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“My dream clinic would be friendly, welcoming, and full of people who care.”- Chicago Youthi 

 
Adolescents need access to quality health services and accurate non-judgmental information in order to make 
informed and empowered decisions. As young people undergo physiological and psychological developments, and 
transition from childhood into adulthood, it becomes necessary for them to establish an independent and adult 
relationship to the health care delivery system. Critical to this process is the availability of youth-friendly and  
high-quality comprehensive health care, and clinics must work to ensure that their services, staff and facilities create 
a welcoming and safe space for adolescent clients.  
 
Young people have particular needs regarding access to reproductive and sexual health care information and 
services. During adolescence, youth are developing their identities and defining their sexual boundaries, and 
information and support from knowledgeable and trusted adults is critically important during this developmental 
stage. Youth-friendly clinics provide a safe space for young people to ask questions and get information that is 
necessary for making responsible decisions about their sexual and reproductive health. These services play a role 
in reducing a youth’s risk of becoming pregnant and contracting sexually transmitted infections (STIs), including HIV. 
Clinics and medical providers can help young people grow into healthy adults by working to reduce barriers that 
youth face when accessing sexual health care services. 
 
Clinics Must Create a Safe and Friendly Setting for Youth: 
 
Youth must feel safe and comfortable discussing sensitive issues 
upon entering a clinic. Unfortunately, there are no widely adopted 
standards for sexual health practices among adolescents, making it 
essential that health care providers stay informed about best-practice 
recommendations and work internally as well as collaboratively with 
young people to implement and improve services. 
 
Fear is a tremendous barrier to accessing sexual health care. 
Concerns that their services will not be kept confidential as well as an 
uncertainty about what to expect during an exam both work to deter 
young people from seeking care. Additionally, youth who want to keep 
their sexual and reproductive health information private are often 
unable to access health care because of their reliance on adults for 
money and transportation.  Clearly explaining the confidentially 
policies and reassuring youth that their visits will be kept private are essential to reducing their fear. 
 
Once at the clinic, unfriendly treatment and judgmental attitudes from health care providers and clinic staff serve as 
a significant barrier to youth accessing health care services. A lack of adequate training on adolescent health and 
standards for youth-friendliness leaves some health care providers without the tools and skills necessary to offer 
young patients the best possible service. Additionally, when clinic staff is uncomfortable with, or disapproving of, 
sexually active youth, they may not serve young clients in a respectful way, creating a hostile health care setting for 
young people.  
 
Ensuring that young patients are treated respectfully and without judgment is essential to providing youth-friendly 
health care, and all staff—from the receptionist to the physicians—play a role in this. It is crucial that all clinic 
employees are trained to work effectively with adolescents. Ongoing education on issues pertaining specifically to 
youth will help ensure that clinic staff have the tools to best serve adolescent clients and will help prevent 
judgmental attitudes that discourage young people from seeking care. Trainings should include adolescent rights 
and the health care system, client centered counseling and harm reduction skills, physical and psychological 

Youth Face Many Sexual Health Issues 
46.8 % of high school students in the U.S. 
and 56.9% of high school students in 
Chicago have had sexual intercourseii 
37.2% of currently sexually active high 
school students did not use a condom 
during last sexual intercourse and 82.4% 
did not use birth control pillsiii 
Nearly half of all new STIs occur among 
youth aged 15 to 24iv 
An estimated 50% of new HIV infections 
are among people under age 25v 
More than 4 in 10 young women become 
pregnant at least once before they reach 
the age of 20 - nearly one million a yearvi  
In 2003, 17,670 babies were born to teen 
mothers in Illinoisvii 
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development, sexual orientation and gender identity, pregnancy prevention, and prevention and treatment for STIs 
and HIV. 
 
Youth Need Information about Their Care and Their Rights: 
 
In addition to a safe and friendly environment, youth must leave clinics well informed about their sexual health, 
prepared to make responsible decisions, and educated on their rights to sexual health care. To ensure that 
adolescents receive complete and accessible health-related information, it is critically important for all clinic staff to 
provide youth with detailed explanations so they have a clear understanding of their health status and what to 
expect from the visit.viii Providers must be able to explain conditions, symptoms, exam procedures and courses of 
treatment in a way that youth understand. Ideally, this information will be clearly articulated both in writing and 
through conversations with patients.ix  It is also important to do a thorough risk assessment of adolescent patients to 
fully understand their particular needs. Longer appointment times are often required so that youth completely 
understand the information provided and the implications, but the result is better health care for youth.  
 
Written resources addressing a wide variety of issues should be available 
for youth to take home. Locating pamphlets in an area that is accessible, 
but offers some privacy, can help patients feel less self-conscious about 
taking resources on sensitive subjects. Placing pamphlets in the exam 
room as well as the waiting room can help increase access for youth and 
to encourage discussions with providers during the exam.x Additionally, posters and videos in the waiting room 
provide another opportunity to educate young patients. 
 
