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Culture and   
Sexual and Reproductive health 

  Religion and Culture are intertwined in any society 

Cultural norms 
•  Set of established rules evolved over time that  

govern the moral conduct, education and 
defining attitudes of a group of people.  

•  Govern actions and behaviours from childhood 
to old age  

•  Individual to each country, society and 
community  

•  Rooted in history, politics, religion, music, 
language and geography of a group BUT 
are still dynamic 

Culture  and  Religion 
•   Boundaries are blurred 
•   Many people believe that their cultural norms 

 are derived from their religion 
•   Some cultural practices are perpetuated by 

 religious leaders/elders  
•        Sometimes difficult to challenge beliefs held 

 within communities 
•        Requires understanding, respect and     

 appropriate communication 

Religion and sexual health 
     Religious teachings : 

   sex 
   contraception 
   abortion 
   masturbation 
   homosexuality 
   role of men and women in society 

     

Cultural / Social practices 
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 Influence of Community elders  
Impact 

•  Affects women disproportionately 
•  Gender inequality 
•  Sexual double standards 
•  Lack of decision-making power 

Status of women 
Undermined by: 
Religious fundamentalism 
Paternalistic society 
Interpretation of  religious 

rules  by men 
Lack of political support to 

women’s rights  
Legal systems and 

procedures unfair to 
women 

Scenario 
 Woman: How do you abstain from what is 
part of you?...we cant stop having 
children.  
 Provider: With or without AIDS the 
pressure from husband and extended 
families is beyond the 
women’s control .................................. 

Education and economic status of women  
influence interpretation of religious teaching  

and cultural practices and hence reproductive 
behaviour 

  Gender based hierarchy   
  Sons are considered essential – 
  Sons are an economic asset 
    Daughters a liability – dowry system 
   Putra “one who saves from hell”……. 
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      Virginity ( for women)  
     prized  possession at  
     marriage. 

 otherhood confers   Motherhood confers           
     status. 

      Ambivalence re   
     contraception till   
     fertility is established. 

      Methods causing   
     amenorrhoea viewed  
     with suspicion.  

  Issues for providers 

 Great variations exist between individuals 
from the same cultural/ religious 
background. 

 Having a preformed idea of any one religion 
or culture may lead to mistakes which may 
offend. 

 Cultural practices 
Monogamy/Polygamy  
Male and Female circumcision 
Early marriage, Emphasis on virginity  
Importance of proving fertility 
Dowry system, Bride price 
Taboos on open discussions on sexuality 
Dry sex 

 What is considered good, proper and 
satisfactory sex is a cultural issue. 

 Dry Sex :  
 Use of different agents by women to reduce 
lubrication 

 Leads to abrasions ......................... 

 Raises the level of risk for HIV 
 Non acceptance of  pre- lubricated condoms 
     Spermicides 
   

   Other Issues 
    
   Sex selective abortion 

   Female genital mutilation 

   Virginity tests  

   Forced marriages, Honour killings 

    

     FGM/C 
 At least 28 countries of sub-Saharan Africa, a few 
countries in the Middle East and Asia, and 
among immigrant populations from these 
countries in Europe, North America, and 
Australia.  

 Worldwide, an estimated 100 to 140 million girls 
and women have undergone FGM.  

 At least three million girls are at risk of being 
subjected to the practice each year. 
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FGM/C 

All procedures involving partial or 
total removal of the female external 
genitalia, or other injury to the female 
genital organs for non-medical reasons.  

Programmes 
to address: 
•  Son preference 
•  Gender based violence 
•  Harmful sexual practics 
•  Family instigation of sex work 
•  Myths and misconceptions 

Practical issues  
  Training staff in cultural sensitivity 

  Communication skills training 

  Tailoring health education  tools 

  Providing female staff 

  Outreach/ special services 

  Working with the community 

The life-cycle approach  

Gender based violence (GBV) 

Educating all age ranges from youths to 
elderly. 

 If  you only educate a child from 10-16 on GBV and they see 
the older men in the community practicing GBV they will be 
less likely to heed the education. 

•  Ethnic minorities 
•  Sex workers 
•  Trafficked women 
•  Men who have sex with men 
•  Young people 

   Vulnerable groups 
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       Practical issues 
  Dealing with: 
        

   Traditional vs pragmatic views 

   Conflict between men and women 

  Guilt and ambivalence in practice 

   First vs Second generation conflict 

   Do not stereotype 

   Do not make assumptions 

   Have awareness 

   Ensure communication 

   Show respect 

   

  Finally......................... 


