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In most developing country settings, young
unmarried adults tend not to go to health
facilities-particularly public clinics-for,
their reproductive health needs. The history
of family planning service delivery explains
some of this reluctance. Traditionally,
maternal and child health (MeR) and family
planning services were designed to serve the
childbearing and childsRacing needs of
married women. 21,23,24,27,28,34
In . some places, because of cultural
sensitivities, services are withheld from
young people, especially if they are
unmarried, and sometimes even from
married women before they become
pregnant for the fIrst time. Furthermore, few
providers have had any specialized training
or gained much experience in meeting the
special reproductive health needs of
adolescents. Many providers, therefore,
remain ill-equipped to serve this group.

Why do young people have difficulty
using reproductive health services?

A number of factors are likely to make
adolescents and young people
uncomfortable:

• Unmarried young people often think that
reproductive health services are not intended
for them.42

• They are often embarrassed at being seen
in a reproductive health facility. 11, 29
• They are likely to be concerned about a
lack of privacy and confidentiality, or afraid
that their parents might find out about their

.visit?' 13, 15,23,24,29,30,33,37

• They are afraid of medical procedures,
especially pelvic exams.37

• They might be ashamed of having
experienced coercive or abusive sex.31

• They find the clinic staff hostile?7, 29, 30, 32

There are a number of other frequent
obstacles standing in the way of young
people:

• Many a40lescents are unaware of the risk
of pregnancy. They are also unfamiliar with
STD sYmptoms and don't know when to
seek services.
• They don't know where reproductive
health services are located, or they are
unfamiliar with the kinds of services
offered.5, 11,36,37,42

• The health facilities they might go to are
not open at convenient hours.27, 29, 32 .
• There is no transportation to an existing
clinic site.26, 32, 37

• The cost of services is beyond their
means.H, 16,26,27,37

* Although the emphasis here is on clinical services, many characteristics are applicable to other programs for youth.
See also, In Focus: ''Do Youth-Friendly Services Make a Difference?"
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What would youth-friendly services
look like?

Concerned program professionals are now
beginning to address many of the difficulties
and obstacles confronting young people.
Some clinics now serve young women
before their fIrst birth, or welcome young
men as clients. There is also a trend toward
providing a broader array of reproductive
health services. Clinics that have tailored
their service provision to .attract young
people and meet their special reproductive
health needs can be identified by one or
many of the following characteristics:

Provider Characteristics

• The staff have been specially trained to'
work with young adults. 1, 11, 16,25,36,42

• Staff are trained to respect young people
and their needs.37

• Staff acknowledge the central importance·
to adolescents of privacy and
confidentiality.2, 4~ 11,24,40 .

• Clinic managers make sure there is extra
time allowed for counselors or medical staff
to discuss young people's special issues.21

Health Facility Characteristics

• Separate space or special times are set
aside for young adult clients.3, 14,38
• 'Clinics are open at times convenient for
young adults to attend, such as late
afternoons, evenings, and weekends.17, 22, 23,
25,30,39

• Facilities are conveniently 10cated.17, 22, 29,
37

. • There is adequate space, and it is arranged
so that young people's privacy is protected.
• Clinic surroundings are comfortable, as
"umnedical" as possible, and made
appealing for young people.9

Program Design Characteristics

• Drop-in clients are welcomed.6, 16,30,39

• Overcrowding is avoided and waiting
times are short.21,37
• Service charges are as low as possible, so
that young people can afford them.14
• Boys and young men are' encouraged to
attend, and special male services' are
offered.10, 37
• Audio-visual and print material dealing
with issues relevant to young adults are
offered in waiting areas.
• The availability of special programs for
young people is widely publicized in such
places as schools, offices, factories, and
recreational and other .community settings.
Such open publicity often serves to increase
young people's comfort level with a
program.11, 14, 25, 29,30, 37

Some characteristics are less common and
more experimental in nature:

_. Peer counselors work with clients.19

• A physical examination might be delayed
for up to six months after the pill has been
prescribed.8 '-
• Informal and formal group discussio~s are
held.14, 37

• The health facility provides a wide range of
reproductive health services such as STD
and HIV .prevention, STD diagnosis and
treatment, nutritional services, sexual abuse
counseling, prenatal and postpartum care,
and abortion services.3, 15, 18, 20 .

• Peers or adult professionals working in
outreach programs promote information and
some commodities (such as contraceptives,
iron tablets, vitamin supplements).

What kind of services do young
people want?

The importance of each characteristic varies
with the type of client and the nature of the
service being sought. Teenagers do not
consistently rank special hours or special



clinic times set aside for them as
important.43 Yet even when special hours
are not high on the list, as in one US study,
teenagers who enrolled as virgins or within
two months of fIrst intercourse were more
likely to go to a clinic with special teen
hours.than to other clinicS.43 In Jamaica, the
existence of a special evening clinic was
found to attract many fIrst-time clients.38 It
has been suggested that separate services
may be more important in the case of high
risk youth who need to overcome their
resistance to using traditional health care
systems.3

Because young people are not everywhere
the same, it is important to find out about
service preferences in' different cultural
settings. Here are examples of what some
selected groups of young people in various
settings have said they would ideally like:

• In a needs assessment study conducted in
six English-speaking Caribbean countries,
young people said the ideal center would
offer many different services, would be open
afternoons and evenings, would be staffed
by empathetic, knowledgeable, and
trustworthy advisers, and would not look
like a cliniC.23

• In a Youth Information Centre set up
experimentally by the Planned Parenthood
Association of South Africa, young people
said the most important factors determining
their choice of a clinic· were staff attitudes
(95%), the surroundings (location, decor,
and atmosphere-89%), the contraceptive
methods available (85%), and operating
hours (81 %).35

• After research with adolescents in Africa,
Asia, Latin America and the Caribbean, the
International Center for Research on Women
recommends that reproductive health
services be private, confidential, affordable,
accessible\ and staffed with sensitive service

'd 41provl ers.

• In a US study of how adolescents made
decisions about where to seek general health
care, 14 of 15 top-ranked items pertain to

providers, and six of these concern
interpersonal factors such as honesty,
respect, and confidentiality. Four of the top
characteristics pertain to infection control
because of adolescent concerns about HIV
transmission.12
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~ The In FOCUS series summarizes for professionals
working in developing. countries some of the program
experience and limited research available on young adult
reproductive health concerns. This issue was prepared by
Judith Senderowitz and was reviewed by the FOCUS
Editorial Board, some outside experts and the staff of the
FOCUS Program.
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