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1.0 Introduction

This review was commissioned by the Crisis Pregnancy Agency to inform their work in
the area of prevention of crisis pregnancy. The review commences with a brief
description of the current epidemiological data on teenage pregnancy and adolescent
sexual behaviour in Ireland. This is followed by an analysis of current understanding of
the antecedents for early sexual initiation, teenage pregnancy and/or unprotected sexual
intercourse. A consideration of the evidence of the effectiveness of prevention
programmes will then be presented. Two main approaches to the prevention of teenage
pregnancy and the promotion of positive sexual health are examined: educational
interventions (primarily home- and school-based), and the provision and delivery of
contraceptive and sexual health services. The review concludes with recommendations
for health, education, health promotion and social services, and suggests areas for
further research.

1.1 Aim of the review

This review addresses two questions: 

1. What is the current evidence of the effectiveness of programmes aimed at
promoting sexual health among young people (aged eighteen or under)?

2. What is the current evidence of the effectiveness of programmes aimed at
preventing teenage pregnancy?

Given that a number of programmes have the dual aim of promoting sexual health and
preventing teenage pregnancy, this review considers prevention of pregnancy as an
outcome of effective sexual health promotion rather than as a separate research
question. 

1.2 Methods

Over the last decade a number of systematic reviews of the effectiveness of programmes
aimed at preventing teenage pregnancy and promoting sexual health have been
published. This overview of research presents a synthesis of evidence of effectiveness
identified from extensive literature reviews in the following areas: teenage pregnancy
prevention (NHS Centre for Reviews and Dissemination 1997, Dicenso, Guyatt, Willan and
Griffith 2002, Silva 2002, Swann, Bowe, Mc Cormick and Kosmin 2003), sexual health
promotion among young people (Peersman, Oakley, Oliver and Thomas 1996), and
additional primary studies published since the most recent systematic review. The
review also includes findings from relevant literature reviews and discussion papers on
the topic of teenage pregnancy and adolescent sexual behaviour (Peckham, Inghamand
Diamond 1996, Franklin and Corcoran 1999, Kirby 1999, UNICEF 2001, Collins, Alagiri,
Summers and Morin 2002, Kirby 2002, Manlove, Terry -Humen, Romano Papillo,
Franzetta, Williams and Ryan 2002). 

1.2.1 Search strategy 

Reviews and primary studies were identified by searches of computerised databases
(Medline, ERIC, CINAHL, PsycLit, Cochrane Database of Systematic Reviews, HEBSWEB,
Health Development Agency (HDA) online), websites (Centre for Disease Control, Alan
Guttmacher Institute, National Campaign to Prevent Teenage Pregnancy), and hand



searches of relevant journals such as Family Planning Perspectives, Journal of
Adolescence, Journal of Adolescent Health, and Health Education Journal. Citations in
identified papers and previous reviews were followed up. Professionals from relevant UK
and US agencies such as Catherine Dennison from the Teenage Pregnancy Unit,
Geraldine Mc Cormick from the HDA, Simon Ellis from NHPIS in HDA, and Susan
Philliber from Philliber Research Associates (evaluators of the Children’s AID Society
Carrera Programme) were contacted.

1.2.2 Inclusion criteria

The main criteria for inclusion of reviews were that (a) the paper had a focus on
prevention of teenage pregnancy or the promotion of young people’s sexual health, and
that (b) authors were systematic in their identification, assessment and pooling of the
primary studies. Additional primary studies not included in the quality reviews were
assessed using the structured guidelines. 

A hierarchy of evidence based on study design, which classifies well designed
experimental designs (randomised controlled trials in particular) as the most effective,
(Level 1 studies) was used to judge the degree to which studies were susceptible to bias.
Consideration was also given to the sample size and follow-up period. (See section 4 for
more detailed discussion of the different designs used to evaluate prevention
programmes.) 

2.0 Adolescent Sexual Health and Teenage Pregnancy

2.1 Sexual health among young people in Ireland

There is no national research on young people’s sexual attitudes and lifestyles in Ireland.
The European Health Behaviour of School Children (HBSC) survey, which is carried out
across Europe, carries a module on sexual behaviour and knowledge, but this has not
been included in the Republic of Ireland sample. In the absence of this research, the
picture of young people’s sexual attitudes and lifestyle is at best patchy. Table 2.1 below
summarises the key features of surveys completed with young people in Ireland in the
last decade. 
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Analysis of research with young people completed in Ireland to date indicates some
variation in the proportion of young people reporting sexual intercourse by seventeen
years (21% - 36%). This variation may reflect the research approach adopted and the
population surveyed. However, one consistent finding does emerge: approximately 70%
of young people report using condoms or other contraception at first intercourse, with a
pattern of inconsistent use thereafter. Barriers to the use of contraception reported in
the studies included low level of knowledge, cost and embarrassment at buying
condoms, fear of side effects of contraception, inability to negotiate contraceptive use,
alcohol and drug use, sporadic/unplanned nature of sexual activity and indifference. 

2.2 Sexually transmitted infections in Ireland

The number of notifications of diagnoses of sexually transmitted infections (STIs) has
increased in the general population over the last decade – from 2228 cases in 1989 to
8869 cases in 2000 (NDSC, 2000). Of particular concern is the rise in notifications of
chlamydia trachomatis infection in the general population in the five-year period from
1995-2000. In 1995, 245 cases were recorded (sixteen of which were among under twenty
year olds) and in 2000 1343 cases were recorded (116 of which were among under twenty
year olds). Chlamydia is a particularly worrying STI, as approximately 50% of females
and 70% of males are have no symptoms, and, if left untreated, it can result in infertility.

This increase in notifications of STIs may represent better recording and improved
detection, but also indicates an increase in unprotected sexual behaviour. Of concern is
the rise in notifications of sexually transmitted infections among teenagers. 

2.3 Teenage pregnancy in Ireland

In 2000 there were 931 conceptions among young women aged under sixteen in Ireland,
27 (29%) of whom travelled to the UK for termination. In the same year, there were 4019
conceptions among the older teenagers (aged under twenty), of whom 884 (22%)
travelled to the UK for a termination. The most recent figures show that in 2000 the rate
of births to under twenty year olds was 19.31 per 1000. (Source – PHIIS) This rate varies
across health boards.

Recent international comparisons of births among fifteen to nineteen year olds in 28
developed countries showed Ireland to be in the top ten highest (UNICEF 2001). The US
has the highest rate of teenage births, followed by the UK. Countries with the lowest rates
of teenage births include Korea, Japan, Switzerland, the Netherlands, Sweden and Italy. 

1 This figure may not represent all conceptions as it does not account for miscarriage or women from Ireland
who do not give an irish address at UK abortion clinics.



3.0 Antecedents and Outcomes of Teenage Sexual Behaviour

3.1 Outcomes of teenage pregnancy 

For many young women pregnancy and motherhood are positive and welcomed
experiences without long-term negative outcomes (Hudson and Ineichen 1991, Phoenix
1991). However, compared to women aged 20 to 35 years, teenagers have a higher risk
of experiencing adverse health and obstetric outcomes, and, more importantly,
educational, social and economic outcomes (Table 3.1) (Scholl, Hediger and Belsky 1994,
Kiernan 1995, NHS Centre for Reviews and Dissemination 1997). There is evidence to
indicate that compared to older mothers, teenage mothers and their babies have an
increased risk of anaemia, hypertension, pre-eclampsia, urinary tract infections,
obstetric complications and low birth weight (Dickson, Fullerton, Sheldon and Granville
1997). More recently, researchers have argued that the higher risk is associated with
social deprivation and is less a consequence of physical immaturity. Some argue that
adverse health outcomes associated with teenage pregnancy and motherhood are not
due to the age of the mother, but are a result of lifestyle factors such as smoking and
alcohol use during pregnancy and/or poor diet and nutrition (Hoffman 1998, Olausson,
Haglund, Weitoft and Cnattingius 2001, Smith and Pell, 2001).

Table 3.1 Adverse outcomes for the teenager and her child
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Health outcomes Educational outcomes Social and economic
outcomes

Young person

Child

Hypertension, anaemia,
placental abruption,
obstetric complications,
depression and
isolation.
Termination of
pregnancy 

Increased risk of
sudden infant
syndrome, prematurity,
hospitalisation due to
accidental injuries.
Increased risk of
experiencing abuse and
teenage pregnancy.

School drop-out and
gaps in education. 

In the pre-school years
children of teenage
mothers display
developmental delays.

Reduced employment
opportunities due to
missed education.
Increased reliance on
state welfare.
Poor housing and
nutrition.

Increased risk of living
in poverty.
Poor housing and
nutrition

Source: Adapted from the Effective Health Care Bulletin (NHS Centre for Reviews and Dissemination 1997)



3.2 Factors associated with adolescent sexual activity and teenage pregnancy 

A number of factors have been identified as being associated with early sexual initiation,
non-use of contraception, and teenage pregnancy2. Much of the material included in this
section of the report has been identified from reviews of the literature in this area (Hayes
1987, Peach, Harris and Bielby 1994, DiCenso 1995, Moore, Miller, Glei and Morrison
1995, Miller, Benson and Galbraith 2001), supplemented by additional relevant UK
research evidence [Swann et al. 2003, Hughes 1999, Social Exclusion Unit 1999, Burtney
2000, Aggleton, Oliver and Rivers 1998, Hosie 2002, Ingham and Partridge 2002).

The Social Exclusion Unit report on Teenage Pregnancy in the U.K. (Social Exclusion Unit
1999) brings together the state of knowledge in the area of teenage pregnancy. The
report identifies eight different risk factors such as being in care, experiencing physical
or sexual abuse, involvement in crime, poor mental health, poverty/disadvantage, family
history of teenage pregnancy, low educational achievement and not being in education or
training. Whilst each of these factors individually may be associated with an increased
risk of teenage pregnancy, many young people are exposed to multiple risk factors. The
Effective Heath Care Bulletin (EHCB) (NHS Centre for Reviews and Dissemination 1997)
grouped the antecedents of teenage pregnancy (and sexual behaviour) into six categories
(Table 3.2) and commented that many of the factors are inter-related and can contribute
to, as well as be an outcome of, teenage pregnancy. This makes cause and effect
relationships difficult to disentangle.

Socio-economic conditions such as poverty and disadvantage have been identified as key
predictors of teenage pregnancy and parenthood. The current evidence on the role of
poverty and disadvantage is presented in the next section. Individual factors associated
with an increased or decreased risk of early sexual behaviour and/or teenage pregnancy
will then be explored. 

