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 Roma people are an integral part of Eu-

ropean civilization, and yet evidence shows that 

many live in extremely poor conditions and suffer 

from prejudice, discrimination and social exclu-

sion [1]. Despite the European Union (EU) member 

states’ pledges to reduce inequalities in employ-

ment, housing, health and other areas between 

the Roma population and the general population, 

inequalities persist [2]. Up to 80 percent of Europe-

an Roma are at risk of poverty, 70 percent are un-

employed, and 50 percent of Roma children do not 

attend school. Rates of healthcare coverage vary 

from 45 to 98 percent across the EU [3].

Among Roma people, women are particu-
larly vulnerable. 

 Roma women face social, economic and 

gender exclusion due to the nature of mainstream 

society, which is characterized by both ethnic and 

patriarchy-based domination. These issues impact 

their ability to exercise their fundamental repro-

ductive rights and to access reproductive health 

services that are sensitive to their needs [4]. There 

is a higher incidence of low birth weight, prema-

ture birth and neonatal deaths among Roma wom-

en, due in part to their living conditions. Roma 

women have more complications and miscarriages 

during pregnancy, higher rates of early marriage 

and adolescent pregnancies, and are more at risk 

of sexually transmitted diseases [5]. 

 Research suggests that patterns of disad-

vantage of Roma women begin in girlhood, with 

the impact of the intersection of socio-cultural 

factors and other social determinants [6]. Thus, the 

objectives of the Romomatter project include gain-

ing an understanding of the social mechanisms 

that influence the sexual and reproductive health 

and rights of Roma women and documentation of 

existing resources to promote Roma equality; in-

cluding participatory interventions, programs and 

strategies to promote reproductive justice among 

Roma women and girls. To meet the aims of the 

project, we carried out a review of the literature to 

map and describe these social influences and to 

document programs, strategies and resources. 

 We conducted a scoping review to iden-

tify peer reviewed articles in major medical data-

bases related to sexual and reproductive health 

and rights in the Roma population, which resulted 

in 28 papers. The majority of the papers were pub-

lished between 2016 and 2019 in Western Europe. 

Scientific evidence shows multiple forms 
of violation of Roma women’s reproductive 
rights.
 Vulnerabilities begin in girlhood with 

early marriage and low education levels and are 

related to social factors present in the societies 

where Roma women live. We found only a single 

publication that documented an empowerment 

initiative related to Roma women’s reproductive 

health. 

 Roma women’s reproductive rights and 

health is strongly influenced by historical discrim-

ination.  Four of the papers documented the his-

torical forced or involuntary sterilization of Roma 

women in European countries. These practices 

took place from the 1930’s through the 1970’s in 

countries like Sweden, Norway and Finland, and 

were in place as recently as 1990 in the Czech 

Republic and Slovakia. Healthcare providers were 

involved in these practices, which constitutes a 

grave violation of human rights.   The Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights asserts the right of all 

couples to decide freely and responsibly the num-

ber, spacing and timing of their children and to 

attain the highest standard of reproductive health. 
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Romomatter aims to empower 
Roma girls to envision their 
own futures through critical 
knowledge, education and 

participatory action research. 

Issues of ethnic and patriarchy-
based discrimination impact the 
ability of Roma women to access 

reproductive rights and health 
services.

Empowering Roma women 

during girlhood through 

interventions with a reproductive 

justice lens is a key entry point 

for improving their overall 

reproductive rights and health. 
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Roma women’s vulnerabilities are influ-
enced by living conditions and cultural fac-
tors. 
 A number of papers included in this re-

view highlighted how cultural practices in Roma 

communities result in Roma women’s vulnera-

bilities in terms of their sexual and reproductive 

health. One of these practices is early marriage, 

which was found to be more prevalent among 

Roma girls than the general population, with pov-

erty as a key factor [7]. Several studies suggest-

ed that the important role of the family in Roma 

communities was related to women’s ability to 

make decisions about having children [8]. Studies 

also documented lower access of Roma women to 

available contraception, fear of contraceptive prac-

tices and lack of knowledge about HIV and other 

sexually transmitted diseases [9]. 

Institutional discrimination and lack of tai-
lored services influence access to reproduc-
tive health services.  

 Ten of the studies in this review docu-

mented discriminatory behavior of Roma women 

by health institutions. This suggests that discrim-

ination is one of the main factors in poor repro-

ductive health outcomes among Roma women. 

Lack of knowledge of health professionals about 

Roma sexual and reproductive patterns, improper 

requests for payments for free services such as ma-

ternity and pregnancy, and poor communication 

and shame experienced by Roma women were 

described as the main factors that influence the 

health-seeking behavior of Roma women [10]. The 

invisibility of Roma women without personal doc-

uments and the lack of programs tailored to their 

needs was described as a barrier to their access to 

sexual reproductive services [11]. 

 Despite the fact that we sought out strat-

egies and programs tailored to Roma women’s 

reproductive health and rights, our review found 

evidence of only one such program carried out in 

France among Roma women from Bulgaria and Ro-

mania.  

 Overall, the results of our review show 

that research on Roma women’s reproductive 

health and rights is only beginning. All of the stud-

ies we reviewed were very recent, with incomplete 

coverage of the many different countries where 

Roma women live. Though some of the historical, 

cultural, and social influences have been docu-

mented, there are wide gaps in research, and more 

depth is needed in terms of the evidence. Empow-

ering Roma women during girlhood seems to be 

an entry point for improving their overall repro-

ductive health outcomes. However, there is a need 

for reproductive health and rights strategies that 

address the roots of Roma women’s vulnerability.  

Strategies should address the roots of vul-
nerability both in Roma communities and 
mainsteam society.

 Our review highlighted the significant 

disparities in Roma women’s reproductive rights 

and health and suggests the need for tailored pro-

grams. It also suggests the need to redefine the na-

ture of health interventions through the lens of re-

productive justice [12]. Our search did not identify 

any published evidence of tailored programs relat-

ed to this topic. Thus, empowerment interventions 

are needed that are not only specifically adapted 

to the cultural and community characteristics of 

Roma women but that also include evaluation. In 

terms of research, a specific focus on Roma wom-

en’s reproductive justice is needed in order to be-

gin the task of transforming inequalities. 
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Romomatter is a transnational 
project that aims to tackle gender 

discrimination by empowering 
Roma girls to envision their own 
futures and choose motherhood 
only if and when they are ready.
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