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In recent years, there has been much reflection on the measures used to assess
and monitor contraceptive programming outcomes. The meaning and mea-
surement of intention-to-use (ITU) contraception, however, has had less atten-
tion and research despite its widespread inclusion in many major surveys. This
paper takes a deeper look at themeaning andmeasurement of ITU around con-
traception. We conducted a scoping review guided by the following questions:
What is the existing evidence regarding the measurement of ITU contracep-
tion? What definitions and measures are used? What do we know about the
validity of these measures? We searched databases and found  papers to in-
clude in our review and combined this with a review of the survey instruments
and behavioral theory. Our review found growing evidence around the con-
struct of ITU in family planning programming and research. However there
are inconsistencies in how ITU is defined and measured, and this tends not
to be informed by advances in behavioral theory and research. Further work
is needed to develop and test measures that capture the complexity of inten-
tion, examine how intention differently relates to longer-range goals compared
to more immediate implementation, and demonstrate a positive relationship
between ITU and contraceptive use.

INTRODUCTION

Understanding women’s demand for contraception is essential for designing, implementing,
and assessing responsive contraceptive programs. There are currently two ways to measure
demand. The first is measuring women’s unmet need for contraception, which is a top-down
population measure of need. The unmet need has been the main measure of demand since
the 1970s, though it has undergone much critique and revision (Westoff 1978; Westoff and
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Ochoa 1991; Bradley et al. 2012).1,2 The second way to capture demand for family planning
is to measure the intention-to-use (ITU) contraception, which has also been measured since
the 1970s using items such as “I intended to do x.”3 Unlike unmet need, ITU draws on a
woman’s directly expressed desire to use contraception, her perception of risk to pregnancy,
or her interest to use in the future (Ross and Winfrey 2001; Khan et al. 2015). This more
person-centered measure of demand directly captures women’s stated preferences about us-
ing contraception and may actually better predict need and actual use (Ross and Winfrey
2001).

There have been advances in how we understand and measure intentions in the fields of
social psychology and behavioral theory. Drawing on this work, we understand that inten-
tions signal the end of a person’s deliberation processes about what actions one will perform,
how hard one will work for it, and howmuch effort one will apply to achieve the desired out-
comes (Ajzen 1991; Gollwitzer 1993; Webb and Sheeran 2006; Gollwitzer and Sheeran 2008).
Here, we use Triandis’s (1980, 203) definition of intention: “Behavioral intentions are instruc-
tions that people give to themselves to behave in certain ways.” The nature of intention and its
relationship to behavior has been theoretically mapped in a range of behavioral theories and
models (e.g., the theory of planned behavior, self-regulation theories, and phased models).
Each theory has its ownmodel of intention and its relationship to action.Whether the theory
is based on goal striving theory of planned behavior, self-regulation, or a staged model of be-
haviors (transtheoretical model, health belief model), they share a common understanding
that intention is not a dichotomous variable, rather, it can be strong or weak, and it is con-
ditioned, among other things, on time (i.e., intention to do immediately vs. at some point in
the future) as well as proximity and attributes of the intended behavior. These advances in
definition and measuring intention have yet to be applied to the construct of ITU in family
planning.

In recent years as part of the post-2012 Family Planning Summit renaissance, there has
been much reflection on the measures used to assess and monitor contraceptive program-
ming, for example, unmet need, additional users, demand satisfied, and continuation have
been reexamined and refined (Cleland et al. 2014; Bradely and Casterline 2014; Dasgupta et al.
2017). Compared with other measures, ITU has received relatively little attention and it has
not been subject to extensive independent research in the same way. The few scholars work-
ing on ITU argue that it merits further attention, concerning capturing ideational formation
and demand for contraception and as a proximal predictor of future contraceptive use and it
is time to get intentional about intent to use (Babalola et al. 2015; Hanson et al. 2015; Sarnak
et al. 2020; Curtis andWestoff 1996; Callahan and Becker 2014). This scoping review presents
the first attempt to synthesize what we know about ITU and hopes to start to fill this evi-
dence gap. The following paper outlines the findings from a scoping review that examines
the extent, range, and nature of the evidence on measuring ITU and the trends and gaps in

1 Unmet need is defined as the number or percentage of women currently married or in union who are fecund and who desire
to either terminate or postpone childbearing, but who are not currently using a contraceptive method (Measure Evaluation
2020).