All written and oral information provided must accessible and relevant to a diverse population of youth. Adolescents 
with distinctive sexual health care needs include young men, youth of all sexual orientations and gender identities, 
adolescents with disabilities, homeless youth, out-of-school youth, and those whose primary language is not 
English. Clinics can further aid their young patients by keeping a large up-to-date referral network to link patients 
with needed resources that the clinic does not offer.xi 
 
Furthermore, complete and accurate information about sexual health is critical to promoting good health. Yet too 
many youth remain ignorant about the potential consequences of sexual activity and the options for preventing 
disease transmission and pregnancy. This lack of education coupled with the sense of invincibility inherent in 
adolescence, heightens the risks that youth face and underscores the importance of complete and clear 
explanations.  
 
Finally, both youth and their health care providers need to understand the rights adolescents have regarding 
consent for services. Ensuring that the rights of youth are respected is essential to providing youth-friendly health 
care. Both youth and medical providers are often unclear about what the law allows regarding youth access to 
health care services, and this uncertainty significantly impacts the ability of young people to make informed and 
proactive health care decisions. In Illinois, adolescents age 12 and over can consent to all of their own sexual health 
care.  
 
Doctors may provide the following services and information to minors with the consent of the minor and without the 
consent of a parent or guardian: 
• Birth control services and family planning information (325 ILCS 10/1) 
• Abortion service and counseling (410 ILCS 210/1) 
• Diagnosis, counseling, and treatment of sexually transmitted diseases and infections (STD/Is) to minors who are 

12 years of age or older (410 ILCS 210/4 and 410 ILCS 210/5) 
 
 

 
 
 

 
“Youth-friendly reproductive health services are services that are developed and provided in a 
way that recognizes that the challenges, difficulties, and obstacles facing adolescents are very 
different than those confronted by adults.” – Program for Appropriate Technology in Healthxii 
 

1I would like a lot of posters 
describing things about life, such as 
sex, AIDS, etc…” Chicago Youth 
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Clinics Can Reduce External Barriers to Accessing Care: 
 
Finding a clinic, making an appointment and actually getting to the health care center can be extremely difficult for 
adolescent patients. Without adequate transportation, flexible school schedules and financial resources to pay for 
care, many youth are unable to access health services. Additionally, too many youth do not know clinic locations, 
hours, available services, and payment options, making accessing care seem overwhelming. Clinics can implement 
a variety of programs and make changes to help address these issues. 
 
To help youth overcome some of the external and logistical barriers to accessing care, many clinics conduct 
community outreach to increase their visibility to youth and advertise services. Outreach materials should include 
information about privacy, confidentiality, consent for services, how to travel to and from the clinic, hours of 
operation, payment, and billing. Strong outreach efforts will not only send the message that young people are 
welcomed at the clinic, but will also help youth get to their appointments. Utilizing a range of outreach 
opportunitiesflyers, websites, schools, health fairs, youth eventswill help maximize the number of youth who 
know about the clinic and how to access care.  
 
Additionally, some clinics have health outreach workers who give presentations in schools and pass out information 
with free safer sex supplies, raising awareness about clinic locations and services. Youth who are satisfied with their 
experiences at clinics and who have detailed information about clinic locations and services will promote the clinics 
via word of mouth, one of the most effective advertising methods.xiii 
 
Demystifying the process of accessing and paying for care can reduce the fear that many youth feel when coming to 
a clinic. By clearly outlining payment options, confidentiality policies, and available services, clinics will help youth 
feel more prepared for the visit. Additionally when clinics provide flexible payment options, such as sliding scale and 
payment installments, they make care more accessible to youth.xiv One approach recommended for clinics serving 
patients of all ages is to set aside hours and appointments just for adolescentsxv. Afternoon, evening, and weekend 
clinic hours are ideal for young people who are in school. Accepting drop-in clients and arranging appointments 
rapidly allows youth to access services with greater ease.xvi  
 

 
Finally, and perhaps most importantly, youth-friendly services are achieved when young people play an integral role 
in shaping clinics’ services and programming. To facilitate this, clinics can obtain feedback from their youth clients 
and include markers for youth-friendliness in their ongoing self-evaluations. Youth involvement through employment 
and volunteer positions also provides important opportunities for young people to shape a clinic’s environment and 
services. Involving youth in clinic operations promotes more effective service delivery and provides young people 
with a sense of ownership and investment in both their personal health and the healthcare system. 
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“[Youth-Friendly Services are] Services that have policies and attributes that attract youth to the facility or 
program, provide a comfortable and approachable setting for serving youth, meet the needs of young 
people, and are able to retain their youth clientele for follow up and repeat visits.” – Pathfinder 
Internationalxvii 


