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  any a time in directing students’ research Fr. Carroll has reminded
  them that negative results can be as valuable or even more valuable
  than positive results. Positive results may mean that the underlying

theory and hypotheses were correct and the researcher’s expectations fulfilled.
In this case, unless the theory was original or exciting, the response may be
“So what? We knew that all the time.”  On the other hand, when the researcher’s
expectations are not fulfilled, he or she is forced to ask why, to reexamine
theory and hypotheses and, in the process, draws out new insights and exciting
hypotheses for future research and directions for action.

It is with this in mind that we recount the history of the natural
family planning (NFP) program in Payatas, Quezon City. We will examine the
admittedly disappointing results of the program and will make some modest
suggestions for the benefit of  those who may be thinking of initiating similar
programs.

The Tahanan NFP Program

The NFP program followed upon our feeding and scholarship
programs in Payatas, as it became evident that these were not enough. In
addition to the lack of jobs especially for recent migrants from the rural
areas and the lack of educational opportunities and health services, families
were burdened with more children than they could feed or educate properly.

One example here should suffice. Celing Concepcion, a paramedic
who managed the feeding program, had advised one mother to take her badly
malnourished infant to the hospital. Later, while Celing was on duty at the
clinic in Payatas, a boy rushed in with the infant in convulsions as a result of
diarrhea and dehydration. The baby died before their eyes and the 13-year
old boy, the eldest of seven children, began to wail: his mother had left him

Evaluating Natural Family
Planning on the Field

But it often happens that people are discouraged from creating
the proper conditions for human reproduction and are led to
consider themselves and their lives as a series of sensations to
be experienced rather than work to be accomplished. The result
is a lack of freedom, which causes a person to reject a
commitment to enter into a stable relationship with another
person and to bring children into the world.
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family. Five other local women, all housewives and residents of Payatas, were
recruited and given on-the-job training.

The trainers received small honoraria for recruiting participants,
running training sessions, and conducting follow-up. Recruitment was
primarily done through house-to-house visits in the trainers’ neighborhoods
and in other areas, mainly in Payatas Uno and Dos. Training sessions were
conducted in homes or other convenient places. They mostly involved
instructing the participants (almost always women) on the Billings Ovulation
Method (BOM), which identifies the time of ovulation via changes in vaginal
secretions. Women were taught to record the character of their secretions on
charts. Those who wished to avoid conception were advised not to have
intercourse during their “fertile periods,”  before and just after ovulation.

Those who adopted the method were to be followed up in their
homes by the trainers until they became “autonomous,”  i.e., capable of
marking and interpreting their charts without supervision. Later on, the women
were also offered the Standard Days Method (SDM), which involved counting
the days following menstruation. SDM offered the advantage of not requiring
the daily monitoring of mucus, but was suitable only for women with fairly
regular cycles of 26-32 days.

The following diagram shows the typical manner by which the
Tahanan NFP Program was run in Payatas:

in charge of the baby, and now it was dead! It turned out that the mother had
taken her husband – a scavenger – to the hospital, as he was suffering from
food poisoning. She had left this boy in charge.

A cohort study on 89 families in Payatas covering the period 2001-
2007 (Castro-Guevara 2008) confirmed insights on the importance of family
size for moving out of poverty. The author found that aside from health,
education and various other factors, those families which had been most
successful in moving out of poverty tended to be of relatively small size,
with few dependents and several income earners. This finding was strikingly
parallel to the theory of the “demographic bonus” brought about by a sudden
drop in the national birth rate, resulting temporarily in a high proportion of
working-age adults and relatively few dependents, giving a temporary but
important “boost” to economic development.

Thus we decided to initiate a NFP program with two objectives.
First, it aimed to assist the families in achieving their desired family size.
Secondly, it was intended as a pilot project to test the possibility of community-
based NFP programs which would be feasible on the parish or diocesan
level. This latter objective stemmed from the fact that both the Church and
the President had been proposing NFP as an effective and morally acceptable
method of confronting the population problem. Still, there had been no real
tests of its suitability outside of “laboratory” conditions under which
participants are counseled and monitored to an extent that might be too
labor-intensive for a parish to maintain.

As a first step, Celing Concepcion took a weekend course in NFP
given by Pro-Life Philippines. The primary target of our program consisted
of  the mothers of children in the feeding program. The response from the
mothers was good, and the program expanded with Celing’s daughter taking
the course at Pro-Life. Under the general direction of Fr. Carroll, two staff
members of the Institute, Ms. Alice Morta and Ms. Marta Jenny Tong, handled
particular aspects of the program. Ms.Morta was responsible for the overall
planning, the monitoring of the trainers, and the production of training
materials. Ms.Tong and later Ms. Diane Moraleda took care of the finances
and record-keeping, and field-checked program activities.

