The A word: Abstinence and ABCs
By Emily Freeburg

Can you imagine anything scarier than entering adolescence with no information about sex? As policy makers and researchers study and debate the efficacy of ABC-approaches, young people lose their virginity every day.

It is a battle over the information that reaches youth. Studies show that young people get information from their peers, media, religious leaders, and parents, and trust it in about that order.

But the meaning of abstinence seems to vary depending on policy. It basically means wait until marriage, but what good does that do for child brides, or women in polygamous relationships? How can all women be expected to “negotiate” condom use if in many parts of the world girls don’t attend school and their mother’s can’t inherit property?

If you look up the actual meaning of 'abstain' it means ‘to refrain often’. Does abstinence mean you can kiss and fool around without penetration? Is that message out there? Bottom line: efficacy of condoms has been researched 100 more times more than abstinence-only education. Nonetheless, no one argues that delaying sexual debut isn’t a good thing.

At an abstract session sharing research on ABC-policy and youth, researchers presented evaluations of abstinence approaches from Uganda, Kenya and the United States.

However, the meaning of 'abstinence' still isn't clear to many. Researcher Julie Puelwitz from PATH Kenya reported that only 23% of people defined abstinence and being faithful correctly. Some of her respondents defined it as “having faith their partner is faithful.”

Programs that work in one area are being modeled to work in others. Researcher Jemott ran an abstinence education program in the US in inner city Baltimore with 12 and 13 year olds. Twenty-three per cent of youth in his study had already had sex. His research results showed that youth participating in the abstinence program had less sex than the control group. Now the project will be replicated in Kenya.

In the same session, researcher Nicolleta Manescu from SEPA presented findings that after learning their status, 40% of young people in Romania got no information about the disease! Many HIV+ young people in Romania were victims of blood transfusions in the late 1980’s. Out of shame, their parents had hid the disease from them their entire lives. Now counselors and psychologists work with young people in support groups.
