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E-COMMERCE CASE
STUDIES SERIES
This report is one of seven case
studies, written to provide the
reproductive health (RH) supplies
community with a deeper
understanding of the current
landscape and future potential
of obtaining RH supplies through
e-commerce. Each case study
focuses on either one specific
country (India, Kenya, Mexico,
and the United States) or one new
and underused RH technology
(emergency contraception, female
condoms, and the Standard
Days Method®). These case
studies are descriptive only, and
do not advocate for or against
e-commerce as a means to
distribute RH supplies.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
This case study examines the current landscape in the United States
(U.S.) for e-commerce of reproductive health (RH) supplies and considers
implications for the future. The U.S. has rapidly moved toward e-commerce,
and “retailers in nearly every sector are investing in capabilities to meet
growing shopper demand to purchase goods via e-commerce.”1 The U.S.
Census Bureau valued the 2014 U.S. e-commerce market at nearly $300
billion, accounting for 6% of the $5 trillion overall U.S. retail market.2 While
brick-and-mortar transactions continue to dominate the U.S. retail market,
e-commerce is making significant headway with sales growing 15% annually
and likely to double every five years.3 As a result, a number of e-commerce
interventions to connect customers to their preferred contraceptive method
have emerged in recent years.
To understand this U.S. landscape of e-commerce for family planning
(FP), it helps to categorize contraceptive goods and services into three
separate groups: over-the-counter products, prescription products, and
information-based service provision. Many over-the-counter contraceptives
are readily available through online marketplaces, some purely virtual and
some e-commerce subdivisions of traditional brick-and-mortar drugstores.
Meanwhile, though access is complicated by the U.S. Food and Drug
Administration (FDA) regulations, prescription products are increasingly
accessible online, especially for refills. A handful of websites have also
emerged that provide “workarounds” for U.S. customers trying to purchase
prescription contraceptives without visiting a health facility. Finally, new
informational web and mobile applications (apps) now provide the basis for
information-based FP methods, such as the Standard Days Method® with its
associated app, CycleBeads®, and the TwoDay Method®.i

i

Although they are an important part of the e-commerce landscape, in order to maintain a focus on RH supplies, websites and apps offering only
RH information are not included in the scope of these case studies.
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ENABLING factors

HINDERING factors

99 Rapid e-commerce expansion in recent years has resulted

99 Medical prescription requirements

99 U.S. market trends suggest online sales of health and

99 Long-acting reversible contraceptives

in extensive supportive infrastructure and a large number
of Americans who are comfortable buying products online.
This, and other factors, suggest that e-commerce will
continue to grow rapidly across all product categories.
personal care products are poised for fast growth
compared to other product categories in the coming years.

99 E-commerce lowers barriers to entry for RH and FP

retailers, opening the door for increased competition
among these retailers and greater product diversity.

persist for some methods, and
e-commerce vendors have limited ability
to sell the methods that first require
consultation with a health care provider.
(LARCs) are not suitable for online sales;
their use in the U.S. is increasing, which
could limit the size of the online FP
market.

99 Expanded insurance coverage and federal funding

programs lower the price of certain RH supplies for
American customers, which may render the market more
attractive for potential FP online retailers.

99 Trends in internet use among the U.S. population suggest a
market with under-exploited opportunities for online sales
of RH supplies to key American demographics.

99 Online resources can now help customers navigate

contraceptive methods and brands placing potential
customers “one click away” from points of sale.

99 Americans have access to a variety of delivery services

for products purchased through e-commerce, including a
burgeoning industry of rapid and on-demand delivery.