As the program took off, Celing Concepcion was assigned to the
administration at the parish health clinic, while her daughter Jenny, a very
effective trainer who had successfully timed the birth of her second child by
applying the NFP guidelines, withdrew to take care of her job and her own
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This was evident in some of the women interviewed who had failed
to use any NFP method properly, or if they had used it, had done so too late.
They had more than three children and looked older than their age. A few in
their early to late twenties had lines on their faces that belied their youth.
They carried their month-old babies, even as toddlers tugged at the hems of
their tattered skirts.

Most of the women interviewed said that the BOM and SDM were
easy to use. What was difficult was making their husbands understand that
there were days when there should be no sexual contact. Successful users
said their husbands cooperated, although grudgingly at first. Those who
became pregnant while using the method said that their husbands had forced
them to have sex on the days when they were fertile. One even said that her
husband beat her up. Thankfully, her menopause began in early 2008.

We observed that those wives with fewer children were happier, more
confident and more hopeful. They had well-kept bodies and homes besides.
Meanwhile, the wives who looked and felt hopeless were the ones with bigger
families, and the ones who had used an NFP method too late.

In contrast to the wives who had fewer children, the wives with bigger
families looked dazed and troubled. They just stood around carrying their
babies with them, waiting for something to happen. Others just stared into
the distance while squatting in front of their shanties. We think that the lack
of  food, the need to take care of their children, the need to keep house using
the meager earnings from the tambakan, the junkyard, or from guarding a
building or driving a taxi, simply overwhelmed and immobilized them.

Interviews Proper

In September, we hired and trained five interviewers and two field
checkers who were non-residents of Payatas, as well as one local guide, to do
field interviews with the 814 women-residents of Payatas whom our program
had reached. At the onset, the interviewers complained about the difficulty
of  finding their assigned interviewees, many of whom were not known by
the people in the areas, nor by the purok leaders whom they approached (this
was our standard operation procedure when trying to locate hard-to-find
interviewees). A number of interviewees had also transferred residences.

The interviews ran for six days. The interviewers found out that the
names of some of the residents were listed even if they had not attended any
NFP session. There were some interviewees whom the purok leaders did not

During the actual training sessions for recruited users/clients, the
women were asked to fill out profile sheets. These contained basic background
information, which was recorded in a database to keep track of the number
of  women reached by the program and the actual number of NFP users.

Every first Friday of the month, the trainers met with the JJCICSI
staff  for reporting and planning purposes. During these meetings, the database
was updated and, if  possible, troubleshooting of various minor program
problems/conflicts, such as disbursements, lack of manpower, conflicts in
schedules etc, was done. Plans and activities for the following months were
also discussed.

By 2008, profile sheets totaled reached 814, which raised questions
about the feasibility of follow-up by only five active trainers. At the same
time, doubts surfaced about the value-formation element of the program.
After all, NFP was not simply another family planning technique which was
less expensive than others and without side effects. It required respect for
human life and for the process by which life comes into being, discipline and
self-control, as well as mutual support between husband and wife—values
not easily taught, leading us to wonder whether they were really being
communicated during the  one-day sessions. So in 2008 it was decided that a
systematic follow-up of those who had taken the seminars should be done,
using interviewers from outside the community

A Close-Up Look

Two major field operations were conducted in the course of this
study. The first one was conducted in April 2008, specifically to evaluate and
monitor how the program was doing, and how the women and their families
benefited from it. We chose to interview ten women who continued to use
either BOM or SDM, and ten other women who stopped using either. We
were able to interview 20 such women, some with their husbands, some
without their husbands (who were working either as palero in nearby junk
yards; as security guards or as drivers).

During the interviews, poverty came alive before our very eyes. It
was not merely because of the dirty surroundings or the stench. It was not
because of the tears or sadness in the eyes of some who had failed to practice
NFP or done so too late. Rather, we saw for ourselves how poverty does not
merely rob people of the instruments and the tools to survive. It also robs
them of the will to survive.
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The fact that four years of work had produced only 27 current users
is disappointing, to say the least. Nevertheless, it does provide a challenge for
the researcher to determine as accurately as possible the reasons for continuing
and for discontinuing the program, and to investigate how more effective
NFP programs can be developed. We start then with the background
characteristics of current users and former users.

