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From choice, a world of possibilities

Guide to inspire dialogues 
on religion, faith, sexuality 
and young people
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Who we are
The International Planned Parenthood Federation (IPPF) 
is the strongest global voice safeguarding sexual and 
reproductive health and rights for people everywhere. 
Today, as these important choices and freedoms are 
seriously threatened, we are needed now more than ever.

What we do
IPPF is both a service provider and an advocate of sexual 
and reproductive health and rights. We are a worldwide 
network of 150 Member Associations and are active in 
179 countries.

What we believe
We see a world where women, men and young people 
everywhere have control over their own bodies, and 
therefore their destinies. A world where they are free 
to choose parenthood or not; free to decide how many 
children they’ll have and when; free to pursue healthy 
sexual lives without fear of unwanted pregnancies and 
sexually transmitted infections, including HIV. A world 
where gender or sexuality are no longer a source of 
inequality or stigma. We will not retreat from doing 
everything we can to safeguard these important choices 
and rights for current and future generations. 
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The International Planned Parenthood Federation (IPPF) 
is a worldwide organization which promotes sexual and 
reproductive rights for all men, women and young people. 
We believe that sexuality lies at the core of human rights, 
and equality, autonomy and empowerment would remain 
incomplete unless sexual rights are fully realised. 
Our Declaration for Sexual Rights, states:

‘Sexuality is an important part of being human 
throughout everyone’s lives. Young people are very 
diverse and experience and express their sexualities 
in different ways and at different times. Despite 
these differences, the protection and promotion 
of sexual rights must be guaranteed for all young 
people across the world, regardless of age. Being 
healthy and able to freely express one’s sexuality 
is necessary for each person to fully develop and 
participate in all aspects of society.’ 

It is really important that we hold onto these values, 
while at the same time realizing that sometimes they may 
pose challenges in some cultures and for some religious 
groups. We are not a faith-based organization but we 
realise that it is important that we keep a dialogue going 
with faith-based communities and with young people of 
different faiths. It is only through discussion, that we can 
begin to address these complex issues.

In November 2008 we held a meeting in Morocco 
with young volunteers and staff from all parts of the world 
to have conversations on the links between faith, religion, 
sexuality, and young people’s sexual health and rights. 

The participants came from different religious settings 
and contexts; some were Muslim, some Catholic, some 
Buddhist and some Protestant – others didn’t feel that 
they belonged to a specifi c church or religion.

What we learned most from the meeting is that it 
is possible to have a positive dialogue between young 
people and adults about the meaning of faith, religion 
and spirituality in their lives and how it affects their 
views and ideas about sex and sexuality. IPPF’s principles 
may sometimes seem to be in confl ict with the core 
values of faith, but there are also many values we all 
share: compassion, working with the poorest and most 
marginalized, dignity, respect and treating everyone equally.

Most importantly we want young people’s voices to 
be heard, regardless of their background, faith or religion.

“Religion gives hope to people, and we need 
to remember that organizations like IPPF 
also provide hope to people in need.” 
MOROCCO MEETING PARTICIPANT  

Why discuss sex, love and religion? 
The signifi cant number of young people around 

the world have a faith or belong to a religion, and in 
some countries certain religious groups are becoming 
increasingly popular. Religion touches nearly everyone in 
today’s world. You may regularly attend a religious service, 
go to a religious school or youth club, or attend a clinic 
run by a faith-based institution. Or all of those! Think for a 
moment about how religion comes into your everyday life? 

This publication is for young people who want to discuss issues of religion, 
sex and relationships. Addressing these issues is necessary in order to better 
understand where there may be dilemmas for young people, while at the 
same time recognising the positive impact that faith brings to their lives. 
It will also be useful for adults working with young people and anybody 
interested in the debate on religion, faith and adolescent sexuality.

Promoting a dialogue



It’s also true that many young people around the 
world are at an age when they are starting to have 
relationships, thinking about sex, or having sex! That is the 
reality for young people and there is no point in pretending 
that it doesn’t happen. You may be starting to experiment 
with your sexuality, or you may not have that much control 
over your sexual life and sexual health. But what happens 
when you bring religion and adolescent sexuality together?

