Family Planning:

Extension Aides See Need

Jean Brand, Extension Service, USDA

Program aides working with low-income women in Extension’s ex-
panded nutrition program say this clientele is asking for family planning
information. Many aides are answering questions about the topic, but often
without adequate preparation to deal with it or “official” sanction to do
so, They’re finding it difficult to ignore or separate these questions from
others they receive from these women on homemaking or nutrition topics.
Where do you stand in this dilemma? Do these findings suggest that Exten-
sion should officially establish an educational program on family planning?

A new dimension was added to
the assignment of the Cooperative
Extension Service in November,
1968, with the authorization of the
nationwide “Expanded Food and
Nutrition Education Program”
(EFNEP).

Oriented toward hard-to-reach,
impoverished families—a large pro-
portion of them from minority groups
living in urban areas—this new pro-
gram called for new approaches to
Extension education. It also called
for a different kind of Extension
employee—the indigenous, non-
professional “program aide” re-
cruited from the local community
and clientele.

The immediate need was for

women aides to teach low-income
homemakers how to make better use
of, and get more nutritional value
from, available foods—including
those distributed through the U.S.
Department of Agriculture food as-
sistance programs.

Although Extension had always
included low-income people among
its clientele, and had provided
Americans with education about
food and nutrition for more than 50
years, the impact of the thousands
of new aides and homemakers en-
rolled in this special program was
felt at county, state, and federal Ex-
tension levels. By the end of Septem-
ber, 1970, families totalling 1.2 mil-
lion persons (700,000 of them chil-
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dren) were participants. Close to
53,000 children from program
families were being taught about
food and nutrition through 4-H-type
activities.*

In January, 1971, more than
7,000 program aides were on the job
in localities in all 50 states, Puerto
Rico, the Virgin Islands, and the
District of Columbia, and the num-
ber of aides and families was grow-
ing. (Aides numbered about 9,040
by the end of January, 1972.)

Evaluation of food use showed
measurable improvement in nutrition
knowledge and food consumption
habits among EFNEP homemakers.
This indicated that the program was
progressing toward its goal of help-
ing low-income families “acquire the
knowledge, skills, and changed be-
havior necessary to achieve adequate
diets.”?

However, very early in the
EFNEP program it was discovered
that no sharp line could be drawn
between nutrition and other aspects
of living in a problem-ridden en-
vironment. Extension home econ-
omics staffs soon saw that other
problems must be recognized and
dealt with. Since sanitation, money
management, child care, and health
were inseparable from the total set-
ting of nutrition education, aides
were trained to help homemakers
cope with many of these associated
problems.

Crucial Role of Program Aides

The EFNEP program couldn’t
operate without the aides who are

largely recruited from the clientele
groups they work with. They’re chos-
en for their leadership and other
capabilities and trained in subject
matter and teaching methods.

The aide’s values often coin-
cide with those of her clientele, since
she herself may be the product of
socialization in the low-income en-
vironment, versed in its traditions,
customs, and habits. There’s a
powerful potential in her inherent
understanding of her audience. Em-
pathy weaves strong ties, so it’s
sometimes difficult for an aide to
“terminate” homemakers who have
mastered the nutrition lessons.

In her special kind of job, she
uses human relations talents as she
balances her work between a sug-
gested curriculum and her own in-
stinctive feeling for what the audience
will accept.

Many aides have come “up”
out of the clientele served. In a sense,
they’re emissaries between two
worlds and speak the language of
both (sometimes literally, as with
Spanish clientele). Ideally, they're
also translators and interpreters of
norms and sanctions to each world.

A New Kind of Question

The EFNEP aides serve as
“gatekeepers,” who can transmit Ex-
tension information to-an audience
that has until now been almost un-
reachable. And, in the best Extension
tradition, they’ve learned to relay the
audience’s needs to their supervisors.

Partly because of the rapport
that has grown out of the close one-
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to-one, working relationships of
many aides with homemakers, Ex-
tension now is hearing of clientele
needs that have been considered all
but “unmentionable” in the past with
its mainly middle-class audiences.

