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This paper considers recent trends in contraceptive use in Central America, with an
emphasis on determining the extent to which changes in prevalence can be attributed to
changes in such factors as women’s education, economic status and urbanization. Within
the context of Latin America, Central America is one of the last regions to experience
fertility decline with much of the decline being attributable to greater contraceptive use.
This decline has taken place against a backdrop of improvements in women’s educational
attainment and household economic status. A primary goal of this paper is to determine
whether the changes in contraceptive use can be largely attributed to these social changes.
A secondary goal is to compare the four countries in terms of whether differences
between the countries in contraceptive use can be explained by differences in these social
and economic factors. We will also consider changes over time in contraceptive method
mix and sources of contraception.

Data for the analysis will come from a series of 14 nationally representative, cross
sectional surveys that were conducted between 1987 and 2006: El Salvador (1993, 1998,
2002/03), Guatemala (1987, 1995, 2002), Honduras (1991/92, 1996, 2001, 2006) and
Nicaragua (1992/93, 1008, 2001, 2006/07).  Preliminary tabulations produced for this
abstract exclude the two most recent surveys (Honduras, 2006 and Nicaragua, 2006/07),
but these will also be incorporated into the paper. The data sources are described in
greater detail in a recent report on health equity trends in Central America (Stupp,
Daniels and Ruiz, 2007).

For this extended abstract we have produced some preliminary tabulations which are
described below.

Contraceptive prevalence is customarily tabulated with women in union in the
denominator. Table 1 shows the percent distribution of women in union for each of 12
surveys, for a group of characteristics that have been changing over time in Central
America. For most of the characteristics, a common definition was used for all of the
surveys. For wealth quintiles, however, a wealth index has been calculated separately for
each survey using principal components analysis to determine relative weights assigned
to household characteristics (Rutstein and Johnson, 2004). The quintile cut points have
been defined by dividing households into five equal-sized groups in each survey.
Ultimately, we intend to create one economic index for each country using pooled
observations across surveys which will allow us to capture improvements in economic
status, but this redefined variable has not yet been incorporated into the data base. The



percent distributions shown in Table 1 are of women in union, not of households, which
is the reason that there are not 20 percent in each quintile.

Table 2 shows contraceptive prevalence rates for each of the 12 surveys, for a variety of
characteristics. It can be seen that contraceptive prevalence has increased appreciably
across survey rounds for all four countries, and that it has increased for all categories of
the characteristics shown. Generally, there has been a convergence in prevalence with
groups having the lowest initial prevalence registering the largest increases between
surveys. An exception is for the variable wealth quintile in Guatemala, where despite an
overall increase in prevalence there has not been a convergence between the lowest and
highest quintiles.

Table 3 presents results for four logistic regression models; one for each country with
data for the 3 surveys in each country having been pooled. A new variable, survey round,
has been included to identify if the data come from the first, second or third round in that
country (e.g., in El Salvador round one is 1993, round two is 1998 and round 3 is
2002/03). The models in Table 3 just include the categorical variable survey round and
basically confirm the increasing trend in contraceptive prevalence for all four countries
already seen in Table 2.

Table 4 presents one logistic regression model for each country, again pooling data from
multiple survey rounds in each country, where select socioeconomic characteristics have
been included in the models as well as survey round. It can be seen that survey round is
still significant, controlling for the added characteristics, and that the estimated
coefficients for survey round in Table 4 are actually larger than in the bivariate models
shown in Table 3. Similar patterns across countries are seen for the variables area,
education and parity, but there is considerable variation across countries in the strength of
the variables for wealth quintile. In particular, the wealth quintile differential is much
greater for Guatemala than for the other three countries in spite of the fact that ethnicity
has also been included in the model for Guatemala.

These tables have been included here for illustrative purposes. As has been indicated, the
analysis being proposed for this paper will include two additional, more recent datasets
for Honduras and Nicaragua. In addition the variable defining economic status of the
household will be redefined to capture changes in economic status of households rather
than giving a relative ranking at each point in time as was done in the tables presented
here. The modeling will consider interactions between survey round and the other
variables in the models. We also intend to pool data from all four countries at the same
point in time to consider whether differences in characteristics of the country account for
differences in contraceptive use. Finally, we intend to look more closely at changes over
time in source of contraception and contraceptive method mix.
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