CONTEXT
Demand in the U.S. for FP products is substantial and
steady. According to the Centers for Disease Control (CDC),
for the period 2011-2013, 90% of the 43 million American
women seeking to avoid pregnancy used contraceptives
– a proportion virtually unchanged since the 2006-2010
period.4 As shown in Table 1, the majority of women
obtain their method of FP from their doctor or a Health
Maintenance Organization (HMO), while 17% obtain their
method from a drugstore.5 As of 2013, most women in
the U.S. were able to obtain contraception through full or
partial coverage by private or public insurance, but nearly
one in five women did not have coverage for FP and had
to pay out of pocket.6

Table 1. Sources of FP in the U.S.
Source

%

Private MD/HMO

61.0%

Drugstore/other

17.0%

FP Clinic/Planned Parenthood

10.0%

Community Health Center

6.0%

School/College

3.0%

Don’t Know

2.0%

Total

99.0%*

Source: A. Salganicoff et al. Kaiser Family Foundation 2014.
* Does not add to 100 percent due to rounding error.

The U.S. has more than 60 million women of reproductive
age – ages 15-44 – of whom more than half (52%) are
2

not at risk of pregnancy, because they don’t have
a need or are using a permanent or long-acting
reversible method, such as an intrauterine device
(IUD) or implant. The remaining 48% represent
the primary potential market for online FP
products. As shown in Table 2 and Figure 1,
these women are either using reversible shortterm methods such as oral contraceptives (OCs),
emergency contraception (EC), male or female
condoms, or relying on withdrawal. Some,
despite being at risk of pregnancy, are not using
any method of FP.

E-commerce Market
In the U.S., e-commerce is quickly gaining marketshare over traditional retail marketplaces. The
U.S. Census Bureau valued the 2014 e-commerce
market at nearly $300 billion, accounting for 6% of
the $5 trillion overall retail market.7 While brickand-mortar transactions continue to dominate
retail, e-commerce is making significant headway
with sales growing 15% annually and likely to
double every five years.8 According to the U.S.
Department of Commerce, this double-digit
growth compares to only 3-5% growth for the
overall retail market, positioning e-commerce for
continued market-share growth.9 Sales channels
for e-commerce include both web-only entities
and traditional brick-and-mortar retailers with
an additional web presence. For both physical
goods and digital content, Amazon is the largest
seller, accounting for 26% of e-commerce sales
in 2014.10
The U.S. market is moving toward e-commerce so
quickly that “retailers in nearly every sector are
investing in capabilities to meet growing shopper
demand to purchase goods via e-commerce, with
a variety of new business models emerging.”11
With nearly 75% of internet users already
shopping online, this growth will largely stem
from existing customers buying even more.12
Mobile devices (smart phones and tablets) are a
particularly interesting growth platform: mobile
purchases are increasing at a faster rate than

Table 2. FP method used during month of interview (women ages
15-44), 2011-2013.
Percent of
women
16.0%

Method
Oral Contraceptive Pill (OCs)
Tubal (female sterilization)

15.5%

Male Condom

9.4%

IUD

6.4%

Vasectomy (male sterilization)

5.1%

Withdrawal

3.0%

Injectable

2.8%

Vaginal Ring

1.2%

Fertility awareness-based methods

0.8%

Implant

0.8%

Patch

0.4%

Emergency Contraception (EC)

0.2%

Other Methods

0.2%

No method, at risk of unintended pregnancy

6.9%

No method, not at risk of pregnancy

31.4%
Total

100.0%

Source: NHSR No. 86 Nov. 10, 2015

Figure 1. FP method use (women ages 15-44), 2011-2013.

Not at risk: No need;
19.1 million; 31%

Permanent;
6 million; 10%

Short-acting
methods:OCs, condom,
other;

At risk:
None/withdrawal;
12.5 million; 21%

Long-acting methods:
IUD, injectables;
6.8 million; 11%
Source: CDC Nov 10, 2015 Table 1.
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their desktop counterparts and accounted for 11% of
sales in 2013. They are expected to reach 35% in 2017.13

