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Abstract

Good quality family planning (FP) counseling meets the reproductive health needs of individuals and couples by supporting
autonomous decision making. Survey-based assessments cannot catch nuances of FP counseling. This study aimed to evaluate the
quality of FP counseling offered to couples in Turkiye (Kocaeli)- which is a primary example of a developing country. This study
was conducted with health workers providing at least six months pre-marriage counseling services in five institutions. Data were
obtained by information form, individual face-to-face interviews, and observation. Most of the 17 participants kindly welcomed,
made simple explanations without making medical terms by making face-to-face and eye contact during the counseling. While
some participants were able to provide information about contraception methods, other participants were not able to explain by
showing an example of each method. This study’s findings demonstrated that the quality of FP counseling in Turkiye is still sub-
optimal. The time allocated to FP counseling was short and there was no given information about all methods of contraception. To
increase the quality of FP counseling services offered by health providers, the existing FP guidelines and training packages must
be reviewed. (Afr J Reprod Health 2022; 26[10]: 101-110).
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Résumé

Des conseils de bonne qualité en matiére de planification familiale (PF) répondent aux besoins de santé reproductive des individus
et des couples en soutenant la prise de décision autonome. Les évaluations basées sur des enquétes ne peuvent pas saisir les nuances
du conseil en PF. Cette étude visait a évaluer la qualité des conseils de PF offerts aux couples a Turkiye (Kocaeli) - qui est un
exemple principal de pays en développement. Cette étude a été menée aupres d'agents de santé fournissant au moins six mois de
services de conseil prénuptial dans cing institutions. Les données ont été obtenues par formulaire d'information, entretiens
individuels en face a face et observation. La plupart des 17 participants ont été gentiment accueillis, ont donné des explications
simples sans faire de termes médicaux en faisant face a face et dans les yeux pendant le conseil. Alors que certains participants ont
pu fournir des informations sur les méthodes de contraception, d'autres participants n'ont pas été en mesure d'expliquer en montrant
un exemple de chaque méthode. Les résultats de cette étude ont démontré que la qualité du conseil en PF en Turquie est encore
sous-optimale. Le temps alloué au conseil en PF était court et il n'y avait aucune information donnée sur toutes les méthodes de
contraception. Pour augmenter la qualité des services de conseil en PF offerts par les prestataires de santé, les directives et les
modules de formation en matiere de PF doivent étre revus. (Afr J Reprod Health 2022; 26[10]: 101-110).

Mots-clés: Planification familiale, conseil en santé reproductive, qualité

Introduction

Family planning (FP) and reproductive health
counseling is an accepted approach for increasing
the awareness and acceptance of contraception®. In
many countries, models for the provision of FP and
reproductive healthcare services are very similar in

different settings. There is ample evidence that
structured and high-quality FP counseling supports
the individual’s informed and voluntary decision-
making, increasing adoptions and modern FP
methods’ use?3. Furthermore, it has been argued
that although FP services predominantly target
women, FP programs targeting only women may
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have limited success**. In addition, men play
important and complex roles in FP. One of the
obstacles in meeting the FP needs of married
women is their spouse®. Therefore, a great deal of
effort has been made to educate and involve men in
FP146  Since the mid 1990s, there has been a
consensus that FP services should be provided not
only to women but also to men or couples together,
which has brought with it efforts to develop
different strategies in this regard’. However, very
few programs that include men in FP have been
effective. The challenge that arises regarding this
issue is how to ensure the effective participation of
men in FP services and how to support the decision-
making process of the couples®.