Voices of young people from different 
countries around the world: 1

“Religious values help to strengthen intimacy, 
faithfulness and trust in the sexual and married 
life. These values help at times of challenge and 
confusion. Religion/faith/spirituality (in Islam) 
encourages us to build a healthy and intimate 
sexual life which is free from coercion and 
violence.” MOROCCO MEETING PARTICIPANT

“Clearly faith and religion confuse people my age, 
and mostly prevent them from accessing sexual and 
reproductive health information and services. It 
is clear: an adolescent girl or boy with a profound 
religious faith won’t talk to their parents, teachers 
or friends about these issues, because religion tells 
them that having pre-marital sex will take him or 
her to hell. So they have to remain silent and have 
sex knowing the possible consequences.” 
MOROCCO MEETING PARTICIPANT

“From the beginning of human history, religion and 
sexuality have shared certain characteristics like 
desire, mystery, ritual, passion, ecstasy and union.” 
MOROCCO MEETING PARTICIPANT

Religion of course has many benefi ts for young lives. 
Your faith can provide spiritual support, guidance and a 
clear set of values in thinking about relationships. Faith 
leaders can be trusted members of the community, and 
very often there is a wider network of support available 
for young people, such as through organized youth groups. 
However we also know from research carried out in 
different parts of the world that adults can fi nd it really 
diffi cult to talk about sex and sexuality with adolescents, 
especially with unmarried young people, and that religion 
can make it even harder. Why? What do you think are 
some of the tricky issues?  

It’s important to keep in mind that the explanations 
are not always that simple. Religion in one country and 
culture might be interpreted differently in another place. 
Often we talk about culture and religion as if they are the 
same thing, but traditional rules for behaviour are not 
always because of religion.



So what are some of the 
dilemmas for young people? 
This document addresses some of the dilemmas which 
may exist for young people in different cultures and 
religious contexts. You may want to pick some of these 
issues to explore further in your own discussions. 

“Most religious adolescents in sexual relationships 
do so secretly and will do anything to prevent 
the consequences of being found out. This could 
result in HIV, infections and even unsafe abortion. 
However, most religious youth and adolescents 
prefer to avoid pre-marital sex altogether.” 
MOROCCO MEETING PARTICIPANT

“Faith and spirituality have their pros and cons. 
On one hand, they put up a set of rules and 
regulations which if followed properly, make 
you a better person. On the other hand, they 
curb growth of some issues which are necessary 
for the better upbringing of the present day 
adolescents… in the case of sex, religion provides 
a pathway to walk towards their success and 
not get distracted by other interventions and 
interferences.” MOROCCO MEETING PARTICIPANT

When to start having sex?
Most religions promote marriage between a man 
and woman as the ideal moment to start having sex 
(especially for procreation) and do not condone young 
people having sex before marriage – often this can be 
seen as sinful. Yet we know that many young people 
have sexual relationships before marriage for a whole 
variety of reasons. Although young people may regularly 
attend places of worship and come from strongly 
religious families, research shows that doesn’t mean they 
are more likely to wait until marriage before having sex. 
It’s much more complicated than that. Different factors 
play a part, such as the environment you live in, whether 
you are able to talk openly to parents about sexuality, 
whether you are a boy or a girl, and so on.

“Mostly religion confuses questions of sexuality 
because, for example, in my religion sex is 
prohibited before marriage, so if your girlfriend is 
from a religious family you cannot have sex. And if 
a girl is not married and has sex from time to time, 
she may be considered as morally dirty and not be 
accepted to society.” MOROCCO MEETING PARTICIPANT
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Contraception 
There are a wide variety of views on contraception 
among different religious groups. The majority of faiths 
are happy to support some form of family planning within 
marriage, and there are lots of good examples where 
they have worked in partnership with organizations like 
IPPF. But when it comes to young unmarried people then 
it’s a different story, and it’s often a far more problematic 
area. For example, promoting the use of condoms with 
young people is seen as a particularly sensitive issue 
for many faith groups, and this is covered further 
under HIV below. 

