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SHORT COMMUNICATION

Are health workers really promoting condoms?

Venkatraman Chandra Mouli and Susan Nyirenda1

Background

On World AIDS day in 1989, the Ministry of Health
in Zambia launched a nationwide campaign
promoting condom use. A poster and an accompany-
ing leaflet were developed, aimed at persons likely
to have casual sexual partners, such as bar and tavern
patrons. Non-governmental agencies including the
Planned Parenthood Association of Zambia and the
Copperbelt Health Education Project (CHEP) were
involved. As its name implies, the Copperbelt
Province, one of nine in Zambia, consists of a cluster
of highly populated towns that have grown up around
the copper mines. Kitwe, one of eight districts in the
province and home to half a million inhabitants, is
the focus of this article.

A national condom distribution network exists as
depicted in Fig. 1. Condoms are supposed to be
distributed through the following health facilities in
Kitwe District: 18 government clinics, three
hospitals, seven chemist shops, eight private
surgeries and several company clinics. Staff of CHEP
visit each of these facilities. While distributing health
education materials in early 1990, the staff observed
that several clinics did not stock condoms. Discus-
sion with health workers revealed that many were
not enthusiastic about condom promotion. These
observations were incorporated into 'AIDS Preven-
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tion and Control Workshops' for local clinic staff
organized by CHEP in 1990, in each district,
including two in Kitwe.

Workshop questionnaire

At the beginning of each workshop a brief question-
naire was administered that sought information on
participants attitudes and practices related to condom
use. During initial application it was found that one-
on-one interviews were embarrassing for health
workers. Therefore a self-administered format was
adopted and used at the beginning of the workshop.
Questions were hand written on flipchart paper and
displayed at the front of the room. Participants wrote
and submitted anonymous answers on plain papaer.
A total of 52 health workers attended the Kitwe
workshops and completed the questionnaire.

Results

Ah" respondents knew what condoms were and from
where they could be obtained, but 29% could not
explain how they are used. When asked whether
condoms were effective in preventing sexually
transmitted diseases and AIDS, 29% said they were
very effective, while 65 % were of the opinion that
they were only somewhat effective. The rest either
did not believe condoms were effective or gave no
answer. Reasons given for why condoms may fail
to give protection included likelihood of tearing,
improper use, possibility of slipping off and inability
to block the AIDS virus.

© Oxford University Press 283

D
ow

nloaded from
 https://academ

ic.oup.com
/her/article/8/2/283/564700 by Johns H

opkins U
niversity, W

elch M
edical Library user on 07 February 2023



V.Chandra Mouli and S.Nyirenda

National AIDS Prevention
Programme

Provincial AIDS
Coordinator

Planned Parenthood
Association of Zambia

Health Ministry's
Central Stores

District AIDS
Coordinator

Copper Mines
Central Pharmacy

->• District Council Clinics

- • Consolidated Copper Mines Clinics -

- • Ministry of Health Clinics

- • Private Surgeries

Figure 1. Condom distribution network in Zambia.

Slightly less than half (48%) reported previous use
of a condom. The same number reported no prior
use, while two people gave no response. When asked
"Do you promote condom use among your patients
who practice high-risk sexual behaviour?" 48%
indicated always, 46% wrote sometimes, while the
rest did not promote condom use. Reasons given for
the latter were, "If we promote condoms, are we
not encouraging promiscuity?", "Is it morally
correct to promote condom use when we know that
they are not totally safe?", "I know the whole
family—the husband, wife and four children. They
all come to the clinic when they are ill. How can
I help the husband to be unfaithful to his wife by
encouraging him to use condoms and by actually
giving him condoms?".

Previous condom use was compared with opinions
on both effectiveness and willingness to recommend
condoms to patients, and found to show no associa-
tion. Among the 25 who reportedly had used
condoms before, only 36% indicated that they were
very effective, compared with 24% of the 25 who
had not used condoms (z = 0.934, P > 0.35).
Similarly 44% of those with previous condom

experience indicated that they would always recom-
mend them to patients with high-risk behaviour,
compared with 56% of those who had never used
them (z = 0.855, P > 0.39).

Follow-up action

These findings were passed on to the Ministry of
Health. In response the National AIDS Prevention
and Control Programme produced a leaflet entitled
What Medical and Health Staff Should Know about
Condoms, which addressed the following issues:
purpose of condoms, efficacy, target groups,
methods for encouraging use and specific advice to
users. The CHEP helped distribute the leaflets to
local health workers and devoted considerable time
to discussing the pros and cons of condom use in
subsequent workshops.

As a result most hospitals, clinics and private
surgeries in the Copperbelt Province now stock and
distribute condoms. CHEP staff have observed that
more local health workers are now promoting
condoms, but conclude that the efforts to educate the
health workers themselves must continue.
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In conclusion, it is a serious mistake for health
planners to assume that all health workers will
automatically accept the use and efficacy of a
recommended disease control technology. Health
workers themselves must also be educated in order
for them to take up their roles in promoting public
acceptance and use of preventive methods, in this
case the use of condoms to prevent AIDS.
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