relating to the relevance of
the study, the appropriateness of the research design
and methodology, ethical considerations, and the jour-
nals in which the articles were published.*

RESULTS

After detailed appraisal, nine studies in total were
selected for inclusion in the systematic review and are
presented in Table 1.'7 2! 23725 29531 35 Thege studies
were undertaken in four different geographical
regions and within seven different countries. While
there were varying legal implications with regards to
obtaining an abortion within the study settings, all
nine studies were conducted within PAC services or
facilities. These included 94 government/public facil-
ities (63 hospitals and 31 clinics); four non-
governmental facilities (two hospitals and two clinics);
and one privately owned medical clinic.

Study characteristics
The review highlighted that studies did not specifically
address access to contraception and SRH information
post-abortion as the primary topic of research, the
studies all discussed components of contraception
access and uptake and the provision of various facets
of SRH information to women post-abortion and
were therefore selected for review. While studies con-
centrating on PAC provision for spontaneous abortion
(miscarriage) and term unintended pregnancies
(women admitted for delivery of an unintended preg-
nancy carried to term) were excluded from selection,
one study included women from these two sets as
control groups to compare with women seeking PAC
services after unsafe abortion, and was therefore
included."
Participants in the nine studies were:
1 Women who were obtaining or had obtained PAC ser-
vices Only.l9 21 24 30
2 Women who were obtaining or had obtained PAC ser-
vices as well as PAC providers (including medical staff,
doctors, nurses and healthcare workers).>? 25 29 31 35
No PAC provider-only studies were included.'' '*
Three of the nine studies focused on post-abortion

family planning services/contraception provision post-
abortion*! #* 2 and six studies focused on PAC as a
whole,'? 23 25 393135 two of which incorporated gen-
erational aspects in their research.?’ *°

The research methodology employed in the articles
included three quantitative studies;'” *! 2* three quali-
tative studies;”> °° 3! and three mixed-methods
studies.”> 2° % Nguyén et al.?® and McCarraher
et al.”® were research evaluations of PAC services
which were components of larger implementation
specifically designed to increase CAC (the CAC
Project and CONECTA project, respectively). In total,
quantitative data was obtained from 4595 individuals
and qualitative data was provided by 1116 individuals
across eight countries within the nine studies selected
for this systematic review.

Narrative synthesis of article content

Owing to the relatively small number of studies found
with specific reference to SRH information and
contraception provision post-abortion, as well as the
heterogeneity of the studies reviewed, a narrative syn-
thesis of relevant outcomes reported in the chosen
studies is presented.'”

Access to contraception post-abortion
Barriers to contraception access for women who have
undergone abortion are multifaceted and far reach-
ing. In resource-poor settings physical access to a
range of contraceptive methods can often be the first
inhibitor for access for women.”' *° 3! 3% In their
2010 evaluation of PAC services in the Dominican
Republic, McCarraher et al. found that contraception
was not available to PAC clients in some of the PAC
facilities, and one-quarter of the study facilities
visited were out of stock of one or more contracep-
tive methods. Some 21% of older women (aged
20-35 years) and 11% of adolescents (under 19 years
of age) reported leaving the hospital without a
contraceptive because the hospital did not have the
type they wanted (the contraceptive methods were
not specified).”> The lack of contraceptive method
availability combined with an absence of comprehen-
sive contraception information and counselling has
been highlighted as a barrier to contraception access
and uptake.1? 21 23 25 29

In Nepal, Rocca et al.*' found that of the total
sample population (#=838), one-third of the partici-
pants received no information or education on contra-
ception choices, with over half of the sample
population leaving abortion facilities without an
effective method of contraception. Inadequate time
for counselling, patient overcrowding, space limita-
tions and lack of privacy are obstacles in the provision
of effective counselling on post-abortion contracep-
tion."” 2! These barriers are often compounded by
lack of PAC provider training, insufficient knowledge
of staff, and socioculturally insensitive communication
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In a study undertaken in the Dominican Republic in
2010, a high proportion of PAC service providers
(>70%) reported they routinely asked PAC patients
about their fertility intentions and counselled them on
contraception, STI/HIV and post-abortion complica-
tions. However, compared with provider reports, far
fewer PAC patients indicated they had received coun-
selling and information on risk of pregnancy, fertility
intentions, STI/HIV risk, contraception availability
and post-abortion complication.”> Similar discrepan-
cies between provider and patient reporting was also
detailed in a 2014 Kenyan study and 2004 study in
Mozambique.?' When asked about information provi-
sion, just over half of the participants in Evens
et al.’s’® study reported their provider had discussed
return to fertility, HIV/STI information and testing, or
provided information and access to contraception. In
contrast, the vast majority of providers reported they
routinely provide these services.

All studies reviewed revealed that post-abortion
access to SRH information regarding SRH concerns
and issues were inconsistently conveyed by PAC provi-
ders, if indeed at all. Gallo et al.*' highlight that PAC
clients in Mozambique have been shown to have high
STI rates, yet few of their research participants
reported receiving condoms or information regarding
their sexual health and STI/HIV testing, treatment
and prevention. Several studies also documented lack
of information provision on important SRH issues
including: fertility return and intention; child-spacing;
preventing unwanted pregnancies; contraceptive
methods and use; information on emergency contra-
ception; information on danger signs of post-abortion
complications and normal post-abortion symptoms;

return to sexual activity advice; and post-procedure
hygiene.2! 24 25 30 3135

DISCUSSION

A number of significant and intersecting themes con-
cerning inhibitors to access of contraception and SRH
information post-abortion emerged in the narrative
content synthesis of the review. These include: lack of
comprehensive information and education on a broad
choice of contraception methods; insufficient com-
modity supply; provider attitudes; the type of service
provider (government/public, nongovernment,
private); as well as lack of effective and consistent
SRH information and education provision to women
post-abortion.

