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Summary 

 This paper focuses on all non-emergency reversible contraceptive methods. 

 Ireland has a national strategy (2012-2016) under the Crisis Pregnancy 

Programme which addresses sexual and reproductive health and rights 

including access to contraception.  

 The strategy is not considered comprehensive by stakeholders as it places a 

strong emphasis on prevention of unintended pregnancies, but does not 

address all issues related to sexual and reproductive health and rights. 

 All modern contraceptives are equally available across Ireland. 

 There are some schemes to reimburse some or all the cost of contraceptive 

services, including: 

o Women with a medical card receive contraceptive services and most 

contraceptive methods free of charge.  

o Expenses incurred for contraception are tax deductible to some extent. 

 Studies indicate that cost is a barrier to contraceptive use in Ireland, particularly 

for young people and those from lower socio-economic backgrounds. 

 A 2015 study across 16 EU countries, including Ireland, identified an 

inconsistent approach to sexual and reproductive health and rights in Europe, 

including access to contraceptive choice. 

 Overall, Ireland was ranked sixth out of the 16 countries in relation to its policies 

on accessing contraception. 

 In half of the countries examined, all modern contraceptive methods are equally 

available, while in other countries, some contraceptive methods are rare or not 

available and significant regional disparities may exist. 

 None of the 16 countries examined fully reimburses citizens’ contraception 

costs. 

 Some of them provide reimbursement arrangements aimed at addressing the 

social and economic barriers faced by young people and those at risk of socio-

economic exclusion, but these were considered insufficient to provide full 

access to contraceptive choice for these vulnerable groups. 

 The UK was not part of the European study, but most types of contraception 

are provided free of charge by the NHS and contraception clinics provide a 

range of sexual health services for adults and young people under 16.   
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Introduction 

This paper examines access to contraception in Ireland and Europe, with a particular 

focus on the availability and cost of contraception for adolescents and young adults. As 

per the International Planned Parenthood Federation (IPPF) definition of modern 

contraceptive choice1, this paper focuses on all non-emergency reversible 

contraceptive methods enabling young people and young adults to prevent unintended 

pregnancies. This includes include a range of different methods, namely male and 

female condoms, diaphragms, oral contraceptives, vaginal contraceptive rings, 

contraceptive patches, depot injections and long-acting reversible contraception 

(LARC) 

 
Contraception in Ireland 

 

Policy framework 

A policy framework exists in Ireland to address sexual and reproductive health and 

rights2 and access to contraception, although its main aim is to prevent and address 

unintended pregnancies: 

 The Health (Family Planning) Act, 1979  legalised the sale of contraceptives. 

 The Health Service Executive (HSE) Crisis Pregnancy Programme was 

established in 2003. One of its key objectives is to reduce the number of crisis 

pregnancies through education, counselling and contraceptive services. 

 Ireland has a national strategy  (2012-2016) under the Crisis Pregnancy 

Programme which addresses sexual health and reproductive rights including 

access to modern contraceptive choice.  

 The strategy is not considered comprehensive by stakeholders as it places a 

strong emphasis on prevention of unintended pregnancies, but does not 

address all issues relevant to sexual and reproductive health and rights.3  

                                                

1
 The International Planned Parenthood Federation (IPPF) European Network (2015) 

“Barometer of women’s access to modern contraceptive choice in 16 EU countries”.  Available 
here. 
2
 The International Planned Parenthood Federation (IPPF) European Network defines ‘sexual 

and reproductive health and rights’ as covering “a broad range of areas, including healthy 
sexual development, equitable and responsible relationships and sexual fulfilment, 
contraceptive access to control fertility, prevention and management of disease or infection, 
freedom from fear or violence and other harmful practices related to sexuality.” See here (p. 6). 

http://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/1979/act/20/enacted/en/html
http://www.crisispregnancy.ie/about-us/overview/
http://www.crisispregnancy.ie/wp-content/uploads/2013/03/CPP-Strategy-FINAL1x1.pdf
http://www.ippfen.org/mwg-internal/de5fs23hu73ds/progress?id=Uc3mUG2HdD7I9R-cxl840a7focH5K_dzbdckyWfoaxo,
http://www.ippfen.org/mwg-internal/de5fs23hu73ds/progress?id=Uc3mUG2HdD7I9R-cxl840a7focH5K_dzbdckyWfoaxo,
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 A report by the International Planned Parenthood Federation (IPPF) European 

Network stated that a more comprehensive strategy on sexual and reproductive 

health and rights is expected to be adopted by the Irish Government. The report 

cites the Irish Family Planning Association which notes that the strategy is 

expected to broaden the scope of the current policy framework by not only 

focusing on unintended pregnancies, but also addressing other issues including 

screening of sexually transmitted infections and sexuality in general.  

