




woman’s condom | 13

The Champion Provider (Retailer)
Jilimani Superette was first visited by Annie, a WCG medical detailer, at a time when Whisper had just recently launched 
in Malawi. The retail store is based in Mzuzu, and sells female and male condoms, emergency contraception, and oral 
contraceptive pills, among other products. During the first medical detailing visit, the owner, Clara, purchased 15 units of 
Whisper to test the market. From the outset, she was impressed with the quality of the packaging and the new design features 
of Whisper. She thought her clientele would be excited about something new and different from the existing male condoms 
and the well-known first-generation female condoms, Female Condom 2 (FC2s), that she used to stock. She mentioned 
to Annie that she became a single mother at age 25, and that she wishes there were more options for women to protect 
themselves from unintended pregnancy.

Upon Clara’s request, Annie visited the facility the following week to train the rest of the staff and to engage them in 
conversations about female condoms and woman-initiated methods. Following Clara’s lead, the team showed great 
enthusiasm for the product. They placed a top-up order of Whisper within a month, and also purchased Whisper for Clara’s 
second facility, which is based in a different neighborhood. 

Clara is one of many vendors placed on ‘maintenance mode’. She has a great grasp of the product features and benefits, 
is passionate about expanding women’s access to quality contraceptives, and has demonstrated her efficiency in getting 
Whisper off the shelves. Now that Clara is in ‘maintenance mode’, Annie will call or visit Clara’s facilities only once a month, but 
in between visits Clara will call Annie to ask any questions or request a top-up order. 

The Hesitant Provider (Private Clinic)
Kachui Private Clinic is part of PSI’s franchised clinic system, the Tunza network. Kachui is located in the outskirts of Lilongwe, 
and its clientele are primarily women (and their children) who live in the vicinity, as well as men who work at the nearby 
tobacco factory. Dr. Mwangi has owned and operated Kachui Private Clinic for the last 18 years. Given his proximity to the 
tobacco factory, he is often contracted by management to provide company-wide health presentations about a variety 
of health topics, including prevention and treatment of HIV/AIDS. He enjoys talking with the factory workers, but he is 
discouraged by the slow rate of change that he has seen over the years in terms of behavior, especially around condom use. 
Dr. Mwangi discusses all contraceptive options with his clients, both at the clinic and at the tobacco factory. However, in his 
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“I followed up with Dr. Mwangi 
on his stance regarding stocking 

Whisper. He said that only one man 
came to ask for the product so he 

is not too sure whether the product 
will be selling or not. He asked to be 

given more time to think about it 
and I agreed to follow up with him 

again in a few weeks’ time.”

— Medical detailer notes

experience as a healthcare professional, he has come to believe that 
men and women simply don’t like to use female condoms. They find 
the material too thick and the condom pouch too noisy during sex. 
For that reason, he sometimes decides that it is not worth his time to 
demonstrate Whisper to users. Instead, he spends his time discussing 
methods that he believes his clients are more likely to use. For sex 
workers, he does recommend the female condom as a practical dual 
protection method.

On Annie’s first visit, Dr. Mwangi was receptive, but seemed 
unconvinced that Whisper would be any different than first-generation 
female condoms. Annie presented many reasons why Dr. Mwangi 
should offer a multitude of methods, and why this product might be 
different from previous female condoms. She left five samples with Dr. 
Mwangi along with brochures and a poster, and promised to follow up 
in a week’s time to discuss further. 

The following week, Annie suggested that they link Dr. Mwangi with the PSI Brand Promoters, whose role is to generate 
demand among consumers for Whisper. Given that Kachui Private Clinic is located very close to the tobacco factory that 
employs many young men and women, Annie thinks that this facility could be a great venue for consumers from the Whisper 
target audience. Dr. Mwangi hesitantly agreed to stock 20 units of Whisper, but asked that Annie provide him with more 
promotional materials to attract customers. In her next visit, Annie brought along two Brand Promoters, who spent their 
day in the vicinity of Kachui, engaging consumers and discussing Whisper with both men and women. While Dr. Mwangi was 
pleased to see the stock moving that day, he is hesitant to purchase more until clients come in asking for it. Annie plans 
to continue building her relationship with Dr. Mwangi with regular visits, support from the Brand Promoters, and lots of 
coaching on Whisper and the importance of dual protection options for women. 
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Medical Detailing by the Numbers 

