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1. EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Recommendations for birth spacing made by inter-
national organizations are based on information 
that was available several years ago. While publi-
cations by the World Health Organization (WHO) 
and other international organizations recommend 
waiting at least 2–3 years between pregnancies to 
reduce infant and child mortality, and also to benefit 
maternal health, recent studies supported by the 
United States Agency for International Development 
(USAID) have suggested that longer birth spacing, 
3–5 years, might be more advantageous. Country 
and regional programmes have requested that WHO  
clarify the significance of the USAID-supported  
studies.

With support from USAID, WHO undertook a review 
of the evidence. From 13 to 15 June 2005, 37 
international experts, including the authors of the 
background papers and WHO and United Nations 
Children’s Fund (UNICEF) staff, participated in a WHO 
technical consultation held at WHO Headquarters 
in Geneva. The objective of the meeting was to 
review evidence on the relationship between differ-
ent birth-spacing intervals and maternal, infant and 
child health outcomes and to provide advice about 
a recommended interval.

Six background papers were considered, along with 
one supplementary paper. Prior to the meeting, 
the six main papers were sent to experts for review. 
Thirty reviews were received: 10 from staff in inter-
national organizations and 20 from experts from 
13 countries. The reviews were compiled and cir-
culated to all meeting participants. At the meeting, 
the authors of the background papers presented 
their work, and selected discussants presented the 
consolidated set of comments, including their own 
observations. Together, the draft papers and the vari-
ous commentaries formed the basis for the discus-
sions of the evidence and for the recommendations 
made by the group at the meeting for spacing after 
a live birth and after an abortion. 

The background papers contained evidence from 
studies that used a variety of research designs and 

analytical techniques. All the papers submitted were 
drafts, subject to revision based on the discussions. 
One study used longitudinal data from Matlab, 
Bangladesh (DaVanzo et al., draft, no date); one con-
tained an analysis of cross-sectional Demographic 
and Health Surveys (DHS) data from 17 countries 
(Rutstein, draft, no date). Three of the main back-
ground papers were reviews: two provided data 
from systematic reviews and meta-analysis (Conde-
Agudelo, draft 2004; Rutstein et al., draft 2004), and 
one reviewed literature pertaining specifically to 
maternal and child nutrition (Dewey and Cohen, 
draft 2004). The supplementary paper reviewed 
three studies that used birth records from Michigan 
and Utah, USA (Zhu, draft 2004). One other back-
ground paper specifically looked at post-abortion 
(miscarriage and induced abortion) inter-pregnancy 
intervals in Latin America, using hospital records 
(Conde-Agudelo et al., draft 2004). A list of the 
papers discussed, the meeting agenda, and the list 
of participants is given in Annexes 1–3. Together, 
the set of papers provided an extensive collection of 
information on the relationship between birth-spac-
ing intervals and maternal, infant and child health 
outcomes. 

The meeting participants noted that the length of 
intervals analysed and terminology used in the stud-
ies varied, making it difficult to compare results. It 
was therefore agreed that birth-to-pregnancy inter-
val would be used as standard for presenting rec-
ommendations. This measure refers to the interval 
between the date of a live birth and the start of the 
subsequent pregnancy. 

The group discussed the strengths and limitations of 
the studies presented and of the results. Additional 
analyses and issues to be addressed in the research 
reviewed were identified, as were gaps in the body 
of research. The authors are currently undertaking 
additional analyses to respond to questions raised at 
the meeting. These analyses and the final papers will 
be reviewed when they are available. A supplemen-
tary report will be issued at that time. 
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