Turkiye is the fifth country with the highest
marriage rate among the countries affiliated with
the Organization for Economic Cooperation and
Development’. The highest rate shows regional
differences and rapid changes depending on
variables such as income level, cultural structure,
and education level®. It is obligatory for individuals
who intend to get married in Turkiye to obtain a
health report stating that they do not have any
diseases that prevent marriage®. While examining
and testing couples who apply to the institution for
a health report, counseling services on infectious
and genetically transmitted diseases, reproductive
health, and FP are provided within the scope of Pre-
Marriage Counseling (PMC). In order to increase
the quality of PMC services and to ensure
standardization, since 2013, “Pre-Marriage
Counseling Instructor Training” is given to
midwives, physicians, and nurses who provide
PMC services. In this regard, FP training offered
within the scope of the counseling services given to
couples who apply for a health report before
marriage is important. Couples apply to the
institution together to get a health report before they
get married. Therefore, perhaps the only setting
where both men and women can be evaluated
together about FP. FP training can be given to both
woman and man at the same time, and active
participation of both partners in FP is ensured. For
this reason, FP counseling offered to couples in
PMC settings is an important opportunity to support
couples’ autonomous decision-making and ensure
the involvement of men in the process. Studies
conducted in Turkiye have focused mainly on the
knowledge and attitudes regarding FP*>4 and the
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extent of the knowledge about the content and
quality of FP counseling remains limited®®. In
addition, FP training provided for higher levels of
contraceptive use needs to be evaluated. In this
study using data from interviews with healthcare
professionals, we aimed to better understand the
quality of FP training provided during the PMC
sessions. In addition, the objective of our study was
to evaluate the extent to which FP counseling
offered to couples supports their autonomous
decision-making in choosing a contraceptive
method. Thus, we targeted to reveal the obstacles in
providing high-quality family planning counseling
in developing countries such as ours.

Method

Study design and sample

This qualitative, descriptive, and cross-sectional
study was conducted in Kocaeli, which is the
second largest industrial city in Turkiye after
Istanbul and the most densely populated city?.
There are five institutions providing PMC services
in  Kocaeli Provincial Health Directorate.
Preliminary survey of the five institutions showed
that PMC training was provided by 19 healthcare
professionals. Consequently, this study aimed at
reaching all participants. Inclusion criteria was to
provide premarital counseling for at least six
months. First of all, institutional permission was
obtained from the Kocaeli Provincial Health
Directorate to carry out this study. Ethical approval
was obtained from the Kocaeli University Ethics
Committee (Date: July 27, 2018; approval number:
2018/11.34).

Data collection

The content of the qualitative research method
includes the in-depth examination of people’s
perceptions, behaviors, and activities in the context
of their experience. In this research method, data is
collected by using observation and interview
method, by recording with the help of video or
audio recording, written texts, words or symbols?’.
In the study, this method was chosen because it
allows for a detailed and unbiased evaluation of FP
education offered in premarital counseling. Data
were collected using interviews, observations, and
information forms. The researcher [MSc midwife

African Journal of Reproductive Health October 2022; 26 (10):102



Birinci and Er

holding a Reproductive Health and Intrauterine
Device (IUD) Instructor Training certificate]
visited five institutions twice. During the first visit,
she met with the administrative supervisor of the
institution and gave information about the research
and learned who the health workers provide pre-
marital counseling services in the institution are.
During the second institution visit, the researcher
reached out to these healthcare professionals
(midwives and nurses) and informed them about the
research. They were provided with the information
about the rationale and purpose of the study,
voluntariness of participation. They were also
assured that the personal information collected
would be kept confidential and would not be used
in a way that could pose any risk. In addition, they
were informed that the results of the study would be
shared for educational and scientific purposes
without using any identifying information.
Informed consent was obtained from all
participants for participation in the study and
recording of the interviews. In addition, the contact
details of the investigators were shared with the
participants so that they could reach them if they
had questions or wanted to be informed about the
results of the study.

Face-to-face interviews were conducted
with healthcare professionals who gave consent to
participate in the study. These interviews were
carried out without disrupting the functioning of the
institution. In other words, if the midwife or nurse
was interviewing with a couple who came for
premarital counseling, this interview was expected
to end. A separate environment was not prepared
for interviews with the participants. Interviews
within the scope of the research were carried out in
the environment organized by the institution to
provide premarital counseling services to couples.
The role-playing technique was used during the
interviews in which the researcher’s spouse also
joined. During the interview, the participants
(midwife or nurse) were asked to imagine the
researcher and her spouse as a couple who applied
for a health report for marriage procedures and
provide the PMC service that they routinely
provided to couples. The participants were not
given a time limit regarding the duration of the
interview and no intervention was made during the
interview. Only the questions directed by the
participant to the researcher and her spouse were
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answered. Interviews were recorded using a voice
recorder with the permission of the participants in
order to listen and evaluate the recordings again.
During the interview, data related to the counseling
environment, such as the participant’s body
language, eye contact, and distance between the
participant and the researcher and her spouse were
observed and noted. After the interview was
completed, the study participants were asked to fill
in a 10-question information form that was prepared
to obtain demographic (gender, age, marital status,
education, and whether or not they had children)
and occupational (occupation, duration of working
in that occupation and in the current institution,
whether or not they had received PMC training, and
how long they provided this training). In addition,
the participants were asked to indicate the
challenges they encountered in the provision of
PMC services and their suggestions regarding the
effective provision of this service at the end of the
information form.