Table 3.2 Factors associated with early sexual initiation, contraceptive use, 
and teenage pregnancy
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Socio-economic Individual Family Educational Community Contraception

Poverty / low
Income

Employment
prospects

Housing and
social conditions

Poor general
education

Limited
opportunities/
aspirations

Age of first
intercourse

Emotional
maturity

Knowledge

Self-esteem

Skills base

Cognitive
maturity

Physical maturity

‘Experimental’
behaviour

Family structure
(including single
parent families)

Family size

Parenting style
(support, control,
supervision)

Parent/child
communication

Mother or sister
(teen pregnancy
history)

Child
abuse/neglect

Academic
attainment

Educational goals

Sex education

Truancy/
exclusion

Social norms
(sexual activity/
pregnancy/teen
parenthood)

Peer influences

Cultural and
religious
influences

Media influences

Child abuse

‘Experimental’
behaviour

Contraceptive
services

Awareness

Availability

Accessibility

Source: Adapted from the Effective Health Care Bulletin (NHS Centre for Reviews and Dissemination 1997)

2 Much of the research on risk factors has been carried out in the UK and US based on large-scale studies
such as the National Sexual Attitudes and Lifestyles (NATSAL) survey and the National Child Development
Study (NCDS) in the UK. More research is needed in Ireland to examine the risk factors. 



3.2.1 Sexual behaviour and teenage pregnancy – the impact of disadvantage

UK Research

A number of epidemiological studies have highlighted that teenage pregnancy and
childbirth rates are higher in more socially deprived areas (Smith 1994, Wilson 1994,
Garlick 1993). Secondary analysis of the National Child Development Study (NCDS) found
teenage mothers and young men who become fathers before the age of 22 were more
likely to come from families with low socio-economic status, where financial hardship
was reported (Kiernan 1995). Diamond, Clements, Stone and Ingham (1999) explored
individual and spatial characteristics thought to be important in influencing levels of
teenage pregnancy. Reflecting findings from previous studies, Diamond and colleagues
found that the first important influence on the chance of conception during the teenage
years was deprivation. Where a woman lives was found to predict the chance of teenage
pregnancy. However, Diamond et al. argue that the explanation for higher rates of
teenage pregnancy in some areas is multi-factoral, and may include a range of individual
factors such as low self-esteem, lower educational and occupational aspirations, less
knowledge of contraception and sexual health services and higher gender power
differentials. Given that many young people living in deprived areas may be exposed to
many, if not all, of the individual factors, it is clear that teenage pregnancy and the
associated burden of unintended pregnancy may therefore be greater in poorer
localities.

International research

A number of studies have examined the experience of countries with lower rates of
teenage pregnancy and STIs such as Canada, and European countries such as Finland
and the Netherlands (Singh and Darroch 2000). Some researchers propose that the
variation in levels of teenage pregnancy and sexually transmitted infections (STIs) lies in
other countries’ comprehensive relationship and sex education programmes, greater
societal openness regarding sexuality, and accessible sexual health services (Ingham
and Partridge 2002, Hosie 2002). Other researchers propose that that social and
economic disadvantage may contribute to differences in teenage pregnancy, parenthood
and STIs (Jones, Forrest, Henshaw, Silverman and Torres 1989). In a recent study, Singh
and colleagues compared data from Canada, France, GB, Sweden and the United States
on adolescent sexual and reproductive behaviour and disadvantage (Singh and Darroch
2000). The research found that adolescent childbearing was more likely among women
with lower levels of income and education than their better-off peers. The level of
childbearing was also found to be strongly related to race, ethnicity and immigrant
status, although there were some differences across countries. While early sexual
activity had little association with income, the level of contraceptive use at first
intercourse was found to vary across income group and social class in the US and the
UK. (A separate US study found poor and minority adolescent women to be less
successful contraceptive users (Fu, Darroch, Haas and Ranjit 1999)). Across all
countries, young women who had little education were more likely to initiate sexual
activity than those with higher levels of education. This finding is consistent with other
studies, which found that adolescents who have greater motivation to achieve and who
have better access to educational opportunities are also motivated to delay sexual
activity and childbearing (Trent and Crowder 1997). 
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Singh and colleagues (2001) conclude that improving teenagers’ sexual and reproductive
behaviour requires strategies to reduce the number of young people growing up in
disadvantaged conditions and to help those who are disadvantaged to overcome the
obstacles they face.

The complex nature of the factors associated with teenage pregnancy is highlighted in a
review of teenage conception rates across Europe by Kane and Wellings (1999). This
review found the following macro factors to be associated with teenage birth:

• teenage marriage rates – the lower the average age of first marriage and the
higher the proportion of teenagers who are married, the higher the teenage
birth rate

• the overall wealth of a country – the higher the wealth resources of a country,
the lower the teenage birth rate

• income distribution – the greater the difference between those at the bottom
and top of income scales, the higher the teenage birth rate

• mean years of education – the longer the average length of time spent in
schooling in a country, the lower the teenage birth rate

• strength of religion – the higher the proportion of people who see themselves
as members of a religious community in a country, the lower the teenage 
birth rates.

Such cross-national comparisons support the findings of more localised British
research, indicating that efforts to reduce inequalities in deprivation and to promote and
improve general education may be as important as specific sexual health programmes
and policies. 

3.2.2 General education 

Poor educational performance has been linked with an increased risk of early sexual
initiation and teenage pregnancy. A number of US studies have shown a link between low
academic achievement, lack of educational goals and early sexual activity (Hayes 1987,
Moore et al. 1995). Adolescent girls who score low on intelligence tests and place little
value on educational attainment are more likely to have intercourse at an early age than
those who are educationally ambitious (Hayes 1987). Higher educational attainment is
also associated with becoming sexually active at a later age, and an increase in the use
of contraceptives (Moore and Wertheimer 1984, Hayes 1987, Wellings, Wadsworth,
Johnson, Field, J., Field, B. et al. 1996).

In the UK, analysis of the National Child Development Study (NCDS) found that young
parents (males and females who became parents before the age of 22) were less likely to
have performed well in school and to have completed their education with qualifications
(Kiernan 1995). Young parents were twice as likely to have registered low scores (lowest
quartile) in reading and mathematical tests when they were seven and sixteen; similar
results were found in US research. Six out of ten teenage mothers (61%) had no
qualifications by the time they were 23, compared with fewer than one in four women
(23%) who became mothers when they were older. Kiernan’s study concluded that low
educational attainment was the most powerful single factor associated with the chances
of becoming a young parent. 
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However, Kiernan’s study identified clear opportunities for intervention in terms of
educational disadvantage. The analysis revealed strong evidence that an improving
school record was associated with a reduced likelihood that children would become
parents at an early age. Boys and girls whose school performance improved between the
ages of seven and sixteen were among the least likely to become parents at a young age.

Similarly, the recent NATSAL survey in 2000 found that 29% of sexually active young
women who left school at sixteen without any qualifications had a child before the age of
eighteen (Wellings, Nanchahal, MacDowall, McManus, Erens et al. 2001). While this
finding indicates that education level and prospects are highly associated with
motherhood before the age of eighteen, it is less clear to what extent poor educational
aspirations lead to early sexual experience. 

3.3 Sexual behaviour and teenage pregnancy – the impact of individual factors

3.3.1 Biological influences – menarche

Age of menarche (first period) for girls, and body development and hormonal levels for
boys have been found to be associated with early initiation of sexual activity (Udry and
Billy 1987, MacDowall, Gerressu, Nanchahal and Wellings 2002). Age of menarche had
been reported to be decreasing for each generation but has now levelled off. (Hunt 1976,
Dann and Roberts 1993, Dann 1996) However, these biological factors are unlikely to
operate independently of the social context of young people’s lives (Hofferth 1988).

3.3.2 Age of first intercourse

First intercourse among those aged under sixteen has been found to be associated with
poor sexual health outcomes. Analysis of the NATSAL 2000 data found that the
prevalence of pregnancy before eighteen years of age was higher among women who
had first intercourse before the age of sixteen and among those who left school at
sixteen (Wellings et al. 2001). There is limited Irish research on age of first intercourse.
McHale and Newell’s (1997) survey of 2754 pupils aged between fifteen and eighteen in
Galway found that approximately one fifth (21%) of pupils had already had sexual
intercourse; the mean age for first intercourse was 15.5 years. Just under three-
quarters (72%) reported using condoms at first intercourse, and a third reported
inconsistent use of condoms thereafter. 

This pattern is similar to recent findings from the NATSAL 2000 survey in GB that found
that the median age for first intercourse was seventeen years. In this survey
approximately one fifth (20%) reported first intercourse before the age of sixteen3, and
four in five men and women who had intercourse before the age of sixteen reported
using condoms at first intercourse (Wellings et al. 2001). However, contraceptive use at
first intercourse increases with age, as does ‘planned’ sexual intercourse (Johnson,
Wadsworth, Wellings, Field and Bradsay 1994, Moore et al. 1995, Wellings et al. 2001). 

Non-use of contraception among younger teenagers may reflect concerns about the age of
consent and confidentiality, as well as a reluctance to pre-plan for fear for being labelled
as promiscuous by their peers (Peach et al. 1994). Cognitive immaturity has been proposed
as an explanation for young people’s failure to take preventive action in spite of an
awareness of the risks involved (Gordon 1990, Stuart-Smith 1996), but further research is
needed to explore the relationship between sexual behaviour and cognitive development. 
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3.3.3 The home 

Learning about sex and relationships is a lifelong process, which for many young people
commences in the home. Many aspects of the family have been found to affect young
people’s sexual behaviour, including parents’ characteristics, family structure,
relationship and interactions (Miller et al. 2001). Parental influences include parenting
styles or strategies, parent-child communication, and parental structure. Parent-child
communication about sexuality can act as a protective factor in young people’s sexual
activity and teenage pregnancy (Wellings et al. 1996). 

3.3.3.1 Parent/child communication

The home is a first influence on developing sexuality. Parenting styles can affect the
nature of communication, and subsequently the sexual attitudes of children. For
example, parents who adopt a more realistic or humanistic parenting style rather than a
moralistic one are more likely to discuss issues – specifically sexual matters (Ingham
1997, Aggleton et al. 1998). An open and positive environment in which to discuss
sexuality is crucial. The quality of the parent/child relationship has been identified as a
crucial component in lower rates of teenage pregnancies. Research has found consistent
evidence that parent/child connectedness (support, quality and warmth) is related to
lower adolescent sexual risk, and evidence is greatest for this effect through delaying
and reducing adolescent sexual intercourse (Whitaker, Miller, May and Levin 1999). 