2 See Moreau et al. (2019), Peterson et.al. (2013), Darroch and Singh (2013), and Alkema et al. (2013).
3 Collecting data about women’s intention to use contraception has antecedents dating back to the World Fertility Survey in

the 1970s.
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FIGURE  Flowchart of scoping review

the evidence with the aim of galvanizing research interest on this promising person-centered
measure of demand.

METHODS

Our aim was to examine the extent, range, and nature of the evidence on measuring ITU.
We chose a scoping review because it allowed us to survey a topic that has yet to be exam-
ined comprehensively. This reviewmethodology allowed us to encompass a range of evidence
sources and uses a variety of study selection approaches. Our research methodology is based
on Colquhoun et al. (2014) framework for scoping reviews, which includes (1) identifying the
research question; (2) identifying relevant studies; (3) study selection; (4) charting the data;
and (5) collating, summarizing, and reporting the results (also see Arksey andO’Malley 2005;
Levac et. al. 2010).

The review was guided by the questions: What is the existing evidence regarding the
measurement of ITU contraception? What definitions and measures are used? What do we
know about the validity of thesemeasures? To identify the relevant studies, we used three data
sources: (1) we searched relevant databases of the peer-reviewed literature, (2) we reviewed
survey instruments that collected ITU, and (3) we reviewed the broader literature. Figure 1
outlines our scoping review process.

To identify the peer-reviewed literature, we ran search strings using synonyms of “in-
tent to use” and “contraception” in PubMed and Web of Science. The search terms in-
cluded (intent∗ OR intend∗) AND (“to use”) OR (intent∗ OR intend∗ OR willingness) AND
(contracept∗ OR “birth control” OR “family planning”). A total of 712 records were found
and downloaded into an excel spreadsheet.We reviewed the spreadsheet for duplicate records
and 384 were removed. The titles and abstracts of the remaining 328 records were reviewed
against the following inclusion criteria: refers ameasure of ITU; refers anymodern contracep-
tives, including condoms and emergency contraception; published between 1990 and present;
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and published in English. After the review, we retained 112 papers for full paper review (see
Table A3 for bibliography).

A data-charting form was developed that detailed the variables we extracted. We ab-
stracted data on the following categories:

• Author;
• Year of publication;
• Country;
• Study design;
• Research objectives;
• Target population;
• Outcome of interest;
• Definition of ITU;
• Theoretical frameworks, if any;
• How ITU was measured;
• Findings.

We grouped the studies by the measures, theories, and the study design used and broad
findings.

In addition to the peer-reviewed sources of evidence, we also reviewed how different
surveys measured ITU (see Table A1). To further contextualize the findings in the broader
literature, we also read key papers on intentions from behavioral science. To provide a picture
of the extent, range, and nature of existing evidence on ITU, we compare the findings from
the peer-reviewed search with those from two other data sources.

RESULTS

Intention is a complex construct, and there is much debate about the nature of intention and
if and how it relates to action. Behavioral theory distinguishes between types of intention, its
properties, intensities, and determining variables. Howwe think intention works is central to
howwe operationalize it inmeasurement. After describing the characteristics of the evidence,
in this section we detail the findings. The findings are grouped in relation to the definition of
ITU, how the measure is used, the characteristics, and the reported results.

Characteristics of the Evidence

The peer-reviewed papers are described in Table 1, together with a description of the research
objective and study design for each paper alongside details about the theoretical framework,
the ITU items used, and the reported results.

From 1990 to 1999, seven papers on ITU were published. This increased to 28 papers
from 2000 to 2009, of which over half related to condom use. From 2010 to 2020, 76 pa-
pers on ITU were published, and more than 50 papers came out in between 2015 and 2020.
Sixty-eight papers used cross-sectional study designs and 15 longitudinal studies using co-
horts to look at the relationships between variables over time. There were 15 experimental and
quasi-experimental studies, seven of which were randomized-control trials (RCTs). There
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were three mixed-method studies, three qualitative studies, three reviews, and two studies of
psychometric scales.