Teenage pregnancy
The reality of teenage pregnancies is well known across 
many countries, and you don’t have to travel far in many 
communities to hear of girls who have dropped out of 
school because they are pregnant or who have died due 
to unsafe abortion. Early marriages for girls below 18 
years also remain a reality in many countries. At the same 
time, globally, more adolescent girls die from pregnancy-
related causes, including unsafe abortions, than from any 
other causes. Young girls of 15–19 years are twice as 
likely to die from childbirth as women in their twenties.2   
Globally, in 2003, an estimated 11,800 girls under 20 
died due to unsafe abortion. No-one should want even 
one young woman to die needlessly! It’s vital that we 
better understand the sometimes complex range of 
issues which touch young women’s sexual lives – either 
within or outside of marriage. Religion and culture are 
two factors which shape attitudes and behaviour, for 
example, on issues of sex outside of marriage, access to 
contraception, unwanted and unintended pregnancies. 

“Due to religion constraints, it has become a 
challenge for young people to reach out to the 
knowledge of sexual values and issues. Parents 
do not share their experiences with them [and that 
can] make matters worse. This [can] lead to socially 
unacceptable behaviours such as rape and the 
practice of unsafe sex.” MOROCCO MEETING PARTICIPANT 

HIV and AIDS
It is well known that many faith-based organizations 
have done an incredible amount of good work on HIV 
and AIDS. Often they have been caring for people living 
with HIV or dying from AIDS. However when it comes to 
prevention of HIV, promoting the use of condoms can still be 
a very diffi cult issue for many faith groups, especially among 
unmarried youth. Promoting condoms can still be seen as 
promoting promiscuity. Abstinence-only programmes are 
often more popular with faith groups, but they don’t refl ect 
the reality and complexity of young men and women’s lives. 
We know that young people can feel there are confl icting 
messages about needing to be responsible and protecting 
themselves, while also feeling moral pressures on them 
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from their faith. We have to remember as well that for some 
young people there isn’t always much choice in their sexual 
lives, and young women can be particularly vulnerable.

Being a boy or a girl
At the very core of your sexuality is the issue of gender. 
This is all about how men and women, boys and girls, 
are expected to behave towards each other in their 
relationships, and what their expected roles are in a 
particular society. Both religion and culture will play 
a key role in infl uencing what is acceptable behaviour 
for the different sexes. A man and woman’s roles will 
often be clearly set out in religious texts, and some 
fundamentalist interpretations particularly reinforce 
traditional roles for girls and women. Sometimes it 
can be diffi cult to talk about this topic, especially when 
it comes to thinking about sexual behaviour and what 
differences might be expected of a young girl or boy 
in relationships. Young men can still be expected to 
be ‘strong’ and the decision-makers in relationships. 
We know that this can put women and girls at greater 
risk of sexual violence. It can also constrain men 
to display only socially acceptable masculine and 
unemotional behaviours. Sexual violence against 
women can make them more vulnerable, for example, 
to HIV. It’s also worth thinking about the fact that 
religious institutions, such as churches and mosques, 
are generally led by men. 

Relationships 
Young people are at an age when they are beginning to 
explore different types of relationships; within or outside 
marriage, sexual relationships or simply friendships, 
with someone of the same sex or of a different sex. In 
the same way that young people are a diverse group, 
the range of relationships are similarly diverse. Some 
types of relationships are more acceptable than others 
across certain cultures and faiths. In today’s world real 
discrimination still exists, and this often includes violence 
against people in same sex relationships. This is simply 
unacceptable because human rights are universal. 
Unfortunately some religions, and individual faith leaders, 

still contribute to these negative attitudes and behaviours. 
And yet, respect for difference, compassion and tolerance, 
are the central core values for the majority of faiths, and 
therefore a good starting point for a discussion.  

“On a personal level it is not that important. However, 
I do have an understanding of the purpose and the 
need for faith and spirituality in people’s lives... 
I am a Catholic... not practising and not believing, 
but I am simply born Catholic and this is something 
you cannot change. For me my connection to this 
religion does not directly affect or have an infl uence 
on my sexual relationships. However, giving my 
involvement in the peace movement in Ireland... I 
can see the effects that marriage between Catholics 
and Protestants had on forcing calm on the confl ict.” 
MOROCCO MEETING PARTICIPANT

“One of the biggest troubles we have, involving 
religion, is the exclusion of minorities from church. 
For example, most of the churches do not accept 
homosexuals. In many religious groups this issue 
is banned; they prefer to ignore it rather than 
debate about it. Each person has, or should 
have the freedom to exercise, practise and defend 
it. There are many kinds of faith, many 
different ways you can have faith and 
spirituality, and an endless number of 
opportunities to exercise our sexuality, 
and no-one should oppose it.” 
MOROCCO MEETING PARTICIPANT

The bottom line is – you just can’t 
ignore faith and religion! Yes, it might 
throw up tricky issues for you, but what 
is most valuable is being able to have 
a conversation about those challenging 
issues. There is also much that will be 
shared in common, across faiths, and 
with secular organizations such as 
IPPF – that of common values of respect 
for difference, compassion, tolerance and 
the desire to make a real difference 
to young people’s lives. 