The EECO medical detailing experience generated important lessons about strategies for decreasing provider barriers 
to female condoms. Chief among these lessons was the frequency and type of interactions that were required before a 
provider purchased the product for the first time. The medical detailing program found that, while the majority of providers 
were willing to purchase a small number of Whisper units on the first training visit, a significant number of providers required 
multiple follow-up visits before they were convinced to stock Whisper, with the number of visits ranging from 2 to 6 before 
first purchase. Follow-up visits varied by subject and duration of the interaction, which were measured, as well as variables 
that were unmeasured by the program, such as the quality of the interaction and the baseline interest that a provider might 
have in female condoms. Convincing hesitant providers to purchase Whisper for the first time was one of the main challenges 
for the medical detailers, and one that required creativity and commitment to overcome. For example, the medical detailers 
would incentivize providers by offering discounts on bulk purchases, or would leave behind a large number of sample stock 
for providers to test with clients before committing to purchasing. They would also invite hesitant providers to attend brand 
promotion activities in city centers or at universities. The medical detailing team also collaborated with brand promoters 
to raise awareness at local companies such as tobacco companies and the national water agency to educate consumers 
and then link them to pharmacies that stocked Whisper. Using these techniques, the medical detailers were able to educate 
providers and also to demonstrate demand among consumers for the product. 

The mix of provider types that purchased Whisper was heavily skewed towards pharmacies and other retailers, rather than 
clinics – unsurprising given the low number of private clinics present in the three urban areas. The medical detailing program 
also saw a greater willingness to stock Whisper among pharmacies and other retail outlets such as kiosks, supermarkets, and 
petrol stations, probably because condom users are generally more likely to purchase condoms at fast-moving outlets than 
at clinics. Clients may want to purchase condoms outside of normal clinic operating hours (e.g., at night) or they may prefer a 
more anonymous or less time-consuming experience when purchasing this product.
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Figure 4: Providers Stocking Whisper by Facility Type
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While the majority of providers were willing to 
purchase a small number of Whisper units on 
the first training visit, a significant number of 
providers required multiple follow-up visits before 
they were convinced to stock Whisper.

From 2015 - 2018, the EECO project distributed a total of 23,400 units of Whisper in health clinics, pharmacies, kiosks, and 
other outlets in Malawi.

A goal of the medical detailing program was to understand successful strategies for decreasing provider barriers against 
the provision of female condoms. The first initiative of the medical detailing program was training providers on the technical 
aspects of Whisper, and on the benefits of female and male condoms in general. 

Table 2: Total # of 
Providers Trained by 
Facility Type

Private 
Clinic Pharmacy Retailer/ 

Kiosk
Bar/Hair 

Salon Other

148 325 60 22 36

Interactions with providers took a variety of forms over the life of the project and responded to the needs of individual 
providers. The medical detailing team found that the top five subjects of medical detailer/provider visits were:

» Stockouts/Preventing Stockouts of Whisper (25%), 

» Marketing/Promotion of Whisper (19%), 

» Improving Client Awareness of family planning (15%), 
» Social Interaction (no particular topic covered) (15%), and 

» Improving Client Access to family planning (11%).
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Figure 5: Subject of Medical Detailer/Provider Interactions
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A goal of the medical detailing 
program was to understand 
successful strategies for decreasing 
provider barriers against provision 
of female condoms.

WCG medical detailers conducted knowledge tests with providers to assess their understanding of the product. The Whisper 
Condom Quiz included questions on product use and benefits, as well as questions that highlighted the differences between 
Whisper and other female condoms. For example, the FC2 female condom can be placed in the vagina many hours in 
advance of sex. Whisper is inserted just a few minutes before sex to ensure that the product remains stable in the vagina. On 
average, providers were able to answer 4.5 out of 7 questions correctly. The results of the Whisper Condom Quiz show that 
provider education is a critical component of product introduction. Many providers enrolled in the medical detailing program 
were reluctant to complete multiple product trainings after the first visit based on their self-assessed level of comfort with 