Relationship and sex education commences in the early years. Parents and carers
provide children with the foundation of future sex education. This foundation is based on
how parents relate to each other and to their children. Many parents believe they have a
responsibility to contribute to their child’s sex education, but some lack confidence in
their ability to do so effectively. Good parent-child communication about sexuality has
been found to act as a protective factor, delaying sexual initiation among young people
and limiting adverse sexual health outcomes (MacDowall et al. 2002). Analyses of the
SHARE data indicate that parenting style and parental monitoring are associated with
age of first intercourse (Wight, Henderson, Abraham, Buston, Scott and Hart 2002).
Similarly, analyses of the Scottish Health Behaviour of School Children Survey (HBSC)
indicate that boys who have discussed contraception with their parents feel more
comfortable about carrying condoms and that positive attitudes increased the likelihood
of condom use threefold. Girls who had talked with their parents about contraception
were twice as likely to buy and carry condoms (Todd, Currie and Smith 1999). The quality
of parent/child communication, especially parents’ ability to be open and responsive, is a
key communication dimension that has been found to change the direction of the
relationship between parent and teen, and sexual communication, and adolescents’ use
of condoms (Whitaker et al. 1999, Feldman and Rosenthal 2000).

Parental control and supervision has been suggested to be associated with lower levels
of adolescent problem behaviour. In a review of two decades of research in this area,
Miller et al. (2001) found that in a large majority of studies, investigators have reported
that parental control is inversely related to adolescent pregnancy or pregnancy risk (i.e.
higher parental control, lower risk of pregnancy). However, low parental supervision and
control may influence sexual behaviour and teenage pregnancy through mediating
mechanisms such as alcohol and drug use and high-risk peer associations, which
increase sexual behaviours and decrease contraceptive use. Miller et al. comment that it
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is important to make the distinction between parental supervision and parents’ intrusive
psychological over-control. They suggest that it is plausible that parental regulation might
have a curvilinear (u-shaped) relationship with risk of pregnancy, with adolescents being
at greatest risk if their parents are at either extreme of very low or very high control. 

3.3.3.2 Family structure

Children raised in intact families with both biological parents are consistently found to
have a lower probability of becoming a teenage parent (Moore et al. 1995). The most
recent analysis of the NATSAL study in GB found that the prevalence of motherhood
before the age of eighteen was higher among women who did not live with both parents
until they were sixteen (Wellings et al. 2001). This supports other research indicating
that daughters of single parent households are more likely to begin sexual activity at a
young age than their peers from two-parent families (Hayes 1987, Di Salvo 1992).

Residing in disorganised/dangerous neighbourhoods and in a lower SES family, living
with a single parent and having older sexually active siblings all place teenagers at
elevated risk of poor sexual health outcomes. Having pregnant or parenting teenage
sisters, or being a victim of sexual abuse also increases this risk. (Whitaker et al. 1999).

3.3.3.3 Family history of early childbearing

Daughters of teen mothers have a higher probability of becoming a teen parent
(Newcomer and Baldwin 1992, Manlove 1993, Burghes and Brown 1995). Kiernan’s study
found that teenage parents were more likely to have had mothers who were teenagers
themselves when they first gave birth. One in four young mothers (26%) and one in five
young fathers (22%) had teenage mothers, compared with one in eight (13%) women and
men who became parents at a later stage (Kiernan 1995).

There is increasing evidence that younger sisters of childbearing teenagers are at
greater risk of adolescent childbearing. (East and Felice 1992) However, it is not clear
the extent to which shared parental influences, shared societal risks (cultural, socio-
economic and class), or social modelling contribute to this risk. 

3.3.3.4 Parents’ education

Parents’ education has been associated with the age of a young person’s sexual initiation
(Hayes 1987). For example, higher maternal education has been associated with a lower
probability of a teen birth. Better-educated mothers are more likely to influence their
daughter’s attitudes in favour of abortion, which in turn influences their likelihood of
opting for termination of an unintended pregnancy.

3.3.4 Peer influences

Pressure to have sex comes in many forms. Some teenagers experience direct pressures
from partners, which range from subtle verbal and non-verbal messages to outright
coercion and rape. Many teenagers feel sexual pressure from the media, peer groups,
and friends. (Moore et al. 1995) Influences in this area are diverse, and it is difficult to
directly measure their effect on teenage sexual behaviour. A number of factors have
been identified, most requiring further investigation, including presumed sexual activity
patterns of peers, with teenagers attempting to behave according to a perceived norm
(DiCenso 1995).
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In a recent qualitative study (Hughes 1999) two types of pressure were identified –
pressure from specific individuals over a specific period, and a second, more subtle,
ambient pressure from the culture, environment and peer group. In the UK, for both
young men and women, peer pressure and opportunity were more likely to be factors in
first intercourse than love and commitment (Ingham and van Zessen 1998). 

3.3.5 Experimental behaviours’

There is research to suggest that adolescent sexual involvement and pregnancy are
related to other behaviours that may constitute a ‘syndrome’ of risk behaviours (Moore
et al. 1995). These risk behaviours that are associated with early onset of sexual
intercourse include smoking, alcohol use, drug use, school suspension, theft and
violence (Jessor and Jessor 1985, Hayes 1987, Moore et al. 1995). The decision by an
adolescent to become sexually active may more accurately reflect the conscious or
unconscious decision to assume a particular lifestyle rather than to adopt a single
isolated behaviour (Hayes 1987).

The role that alcohol or drug use plays in sexual risk-taking among young people is not
clear. There are indications of an association between alcohol/drug use and non-use of
contraception (Leland and Barth 1992). Recent US research using the Youth Risk
Behaviour Survey (YRBS) examined the relationship between alcohol and drug use and
sexual behaviour (Santelli, Robin, Lowry and Brener. 2001). Failure to use a condom at
last intercourse was associated with lifetime substance use or age at initiation of alcohol
use. Among young men and women, recent substance use and either alcohol or drug
use at last intercourse were both strongly associated with having more than one partner
in the past three months. For females only, lifetime substance use also increased the
probability of recent multiple partners. Santelli et al. suggest that two possible health
promotion messages emerge from these findings. If alcohol/drug-induced loss of
inhibition is causing sexual risk taking, education and counselling should warn young
people about how alcohol or drugs may affect judgement, and should underline the
connection between substance use and risky sexual behaviour in certain social contexts.
However, if personality or individual factors are driving risk taking – including sexual
risk taking – there is a need to target adolescent risk-takers with specific prevention
messages and to consider ways of channelling potentially destructive risk-taking
behaviours into less damaging activities. 

3.3.6 Media Influences

Young people are exposed to many forms of mass media including music, music videos,
television, films, magazines and advertising. There is an increasingly high sexual content
in the media used by teenagers, particularly music and music videos. Some authors
have expressed concerns that many young people are exposed to images of sexuality
that do not include warnings of the potential risks and consequences. However, the
relationship between the media and young people’s sexual behaviour has not been
thoroughly researched (Moore et al. 1995).

The media may play an important role in promoting contraception, and educating young
adults in its use, but only magazines aimed at teenagers take this role seriously and play
a useful part in health education (Drife 1993). Marketing and advertising of the different
contraceptive methods is limited. The marketing of condoms has become acceptable
since the emergence of HIV (Drife 1993). 
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3.3.7 Social and community influences

Research from the northern European countries suggests that openness about sexuality,
the content, context and scope of education, and the accessibility of counselling and
contraceptive services contribute to lower rates of teenage conceptions (David, Morgall,
Osler, Rasmussen and Jensen 1990, Hosie 2002). Similarly Ingham and Partridge (2002),
in their review of sexual health policies in other English-speaking countries (USA,
Australia, New Zealand), conclude that a more liberal climate towards sexuality among
young people is protective – in other words countries such as Australia, which have a
more open attitude, have lower rates of teenage pregnancy.

Research with young females concluded that neighbourhood characteristics have an
important effect on teen sexual intercourse. Young men in areas of high unemployment
have been found to have more sexual partners and were more likely to have made
someone pregnant or to have fathered a child (Ku, Sonenstein and Pleck 1993). It is,
however, difficult to disentangle the socio-economic influences from the social and
community influences. 

In the UK, social norms and beliefs about abortion have been found to be important in
the decision to continue with, or terminate an unintended pregnancy (Burghes and
Brown 1995). Opposition to abortion is greater in poor socio-economic areas and lower
in more affluent areas (Hudson and Ineichen 1991, Johnson et al. 1994).

3.3.8 High-risk groups

There is evidence to suggest that characteristics of some young people place them at
greater risk of early sexual initiation and teenage pregnancy/parenthood. Young people
(male and female) who have been looked after by the state are at particular risk of
teenage pregnancy. Up to one quarter of young people from public care have a child by
age sixteen, and nearly half are mothers 18 to 24 months after leaving care (Biehal 1992,
Biehal 1995, Corlyon and McGuire 1997). A Northern Irish study, based on 95 young
people who were aged sixteen and over and who had recently left care, indicated that
one in five young people leaving care had been pregnant or were responsible for a
pregnancy. For the young women the rate was two in five. Therefore, it is clear that,
compared to their peers, teenage pregnancy is a disproportionate feature of the leaving
care experience for young women (Pinkerton and McCrea 1996).

3.4 Access to contraceptive services and counselling

Levels of access to and use of contraception are strongly associated with teenage
pregnancy. Diamond et al. (1999) found that proximity to youth-centred services was
strongly associated with lower rates of teenage pregnancies in urban locations.
However, contraceptive use among young people is complex and does not follow a
simple, straightforward pattern. Difficulty in gaining access to contraception and finding
an acceptable method of contraception can contribute to unprotected sexual intercourse
(Burghes and Brown 1995). A number of authors suggest possible explanations for
young people’s poor use of available contraception services including concerns about
confidentiality, fear of disapproval, and lack of access (location and times) (Peach et al.
1994, Wilson 1994).
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There is limited access to free condoms in Ireland. Some organisations (generally
confined to high-risk groups) distribute condoms without charge but, in general,
condoms must be purchased from pharmacies, shops, supermarkets, and vending
machines. Most other forms of contraception are available only on prescription, which
for some young people has the associated cost of a visit to the GP.

Lack of services for young people and unsufficient publicity about contraceptive services
have been identified as important barriers to young people’s contraceptive use (Health
Education Authority, Brook Advisory Centres and The Centre for Sexual Health Research
1996). Fear about the lack of confidentiality in contraceptive services, especially among
under sixteen year olds, emerges frequently as a reason for non-use of contraceptive
services and contraception by young people. 

Table 3.3 presents a summary of the issues of access to sexual health services that
contribute to young people’s uptake of available services. The key issues include access,
availability and appropriateness of service, and approachability of staff. For the Irish
context cost of service is also an important consideration. 

Table 3.3 presents a summary of the issues of access to sexual health services that
contribute to young people’s uptake of available services. The key issues include access,
availability and appropriateness of service, and approachability of staff. For the Irish
context cost of service is also an important consideration. 