Where do you start?  
This section looks at starting a discussion with other 
young people on the issues of religion and sexuality. 
Of course you may touch on some really sensitive issues, 
and it won’t always be easy. Think of it as a journey. 
There aren’t necessarily ‘right’ answers, but by having a 
discussion about the issues, you are at least encouraging 
a better understanding of what the opportunities and 
challenges are. That’s a very important starting point. 

Creating the right environment
• You will be talking in your group about some very 

sensitive issues, and it will be important to make 
sure everyone feels comfortable. Make sure young 
people will feel safe in the room, and be able 
to speak openly. 

• Think about confi dentiality. It will be important that 
there is a level of trust that shared information will 
be kept within the group. Ground rules on tolerance, 
acceptance and openness will be important when 
discussing these issues. 

• Decide who you want to invite. It maybe a good idea 
to let young people have the space fi rst to discuss 
their views, and then consider when would be a 
good time to engage with religious leaders. You may 
also want to fi nd a way to involve parents in the 
discussion – possibly at a later stage. It’s up to you 
to decide what will work best. 

• When you involve religious leaders and adults right 
from the start, ensure that they understand that they 
need to listen to the voices of young people and be 
willing to accept differences in opinions. 

• Remember that there is a lot to learn from each other. 
Religion can bring out some very strongly differing 
views on sexuality, so emphasize that the aim is NOT 
to convert each other. Remember that people who are 
not religious will also hold strong moral and ethical 
views about sexuality.

 Maybe some participants have never discussed 
sexuality or personal ideas about sexuality before. 
It may be helpful to include some exercises to make 
people more comfortable to speak openly. Agree on 
words and language to be used. For other suggestions, 
read the report of the Youth Meeting in Morocco on 
Religion, Faith, Sexuality and Young People: http://
www.ippf.org/en/Resources/Reports-reviews/9th+Yout
h+Working+Group+Meeting+Report.htm 

• Emphasize that discussions on these sensitive 
issues are for exploring common ground and not 
for heated debates about who is right or wrong. 
No one religious view should be allowed to dominate 
another. It is about tolerance and understanding, and 
through this strengthening the commitment to the 
sexual and reproductive rights of all young people. 

You will have faith-based organizations working in your 
country that will have developed materials from a faith 
perspective on adolescent sexual and reproductive health. 
These might be useful, especially if at a later stage you 
decide to engage with faith leaders and parents.



Here are a variety of questions and activities which can help promote 
a discussion. Some of the fun participatory activities are taken from 
the youth workshop in Morocco. There is no particular order and 
everything can be adapted to your own setting, and you can 
decide whom you involve in your discussions.
Starting a dialogue 
Use some of the young people’s quotes in this report, or from other key people to prompt 
a debate around the issues. Below are some additional quotes, and you can gather some 
from your local context. Pin them up around the room. Do you agree with them? 
What are the opportunities and challenges raised?

Useful Quotes 

The discussion ‘journey’

“Patterns of gender are 
woven into the fabric 
of every religion.” 4

KING & BEATTIE

“Our diffi culty in 
addressing issues of sex 

and sexuality has often made 
it painful for us to engage, 

in an honest and realistic way, 
with issues of sex education 

and HIV prevention.”
WORLD COUNCIL OF CHURCHES’ 
PLAN OF ACTION: 2001 THE 
ECUMENICAL RESPONSE TO 
HIV/AIDS IN AFRICA

“Effective prevention [for HIV] 
involves challenging social, political, economic 

and religious structures, systems and inequalities 
that make women, youth and special groups of the 

population particularly vulnerable to contracting 
HIV.”3 ECUMENICAL ADVOCACY ALLIANCE, 2007   