The surveys that we included contain the Demographic Health Surveys (DHS), theMea-
sure Evaluation Family Planning, and Reproductive Health Indicators Database, CDC RH
assessment toolkit in a conflict setting, PMA2020, Track20/FP2020, Multiple Indicator Clus-
ter Surveys, Reproductive Health Surveys (CDC), Breakthrough Action Research Indicators,
National Survey of Family Growth (US), and NATSAL (UK).

Synthesis of Results
What Theoretical Frameworks Are Used?

Of the 112 papers include, 67 papers did not state or explain how they understood intention
worked. Twenty-five papers usedAzjen’s (1991) theory of planned action or a variation of it, in
which attitudes, subjective norms, and perceived behavioral control, influence an individual’s
intentions towards a given behavior; such intentions predict whether an individual engages
in that behavior in the future (Nguyen, Saucier, and Pica 1996; Gagnon and Goden 2000;
Fazekas, Senn, and Ledgerwood 2001; Wang et al. 2004; Rosengard et al. 2005; O’Connor,
Ferguson, and O’Connor 2005; Cha, Kim, and Doswell 2007; Wang et al. 2008; Kang et al.
2008; Heeren et al. 2009; Raine et al. 2011; Brown, Hurst, and Arden 2011; Lee et al. 2011;
Potard et al. 2012; Picavet, Vlugt, andWijsen 2014; Raine-Bennett and Rocca 2015; Kim et al.
2015; Lee, Carvallo, and Lee 2015; Hanson et al. 2015; Roderique-Davies et al. 2016; Solanke,
Oyinloye, and Asa 2018; Costenbader et al. 2019; DeMaria et al. 2019). Twelve papers referred
to other behavioral theories of intention including the health belief model (three papers), dif-
fusion theory (three papers), and ideation theory (two papers), or specific constructs like self-
efficacy (four papers). Seven of the papers usedmore bespokemodels that were not easily cat-
egorized under established behavioral models, such as the social-psychological perspectives
(Zimmers et al. 1999), prospect theory (O’Connor, Ferguson, and O’Connor 2005), synthesis
framework (Agha 2010); the extended parallel process model (EPPM) (Campo et al. 2012);
social ecological theory (Irani, Speizer, and Fotso 2014); and the information motivation and
behavioral framework (Onono et al. 2014) and integrated behavioral model (Williams et al.
2008).

How ITU Is Operationalized

Across the papers, there is no accepted definition or measure of intent to use contraception.
Over 50 papers did not state the exact wording of the items and, of those that did, few of the
measures were validated. There are two notable exceptions. Raine-Barrett and Rocca 2015
(2015) developed the Contraceptive Intent Questionnaire (CIQ) that measures contraceptive
intent among adolescent girls in theUSA, based on a theory of reasoned action and necessity-
concerns framework. The CIQ has modest reliability and good internal validity. Lee, Car-
vallo, and Lee (2015) developed another measure for determining the degree to which Ko-
rean immigrant women in the USA intend to use oral contraceptives that was both valid and
reliable.
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Of the papers that did specify the exact wording used to measure ITU, twenty-four
used the items from the Demographic and Health Survey (DHS) or a slight variation of
it. The way that the DHS measures are applied in these papers is not standard or consis-
tent. We found that 10 papers used the question (or a variation of it), Do you think you
will use a contraceptive method to delay or avoid pregnancy at any time in the future?,
six papers used the question, Do you intend to use a method within the next 12 months,
and eight papers used a combination of the two questions. Another 15 papers defined ITU
in relation to a specific method (e.g., emergency contraceptive pill, condoms, and long
acting and permanent methods (APM) or to a specific time frame (e.g., postdelivery or
abortion),

Twenty papers drew on theory of planned/reasoned behavior to inform their items
(Gagnon and Godin 2000; Fazekas, Senn, and Ledgerwood 2001; Wang et al. 2004, 2008;
Rosengard et al. 2005, Williams et al. 2008; Kang and Moneyham et al. 2008; Raine
et al. 2011; Raine-Barrett and Rocca 2015; Brown, Hurst, and Arden 2011; Lee et al. 2011,
2015; Potard et al. 2012; Picavet, Vlugt, and Wijsen 2014; Kim et al. 2015; Hanson et al.
2015; Roderqiue-Davies 2016; Costenbader et al. 2019; DeMaria et al. 2019). Five pa-
pers used bespoke theories to inform their measures (Campo et al. 2012; Irani, Speizer,
and Fotso 2014; Onono et al. 2014; Agha 2010; Larsson et al. 2004). Of these items
that were explicitly informed by theory, one-third (seven papers) aligned with the DHS
items.

