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Access to Birth Control, Sex Ed, and Women’s Health
Services Is at Risk: The Politics of Contraception in
Modern America
By Cheryl Alkon

Advertisement

Everyday Health Women's Health

Sex ed, or learning about the birds and bees in public school, isn’t a given anymore. Shutterstock

Share     Save

TOP



We encourage you to read our updated PRIVACY POLICY and COOKIE POLICY. ×

https://adclick.g.doubleclick.net/pcs/click?xai=AKAOjsvCjyBCleSGEnpHsIBwYJtV4rqtdfOE8FO6aThEWygtKXQplwZz2fcnZ5bDpQld_iE0ifk5xqvWAR_rxxQVKoxJEWRZ8cvsKbVrShD8LbaQ3T649YV80wcItXCW&sig=Cg0ArKJSzAUD9pMwzFtb&urlfix=1&adurl=https://adclick.g.doubleclick.net/pcs/click%3Fxai%3DAKAOjsvYPsgg8YjqeHV9HSs7_1Q2sxX_cM-VkEgWeLAZzp0DgIKZryAcHUWgRmVPxxyUb2YqVHOCZiqKhgKl9aKjDp5-3vjjbUXdGfPWVrXDM4EnACzzjqrBdINiNFX7znCvjB4zr1CkE7lo9SfHc1XzqH8Q_lNhAXQY0auAYHFygairGXz8xwPBPA3oKvJ9_SymwAdbZEZBWNqFklCP2oUue_Y7-BjMoUsvlyDperpG7gnLxEsGIJPJ_ApplbqjX8wsguYLGxvwkXRN1uNSwQWF_siGLhpvSmqD%26sai%3DAMfl-YQTK9okd1E7W3Kgva8S2IhEIZcZ7vvEPTvhN8rK5sQYlfTUmPgwwuKfGSQ_Q-e31Oi4SPLRNcQhlPPmAGS0Vcp4laK391E8pKuTXDr2Vvvq9Xzbx6PfvywNbsCx%26sig%3DCg0ArKJSzNNRcVewxnFAEAE%26urlfix%3D1%26adurl%3Dhttps://www.verzenio.com/%253FWT.mc_id%253Dverban_220241320_97764088%2526srcid%253Dverban_220241320_97764088%2526utm_campaign%253Dverban%2526utm_source%253DN5371.everydayhealth.com%2526utm_medium%253Ddisplay%2526utm_content%253D220241320%257C97764088
https://www.everydayhealth.com/authors/cheryl-alkon/
https://www.everydayhealth.com/
https://www.everydayhealth.com/womens-health/
https://www.facebook.com/dialog/feed?app_id=183879681691646&link=https:%2f%2fwww.everydayhealth.com%2fbirth-control%2fpolitics-birth-control-access-america%2f&picture=https://images.agoramedia.com/everydayhealth/gcms/Politics-of-Birth-Control-Sex-Ed-In-Modern-America-722x406.jpg&name=Access%20to%20Birth%20Control%2c%20Sex%20Ed%2c%20and%20Women%e2%80%99s%20Health%20Services%20Is%20at%20Risk%3a%20The%20Politics%20of%20Contraception%20in%20Modern%20America&description=Contraceptive%20access%20for%20women%20has%20until%20recently%20been%20readily%20accessible%20and%20free%20of%20cost%20under%20most%20healthcare%20plans%20through%20the%20passage%20of%20the%20Affordable%20Care%20Act.%20Politics%20plays%20a%20significant%20role%20in%20how%20that%20can%20change.
https://twitter.com/intent/tweet?original_referer=https:%2f%2fwww.everydayhealth.com%2fbirth-control%2fpolitics-birth-control-access-america%2f&text=Access%20to%20Birth%20Control%2c%20Sex%20Ed%2c%20and%20Women%e2%80%99s%20Health%20Services%20Is%20at%20Risk%3a%20The%20Politics%20of%20Contraception%20in%20Modern%20America%20via%20@EverydayHealth&url=https:%2f%2fwww.everydayhealth.com%2fbirth-control%2fpolitics-birth-control-access-america%2f
https://pinterest.com/pin/create/bookmarklet/?url=https:%2f%2fwww.everydayhealth.com%2fbirth-control%2fpolitics-birth-control-access-america%2f&description=Contraceptive%20access%20for%20women%20has%20until%20recently%20been%20readily%20accessible%20and%20free%20of%20cost%20under%20most%20healthcare%20plans%20through%20the%20passage%20of%20the%20Affordable%20Care%20Act.%20Politics%20plays%20a%20significant%20role%20in%20how%20that%20can%20change.%20&title=Access%20to%20Birth%20Control%2c%20Sex%20Ed%2c%20and%20Women%e2%80%99s%20Health%20Services%20Is%20at%20Risk%3a%20The%20Politics%20of%20Contraception%20in%20Modern%20America&media=https://images.agoramedia.com/everydayhealth/gcms/Politics-of-Birth-Control-Sex-Ed-In-Modern-America-722x406.jpg
https://www.everydayhealth.com/
https://www.everydayhealth.com/privacyterms/
https://www.everydayhealth.com/cookie-policy/