3. Information-based service provision

FINDINGS

Over-the-counter contraceptives are readily available

The FP retail market offers buyers a wide array of products
with various brands for each type of method, whether
sold through the traditional health care sector or through
commercial channels.14 Importantly, a thriving FP market
does offer customers a range of options so that individuals
can choose the best method for themselves.15 Since
e-commerce can contribute additional sales channels
and greater product variety for customers, it holds the
potential for expanding contraceptive access not only
by reaching new customers but also (and perhaps more
importantly) by expanding product options. A number of
e-commerce interventions for connecting customers to
their preferred contraceptive method have emerged in
recent years.
To understand the landscape of e-commerce for RH
supplies, it helps to think about contraceptive goods and
services as falling into three groups:
1. Over-the-counter products
2. Prescription products

Over-the-Counter Contraceptives Online
through various online marketplaces, some of which are
purely virtual while others are e-commerce subdivisions
of traditional brick-and-mortar drugstores. Online prices
tend to be lower, but many then require the customer to
pay additional shipping costs.16 Many retailers with online
and physical sales channels have different contraceptives
available online versus in-store. Many also offer the
option to go online to check whether a desired product
is in stock at a local store.17 Table 3 shows examples of
well-known contraceptive online marketplaces for U.S.
customers and the products they carry.
A new e-commerce phenomenon for over-the-counter RH
supplies is the concept of contraceptives “on demand.”
These supplies are easily selected and purchased via
a web or mobile application, delivered to your exact
location any time of day and transported so that the
delivery contents are anonymous, often even to the
person delivering the package.18 Many major drugstores
are moving in this direction as well via partnership with
on-demand courier services.19

Table 3. Examples of contraceptives available from online marketplaces in 2015.
Condoms

Spermicides

Sponge

Marketplace
Male
ACareOT.com
Amazon.com
Condomania.com
Condomjungle.com
CVS.com
Drugstore.com
LuckBlake.com
Pharmapacks.com
RiteAid.com
SirRichards.com
Target.com
Walgreens.com
Walmart.com

x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x

Female

x
x
x
x
x

x

Film

Foam

Gel

Jelly

Insert

x
x

x
x

x
x

x
x

x
x

x
x

x
x

x
x

x
x

x
x

x
x

x
x

x
x

x

x
x

x
x

x
x

x
x
x

Plan B

Take
Action

x
x

x

x

x
x

x
x

x
x

x

x
x
x

Emergency
Contraception

x
x

x
x

x
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customers with a prescription to order their monthly
refills online. On the other hand, a handful of sites have
emerged to provide “workarounds” for U.S. customers
who want to purchase prescription FP without visiting
a health care provider. Amid growing frustration about
the need for a prescription and the annual exam often
required to get a prescription, some customers report
turning to such websites based in countries like Canada,
where prescriptions are not required.20 Online research
revealed over 20 websites promising OCs to American
customers without a prescription.

Drugstore.com offers female condoms at
Drugstore.com offers female condoms online.
the lowest price found online for
American consumers, $2.00 each.

Prescription Contraceptives Online
Importantly, the U.S. medical industry draws a distinction
between pharmaceuticals and medical supplies, with
pharmaceuticals subjected to close regulation by the FDA
and unique transfer restrictions, as products move along
the industry’s supply chain. This distinction applies to
RH supplies as well. Some FP pharmaceuticals, like OCs,
require a prescription and some, like EC, are sold overthe-counter.
Prescription refills are increasingly available online. Major
fillers of FP prescriptions, like Planned Parenthood, many
drug store chains, and student health centers allow

Service Provision Online for InformationSensitive Products
Both web and mobile applications are an increasingly
popular medium for U.S. customers opting for
information-based FP methods (See the case study on
CycleBeads for examples of web and mobile apps in the
U.S.). The internet is bringing FP information sources to
existing and would-be customers.
E-commerce already includes RH supplies and services but
has the potential to expand sales both to new customers
and at greater volumes to existing customers. A number
of factors affect this potential; some enable expansion
while others hinder it.

Enabling Factors
Extremely Rapid E-commerce Expansion
Although it currently accounts for only 6% of the U.S. retail

Figure 2. Condoms-on-delivery.

