
Reproductive Health Alliance Kyrgyzstan 
(RHAK) is playing a key role in providing 
education and services to young people 
and empowering youth who volunteer 
for the Association. Women and girls in 
Kyrgyzstan are at a disadvantage due 
primarily to gender stereotypes, customs 
and practices, and bride kidnapping is 
common in rural regions of the country. 
There is no comprehensive sexuality 
education in schools, although this is 
currently a hotly debated topic with a draft 
reproductive health bill that calls for sex 
education facing fierce opposition from 
politicians and religious groups.

There are about 50 active young volunteers 
in Bishkek, where this qualitative review 
took place. They participate in a range of 
activities, including proposal development, 
awareness raising, conducting training 
sessions for secondary school students, and 
providing referrals to other young people 
to the Bishkek clinic. The young volunteers 
receive training at RHAK in reproductive 

health as well as other topics including 
communication skills, leadership skills and 
public speaking. 

Young volunteers receive training on 
how to train other young people, for 
example in schools, on reproductive 
health including contraception and HIV 
prevention. During these training sessions, 
the volunteers also inform students about 
sexual and reproductive health services 
that are available for young people at the 
nearby government-run medical heath 
centres. Each of these medical centres is 
charged with providing services to young 
people from certain nearby schools. In the 
meantime, RHAK provides training to the 
service providers in these centres on the 
provision of youth-friendly services. 

The young volunteers identified a number 
of positive changes that volunteering has 
brought to their lives, from developing their 
personalities and intellect to becoming 
confident trainers who can pass on useful 
information to other young people.
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Reproductive Health Alliance Kyrgyzstan is giving Bishkek youth the 
opportunity to develop intellectually, professionally and personally. 

He can say that volunteering 
did change his life, like 100 
per cent, because everything 
he possesses now – 
including work, respect, 
communications with top 
level people – is due to the 
Alliance.
23-year-old male

Empowering young volunteers in Kyrgyzstan

Working at the Alliance has 
helped her to listen and hear 
other people. Now she can 
listen to criticism in a more 
calm way. 
20-year-old female
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Positive changes
Personality development

Volunteering for RHAK has contributed to 
young people’s personality development, 
including becoming more open, confident, 
independent and responsible. Young 
volunteers also value the maturity that 
comes with their involvement in RHAK. 
Many of them feel that they are more 
advanced than their peers in terms of 
knowledge, behaviour, and even how they 
look.

Young volunteers have become more 
sensitized to the world around them 
and have developed an appreciation for 
multiple points of view. Volunteering has 
exposed them to all types of people from a 
range of backgrounds and socio-economic 
positions.

Intellectual development

Young volunteers have learned a lot 
at RHAK through training sessions on 
reproductive health and other topics, as 
well as through the experience gained in 
writing project proposals. The volunteers 
also implement project activities if a 
funding proposal is successful, which some 
said makes them proud. 

Many of the young people referred to this 
achievement as intellectual development, 
something that they view as a valuable 
part of their overall development and 
preparation for life beyond school. One 
young person described RHAK as a ‘school 
of life’ for young volunteers, and another 
said he ‘got great life experience’ through 
his involvement.

Empowerment: knowledge and skills

The reproductive health knowledge young 
volunteers gain at RHAK fills a massive gap 
in information that they do not receive at 
school or home. Conservative views about 
sex and reproductive health – particularly 
regarding young people – are perpetuated 
by traditional practices and perceptions. 
Parents check the sheets after the first 
night of a marriage; young people in rural 
areas are encouraged to marry between 
the ages of 12 and 16; and many rural 
youth are advised to use sheep intestines as 
contraception.

The volunteers’ newfound knowledge 
about reproductive health has led to 
positive behaviour change, such as regular 
visits to a gynaecologist, as well as feeling 
more confident about being able to make 
healthy decisions in the future. They also 
appreciate what they have learned about 
other health-related issues, such as the 
adverse effects of smoking and drug use.

Learning how to become a trainer has 
given many young volunteers strong 
communication, public speaking and 
leadership skills, as well as a sense of 
achievement and self-worth. They also 
value being seen as a respected source of 
useful knowledge and information.

Helping others and social change

The young volunteers described the 
importance of their role in educating 
other young people about sexual and 
reproductive health. Their stories implied 
a sense of duty in terms of passing on 
their knowledge, and for many of them, 
helping others is a reason to volunteer. 
Volunteering for RHAK can impact on the 
lives of other young people, for example 
by enabling them to access safe and 
confidential abortion services. 

