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EVERY human is a sexual being with sex
and reproduction being central to the
lives of most people Unprotected sex

can and does result in pregnancy in females
in the reproductive age group i e from the
time the periods start menarche to the time
the periods stop menopause
Young people today bear a disproportion

ate burden of sexual and reproductive ill
health globally The World Health
Organisation and other international organi
sations report that

Pregnancy and childbirth related causes
are the number one killer of young women
globally

Those between 15 and 24 years account
for 45 per cent of all new HIV infections and

There are 500 000 new sexually trans
mitted infections occurring among young
people daily
Although there may be public discussion

about the needs of adults the needs of young
people are often kept in the closet
There are media reports on abandoned

babies sometimes on single mothers By con
trast the paucity of materials on the preven
tion of such events is glaring
Trends

Various data indicate that an increasing
number of young and unmarried people are
already having sex The decrease in the age of
menarche and the increase in the age of mar
riage together with socio economic changes
have contributed to this trend
Data from studies from the National

Population and Family Planning Board
revealed that the prevalence of sexual inter
course among adolescents in 2004 was 2 2
as compared to less than 1 in 1994

A study by Zul et al 2000 revealed that
18 2 and 7 1 of adolescent males and
females respectively were sexually active The
National Health and Morbidity Survey 1996
reported that 1 8 of male students were sex
ually active with the incidence in male stu
dents twice that of female students The rela
tionships were heterosexual in 63 2 and
homosexual in 19 9 13 7 gays and 6 2
lesbians About 9 4 had sex with prostitutes

A study of sexual behaviour and HIV
knowledge among skin dermatology and
genitourinary clinic attendees by Choon et al
reported in 1997 that 22 5 of males and
30 9 of females had sexual intercourse
before age of 20 years
Rape cases had increased with 3 414 cases

reported to the police in 2008 3 098 in 2007
and 2 431 in 2006
There are more pregnancies outside of

wedlock A study by the Health Department

in Negeri Sembilan reported 451 pregnancies
outside of wedlock in government hospitals
and health clinics in 2007 and 365 in 2006
Girls aged 16 years or below accounted for
12 2 of the cases in 2007 and 10 4 in 2006
Women above 30 years accounted for 9 1 in
2007 and 5 4 in 2006

It has been reported that statistics from the
Registration Department showed that there
were 257 411 newborns without fathers i e
the birth certificates did not have their
fathers names between 2000 and 2008 This

translates to an average of 78 babies were
born out of wedlock daily during the last nine
years
The number of abandoned babies appears

to be increasing The Social Welfare
Department recovered 315 abandoned babies
between 2001 and 2004 Police statistics
reveal an average of 100 cases annually
Pregnancies in girls less than 15 years of

age comprised 0 15 of total births in 2006
The Confidential Enquiry into Maternal
Deaths report in 2005 revealed that adoles
cents aged 15 to 19 years comprised 4 8 of
all maternal deaths
Since the first HIV AIDS appeared in the

country in 1986 there has been an increase in
the number of infected women As of
September 2008 they comprised about 8 of
all AIDS cases There has also been an increase
in infection in adolescents aged 13 to 19
years As at the end of 2007 there were 1 140
HIV cases and 232 AIDS cases comprising
1 41 and 1 7 respectively of the total cases

Young people s attitudes
and knowledge
Various factors lead to risky sexual and

reproductive health behaviour especially
among unmarried young people They include
the lack of sexual and reproductive health
information and negotiation skills in sexual
relationships as well as the lack of accessibili
ty to sexual and reproductive health services
that are user friendly
There is also peer pressure of premarital

sex which is a major influence on decision
making Another factor is sexuality education
or the lack of it This issue is perceived by cer
tain quarters as sensitive because of cultural
and religious reasons

A coalition of local and international organ
isations with an interest in sexual health and
the Youth Task Force an organisation set uop
in the UK to help improve outcomes for at
risk young people conducted a global survey
of the attitudes of youth towards sex and con
traception in conjunction with World
Contraception Day 2009
The findings about Malaysian youths were
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disconcerting i e
About 20 have had sex with a new part

ner without using contraception
More than 20 of females did not use

contraception because they did not like it
About 20 females did not use contra

ception because their partner preferred them
not to

Prior to having sex for the first time
about 60 did not discuss contraception or
found it difficult to talk about it

More than 56 were not familiar with or
confused about the different contraceptive
methods available