Two nurses could not be contacted because
they were on maternity leave, and all 17 healthcare
providers who were interviewed agreed to
participate in the study. Interviews with the
research participants, which started on October 8,
2018, were completed on December 31, 2018. The
duration of the interviews with the participants
within the scope of the study varied between 2
minutes and 12 minutes.

Data analysis

The evaluation of the study data started from the
moment of its collection. The recordings were
transcribed in a computer environment at the end of
each interview. Notes on the observations made
during the interview were also added to the text.
Further, two researchers worked together to
evaluate the FP training given by the participants in
line with the Marriage Counseling Skills Learning
Guide (MCSLG) based on the records and
observations. MCSLG is a 27-item guide developed
by the Republic of Turkiye Ministry of Health,
General Directorate of Mother-Child Health and
Family Planning to standardize and increase the
quality of PMC services provided in Turkiye
(Appendix 1). Each item in the guideline was
evaluated as ‘“needs improvement” (performing
the step incorrectly or not performing it on time),
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Appendix 1

Steps of the marriage counseling skills learning
guides

1. Welcoming the applicant couple politely

2. Providing the necessary privacy

3. Introducing oneself

4. Learning the names of the applicant couple

5. Using appropriate body language

6. Making eye contact

7. Adjusting the required distance for communication

8. Being face-to-face with the applicant couple during
communication

9. Not engaging oneself with other activities during the
counseling session

10. Performing the counseling session as if one is chatting
11. Asking the ages and occupations of the couple

12. Learning about their fertility goals

13. Giving information about contraceptive methods

14. Explaining each method with an example

15. Asking if they are a carrier of thalassemia

16. Providing information about thalassemia

17. Describing the thalassemia carrier screening test

18. Asking about their blood types

19. Providing information about sexually transmitted
infections

20. Providing information about the tests that can be
performed

21. Making careful and simple explanations

22. Using short sentences that do not contain medical terms
23. Encouraging the couple to ask questions

24. Paying attention to whether the couple wishes to discuss
something else

25. Understanding and trying to address the couple’s needs,
concerns, and fears

26. Filling in the records

27. Referring to the laboratory

“adequate” (performing the step correctly and in
sequence but with deficiencies), ‘“mastered”
(performing the step correctly and in sequence
without stopping or needing help), and ‘“no
observation made” (the researcher did not observe
the step)®8. After all the interviews were completed
and the data were collected, the personal and
professional data of the participants and the
percentage distribution of the evaluations regarding
the FP training they provided were obtained. Mean
values for age, duration of working in the
profession and institution, and duration of
providing PMC training were calculated using the
SPSS 20.0 program.

Results

Table 1 summarizes the characteristics of 17
participants. The ages of midwives and nurses
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ranged from 28 to 55 years, and their duration of
working in the profession ranged from 5 to 34 years.
The duration for which the midwives and nurses
provided PMC training was between 6 months and
13 years.

Marriage counseling skills of the participants

While the participants were mostly evaluated as
“mastered” in the 19 steps of MCSLG, the rate of
participants who were considered “adequate” was
higher in three steps. In addition, the rate of those
who could not be observed or whose data could not
be obtained was higher in five steps. The data
obtained from the guide were discussed under four
headings (Table 2).

Communication

The eleven steps of the MCSLG are aimed at
assessing the counselor’s communication skills. All
17 participants were evaluated as having mastered
the following steps of MCSLG: they did not engage
in other activities during counseling, almost all of
them (n=16, 94.1%) welcomed the applicant couple
politely, the majority of them maintained the
necessary distance for communication, faced the
applicant couple during communication, used
appropriate body language (n=15, 88.2%), and
made eye contact (n=14, 82.4%). Most of the
midwives and nurses (n=12, 70.6%) providing
PMC service did not perform the steps of learning
the names of the couple, and more than half of them
missed the step of asking the ages and occupations
of the couple (n=11, 64.7%) and introducing
themselves (n=9, 52.9%).

