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Organization of WHO'S 
Technical Discussions 
The World Health Assembly (WHA) is the supreme 
governing body of the World Health Organization 
(WHO). It meets in May each year in Geneva and brings 
together all Member States to discuss and take decisions 
on the policies, priorities and programmes of WHO's 
work. Representatives of the United Nations, other 
international agencies and non-governmental 
organizations in official relations with the Organization 
also attend the Assembly. 

Technical Discussions take place each year during three 
sessions in the first week of the World Health Assembly 
but they do not constitute a formal part of the Assembly. 
A topic of priority concern to world health is selected by 
the Executive Board of WHO as the theme of the 
Discussions. During May 1989 the theme will be the 
Health of Youth. In recent years technical discussion 
subjects of direct relevance to this topic and Health for 
All have included those on collaboration with non-
governmental organizations, the role of universities， 
intersectoral action for health, and leadership 
development. The WHO Executive Board has appointed 
Professor O. Ransome-Kuti, Minister of Health of 
Nigeria，as General Chairman of the forthcoming 
Technical Discussions. 



Announcement 
Technical Discussions 

May 1989 

THE HEALTH OF YOUTH 

World Health Organization 
Geneva 



Contents 

Introduction l 

The Objectives 4 
The Health Needs of Youth 

Interventions for the Health of Youth 
Young People and Health for All 

The Issues 5 



The Health of Youth 
The World Health Assembly Technical Discussions 
May 1989 

Introduction 
Young people have always inspired two powerful sentiments in their 
societies 一 hope and fear: the hope that they will create a better 
world than their forebears without discarding fundamental values, 
and the fear that they will make things worse. These feelings owe 
much to the special qualities of the period of youth: a time of transi-
tion between the dependence of childhood and the independence 
of the adult; a time when the past is question ed and the future is being 
determined; a time of searching for fundamental truths that will 
shape their lives and those of the children they will rear. 

The transition from child to adult has always existed but never be-
fore has it taken place in a period of such dramatic change. The ex-
traordinary increase in the world's population—currently more than 
half the world's population is below the age of 25; thirty percent are 
young people between the ages of 10 and 25 of whom 80% live 
in developing countries — the accelerated urbanization which has 
accompanied it，and the technological revolutions in communica-
tions and travel have almost overnight created conditions which have 
never before existed. Unprecedented challenges face the youth of 
today, making it especially difficult for them to follow patterns of 
behaviour established in other times and especially hard for older 
people to guide them. Thus much depends on the creativity, energy 
and commitment of young people themselves if new pathways to 
development are to be found within the context of existing cultural 
values. Fundamental to this great cause is the health of youth. 



The health of nations is the health of their people, not just their 
survival. The Constitution of the World Health Organization 
defines health as a state of complete pi . al, mental and social well-
being and not merely the absence of ise or infirmity. For many 
years the health of young people has been neglected because they 
are relatively free from disease and are generally less vulnerable to it 
than the very young or very old. But the behaviour and consequent 
health ofyouth are highly vulnerable to social conditions which have 
changed so markedly in contemporary times. In many societies 
changes in social and sexual mores have increased risks of unwanted 
pregnancies, sexually transmitted diseases and the new threat of 
HIV/ATOS; tobacco, alcohol and drugs are sometimes readily 
accessible and their use by youth is promoted by some for financial 

‘conditions in some industries and on the road have increased 
anger to youth of accident, injury and disability; eating habits 

and oral hygiene needs are changing rapidly with little attention to 
the consequences for the health of young people now and in their 
future lives; and enormous competitive pressures for economic and 
educational opportunities may be leading to an increase in 
psychological disorders and even suicidal behaviour. 

But just as the contemporary world poses unprecedented hazards 
to the health of young people and to the future of their societies, it 
simultaneously offers an unprecedented opportunity to harness for 
the good of all mankind the energy, creativity and idealism of the 
young which, if we but look，are abundantly evident throughout the 
world. Young people in all societies are willingly giving dieir time 
and energy to improving the health of their families and 
communities, the health of children, of other adolescents and youth, 
of the handicapped, the elderly and many others through their own 
initiatives and when called upon by others. Such commitment to 
social development and to promoting the health of other people has 
many advantages for us all. It improves the well-being of young 



people by enhancing their self-esteem and the rewards that come 
from a sense of accomplishment; it offers a constructive rather than 
a destructive channel for the energy of youth, and it provides an 
opportunity to experience healthy and responsible interactions with 
others. This in turn can pave the way for equitable relationships 
between young men and young women within the multiplicity of 
the world's cultures and the establishment of positive and secure 
values for them and the children they will rear. 