“I hope for a day when every church 
engages in an open dialogue on issues of 

sexuality and gender difference. I hope for a day 
when every synagogue will mobilize as advocates for 
a global response to fi ght AIDS, when every temple 
will fully welcome people living with HIV, where every 
mosque is a place where young people will learn 
about the facts of HIV and AIDS. When that will have 

happened I am convinced that nothing will stop our 
success in our fi ght against AIDS.”DR. PETER PIOT, 

(FORMER) UNAIDS EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR

“It is one thing to 
believe and practise our 

faith, it is another thing 
to really go down to the 

ground and see how our 
faith can be translated into 
use for people who are asking 
for help.”PASTOR PAX TAN CHIOW 

LIAN, PRISON DRUGS AND AIDS, 
MALAYSIAN CARE

“Issues of sexuality and reproduction 
are at the core of organized religion’s 

attitudes toward women, and in many 
countries efforts to improve the status of 
women need to be focussed on the nexus 
between religion and reproductive rights.” 

MASIMBA BIRIWASHA, AUTHOR OF SEX, SEXUALITY 
AND RELIGION: FINDING COMMON GROUND
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Some questions to think about 
in your group:
• How easy it is to talk to faith leaders about sexuality? 

Do you feel that religious institutions offer a safe 
environment to explore issues of sexuality? 
Why/why not? What lessons can be learnt? 
Are there any issues for a young girl when it 
comes to discussing sexual health issues in 
a male-dominated religious environment?

• Spiritual values have sometimes been identifi ed as 
a ‘protective factor’ for young people when talking 
about HIV prevention. What spiritual values do you 
see as important in this respect? In what way do they 
help or hinder you in decision-making about issues of 
sexuality?   

• What are some of the key concerns for young people, 
if any, about their faith and sexuality? Do you think 
that your faith ever limits you in your decision-
making, and if so, in what way? 

Some fun exercises for 
promoting discussion

Sexual issues and faith: messages, realities 
and challenges
To make people feel comfortable to discuss sexuality: 
split participants into groups and ask them to address 
the following questions. Write your ideas on large sheets 
of paper and post them around the room.
1.  What messages are given by faith and religion 

on the following topics: 
• family values and communication?
• marriage and sex?  
• sexual health and wellbeing?  
• HIV prevention? 

2.  What are the realities of young people’s lives 
relating to these topics?

3.  What are the challenges in bridging the gap between 
these messages and young people’s realities?

 



What does it mean to be a boy or a girl?  
Discuss the expectations, pressures, diffi culties that 
a baby will experience before they become a man or 
woman in your culture?  Do this exercise based on a 
baby boy fi rst, and then a baby girl. Ask the men to feed 
back on the boy fi rst, and women feed back on the girl 
fi rst. Once you have discussed this, look at how these 
expectations play out in sexual relationships between 
young men and women – what are the differences 
between men and women in their sexual relationships? 
What does it mean to be a man or a woman in your 
religion? What are the expectations of you as a man 
or woman within your faith community? 

Working through challenges and 
bridging possibilities: opportunities 
to discuss sexual health in religious 
and faith contexts
This exercise uses what is known as a ‘world cafeteria 
approach’, where participants move around between 
four tables, with a large piece of paper to write on. 
(You could also do it on the fl oor with something to 
write on in each corner of the room.) Participants have 
the opportunity to brainstorm on the following issues 
in their faith or religious environment: 

• different types of relationships
• unwanted pregnancy 
• condoms 
• sexuality education.

Use case studies. 
Consider the case studies below, or 
you may want to develop your own, 
to prompt discussion around 
complex issues. Ask the participants 
to take on different roles. How would 
they react, for example, if they were 
parents, or the local priest or Imam?
What kind of advice would they give 
in this faith leader role? 

Case study Different views to consider 

A young unmarried girl is going back to her 
village. Her parents are very poor but they 
spend all their money to pay for her education 
in a nearby town. The girl has just had it 
confi rmed that she is pregnant by her 37-year-
old teacher. Her parents don’t know about 
this. They have arranged a marriage for her. 

• Her mother and father who are 
waiting at home.

• The local priest/Imam.
• Her best friend.

