


the issue
No dimension of human life is more closely intertwined 
with culture than sexuality and reproduction. Beliefs, 
customs, and other cultural factors, as well as the ways 
in which health systems and providers respond to them, 
directly affect both the quality and the utilization of sexual 
and reproductive health services. In turn, this interplay 
has an impact on health indicators, such as maternal 
mortality and morbidity.

Cultural factors can deprive women of access to quality 
obstetric and postpartum care or to accurate family 
planning information and services, and cause them to 
experience unsafe pregnancy and childbirth. Language 
barriers, differing expectations regarding quality of care, 
and conflicts over childbirth position or family attendance 
at delivery all affect how women perceive maternity care 
and their decisions on whether or not to utilize services. 
This is particularly true among indigenous, isolated, 
or marginalized populations: in Bolivia, only 52% of 
indigenous women receive skilled care during childbirth, 
compared to the almost 83% of non-indigenous women.

the program
Family Care International and Interarts, in partnership, 
work in Bolivia to promote the inclusion of cultural 
rights in maternal health policies and programs. 
Focusing on the right to culturally-sensitive care, they 
have set up a comprehensive program to strengthen the 
cultural autonomy of indigenous peoples and combat 
culture-based discrimination in health care services. In 
close cooperation with the United Nations Population 
Fund (UNFPA), the Ministry of Health and Sports, and the 
Confederation of Indigenous Peoples of Bolivia (CIDOB), 
FCI and Interarts work to: 

•	Identify the cultural aspects of sexuality and 
reproduction that make indigenous populations 
vulnerable to health problems and to inaccessible or 
unacceptable care. 

•	Advocate, at the highest levels, for culturally-inclusive 
health and gender policies and culturally-sensitive 
health services.

•	Strengthen the capacity of indigenous organizations  
to demand that health care services respect their  
cultural rights.

The program contributes to a better understanding of the 
intersection between cultural rights and sexual and 
reproductive rights. It challenges the public health 
approach that targets only demographic outcomes, and 
aims at contributing to the design of public health policies 
that are more sensitive and responsive to the needs of 
indigenous women. Promising results have led to the 
program’s expansion, in the Andean region, to also 
address the cultural dimension of vulnerability to HIV. 
Reports on this work will soon be disseminated in Europe 
to generate a higher level of sensitivity to the cultural 
factors inherent in the sexual and reproductive lives of all 
human beings.

The Role of Cultural Rights in Sexual and Reproductive Health: Bolivia

With programs in 18 countries and activities and materials that span the globe, Family Care International (FCI) is a leading voice for 
maternal and reproductive health, pursuing a vision of a world where no woman suffers preventable injury or death from pregnancy or 
childbirth-related causes and in which all people are able to enjoy their sexual and reproductive health and rights. FCI was awarded the 
2008 United Nations Population Award. 

An international non-profit organization, Interarts works at the global level to promote human development through culture. Its mission is 
to foster the role of culture from a theoretical perspective — through applied research and strategic analysis — as well as from a concrete 
approach — through local and international cooperation projects —. Interarts is an efficient link between civil society, private agents, 
universities and public administrations in three different continents.
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