SUJMS

Sana'a University Journal
of Medical Sciences

Original Article

Knowledge and Attitudes of Sana‘a University Students Towards

Reproductive Health, Yemen
Bothaina Ahmed Attal'*, Abdullah Abdulaziz Muharam?, Ali Mohamed Assabril, Jamila Saleh Al-Ra'abei?.

1Community Medicine, Faculty of Medicine and Health Sciences, Sana‘a University,

2Nursing Division, Faculty of Medicine and Health Sciences, CHodeidah University

Background: Addressing young people's Reproductive Health needs is crucial to adopt healthy behaviors and
enable young people to reach their full potential. Aim: This study was conducted to elicit knowledge, attitude and
practices of Sana’a University students towards Reproductive Health. Methods: A cross sectional descriptive study
of 1040 students selected randomly using multi-stage sampling equally divided according to the sex and level
(second and final years) and type of education (Applied: Medicine, Science / humanitarian: Art, Education). Data
were collected using a self-completed structured questionnaire in order to elicit students’ knowledge and attitudes
towards Reproductive Health. Results: Nine out ten of the students heard about RH, but only half of them could
mention its definition at least partly correct. Almost all the students heard about HIV (99%), Sexually Transmitted
Diseases (STDs) (96%). Knowledge was high about sexual mode of transmission (91%) but low about the non-
sexual modes of (13%). Studying applied science college was consistently and significantly associated with higher
level of knowledge and right attitude towards RH including premarital counseling and STDs and their preventive
measures. Mass media occupied the first rank as the source of information in the different aspects of knowledge on
RH followed by books and journals. Youth sought information least from health care providers, parents or
community leaders. Conclusion: Knowledge among Sana’a University students about Reproductive Health, its
components and STDs prevention is generally low or incomplete. Knowledge was significantly higher among the
applied science students and mass media was the main source of information.
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Introduction:

late adolescence or early young adulthood (18-24 years), a
period of great emotional, educational, and social changes.
Literature, over the last years, has highlighted different
general and public health issues around the globel,2,3
including the Arab world4. The youth experimenting
behavior compounded by poor knowledge about diseases
and preventive measures increase their health risks.
Accidents are dramatically higher among this age group;
smoking and substance use typically begin in adolescence
or young adulthood 2,5. In 2010 young people aged 15—
24 accounted for 42% of new HIV infections in people

aged 15 and older5. On the other hand, studies show poor

knowledge about Reproductive issues and Health in a
number of the developing countries such as Turkey6 and
Egypt7.

Supporting youth to understand and apply RH information
and services is an important measure to meet the youth
distinctive needs and reduce the RH risks of this crucial
stage of life 8,9, 10,11. This study provides such
information in the Yemeni setting where RH is not well
researched especially among the youth. Yemen is a low
income country with an estimated 23 million population in
2010, 75% rural population and a rapid population growth
(3.2%). Youth and adolescents form 33% of the
population12. The Family Health Survey conducted in
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2003 showed poor Reproductive Health status; Maternal
Mortality was estimated at 365 per 100,000 live births,
high Total Fertility Rate (6.2), only 23% of deliveries
attended by a Skilled Birth Attendant and high Neonatal
Mortality Rate (37 per 1000 live births) 13. Despite the
efforts made, there is an ample room for improvement as
shown by the Health and
Demographic Health Survey (YNHDS) of 2013 14. The

fertility rate is 4.4 and only 34% of the married women

last Yemen National

use family planning methods (urban: 40%, rural: 24%). On
the other hand, 6 out of 10 pregnant women had at least
one antenatal care visit (urban: 80%, rural: 51%) and only
45% of childbirths are attended by a skilled birth
attendant.

Around 41% of the children are stunted 44% are wasted
and only 3.7% of the infants had exclusive breastfeeding.
There is poor utilization of health services as indicated by
the large proportion of home deliveries. Four out 10
women who reported STDs symptoms did not seek health
care because of lack of services, high cost, embarrassment
and poor awareness about necessity of treatment.

There is a need among the Yemeni youth for RH
knowledge and servicesl5. In a project, youth from
different governorates in Yemen, presented the researchers
with questions about different aspects of RH such as
STDs, physical changes of puberty and impact of early
marriage among other issues in RH16.

The poor RH status, knowledge and health seeking
behavior call for real attentions starting at the younger age.
Yemen is one of few Middle East countries that began to
focus on youth Reproductive Health17.

