
People Magazine: Ann Kern, as 
the person 'responsible for public 
information at WHO, what role do 
you think informing young people 
can play in improving their 
health? 
Ann Kern: It is of paramount 
importance , particularly for 
young people who, on the verge 
of adulthood, want to know the 
facts, want to be in a position to 
choose, but don't want to be told 
what to do . They are being bom
barded by health-related mes
sages - some good, many bad -
put out by the media, advertisers, 
their peers, etc. In my experi
ence, many of them are crying out 
for information to assist them to 
weigh and measure the health 
consequences of their activities 
and lifestyle - to help them to 
make judgements about issues 
which could affect the rest of their 
lives . But all too often they feel 
they have no-one to ask. 

Unfortunately , many parents , 
teachers , doctors and health 
workers are more than willing to 
tell young people what not to do 
'' don 't smoke or you'll get 
cancer" "if you want to be 
healthy, stop eating JUnk food and 
eat more fruit and vegetables". 
But rarely will they take the time 
to collect the facts in a form that 
will interest young people, 
discuss (even argue) those facts 
with them and, in so doing , assist 
the young people to make healthy 
choices. 
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There are lessons to be learned 
from advertisers . They don't tell 
people what to do , they aim to 
gently persuade them, often using 
indirect messages . If we really 
want people to have a healthy 
youth, adulthood and old age, 
then we must learn to provide the 
facts in a stimulating and inter
esting form at the earliest pos
sible opportunity. We must be 
prepared to be challenged about 
our own beliefs and lifestyle. In so 
doing we need to remember that, 
by and large, youth have far more 
to win and to lose, and are often 
far more idealistic than adults are 
about a whole range of social 
issues such as health. 

PM: How , in your experience, 
can the health services maintain 
contact with young people? 
AK: Most importantly, they need 
to devise the type of health 
service that young people feel 
comfortable with - one which will 
encourage the youth to come, 
participate and ask questions. 
This will vary between different 
cultures and possibly even within 
one culture . It may involve 
medical people directly. It may 
not. It all depends upon what the 
young people want and what the 
country can afford. 

I know of one youth centre in 
Australia where the young people 
said that health was one of the 
most important aspects of their 
lives and that they wanted a 
medical service run within the 
youth centre. So they advertised 
for a doctor, to be paid under 
Medicare , and then set about 
interviewing candidates and 
finally selected one they thought 
most appropriate to their needs. 
They chose one who wasn't the 
youngest , nor the oldest, and cer
tainly wasn't the most controver
sial or trendy. They chose one 
they felt, in their own words, they 
could talk to, who would listen , 
provide the facts and help them 
analyse those facts. 

We need to remember that 
adults "shop around" to find the 
right doctor. And we forget that 
young people probably feel 
pretty much the same about find-
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On the first World AIDS Day at WHO headquarters, a 
Zimbabwean, Robert Mutukudzi, and his African music 
group sing the message: "One Woman!". 
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"Prompt them to ask more and more questions." Young 
seeker for knowledge in japan. Photo L. Sinnan ct 

ing the right doctor . The sort of 
doctor that I, as a middle-aged 
woman , might fee l happy and 
confident about is probably not 
the sort of person that the average 
teenager sees as ideal. Similarly , 
many young people may not fee l 
confident about talking to their 
family doctor, particularly if they 
are seeking information on issues 
that they regard as sensitive such 
as reproductive health and 
contraception. 

Where information is con
cerned, one cannot underestimate 
the responsibility of the media 
and the entertainment industry, 
nor of sporting or other heroes. 
What young people see or hear 
from these sources, at least in
itially, is likely to have a far 
greater impact on what they do 
and think than messages from 
health professionals. It is for this 
reason that some of the most 
interesting work in health pro
motion is being done through 
some highly unorthodox methods. 
For example, recently in Geneva 
- on World AIDS Day - many of us 
enjoyed the music played for us 
by the Zimbabwean Robert Mutu
kudzi and his African music 
group. I, for one, wanted to get up 
and dance. More importantly, this 
splendid group is getting import
ant messages across to many 
young people in Zimbabwe and 
surrounding African countries. 
Their greatest " hit" - " One 
woman '' - warns people against 
the dangers of contracting AIDS 
through having multiple sexual 
partners . 
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Similar means of getting mes
sages to young people are being 
used in industrialised societies . I 
recall a rock group in Australia 
called "Red Gum" singing a hil
arious AIDS song at the end of a 
concert, called "Roll it on Johnny 
- Slip it on Sam ''. It had the whole 
audience (including the then 
Director-General of the World 
Health Organization) singing and 
waving their arms. I found out 
later that young people all over 
the country were singing this 
song. The message - the basic 
information about AIDS and how it 
is transmitted - came over loud 
and clear. 

Drama, and popular TV pro
grammes too, can and have been 
used very effectively in countries 
such as Hong Kong, Kenya and 
Mexico to get health messages to 
people. 

But every now and again, 
young people want anonymity. 
Some health services have estab
lished telephone hot lines for this 
purpose. In other instances, radio 
phone-in programmes with health 
specialists provide a basis for the 
sharing of health information. 

These are all good forms of 
communication for health services 
to use . But the media - press , 
radio, television and some of the 
new technologies such as home 
videos - are the most powerful 
vehicles for getting messages 
across to the public. Those who 
are really interested in health, 
particularly the health of young 
people, must learn to use these 

channels of communication more 
and more. 
PM: Do you think that information 
and education on health matters 
are more important for young 
people than for other groups? 
AK: Information and education on 
health are of the utmost import
ance for all groups, but I have no 
doubt that communication with 
young people, that is , the pro
vision of information and the 
readiness to discuss that infor
mation with young people , will 
provide the biggest health divi
dends. If young people make 
healthy choices at that point of 
their lives, they are likely to 

remain healthy in adulthood and 
old age . It is rare to lose a good 
health habit as one grows older. 

By the same token, it is very 
difficult to undo the damage of 
bad health habits learnt and prac
tised when one is young. By and 
large, young people are well 
motivated and much more idealis
tic about matters such as health 
than their elders. All they ask is 
the knowledge and the means to 
pursue a healthy lifestyle. Our 
challenge is to get them to ask the 
questions, and then to respond in 
a way that prompts them to ask 
more and more questions. • 