How ITU Is Used

The review found that ITU has become increasingly popular over time. Of the 112 papers
found in this scoping review, 92 papers treated ITU as a dependent variable (alone or in
some combination with knowledge and attitudes, and contraceptive use). There are three
broad ways that ITU has been used in the evidence found.

The first way ITU has been applied was to augment the current measures of unmet need.
Several authors have incorporated information onwomen’s future contraceptive intentions to
distinguish contraceptive readiness of womenwith unmet needs (Moreau et al. 2019; Ross and
Winfrey 2001; Roy et al. 2003; Cavallaro et al. 2017; Sarnak et al. 2020; Khan 2015; Callahan
and Becker 2014; Moreau et al. 2019).

The second way ITU was used was to measure ideational formation and outcome for
those developing and implementing behavior change programming. Twelve papers used ITU,
as opposed to self-reported contraceptive use, as the outcomemeasure for counseling and so-
cial and behaviour change communication (SBCC) interventions and programs. (Shelus et al.
2018; Amin and Sato 2004; Zimmers et al. 1999; Krenn, et al. 2014; Jawad, Jawad, and Alwan
2019;McCarthy et al. 2019;Moore et al. 2019; Graham et al. 2002; Agha andVan Rossem 2002;
Brown, Hurst, and Arden 2011; Onono et al. 2014; Barden-O’Fallon et al. 2020).

The final way ITU was used in the papers was to predict future use of contraception.
Fifteen papers assessed the relationship and causal pathways between ITU and contraceptive
use (Curtis and Westoff 1996; Kvalem et al. 2000; Roy et al. 2003; Ross and Winfrey 2001;
Callahan and Becker 2014; Lori et al. 2018; Tang 2016; Johnson et al. 2019; Adelman, Free, and
Smith 2019; Raine et al. 2011; Lutalo et al. 2018; Haile et al. 2016; Akelo et al. 2013; Potard et al.
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2012; French, Albanese, and Gossett 2016). ITU was also used to identify the determinants
that predict contraception use.

Reported Results

Where ITU augmented the current measures of unmet need, Sarnak et al. (2020) found that
women classified as having unmet need were slower to adopt contraception than those with-
out unmet need in Uganda; however, women intending future contraceptive use were signif-
icantly faster to adopt than those not intending. Women with no unmet need but intending
to use had the highest rate of adoption. Two papers indicate that women move in and out of
the unmet need grouping depending on a range of variables (Callahan and Becker 2014; Ross
and Winfrey 2001).

Where ITU was used was to measure ideational change, 14 papers used ITU as an out-
come measure to assess Social and Behavior Change programs (such as radio and TV shows,
phone, iPad, mass and social media, and school and community-based education). Two
papers looked at specific counseling on long-acting reversible contraceptives (LARCs) and
found that counselingwas associatedwith increased ITU (Barden-O’Fallen et al. 2020;Moore
et al. 2019). The fact that only two papers looked at ITU in the context of counseling inter-
ventions reinforces an observation made by Raine et al. (2011): there has been little attention
on how to support women with low intentions in clinical settings.4

Where papers used ITU to assess the relationship and causal pathways between ITU and
use of contraceptives, five prospective cohort studies have found that intention to practice
contraception is a strong predictor of subsequent use in Bangladesh, Ghana, India, Morocco,
and the USA (Curtis and Westoff 1996; Roy et al. 2003; Callahan and Becker 2014; Lori et al.
2018; Tang et al. 2016; Johnson et al. 2019). Ross and Winfrey’s (2001) secondary analysis of
DHS data in 27 countries found that for each increase of one percentage point in stated ITU
contraceptives, there was nearly a 1% rise in the actual use of contraceptives. ITU also has
been found to have a positive relation to contraceptive continuation; Raine et al. (2011) and
Adelman, Free, and Smith (2019) found that a higher intent to use a method was associated
with a lower risk of discontinuation. However, five papers found null or negative associations
between ITU and use (Lutalo et al. 2018; Hale et al. 2016; Akelo et al. 2013; Potard et al. 2012;
French, Albanese, and Gossett 2016). In an RCT in Norway, Kvalem et al. (2000) found a
relationship between adolescents’ actual use of condoms at themost recent occasion of sexual
intercourse and their intention to do so the next time (Kvalen et al. 2000).