Recently aides have reported
requests from homemakers for in-
formation about birth control, called
politely—and more accurately in its
broader implications—*“family plan-
ning.” This new audience is present-
ing Extension with a new kind of
question.

If there are Extension guide-
lines on what answers should be
given to these questions, they aren’t
generally publicized. Family plan-
ning has scarcely been touched on in
most training for aides, though it has
had some emphasis in a few states.
Aides and supervisors in many areas
are uncertain about what answers to
give. Neither they nor their admin-
istrators have known how others in
the EFNEP program are responding
to similar questions.

Here Extension is faced with
a problem based on reality. The
health problems associated with the
lack of family planning, especially
among low-income women, have
been well documented. For the five
million medically indigent women in
the United States, an already diffi-
cult life is further complicated by
the medical and social consequences
of having too many children too
quickly.® Medical research has
shown that closely spaced births are
associated with large numbers of
premature and physically and men-
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tally defective children, as well as
with high rates of maternal and in-
fant mortality.*

Certainly a mother debilitated
by too-frequent, unwanted preg-
nancies is less able to properly care
for her family in any area, including
that of nutrition. As one aide in this
study said:

It seems to be one of the
greatest worries the mothers have
each month if they do not use con-
traceptives. With this on their
minds it’s mighty difficult to dis-
cuss nutrition for the family they
have.

Should a request for birth con-
trol information be treated as an
“associated problem” of nutrition,
as a housekeeping question would be,
for instance? This decision may be
considered controversial at best, and
by some Extension staff members
as “too hot to handle.”

Yet the questions persist. The
program aides on the firing line, liv-
ing closely with the culture from
which these questions arise, can’t
ignore them. In many localities, with
or without official sanction, they’re
giving answers.

A communications gap on fam-
ily planning information clearly ex-
ists within the Extension Service.
And this is an area where the con-
sequences of communication—or the
lack of it—can gravely affect human
lives.

We wanted to find out what was
being communicated about this sub-
ject, and how. So we asked the only
person in Extension who knows—
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the aide. How we asked her, and
what she told us, is the subject of
this article.

Method of Study

This study set out “to explore
the status of, and the need for, fam-
ily planning information and com-
munications” within the EFNEP
program. It used data obtained from
a nationwide survey of aides during
June and July, 1971.

First, a national random sample
of 478 EFNEP aides was drawn by
computer method, stratified accord-
ing to the number of aides working
in each state, Puerto Rico, the Virgin
Islands, and the District of Colum-
bia. The sample was based on the
population of 7,158 aides employed
in the program as of January 31,
1971.

A structured, pretested ques-
tionnaire, written at the eighth-grade
reading level, was completed by aides
in the sample and returned to The
University of Wisconsin for com-
puter analysis.

Since it was important for the
Extension administration in each
state to understand and approve of
this study before aides could be
questioned, packets of questionnaires
were channeled through the state
Extension office (at the land-grant
universities), to EFNEP unit offices
(usually the county Extension of-
fice), then to aides.

In four states, an administra-
tive-level decision was made not to
participate in the study. There was
no reply from three others, and one
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state’s packet was delayed in the
mail too long for participation.

The return was extremely high
for a mail survey. Of the question-
naires distributed to aides in the 45
states that took part in the study,
95 percent (375) were eventually
returned. Of these, 364 were back
in time for analysis. Family planning
was a subject aides were eager to
talk about.

Some of the questions were
based on those in the international
K-A-P  (knowledge-attitude-prac-
tice) surveys® frequently used to
explore population problems in
developing countries, though some-
what “toned down” to suit the U.S.
cultural climate. (We didn’t feel, for
instance, that aides would take kind-
ly to the standard question on the
number of abortions they’d had.)
As the replies showed, however, most
aides would have answered any leg-
itimate question freely, and with
perhaps startling frankness.

With anonymity assured, aides
were invited, in an open-end ques-
tion, to “feel free to say anything you
really think™ about family planning.
Many of their comments reveal more
than the statistical data.

