
Health is more
than the absence
of disease

A DOLESCENCE is the intermediary
stage of growth between childhood

Vand adulthood
It represents the time during which a

person is subjected to an array of biological
transformations and runs into a number of
emotional troubles

World Health Organisation WHO defines
adolescents as individuals between the ages
of 10 and 19 years
Teachers physicians parents law

enforcement officers and others who want to
successfully interact with this age group
need to have a knowledge of the physical
emotional cognitive and social changes that
take place during this stage of life
The majority of adolescent problems are

the result of negative behaviours and the
actions of unconstructive forces
WHO S Adolescent Health and

Development Programme has identified four
causes of morbidity and mortality among
adolescents — sexual andreproductive

behaviour tobacco use suicides and road
traffic accidents

In addition chronic illnesses are affecting
increasing numbers of adolescents as
physicians are able to deal more effectively
with previously fatal diseases during
childhood The prevalence of chronic
diseases in the teen population is estimated
to be between seven and 15 per cent
Lifestyle and behavioural decisions made

during adolescence may profoundly and
permanently affect adult health and well
being
Most mortality in adulthood has its roots

in adolescence WHO estimates that 70 per

cent of premature deaths among adults arc
largely due to behaviours initiated during
that stage
However these choices and habits can be

influenced by education and counselling
There are adolescent health organisations in
almost all the countries around the globe
including Malaysia
Out of 1 2 billion adolescents worldwide

about 85 per cent live in developing
countries

According to the 2007 Adolescent I lealth
Committee of Malaysian Medical Association
report youth constitute 20 per cent of the
population in Malaysia

Unsafe sex is a major threat to the health
and survival of adolescents Each year one
in 20 adolescents worldwide contracts
sexually transmitted diseases including 111V
the virus that causes AIDS
The incidence of adolescent pregnancy

has been estimated at about 11 per cent of
births worldwide

In 2005 over 70 000 adolescent girls wore
admitted to public hospitals in Malaysia and
close to 37 per cent were for pregnancy and
related problems
Teenage pregnancy is dangerous for both

mother and child Girls less than 18 years of
age are two to five times more likely to die in
childbirth compared to women in their
twenties Their babies run almost double the
risk of dying during their first year of life
than those born to older mothers
One of the most damaging behaviours

towards the long term health of young
people is the use of tobacco
Most adult smokers begin smoking during

adolescence Of the present population of
adolescents worldwide more than 150
million are smokers and nearly half will die
of smoking related causes later in life
Most cases of drug addiction start with

smoking The number of drug addicts in
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Malaysia is believed to be between
900 000 and 1 2 million Of these 72 per
cent are youth with the majority between
25 and 29 years and most of them start
abusing drugs during adolescence
Accidental injuries suicide and

homicide now account for more than 75
per cent of all adolescent deaths
In its report in 2008 WHO stated that

among 15 to 19 year olds suicide is the
second leading cause of death followed by
violence in the community and family
Forty four per cent of the 65 345 boys

admitted to Malaysian public hospitals in
2005 had hurt themselves either on
purpose or accidentally
According to a report published in 2007

a survey conducted in Negri Sembilan
showed that 27 9 per cent of adolescent
students had been involved in fights
In the United States road traffic

accidents alone cause more than half of all
deaths among 16 to 19 year old males
Road traffic accidents are the sixth most
common cause of death in Malaysia
At least 20 per cent of teens experience

some form ofmental illness such as
depression mood disturbances substance
abuse suicidal behaviours or eating
disorders
Promoting mental health and

responding to problems require a range of
adolescent friendly healthcare and
counselling in communities
An additional issue related to

adolescents in Malaysia is Mat Rempit In
recent times Mat Rempits have been
linked to gangsterism gang robbery
street fighting assault vandalism theft
bullying and rape It is estimated that
there are about 200 000 Mat Rempits in
Malaysia
Local authorities realise the magnitude

of the problem and the Health Ministry
started an Adolescent Health Programme
in 1996 as a part of the expanded scope of
Family Health Development Division
Programme The National Adolescent
Health policy was formulated and
launched in 2001
Health director general of Tan Sri Dr

Ismail Merican in his keynote address

during the annual symposium of
Malaysian Association ofAdolescent
Health on March 24 2007 commented that
adolescent health is a new area of
medicine in Malaysia and there is a big
gapbetween the demand and supply for
specialised services to address the unique
needs of adolescents
Faculty ofMedicine Universiti Teknologi

MARA is the first in Malaysia to include
Adolescent Medicine as a training
discipline in its undergraduate
programme
In training students to manage

adolescents the faculty pursues the
following principles

Improving the physical and
psychosocial health and well being of
adolescents through advocacy clinical
care health promotion health service
delivery professional development and
research

Recogni|Biig that health is more than
the absence | disease studentsshould
promote p|E»syive youth developments
illness prtsyefietton achievement of
individual potential and a sense of
physical mental and social well being

In pursuit of optimal adolescent health
and developmentally appropriate health
care the faculty believes that scientific
research provides the evidence base for
effective health promotion as well as
prevention and treatment of illness and
injury

The faculty is guided by the highest
ideals and ethical standards including
respect for an individual s dignity equity
and justice and recognition that
healthcare is a right and not a privilege

Advancing adolescent health depends
on effective partnerships with teens
families health professionals public and
private sectors communities schools and
other social institutions

Those managing youth should be
familiar with social issues related to
pubertal disorders teenage pregnancy
sexually transmitted diseases drug
addiction obesity acne learning
difficulties depression deliberate
self harm and motor vehicle accidents

The writer is Professor of Paediatrics
and curriculum coordinator of the
Faculty of Medicine Universiti
Teknologi Mara Email him at
alams222@salam uitm edu my
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