In a handful of major
male condom
companies
have launched
pilots
of on-demand
delivery have
services. L. Condoms promises
Incities,
a handful
of major
American
cities,
condom
companies
1-hour delivery of its
eco-friendly,
socially
responsible
male
condoms
via
bike
messenger
24-hours
launched pilots of on-demand delivery services. L. Condoms a day to customers in San
Francisco and Manhattan.
The concept
is catching
on –of
sales
increased 500%
in the past
year.
promises
1-hour
delivery
itshave
eco-friendly,
socially
responsible

condoms via bike messenger 24 hours a day to customers in San
Francisco and Manhattan. The concept is catching on – L. Condom
sales have increased 500 percent in the past year.
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consistent with an industry distinction between “durables”
and “consumables.” While e-commerce penetration
happened earlier with durables, sales of consumables
are now growing.27 In keeping with this trend, online
health and personal care sales – presumably including
RH supplies – are expected to grow at a much faster rate
than traditional drug store sales.28 Already, 36 million U.S.
customers shopped online for health and personal care
products in 2014, up from 20 million in 2010.29

Online refill
services, e.g.,
via mobile
apps.

Lowering Barriers to Entry
for RH and FP Retailers

Online refi
ll services,
e.g., via m
obile apps.

market, e-commerce sales channels are growing rapidly,
and it is reasonable to assume that the well-established
and steady-growth RH supplies market will grow along
with it.21 Online retail sales are projected to grow 57%
by 2018.22 With nearly 75% of U.S. internet users already
shopping online, this growth will largely stem from existing
customers buying more products.23 Mobile devices
(smart phones and tablets) are a particularly interesting
growth platform – mobile purchases are increasing at a
faster rate than desktop counterparts, accounting for 11%
of sales in 2013 and set to hit 35% in 2017.24 In addition
to traditional credit and debit cards, the emergence of
payment mechanisms like PayPal and Apple Pay facilitate
the expansion of online services.25

E-sales of Health and Personal Care Products
Poised for Growth
The market category of “health and personal care” items
seems poised for rapid e-sales growth in the coming years
relative to other retail categories, which bodes well for
online sales of RH supplies. E-commerce penetration
varies significantly across product categories in the U.S.
While the $300 billion health and personal care market
is second only to groceries in overall sales volume, it
has experienced a comparatively slow transition online
relative to many other product categories.26 This is

E-commerce presents an intriguing possibility for lowering
barriers for retailers to enter the FP market. Specifically,
start-up contraceptive companies can establish an online
presence and reach significantly more customers at a lower
fixed cost than was previously possible through brickand-mortar sales. This is making room for differentiated
products like eco-friendly male condoms that, fueled by
online marketing, are emerging as e-commerce for RH
supplies becomes more pervasive.30 Naturally, it also
fosters increased competition, which has the potential
to lower prices, increase product options, and encourage
retailers to expand marketing efforts.

Expanded Insurance Coverage for FP
The U.S. FP market is unique when it comes to pricing.
First, the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services
Office’s Title X Family Planning Program enacted in
1970 is a federal grant program dedicated to providing
comprehensive FP and related public health services. Of
the 38 million women in need of FP in 2013, 20 million
were eligible for subsidized contraceptive services and
supplies through Title X based on income level and
age.31 This population is increasing, rising 17% from
2000 to 2010.32 In 2013, public funding for FP services
totaled $2.37 billion.33 Second, millions of women have
historically relied on private health insurance coverage
to make contraceptive services and supplies more
affordable.34 The implementation of the Affordable Care
Act in the U.S. has made FDA-regulated contraceptive
products and services more affordable for most women
with private health plans by eliminating all co-pays on
the provision of all FDA-approved contraceptives.35 This
opens up a range of contraceptive drugs, devices and
6

services to 27 million privately insured women at no
extra cost to them.36 Because of the price incentives they
provide, these programs may boost overall consumer
demand for contraceptive goods and services; this
could increase the market’s attractiveness to emerging
e-commerce platforms and prompt them to prioritize
sales of RH supplies.