7/26/2018 Birth Control Accessibility and Affordability in Trump's America | Everyday Health

https://www.everydayhealth.com/birth-control/politics-birth-control-access-america/ 2/18

July 25, 2018

Political protesters may shout and hold signs telling the U.S. government to “get your laws o� my

body,” but the current presidential administration is trying to do just the opposite.

While women’s contraception has until recently been readily accessible and free of cost under most

healthcare plans through the A�ordable Care Act, implemented when Democrat Barack Obama was

president, politics can play a signi�cant role in how that can change. Under Republican President

Donald Trump, birth control accessibility and a�ordability has been threatened.

Related: Birth Control in America: A Brief History of Contraception 

“The Trump administration takes a very di�erent approach than the Obama administration did,” said

Adam Block, PhD, an assistant professor of public health at New York Medical College in Valhalla, New

York. The Obama administration wanted to make birth control available more broadly. The Trump

administration is shifting the decision about [birth control access] back into the hands of employers.”

Related: What Is Emergency Contraception?

As a result, how people obtain and what they pay for birth control depends on their insurance

coverage (or lack thereof), their �nances, and what they learn about their options either from a

healthcare provider or another source.

How the A�ordable Care Act Works for Contraception

While Obama was president, the A�ordable Care Act (ACA) became law in 2010 (1). It provided

comprehensive health coverage for everyone in the United States to pay for and get health insurance.

The ACA allowed for women to pay nothing for their contraception (2), including birth control pills,

IUDs, sterilization, and emergency contraception, among other choices.

When the ACA initially passed, there were exemptions for religious organizations such as a Catholic

Church employing primarily priests and nuns; Catholic hospitals employing thousands of

nonreligiously a�liated people were not allowed the exemption. But in 2012, the private arts and

crafts retailer Hobby Lobby brought suit against the Obama administration and asked for the same

religious exemption. In 2014, the U.S. Supreme Court ruled (3) in Hobby Lobby’s favor.
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In October 2017, after Trump became President earlier in the year, he and his administration allowed

any employer to apply for a moral or religious exemption if the business wanted to deny

contraception coverage through the employer’s health insurance plan based on sincerely held

religious beliefs opposed to such coverage.(4)

The issue has been challenged by several states and is now being debated in the courts, said Block.

Related: Shop Now for A�ordable Birth Control in Case of a Coverage Change

New Question at Stake: Who Pays for Birth Control?

As the policy works its way through the court system, the question of who pays for birth control is at

stake.

As with abortion, birth control availability may di�er depending on how conservative a state is, should

the policy on contraception and religious/moral exemptions move forward, said Block.

Contraception Options Vary by Cost and Insurance Coverage

Block said that some ACA-based insurance plans, typically the most basic ones, might o�er only state

minimum requirements— so perhaps just birth control pills and hormone injections but not costlier

methods like IUDs. In these cases, Block says people can always buy more coverage to make more

options available.

“People know their earnings,” he said. “They should budget to be able to purchase birth control, shop

around, and see if there are generic versions available or nonhormonal contraceptives” to see how to

lower costs.

Paying Out of Pocket for Birth Control Can Be Prohibitively
Expensive

But for lower-income women, such policies have a di�erent impact, said Erica Sackin, the director of

political communications for Planned Parenthood Federation of America and Planned Parenthood

Action Fund, both based in Washington, DC. “For a number of women, even when they have to pay an

insurance copay, let alone out of pocket, contraception can be too expensive. If you have to pay out

of pocket, birth control pills can cost up to $600 a year, for example. If you are young, a student, etc.,

it can be completely unattainable.” Share     Save
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What Could Happen if Contraception Laws Change

If contraception is no longer covered by U.S. health insurance plans, the number of teen pregnancies

and unintended pregnancies is sure to rise, Sackin said. Under the ACA, the birth control bene�t

meant that 62.4 million women had access to no-copay birth control. As a result, teen pregnancy is

now at an all-time low and the rate of unintended pregnancy is at a 30-year low, said Sackin. With the

current political climate, “the Trump administration is completely walking this back,” she said. As of

2017, the Trump administration made changes that mean birth control is no longer guaranteed, said

Sackin.

Limiting Access to Birth Control Education, Options

Another issue tied up in the courts that directly a�ects women and their contraceptive options is Title

X (5), the nation’s grant program for a�ordable birth control. It ensures that every person has access

to preventative care, birth control, and STD treatment and serves 4 million people a year, said Sackin.