 

Education and awareness 

National campaigns 

The HSE runs national campaigns to provide information on contraceptive methods. A 

national health promotion campaign, Think Contraception, was launched to provide 

information on contraception to sexually active adults. The campaign has focused on a 

number of groups to date, including: 

 Young adults (18-30 year olds)   

 Women aged 35 to 55 through the Contraception 35+ leaflet which 

provides information on contraceptive options and unintended pregnancies. 

 

Education in Schools  

Relationships and Sexuality education (RSE) is compulsory in post-primary schools 

from first year to sixth year. Although there are guidelines on the content of sexuality 

education in schools, they are not mandatory and schools can decide on the content of 

the course based on moral or ethical considerations. These curriculum guidelines do 

not refer to contraception, although they do include sections on family planning and 

sexually transmitted infections. A 2013 report by the DES Inspectorate found that 96% 

of the 63 post-primary schools inspected provided RSE for senior cycle students, but 

there was significant variation in the quality of this provision. Also, although post-

primary schools are required to have an agreed RSE policy, only 56% of schools had 

one in place.   

 

                                                                                                                                          

3
 The International Planned Parenthood Federation (IPPF) European Network (2015) 

“Barometer of women’s access to modern contraceptive choice in 16 EU countries”.  Available 
here. 

http://www.thinkcontraception.ie/
hhttp://www.crisispregnancy.ie/wp-content/uploads/2012/04/HSE35.pdf
http://www.education.ie/en/Schools-Colleges/Information/Post-Primary-School-Policies/Policies/Relationships-and-Sexuality-Education-RSE-.html
hhttp://www.education.ie/en/Schools-Colleges/Information/Post-Primary-School-Policies/1997-NCCA-Interim-Curriculum-Guidelines-for-Post-Primary-Schools-for-RSE-as-an-aspect-of-SPHE-.pdf
https://www.education.ie/en/Publications/Inspection-Reports-Publications/Evaluation-Reports-Guidelines/Looking-at-Social-Personal-and-Health-Education-Teaching-and-Learning-in-Post-Primary-Schools.pdf
http://www.ippfen.org/resources/barometer-2015-womens-access-modern-contraceptive-choice
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Availability and cost  

All modern contraceptives are equally available across Ireland.4  There are some 

schemes to reimburse some or all the cost of contraceptive services, including: 

 Women with a medical card receive contraceptive services and most 

contraceptive methods free of charge.  

 Expenses incurred for contraception are tax deductible to some extent. For 

example, doctor’s fees and contraceptives prescribed by a medical practitioner 

qualify for relief. 

 

The Irish Contraception and Crisis Pregnancy Study (2010) examined knowledge, 

attitudes and behaviours relating to the use of contraception and contraceptive 

services in the general population in Ireland. Overall, the results indicated that cost was 

a greater barrier to accessing contraception for young people (18-25 years) than other 

age groups. Some of the key findings of this research are summarised in Box 1 below. 

 

Box 1: Barriers to accessing contraception identified in the Irish Contraception 

and Crisis Pregnancy Study (2010) 

 The vast majority of sexually active adults living in Ireland have accessed 

contraceptive supplies (90%).   

 More women than men reported some level of difficulty accessing these 

supplies in 2010 (15% of women; 9% of men). 

 Access/locality, embarrassment and cost were the three main reasons given for 

difficulty in accessing contraception.  

 Of those who had used condoms in the last year, 5.2% of men and 4.8% of 

women indicated that the cost of condoms had prevented them from using this 

method of contraception when they had sex in the last year. This issue was 

particularly pertinent for young men (10%) and women (7%) aged 18-25 years. 

 One in eight women aged 18-25 (13%) reported that the cost of the 

contraceptive pill, patch or ring had prevented them refilling their prescription. 

 Nearly half of women (47%) reported that they would prefer to get their 

                                                

4
 The International Planned Parenthood Federation (IPPF) European Network (2015) op cit. 

https://www.ucd.ie/t4cms/ICCP-2010_REPORT.pdf
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contraceptive supplies from a pharmacy, followed closely by a GP (37%); men 

were more likely to choose a pharmacy (64%) or commercial outlets such as a 

petrol station or supermarket (17%). 

