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( Symbol of women's health) 

Reproductive and sexual health 

Women experience many unique health issues related to reproduction 

and sexuality and these are responsible for a third of all health problems 

experienced by women during their reproductive years (aged 15–44), of 

which unsafe sex is a major risk factor, especially in developing 

countries.  Reproductive health includes a wide range of issues including 

the health and function of structures and systems involved in 

reproduction, pregnancy, childbirth and child rearing, 

including antenatal and perinatal care.  Global women's health has a 

much larger focus on reproductive health than that of developed 

countries alone, but also infectious diseases such as malaria in 

pregnancy and non-communicable diseases (NCD). Many of the issues 

that face women and girls in resource poor regions are relatively 

unknown in developed countries, such as female genital cutting, and 

further lack access to the appropriate diagnostic and clinical resources. 

Maternal health 

Pregnancy presents substantial health risks, even in developed countries, 

and despite advances in obstetrical science and practice.  Maternal 

mortality remains a major problem in global health and is considered 

a sentinel event in judging the quality of health care 

systems.  Adolescent pregnancy represents a particular problem, whether 

intended or unintended, and whether within marriage or a union or not. 
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Pregnancy results in major changes in a girl's life, physically, 

emotionally, socially and economically and jeopardises her transition 

into adulthood. Adolescent pregnancy, more often than not, stems from a 

girl's lack of choices. or abuse.  

Complications of pregnancy 

In addition to death occurring in pregnancy and childbirth, pregnancy 

can result in many non-fatal health problems including obstetrical 

fistulae, ectopic pregnancy, preterm labor, gestational 

diabetes, hyperemesis gravidarum, hypertensive states 

including preeclampsia, and anemia.  

Obstetrical fistula 

Of near miss events, obstetrical fistulae (OF), 

including vesicovaginal and rectovaginal fistulae, remain one of the 

most serious and tragic. Although corrective surgery is possible it is 

often not available and OF is considered completely preventable. If 

repaired, subsequent pregnancies will require cesarean section. OF 

results from prolonged obstructed labor without intervention, when 

continued pressure from the fetus in the birth canal restricts blood supply 

to the surrounding tissues, with eventual fetal death, necrosis and 

expulsion. The damaged pelvic organs then develop a connection 

(fistula) allowing urine or feces, or both, to be discharged through the 

vagina with associated urinary and fecal incontinence, vaginal stenosis, 

nerve damage and infertility.  

Contraception and Family planning 

The ability to determine if and when to become pregnant, is vital to a 

woman's autonomy and well being, and contraception can protect girls 

and young women from the risks of early pregnancy and older women 

from the increased risks of unintended pregnancy. Adequate access to 

contraception can limit multiple pregnancies, reduce the need for 
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potentially unsafe abortion and reduce maternal and infant mortality and 

morbidity. Some barrier forms of contraception such as condoms, also 

reduce the risk of STIs and HIV infection. Access to contraception 

allows women to make informed choices about their reproductive and 

sexual health, increases empowerment, and enhances choices in 

education, careers and participation in public life. At the societal level, 

access to contraception is a key factor in controlling population growth, 

with resultant impact on the economy, the environment and regional 

development. Consequently, the United Nations considers access to 

contraception a human right that is central to gender 

equality and women's empowerment that saves lives and reduces 

poverty, and birth control has been considered amongst the 10 great 

public health achievements of the 20th century. 

To optimise women's control over pregnancy, it is essential that 

culturally appropriate contraceptive advice and means are widely, easily, 

and affordably available to anyone that is sexually active, including 

adolescents. In many parts of the world access to contraception and 

family planning services is very difficult or non existent and even in 

developed counties cultural and religious traditions can create barriers to 

access.  

There remain significant barriers to accessing contraception for many 

women in both developing and developed regions. These include 

legislative, administrative, cultural, religious and economic barriers in 

addition to those dealing with access to and quality of health services. 