The 130
We found no significant background differences between the 27

current users and the 103 former users who stopped, except perhaps in the
number of reported miscarriages (Table 2). Current users and their husbands
were slightly older than former users, and husbands in both groups about
three years older than their wives. Users had an average of 3.3 living children,
former users 3.2. The women in both groups were practically all Catholics,
with just a few either members of the Iglesia ni Kristo or Protestants. Likewise,
they were practically all housewives, while their husbands were manual workers
(construction workers, drivers, scavengers etc.) and Catholics.

know either. Also among the interviewees were women who had been
menopausal for about six years or longer, way before our NFP program started.
Some interviewers also interviewed children and single women with no
partners or who were sexually inactive.

The interviewees also found out that several names referred to the
same persons; that is, the first names were different, but when these
interviewees were located, they said that their first and second names were
substituted for each other, or that their nicknames were used.

On the last day of the interview sessions (September 22), the group
went to Barangay Holy Spirit where the residents told them that nobody
from the Tahanan NFP had taught them SDM or BOM. Instead, it was the
sister of one of the trainers who taught them and followed them up. When
she left, they had nobody to consult.

In the end, we were only able to locate and interview 390 of the 814
prospective respondents.

The 390
We turn now to the 390 women on whom we have usable data. Of

these, 260 or 66.67 percent had never used NFP (see Table No. 1). The reasons
which some of them gave for this indicate, among other things, the pressures
apparently felt by the trainers to present a good record of attendance at the
sessions. Twenty-four of the 260 had not, in fact, attended a seminar, but
were listed nevertheless. Others had been ligated or had had an IUD inserted
(4), were single (4), past menopause (3), underage (2), in a lesbian relationship
(1), or widowed (1). One said that she attended only to build up the number,
others (7) that they did not understand the lecture, were not followed up (2),
or were not taught NFP (5). The high level of “trainer failure” seen here is
probably reflected also in the drop-out rate and the pregnancy rates, to be
discussed below.
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The seemingly high number of miscarriages reported by the former
users could suggest that some abortions may have been reported as simple
miscarriages. And this, in turn, raises the worrisome possibility that NFP,
improperly taught or practiced, without a strong commitment to the “Gospel
of  Life,”  can lead to undesired pregnancies and thence to abortion.

Comments about NFP from current users are repetitive: it is
inexpensive, effective, easy to use, good for spacing children, has no side
effects, it is better than withdrawal. These comments of the interviewees
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help to explain the relatively high pregnancy rate, which in turn could
contribute to the fear of becoming pregnant.

· Even if the wife knows about the method, if  it is not explained well to
the husband or the husband does not participate in the training sessions
at all, there would still be a high chance of having an unplanned pregnancy.

· The women who started using NFP were not followed up or counseled
enough by our community workers. We must remember that in urban
poor communities, modern NFP methods may be feasible in theory but
difficult to explain because we are dealing with people who have limited
educational backgrounds and whose minds are preoccupied with fighting
poverty on a daily basis.

· Finally and most importantly, the need to motivate both trainers and
users. Trainers need to prepare well for the training sessions and to follow
up participants systematically and regularly. Users should be ready to
make the sacrifice necessary for the periods of abstinence in order to
build family relations on the basis of self-discipline, mutual respect, and
mutual support.

Pregnancies
A question as to whether the respondent had become pregnant while

using NFP produced responses different from but compatible with that above,
which asked about reasons for giving up NFP. Of  the 130 who began
practicing NFP, 50 (38.5 percent) became pregnant. Among them, 12 said
they did so deliberately, 36 said it was not a deliberate decision. Of  the latter,
35 admitted that they “took chances” or did not follow the method carefully
(“user failure”); only one claimed that she had followed it carefully (“method
failure”). A few, it will be noted, gave no answer to the follow-up questions.

The figures for indeliberate pregnancy, when compared with the total
number of months (1,475) during which the women practiced NFP, indicate
a 29.6 percent chance of a woman’s becoming indeliberately pregnant within
a year while using NFP. Though high, and higher than the results of field
trials conducted under “laboratory” conditions, this is considerably lower
than the risk of pregnancy on the part of  those who use no family planning
method at all, which can be as high as 85 percent per year. Practically all of
the pregnancies would seem to stem from “user failure,”  indicating a lack of
motivation on the part of  husband and/or wife, combined perhaps with
“tr ainer failure” on the part of  those who did not follow up properly.

suggest that they appreciate NFP merely because it provides them with a
method that is effective, harmless, inexpensive and easy to use to avoid getting
pregnant (and for a handful, to achieve pregnancy). Not one said that it gave
her an opportunity to express her love for her partner in ways other than sex.
It seemed that they saw NFP merely as a method for avoiding pregnancy
rather than as one element in a responsible and loving family life.