Aim of the study: to explore youth knowledge, attitudes
and practices, and their needs for Reproductive Health and
Youth Friendly Services in the university.

Subjects and Methods

This is a cross sectional descriptive study of knowledge
and attitudes of Sana'a University Students towards
Reproductive Health. A sample of 1019 was calculated

using Epi-Info with an added number to account for

survey effect to give a total of 1040. The sample was
calculated based on total number of 78107 students at the
University, 59% prevalence rate of RH knowledge of
students based on selected indicators from youth studies in
Yemen 18, worst acceptable error of 3% and a confidence
level of 95%.

The students were selected randomly using multi-stage
sampling. Two faculties were randomly selected from
each of the applied (Medicine, Science) and humanitarian
faculties (Art and Education). Then, students were
randomly selected from each faculty according to the sex,
level of studies (second and final). . Data were collected
from the students using a specially designed and pre-tested
structured self-completed questionnaire. Information
covered includes students’ personal characteristics and
knowledge and attitudes towards
counseling STDs and HIV.

The data were entered and analyzed using the Statistical

RH  premarital

Package for Social Sciences (SPSS) using appropriate
statistical tests and presented in text, tables, and figures.
Necessary permissions were sought from the deanery of
the Faculty of Medicine and Health Science and the other
participating faculties. An informed consent was obtained
from each participant ensuring the anonymity of
participants and data. Participants were free to refuse
participation or to drop any of the questions.

Results

As mentioned above, a total of 1040 students were
enrolled in this study equally divided among males and
females and in turn equally divided between the second
and final years of the 4 faculties. The main age (£SD) of
the participants was 22.16 (£ 2.72) years ranging between
18 and 35 years.

Out of 1035 respondents, 855 students were single
(82.6%), 170 student were married (16.4%), and 10 were
divorced or widowed (1%). A larger proportion of the
males were married compared to and females (M: 21%, F:
12%).
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Knowledge and attitudes towards RH: Students were
asked whether they heard about Reproductive Health, its
definition, its components such as counseling, Sexually
(STDs), and

knowledge. Responses were analyzed according to sex,

Transmitted Diseases the source of
marital status and the level and type of education.

Out of a total 1040, 91 students said they heard about the
term RH. Among the different factors studied, it is
unfortunate that only marital status had significant
association with hearing about RH; ever married students
heard about RH more than single students (p= 0.022 ).
Table 1shows the number and percentage of students who
know about RH among each subgroup of sex, marital
status and level and type of education.

Table 1: Factors associated with students’ Knowledge
about RH

Out of 1000 students, over half of them said that they did
not know the elements (588, 59%).

Only 52 students mentioned that they knew all the RH
elements (5%) and 355 partially knew the elements (36%).
In order to verify these answers, these students who said
they knew any of the elements (N: 407) were requested to
mention them. Only 3 (all male students from applied
sciences) mentioned the RH elements completely right (at
least 8 elements) and 29% mentioned completely wrong
elements (N: 119). The remaining vast majority of 70%
rest (N: 285) mentioned RH elements partially right (1-7
elements).

Knowing the right definition of the RH is significantly
associated with the type of education. Table 2 shows that a
larger proportion of the students of the applied science

students knew the right definition of RH compared to the

Bothaina Ahmed Attal et al

Variables Correct answer p- humanitarian students (p= 0.021). The right understanding
Frequency Percent value
Sex 0.907 of RH was more common among females and those ever
Male 468 90 married although p value was slightly higher than 0.05.
Female 470 91
Marital status 0.022 Table 2: Factors associated with students’ knowledge of
Ever married 170 95 e
Single =63 % the correct definition of RH
Type of education 0.728 Variables Correct answer p- value
Applied 472 91 Frequency Percent
Humanitarian 466 90 Sex 0.077
Level of 0.411 Male 135 46
Education Female 141 53
Second Year 457 90 Marital status 0.433
Final Year 472 91 Ever married 53 53
Single 221 49
. . Type of education 0.021
Sources of hearing about RH varied among students but Applied 202 53
the mass media was the most common source (79 %) | Humanitarian 4 42
Level of 0.068
followed by reading books or journals (38%). Health care Education
. . . Second Year 124 46
providers, parents and friends were the source equally in Final Year 151 =1

only 29% of the answers. Fewer students obtained the
information on RH from either relatives (25%), or
religious or community leaders (26%).