Much of the attention has been focussed on preventing adolescent 

pregnancy. Even in developed regions many women, particularly those 

who are disadvantaged, may face substantial difficulties in access that 

may be financial and geographic but may also face religious and 

political discrimination.  
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Abortion 

Abortion is the intentional termination of pregnancy, as compared to 

spontaneous termination (miscarriage). Abortion is closely allied to 

contraception in terms of women's control and regulation of their 

reproduction, and is often subject to similar cultural, religious, 

legislative and economic constraints. Where access to contraception is 

limited, women turn to abortion. Consequently, abortion rates may be 

used to estimate unmet needs for contraception.  However the available 

procedures have carried great risk for women throughout most of 

history, and still do in the developing world, or where legal restrictions 

force women to seek clandestine facilities.  Access to safe legal abortion 

places undue burdens on lower socioeconomic groups and in 

jurisdictions that create significant barriers.  

Sexually transmitted infections 

Important sexual health issues for women include Sexually transmitted 

infections (STIs) and female genital cutting (FGC). STIs are a global 

health priority because they have serious consequences for women and 

infants. Mother-to-child transmission of STIs can lead 

to stillbirths, neonatal death, low-birth-

weight and prematurity, sepsis, pneumonia, neonatal conjunctivitis, 

and congenital deformities.   

Diseases such as chlamydia and gonorrhoea are also important causes 

of pelvic inflammatory disease (PID) and subsequent infertility in 

women. Another important consequence of some STIs such as genital 

herpes and syphilis increase the risk of acquiring HIV by three-fold, and 

can also influence its transmission progression. Worldwide, women and 

girls are at greater risk of HIV/AIDS. STIs are in turn associated 

with unsafe sexual activity that is often unconsensual.  

 

Infertility 
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 Many couples seek assisted reproductive technology (ART) for 

infertility.  However, about a half of IVF pregnancies result in multiple-

birth deliveries, which in turn are associated with an increase in 

both morbidity and mortality of the mother and the infant. Causes for 

this include increased maternal blood pressure, premature birth and low 

birth weight. In addition, more women are waiting longer to conceive 

and seeking ART.  

 

Menstrual cycle 

Image link : 
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enopause_%28vector%29.svg 

Women's menstrual cycles, the approximately monthly cycle of changes 

in the reproductive system, can pose significant challenges for women in 

their reproductive years (the early teens to about 50 years of age). These 

include the physiological changes that can effect physical and mental 

health, symptoms of ovulation and the regular shedding of the inner 

lining of the uterus (endometrium) accompanied by vaginal bleeding 

(menses or menstruation). The onset of menstruation (menarche) may be 

alarming to unprepared girls and mistaken for illness. Menstruation can 

place undue burdens on women in terms of their ability to participate in 

activities, and access to menstrual aids such as tampons and sanitary 

pads. This is particularly acute amongst poorer socioeconomic groups 

where they may represent a financial burden and in developing countries 

where menstruation can be an impediment to a girl's education.  

Equally challenging for women are the physiological and emotional 

changes associated with the cessation of menses (menopause or 

climacteric). While typically occurring gradually towards the end of the 

fifth decade in life marked by irregular bleeding the cessation of 

ovulation and menstruation is accompanied by marked changes in 

hormonal activity, both by the ovary itself (oestrogen and progesterone) 
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and the pituitary gland (follicle stimulating hormone or FSH 

and luteinizing hormone or LH). These hormonal changes may be 

associated with both systemic sensations such as hot flashes and local 

changes to the reproductive tract such as reduced vaginal secretions and 

lubrication. While menopause may bring relief from symptoms of 

menstruation and fear of pregnancy it may also be accompanied by 

emotional and psychological changes associated with the symbolism of 

the loss of fertility and a reminder of aging and possible loss 

of desirability. While menopause generally occurs naturally as a 

physiological process it may occur earlier (premature menopause) as a 

result of disease or from medical or surgical intervention.  

 

Other issues 

 Women also experience a number of issues related to the health of their 

breasts and genital tract, which fall into the scope of gynaecology.  

Non-reproductive health 

Women and men have different experiences of the same illnesses, 

especially cardiovascular disease, cancer, depression and dementia, and 

are more prone to urinary tract infections than men.  

