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While young people are at high risk
of contracting serisk
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Increased trends in STI notifications
have been observed in young
heterosexual people in many
industrialised countries (WHO,

2010), including Australia (Australian
Government Department of Health
and Ageing, 2009 & 2010). Since STIs
can negatively affect people’s health
particularly women'’s fertility, reducing
the prevalence of STls in young people
is a public health priority (Australian
Government Department of Health
and Ageing, 2010). To reduce STI
rates, programs targeting young people
have been implemented that aim to
increase awareness of STIs, and promote
condom use, as well as STI testing
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Young people in this survey often engage
in unprotected sex, and half of them have
tested for STls. Testing in this sample is
higher than rates previously reported in
young people in Australia (Kong, Guy and
Hocking, 2011). More data are needed
to understand whether this higher level
of testing in young people in NSW is
due to a recruitment bias or if it reflects
emerging trends in sexual health routine
in this population. Beyond providing data
on the frequency of testing, the main
contribution of the current study is to
offer an understanding of the prevalence
and contribution of a large array of
barriers to and facilitators of STI testing
among young people. This assessment
contributed not only to identifying but
also to prioritizing determinants of testing
for STIs that need to be addressed by
health promotion programs.

Beyond STI-related knowledge and
system level barriers, many complex
individual and social factors influence
young people’s decision to seeking

STI testing. Key psychosocial factors
associated with STI testing were
perceived cons of STI testing, fears

and worries regarding STI testing

and subjective norms relating to STI
testing. Other factors that may exert less
influence on the decision to seek STI
testing included perceived vulnerability to
STls, attitudes to STI testing, STI-related
shame and STI-related knowledge. Each
of the assessed individual and social
factors only explains a fraction of the
variance in STI testing, which means
that no real understanding of the reasons
why young people test for STIs can be
expected from research that focuses only
on one or few factors. Both research and
sexual health promotion programs need to
rely on more comprehensive appraisals of
barriers to and facilitators of STI testing.

The weak association that was found
between STI knowledge and STI

testing should not be understood as an
indication that information about STIs
is unimportant. STI knowledge may not
play a key role because the level of STI
knowledge is already fair in the surveyed
population. This situation would change
if sexual health programs were to stop
informing young people on STIs. Also

information remains necessary for new
generations of young people who become
sexually active. For these reasons sexual
health programs need to continue
strengthening STI-related knowledge in
young people.

Beyond promoting awareness and
increasing knowledge, the current
challenge for sexual health promotion
programs is to address other, more
complex individual and social barriers that
may limit the uptake of testing for STls.

Some suggestions to address key barriers
to STI testing in young people that can
be derived from this study include:

< Interventions need to address young
people’s evaluation of the cons
associated with testing for STIs; the
cons that appeared the most important
to address are perceptions that STI
testing is expensive and that testing
facilities are difficult to locate;

< Interventions need to address the
fears and worries that prevent some
young people to request an STI test,
including fear of parents’ reaction, fear
of staff attitudes and fear of medical
procedures involved in STI testing; and

= Positive norms around testing need to
be strengthened to create a good basis
on which health promotion can build.

Other aspects that were found to be less
pivotal but that could be addressed by
health promotion programs include:

» Increasing perceptions of personal risk
of contracting an STI; and

» Reducing shame associated with
contracting and being tested for STIs.

Building on empirical evidence and
appropriate theories of behaviour, sexual
health promotion programs are needed
to address the barriers identified in

this research, using innovative social
marketing campaigns and behavioural
change interventions tailored at
individual, social and structural levels.
Strengthening this type of approach that
reflects contemporary theory, research
and practice would considerably increase
the impact and efficiency of programs to
promote STI testing in young people as
well as in other populations.
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