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Fast facts about female condoms 

1. A female condom is a thin sheath that fits inside the vagina and acts as a barrier to 

sperm and infections.  

2. The female condom is the only woman-initiated method available that provides dual 

protection from unintended pregnancy and sexually transmitted infections (STIs) 

including HIV.  

3. The FC2 female condom is the most widely available product in South Africa, and 

has been distributed in government clinics and through HIV prevention programs 

since 2009. New female condom brands are coming to South Africa to expand choice 

for women and men; some of these products also are available in retail markets. The 

Cupid female condom is starting to be sold in some pharmacies. The newest product 

is the Woman’s Condom which received SABS certification in May 2013 and will be 

marketed under the brand name V condom.    

4. Female condoms have been designed for protection and comfort. Female condoms 

have features that allow good sexual pleasure for both men and women. 

5. The female condom does not replace the male condom, but offers an additional 

option, useful especially in circumstances where a male condom will not be used. 

6. Female condoms are procured by the South African Government and supplied 

through Government health programs. But there lack of supply has led to issues  

around limited access  and distribution. 

7. NDOH contact: Dr Yogan Pillay: (Maternal Child and Women’s Health and HIV, STIs 

and TB directorate Deputy Director General) in relation to supplies and procurement - 

Pillay@health.gov.za 

8. Useful URL: Reproductive Health Supplies Coalition female condom product brief 

http://www.rhsupplies.org/fileadmin/user_upload/RHSC_tech_briefs_PDFs/rhsc-brief-

female-condom_A4_01.pdf 

Why? 

When the female condom was first introduced in South Africa in 1998, it was a totally new 

product. As a result, women, family planning providers, and other stakeholders have had 

questions about female condoms and how to use them. There has been uneven media 

coverage, including misinformation, which has resulted in a poorly informed public.  

The female condom is the only female-initiated option currently available that protects from 

HIV. Female condoms also protect from unintended pregnancy, making it a dual protection 

option–like male condoms. Current policy in South Africa is committed to a wider range of 

protection options and as such, it is opportune time to provide greater guidance and insight 

around female condoms to prepare better communications.  

New female condom products are coming to South Africa. This provides an opportunity to 

engage with journalists and other communications professionals to ensure accurate 

reporting about these products, and understand the context around need for expanded 

access to prevention options for both women and men.  
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What are female condoms? 

A female condom is a thin sheath that fits inside the vagina and acts as a barrier to sperm 

and infections. The external portion of a female condom protects a woman’s genital area 

outside the vagina. The female condom is the only woman-initiated method available that 

provides dual protection from unintended pregnancy and STIs including HIV. Female 

condoms may provide more protection than a male condom since they cover part of a 

woman’s external genitals and prevent contact with the base of the penis.   

What is the status of female condom distribution in South Africa?  

The National Department of Health and the South African National AIDS Council (SANAC) 

have committed to including female condoms as part of their efforts in providing for 

contraception and HIV prevention. The tender for 2013 closed in April 2013. The United 

Nations Fund for Population Activities has committed to providing 5 million female condoms 

until the NDOH concludes the tender process. 

What is newsworthy and possible key messages to consider about female condoms? 

1. A new method 

Female condoms are a relatively new method to add to the variety of prevention 

options. There are different types of female condoms available in South Africa. The 

FC2 female condom has been available through the public-sector since 2009. The 

Cupid female condom is available in limited distribution channels. The Woman’s 

Condom is a new female condom product coming to South Africa; it was approved by 

SABS in May 2013. The Woman’s Condom will be distributed by rrtMedcon of 

Durban, and will be marketed as the V condom. During 2013-2014, South African 

research partners will implement a series of market tests to assess uptake and 

acceptability of the V condom in markets in three cities. Introduction of new female 

condoms comes at an opportune time for South Africa as we are engaged with 

innovative policy developments, most notably the National Contraception and Fertility 

Policy and Service Delivery Guidelines where the intention of expending the method 

mix is clearly articulated.   

2. Woman-initiated protection 

It is female-initiated in that it is a method that women can initiate and protect 

themselves and their partners. They give women and girls a tool to negotiate safer 

sex. Given our evidence of poor women’s health, with girls bearing the burden of 

unintended pregnancy and increasing rates of HIV infection and maternal mortality, it 

makes sense to expand access to female condoms. 

3. Pleasure 

Female condoms can enhance sexual pleasure for both men and women. This is due 

to a range of factors including the loose fit that is not constricting on the penis like 

male condoms, and potential stimulation for women from the outer ring touching their 

clitoris. As an illustrative example, the Woman’s Condom was developed through a 

user-centered process and has special features that allow for ease of use, comfort, 

and good sensation. The pouch material offers very good heat transfer and feels 

‘next to nothing’. It comes with separate lubrication and this can be added as desired 

to increase comfort and pleasure. Lubricant can enhance pleasure and make sex 
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more intimate and fun. It is not made of latex but of polyurethane and so for those 

allergic to latex, this is a definite option.  