Cardiovascular disease 

 The onset occurs at a later age in women than in men. For instance the 

incidence of stroke in women under the age of 80 is less than that in 

men, but higher in those aged over 80. Overall the lifetime risk of stroke 

in women exceeds that in men. The risk of cardiovascular disease 

amongst those with diabetes and amongst smokers is also higher in 

women than in men. Many aspects of cardiovascular disease vary 

between women and men, including risk factors, prevalence, physiology, 

symptoms, response to intervention and outcome.  
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Cancer 

Women and men have approximately equal risk of dying from cancer, 

which accounts for about a quarter of all deaths, and is the second 

leading cause of death.  

Breast cancer 

Breast cancer is the second most common cancer in the world and the 

most common among women. It is also among the ten most 

common chronic diseases of women, and a substantial contributor to loss 

of quality of life.  

Cervical cancer 

Globally, cervical cancer is the fourth commonest cancer amongst 

women, particularly those of lower socioeconomic status. Women in this 

group have reduced access to health care, high rates of child and forced 

marriage, parity, polygamy and exposure to STIs from multiple sexual 

contacts of male partners. All of these factors place them at higher risk.  

Cervical cancer is associated with human papillomavirus (HPV), which 

has also been implicated in cancers of the vulva, vagina, anus, 

and oropharynx. In developed countries, screening for cervical cancer 

using the Pap test has identified pre-cancerous changes in the cervix, at 

least in those women with access to health care.  

Ovarian cancer 

By contrast, ovarian cancer, the leading cause of reproductive organ 

cancer deaths, and the fifth commonest cause of cancer deaths in women 

in the United States, lacks an effective screening programme, and is 

predominantly a disease of women in industrialised countries. Because it 

is largely asymptomatic in its earliest stages, more than 50% of women 

have stage III or higher cancer (spread beyond the ovaries).  

Mental health 

Almost 25% of women will experience mental health issues over their 

lifetime. Women are at higher risk than men from anxiety, depression, 
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and psychosomatic complaints. Globally, depression is the leading 

disease burden. In the United States, women have depression twice as 

often as men. The economic costs of depression in American women are 

estimated to be $20 billion every year. The risks of depression in women 

have been linked to changing hormonal environment that women 

experience, including puberty, menstruation, pregnancy, childbirth and 

the menopause.   

Dementia 

The prevalence of Alzheimer's disease in the United States is estimated 

at 5.1 million, and of these two thirds are women. Furthermore, women 

are far more likely to be the primary caregivers of adult family members 

with depression, so that they bear both the risks and burdens of this 

disease. The lifetime risk for a woman of developing Alzheimer's 

disease is twice that of men. Part of this difference may be due to life 

expectancy, but changing hormonal status over their lifetime may also 

play a par as may differences in gene expression. Deaths due to 

dementia are higher in women than men (4.5% of deaths vs. 2.0%). 

Bone health 

Osteoporosis ranks sixth amongst chronic diseases of women in the 

United States, with an overall prevalence of 18%, and a much higher 

rate involving the femur, neck or lumbar spine amongst women (16%) 

than men (4%), over the age of 50 Osteoporosis is a risk factor for bone 

fracture and about 20% of senior citizens who sustain a hip fracture die 

within a year. The gender gap is largely the result of the reduction 

of estrogen levels in women following the menopause.  

Anaemia 

Anaemia is a major global health problem for women. Women are 

affected more than men, in which up to 30% of women being found to 

be anaemic and 42% of pregnant women. Anaemia is linked to a number 

of adverse health outcomes including a poor pregnancy outcome and 

impaired cognitive function (decreased concentration and attention). The 

main cause of anaemia is iron deficiency. In United States women iron 
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deficiency anaemia (IDA) affects 37% of pregnant women, but globally 

the prevalence is as high as 80%. IDA starts in adolescence, from 

excess menstrual blood loss, compounded by the increased demand for 

iron in growth and suboptimal dietary intake. In the adult woman, 

pregnancy leads to further iron depletion.  
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