More varied and disappointing, perhaps, are reasons given for not
continuing with NFP. Pregnancy tops the list with 35 of 103 respondents
citing it. This will be treated separately below. Next was that it was difficult to
use (12 respondents), that one was afraid of becoming pregnant (10), the
husband’s dislike for the method (9),  the user’s wish  to have a child (7), the
husband’s being away or deceased (6), and that one has reached menopause
(4). Nine said they forgot, were too lazy, or too tired to continue, or felt
uncomfortable using it. One answered that that she was busy with a sick
child, one claimed that her husband and children played with the beads, while
seven had turned to contraceptives. Two gave no answer.

Taken together, and aside from the special situations (desire to have
a child, husband deceased or away, menopause, sick child) mentioned, the
reasons given suggest four things.

· One, that the method may not have been taught effectively to the users,
hence the need for better training for community workers. This would
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A question sometimes heatedly debated between proponents of
BOM and SDM is the extent to which SDM users resort to back-up methods
such as pills or condoms during the periods of abstinence. Among current
users in our study, one BOM user and one SDM user admitted to using back-
up methods. Eleven of 79 former users of BOM (13.9 percent) and 5 of 17
former SDM users (29.4 percent) admitted using them. While the data – too
few to support strong conclusions – conform to the intuitive notion that the
longer period of abstinence required by SDM encourages recourse to back-
up methods, they also support the conclusion that BOM users likewise feel
this pressure.

Tentative Conclusions and a Way Ahead

We present our conclusions as tentative, based as they are on one
study which was plagued by a considerable amount of failure or even
dishonesty. We believe that our research methods have succeeded in eliminating
from consideration any duplication or falsification of reporting, and that
they suggest a degree of “trainer failure” in the instruction of interested
women and in the follow-up. While regrettable, these failures are likely in any
program which cannot provide intense training and follow-up of both trainers
and trainees.

This may be the case with both government and Church-sponsored
programs, which aim at numbers, i.e., large numbers of users recruited within
a relatively short period of time. NFP is not a magic formula which by merely
being invoked drives away the evil spirits of population growth and
contraception.

It would be a mistake to offer it as such. These spirits may be cast
out only by much prayer (value formation for both husband and wife), expense,
and hard work. NFP, while inexpensive to the user, is labor-intensive for
those running a program. Training and follow-up are costly in terms of both
time and money (e.g., training of trainers by Pro-Life, merienda for training
sessions, possibly honoraria, travel expenses of those doing follow-up, close
supervision of trainers). This may help to explain why, despite the many
benefits of NFP and the devoted efforts of many over the past 40 years,
modern NFP methods are practiced by only 0.3 percent of married women
in the Philippines (NSO 2007).

There is also the question of how one communicates the values of
respect for life, self-discipline, mutual respect and support of  husband and

BOM and SDM
Turning to the NFP methods used by the women, we found that

among the current and past users taken together (Table 3), 99 (76.2 percent)
used the mucus method or BOM, 23 (17.7 percent) used the SDM, 2 (1.6
percent) combined the two methods, while 6 women or 4.6 percent gave no
answer. These last six had no answers also to follow-up questions and probably
had only a vague idea of either method.

A majority of both current NFP users and past users initially practiced
the BOM, as this was the first method taught by the trainers; later on, some
switched to the SDM, and two combined the two methods (see Table 4 below).
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wife, etc. which are essential to a successful program. Essential because the
effort involved in charting one’s cycle or counting the days, and especially the
periodic abstinence required by all NFP programs, make them more difficult
than simply popping a pill or undergoing ligation.

Merely expressing these values verbally is not enough. The shared
experience of successful users may help develop the values, but it may also
be that they can develop only as social and cultural conditions permit. Talking
to a woman about planning her family when she is subject to insecurity on all
sides (fear of demolition of her home, of  illness without insurance, of
unemployment, even of violence on the part of  her husband, etc.), and so
cannot plan the rest of her life, may be unrealistic.

And so, in Payatas, we shall concentrate on the formation of trainers
and users. We shall insist that husbands as well as wives be present at training
sessions, which may often be one-on-one rather than classroom style. We
shall endeavor to form support groups of couples practicing NFP, meeting
regularly to share experiences and encouraging each other, perhaps in a
religious context. And we shall try to integrate the NFP program more closely
with other programs for social, cultural, and economic development.

As has been said, our results are tentative. We await other studies,
using perhaps different approaches and done under different circumstances,
which will confirm, modify, or reject our conclusions, and in any case throw
more light on a subject of vital, even primordial importance to Church and
society.
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