About 20 had sought contraception
advice on the internet

59 would like to consult someone in
confidence

57 thought that sex education in school
could be improved and

91 thought that the condom is an effec
tive contraceptive method

Comprehensive sexuality education
Comprehensive sexuality education has

been defined as a life long process of acquir
ing information and forming attitudes beliefs
and values about identity relationships and
intimacy SIECUS 2004 It seeks to provide
young people with the knowledge and skills
so that they can make decisions about their
health and sexuality
Contrary to perceptions it is not just about

abstinence neither does it attempt to under
mine traditional family values It helps young
people identify their personal values and
increase awareness of all the choices available
to them so that they can make decisions
appropriate to their needs
It is generally accepted by professionals

globally that comprehensive sexuality educa
tion must address the essential components
of gender sexual and reproductive health and
rights and HIV AIDS including information
about services and clinics sexual citizenship
pleasure violence diversity and relation
ships
Sex education has been incorporated in the

school curriculum for about two decades The

programme called Family Life Education FLE
is supplemented by co curricular activities
that promote healthy lifestyles in secondary
schools Elements of FLE have also been
taught as Physical and Health Education in
primary schools Despite these efforts risky
sexual and reproductive health behaviours
continue to trend upwards
There are few basic questions that have to

be asked Are there shortfalls in the content of
FLE or are there weaknesses in its teaching or
both Reports that some teachers either shy
away from teaching FLE or are unskilled in
teaching the subject are disconcerting Such
lost opportunities are not only detrimental to
the well being of young people but also raises
questions about the attainability of the
nation s commitment to the Millennium

Development Goals

Sexual and reproductive
health services

The health sector often has to deal with the
consequences of risky sexual and reproduc
tive health behaviours particularly pregnan
cies and sexually transmitted infections
including HIV A1DS
Those with unwanted pregnancies often do

not avail themselves of antenatal care servic
es leading to a considerable increase in their
risk of pregnancy complications
Where there was no HIV AIDS in the preg

nant about a decade or so ago more and
more are testing positive today Ifwe contin
ue to bury our heads in the sand like ostrich
es we may reach a situation like that in sub
Saharan Africa where there are many families
with grandparents and children only with the
parents having gone home to their Maker
because of HIV AIDS
Although there is a wide network of gov

ernment hospitals and clinics which is com
plemented by private hospitals and clinics
access to contraception is still a problem The
unmet need for contraception is still substan
tial Huang reported that 51 of married
women used contraception in 2004 and only
33 used effective methods like the pill intra
uterine contraceptive device and condoms

This compared with the situation in 1994
when 54 of married women used contracep
tion
The National Demographic and Health

Survey in 2004 found that although 25 of
married women stated they did not want
another pregnancy they did not use any form
of contraception because of apprehensions of
side effects or dissatisfaction with modern
contraceptive methods
An individual s contraceptive needs may

change throughout life The choice of the
most appropriate contraceptive is important
Various factors influence the acceptability of
contraceptive methods They include whether
they are used by the male or female whether
it is hormonal or non hormonal its safety
effectiveness affordability and convenience
whether its use involve decisions by both
partners or one only and whether it involves
seeing a doctor or nurse
Another factor is whether it helps in the

prevention of sexually transmitted infections
including HIV AIDS although this is not often
considered by many people Dual protection
refers to protection from both unwanted
pregnancy and sexually transmitted infec
tions This can be achieved by consistent and
correct use of condoms However its effec
tiveness is greatest when two methods are
used simultaneously i e condoms and anoth
er form of contraception
Emergency contraception refers to contra

ception used to prevent an unintended preg
nancy following unprotected sex It has to be
taken by the female within three to five days
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after the unprotected sex the sooner the
more effective it is
Most people particularly the young

require assistance from health professionals
in making an appropriate choice of contracep
tive method This requires expenditure of
time and effort Particular attention needs to
be given to dual protection and emergency
contraception which are often ignored by
policy makers and providers
Emergency contraception is often not made

known to young people This contraceptive

method is of particular relevance as unmar
ried young people who do not have the
means often do not have access to contracep
tion because of the cultural and religious rea
sons of the gatekeepers

for

Unwed mothers with an unintended preg
nancy have to make a decision whether to
keep and raise the baby or to give up the baby
for adoption both of which can be heart
wrenching decisions
Those who are facing difficulties can avail

themselves of the services of welfare homes
that are operated by government or non gov
ernmental organisations It can be very help
ful for the single mother when food shelter
medical care counselling and legal aid

where necessary are provided in a loving
caring and non judgemental milieu
Confidentiality is of the essence in the provi
sion of care