Young people are willing and able to take greater responsibility for 
their health and their lives, but whether they do so is heavily 
dependent on the behaviour of others. How well we listen, how well 
we respond to the needs of youth, how well we engage them in 
determining their own future in cooperation with others, how much 
we trust them, how much we make it possible for young people to 
achieve self-esteem through constructive action; that is the challenge 
to society and that is the urgent choice which those who are past 
youth must make. It is the purpose of these Technical Discussions 
to focus the attention of the world on this challenge: how can we 
help youth to choose health and in so doing give health to all. 



The Objectives 
The main objective of the Technical Discussions is to promote the 
health of young people worldwide through an interchange of ideas 
and experience leading to recommendations for action on the fol-
lowing broad themes: 

1 • T h e Health Needs of Youth, by exploring the determi-
nants and special characteristics of the physical, mental and 
social health and well-being of young people, and the conse-
quences to themselves and their societies of good or ill health. 

2. Interventions for the Health of Youth，by identify-
ing how best adults and young people together can create and 
sustain an environment in which young people have the best 
opportunity to lead a healthy life. 

3. Young People and Health for All, by examining ways 
to expand the contribution of young people to Health for All. 

The issues highlighted below are presented to provide an initial 
stimulus to discussion and to generate momentum for action. 



The issues 
The Health Needs of Young People 
The status of a young person's health depends on both individual 
and environmental factors: the circumstances of his or her life, and 
the ways in which they and the people around them behave. In 
addition to the requirements for health common to all people, 
young people have additional needs such as adequate nutrition to 
provide for the spurts in physical growth and development, and 
nurturance for the emotional and cognitive growth that take place 
during adolescence. They need to have an understanding ofthe many 
concurrent changes in body, mind and social relationships that 
occur during this period of transition from childhood to adulthood. 

How is a secure and supportive environment provided to young 
people within your own communities? Are these mechanisms help-
ing young people to cope well with the physical, mental and social 
changes which accompany the transition to adulthood? Their effec-
tiveness can be measured by the extent to which youth achieve self-
esteem, and have healthy relationships with their families，peers and 
other people important for their development. Given the current 
environment in which they live, are there significant subgroups of 
young people who are not being enabled to make the choices essen-
tial to their present and fixture health? 

The health of young people is especially 
dependent on their behaviour. 
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Young people may be less vulnerable to disease than the very young 
and very old, but they are at greater risk for problems arising from 
what they do. Health problems are more likely to arise from risk-
taking behaviour leading to accidents and injuries, from tobacco, 
alcohol or drug use，from poor eating and oral hygiene habits, from 
unprotected sexual behaviour, or too early marriage. However, 
what young people do to prevent illness and injury, or to deal 
with it after it occurs, is heavily influenced by how others 
behave, both as role models and in their interaction with youth. Such 
key people may be found in many roles: as e.g., parents, teachers, 
health workers, educators, entertainers, sports stars and youth 
leaders. 

What are the main social and environmental factors in your own 
culture and the communities in which you work that influence the 
health-related behaviour of young people for better or worse? What 
roles do the different sectors play in affecting this behaviour? Have 
these factors been examined in these settings? 

Interventions for the Health of Youth 
Many of the factors that affect young people's behaviour and hence 
their health are amenable to interventions through policies and 
programmes in both governmental and nongovernmental sectors. 
They include: the availability of education, training, employment, 
of facilities for leisure and of opportunities for constructive mate-
rial and spiritual contributions to community life; the implementa-
tion of laws that require safe circumstances for working, living and 
leisure, or which limit access to dangerous substances, equipment 
or conditions; and the availability and accessibility to youth of 
knowledge about self-care, preventive care, treatment and геЬаЬШ-
tation. 



How can society at large work more 
effectively to establish or change 

behaviour for health? 