The majority of studies looked at ITU in cross-sectional studies at national, facility, and
household levels. The cross-sectional studies explored the variables that were associated with
ITU contraception and suggest that ITU contraception is affected by many personal and
social variables. These can be grouped into broader categories: (1) socioeconomic variables
such as social and economic factors that indicate a person’s status within a community; and
(2) behavioral variables, for example, an individual’s knowledge and attitude (see Table A2).
The socioeconomic variables had a positive relationship with ITU and included higher

4 Raine et.al. (2011) suggest that we need further research to determine how best to accurately assess contraceptive intention
in the clinical setting and support it through counseling interventions.
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educational attainment, number of children, and partner’s support for family planning.
The behavioral variables that had a positive relationship with ITU included a positive
attitude to contraception, support from those immediately around the person (such as
partners and friends), knowledge about contraceptive methods, and previous experience
using contraception. These studies, however, provide little information about the relations
between the variables over time or the causal relationship between them.

Several studies focused on ITU for a specific method: condoms (15 papers), LARCmeth-
ods (14 papers), and emergency contraceptive pills (ECP; six studies). These studies suggest
that intentionsmay vary by the contraceptivemethod under consideration. For example, anx-
ieties about longer-term effects may be relevant to LARCs but not to condoms. The assess-
ment by Kim et al. (2015) of ITUmultiple methods in Korea found possible influences of ECP
awareness on ITU other contraceptives.

Another finding is that there can be degrees of intentions. Several studies attempted to
decipher the strength of intention (Solanke, Oyinloye, and Asa 2018; Kim 2015). Using DHS
data in Nigeria, Solanke, Oyinloye, and Asa (2018) found that certain background character-
istics had degrees of association with ITU. Rural residence was associated with higher ITU
and advanced reproductive age and religion (compared to no religion) were associated with
lower ITU. This suggests that it is possible to distinguish degrees of intention that could be
relevant to programming.

DISCUSSION

In this scoping review, we identified 112 peer-reviewed journal articles, assessed nine surveys,
and scoped the theoretical literature on intention from behavioral science. Our findings in-
dicate that measures of ITU contraception are being used in a variety of ways and in much
research, suggesting the importance and utility of this construct. It may be particularly rele-
vant in assessing programs focused on ideational change and it may help distinguish between
women within the category of unmet need. By synthesizing the evidence, five prospective
cohort studies have found that intention to practice contraception is a strong predictor of
subsequent use and suggests it has the potential to predict contraceptive uptake and use in
its own right (Curtis and Westoff 1996; Roy et al. 2003; Callahan and Becker 2014; Lori et al.
2018; Tang et al. 2016; Johnson et al. 2019). However, its definition and operationalization have
been underelaborated and inconsistent.

What is notable is that the current operationalization of ITU is driven by the relevant
items in the DHS and disconnected from advances in behavioral science. In behavioral sci-
ence, intentions signal the end of a person’s deliberations about what actions one will per-
form, how hard one will work for it, and how much effort one will apply to achieve the
desired outcomes (Ajzen 1991; Gollwitzer 1993; Webb and Sheeran 2006; Gollwitzer and
Sheeran 2008). Sheeran (2002), among others, argues that moving from intention to action
is complex and moderated by the type of desired behavior, the intention type, properties
of intention, and cognitive and personality variables. Sheeran illustrates this complex rela-
tionship by grouping people into those with positive intentions who subsequently act (in-
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clined actors), those who fail to act (inclined abstainers), those with negative intentions who
do act (disinclined actors), and those with negative intentions who do not act (disinclined
abstainers).

