
The Federation of Reproductive Health 
Associations Malaysia (FRHAM) spent 
two years improving access to sexual 
and reproductive health information and 
services for young people, including in the 
Reproductive Health Association of Melaka 
(RHAM) where this review took place. 
FRHAM upgraded its clinic facilities to be 
more youth friendly, provided sensitization 
and training to its service providers, 
publicized its youth friendly services, and 
focused on peer education among young 
people. 

The result is that, in a society where sex is 
viewed as a taboo topic for young people, 
many young Malaysians are now equipped 
with the knowledge and confidence to 
make informed decisions about their own 
sex and sexuality. There is no formal sex 
education in Malaysia, and the limited 
curricula available focus on abstinence 
among young people and an indication 
that having a child out of wedlock is deeply 
shameful. Myths about sexuality are widely 
present among young people.

Young people value what they have learned 
through RHAM. They indicated that they 
had always had questions about sex and 
sexuality, and they appreciated finally 
having accurate answers.

Young people involved in the youth centre 
have adopted safe sex practices and 
behaviours, gained more confidence and 
self-esteem, and become more open-
minded about sexual diversity. Young 
transgender and transsexual sex workers 
in particular have benefited from the 
information and services available through 
RHAM.
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Health Associations Malaysia

The Malaysian Member Association has equipped young people in 
Melaka with knowledge and confidence about sex and sexuality.

Previously she didn’t use 
condoms with her partner, 
only with customers but now 
she feels that she should also 
be concerned for her partner.
28-year old transsexual

Strengthening youth-friendly services and information
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Achievements
Dispelling myths

RHAM conducted sexuality workshops, 
where young people learned to distinguish 
between fact and myth related to sexuality. 
For example, one young male learned that 
masturbation does not cause blindness, 
and another one learned that HIV cannot 
be transmitted by holding hands or being 
near to someone living with HIV. 

Learning about sexual health was seen as 
a necessary part of life skills for many of 
the young people. One PEER interviewer 
explained a friend’s perspective, “To him it 
is good to increase his sexual knowledge 
which will last him a lifetime. Knowing 
about sexuality and human anatomy were 
the best topics he had ever learned.”

Young people repeatedly cited the 
importance to them of knowledge about 
using condoms for protection against HIV, 
other sexually transmitted infections and 
unwanted pregnancies.

Improved health practices

All of this knowledge about sexual health 
and sexuality has contributed to a change 
in both behaviours and attitudes. Many of 
the young people said that they had not 
previously used condoms but that now they 
would. A PEER interviewer gave an example 
of a 22-year old: “She now knows how to 
protect herself when having sex and knows 
where to go if she requires services.”

Awareness of sexual and reproductive 
health issues has also meant that young 
people are now going for regular health 
checks and blood tests. A nurse at one of 
the RHAM clinics said that more young 
clients had visited the clinic since the 
implementation of this project, including 
transgender clients and young sex workers.

Young transgender and transsexual sex 
workers now feel empowered to use 
condoms, negotiate and practice safer sex 
and go for regular check-ups and blood 
tests at RHAM’s clinics. One 17-year old 
transsexual sex worker said, “I was not 
always using condoms with customers 
especially when they are paying higher, but 
would use condoms with my boyfriend. 
But now I insist on using condoms for each 
transaction. Now I always remind myself to 
go for regular blood [HIV] tests.”

Changing attitudes: sexual diversity

In addition to behavioural changes, many 
young people reported changing their own 
attitudes and perceptions toward particular 
marginalized groups such as people living 
with HIV, sexually diverse groups and 
people in homes for young offenders. 
Through their involvement with RHAM, 
young people now realize that these 
groups of young people are no different 
from them.

One PEER interviewer described a change 
in a 21-year old friend: “Previously she 
was unable to accept ‘abnormality’ such as 
gays and freaked out when meeting them, 
but now she is fine and can accept the 
transgender or transsexual.”