A young man from a relatively small rural 
town. He works in the city, in a furniture-
making factory. His parents’ home is in a 
small village. In the city, his male partner 
(secret) has died of AIDS. The young man has 
just found out he has tested positive for HIV, 
and is going home to his parents. 

• His 27 year old wife, who is 
four months pregnant with 
their fi rst baby.

• His parents – consider who 
will infl uence their views.

• The local faith leader.
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Conversations with parents 
and religious leaders 
 As a group of young people you may want to think 
about how you can best engage with religious leaders. 
Think about who might be more sympathetic to your 
issues, and could help you raise sensitive issues. 
Remember to start with an easy topic!

 Clarify what your expectations are from any 
engagement with religious leaders. What would you like 
them to do differently? For example, what could they do 
to facilitate a more open dialogue on the reality of young 
people’s lives, or put adolescent sexual and reproductive 
health (ASRH) on the agenda.

Do you want to talk to parents? Research has shown 
that parents can be very nervous about discussing sex and 
relationships with their children. It may be better to hold a 
meeting on broader personal, social and health education. 
Religious leaders are often trusted by parents and so 
involving them in a group discussion may be a good 
way to begin talking about sensitive issues. 

 Bring people from different faiths 
together for an inter-faith dialogue. 
Use this as a chance to explore 

what you share in common in terms of values and where 
there are differences across the different faiths on issues 
of sexuality.

 Find out whether local faith-based organizations 
are working on sexual health issues, and what useful 
materials they have from a faith perspective. Your Member 
Association will also have useful materials on Adolescent 
Sexual Rights and Health (ASRH).

 Is there a particular issue that you want to take 
forward? If so, consider the next steps for how you 
could work together to further the dialogue in your 
faith community. 

 Check out the youth report at http://www.ippf.
org/en/Resources/Reports-reviews/9th+Youth+W
orking+Group+Meeting+Report.htm  This contains 
a variety of participatory activities with young people on 
the topic of faith and sexuality. 
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Voices of hope 
Participants of the meeting on ‘Religion, faith 
sexuality and young people’ expressed their 
views on the importance of dialogue:



IPPF’s Member Associations are already 
working successfully with faith groups. Be 
proud about your successes and promote them. 
Share case studies and best practice examples 
of initiatives where Member Associations 
are working with religious communities and 
leaders. Find opportunities to engage with 
more progressive religious organizations and 
faith networks. 

Think strategically about how you want 
to approach faith-based communities and 
religious leaders. It is important that Member 
Associations are committed to working with 
these groups, where appropriate. In doing so, 
it is essential to fi nd the right balance between 
involving them in your work and keeping your 
commitment to the sexual and reproductive 
rights of young people.

Provide space for staff to explore the 
following questions:
• Consider the IPPF youth and adolescent 

strategy (2005–2015). Where do you see 
both opportunities and constraints for 
working in a faith setting? How can you 
build upon the opportunities?

• What faiths are represented by staff within 
the Member Association? Does working for 
a secular organization like IPPF ever pose 
dilemmas for them in terms of taking a 
rights-based approach to sex and sexuality 
for young people? The faith of staff can 
clearly enrich the work of a rights-based 

organization – identify the various ways 
in which it does, such as shared values. 
However, an individual’s faith may also 
sometimes put up barriers that can prevent 
young people accessing reproductive health 
services fully. For example, the attitude of 
a member of staff may make it diffi cult 
for a young unmarried girl to access 
contraception. How can such barriers be 
overcome in order to provide young people 
with the full range of services they need, 
while still respecting the diversity of religious 
views within the staff? 

 Does your staff know what young people think 
about their faith when it comes to decision-
making about sex and relationships? There’s 
still a real need to better understand how faith 
infl uences decision-making in young people on 
issues of sexuality, and how faith networks can be 
better harnessed. When commissioning research, 
remember to consider the faith dimension.

Engage with religious leaders from the start 
of relevant projects to help identify potential 
barriers early on. Make the most of religious 
networks and how you can most effectively 
engage with their learning opportunities. For 
example, within the Catholic Church there are 
regular National Bishops’ conferences, which 
inform and guide national policies on a range 
of topics, and can provide some very real 
opportunities for interacting with the church. 

Engage with religious schools and 
universities – they often make up a large 
proportion of the education provision in many 
countries, and are a key entry point for engaging 
with youth around the issue of faith and religion. 