Provision of information

The nine steps of the MCSLG are under the
informing heading. Almost all of the midwives and
nurses in our study (n=16, 94.1%) used short
sentences without medical terms and explained the
thalassemia carrier screening test, more than half of
them carefully made simple explanations during the
counseling (n=11, 64.7%), encouraged the couple
to ask questions, and also paid attention if the
couple wanted to discuss another topic (n=10,
58.8%); they were evaluated as having mastered in
the aforementioned steps. It was found that one
third (n=6, 35.3%) of the counselors in our study
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Table 1: Participant characteristics

n or mean %

(years)
Gender
Female 17 100.0
Age 42.618.9
Marital status
Single 3 17.6
Married 14 824
Number of children
None 2 11.8
One 3 17.6
Two 12 70.8
Education
Vocational school of health 5 294
Associate degree 5 294
Undergraduate 7 41.2
Occupation
Midwife 10 58.8
Nurse 7 41.2
Duration of working in occupation 22.4+9.6
Duration of working in current 10.9+9.4
institution
Pre-marital counseling training
Received 11 64.8
Not received 6 35.2
Duration of given pre-marital 4.5%4.2

counseling training

did not give any information and nearly half of them
(n=8, 47.1%) gave incomplete information about
sexually transmitted infections to the counselees.

Privacy

Fourteen participants (82.4%) were considered to
have mastered the step of ensuring privacy. All
interviews were conducted in a separate room
where only the participant, the researcher and her
spouse were present. The interviews were
completed without any interruptions or breaks.

Family planning education

The three steps of the MCSLG are included under
this heading. Six participants (35.3%) had mastered
the step of providing information about
contraceptive methods, 7 participants (41.2%) were
considered adequate, 2 participants (11.8%) needed
improvement, whereas 2 participants (11.8%) did
not provide information about contraceptive
methods. In the explanation of FP methods, 3
participants (17.6%) had mastered the step
of explaining each method with an example and 10
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participants (58.8%) were considered adequate,
whereas 4 participants (23.5%) did not give any
examples of FP methods. The majority (n=14,
82.4%) of the participants were considered to have
mastered the step of learning the fertility goals of
the applicant couple. All participants were
considered to have mastered filling in the records
and appropriately referring clients to the laboratory,
which constitutes the last two steps of the MCSLG.
Eleven study participants provided information
about the difficulties they encountered in the
provision of PMC services. The most frequently
cited difficulty was the individuals were not open to
education and, therefore, they could not provide
education. Other cited difficulties were unsuitable
counseling environments and the insufficient
number of healthcare personnel providing
counseling services. In addition, participants stated
that they did not receive PMC training, and the
PMC service was short due to the high number of
applications, there was a lack of communication
between the couples themselves, and brochures and
materials related to the training were insufficient.
The researcher observed that cleaning, heating, and
lighting conditions of most settings were suitable,
there were seats and a table for the counselor and
the counselees to sit. Besides there were materials,
guides, brochures, posters, and banners related to
the FP service in the place where the counseling
service was provided.

Discussion

FP services in Turkiye focus on women as a target,
thus, methods for contraception are often used by
women4, PMC services are an important
opportunity in terms of providing FP training to
men and women together as well as male
involvement in FP. In this respect, it becomes
necessary to evaluate the effectiveness of FP
training provided within the scope of PMC services.
This study has primarily provided in-depth
information in terms of evaluating the effectiveness
of FP trainings provided within the scope of PMC
services in Kocaeli, Turkiye and revealing the
relevant problems. In this section, the study data
related to FP training are discussed. Seven items of
MCSLG were excluded from the discussion since
they were related to other subjects (information
about blood type assessment, thalassemia, sexually
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Table 2: Evaluation of the counseling provided by the participants according to the marriage counseling skills learning guide (N=17)