the product. However, the knowledge tests show that one-off trainings 
are insufficient for long-term knowledge retention, so that the WCG 
medical detailers were encouraged to provide frequent on-site 
refresher trainings, to conduct Whisper Condom Quizzes on an ongoing 
basis, and to frequently discuss the technical aspects of the product 
with providers so that they could effectively counsel users on Whisper 
use and benefits. 
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Lessons Learned: Understanding and Engaging Providers
Overcoming stigma from previous experiences: One of the most common reasons given by providers for not wanting 
to purchase Whisper is their previous experience stocking female condoms. The medical detailers are challenged to convince 
these ‘hesitant providers’ that this new product has design features that differentiate it from other female condoms, and that 
these features may make the product more acceptable and/or attractive to some women and their partners. This message 
is a delicate balance, as the goal of EECO is not to replace the FC2 or other female condoms with Whisper, but rather to grow 
the overall female condom market. The EECO detailers ask providers to consider the many brands and varieties of male 
condoms available, and note that women should also have choices in female condoms. They highlight specific research 
findings from PATH about the acceptability of Whisper among couples, as well as research that shows that expanded options 
for contraception may increase overall use of contraception.

Linking demand generation and medical detailing: Providers are hesitant to purchase Whisper before they see demand 
from consumers. Given the sensitive nature of condoms, the unknown nature of a new product, and existing female condom 
stigma, it is unlikely that the target audience will proactively request Whisper where they do not see it on the shelves. A key 
strategy for the team is linking demand generation activities with the outlets that are stocking Whisper, so that consumers 
know where to purchase Whisper, and providers are encouraged to continue selling the product due to its popularity among 
consumers.

Real-time responses to on-the-ground challenges: The level and amount of data that are collected by the WCG medical 
detailing team allow a unique view into trends over time for perceptions and beliefs around female condoms. The data 
collection system tracks individual providers as well as categories of providers, and can quickly indicate any needed course-
adjustments in the approach. This strategy was useful in flagging urgent program needs such as clarifications for training 
materials or additional promotional materials.

Fast-moving commodities receive less attention from vendors: Providers in Malawi tend to have busy schedules. 
Medical detailers struggle to engage the attention of providers for long periods of time and to build the type of long-term 
relationships that are needed for values clarification and behavior change. One reason for this is that Whisper is a fast-moving 
good. Like other condoms, providers are comfortable putting it on their shelf and seeing whether it sells, without much 
need for engaging consumers or coaching them on how to use the product. In addition, the condom has no side effects, so 
providers do not expect to see customers returning to discuss any issues they may have had with the product. 

This fact is evident in the types of facilities that stock Whisper, of which the majority are pharmacies and retail outlets 
rather than clinics. The challenge for medical detailers was ensuring that pharmacy and retail staff (including in kiosks and 
supermarkets) were able to counsel users on Whisper and to answer questions about the product. 
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Conclusions and Recommendations
Medical providers and other vendors of family planning products play a key role in creating access to contraceptive and dual 
protection methods while reducing social barriers to their use. Through intensive medical detailing, EECO works to decrease 
stigma around female condoms by training private sector providers and increasing awareness among the community about 
the variety of female condoms available. By analyzing and addressing the concerns of providers in real-time, EECO hopes 
to foster a cadre of clinicians, pharmacists, retailers and other vendors who are well-informed, supportive advocates of a 
woman’s right to choose a contraceptive method that fits her needs and lifestyle. 

Key recommendations for replication of this strategy:
1. �Make use of inexpensive data tools to capture program developments in real-time. One of the greatest strengths of this 

program was the ability to respond quickly to opportunities or points of concern.

2. �For new products that require intensive promotion, introduction efforts should closely link supply and demand activities so 
that consumers have easy access to points-of-sale from well-trained providers.

Other recommendations based on the EECO experience:
1. �A long-term champion provider engagement strategy was not budgeted under the medical detailing initiative. Engaging 

enthusiastic local providers in a more systematic way may have increased uptake of Whisper among providers.

2. �Programs should budget for generous amounts of sample stock that can be given to providers and consumers. One of 
the main pieces of feedback that the EECO team received on a weekly basis is that customers and providers want to see, 
touch, or try a product for free before investing in it.

3. �Providers were excited about the product as something “new” that they could offer to their consumers. In future programs, 
highlighting new features or design interventions may be an effective strategy for garnering support among providers. For 
example, applying stickers to packages and promotional materials that say “NEW” in bold lettering could draw attention to 
the product.

4. �While the detailers were trained to discuss the global acceptability studies conducted by the Woman’s Condom developer 
(PATH), Malawian providers were more interested in whether the product was acceptable among Malawians. With the right 
resources, it may be an effective strategy to conduct brief in-country acceptability studies such that the findings may be 
shared locally.
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