For those who have e^)erienced illness or injury, interventions, if 
they are made available, can provide appropriate primary, secondary 
and tertiary care and rehabilitation. However, in health care there 
arc a number of barriers to the success of such interventions, even 
when they are available. Young people must be aware of such serv-
ices, be able and willing to reach them and use them, and be wel-
come to them. For tliese requirements to be met, health workers and 

Have effective and culturally appropriate interventions been devel-
oped in the different sectors that have had a positive impact on the 
health or health behaviour of young people? Have they been appro-
priately evaluated? 

Communication that is meant to influence behaviour often takes 
the form of exhortation rather than a dialogue in which young 
people participate in decision-making, thereby strengthening 
their own commitment to change in behaviour. Young people are 
also strongly influenced by the models of adult behaviour to which 
they are exposed both in their daily contacts and through the mass 
media. 

With respect to the health of youth have the effectiveness and 
appropriateness of communication and health education or the 
impact of the mass media been evaluated adequately in your 
society? What are the lessons to be learned from such evaluations? 
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others in a position to help must be willing and able to deal with 
young people，and with sensitive and sometimes controversial 
subjects such as sexual and contraceptive behaviour, in a manner 
that will encourage those in need of guidance to seek them out.lt 
is often the case, however, that difficult topics are avoided by 
people who could otherwise help, and young people instead use 
sources of information that are misleading and interventions that 
are dangerous. 

For those who are not ill, the promotion of health and the preven-
tion of illness and injury can come not only from the health and 
related sectors such as education, social welfare, youth affairs, 
religion and employment but from many other individuals as 
well, such as family members, peers, and popular figures. But here 
too, there are often barriers to good communication especially on 
sensitive and controversial topics. 

How are health workers and others who can foster health among 
young people in your setting prepared and trained to commu-
nicate on these subjects? What means exist for countering misleading 
information and the danger it poses to health? Are they effective? 

How can the communication process 
with the young be made to work more 

constructively for their health? 
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Young People and Health for All 
The extraordinary increase in the world's population in recent 
decades shows itself most dramatically in the expansion in the size 
of the young population in developing countries, in many of 
which more than half the population is below the age of 25. But the 
world is one, and each day its peoples become more interdepend-
ent. Young people in all societies are at the crossroads of their lives: 
the risks they face everywhere can damage their health in the pres-
ent, for the future, and for their children's futures, making them 
thereby an intolerable burden for their societies. Or young people 
can instead bccome a great resource for the good of all people，not 
only strengthening their own health and wellbeing but that of all 
others. Young people have great vitality and the capacity for fresh 
thinking and idealism, given the opportunity. Many young people 
throughout the world in and out of organizations are currently 
demonstrating this capacity for giving in remarkable, and often 
unrecognized, ways. The willingness and ardour with which this 
is done knows no boundaries and provides a great bridge between 
poorer and richer nations since it is dependent not on material 
wealth but on spirit. 

What e^erience has your country or community had in mobilizing 
the energy of the young in support ofHcalth for All? What untapped 
opportunities are evident to you now? How can we all work together 
to accommodate the spirit of youth for the good of all? 

How can the role of young people in 
health for all be enhanced"? 



Countries, regions and agencies are encouraged to share 
their experiences in advance of the Technical Discussions 
and to identify crucial issues on which further action is 
needed A background document reviewing some of the 
main issues highlighted here will be sent to the 
participants prior to the Discussions. Member States 
may wish to encourage the participation of youth leaders 
and representatives of relevant non- governmental 
agencies to participate in the Technical Discussions. 
Ibey might want to consider preparatory activities such 
as national and regional workshops and seminars. The 
World Health Organization is prepared to provide 
technical support for such activities. Further 
information can be obtained from the focal points for 
adolescent health in the WHO Regional Offices and at 
headquarters (Geneva) in the Division of Family Health, 

The discussion of these issues will，it is hoped, lead to a 
heightened awareness of the value of the health of youth 
and the ways in which it can be promoted to serve the 
cause of healdi for all. It is hoped that as an immediate 
outcome of the Discussions, Ae participants will wish 
to make recommendations to be considered by the World 
Health Assembly for follow-up action by WHO and its 
Member States through all channels; by governnmental 
and non-governmental organizations, in the health and 
all related sectors, formally and informally, and with 
and by young people themselves. It is the aim of the 
Discussions to create the momentum for specific and 
positive action to advance the health of youth 
throughout the world. 