Needs No observations

Evaluation heading Mastered Adequate improvement made

n % n % n % n %
Communication
1. Welcoming the applicant couple politely 16 94.1 1 5.9
3. Introducing oneself 8 47.1 9 52.9
4. Learning the names of the applicant couple 5 29.4 12 70.6
5. Using appropriate body language 15 88.2 2 11.8
6. Making eye contact 14 824 3 17.6
7. Adjusting the required distance for communication 15 88.2 2 11.8
8. Being face-to-face with the applicant couple during communication 15 88.2 2 11.8
9. Not engaging oneself with other activities during the counseling session 17 100
10. Performing the counseling session as if one is chatting 10 58.8 6 35.3 1 5.9
11. Asking the ages and occupations of the couple 6 35.3 11 64.7
25. Understanding and trying to address the couple’s needs, concerns, and fears 8 47.1 2 11.8 7 41.2
Provision of information
15. Asking if they are a carrier of thalassemia 1 5.9 16 94.1
16. Providing information about thalassemia 11 64.7 4 235 2 11.8
17. Describing the thalassemia carrier screening test 16 94.1 1 59
18. Asking about their blood types 11 64.7 6 35.3
19. Providing information about sexually transmitted infections 1 59 8 47.1 2 11.8 6 35.3
20. Providing information about the tests that can be performed 8 47.1 9 52.9
21. Making careful and simple explanations 11 64.7 6 35.3
22. Using short sentences that do not contain medical terms 16 94.1 1 5.9
23. Encouraging the couple to ask questions 10 58.8 7 41.2
24. Paying attention to whether the couple wishes to discuss something else 10 58.8 1 5.9 6 35.3
Privacy
2. Providing the necessary privacy 14 824 3 17.6
Family planning education
12. Learning about their fertility goals 14 82.4 3 17.6
13. Giving information about contraceptive methods 6 35.3 7 41.2 2 11.8 2 11.8
14. Explaining each method with an example 3 17.6 10 58.8 4 235
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transmitted infections, and tests to be performed)
within the scope of PMC.

According to our study findings, it was
determined that most of the midwives and nurses
did not introduce themselves to the applicant
couple, learn the names of the applicant couple, and
ask about their age and occupation. Self-
introduction of healthcare professionals s
important and necessary for building trust between
the counselee and the counselor, enabling the
counselee  to  express  themselves  more
comfortably®®. Building trust is an essential part of
a successful FP training process. If counselees feel
comfortable, they would be able to express their
needs and questions more clearly?. In addition, if
the counselor learns the names of the counselees
and call them by their names, this will make them
feel respected and cared for. Since the age of the
individual is important for using certain FP
methods, it is already necessary that the ages of the
individuals to be provided with FP training are
found out. This is because the content of the FP
training to be given will vary according to the age
of the individuals. In addition, previous study has
revealed that the FP method used by individuals in
Turkiye varies according to their education level
and occupation-?. In our study, the fact that most of
the midwives and nurses did not introduce
themselves and learn the names, ages, and
occupations of the couple suggests that the FP
training provided within the scope of the PMC
services is not specific to the individual. It also
shows that there are deficiencies in terms of
conducting the trainings with mutual interaction in
line with the needs and requirements of the
individuals.