Consider the language that you use in 
discussions about Adolescent Sexual Rights 
and Health (ASRH). Have an understanding of 
the language being used by the community 
and religious leaders on the topic of adolescent 
sexuality. If the language a project uses is 
not sensitive to the values of the community, 
then it can create unnecessary tensions and 
a potential barrier between the community 
and project. For example the term ‘female 
genital cutting’ is a more neutral term than 
‘female genital mutilation’, and may be a more 
acceptable term to initiate dialogue. 

Check out the various guidelines and reports 
from faith-based organizations and others. For 
example, UNFPA ‘Culture Matters’ is a useful 
starting point for ideas and suggestions.

Strengthen referral mechanisms with 
faith-based service providers. In many parts of 
the world, faith organizations provide a very 
large percentage of the health care as well as 
education provision. An increasing number of 
faith-based organizations acknowledge the 
need for developing partnerships and alliances 
with other faith and secular organizations. 
Sharing best practices and advocating together 
for better health care for young people are 
important elements of these partnerships.

How can organizations best support young people 
and move the dialogue forward on sexuality and faith?
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Some key resources
UNFPA Culture Matters, Working with communities and 
faith based organizations (2004) at  www.unfpa.org/
publications/detail.cfm?ID=172

FHI/Youth Net guidelines, A series of publications 
on engaging with different religions from FHI at 
www.fhi.org/en/Publications/index 

Ecumenical Advocacy Alliance 2007, Scaling Up Effective 
Partnerships: A guide to working with organizations in 
the response to HIV and AIDS at www.aidsportal.
org/Article_Details.aspx?ID=3745

Some useful websites
Advocates for Youth have a specifi c section on faith 
and spirituality at www.advocatesforyouth.org/
index.php?option=com_content&task=
view&id=1380&Itemid=838

The Ecumenical Advocacy Alliance is a broad international 
network of churches and Christian organizations co-
operating in advocacy on HIV and AIDS. 
www.e-alliance.ch/en/s/about-us/

What do you think?
Please share your experiences on religion, faith, sexuality 
and young people. Write or email IPPF (contacts on back 
cover). Your experiences and ideas will be invaluable as 
we seek to expand and improve our services and work 
within faith and religious contexts.

Acknowledgements
As noted above, this document is the result of a process 
begun by the IPPF Secretariat during a three-day 
international youth meeting held in Rabat, Morocco 
in November 2009. This meeting involved IPPF staff 
from the Central Offi ce and all Regional Offi ces, young 
volunteers from Iraq, Egypt, Bangladesh, India, Morocco, 
Palestine, Ireland, Chile,  Brazil, Uzbekistan, Malaysia, 
Cameroon and Ghana. Gill Lewis was the main facilitator 
of the meeting. IPPF would like to acknowledge the 
expertise, enthusiasm, inspiration and valuable assistance 
of all those who contributed to the development of 
this guide, without whom the document would not be 
possible. The main writer of this document was Maria 
Zuurmond. The main editors were Doortje Braeken and 
Tim Shand, of IPPF.

Footnotes
1 Morocco Youth Group Meeting: http://www.ippf.org/en/

Resources/Reports-reviews/9th+Youth+Working+Group
+Meeting+Report.htm

2 WHO 2003, Towards adulthood: exploring the sexual 
and reproductive health of adolescents in South Asia. 
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This publication is for young people who want to discuss issues of 
religion, faith, sex and relationships. It is also for adults working with 
young people, religious leaders, and anyone interested in the debate on 
religion, faith and adolescent sexuality. 

Voices of Hope highlights why dialogues on sex, love and religion are 
essential. It examines the dilemmas facing young people living in different 
religious contexts, including relationships, contraception and pregnancy. 
It provides tips on starting a discussion with other young people on 
religion and sexuality, and on engaging parents and religious leaders. 
It also suggests how organizations can best support young people and 
advance the dialogue on sexuality and faith.

We must listen to the voices of young people on these issues to better 
understand the challenges they face, and to recognize the positive 
impact that faith brings to their lives. These voices highlight that we all 
share many values – with or without a faith or religion – and this gives 
us great hope for our future work in promoting adolescent sexual and 
reproductive health and rights.
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