Source: McBride, O (2010) Irish Contraception and Crisis Pregnancy Study 2010. Crisis 

Pregnancy Programme Report No. 24, Available here. 

 

The authors of the 2010 study made a number of recommendations to improve access 

to contraception, including: 

 Easier and equitable access to contraceptive services is required, particularly 

for young people. Service planning developments from a provision and quality 

perspective need to be considered as part of policy development in the area of 

sexual health. 

 Those for whom cost is a barrier to using contraception are in urgent and 

particular need of supports in this area. 

 Strategies that facilitate choice in accessing contraception should be 

implemented. The role of community pharmacists in the provision of sexual 

health advice and services needs to be further developed. 

 

The 2006 Irish Study of Sexual Health and Relationships found that cost is a barrier to 

contraceptive use, particularly among young people or those from a lower socio-

economic background. For example, a third of women agreed that the cost of the 

contraceptive pill discouraged their use of it. This proportion rose to almost 43% among 

women with lower levels of education. Although a smaller proportion agreed that the 

cost of condoms would discourage their use of them, the proportion was still 

substantial, at 15% of men and women. In addition, higher proportions of younger 

adults and those with lower education levels were more likely to agree that cost of 

condoms would discourage their use of them.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.ucd.ie/t4cms/ICCP-2010_REPORT.pdf
http://www.ucd.ie/issda/static/documentation/esri/isshr-report.pdf
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Contraception and sexual health resources for young people 

www.B4uDecide.ie – Provides young people with information, including contraception 

advice, to enable them to make informed decisions before they have sex for the first 

time.  

 
www.spunout.ie – Youth issues website, including sexual health, relationships and 

contraception information. 

 
Foróige’s Relationships & Sexuality Programme (REAL U) was developed to enable 

young people (12-18 years) to explore issues regarding relationships and sexuality, 

including contraception. 

 

Contraception in Europe 

 
Access to contraception 

A 2015 barometer report by the International Planned Parenthood Federation (IPPF) 

European Network examined women’s access to modern contraceptive choice5 in 16 

EU countries, including Ireland.6 The study rated the countries in eight different policy 

areas relevant to modern contraceptive choice. As per the previous report in 2013, an 

inconsistent approach to sexual and reproductive health and rights in Europe (including 

access to contraception) was identified. The research showed that very few policies 

had improved since 2013, and in most countries, the situation has stagnated, or even 

worsened, over the previous few years.   

 

Figure 1 provides an overview of country specific totals across all policy benchmarks. 

The results indicate that Germany, the Netherlands and Denmark received the highest 

ratings in relation to access to contraceptive choice, while Lithuania, Cyprus and 

Romania received the lowest ratings. Overall, Ireland was ranked sixth out of the 16 

countries receiving a total score across all policy areas of 60%. The analysis indicated 

                                                

5
 In the IPPF report modern contraceptive choice refers to “all non-emergency reversible 

contraceptive methods enabling young people and young adults to prevent unintended 
pregnancies.”  
6
 Bulgaria, Czech Republic, France, Germany, Italy, Lithuania, the Netherlands, Poland, Spain, 

Sweden, Cyprus, Denmark, Finland, Ireland, Latvia and Romania. 

www.B4uDecide.ie%20
www.spunout.ie%20
https://www.foroige.ie/our-work/relationships-sexuality-programme
http://www.ippfen.org/resources/barometer-2015-womens-access-modern-contraceptive-choice
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that Ireland scored lowest on empowering women (36%) and reimbursement schemes 

(43%) and highest in relation to general awareness (85%) and healthcare professionals 

education (73%).   

 

Figure 1: Overview of country specific total across all policy benchmarks in relation to 

access to modern contraceptive choice 

 

Source:  The International Planned Parenthood Federation (IPPF) European Network (2015) 

“Barometer of women’s access to modern contraceptive choice in 16 EU countries”.  Available 

here. 

 

In half of the countries surveyed, all modern contraceptive methods are equally 

available across the country (The Netherlands, Germany, Spain, France, Sweden, 

Ireland, Denmark and Italy). In Spain, generally all contraceptives methods are 

available on prescription. In other countries, some contraceptive methods are rare or 

not available and significant regional disparities may exist. The lack of availability of 

certain contraceptives within these countries is often noted by national experts as key 

challenges that need to be addressed.   