Different variables have been associatedwith the strength of intention andwhether an in-
tention will be realized. Take, for example, whether intentions are stable over time or whether
the behavior predicted is a single action (Webb and Sheeran 2006; Sheeran 2002). A person’s
control over the behavior (e.g., they do not have the necessary knowledge, resources, oppor-
tunity, availability, or cooperation) and the potential for adverse social reaction can limit the
realization of an intention (Sheeran 2002; Webb and Sheeran 2006). Moreover, intentions
do not always successfully translate into behavior because committing to achieve a behavior
does not necessarily prepare people to deal with the issues faced when trying to achieve it.
Gollwitzer and Sheeran (2008) helpfully distinguish between a goal intention and an imple-
mentation intention. Goal intentions relate to what people plan to do some time in the future,
whereas implementation intention is more specific in terms of when, where, and how one in-
tends to achieve it. Implementation intentions tend to be a single action, whereas goal inten-
tions tend to be the outcomes that can be achieved by performing a variety of single actions.

Distinguishing the type of intention is critical because implementation intentions are
more likely to translate into behavior than goal intentions (Cohen 1992).5 Gollwitzer and
Sheeran (2008) argue that goal intentions do not prepare people for dealing with the obsta-
cles they face in initiating, maintaining, disengaging from, or overextending oneself in real-
izing their intentions. Whereas an implementation intention sets out the when, where, and
how in advance, this kind of planning bridges the intention to behavior gap and increases the
likelihood of intentions being realized. Take, for example, Joffe and Radius (1993), who see
intention for condom use as several single actions linked with specific implementation inten-
tions: to purchase or request condoms from a drug store or clinic; to convince their partner to
use them and to use condoms correctly during intercourse. Calculated together, these assess
intent to use condoms. Here, the intention is broken down into a set of single actions that
specify the situation for performing an intended action.

These developments in behavioral theory are relevant to howwe understand intention in
contraceptive decision-making and our findings of the mixed evidence about the causal rela-
tionship between intent to use and contraceptive use. A closer reading reveals that the studies
that found a positive relationship between intention and use and those that found no relation-
ships or negative relationships can be grouped by the types of intention they measured. The
papers that found a positive relationship measured “implementation intention” questions,
which specified a time frame and/or a specific method. The papers that did not find a rela-
tionship between ITU tended to capture goal intention through questions about intentions
for contraceptive use in the unspecified future. These insights from behavioral theory merit
further examination about the predictive ability of ITU using implementation intention or
goal intention, as well as investigating other variables surrounding intention. Furthermore,

5 Cohen’s (1992) meta-analysis found a medium-to-large magnitude effect associated with the impact of implementation in-
tention formation on goal attainment.
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more research is needed to examine if the degrees of intention related to socio-demographic
variations related to different types of intention, such as goal and implementation.

Behavioral theory has also shown that intention is a debated, layered, and phased con-
struct. So it is surprising that most papers in this review did not specify how they understood
intention to work and how it related to behavior. This conspicuous absence suggests that
there are some implicit assumptions about the ITU construct in the family planning field.
Themost immediate assumption here is that there is already an accepted definition andmea-
surement of ITU. This review clearly shows that this is not the case, even among the studies
that used the more common DHS measures of ITU. This assumed definition of ITU is not
informed by behavioral sciences, rather it is driven by legacies from theories of demographic
transitions.

In demography, there is an assumed association between reproductive intentions toward
smaller families and fertility decline, whether it is caused by changing material conditions
or diffusion of ideas (Johnson-Hanks 2008). We can trace the assumptions about ITU in
the DHS measures back to Coale’s (1973) “ready, willing and able” model that has become
popular in describing the adoption of new forms of behavior and the subsequent generaliza-
tion of these behaviors. Lesthaeghe and Vanderhoeft (2001) refined Coale’s model so that the
transitions were understood as a process of diffusion of ideas and technologies. The model
argues that three intersecting preconditions are necessary for adopting new behavior: indi-
vidual readiness, willingness, and ability. Here, the intention is linked with “readiness,” an
individualistic rational-cost benefit analysis of whether or not to have a child, and whether
the benefits of preventing pregnancy compensate for the costs of using family planning. Thus
utility of new behavior should be self-evident, and the advantages must outweigh the disad-
vantages (Coale 1973; Lesthaeghe and Vanderhoeft 2001; Dereudde et al. 2016; Mannan and
Beaujot 2006).

