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 New Technology in
 Natural Family
Planning

In recent years, several new devices
bave been developed to help women
achieve or avoid pregnancy. These
devices include compuierized basal
body temperature thermometers,
electronic fertility monitors, and
chemical and hormonal ovulation
detection kits. This article describes
these new fertility devices and
discusses thetr effectiveness and
impact on helping women understand
and control their fertility.
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our basic types of natural family planning
(NFP) are taught and used in the world today:
the calendar, basal body temperature (BBT), ovula-
tion, and symptothermal methods. The calendar
method, often referred to as the rhythm method, is the
oldest of the four methods and is based on the pro-
jected time of a woman's ovulation and the average
length of her menstrual cycle. Because a woman's
menstrual cycle varies before the time of ovulation,
the calendar method is only about 80% effective in
avoiding pregnancy.! Many health-care practitioners
consider this method outdated when compared with
today’s standards.

The use of daily BBT was first applied as a method
of NFP in the mid-1930s. The principle behind BBT is
that, after ovulation, a woman’s body temperature
rises from the effects of progesterone. The BBT
method can be effective in avoiding pregnancy, espe-
cially if intercourse is restricted to the postovulatory
period. The disadvantages of BBT are that 2 woman's
temperature can be elevated for reasons other than
ovulation (e.g., fever and stress), a woman does not
always ovulate (especially during breastfeeding, post-
partum, and premenopause), and the amount of time
allowed for intercourse in a given menstrual cycle, ifa
woman is avoiding pregnancy, is limited.

The ovulation method (often referred to as the
Billings method) of NFP was developed by the Austra-
lian doctors John and Evelyn Billings in the 1950s and
1960s. First introduced into the United States and Can-
ada in the early 1970s, this method is taught in more
than 100 countries around the world. The physiologic
principle behind the method is that the preovulatory
rise of estrogen causes cervical mucus to become
stretchy, clear, and lubricative at the time of ovulation.
A woman can predict and detect the approximate time
of ovulation with this method by observing the daily
changes in her cervical mucus on the outside of her
vagina. The World Health Organization conducted a
multicountry study of the ovulation method and found
that almost all of the women who entered the study
were able to identify their fertile periods by self-ob-
servation of cervical mucus. Method-related pregnan-
cies were only 2.8%.2 The method, however, requires
a refined teaching system and mutual understanding,
motivation, and support between the woman and her
partner. The method can be confusing and difficult to
learn if a woman has continuous mucus due to cervical
or vaginal infection.

As its name indicates, the symptothermal method
of NFP combines a number of signs of ovulation, in-
cluding the rise in BBT, changes in cervical mucus,
and variations of the cervix. Like the ovulation
method, the symptothermal method can be effective

JOGNN 199





