It was found that most of the midwives and
nurses who participated in our study greeted the
applicant couple politely, communicated at an
appropriate distance, face-to-face, established eye
contact, and did not engage in other activities
during training. One of the basic principles of good
FP counseling is a strong interaction and
communication built by the counselor with the
counselee. Regarding the communication skill that
forms the basis of counseling, what the counselor
says and what they do not say, i.e., the counselor’s
body language is very important. It was indicated
that the counselor should also establish eye contact
with the male, especially while providing
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counseling to couples?®. In two studies conducted in
Turkiye, similar to our study, midwives®> and
nurses? who provided counseling services had high
communication skills. Conversely, in another
study, it was determined that a small number of
midwives and nurses were sometimes able to
perform  nonverbal ~ communication  skills
adequately?. In addition, it was determined that the
nurses who gave counseling training in Spain had
the greatest difficulty with communicating
effectively?®. Almost all our study participants used
short sentences that did not contain medical terms.
More than half of them provided counseling
services using simple explanations. Most women in
Turkiye demand that FP training be given in an
explanatory and understandable ways such that they
can easily ask questions to the counselor®.
Conversely, very few (5.1%) healthcare
professionals believe that FP training should be
given in a short and simple way?’. The participants
offered FP counseling in understandable terms and
encouraged the counselee to ask questions, which
was a positive finding in terms of supporting the
couple to understand and grasp the information
given.Quality FP counseling should promote a
couple’s awareness of the broad array of
contraceptive options and focus on meeting their
reproductive needs?. Individual-centered FP
counseling depends on learning the fertility goal of
the counselee, informing the counselee about the
positive and negative aspects of all FP methods, and
supporting the counselee to choose the FP method
freely without guidance®. Learning the fertility
goals of the couples is necessary to determine the
content of the FP training to be offered to the
couples. In our study, most of the healthcare
professionals obtained information by asking about
the fertility goal during the interview. This finding
suggested that the participants would determine the
content of the FP training in line with the couple’s
fertility goal. However, one third of the participants
did not explain each FP method with an example.
In the area of family planning specifically, persons’
selection of a new contraceptive method is
influenced by whether providers mention or
recommend specific methods®. The fact that the
counselor did not explain the FP methods with
examples was considered an obstacle in choosing
the FP method freely for the couple. During the
interview, some participants also provided
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guidance on the FP method. While some of the
participants said that condom was the appropriate
FP method, some of them did not recommend this
method saying that the protection obtained from
condoms was low. In addition, some participants
talked about FP methods for the woman first, and
finally said “If you do not wish to use birth control,
your spouse could use it.” These results show that
improvements are needed to increase the quality of
FP training provided within the scope of PMC
services, which is one of the few settings where
couples can be trained together in Turkiye. In
previous studies conducted in Turkiye, it has been
reported that many couples who do not want to have
children do not find FP services sufficient and are
not satisfied with the service provided?=. An
effective and successful FP counseling increases
the use of contraceptives'®?°32  whereas
inadequacies in training cause dissatisfaction of the
counselees® In the study, considering that the
longest interview takes about 12 minutes, it is
difficult to provide an effective FP training that is
specific to the applicant couple and will meet the
needs of the couple within these periods. For this
reason, the quality of the training given by
healthcare  professionals who provide FP
counseling should be improved.

In our study, only one-third of the
participants asked the male counselee’s name and
age during the interview. In addition, a similar
proportion of participants did not make eye contact
with the male counselee and only gave information
about FP methods for women. Despite the great
importance of male participation in FP, health
professionals in our study continued female-
dominated FP counseling. Studies conducted in Iran
and Jordan have similarly revealed that FP
counseling is carried out in a way that
predominantly targets women?3, In many countries,
men’s participation in FP services is not sufficient
and there are attempts to increase men’s use of FP
methods®. A study conducted in Ethiopia revealed
that efforts to achieve FP goals were most
successful when they involved not only women but
also men®. Another study from Ethiopia found that
FP educational intervention which includes both
spouses be wuseful to foster contraceptive
method*. Our study has shown that men should be
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encouraged and their participation in FP programs
should be increased in Turkiye similar to many
other countries.

Our study had certain limitations. The first
limitation was regarding the study population and
sample size; since our study was conducted only in
Kocaeli province, it cannot be said that our results
represent Turkiye as a whole. The second limitation
was regarding the data collection method. The
study participants were asked to provide the PMC
service that they routinely provided to the
researcher and her spouse. However, the fact that
the participants knew that this was requested for
study purposes may have affected the counseling
service they provided.

Conclusion

In conclusion, our study provided detailed
information on the FP counseling offered to couples
about to get married in Turkiye. However, this
study allowed us to understand the obstacles in
providing high quality FP services offered to the
couples in Turkiye. One of these obstacles is the
short period of time allocated forPMC services.
Another obstacle is the failure to provide
information about all FP methods and to explain the
methods with an example. Another obstacle is that
the male counselee is not approached in FP
counseling and information is given only about FP
methods for women. Furthermore, the success of FP
training targeting only women is low. Our study
results have revealed that there is a need for
improvement in two main areas to increase the
quality of FP counseling: informing the couple
about FP methods in line with their needs and
supporting the couple’s joint decision-making by
involving the male partner more effectively.
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