The final section of the ques-
tionnaire concerned media and meth-
ods in the communication of family
planning information.

Analysis of Data

Analysis of the data was done
three ways. First, a descriptive fre-
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quency count analysis was run by
computer to detect trends and group-
ings of total numbers and percent-
ages.

Then, cross tabulations of var-
iables were done to make analytical
comparisons. To test the significance
of the relationships discovered, the
chi-square technique was used. Sig-
nificance was determined at the
conventional .05 level.

As a third method of analysis,
a correlation matrix was obtained
for 11 interval data variables.

Data from each of the three
methods were used in testing hy-
potheses as well as in detecting
significant relationships among other
variables.

Originally we expected to use
data from the question, “Do you
believe families should plan how
many children to have?’—a direct
family planning attitude question—
as the discriminating (dependent)
variable for comparison in testing
the statistical significance of other
(independent) variables. However,
the almost unanimous (93.7%)
“yes” vote by aides on that question,
though an extremely enlightening
finding, made that question almost
useless for statistical purposes.
(When everyone agrees, there are
no significant differences to compare
against. Statistically, data suffer from
“truncated range.”)

So, we decided that data from
the question, “Have you ever used
2 birth control method?” might be a
better discriminator of underlying
attitudes toward family planning than
the more strictly attitudinal query.
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Characteristics of Aides

These aides are mature women
—their mean age is 42—ranging
from 21 to 67 years. Sixteen were
over 60. They averaged (a mean)
19 months on the job, in the then
2 1/2-year-old program. Nearly half
of them worked in the southern Ex-
tension region.

About half of them said they
grew up in a “country” background.
They averaged 11.5 years of formal
schooling, with 45 percent high
school graduates.

Aides in this study were 78
percent Protestant. Their ethnic
background was about 46 percent
white, 42 percent Negro, and 11
percent Spanish-American. Four
American Indians and one Oriental
were in the sample.

Most of these respondents
(97% ) had been married at some
time, and they’d spent an average
(mean) of 21 years married. Four
had been married at age 13. Statisti-
cally, they said 3.6 children is “best”
for a family, but they have had 3.8
each. Thirteen aides reported having
had 10 or more children of their own.

The respondents said they were
much like the families they work
with in both ethnic and religious
backgrounds. Rogers’ studies indi-
cate that such similarities greatly
increase the degree of interpersonal
communication.® Possibly more com-
munication lends validity to the aides’
perceptions of clientele needs in this
study.

Each aide works with about 44
families, more than a third of which
are headed by a woman alone.



Findings of the Study

Six main objectives were out-
lined at the beginning of the study.
These are stated below, with relevant
findings.

1. To determine the extent of the
clientele need for family plan-
ning and birth control informa-

tion, as perceived by program
aides.

Nearly two-thirds of the pro-
gram aides said they’d been asked
for family planning or birth control
advice by the women and girls in
their EFNEP families. Aides who
had been asked reported an average
(mean) of 36 such requests each
during the past year.

Three-fourths of the aides,
speaking from their experience and
close association with the clientele,
said they thought the women and
girls in EFNEP families would like
to learn more about family planning,
including birth control methods. And
93.7 percent of aides declared that
these women and girls need this in-
formation.

Case 303 said (verbatim):

I feel it would be a very im-
portant step forward in helping
people help themselves. Some of
my families are not capable of
taking care of more children.
Some do not give the ones they
have the care they need. I feel
we “EFNEP” have a friendship
with these people, Social Services,
for instance, will never attain.
They trust us and will listen to
us better because they feel author-

ity is not on their side but merely
there to rule them.

But the women aren’t the only
ones who need information, accord-
ing to the aides—=87 percent said
that the men in these families also
need to learn more about family
planning! The aides had quite a lot
to say on this subject.

Case 111 (with 7 children of
her own) said:

I also think the idea of teach-
ing men about family planning
is good because they are what
keep a number of women from
using birth control.