 

Reimbursement of contraceptive costs  

 

None of the 16 countries in the barometer report fully reimburses citizens’ 

contraceptives costs. Less than half of the countries examined have some type of 

reimbursement scheme in place. Some of them provide reimbursement arrangements 

aimed at addressing the social and economic barriers faced by young people and 

young adults and people at risk of social and economic exclusion. The report authors 

http://www.ippfen.org/resources/barometer-2015-womens-access-modern-contraceptive-choice
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argued however that these arrangements are insufficient to ensure full access to 

contraception for these vulnerable groups. In many countries financial constraints due 

to the economic crisis negatively impact reimbursement of contraceptives and 

prospects of improving reimbursement schemes.   

 

The Netherlands ranked highest among the countries evaluated as it is the only 

country where schemes for partial reimbursement are not only in place, but also 

regularly monitored and evaluated with the aim of ensuring an appropriate response to 

women’s and couple’s needs (see Box 2).  

 

Box 2: Reimbursement schemes for contraception in the Netherlands 

In the Netherlands there is a partial reimbursement scheme based on age: 

 For women under 21 years old, all contraceptives are reimbursed through 

compulsory health insurance, with a yearly threshold of €350.  

 For women aged 21 years and older, there is no reimbursement in the basic 

insurance policy, but contraceptives can be covered by additional health 

insurance schemes. 

 Condoms are not reimbursed, but they are provided for free by some health 

insurance companies. 

 Emergency contraception is only reimbursed when prescribed by a doctor. 

 Financial barriers to accessing the full range of modern contraceptives 

therefore exist. 

 The Government takes the results of the monitoring and evaluation into account 

to revise the reimbursement scheme. 

 With political turnover, there are recurring political debates over whther 

contraception should be reimbursed at all, as it is not strictly considered 

medication. 

Source:  The International Planned Parenthood Federation (IPPF) European Network (2015) 

“Barometer of women’s access to modern contraceptive choice in 16 EU countries”.  Available 

here. 

 

Although none of the 16 EU countries in the 2015 barometer study fully subsidise the 

cost of contraceptives, in the UK (which did not participate in the study) most types of 

contraception are provided free of charge through the NHS.  Additionally, 

contraception clinics are provided by the NHS throughout the UK. These clinics can be 

used by adults and young people, including those who are under 16. In most areas, the 

NHS also has specific services for young people. There is also a national sexual health 

http://www.ippfen.org/resources/barometer-2015-womens-access-modern-contraceptive-choice
http://www.nhs.uk/conditions/contraception-guide/pages/contraception-clinic-services.aspx
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line (0300 123 7123) which young people and adults can call to receive further 

information. Adults and young people can go directly to a contraception clinic 

themselves ("self-referral"), or they can be referred by their GP or another healthcare 

worker. 

 

Contraception clinics offer a range of services and can provide: 

 confidential advice about contraception  

 the combined oral contraceptive pill  

 the progestogen-only pill  

 progestogen contraceptive injections  

 insertion or removal of the contraceptive implant  

 limited supplies of free condoms  

 free emergency contraception  

 confidential advice about STIs and STI testing  

 cervical screening  

 unplanned pregnancy advice  

 free pregnancy tests  

 pre-conception (pre-pregnancy) advice and information on fertility problems  

 fitting and checking of caps, diaphragms, IUDs (intrauterine devices, or coils) 

and IUSs (intrauterine systems, or hormonal coils)  

 

 

http://www.nhs.uk/Conditions/contraception-guide/Pages/combined-contraceptive-pill.aspx
http://www.nhs.uk/Conditions/contraception-guide/Pages/the-pill-progestogen-only.aspx
http://www.nhs.uk/Conditions/contraception-guide/Pages/contraceptive-injection.aspx
http://www.nhs.uk/Conditions/contraception-guide/Pages/contraceptive-implant.aspx
http://www.nhs.uk/Conditions/contraception-guide/Pages/male-condoms.aspx
http://www.nhs.uk/Conditions/contraception-guide/Pages/emergency-contraception.aspx
http://www.nhs.uk/livewell/stis
http://www.nhs.uk/conditions/cervical-screening-test/pages/introduction.aspx
http://www.nhs.uk/conditions/pregnancy-and-baby/pages/pregnancy-test.aspx
http://www.nhs.uk/conditions/pregnancy-and-baby/pages/help-infertility.aspx
http://www.nhs.uk/Conditions/contraception-guide/Pages/contraceptive-cap.aspx
http://www.nhs.uk/Conditions/contraception-guide/Pages/contraceptive-diaphragm.aspx
http://www.nhs.uk/Conditions/contraception-guide/Pages/iud-coil.aspx
http://www.nhs.uk/Conditions/contraception-guide/Pages/ius-intrauterine-system.aspx