Table 3.3 Issues of access to sexual health services

Research Area Description

Geographical location Young people who are sexually active are more likely to
attend a service if it is geographically convenient
(Cheesbrough, Ingham and Massey 1999). The proximity of
youth-friendly clinics has been associated with lower
conceptions in urban areas (Clements, Diamond, Ingham
and Stone 1996, Diamond et al. 1999). 

Hidden from parental view Young people do not want parents to know they are
sexually active; therefore they may chose non-local
services or none at all, if no other choice is available.
Services, which are not 'sexual health' but 'youth
orientated', may help to hide the nature of the visit.

School-based services may help to hide young people's use
of a service (Zabin, Hirsch, Smith, Streett and Hardy 1986).

Suitable opening times Young people have limited windows of opportunity to seek
advice: Services are often only available when young
people are meant to be in school and often require a bus
ride (Clements et al. 1996).

Sexual activity is often sporadic and unplanned, requiring
immediate advice. 

Longer opening times are critical. 

PAGE 17Promoting Positive Adolescent Sexual Health & Preventing 
Teenage Pregnancy - A Review of Recent Effectiveness Research



In 2000 Best Practice Guidance on the Provision of Effective Contraception and Advice
Services for Young People, published as part of the GB Teenage Pregnancy Strategy in
2000, outlined criteria for quality services:

• open to young women and young men with an upper age limit of 25

• involve young people in planning and evaluation of the service 

• an explicit confidentiality policy highlighting the right of young people,
including under sixteen year olds, to the same degree of confidentiality as
older patients 

• staff with non-judgmental attitudes, trained in working with young people 

• a non-clinical atmosphere reflecting young people’s culture and the diversity
of the local community 

• a location that offers young people easy access with sufficient anonymity 

• opening hours that match young people’s availability 

• service publicity that is actively disseminated to young people in places where
they meet.

3.4.1 Adherence to contraceptive methods

Interviews of women presenting for termination have identified poor adherence to
contraceptive methods as an important factor in the unintended pregnancy (Pearson,
Owens, Philips, Periera Gray and Marshall 1995). Younger women were found to
experience failure rates several times higher than women aged 25 and over (Fleissig
1991). Incorrect use of contraceptive methods is often due to a lack of accurate and
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Confidentiality Unanimously presented as one of the most important keys
to access for young people: confidentiality is essential
(Jones et al. 1989, Social Exclusion Unit 1999).

Informal and user- friendly Access starts with the reception staff. An informal and
friendly atmosphere, rather than an intimidating one, is
recommended by research in this area (Social Exclusion
Unit 1999).

Professionals' attitudes Young people need to be treated with respect; this is
identified by young people as service providers who are
friendly, talk to young people not at them, listen
objectively, do not judge and are genuinely interested in
what young people are saying (Aggleton et al. 1998). 

'Sex-speak' - Young people prefer professionals to use language they
youthful linguistics use themselves or to at least explain 'jargon' (Aggleton et

al. 1998). 

Words such as 'family planning' are irrelevant to young
people: they are developing sexual identities not 'planning
families'. 

Inclusive access for and Historically aimed at the needs of women. 
recognition of the needs Young men often perceive services as predominantly run
of young men for and by women (Social Exclusion Unit 1999). 



complete information. Many of the oral contraception users did not know what to do if a
pill was missed or if they experienced medical complications (Wareham and Drummond
1994, Pearson et al. 1995). These research findings highlight the importance of a good
sex education that includes clear guidance on effective use of all contraceptive methods.

Chapter 4 presents the evidence of the effectiveness of different ways of delivering
sexual health and contraceptive services for young people.

3.5 Summary of antecedents

Accurate and clear knowledge about sex and contraception is a prerequisite for positive
sexual health. It is frequently assumed that current generations of young people are well
informed about sexuality, sexual health and contraception. This is not borne out by the
research evidence. 

As the previous sections have highlighted, learning about sex is a lifelong process that
commences in the early years and continues throughout life. Learning about sex is
influenced by a range of factors including biology (puberty), family communication,
family structure, peers, neighbourhoods, church, school and the media. Where someone
lives, their experience of education, their aspirations for the future, their family structure
and peer networks all influence the young person’s decisions about sex and parenthood.
Equally, decisions about sexual behaviour depend on a range of individual factors such
as knowledge, interpersonal communication and skills, as well as access to
contraceptive services and advice. 

4.0 Preventing Teenage Pregnancy and Promoting Positive 
Sexual Health

4.1 Approaches to prevention

Reviews of international policies indicate that crisis pregnancies and sexually
transmitted infections can be prevented. There are three broad approaches to promoting
positive sexual health and preventing pregnancy and STIs, which include:

1. The provision of sex education in order to:

• provide skills and confidence to form and maintain respectful relationships

• provide information and skills to encourage delay in initiation of sexual activity

• provide information and skills to encourage protected sexual activity

• increase knowledge of contraceptive use and availability of contraceptive services

• increase awareness and understanding of post-coital contraception.

2. The provision of contraceptive services and counselling to: 

• increase contraceptive use and compliance

• increase use of post-coital contraception in case of contraceptive failure or
unprotected sex.

3. Good general education/vocational programmes: 

• to increase aspirations and expectations from the future (thus avoid 
early parenthood)

• as a motivation to avoid risk behaviour. 
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The following sections provide an overview of the research evidence of the effectiveness
of different strategies aimed at preventing unintended pregnancy and promoting positive
sexual health. The first part of this section provides an overview of approaches to sex
education and presents the current evidence of their effectiveness in preventing
pregnancy and promoting sexual health. The second part of the section presents an
overview of contraceptive counselling and service delivery and presents the current
research knowledge of these services in reducing unintended teenage pregnancy and
sexually transmitted infections.

4.2 Evidence of effectiveness 

4.2.1 Evaluating prevention programmes

Over the last two decades the evaluation of sexual health promotion programmes has 
been plagued by a number of methodological and logistical challenges. One of the major
obstacles in the evaluation of programmes is the absence of clear and measurable
objectives (Hayes 1987, Smith and Gorry 1980, Moore et al. 1995). The usefulness of an
evaluation is dependent on the meaningfulness of the outcome measures selected to
establish effectiveness. For example, outcome measures of sex education programmes can
range from changes in knowledge, attitudes and values to measures of behavioural change
including initiation of sexual activity and pregnancy rates. Over the last decade there has
been some debate about the usefulness of judging the effectiveness of sex education
programmes solely in terms of behavioural outcomes (British Medical Association (BMA)
Foundation for AIDS 1996). The aims of sex education are often ambitious, relating to
lifelong quality of relationships, as well as pregnancy and STI prevention. 

4.2.1.1 Evaluation research designs

The term evaluation covers a number of designs that aim to describe the processes
and/or outcomes of a given programme/service. Process evaluation refers to the ways in
which the programme or service is delivered. Outcome or impact evaluations are
designed to generate answers about the effectiveness of particular interventions in
changing specific outcomes. In outcome evaluation, the randomised controlled trial
(RCT) is often considered to be the most rigorous research method for evaluating the
effectiveness of a given programme. Using the RCT, individuals/groups have an equal
and known chance of receiving the programme. The random allocation to either the
programme or control aims to overcome the possible contribution of the range of
outside influences (such as exposure to media), which might contribute to any observed
differences. As the previous chapters have highlighted, a number of external social
factors influence decisions about sexual activity. Using the randomised control design,
the researcher acknowledges that these outside influences cannot be controlled or
eliminated, but as both the programme group and control group will experience the
same background influences4 any observed differences between the two groups after the
programme can be attributed to the programme. 

A number of reviews have commented on the difficulties in evaluating prevention
programmes. (Kirby 2002, DuCette 1989). One review (Stahler 1991) has outlined the key
barriers to programme evaluation which include:
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• Cost – Rigorously controlled impact studies using comparison or control
groups are relatively expensive.

• Staffing - One is an issue of the competency of the individuals carrying out the
evaluation and the second is the relationship that develops between the
evaluators and the implementers.

• Time - Usually too little time is allowed between the programme and the
follow-up evaluation.

• Data collection - The process of compiling complete and accurate data is
difficult. The project must also be sure that it is collecting data on all factors
that may be affecting the outcomes to be measured.

Establishing control groups - Random assignment is the best method to ensure 
comparability between groups; however, such assignment is not always possible.

An additional factor omitted from this list is the difficulty in measuring the impact of
programmes on outcomes which have low incidence within the research population e.g.
pregnancy among under sixteen year olds is quite low. A large sample size is required in
order to have sufficient power to identify statistical differences. A number of researchers
have therefore chosen to use proxy measures such as time of initiation of intercourse,
contraceptive use or number of sexual partners rather than short-term changes in
pregnancy rates as indicators of success. 

4.3 Sexual health promotion programmes - what works?

The search identified twenty reviews of research in the area of teenage pregnancy and
sexual health promotion, of which five were considered to be relevant and of high quality
(Peersman et al. 1996, NHS Centre for Reviews and Dissemination 1997, Kirby 2001,
Dicenso et al. 2002, Swann et al. 2003). An additional five reviews, although not
systematic, were also included as important source material [Collins et al. 2002, UNICEF
2001, Kirby & Coyle 1997, Kirby 2002, Grunseit 1997].

One of the reviews (Dicenso et al. 2002) adopted very strict criteria for the inclusion of
evaluation studies. Studies that did not use randomisation in the study design were
excluded from the review. This meant that studies that included control or comparison
groups and had long-term follow-up but did not use randomisation (to decide who
received the programme) were omitted from the review. However, despite the strict
inclusion criteria adopted by DiCenso et al., included studies were not rated by sample
size and/or follow-up period, which resulted in findings from studies with small sample
size and short follow-up receiving equal weight to large-scale studies with substantial
follow-up. A further limitation of the DiCenso review was the exclusion of studies that
only measured condom use. These exclusion criteria meant that a large number of
evaluations of the most theoretically advanced and behaviourally effective adolescent
health education programmes were not included in their final analysis. 

The remaining reviews (NHS Centre for Reviews and Dissemination 1997, Kirby 2001,
Swann et al. 2003) acknowledge the strength of the evidence from well designed studies
that include randomisation (Level 1), but also include the findings from non-random
evaluations that include comparison/control groups, applying caveats where necessary.
It is the view of the author that a pragmatic approach is necessary in the appraisal of
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evaluative studies, which incorporates the findings from both process (generally
qualitative research) and outcomes (behavioural changes). 