Case 041 remarked:

They need some one to ex-
plain how important it is and that
the number of children do not
make you a man but a lot of men
feel that way. But there [sic] wives
do not feel that way.

Case 286 noted:

This one . . . family has §
children the oldest is 5 years old.
The Mother was willing & wanted
some kind of Birth Control but
the Father will not let her do any-
thing about it.

Aides, reporting a total of 343
mothers under 16 years of age in
their EFNEP families, followed
through with many write-in pleas for
birth control education for teenagers.

Case 139 said:

I would like to see some
method for the young girls to help
avoid so many teenage mothers,
or I should say unwed mothers.
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And Case 342:

High school girls have en-
rolled in Family Planning Clinic
due to my assistance.

2. To determine whether aides are
now communicating such infor-
mation, and if so, what kind
and by what means.

EFNEP program aides definite-
ly are communicating family plan-
ning information. Nearly 97 percent
said they gave some kind of birth
control advice when homemakers
asked them for it. (About 80% of
this advice was of the referral type,
directing women to doctors or clin-
ics.) Furthermore, 41 percent of the
aides said they’ve volunteered advice
to homemakers about family plan-
ning. Most of this was verbal com-
munication; only about a fourth of
the aides said they’ve used booklets
or leaflets in giving women such
advice.

Aides’ general knowledge of
the effectiveness of various contra-
ceptive methods is fairly accurate,
but it could be improved.

3. To determine whether attitudes
of aides themselves tend to be
either “pro” or “con” family
planning, as evidenced by their
statements about their own
practices and opinions.

These women strongly favor
family planning. Almost all of them
(93.7% ) said they believe “a family
should plan how many children to
have.” But only 70 percent believe
that their supervisors would favor
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family planning. The only 100 per-
cent figure in this study represented
the Spanish-American aides’ unani-
mous approval of family planning.

About half of the aides said
the government should give free con-
traceptives to anyone who wants
them.

Some aides’ comments poignant-
ly revealed their own need for family
planning information.

Case 252 (age 31, married at
13) said:

I really wish when I were
younger having my babies one
every year, someone would have
talk [sic] or told me about birth
control, I didn’t know till I al-
ready have [sic] 6 babies.

Case 100 said:

I would just like to say, that
I would like to learn more about
birth control, because I'm not
using anything, but I don’t want
any more children right now. I
have two little boys already.

4. To determine what perception
aides have of the family plan-
ning and birth control knowl-
edge, attitudes, and practices
of their clientele.

Not only did aides say that
EFNEP women and girls want and
need birth control information, but
they attributed their not using birth
control mostly to fear that the meth-
ods are dangerous. The next most
important factors, aides said, are
that women don’t know how to use
the methods, or that the male partner
objects to their using them (see
Table 1).

31



Table 1. Aldes’ perception of reasons women
aren't using birth control.

Number of Percentage of aides
Reasons times checked  who checked item
1. They are afraid it’s dangerous 211 58.0%

2. They don’t know how 130 357
3. Their man objects 110 30.2
4. It’s too much trouble 106 29.0
5. They can’t afford the cost 105 29.0
6. Their church objects 65 17.9
7. They are morally against birth control 63 17.3
8. Other reasons 60 16.5
9. They want a baby 35 9.6
10. They don’t need to 29 8.0

A few aides (17%) said they
had heard of EFNEP women who
had had an abortion—considered a
“negative method” of family plan-
ning in this country.

Aides perceived the homemak-
ers as mostly learning about birth
control methods from interpersonal
sources such as a doctor or nurse, or
family and friends, rather than from
mass media.

5. To determine whether aides
would be willing to conduct
family planning educational
programs if they had training
in this area, and which com-
munications methods and me-
dia they would be most com-
fortable in using in such pro-
grams.

Aides would be very willing to
teach family planning (87% said
“yes”) if they had training for it.
But, 72 percent of them haven’t had
this training. The small amount they

have had is of varied quality. If
aides were going to teach homemak-
ers about family planning and birth
control, they’d rather do it by talking
to the women in person, one at a
time.