Population Trends That
Favor E-commerce
The majority of the population uses the internet (78%)
or social media platforms (74%), though rates vary
demographically.37 For example, 97% of people ages 18-29
use the internet, but only 77% living on less than $30,000
per year use the internet.38 Meanwhile, contraceptive
needs and use rates also vary demographically. Across age
segments, the proportion of women at risk of pregnancy
who are not using a FP method is highest among those
aged 15-19 (18%) and lowest among those aged 4044 (9%).39 Overlapping trends in internet use and the
need for RH supplies across key demographics presents
interesting opportunities for e-commerce to expand
contraceptive access. For example, teenagers are most at
risk of unintended pregnancy and most likely to be online.

Online Help for Customers to
Navigate Contraceptive Options
The internet is bringing a myriad of FP information sources
to existing and would-be contraceptive customers.
Although websites and apps offering only RH information
are not included in the scope of the case studies, they are
an important part of the e-commerce landscape; in many
cases, they encourage users to move to the next step—
purchase of contraceptives online.
As shown in Figure 4, the internet can expand access to
health care services through tools such as video visits with
providers online. Many RH supplies require a face-to-face
consultation with a medical professional. However, some
providers, particularly those with a mandate to expand
FP access, are looking for innovative ways to expand the
reach of their services. This interest may reasonably result
in broader demand for RH supplies and services accessed
through e-commerce channels.

directly aimed at influencing purchasing decisions, by
providing customers with information or helping them
navigate FP options.

A New Era of Delivery
Recent innovations in the package delivery industry show
potential for expanding access to RH supplies. The U.S.
delivery system is already well-established. It reaches
nearly the entire population and could therefore expand
access to RH supplies to customers who face physical or
social barriers to access. Delivery can provide anonymity
for would-be customers who may not want to be publicly
identified. Already, national delivery giants like Fed Ex,
UPS, and USPS have achieved geographic saturation with
delivery trucks on “almost every block in America.”40
Meanwhile, recent innovations in package delivery are
expanding the system’s reach. New players like Postmates
and Instacart offer comprehensive, on-demand local
delivery services, largely enabled by ubiquitous
smart phone use in the United States.41 Emerging
transportation alternatives like Uber and Lyft bring
their driver infrastructure as a competitive advantage
into the historically hard-to-crack market, replacing
scheduled pick-up and delivery with instant services.42
Amazon recently introduced two new concepts – Sunday
deliveries and deliveries by drones—further expanding
delivery services.
Table 4. Examples of apps that provide information
services for FP.
App

Function

condomfinder.com

Helps users locate nearby
free condoms.

CDC Contraception App

Helps physicians prescribe
the right contraceptive for
women.

Plan A Birth Control

Helps women prepare for
a consultation with an OBGYN, in order to choose the
right contraceptive.

mypillapp.com

Reminds women to take
their daily OC pill via phone
alarms.

Table 4 presents several new web and mobile apps
7

Figure 4. Online video ‘visits’
prescriptions; a growing number of major drug stores,
like CVS and Walgreens, fill prescriptions online, and have
established refill request systems.44

Greater Use of LARCs, Which Are Not Suitable
for Online Sales

State regulations permitting, Planned Parenthood offers
patients video “visits,” bringing one-on-one information
exchanges to clients who could not or would not have
spoken with a skilled provider otherwise.