These reviews, together with additional searches, identified more than fifty evaluations of
programmes aimed at preventing teenage pregnancy or promoting positive sexual health
among young people. The key features of the evaluations are summarised in Appendix 2.
The majority of the evaluations of educational approaches to prevent teenage pregnancy
have been conducted in the USA, and are principally comparisons of new methods of
delivering sex education and those programmes that are routinely provided. 

In this review, all evaluated studies (with comparison groups) are included in the
analysis, and consideration is given to the strength of the findings based on the design,
sample size, outcome measures and follow-up period. The details of the studies are
presented in Appendix 2. Studies are grouped by approach: school-based programmes,
programmes involving parents, programmes delivered by community and youth
organisations, school-based clinics, and early years programmes.

The following sections provide a description of different approaches, highlighting the
findings of such evaluations.

4.4 Approaches to school-based sex education

Sex education is an essential part of any sexual health promotion strategy. The NATSAL
survey indicates that young people learn about sex from a range of sources including
parents and family, school, friends, media and health professionals. Parents and school
have been found to be important sources of sex education for young people if poor
sexual outcomes are to be prevented.

Colllins and colleagues (2002) have grouped approaches to sex education into two
categories: abstinence-only programmes and comprehensive sex education (or Abstinence-
Plus Programmes). 

Table 4.1 Below summarises the key features of the two approaches
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Comprehensive Sex Education
(Abstinence – Plus Education)

Teach that sexuality is a natural, normal,
healthy aspect of life 
• Promote abstinence from sex
• Offer students the opportunity to

explore and define their values
• Acknowledge that many teenagers

will become sexually active
• Teach about contraceptive and

condom use
• Include discussions about

contraception, abortion, sexually
transmitted diseases and HIV 

Abstinence – Only Education

Abstinence-only education includes
discussion about values, character building,
and in some cases, refusal skills
• Teaches that sex outside marriage will

have emotional, physical and social
consequences

• Promotes abstinence from sex
• Teaches one set of values as morally

correct for all students
• Does not acknowledge that many young

teenagers will be sexually active
• Avoids discussions of abortion
• Cites STIs and HIV as reasons for abstinence
• Discusses condoms only in terms 

of failure rate, often exaggerates 
failure rate

Source: Collins et al. 2002



4.4.1 Abstinence programmes 

The main aim of abstinence-based programmes is to delay sexual activity until later,
typically until marriage. As discussed in the previous sections, many abstinence
programmes do not acknowledge that a number of young people are sexually active, and
do not teach about contraception and condom use, or where to access contraceptive
services. Where programmes do discuss contraception they briefly discuss the failure of
contraception to provide complete protection against pregnancy or sexually transmitted
infections. Some programmes include the development of decision-making and refusal
skills. Five evaluations of abstinence-only programmes were identified in this review:
Project Taking Charge (Jorgensen 1991), Stay Smart (St Pierre, Mark, Kaltreider and
Aiken 1995), Success Express (Christopher and Roosa 1990, Roosa and Christopher
1990), Managing the Pressures Before Marriage (Blake, Simkins, Ledsky, Perkins and
Calabrese 2001) and Postponing Sexual Involvement (Kirby, Korpi, Barth and Cagampang
1997, Aarons, Jenkins, Raine, El-Khaorazaty, Wooward et al. 2000). When compared to
no sex education or usual sex education, abstinence programmes have not been found to
have any additional effect on either delaying sexual activity or reducing pregnancy. The
most rigorous evaluation of an abstinence-based programme to date is the 1997
evaluation by Kirby et al. of the Postponing Sexual Involvement (PSI) programme. The
evaluation employed randomisation to programme or control, and compared different
delivery formats. The evaluation concluded that, at twelve-month follow-up, the
programme had no measurable impact on the initiation of sex, the frequency of sex, or
the numbers of sexual partners. 

Based on the findings from these studies there is little evidence that abstinence
programmes delay initiation of sexual intercourse or reduce sexual risk behaviours.
However, the evidence is not conclusive as many of the evaluation designs had
significant methodological weaknesses such as lack of randomisation, small sample
size and short follow-up period, which may have obscured the impact of the programme. 

4.4.2 Comprehensive sex education

Programmes that emphasise the postponement of sexual activity, through the
development of more sophisticated skills than in abstinence programmes, combined
with factual information on contraceptives and where to access them, have had some
success in changing young people’s sexual and contraceptive behaviours - see Reducing
the Risk (Barth, Fetro, Leland and Volkan 1992), Human Sexuality (Howard and McCabe
1992), and Safer Choices programmes (Coyle, Basen-Enquist, Kirby, Parcel, Banspach et
al. 2001). A number of studies evaluated abstinence-plus programmes – whereby the
programme included an abstinence programme with additional information on
contraception. For example, Howard and McCabe (1990) evaluated the Postponing Sexual
Initiation (PSI) programme combined with a Human Sexuality programme, and found
some positive effects on sexual initiation and contraceptive use. Omitting guidance on
contraceptives and where to access them is less effective - see McMaster’s Teen
Programme (Thomas, Mitchell, Devlin, Goldsmith, Singer and Watters 1992). 

A small number of studies have compared the outcomes of abstinence programmes with
abstinence-plus programmes. One study compared Be Proud Be Responsible, an
abstinence programme, with Be Proud Be Responsible, a safer sex programme
(Jemmott, J., Jemott, B. and Fong 1998). While the abstinence programmes had short-
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term (three-month) effect on initiation of intercourse, the safer sex programme had
longer-term (twelve-month) effects on use of protection/birth control. These findings
indicate that encouraging abstinence and urging better use of contraceptives are
compatible goals. This evidence supports the theory that providing sex education that
discusses contraception does not lead to increased sexual activity. These findings also
indicate that emphasis on abstinence as the safest and best approach while teaching
about contraception does not lead to decreased contraceptive use. 

In the UK, the interim evaluation of the SHARE project, a teacher-delivered
comprehensive programme aimed at thirteen to fifteen year olds, revealed some mixed
findings (Wight et al. 2000, Wight et al. 2002). The findings to date confirm that sex
education does not encourage earlier sexual activity. The SHARE programme improved
pupils’ knowledge about sexual health and relationships, increased their personal and
social skills, and had some impact on the quality of relationships. Whilst there was no
difference in levels of regret at first intercourse, participants in the SHARE programme
were significantly less likely to report regret about the first intercourse with their most
recent partner. In terms of behavioural outcomes, there were no differences between
SHARE and comparison pupils in sexual activity by the age of sixteen, or in the use of
condoms or contraceptives. Importantly, the SHARE programme was received more
positively by both teachers and pupils than conventional provision. Qualitative research
revealed that for a number of the young people, the school programme had been
delivered ‘too late’ for themselves or their sexually-active peers, and that the
programme tended to be seen as supplementary to other sources of information,
particularly friends, magazines and mothers (Buston, Wight, Hart and Scott 2002). The
evaluation team concluded that the utility of such a programme should not be
dismissed, but more attention should be given to the timing of programmes and their
relevance to young people. A further UK study evaluating the RIPPLE project, a peer-led
school-based programme, is currently underway. A number of papers have been
published on the findings of the process evaluation (Strange, Forrest, Oakley and the
RIPPLE team 2002a, 2002b), and findings on the outcomes are expected later this year. 

In summary, the current available evidence suggests that school-based comprehensive
sex education programmes – whether focused on pregnancy or STI/HIV prevention – do
not lead to earlier sexual initiation or increased sexual activity. A number of the
comprehensive programmes have demonstrated evidence of delayed initiation of
intercourse, a reduction in the number of sexual partners and feelings of coercion, and a
lowering of teenage pregnancy rates.

4.4.3 School-based education with parental involvement

A small number of programmes have attempted to involve parents in school-based sex
education, with different degrees of success. The multi-component Safer Choices
programme (Coyle et al. 2001) included a parent component as part of the school-based
programme. Parents received three newsletters that provided information about the
programme, as well as information regarding HIV/AIDS and other STIs and pregnancy.
The newsletter provided tips on talking with teenagers about these issues, and included
student/parent homework activities to facilitate communication. The Safer Choices
programme was found to reduce selected risk behaviours at twelve-month follow-up. 
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A number of the abstinence-based programmes have included parent involvement. For
example, Jorgenson (1991) and Jorgenson, Potts and Camp (1993) evaluated the Project
Taking Charge project, which invited parents to evening sessions on communicating with
young people, pregnancy and sexually transmitted infections. The evaluation design was
very weak, with a short (six-week) follow-up, which limited the usefulness of the study. A
second abstinence-based programme – a modified version of Managing the Pressures
Before Marriage – was delivered with additional homework assignments to involve
parents (Blake et al. 2001). Again, the follow-up period for this evaluation was very short
(only seven weeks) but the authors found pupils in the intervention group to have higher
self-efficacy for refusal/avoidance, and more frequent communication. 

The Growing Together programme was designed to help parents communicate with their
daughters. Five two-hour interactive sessions located in Girls Clubs were designed to
help parents communicate with their daughters. Follow-up at 24 months (Nicholson and
Postrado 1991, 1992) found that those in the programme group were less likely to initiate
sexual activity, but the sample size was quite small which limited the generalisability of
the programme. 

In a slightly larger study, Miller, Norton, Jenson, Lee, Christopherson and King (1993)
evaluated the Facts and Feelings programme, a home-based video programme
(with/without mailed newsletters). After the materials were sent to the home, bi-weekly
home calls were made to parents to encourage them to use the material. At three- and
twelve-month follow-up no differences were found in the sexual behaviour of the young
people, but a significant improvement was found in the quality of parent-child
communication within the programme group. 

In summary, the effectiveness of parent involvement programmes appears to be
dependent on their content. While only a small number of comprehensive programmes
(Safer Choices and Growing Together programmes) included a parent involvement
element, such programmes appear to be more useful in effecting change than the
abstinence programmes. Again, methodological weaknesses (design and short 
follow-up) in the evaluations of the abstinence programmes may obscure the effects 
of such programmes. 

4.4.4 School-based programmes linked with contraceptive services 

Programmes that combine sex education with access to contraceptive services have
been proven to be effective in increasing contraceptive use (Zabin et al. 1986, Koo,
Dunteman, George, Green and Vincent 1994). Zabin et al. (1986) undertook one of the
earliest evaluations of a school-based sex education programme combined with an on-
site sexual health advice and contraceptive service in Baltimore, USA. The key findings of
the study were a delay in the onset of sexual activity amongst the young women involved,
an increase in contraceptive use amongst those men and women already sexually active
prior to the study and a significant decrease in pregnancy rates for the surrounding area.
When the programme was discontinued, however, the pregnancy rate returned to the
pre-programme level.

