Need for Sex Education: Social Determinants among Youngsters in Seven Eastern European Countries

Background: The main objective of this study was to identify the main determinants and levels of association that lead to perceptions about the need for more sex and relationships education among youngsters in Seven Eastern European Countries. The need for further education is a key predictor for un-safe sexual practices, such as the lack of use of condoms
. In the context of increasing cases of STIs among younger populations in Eastern Europe (ref. UNAIDS), understanding the perceptions about the need for more sex education provides important insights for identifying youngsters most vulnerable to lack of sex and relationships education in the region.

Methods: The analysis is based on responses from seven countries to an on-line survey hosted by Durex websites between 21 September 2007 and 31 January 2008. Sampling comprised a minimum n=1,000, with a margin of error of approximately 3% based on a 95% CI. An adjusted logistic regression model was developed based on self-perceptions of the need for more sex and relationships education among young populations between the ages of 15 and 22 (14 to 22 in Croatia). A test for goodness-of-fit indicates that the model is robust (p-value 0.8073). Tests were performed for confounding and interaction for all ten independent variables included in the final model. 

Results: Early age at first sex and relationships education, giving low importance to regular health checks, country of origin, and specific sources of sex education are directly associated to lower perceived need for sex education. Youngsters that have received formal sex education at the ages of 10-11 are significantly less likely to perceive further need for sex education compared to those exposed later. The youngsters that perceived most need for further sex and relationships education are from Serbia and Romania, with ORs over 3.00 compared to Hungary (reference group). They are followed by Czech Republic, Croatia, Slovakia, and Poland. Youngsters exposed to teachers, nurses and their brothers/sisters as the main source of sex education are also significantly less likely to perceive further need for sex education compared to all other sources (internet, friends, and parents).  No significant differences were found for gender, age, relationship status, residential status, and giving high importance to safer-sex or abstinence practices.

Conclusions: The main programmatic and policy implications for these findings are: 1) qualitative studies should be carried out to better understand why in countries such as Hungary self-perception for the need sex education are significantly lower compared to Serbia and Romania; 2) teachers and health practitioners should be empowered to continue providing sex education to youngsters in Eastern Europe; 3) formal sex education should start earlier; and 4) parents should be better prepared to talk about sex and relationships with their children. 
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