When designing, implementing, and assessing contraceptive services, there is an implicit
assumption that contraceptive use is linked towhether awoman intends to get pregnant in the
near future. This logic is reflected in the decision to move the ITU questions from the section
on contraception to the section on fertility intention in Phase 3 (1992–1997) of the DHS. The
DHS measures of ITU are the most commonly used; but, these have changed over time (see
Table A4). The DHS ITU questions were initially located in the contraceptive section and
covered three questions: Do you intend to use a method to avoid pregnancy at any time in
the future? Which method would you use? and Do you intend to use (preferred method)
in the next 12 months? In Phase 2 (1992–1997), the questions were moved into the fertility
preferences section. In Phases 4 and 5, the question, Do you intend to use (preferredmethod)
in the next 12 months? was dropped. In the final three rounds, the question related to Which
method would you use? was dropped, and ITU was reduced to a single question, Do you
think you will use a contraceptive method to delay or avoid pregnancy at any time in the
future? This link between pregnancy intentions and contraceptive use may explain why ITU
has received relatively less attention.

However, the relationship between reproductive intention, ITU, and contraceptive use is
complicated at best (Higgins et al. 2012; Mumford et al. 2016; Aiken et al. 2016; Barrett and
Wellings 2002; Moreau et al. 2013). Fertility intentions are often conflated with contraceptive
motivations even though the two often do not align (Moreau et al. 2019; Cleland, Harbison,
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and Shah 2014). Raine-Barrett and Rocca (2015) point out that contraceptive intention re-
lates to ideas about preventative medication, and, therefore, its measurement must take into
account a woman’s specific beliefs about medicine and about contraception itself, along with
beliefs about pregnancy, and not the cost-benefit calculus of having a child (or not). There
has been limited research examining the meaning andmeasurement of this construct despite
its widespread inclusion in many major surveys.

Our scoping review had some limitations. Tomake our reviewmore feasible, we searched
only two databases. Given our limited data sources, we chose to include databases that cov-
ered both public health (e.g., PubMed) and the social sciences (e.g., Web of Science). To fur-
ther the feasibility of this review, we limited the search period from 1990 to November 2020.
From this review, we have found the earlier antecedents for ITU and in a subsequent sys-
tematic review of the relationship between ITU and contraceptive use, we have used a longer
search period.

CONCLUSION

ITU contraception is an important construct that has not been applied consistently. Despite
its widespread inclusion in major surveys, there is limited research examining the meaning
and measurement of this construct and this research does not reflect advances in behavioral
theory and research. As an accepted measure that captures a more person-centered measure
of demand, there is much to be gained if we were more intentional in our use of intent to use.
Further work is needed to develop and test measures that capture the complexity of intention,
examine how intention differently relates to longer-range goals compared tomore immediate
implementation, and demonstrate a positive relationship between ITU and contraceptive use.

This publication is based on research by Victoria Boydell. The findings and conclusions
contained within are those of the authors and do not necessarily reflect positions or policies
of the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation.
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TABLE A Intention to use measures in the survey instruments reviewed
Survey Instrument (year) Intention to Use Measure

CDC RH assessment toolkit in a
conflict settinga (2011)

Do you think you will use a method to delay or avoid pregnancy in the
next 12 months?

PMA2020 (2020)b Female Questionnaire (Panel)
• Do you think you will use a contraceptive method to delay or

avoid getting pregnant at any time in the future?
• When do you think you will start using a method?

(Months/year)
• What method do you think you will use?
• Female Questionnaire (Cross-Sectional)
• Do you think you will use a contraceptive method to delay or

avoid getting pregnant at any time in the future?
• When do you think you will start using a method?

(Months/year)
• What method do you think you will use?

UNICEF Multiple Indicator
Cluster Surveysc

Not included

CDC Reproductive Health
Surveys (2018)d

• Intend to use a method in the future
• What method do you think you will use?

National Survey of Family
Growth (US)e

Not included

NATSAL (UK)f Not included
ahttps://www.cdc.gov/reproductivehealth/global/tools/crisissituations.htm.
b https://www.pmadata.org/data/survey-methodology.
c https://mics.unicef.org.
d http://ghdx.healthdata.org.
e https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/data/nsfg/NSFG-2017-2019-FemaleCAPIlite-forPUF-508.pdf.
f https://www.natsal.ac.uk/natsal-survey/natsal-3.