4. A condom for all ages 

Young persons are curious and know about the latest technology and gadgets. 

However, there is much that needs to be explored about young persons and condom 

usage. Key issues to examine include (but are not limited to): Are young women 

using these condoms? Do older women who may not have had access to a variety of 

prevention methods using them. Who is using female condoms? Who speaks about 

female condoms? How is it used and viewed by different generations. Is pleasure a 

common thread through generations?  

5. A condom for all genders 

Men have enjoyed using the female condom as it feels light and thin. It enables 

partners’ pleasure and enables women to feel safe in relation to preventing 

pregnancy and HIV transmission. Men have described using the FC2 in anal sex and 

have described the sensation as pleasurable as bare backing. Some LGBTI folks 

have suggested a name change and refer to the male condom as the external 

condom and the female condom as an internal condom. Should a condom have a 

gender? Does it matter if it just does its job and also increases pleasure?   

What sensitivities or biases about female condoms do journalists need to be aware 
of?  

The media has not been very positive or portrayed the female condom in a balanced way. 

There are inherent biases to consider when communicating about female condoms: 

1. The male condom AND the female condom – not either/or 
An initial question is often asked, ‘why a female condom, when we have a male condom that 
works fine’.  This is a good starting point. The male condom is mainstreamed, well known, 
widely distributed and cheaper than the female condom. The ‘female condom’ does not want 
to replace or detract from the space that the male condom holds in sexual and reproductive 
health and rights programming (including dual protection – addressing HIV prevention and 
pregnancy prevention). Bearing that in mind, there are still concerns with supplies of male 
condoms; with less than 15 male condoms being distributed annually in South Africa to 
males over the age of 15 per yeari. There is a need for a range of options as there are not 
enough to address HIV and unwanted pregnancy.  
 

2. Price and composition 
The female condom is more expensive than the male condom. This is because some female 
condoms are made of different materials and use different manufacturing processes, and are 
manufactured at much smaller volumes. In some ways it is difficult to compare male and 
female condoms as while they are both “condoms” they are completely different in 
composition, design and packaging. Female condoms are not designed to replace male 
condoms but to expand options for dual protection. They are especially important when men 
cannot or will not use male condoms. A number of studies also suggest that when female 
condoms are added to the method mix alongside male condoms, levels of protected sex 
increase. In other words, you see more protected sex acts when both types of condoms are 
offered than through male condom distribution alone.   
  

3. Facilitating self-protection  
The female condom is described as a female-initiated option, where women can initiate 
inserting the condom before having sex. This addresses the difficulties that some women 
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have in negotiating safer sex and in particular if partners are rough and drunk. Given 
patriarchal constraints in South Africa, where women live in contexts of inequality, this option 
does give women a life affirming choice. 
Some men do not like using male condoms and this enables women to address this 
imbalance and to assert a level of control and choice, where they do not have to rely on the 
male condom. It allows women to have some measure of protection when their partners are 
not willing to use male condoms. This is an enormous advantage that women have in 
facilitating safer sex for themselves in constrained conservative patriarchal settings. 
 

4. Health systems and supplies 
South Africa is a country in transition, despite almost 20 years of democracy. Part of this has 
been the restructuring of health systems and this has involved addressing procurement and 
supplies. Female condoms have not been well provided for and there have been issues with 
ensuring accessible distribution. While not unique to just female condom supplies, other 
stock outs are well reported. 
 
There is a role for media practitioners in asking questions. Questions need to be asked 
within a variety of government settings as female condoms straddle: maternal child and 
women’s health, HIV and STI directorate, Education and Transport. Besides these content 
areas in line departments, it is also important to explore procurement, distribution with 
budgets aligned to these commodities and who is responsibly in the line departments yet 
also treasury in enabling allocation at all levels of government.  

Where can I get more information about female condoms?  

For more information on female condom programming in South Africa it would be useful to 

follow up with: 

1. Dr Yogan Pillay: NDOH (Maternal Child and Women’s Health and HIV, STIs and TB 

directorate Deputy Director General) in relation to supplies and procurement - 

Pillay@health.gov.za 

2. Dr Faith Khumalo – NDOE (Health and Equity) - kumalo.f@dbe.gov.za  

3. South African National AIDS Council: Kgopotso Bodipe - khopotso@sanac.org.za  

4. For information on the FC2  - Tian Johnson – tian@supportworldwide.org  

5. For information on the Woman’s Condom  - Local V female condom supplier:  

rrtMedcon - brandon@rrtmedcon.com  

The following sites  provide specific information about female condom products.  

1. Reproductive Health Supplies Coalition female condom product brief 

http://www.rhsupplies.org/fileadmin/user_upload/RHSC_tech_briefs_PDFs/rhsc-brief-

female-condom_A4_01.pdf 

2. The FC2 

http://www.fc2.us.com/faqs/ 

3. The Cupid Condom 

http://www.cupidltd.com/toc_female.php 

4. The Woman’s Condom 

http://sites.path.org/rhtech/womans-condom/  

                                                           
i
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