Interventions

The various interventions which work are
well documented A summary prepared by
Family Care International and published in
the November 1 2006 issue of the Lancet is
listed below
Interventions to improve sexual behaviour
lessons learned

Public health interventions need to
address the broader determinants of sexual
behaviour such as gender poverty and
mobility in addition to individual behaviour
change

Risk reduction messages need to respect
diversity and preserve choice Selective
emphasis can have serious downsides For
example the preoccupation with ABC strate
gies Abstinence Be Faithful and Use
Condoms distracts attention from the need
for broader integrated programmes in which
all components are mutually reinforcing

School based sex education improves
awareness of risk and knowledge of risk
reduction strategies increases self efficacy
and intention to practise safer sex and delays
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rather than hastens the
onset of sexual activity

Preventive programmes
focusing on naturally occur
ring social networks have
been used to reduce the
level of risky behaviour
among gay men in
Russia to increase
contraceptive use
among married
women in

Bangladesh and to
increase condom use
among sex workers in
India

Strong social prohi
bitions and sanctions
especially where legislated
may pose the greatest challeng
es to reduce high risk sexual
behaviour
Effective and sustainable family

planning programmes key compo
nents

Successful family planning programmes
receive support from a broad coalition of key
sectors of society including religious secular
and traditional leaders and professional
groups

High level political commitment organi
sational ability and adequate funding are crit
ical aspects of success

10 to 20 of government family plan
ning budgets should be allocated to educa
tional campaigns and social marketing which
can increase awareness and prompt discus
sion on modern contraceptives and smaller
families as seen in Kenya in the late 1990s

Mobilising support at the community
level has had a broad impact on the uptake of
methods though these efforts require consid
erable skill sensitivity and local cultural
knowledge such as the case of Bangladesh
programmes to increase contraceptive use

A range of family planning services and
products must be made accessible and afford
able through medical facilities social market
ing and outreach services

STIs successful interventions
Diagnostic tests antibiotics antivirals

and vaccines are effective at the individual
level but often not available in resource poor
settings

Syndromic management is a core strate
gy for managing individuals with STIs in
resource poor settings

Antenatal syphilis screening is a partner
level intervention that could prevent half a
million foetal deaths per year through rapid
on site syphilis testing and treatment

Systematic population level screening
can reduce the incidence of pelvic inflamma
tory disease and chlamydia prevalence

Population level vaccination against HPV
could prevent up to 70 of all cervical cancers
worldwide

Integration ofSTI treatment and SRH

services are critical STI control strategies
should not solely focus on HIV A1DS preven
Data from studies from the
National Population and
Family Planning Board
revealed that the prevalence
of sexual intercourse among
adolescents in 2004 was
2 2 compared to less than
1 in 1994

tion programmes
Surveillance needs

improvement as well as
research on resistance pat
terns

Many if not most of the
interventions have been
or are being carried out in

Malaysia However the paucity of
research into the effectiveness of spe
cific interventions does not help in
the provision of an evidence base
for effective public policy and provi
sion of care
Recently Harden et al reported on

a systematic review of trials and studies on
teenage pregnancy and social disadvantage
BMJ 2009 339 b4254 doi 10 1136 bmj
b4254 and found that there is evidence that
early childhood interventions and youth
development programmes are effective and
appropriate strategies for reducing unintend
ed teenage pregnancy rates
They concluded that A policy move to

invest in youth programmes should comple
ment rather than replace high quality sex
education and contraceptive services and
should aim to improve enjoyment of school
raise expectations and ambitions for the
future and provide young people with rele
vant social support and skills

Only
All young people have abundant energy

some ofwhich is sexual The data available
indicate an increase in risky sexual and repro
ductive health behaviour among the young
Young people need comprehensive sexuali

ty education and other interventions to ena
ble them to acquire the knowledge and skills
to make the right choices that are appropriate
to their needs They also have need of user
friendly sexual and reproductive health serv
ices
The discussion and promotion of the sexual

and reproductive health needs and rights of
young people are culturally and politically
sensitive among certain quarters However
not to do so will mean that unintended preg
nancies will continue to increase Ifwe con
tinue to bury our heads in the sand like
ostriches a situation may be reached in
which the cure may be worse than the illness
itself

Dr Milron Lum is a member of the board of
Medical Defence Malaysia This article is not
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intended to replace dictate or define evaluation
by a qualified doctor The views expressed do
not represent that of any organisation the writer
is associatedwith
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