Some of the young volunteers expressed 
the desire to contribute toward social 
change in Kyrgyzstan. They feel that 
their work with RHAK gives them the 
opportunity to bring about change through 
the current generation of young people.

Link to studies and future

Volunteering with RHAK equips young 
people with valuable skills and experience 
that they do not get at school. Many apply 
what they have learned at RHAK to their 
university studies, including information 
about sexual and reproductive health and 
rights. They also apply their analytical skills 
gained through training on and experience 
with proposal development and monitoring 
and evaluation. Their experience gained 
from leading activities at RHAK and 
conducting training sessions enables them 
to participate in and lead extra-curricular 
groups at university. 

Volunteering at RHAK has given some 
young people clarity about what to study 
at university and what careers to pursue. 
For some, volunteering has become a 
part of their lives and they see themselves 
continuing to volunteer in the future.

She learned leadership, 
facilitation and 
communication skills. She 
became a much better 
communicator, including 
how to manage a group and 
how to encourage and invite 
group members.
Female, age unknown

Volunteering changed his 
life and made his life better. 
He learned to analyse, he 
learned to work in a team, 
and he learned how to draw 
up project proposals. 
Young male, age unknown

I’d like to see people 
educated, responsible. I’d like 
them to stop living based on 
our traditions. I think it’s kind 
of destructive and stupid. As 
a volunteer, I want to give 
choices to people about 
their reproductive health 
and lifestyles. A person isn’t 
obliged to listen to and [obey] 
someone who is dictating 
how they should live.
19-year-old female

When I first visited the 
Alliance, I was ashamed to 
even pronounce the word 
‘reproductive’. I was ashamed 
to see the models of the 
reproductive organs. After 
some time, I started to 
conduct reproductive health 
training myself. 
17-year-old female
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 Young volunteers are a valuable 
resource for RHAK. Without them, 
the Association would not reach as 
many young people with services 
and information, particularly those in 
remote areas. Young people design, 
implement, monitor and evaluate 
the youth programmes, and without 
them, RHAK would not be able to 
carry out these activities. However, 
participation is not always easy or 
straightforward; the volunteers often 
have to choose between attending 
classes or RHAK activities.

 Despite the progress RHAK and its 
volunteers have made in increasing 
access to information and services 
for young people, religious and 
political conservatism in Kyrgyzstan 
is perceived to be growing and poses 
a challenge to this important work. 
One young Muslim volunteer said that 
his religion “didn’t match the goals 
of the Alliance [and that] he didn’t 
like that other volunteers were telling 
students about erotica or about 
contraceptives”. Politics are becoming 
more conservative and threatening 
the work of RHAK. At the time of 
the review, RHAK was dealing with 
intense pressure to ban the provision 
of information for young people in 
their clinics.

 The commitment of the young 
volunteers is impressive, particularly 
given the unsupportive environment 
they are working in. Many young 
people face a lack of appreciation 
or understanding of the importance 
of sexual and reproductive health, or 
why anyone would want to work for 
free. Some have faced disapproval 
from their parents, who feel that 
volunteering is a waste of time and 
that their children should find paid 
work instead. Others remarked 
that it is difficult to deliver training 
to an audience of apathetic or 
unappreciative young people who 
often mock and tease them. Feeling 
under-valued is a difficult challenge to 
deal with, but the young volunteers 
indicated that they are committed 
to continuing and changing opinions 
where possible.

Lessons

Kyrgyzstan
Country context*
Population (millions), 2010 5.3

Births attended by skilled health 
personnel (%), 2008

99

Maternal mortality ratio (deaths of 
women per 100,000 live births), 
2011

47.6

Seats held by women in national 
parliament (%), 2012

23

Context for young people*
Births to women under 20 years 
old (% of all live births), 2010

6.6

% of young people who have 
comprehensive knowledge about 
HIV transmission, 2009

35

% of young people (15-24) who 
had sexual intercourse before the 
age of 15, 2009

3

* UNFPA (nd) Kyrgyz Republic. Available from: http://
eeca.unfpa.org/webdav/site/eeca/shared/documents/
Kyrgyz%20Republic%20factsheet.pdf [Accessed 24 
October 2013].

In Kyrgyzstan, volunteering 
is a new activity and nobody 
spoke about it before. 
Moreover, volunteering on 
our topic – people just do not 
understand how on earth it is 
possible to speak about sex. 
 
20-year-old female