Similar to findings documented in several of the
papers in review,"” 2! ** a six country United States
Agency for International Development (USAID) study
on interventions to strengthen contraceptive counsel-
ling and services also found that with effective contra-
ceptive counselling, there is a marked increase in the
number of women accepting contraception post-
abortion.” *® However, as McCarraher et al.> state,
improved contraceptive counselling is only one

strategy to increase contraceptive uptake; availability
of a broad range of contraceptive methods through
consistent and effective commodity supply is funda-
mental for women in accessing their contraceptive
method of choice post-abortion.

Judgmental (or perceived judgmental) provider atti-
tudes have been shown to create barriers to access of
contraception and SRH information post-abortion.
Abortion-related stigma stems from the challenges
abortion presents to social, cultural and religious
beliefs.>” *° This stigma permits myths about abortion
to propagate, can lead to shame and harassment and,
particularly in countries where abortion is illegal or
restricted, can be a barrier to women accessing high-
quality PAC services.” *>° *° Inconsistencies in service
provision across various provider facilities (govern-
ment/public, non-government and private) has also
been found to create barriers to access to contracep-
tion and SRH information post-abortion. While
private facilities may offer comprehensive PAC, their
provider fees deter women from accessing services.
Alternatively, services provided (often free of charge)
from government facilities lack the human resources
to effectively provide adequate time to clients and
may lack trained PAC providers.

Throughout the literature, the provision of SRH
information in the form of counselling is inconsist-
ently described. Counselling has been used to describe
the provision of information and education specific-
ally on contraception, while at other times the term
has been used to describe more comprehensive provi-
sion of SRH information, closely related to the PAC
Consortium definition of the term.® 7 While all nine
studies emphasised issues relating to the provision of
contraception and contraception counselling in PAC,
no papers comprehensively addressed the provision of
SRH information to PAC clients. However, five of the
nine papers investigated components of SRH informa-
tion (other than contraception information). This
information related to: return to fertility or fertility
intentions;*>' #° 3% 3! STI/HIV information and/or
testing;>* %> post-abortion complications;** 2 *! 37
and emergency contraception.”* The paucity of litera-
ture specifically relating to the provision of SRH
information to women post-abortion is testament to
the need for greater research on this topic.

Limitations

Lack of generalisability was a consistent limitation
within all the reviewed studies, with several studies
highlighting sampling and data collection difficulties
such as participant recruitment and sample size as
impacting the ability for generalisation to the wider
population.'” 2* 22 3% The use of self-reporting ques-
tionnaires within several of the studies has the poten-
tial to create social desirability and response
bias.'” %3 #* 33 33 Interviewer and response bias may
also play a role within the qualitative aspects of
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several of the studies.”® *° 2% 39 33 The sensitive
nature of the topic and sociocultural beliefs regarding
abortion may have been limiting factors within these
studies, however, none of the papers reviewed
addressed this issue adequately. The review was also
restricted to articles published in English, and only
the first author performed the first round of screen-
ing. While every consideration has been given to the
context, characteristics and quality of the studies
appraised, as this systematic review reports on studies
from various demographic regions and countries, with
varying policy regarding the legality of access to abor-
tion services, the findings of this review must be con-
sidered within these parameters.

Recommendations

This systematic review highlights the lack of current
literature relating to women’s access to contraception
and SRH information post-abortion. While the find-
ings reiterate much of the current understanding
regarding the complexities surrounding women’s
access to contraception post-abortion, they also
uniquely highlight the inconsistencies relating to what
providers consider counselling and SRH provision in
PAC services.” Further research on the type and
quality of SRH information provided during PAC
counselling is urgently needed to determine the scope
and consistency of counselling currently being pro-
vided. This information has the potential to inform
detailed PAC counselling frameworks that can assist
PAC providers to more effectively meet women’s post-
abortion information and educational needs.

The review indicated that with access to a wide
range of contraceptive methods together with compre-
hensive SRH information and education, contracep-
tion uptake in women post-abortion was shown to
increase. However, inconsistency in effective service
provision; judgmental (or perceived judgmental) atti-
tude of service providers to patients; restricted access
to services and comprehensive SRH information; and
the lack of availability of a broad range of contracep-
tive choices, continue to inhibit women’s access to
contraception and SRH information, post-abortion.
Further research is needed to examine and document
these barriers to post-abortion contraception and SRH
information and to highlight the need for effective
and equitable PAC provision for women and girls in
low- and middle-income countries.

CONCLUSION

Abortions continue to impact the health and lives of
women and girls around the world whether legally
allowed or restricted. This review highlights a critical
need and that access to affordable, equitable and high-
quality PAC services reduces morbidity and mortality
resulting from incomplete and unsafe abortion and
post-abortion complications. Through effective and
equitable PAC, timely access to contraceptive methods

and comprehensive SRH information is a key factor in
assisting women to space births, prevent unintended
pregnancies, avert unsafe abortions, and support
women to make informed decisions and take control

of their SRH and rights.
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