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WHO on ... 
Reproductive health 

Regular core of pregnancy by a trained health worker - on indispensable requirement 
for maternal health. 

0 n the eve of the Third 
International Conference on 
Population and Development 

(Cairo, September 1994), WHO 
once again sets its sights on the 
inseparable links that exist between 
global population dynamics and the 
everyday lives of individuals. 
Demographic trends are fundamen
tally influenced by choices made by 
individuals about their sexual and 
reproductive life. Hence the neces
sity for individuals to be given the 
possibility of making choices that 
will most benefit their health and the 
health of their children. 

Women must have access to 
contraceptives, so that they do not 
become pregnant too early, too often 
or too late in life, and so that 
families can offer the best possible 
quality of life to their children. 
Fertility regulation is a preventive 
health measure with both a family 
and a social dimension - a way of 
planning one's own life, and a 
means of achieving equity between 

men and women. Men also must be 
required to accept their full respon
sibilities in both sexual life and the 
reproductive process. 

No society treats its women on 
absolutely equal terms with its men; 
all too often the health and well
being of women are compromised 
by a combination of neglect and 
abuse. Poor female health results in 
high rates of maternal mortality; as 
well as being morally unacceptable, 
the death of a woman in childbirth 
must today be seen as a failure of 
society. No population programme 
should exist without a component of 
maternal health. All women should 
have access to reproductive health 
services, including family planning, 
obstetric care, and the prevention 
and management of sexually 
transmitted diseases, unsafe abortion 
and infertility. Their health should 
be a special matter of concern all 
through their life. No woman should 
become pregnant when· she is not in 
good health; the consequences affect 
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not only herself and the baby but 
also her other children and the 
whole family. No woman should 
have to suffer from the often 
disastrous consequences of uncon
trolled fertility. 

WHO's working definition 
The following definition of repro
ductive health, approved last April 
by the WHO Global Policy Council, 
provides the basis for action in this 
field . 
• "Within the framework of WHO's 

definition of health as a state of 
complete physical, mental and 
social well-being, and not merely 
the absence of disease or infir
mity, reproductive health ad
dresses the reproductive proc
esses, functions and system at all 
stages of life." 

• "Reproductive health implies that 
people are able to have a respon
sible, satisfying and safe sex life 
and that they have the capability 
to reproduce and the freedom to 
decide if, when and how often to 
do so. Implicit in this last con
dition are the right of men and 
women to be informed of and to 
have access to safe, effective, 
affordable and acceptable meth
ods of fertility regulation of their 
choice, and the right of access to 
appropriate health care services 
that will enable women to go 
safely through pregnancy and 
childbirth and provide couples 
with the best chance of having a 
healthy infant." 

Reproductive health must address, 
as its basic elements, sexual behav
iour, family planning, maternal care 
and safe motherhood, abortion, 
reproductive tract infections (includ
ing sexually transmitted diseases 
and HIV I AIDS), and certain repro
ductive tract malignancies such as 
cervical cancer. • 


