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“Preventing HIV in Youth”

Linda Sussman of USAID introduced the session by noting there was constant acknowledgment at Barcelona of how youth are changing the face of the HIV/AIDS pandemic. More than half of new HIV infections occur among young people less than 25, and youth are key to turning the pandemic around – every country that has seen decreases in infections have seen the most dramatic decreases in young people. Youth must be enrolled and used as actors and agents of change. Youth can be reached through multilevel interventions, including government, school-based, out-of-school, and peer education interventions, and they are receptive – a program from Brazil reported that more than half of surveyed youth were using condoms at their first sexual intercourse. While Barcelona gave important recognition to young people, their effect on the pandemic, its effect on them, and their role in the fight against HIV/AIDS, the actual presence of youth at the conference was not strong. 

School-Based Interventions. Ann McCauley of Horizons spoke on school-based programs and reported on a school-based intervention in Thailand. She noted that school-based programs have been characterized as “stodgy” and not effective at changing behavior. Recent results suggest, however, that they can contribute to changing social norms and not only in terms of abstinence or condom use. The intervention in Thailand, for example, brought about increases in confidence to properly use condoms among both boys and girls and changes related to broader social norms, such as decreased number of visits to commercial sex workers and increased partner communication. Although changes generated by school-based programs may be difficult to measure in the short term, they retain the potential to generate important long-term changes in social norms and behaviors and should be considered and supported along with other interventions. 

HEART Mass Media Campaign in Zambia.  Elizabeth Serlemitsos of JHU/CCP reported on Zambia’s “HEART” (Helping Each Other Act Responsibly) mass media campaign, which was the subject of four poster presentations and one of four USAID press conferences at Barcelona. In Zambia, 84 percent of adolescents have had sex before age 19, 58 percent of girls have had a baby before age 19, and one out of every six urban youths is HIV-positive. The HEART program uses mass media to target 13- to 19-year-olds. Young people are leaders in the program from the design to evaluation stages. The program targets primarily two audiences in the youth population – those who are abstinent and those who report “sometime” condom use. For the abstinent population, the program supports continued absence through “abstinence is cool” messages that reinforce concepts such as male abstinence and “virgin power.”  For the “sometime” condom user population, the campaign supports increased condom use through brand advertising and the story of a young man who contracts a sexually transmitted infection and then begins and continues to use condoms. Pre- and postcampaign comparisons found that viewers of the HEART campaign’s messages were 1.5 to 2 times more likely to change behavior – decide to abstain from sex or use a condom – than nonviewers. The campaign represents a balanced approach between abstinence and condom use (better possibilities for youth than fidelity or partner reduction) and had positive effects on both.
Barcelona Youth Force.  Lydiah Bosire and Hally Mahler of YouthNet described the efforts of the Barcelona Youth Force to increase the number and visibility of youth at Barcelona. The Youth Force was established earlier in the year when a coalition of nongovernmental youth organizations anticipated that youth would be underrepresented at Barcelona. They established the Barcelona Youth Force, with the goals of 1.) making youth visible at Barcelona, 2.) working with other organizations at the conference, and 3.) becoming active participants in future meetings and conferences and the planning for them. 

With the Youth Force’s assistance, 40 to 50 young people were able to attend Barcelona, and about 300 young people attended in total. The young people made themselves highly visible with t-shirts and by passing out 20,000 stickers with such messages as “More Youth, Less HIV,” “Where are the Youth?”, and “Ask Me About Youth as a Partner.”  (When this last sticker generated a conversation between a conference attendee and a Youth Force member, the attendee typically voiced support for partnering with young people, to which the Youth Force member responded by asking how many youth the attendee’s organization had sent to the conference. The answer was usually none.)  As part of their Barcelona visibility campaign, Youth Force members made sure to attend oral presentations and be at the microphone to ask questions at the presentations’ conclusion, thus increasing their visibility disproportionately to their actual numbers. Due to this strategy, they were told they “seemed to be everywhere.” 

Youth Force members held two press conferences at Barcelona, received media coverage from USA Today and MSNBC, sponsored youth networking events, participated in MTV’s global telecast from Barcelona, and met with former President Clinton and a delegation of African First Ladies. The Youth Force increased general awareness of youth at Barcelona, brought media attention to the role of youth in the HIV/AIDS crisis, and generated among attendees a greater understanding of and commitment to the need to involve youth in the fight against HIV/AIDS. Thanks to Youth Force’s efforts, youth will officially participate in the planning of the XV International AIDS Conference in Bangkok in 2004. The Youth Force is a good example of a small group doing big things, and the task now is to carry the momentum from Barcelona forward. 

Questions and Comments.  A comment following the presentations suggested that fidelity/partner reduction as a strategy for preventing HIV/AIDS in youth is as important as abstinence and condom use and should not be neglected. 