One multifaceted community approach featured sexuality education training for school
staff, classroom training and decision-making skills for students, as well as a school
nurse dispensing condoms and providing transport to contraceptive services. This
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programme found that at two-year follow-up teenage pregnancy rates dropped (Vincent
and Dod 1989). A second evaluation of this programme, described by Koo and colleagues,
found that after local legislation prohibited the provision of contraceptives from school
clinics, the pregnancy rate returned to pre-programme levels (Koo et al. 1994). 

Evaluations of school-based and school-linked clinics providing health and contraceptive
services in the USA have been methodologically weak with poor selection of comparison
groups and the results are contradictory. Some show delay in sexual initiation, (Kisker
1984) and reduction in birth rate (Ralph and Edgington 1983), but no changes in
contraceptive use (Kisker 1984, Kirby, Waszak and Ziegler 1991).

It is important to note that many of the studies of schools with health clinics and schools
with condom availability have consistently shown that the provision of condoms or other
contraceptives through schools does not increase sexual activity (Kirby 2001). While
studies of school condom availability consistently demonstrate that such programmes
do not increase sexual activity, they provide conflicting results about their impact on
school-wide use of condoms. These studies may reflect methodological limitations,
differences in availability of condoms in the community, or differences in the
programmes themselves (Kirby 2001). 

4.4.5 One-to-one counselling 

A small number of studies have evaluated the effectiveness of one-to-one education
through counselling within health care settings. Again, the evaluation designs are weak
and findings mixed (Baker 1990, Danielson, Marcy, Plunkett, Wiest and Greenlick 1990,
Winter and Breckenmaker 1991). 

Of particular interest are programmes targeted at ‘hard to reach’ groups. A number of
US programmes delivered outside school hours have exhibited some success in
changing young people’s sexual activity. For example, the Behaviour Skills Training
programme, delivered to substance-dependent black young people in a health centre,
was successful in delaying sexual initiation, reducing the numbers of sexual partners
and increasing the use of protection during sexual activity (St Lawrence, Jefferson,
Banks and Cline 1994). A second programme, Be Proud, Be Responsible, which provided
culturally and developmentally-appropriate active learning activities to young black
people found some short-term increase in condom use (Jemmott 1993). 

Becker and Barth (2000) used a before-and-after study (no comparison group) to
evaluate Power Through Choices, delivered as part of an independent living programme
for young people in public care. The generalisability of the programme is limited due to
the weak design, but short-term evaluation indicated positive feedback from participants
and changes in knowledge levels. Currently in the UK, the researchers at the Thomas
Coram Research Unit are developing programmes based on the needs of young people
in public care.

Finally, an educational programme delivered to young women in sheltered housing was
effective in improving preventative sexual behaviours (Rotheram-Borus, Koopman,
Haignere and Davies 1994). At six-month follow-up, young people in the programme
group were more consistent condom users and had avoided high-risk situations. 
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In summary, there are limited evaluations of one-to-one counselling programmes.
Where programmes have been evaluated, methodological weaknesses such as short-
term follow-up or absence of control/comparison groups limited the generalisability
of the findings. However, a small number of evaluations of programmes using one-to-
one counselling with hard to reach groups such as substance-dependent young people,
homeless women, and young people from public care found some encouraging results. 

4.4.6 Youth development programmes

Youth development programmes provide a further opportunity to promote positive sexual
health. These programmes do not focus primarily on sexuality, but attempt to improve
young people’s life skills and belief in their future. Given the strength of the evidence
about the influence of general education and socio-economic factors on sexual
behaviour, these programmes address some of the antecedents of unprotected sex and
teenage pregnancy. Some programmes strive to provide mechanisms for youth to fulfil
their basic needs including a sense of safety and structure, belonging to a community,
increasing self-worth and control over their lives. As such tasks cannot be achieved
quickly, such programmes tend to be long-term in duration. 

To date, none of the evaluations of youth development programmes have examined their
impact on adolescent sexual behaviour (sexual initiation, condom use or numbers of
partners) but a number have examined the impact on teenage pregnancy. For example,
the Youth Incentive Entitlement Project (YIEP) targeted youths from low-income
households. It offered part-time jobs during the school year and full-time jobs during
the summer if participants stayed at school (Olsen and Farkas 1991). The evaluation
compared eight matched community sites with and without the YIEP. The study
evaluated the impact on all youths in the participating areas (including those who did not
participate in the programme). The study concluded that increasing economic
opportunity decreased adolescent birth rates among blacks (the only group studied).

The Summer Training and Education Programme (STEP) programme targeted fourteen
and fifteen year olds from poor urban areas who were seriously behind academically
(Walker and Vilella-Velez 1992). 4800 participants were randomly assigned to
programme or control group. During each of two successive summers, the programme
provided 90 hours of work experience, 90 hours of academic support focusing on
remedial reading and maths, and eighteen hours of lifeskills education that included
sexuality education. During the school year, the program provided between five and
fifteen hours of other support with limited one-to-one contact, recreation, and other
non-education activities. However, those in the comparison group in the evaluation were
offered summer jobs. The evaluation failed to find any consistent or significant effect on
sexual behaviour or contraceptive use. 

A number of programmes, which combined sex education with career planning or work
experience during the summer holidays, have shown some success in increasing
contraceptive use (Smith 1990, Nicholson and Postrado 1992, Smith 1994) and reducing
pregnancy rates (Philliber and Allen 1992, Allen and Philliber 1997). The Teen Outreach
Programme (TOP), a year-long curriculum and volunteer-service programme
implemented in several cities, achieved reductions in teenage pregnancies among
participating teenagers. The primary aim of the TOP was to foster positive development
of adolescents using three approaches. Youth participated in individual and group service
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projects and engaged in discussions that enhanced their personal growth and
development by exploring their values as well as their relationship with family and
peers. This process developed communication and decision-making skills and goal
setting. Finally, they used a process of reflective discussion to connect learning from
school and the Teen Outreach Programme. Two evaluations of the TOP programme have
been completed. The first compared the 9116 students who participated in the evaluation
from TOP sites across the country with a non-random matched group. The second
evaluation used a randomised controlled design consisting of 695 students from 25 sites.
Both evaluations found evidence that the programme reduced pregnancy rates during
the year the young people participated in the programme and that, compared to
comparison groups, the programme group had fewer school failures and suspensions
and lower school drop-out rates. Kirby and Coyle (1997), in their review of Youth
Development programmes, outline a number of possible reasons for the positive
outcomes of this approach. These include the development of ongoing relationships
between participants and caring program facilitators (mentors), the fact that both
supervision and alternative activities reduced opportunities for youth to engage in
problem behaviour, and the volunteer experiences, which improved self-esteem and
encouraged youth to think about their future. 

Similarly, the CAS–Carrera programme, an after-school youth development programme
which combined sexuality education with academic and vocational advice and access to
health services, has proved to be extremely effective in reducing sexual risk taking and
teenage pregnancy among young people from disadvantaged communities (Philliber,
Williams, Herrling and West 2002). The CAS-Carrera programme consisted of five major
activities including a work-related intervention called Job Club (with stipends, help with
bank accounts, graduated employment experiences and career awareness). The
programme also included an academic component (featuring individual assessment,
tutoring and homework help, exam preparation (PSAT and SAT tests), and assistance
with the college admissions process) and comprehensive family life and sexuality
education (weekly sessions emphasising sexual knowledge given at age-appropriate and
developmentally appropriate levels by an educator/reproductive health counsellor).
Finally, an arts component (designed to help young people discover and develop talent
and confidence through weekly music, dance, writing or drama workshops led by theatre
and arts professionals) and an individual sports (as opposed to team sports) component
were included. The sports component emphasised activities requiring impulse control
that can be practised at all ages, such as squash, golf, snowboarding and swimming.
These five major activities were supplemented by two service components: mental
health care (which includes counselling and crisis intervention, as needed, and weekly
discussion groups led by a social worker) and medical care (which includes an annual
comprehensive medical exam and access to contraceptive services). At three-year
follow-up, compared to the control group, female participants were less likely to become
sexually active or to experience a pregnancy. Female participants were more likely to
use a condom or pill at last intercourse. No differences were found between the male
participants and comparison group. 
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4.4.7 Early years programmes 

Two studies have evaluated early childhood programmes. One study, the Seattle Social
Development Program, used teacher training and parenting classes at primary school to
increase children’s sense of attachment to their school and family, while developing
their social skills. Follow-up of the children at age 21 found that the students who
received the programme were less likely to report a pregnancy than those in the
comparison group (Hawkins, Catalano, Kosterman, Abbot and Hill 1999, Lonczark,
Abbot, Hawkins, Kosterman and Catalano 2002). 

A second US study, the Abecedarian project, which is included in Kirby’s Emerging
Answers review (2001), randomly assigned children from low-income families to full-
time, year-round day care focused on improving intellectual and cognitive development,
or to regular infant day care. In elementary school they were again randomly assigned to
a three-year parent involvement programme with a home-school resource teacher or to
a normal school environment. The children were followed until age 21. Compared to the
control group, the children who received the programme at preschool delayed
childbearing by more than a year. They also performed higher on a number of
intellectual and academic measures (Campbell 1999). 

Such findings have been reinforced in the findings from a systematic review of the long-term
effects of day care that highlight the benefits of long-term strategies, beginning in early
years, in preventing teenage pregnancy (Zoritch, Roberts and Oakley 2000). Further research
is needed to identify the essential elements of early years prevention programmes.

4.5 Features associated with successful education programmes

Despite the variety of the different approaches used in the delivery of sex education
programmes, some general lessons emerge. Importantly, there is consistent evidence
that providing sex and contraceptive education within school settings does not lead to
an increase in sexual activity or incidence of pregnancy. Indeed, the provision of clear
information about contraceptive methods and how and when to access contraceptive
services appears important to the success of educational programmes.

The findings of this review concur with the conclusions from Kirby (2001), which
identified ten characteristics of effective programmes. Successful programmes should: 

• focus on reducing one or more of the behaviours that lead to unintended
pregnancy or HIV/STI infection

• include behavioural goals, teaching methods, and materials that are
appropriate to the age, sexual experience and culture of the students

• employ theoretical models and approaches demonstrated to be effective in
influencing other health-related risk behaviours – i.e. a clear rationale for 
the intervention 

• deliver and consistently reinforce clear prevention messages about
abstinence, condom use and other forms of contraception

• provide basic, accurate information about the risks of sexual activity and about
ways to avoid intercourse or methods of protection against HIV/STI and pregnancy

• include activities that address social pressures related to sexual behaviour
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• provide modelling and practice of communication – include examples of and
rehearse (e.g. role play) communication, negotiation, and refusal skills

• use teaching methods that involve students and have them personalise the
information

• last a sufficient length of time to complete a range of activities

• select teachers or peer leaders who support the programme and provide them
with adequate training. 