TABLE A Overview of variables’ relationship to ITU found in the studies
Positive association with ITU Negative association with ITU

Socioeconomic factors
Education Baumgarter et al. 2012; Cavallaro et al. 2017;

Kuang, Ross, and Madsen 2014; Adegbola
and Okunowo 2009; Syum et al. 2019; Huda
et al. 2019; Mekonnen et al. 2014; Tiruneh
et al. 2016; Spence, Elgen, and Harwell 2003;
Di Giacomo et al. 2013; Meskele et al. 2014;
Kgosiemang and Blitz 2018; Udomboso et al.
2015

Number of children Baumgarter et al. 2012; Cavallaro et al. 2017;
Syum et al. 2019; Hamid, Stephenson, and
Rubenson 2011; Luo et al. 2018; Adelman,
Free, and Smith 2019; Ochejele et al. 2019;
Babalola et al. 2015; Peterson 1999;
Costenbader et al. 2019

Solanke, Oyinloye, and Asa 2018;
Udomboso et al. 2015

Abortion Adelman, Free, and Smith 2019; Mogilevkina
and Odlind 2003; Truong et al. 2006; Francis
and Jejeebhoy 2015

Unplanned pregnancy Spence, Elgen, and Harwell 2003; Curtis and
Westoff et al. 1996; Campo et al. 2012

Borges et al. 2018

(Continued on next page)
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TABLE A (Continued)
Positive association with ITU Negative association with ITU

Partner support for FP Ezeanolue et al. 2015; Agha 2010; Abraha,
Belay, and Welay 2018; Triuneh et al. 2016;
Onono et al. 2014; Yan et al. 2012;
Hiltabiddle 1996; Akelo et al. 2013; Williams
et al. 2008; Esber et al. 2014

Married/partnered Baumgarter et al. 2012; Newman et al. 2005;
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Social identity DeMaria et al. 2019
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TABLE A ITU items in the DHS questionnaire over time
DHS Model Questionnaire with

Commentary – Phase 1
(1984–1989) (English)

ITU in contraception sections

Pregnant women, past users, and never
users of FP asked about their intentions
to use (with the distinction between use
in the near future and later use) and
preferred method. The data provide an
indication of future demand for
services. The distinction b/w the near
and the more distant future is to avoid
the respondents misunderstanding the
time references.

Do you intend to use a method to
avoid pregnancy at any time in the
future?

Which method would you use?
Do you intend to use (preferred
method) in the next 12 months

DHS Model Questionnaire with
Commentary – Phase 2
(1988–1993) (English)

As above Do you intend to use a method to
avoid pregnancy at any time in the
future?

Do you intend to use a method in the
next 12 months?

When you use a method, which
method would you prefer to use?

DHS Model Questionnaire with
Commentary – Phase 3
(1992–1997) (English)

ITU moved from the contraception
section to fertility preferences

As above, with the addition “ Such data
provides an indication of the future
demand for services”

ALSO
“In previous, DHS questionnaires were

located in Section 3. They have been
relocated here so that the contraceptive
intentions will be closer to reproductive
intentions”

Do you think you will use a method
to avoid pregnancy within the next
12 months?

Do you think you will use a method
to avoid pregnancy at any time in
the future?

Which method would you prefer to
use?

DHS Model Questionnaire with
Commentary – Phase 4
(1997–2003) (English)

ITU in fertility preferences

Women who are not currently using a
method are asked whether they intend
to use one in the future. There is strong
evidence that such intentions are highly
predictive of future use.

Do you intend to use a method to
avoid pregnancy at any time in the
future?

Which method would you use?

DHS Model Questionnaire – Phase 5
(2003–2008) (English)

Do you think you will use a
contraceptive method to delay or
avoid pregnancy at any time in the
future?

Which contraceptive method would
you prefer to use? (1)

DHS Model Questionnaire – Phase 6
(2008–2013) (English, French)

Do you think you will use a
contraceptive method to delay or
avoid pregnancy at any time in the
future?

DHS Model Questionnaire – Phase 7
(English, French)

Do you think you will use a
contraceptive method to delay or
avoid pregnancy at any time in the
future?

DHS Model Questionnaire – Phase 8
(English)

Do you think you will use a
contraceptive method to delay or
avoid pregnancy at any time in the
future?
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