What to Know About Possible Changes Such as Defunding
Groups Like Planned Parenthood

In February 2018, the Trump administration made a Funding Opportunity Announcement (FOA), (6)

saying it was changing the priorities of the Title X program, said Sackin. The FOA stipulates that all

future Title X grants will be prioritized for organizations or providers that counsel patients only about

fertility awareness, abstinence, and/or marriage counseling, rather than organizations that specialize

in the full range of birth control and other options in reproductive healthcare. (Any other

organizations currently receiving funding through Title X will see it end this year, even if the grant was

scheduled to last longer.) In the past, grants were distributed to those who were covering the greatest

patient needs. Planned Parenthood and other organizations have gone to court with the Trump

administration over this, and the case is ongoing, Sackin said.

Legal Changes May Penalize Groups That Deliver
Reproductive Health Services

The FOA change e�ectively penalizes organizations that provide reproductive health services along

with basic healthcare, as Planned Parenthood does, and prevents them from getting such funding.

Title X: What Is the Gag Rule? Share     Save
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The Trump administration also introduced the gag rule (7) as part of Title X. While it is currently in a

60-day period seeking comments from the public, the gag rule would make it illegal for any

healthcare worker at an organization or clinic funded by Title X to be able to tell patients how they

can legally and safely access abortion. It would also remove the guarantee that providers aren’t

withholding information about pregnancy options, and it would open the door to having more

pregnancy crisis centers, which are antiabortion advocate organizations that don’t normally provide

healthcare, said Sackin. “If you go to one of those, if you were recently diagnosed with cancer, your

doctor could refuse to tell you that an abortion could save your life,” she said. The gag rule also

imposes restrictions on the ability of organizations like Planned Parenthood to participate in the Title

X program.

Who Opposes Changes to Title X?

As a result of the gag rule, many medical groups (8) also oppose the proposed changes to Title X,

including the American Academy of Pediatrics, American College of Obstetricians and Gynecologists

(ACOG), and the National Campaign to Prevent Teen and Unplanned Pregnancy. They say that the

changes violate the oath healthcare providers take when they become providers: to do no harm and

tell patients about all the healthcare options available to them. “[These changes] eliminate the

guarantee that a doctor will give you all the healthcare information that is available,” said Sackin.

The Potential Impact of Funding Changes for Women

The FOA �ght is an attempt to push women to either not use any form of birth control except

abstinence or the rhythm fertility method, and it is dangerous,” said Sackin. “The rhythm method is

often less e�ective than other forms of birth control. If you have an abusive relationship or have less

control over the details of your life, this is not a method that will work for you. When we have seen

states try to do similar policies that remove women’s access to healthcare, women’s health su�ers.

The rates of unintended pregnancies go up.”

While the �ght surrounding Title X continues, particularly over the gag rule, it isn’t safe to think that it

will be overturned by the courts. Historically, the Reagan administration tried to do something similar

(9) about 30 years ago. It was challenged in the courts, but it was ruled to be constitutional in 1991.

(The Clinton administration rescinded the policy shortly after coming into o�ce.) But the fact that it

was deemed constitutional means that the current battle over changes to Title X could ultimately

become law.
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Healthcare Debates about Women’s Health, Reproductive
Rights Spur Political Change

In response to the sweeping changes that the Trump administration has already put into law as well

as the pending legislation that may become law, more women have chosen to run for o�ce at the

local, state, and national levels to try to promote issues, such as reproductive health, women’s health,

and other topics.

“Because there are so many people making consequential decisions about healthcare and so many

policies are slipping under the radar, it really threads the needle about what is in place and how it

a�ects your healthcare,” said Sackin. Consequently, “it’s not a coincidence that we are also seeing

historic numbers of women (10) �ghting for change and, both marching in the street and running for

o�ce. One in �ve people in this country have taken such action since Trump came into o�ce and the

top reason they list is for women’s rights,” she said.

Supreme Court Changes May Lead to Weaker Reproductive
Rights 

In early July, Trump named Brett Kavanaugh, a judge on the U.S. Court of Appeals for the DC Circuit,

as his nominee for an opening on the Supreme Court. (11,12) Democrats fear that Kavanaugh, a

lifelong Catholic, may help to overturn the rulings on Roe vs. Wade that legalize abortion in the United

States. At press time, the Planned Parenthood Action Fund was organizing around the nomination,

hoping to convince some Republican senators as well as some Democratic senators who may be

undecided to vote against Kavanaugh’s nomination to the nation’s highest court. Kavanaugh needs 50

votes to win; there are currently 49 Democratic senators and 51 Republican senators. (13)
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