4.5.1 Delivery of programmes

4.5.1.1 Delivery of sex education - peers

The delivery of educational messages ranges from the traditional didactic approach to
more innovative, participatory approaches such as peer education. Peers have been
identified as an important influence on young people’s health behaviours, and are
considered to be credible role models and disseminators of social information. They
have been used to deliver a number of health promotion activities (Fennell 1993).
Government policy in the UK has recently recommended peer-led approaches for
delivering sex education in schools (Social Exclusion Unit 1999). Peer education has
been reported to be popular with young peer educators, and professionals have
enthused about its application (Mellanby, Newcombe, Rees and Tripp 2001, Strange et
al. 2002a, Strange et al. 2002b). However, until recently robust evidence of effectiveness
was limited (Harden, Oakley and Oliver 2001). One large-scale study, funded by the
Medical Research Council in London, is currently evaluating the impact of the school-
based, peer-delivered RIPPLE programme. The findings from the process evaluation
have recently been published (Strange et al. 2002a, Strange et al. 2002b). The findings
echo conclusions from other studies, which highlight the benefits for the peer educators. 

4.5.1.2 Delivery of programmes – peers versus adults

School-based education programmes have been delivered by a range of personnel
including peers, teachers, and healthcare professionals. As already stated, the RIPPLE
programme in England, a peer-led school-based programme (Strange et al. 2002a,
Strange et al. 2002b) is currently being evaluated. In contrast, the SHARE programme is
a teacher-led sex education programme currently being evaluated in Scottish schools
(Wight, Henderson, Raab, Abraham, Buston, Scott and Hart 2000, Buston et al. 2002,
Wight et al. 2002). Whilst is not possible to compare the findings - as the content of the
programmes and the context in which the programmes are delivered may differ across
the two countries - important learning will emerge from both studies.

Few studies have compared the effectiveness of different forms of programme delivery
of the same programme. Two recent publications have attempted to compare peer and
adult-led sex education (Jemmott et al. 1998, Mellanby et al. 2001). Mellanby and
colleagues compared peer and adult delivery of the APAUSE programme5. They
concluded that both adult- and peer-led methods have an important place in effective
sex education. Similarly, Jemmott and colleagues found little difference in the impact of
adult or peer delivery of programmes, but did find differences in the effectiveness of
different programmes (abstinence v abstinence plus).
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4.5.2 Timing of programmes

The timing of these educational programmes also appears to be important: young
people who are already sexually active at the commencement of the interventions, for
example, are less likely to change their sexual and contraceptive behaviour. As young
people are not homogenous, programmes should be tailored to the needs and
experiences of the group.

4.5.3 Cost-effectiveness

Few studies have included a cost-effectiveness evaluation of prevention programmes.
One of the few economic evaluations of prevention programmes is the evaluation by
Wang, Davies, Robin, Collins, Coyle, and Baumler (2000) of the multi-component Safer
Choices programme (Wang et al. 2000). The cost to deliver the Safer Choices programme
was estimated to be $105243. At one-year follow-up the Safer Choices programme
achieved a 15% increase in condom use and an 11% increase in contraceptive use
among 345 students. This was estimated to prevent 0.12 cases of HIV, 24 cases of
chlamydia, 2.8 cases of gonorrhea, 5.8 cases of pelvic inflammatory disease (PID), and
18.5 pregnancies. The researchers estimated that for every dollar invested in the
programme $2.65 in medical and social costs was saved. 

4.6 Summary of prevention programmes

This review of evaluations of programmes designed to reduce teenage pregnancy and/or
promote positive sexual health among adolescents confirms that sex education does not
lead to early sexual behaviour. 

The few studies that have demonstrated a reduction in teenage pregnancy and/or
promotion of positive sexual health adopted a multifaceted approach linking sex
education programmes with youth development projects and/or contraceptive services.
However, the lack of evidence of effectiveness of other approaches may reflect poor
evaluation design: lack of an appropriate control group, small sample sizes or short
follow-up. Such design flaws may account for the absence of significant effect, rather
than the ineffectiveness of the programme.

Most of the evaluated programmes described in this review have focused on addressing
a number of individual factors associated with teenage pregnancy, and have shown some
success. Chapter 3 in this report presented current evidence of the range of social,
economic and educational factors that are associated with increased risk of early sexual
initiation and teenage pregnancy. The more successful programmes have aimed to
address specific antecedents. However, only a small number of programmes have
attempted to tackle the underlying social, economic and educational factors associated
with an increased risk of pregnancy or risky sexual behaviour. Programmes that include
a focus on the non-sexual antecedents such as poor academic performance from early
years have shown some encouraging findings. Further research is needed in this area.

The recent Health Development Agency (HDA) review of reviews (Swann et al. 2003) 
in this area supports the findings of this review, concluding that there appears to 
be a reasonable amount of consensus for the effectiveness of the following types 
of programmes:
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• school-based sex education, particularly linked to contraceptive services

• community-based education programmes (e.g. family or youth centres)
providing education, youth development and contraceptive services

• development programmes may increase contraceptive use and reduce
pregnancy rates

• family outreach – there is some good evidence for the effectiveness of
including parents in information and prevention projects.

4.7 Contraception and contraceptive service delivery

Contraceptives, when used properly, are highly effective at preventing pregnancy. Recent
economic evaluations have shown that family planning services are also highly cost
effective and provide a high rate of return to the NHS (McGuire and Hughes 1995,
Trussell, Leveeque, Koenig, London, Borden et al. 1995). When the resource
consequences of pregnancy are taken into account, family planning provision of
contraceptive services to a teenager is calculated to save £377 per unwanted pregnancy
avoided, and GP provision of oral contraception saves £466 per unplanned pregnancy
avoided when compared to no service. The economic cost-benefit ratio of family planning
provision is even higher if the economic implications of health gains other than avoided
unplanned pregnancy are included and if the averted costs generated by the children
arising from unplanned pregnancies are included (Hughes and McGuire 1996). In
summary, the costs of providing contraceptive and counselling services are far less than
the health and social costs of unplanned pregnancy. 

4.7.1 The effectiveness of different ways of delivering contraceptive services

Contraceptive services are available from a wide range of providers. Surveys show that
there is great variation in the types of services provided, their management and
accessibility and how well equipped they are. (Cooper, Diamond, Gould, High and
Schlamm 1992a, Cooper, Diamond, High and Pearson 1992b, Family Planning
Association 1993, Thompson and Chapple 1993, Pitts, Burtney and Dobraszczyc 1996.)
Staff often expressed a need for further training and practical support.

Studies show an association between conception rates and the level and type of
contraceptive services available locally (Lundberg and Plotnick 1995). The effect of these
services in terms of use and pregnancy rates appears to be stronger when they are
provided by clinics (Allaby 1993, 1995) or youth-oriented clinics (Clements et al. 1996,
Stone, Clements, Ingham and Diamond 1996, Diamond et al. 1999). However, expanding
the supply of contraceptive services without a corresponding increase in demand, for
example through education, has not always been effective (Hughes and Furstenberg 1995).

The literature searches, however, revealed a complete lack of UK or Irish controlled
evaluations of the effectiveness or cost-effectiveness of different approaches to the
delivery of contraceptive services to young people. UK studies of contraceptive services
are restricted to less reliable before-and-after studies of conception rates (Allen 1991,
Wilson, Daniel, Pearson, Hopton and Madeley. 1994, Withnell 1994), audits of service
utilisation and qualitative studies of users and potential users. (Cooper et al. 1992a,
1992b, West, Hudson, Levitas and Guy 1995.) In addition, a number of studies have
attempted to evaluate the effect of publicity on awareness and use of contraceptive
services (Knox and Kubba 1995, Hall and Milner 1996). In the absence of level 1
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evidence, two UK reviews provide valuable information on contraceptive service delivery
(Peach et al. 1994, Peckham et al. 1996). This body of research provides some useful
insights into young people’s needs from and use of contraceptive services but does not
provide the high-level evidence of the effectiveness of different approaches to
contraceptive counselling and contraceptive provision required to form a firm basis for
decision making.

4.8 Summary - contraceptive services 

In the absence of clear evidence of the effectiveness of different ways of delivering
contraceptive services, it seems sensible to develop services in the light of the more
descriptive studies. Such studies indicate that services should take into account, in a
systematic way, local circumstances and needs (Ubido and Ashton 1993). A GB survey of
providers of sexual health services, however, found that few agencies undertake systematic
local needs assessments before the development of services (Peckham et al. 1996). 

In order to attract young people to use them, services need to be well advertised, easily
accessed outside school hours (opening times and location), informal and, for under
sixteen year olds, confidential. They should be developed in collaboration with key
statutory agencies, relevant voluntary groups and community groups. They should also
be broad based, and staffed by people trained to work with young people (Hosie 2002).

In the absence of evidence from rigorous evaluation of services, research with young
people and service providers has provided clear direction for future service development.
The recent Health Development Agency Review identified the following characteristics of
services and programmes:

• making sure information and education is in place before young people
become sexually active

• long-term services and interventions 

• clear, unambiguous information and messages

• focus on local high-risk groups

• including interpersonal skills development – such as negotiating and refusal
skills – and providing young people with the opportunity to rehearse these skills

• checking that interventions and services are accessible to young people

• selecting and training staff who are committed to the programme, the service
goals and to the needs of young people

• respecting confidentiality of young people (where possible)

• maximising use of key opportunities (e.g. negative pregnancy test at clinic or
GP) for education and information

• encouraging a local culture in which discussion of sex, sexuality and
contraception is permitted

• making sure programmes and services are tailored to young men as well as
young women

• joining up services and interventions aimed at preventing pregnancy with other
services for young people, and working in partnership with local communities.
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4.9 Mass communication 

None of the reviews or primary studies included examined the effectiveness of mass-
communication programmes as a means of promoting positive sexual health or
preventing teenage pregnancy. In England, the Teenage Pregnancy Unit is currently
overseeing the implementation of a ten-year strategy to tackle the causes and
consequences of teenage pregnancy and parenthood (Social Exclusion Unit 1999). In the
three years since the publication of the Teenage Pregnancy Strategy, the government
has already spent £60 million in implementing the thirty-point action plan. 

One of the four broad themes of the action plan is a national campaign to help young
people resist peer pressure, make their own choices and take responsibility. The
campaign aimed to promote the facts about teenage sex and parenthood, advice on how
to deal with pressures to have sex, and the importance of using contraception. The
campaign aimed to take three main strands. Firstly, a campaign to help parents talk to
their sons and daughters about sex. Secondly, a campaign to ensure that young men are
aware of the need to be more responsible about contraception, focusing in particular on
the longer-term impact of an unwanted pregnancy for parents and child, the risk of
sexually transmitted infections, and child support (financial) responsibilities. Finally, a
campaign to make those under sixteen aware of how they can obtain contraception
(Eborall and Garmeson 2000). 