Hindering Factors
Medical Prescription Requirements
The FDA requires prescriptions for a number of RH supplies,
including popular OCs, despite ongoing debate over the
appropriateness of these requirements. Sometimes,
prescriptions even require proof of annual pap smears,
which could represent a burden for many women.43
Obtaining prescriptions is a key barrier for many women.
Some e-commerce providers offer online consultations
that meet strict state regulations and circumvent the
prescription barrier.ii These solutions to the prescription
problem are not widespread, and e-commerce is unlikely
to replace clinic-based consultations, at least in the
short-term. However, as noted above, e-commerce has
made it easier for many women in the U.S. to refill their

LARCs, like IUDs and implants, are gaining popularity
among women in the U.S. Usage rates are up from 2.4%
in 2002 to 12% in 2014.45 The FP community encourages
the use of LARCs because of their efficacy, and these
methods require an in-person consultation with a trained
medical professional for insertion.46 As the number of
women using LARCs rises, the number of women using
OCs, male or female condoms and other short-term
contraceptives — the most likely products sold online —
could commensurately decrease.

CONCLUSIONS
On balance, based on the mix of enabling and hindering
factors, e-commerce of RH supplies is likely to grow and
will complement traditional fixed clinical settings and
pharmacies as a source of contraceptives. A mature
offline market for RH supplies and a robust, innovative
infrastructure for online purchases make the U.S. a likely
place for this sector to expand. However, regulatory and
legal factors that affect prescription requirements or
insurance coverage will continue to influence access and
availability.

In September 2015, Postmates and Walgreens announced an official partnership
for same-day delivery. Walgreens made the shift as part of its effort to stay current
with evolving consumer demand, in which convenience is increasingly important
for maintaining a competitive edge.
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ENABLING factors
99 Rapid e-commerce expansion
99 Online sales of health and personal
care products poised for growth

99

HINDERING factors
Higher
Impact

Lowering barriers to entry for RH and

99 Increasing use of long-acting reversible

FP retailers

99 Expanded insurance coverage for FP
99

U.S. population trends that favor
e-commerce

99 Medical prescription requirements
contraceptives (LARCs), which are unsuitable for

Lower
Impact

online sales

99 Online help for customers available
99 New era of rapid deliveries

FUTURE RESEARCH
Findings of this case study suggest a market opportunity
around e-commerce for RH supplies that industry players
spanning both the FP and e-commerce markets will likely
gravitate towards. To better understand the scope and
scale of this opportunity in the U.S., some critical followup areas of research recommended for future research
include:

ÒÒ A comprehensive analysis of the U.S. family planning

fruit” for expanded access to contraceptives through
e-commerce campaigns: Due to great diversity across
the U.S. population, certain segments are particularly
high-need in terms of contraceptive access or are
particularly primed for e-commerce for FP products.
Drivers vary from geographic location to internet use
behaviors and more. Better understanding of these
drivers and the opportunities their overlaps present
points the way to the most attractive opportunities

market: The last publicly available report is from the

for e-commerce to expand contraceptive access for

1990s, meaning those looking to shape the U.S. FP

U.S. customers.

market are operating with limited insight. Signs point
to a market opportunity around e-commerce sales

ÒÒ Opportunity

assessment

for

marketing

and

awareness campaign(s): The U.S. e-commerce

channels and contraceptives, and such a report would

infrastructure and buying habits seem primed for

make this opportunity more clear.

purchasing family planning products via e-commerce.

ÒÒ A

research study to understand FP within the

current and future state of overall U.S. healthcare
market: Due to changes like industry consolidation
and government reform, such as the Affordable Care
Act, the U.S. healthcare industry is changing quickly.
Dynamics relevant to this study include trends
like incentivizing preventative care and efficiency
overhauls in medical product delivery systems.

ii

ÒÒ Demographic research to hone-in on “low-hanging

Strategic awareness-raising could accelerate the
process. A review of social media strategies may
drive high-need populations towards under-used
marketplaces. A landscape map of quality online
information sources may reveal critical gaps. An
opportunity assessment for Title X program facilitation
online and e-commerce platform partnerships could
greatly expand the program’s scale of impact.

See the emergency contraception case study, which describes the development of effective online counseling in the U.S. with physicians, which
circumvents the prescription barrier.
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