Increased confidence

A majority of the young people involved 
in this review cited increased confidence 
after attending the sexual and reproductive 
health workshops at RHAM. This 
confidence has enabled some of them 
to share their newly acquired knowledge 
with friends and families – a significant 
achievement in Malaysia, where most 
people do not speak openly about sex and 
sexuality.

One PEER interviewer described the 
situation of a 17-year old female: “She was 
unsure about sexuality issues and was not 
confident and was frightened. Now she 
is able to talk to someone on this matter 
and feels more knowledgeable and aware 
about sexual health.”

Involvement with the RHAM activities also 
gave young people, particularly those living 
in homes for young offenders, increased 
self-esteem and self-respect. Staff in 
these centres have noticed a change in 
the behaviour of the young people living 
there, including a willingness to offer 
help. One PEER interviewer reported that 
a 17-year old friend had “gained positive 
thinking and maturity as before she was 
very narrow-minded. … Now she is more 
confident and motivated towards her life.”I used to discriminate 

against the boys and girls 
in juvenile homes as well as 
transgender and transsexual 
and had previously even 
disturbed the transgenders 
who are hanging out in 
the back alleys. But now I 
understand their situation 
and environment they are in 
and I want to help them.
21-year old male

He learned the right way 
of using condoms, which 
he shared with his friends, 
parents and siblings.
22-year old male

I see increased leadership 
and communication skills 
among the [university] 
students who were involved 
in RHAM’s activities.
Staff member, Multimedia 
University, MelakaPreviously he thought that 

HIV can be transmitted 
through mosquitoes but he 
now knows that this is not 
true.
22-year old male
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 RHAM has been successful in 
involving young people and 
increasing their demand for sexual 
and reproductive health services, 
particularly among the marginalized 
group of transgender and transsexual 
people and local university students. 
Reaching out to more groups of 
young people, including those 
in remote areas through mobile 
clinics, would ensure continuity of 
youth involvement. The students’ 
involvement is subject to their study 
schedules and other extra-curricular 
activities. After they graduate, there 
may be a lack of continuity in 
participation. 

 Workshops on sexual and 
reproductive health for young 
people are extremely important 
and useful in places like Malaysia 
where sex education is virtually non-
existent. With such a wide gap to 
fill, workshops should be provided 
from an early age and should include 
practical sessions involving real-life 
situations related to sex and sexuality. 
Some young people found the 
workshops too ‘scientific’.

 Although young transgender and 
transsexual people involved in RHAM 
activities now feel empowered 
to practice safe sex and have a 
safe space to receive services and 
information, their rights continue 
to be denied by others in society. 
One 17-year old transgender client 
explained the difficulty and reality of 
a lack of employment opportunities 
for transgender people, forcing 
many of them into sex work, putting 
their sexual health at risk: “I can’t 
change who I am but if we are given 
protection and support, I would also 
not be involved in sex work – but I am 
not accepted in ordinary jobs. They 
told me they will not accept people 
like us.”

          

Lessons

Malaysia
Country context
Population (millions), 2011* 28.9

Births attended by skilled health 
personnel (%), 2010**

99.0

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

31

Life expectancy at birth (years), 
2011*

74.2

Contraceptive prevalence rate, 
women aged 15-49 (%), 2011**

49.0

Context for young people
Adolescent fertility rate (births per 
1,000 women aged 15-19), 2011*

12.8

Combined gross enrollment in 
education (both sexes) (%), 2010*

70.3

* UNDP. Country Profile: Human Development 
Indicators, Malaysia < http://hdrstats.undp.org/en/
countries/profiles/mys.html>.

**UNFPA (2012) State of World Population 2012 < 
http://www.unfpa.org/webdav/site/global/shared/
swp/2012/EN_SWOP2012_Report.pdf>.

Where is the respect? We 
don’t have rights and 
freedom. It is difficult for us 
to find work, and people 
look down on us. Have they 
thought that we wish to 
live like this? Did they stop 
to think that if we have the 
rights to education and jobs, 
will we live like this?
30-year old gay sex worker