But Case 245 said enthusiasti-
cally:

I think there should be an
education program about family
planning for all low-income fami-
lies in this country, thru radio,
TV, magazines, and in their own
home.

Aides aren’t high users of mass
communication media, and they see
their clientele as being even less ex-
posed to the media. They said “very
few” EFNEP families take a news-
paper, more have radios, but most
have television. Most aides don’t
want to use these media in their
teaching.

6. To determine whether demo-
graphic features such as age,
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religion, educational level,
number of children, and other
factors are significant to aides’
attitudes toward, and commun-
ications about, family planning
and birth control.

The behavioral variable of
whether aides have used a birth
control method themselves showed a
significant positive relationship to
younger age, higher education, being
married, longer time married, and
larger number of children. Neither
religion, ethnic group, nor place
(rural or urban) where the aide grew
up, was statistically associated with
use.

The aide’s religion made no
significant difference in either her
approval of family planning or her
having used a birth control method.

Aides who had used a birth con-
trol method themselves remembered
being asked for birth control advice
significantly more often than those
who hadn’t. They were also more
willing to teach homemakers about
family planning.

Among the statistically signifi-
cant correlations were:

e Older aides were more fre-
quently asked for information
on birth control than younger
aides.

e Aides with more education
were older when they married,
and had fewer children.

e The number of female heads-
of-family with whom the aide
worked increased with the
aide’s time on job.

e Those with a greater amount
of education named a smaller
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number of children as the “best”
for a family.

e There’s a positive correlation
between the number of children
aides have had and the number
they think “best.”

Conclusions

The positive findings of this
study show that most program aides:
(1) see a need for family planning
education among EFNEP clientele,
(2) strongly favor family planning
and birth control, and (3) would be
willing to teach homemakers about
these subjects if they had training.
Therefore, it seems appropriate that
Extension consider initiating an in-
tensified family planning education
and information program, officially
encouraged and supported as an in-
tegral part of the national Expanded
Food and Nutrition Education Pro-
gram, and made available to state
Extension Services that wish to
participate.

A training program for aides
would prepare them to give women
accurate facts about the various
methods of family planning and birth
control. It would also alert them to
the importance of referring women
to professional, clinical, and medical
sources for practical help. In areas
where local family planning services
aren’t available, it may become an
Extension community development
concern to help community leaders
establish these services.

This study has shown that a
great deal of communication about
family planning and birth control



is now taking place within the
EFNEP program. It will continue,
and probably increase, with or with-
out official Extension sanction. For
the sake of homemakers, program
aides, and Extension, this communi-
cation must be accurate. A profes-
sionally directed training program
can help ensure such accuracy.

As a health problem, family
planning can’t be divorced from the
complex web of the low-income fam-
ily’s nutritional, economic, and
social-psychological problems. It
therefore is a legitimate concern of
EFNEP programs.

Family planning can’t be treated
as a problem of the homemaker
alone. An educational program
should also be developed to inform
her male partner of the need and
available methods of family planning.
Teenage youth, both male and fe-
male, especially require birth control
information to prevent the familial
disasters so frequently reported by
program aides.

Extension staff training in edu-
cational and communication skills
in the family planning area, gener-
ated for the needs of the EFNEP
program, should be made equally
available to help the women, the
men, and especially the youth, partic-
ipating in all other national Exten-
sion programs.

A precedent exists for these
recommendations within today’s
philosophy of Cooperative Extension
work. The report, A People and a
Spirif’—issued in 1968 by a national
joint committee of Extension and
agricultural leaders, reflects the in-
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terdependence of all sectors of our
complex socioeconomic system. Its
statement on priority clientele to
benefit from Extension’s home econ-
omics and 4-H resources emphasized
the disadvantaged, the alienated, the
young married. Program aides were
recommended to extend the expertise
of professionals.

And the committee mentioned
specifically among the objectives of
family life education, “fo know about
family planning.”

This study reaffirms the need
for such Extension commitment.
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