In 2000 the Teenage Pregnancy Unit commissioned a team of researchers to review all
information of relevance to the development of a public health campaign which aims to
change teenage behaviour, and to recommend the most effective and appropriate
approaches (Eborall and Garmeson 2000). The National Campaign was launched in 2000,
and evaluation to date has shown that 78% of thirteen to seventeen year olds recognise
the campaign materials (BMRB 2002). 

While few rigorous evaluations (level 1 or level 2) have been carried out in this area,
weaker evidence from pre/post-testing of materials and tracking surveys was included.
Based on such evidence (level 3), the Eborall and Garmeson review described a series of
features characterising communication that are likely to be effective in changing young
people’s behaviour. These features are summarised below: 

There must be a central message that is clear and unequivocal

An important feature of all successful campaigns, whether in the public health or the
commercial sectors, is that they are constructed around a single central idea or
message. The message is usually quite simple, addressing a core need or specific
benefit to the target audience. However, young people respond to scenario-based
executions and portrayal of consequences. 

The message must be positive and treat young people as responsible for their 
own choices 

Research has indicated that young people are sensitive to the way they are addressed,
particularly by authority figures. They strongly reject communication perceived as
partronising, authoritarian and not addressing them as equals. The sources they respect
treat them as equals, find out what their needs are, empathise with them, and provide
them with the information to help them decide for themselves. 
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Messages that were factual and non-judgemental have had more success than
messages based on fear or abstinence, which have proved to be ineffective. 

The message must be consistent over many years

Messages need to be reinforced over long period for even simple messages to become
ingrained in people’s minds. Research indicates that young people do not value
messages that are not consistently reinforced, but disregard them as unimportant.

The message can be communicated in a number of different ways

The use of humour and animation has proved effective with young people. Communication
that tells a story engages young people and taps directly into the ways in which teenagers
process information. Stories are more effective where they challenge young people to
interact with them – by asking a question or posing a problem to be solved.

Different types of mass media are appropriate for different facets of the message

There is no one way to reach young people. Television is the most popular medium for
reaching young people as it is immediate and effective in delivering short uncomplicated
messages. It is good to bridge the communication gap between parents and child. 

• Magazines are good for presenting a rational argument and detailed
information.

• Radio is effective in delivering a single item of information e.g. helpline
number.

• Newspapers are useful for advertisements for local sexual health services, if
the advertisements are correctly placed. 

Mass media must be supplemented by a ‘reaching out’ to young people on their own
territory, and they must have visual impact

Leaflets are sometimes criticised by young people as being official, dull, clinical and a
chore to read. Other methods such as posters, booklets, postcards and credit card-sized
cards can be helpful if placed in schools, colleges, shopping centres or venues where
young people wait. For posters, locations must be safe i.e. where young people can look
without being noticed. 

The campaign must address boys’ and young men’s special needs separately

The combination of demonstrating masculinity and achieving peer recognition combined
with the lack of information and emotional support makes young men vulnerable; it is
important to provide tailor-made messages to encourage sexually responsible behaviour.
This can be achieved by appealing to masculine (not macho) values such as courage,
action and the like, without suggesting weakness or blame. A campaign should also be
direct, use minimal text and respond to practical questions. 

There is a need to extend beyond young people and apply and test learning about the
media in general to other age groups. Eborall and Garmeson looked at communicating
with parents and society at large and although the main driver was young people,
important messages emerged. 

A campaign for parents must give them the tools to communicate with children

A campaign that draws parents’ attention to the importance of sex education to their
child’s future welfare would be beneficial. Parents also want practical, actionable and
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‘bite size’ information in a range of accessible forms, showing them how to talk to their
children about sex at different stages of their development.

Using the media to disseminate the evidence in advance of the main campaign

There is considerable evidence of the damage done to sexual health campaigns by
adverse media coverage, and the importance of pre-empting this is widely recognised.
Implementers need to be pro-active in communicating the facts. They need to line up
panels of experts to support the arguments and establish PR and media contact in
advance to anticipate and deal with misconceptions or misunderstandings in a
reassuring way.

5.0 Findings and Conclusions

5.1 Educational approaches

This paper has summarised the most up-to-date knowledge on the effectiveness of
educational approaches aimed at preventing teenage pregnancy and/or promoting
sexual health among adolescents. The evidence is mixed. Programmes which focus on
the issues of sexuality and contraception have demonstrated some effectiveness in
delaying sexual intercourse and in improving the use of protection/birth control.
Programmes that focus on antecedents that indirectly impact on sexual health
outcomes, such as poor educational attainment, have also demonstrated positive effects
on teenage sexual behaviour and teenage pregnancy. Programmes that combine
sexuality education and youth development have provided very strong evidence of a
reduction of teenage pregnancy. These findings support our increasing knowledge about
the antecedents of teenage sexual behaviour and teenage pregnancy. 

Programmes that focus on both sexual and non-sexual antecedents and that are
comprehensive and long-term in duration, such as the CAS-Carrera Program, have
demonstrated substantial reductions in teenage pregnancies over a sustained period of
time. It is evident, therefore, that adopting a simplistic approach to a highly complex area
of social behaviour will not succeed in changing adolescent sexual behaviour or reducing
teenage pregnancy. Evidence from the success of the English Teenage Pregnancy
Strategy to date indicates that a multi-faceted approach, of which sex education is just
one part, may be required. 

5.2 Contraceptive and sexual health services

Contraceptive and sexual health services should be developed in the light of an
assessment of the needs of the community they serve. Needs assessment should
consider local demographic details, the location of current services, and data on service
utilisation (including transport to and from services). It should also take into account the
views of young people, parents, teachers and health professionals, and be developed in
partnership with relevant statutory and voluntary organisations. Contraceptive service
providers should ensure and publicise easy access (e.g. outside school hours and at
weekends) and confidentiality for young people. 

Within health care settings, information and education programmes targeted at young
women presenting for emergency contraception or with negative pregnancy tests provide
the ideal opportunity to provide advice on effective protection/contraceptive methods 
and use. 
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Evaluation and regular monitoring of services are crucial to ensure the appropriateness
and effectiveness of services. Practical guidance is available for the evaluation of sexual
health services for young people. The Department of Health in England has recently
commissioned the evaluation of One-Stop Shops for sexual health services- the findings
will not be available until 2004. 

5.3 Tackling inequalities and promoting social inclusion

Chapter 2 has highlighted the range of factors (at both societal and individual level)
which influence sexual health. Reflecting this complex range of individual, social and
economic factors, multi-faceted approaches involving local people, education, health,
and social services emerge as crucial in preventing teenage pregnancy and promoting
sexual health among young people. In order to address the current inequalities in sexual
health consideration should be given to developing programmes for specific vulnerable
groups, such as young people in public care (in the care of the state), homeless young
people, and school truants/excludees. Inter-agency collaboration may be required to
develop programmes for hard-to-reach groups, such as runaway/homeless young
people, school truants/excludees, or young drug users (particularly injecting drug
users), who are hard to access in mainstream education. Specific interventions might
include outreach projects, education programmes in hostels or counselling in health
care settings. 

Given the strength of the evidence about the influence of socio-economic factors on
teenage childbearing, general anti-poverty strategies are likely to influence rates of
teenage pregnancies and promote positive sexual health. Specific interventions aimed at
addressing poor educational attainment such as early years projects and tailored
education/youth development programmes warrant further attention. As the recent
UNICEF Report (UNICEF 2001) noted:

“…the incentive to avoid early parenthood stems from a stake in the future, a sense of
hope, and an expectation of inclusion in the benefits of living in an economically
advanced society. Building in that sense of inclusion where it is now absent is a task
that requires action on a much broader front.”

5.4 Future research

• Consideration should be given to commissioning a national survey of young
people’s sexual behaviour (including contraceptive use) and their experiences
of sexual health promotion and services (including school- and home-based
sex education). This may be commissioned as part of the adult survey of
sexual attitudes and behaviour. Such research will provide invaluable data on
the predictive and protective factors of adolescent sexual behaviour in Ireland.
Such information will inform the development of appropriate programmes that
respond to the needs of young people growing up in Ireland. 

• A co-ordinated programme of rigorous research is needed to evaluate the
effectiveness and appropriateness of the different approaches for the delivery
of sex education in Irish context – within and outside school settings.

• A number of evaluations indicate that sex education programmes may need to
begin earlier. Further research is required to develop and evaluate sex
education programmes commencing in primary school.
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• Consideration should be given to researching the information and service
needs of young men. Whilst some programmes have been developed for young
men (e.g. the Family Planning Association Bout You project), there are no
evaluations of prevention programmes developed for young men.

• More research is needed to develop and evaluate internet-based programmes. 

• More research is needed to develop and evaluate media-based prevention
programmes aimed at young people living in Ireland (some limited evidence is
available on UK media programmes).

• A co-ordinated programme of rigorous research is needed to evaluate the
effectiveness and appropriateness of the different approaches for the delivery
of contraceptive and sexual health services for young people, such as drop-in
centres and health centre-based services. 

• A number of evaluations indicate the usefulness of long-term strategies
beginning in early years in preventing teenage pregnancy (Zoritch et al. 2000);
further research is needed to identify the essential elements of early years
prevention programmes.

• Young people should be involved in the design, development and evaluation of
programmes – their views and experiences will ensure that programmes are
responsive to their needs at different developmental stages.
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Appendix 1 – Inclusion Criteria & Hierachy of Evidence

Criteria for Inclusion in this Review

(a) systematic reviews (level 1 evidence)

published since 1997 

focus on promoting positive sexual health among young people or reducing teenage
pregnancy

clear search strategy 

agreed inclusion/exclusion criteria

(b) primary studies (level 1 evidence)

published since 1997 or not included in identified systematic review

evaluating programmes to prevent teenage pregnancy or promoting positive sexual
health among young people

experimental design – randomised controlled trial (rct) study 

good follow-up

(c) literature reviews (level 2 evidence) 

published since 1997 or not included in identified systematic review

focus on the effectiveness of programmes to prevent teenage pregnancy or promote
sexual health among young people 

includes experimental or quasi-experimental design (programme versus control or
comparison group) – adjusting for baseline differences

(d) primary studies (level 2 evidence)

published since 1997 or not included in identified systematic review

evaluating programmes to prevent teenage pregnancy or promoting positive sexual
health among young people

includes experimental or quasi-experimental design (programme versus control or
comparison group) – adjusting for baseline differences
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