Slightly more than half of the students said that they knew
the definition of RH (N: 558, 54%). However, small
proportion could mention the definition of RH either

completely or partially right (12%, 37% respectively).

Regarding, the premarital counseling, the majority of the
students thought that counseling is either very useful
(50%) or useful (32%). Only 1% thought that it is not
useful of harmful to do premarital counseling and 16% did
not know. Type of education was the only statistically
significant factor associated with the positive attitude

towards premarital counseling where 85% of the students
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of applied sciences compared to 80% of the humanitarian
studies has positive attitude (p= 0.021).

There is almost no difference between the responses
according to the sex, marital status or level of education.
The vast majority of Sana'a University Students heard
about STDs (96%). Further analysis of the data shows
that, similar to the knowledge about RH and its correct
definition as larger proportion of the students from the
faculties of applied sciences heard about STD (p< 0. 05).
Surprisingly, there was no difference according to the
marital status. Table 4

Table 3: Factors associated with students’ hearing about
STDs

Variables Correct answer p-

value
Frequency Percent

Sex 0.140

Male 497 97

Female 492 95

Marital status 0.998

Ever married 171 96

Single 813 96

Type of 0.001

education

Applied 509 98

Humanitarian 480 93

Level of

Education 0.330

Second Year 482 95

Final Year 498 96

The sources of hearing about STD were mainly mass
media (81%), followed by books and journals (44%) and
educational brochures and illustrations (42%). Religious
leaders provided information in 26% of the responses.
Health care providers were similar to friends providing
information to only 23% of the participants.

Ideally, adequate and correct information should lead to
adopting healthy attitudes and behaviors. Students were
asked about the ideal action that a person should take in
case of acquiring an STD. Out of 1033 respondents, 87%
mentioned that a person should go to a health care center
(N: 900). The minority mentioned self-medication (N: 94,
9 %), seeking traditional healers (N: 17; 2%), nothing to

do (N: 6, 1%), and 16 (2%) mentioned other actions. The
next table shows the factors associated with taking the
right decision in seeking health care in a health facility. A
significantly larger proportion of the appropriate responses
were among females (96%) compared to the males (78%)
and unexpectedly among second year (90%) than the final
year (85%) students (p >0.05).

Table 4: Factors associated with students’ attitude towards

seeking care for STD

Bothaina Ahmed Attal et al

Variables Correct answer p —value
Frequency Percent

Sex 0.001

Male 404 78

Female 496 96

Marital status 0.126

Ever married 150 84

Single 747 88

Type of education 0.733

Applied 446 87

Humanitarian 454 88

Level of 0.009

Education

Second Year 454 88

Final Year 439 85

Due to the importance of HIV, students were asked
specifically about the infection. Results showed that the
vast majority of 1037 students heard about the infection
(N: 1026, 99%), a slightly larger proportion than those
who heard about STDs in general. Because of the
overwhelmingly positive response, there was no difference
in the response according to the background variables.

The majority of the students knew that HIV is transmitted
through sexual intercourse (91%) but knowledge was
lower regarding other routes of transmission especially
mother to-child transmission (14%). See figure 1.
Knowledge about STD preventive measures is very crucial
to adopt protective behavior. Our study showed that 76%
of 1023 students mentioned that they knew the preventive
measures. The proportion of students who knew these
measures was larger among students of applied faculties
(86.2%) compared to those in humanitarian studies and
67% (p= 0.001) and larger among males (82%) than the
females student (71.1%) with p value of 0.001. Neither
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marriage nor the level of education had a statistically

significant association with this type of knowledge.

91%

Blood
transfusion

Veritcal Tooth brush

transmission

Sexual
contact

Shaving
instrument

Sharps

Figure 1: Students’ knowledge about HIV routes of

transmission

Discussion

Health and health behaviors correspond strongly from
adolescence to adult lifel9. Addressing young people's
health including sexual and reproductive needs is crucial
to enable young people to reach their full potential and
form their adult identities20 and has a high investment
return21.

Our study aimed to explore the RH knowledge and
attitudes of 1040 male and female students from different
levels and types of faculties in Sana’a University.

Many students heard about RH (91%) but only half of
them could mention its definition at least partly correct
and the majority of the students think that premarital
counseling is useful (82%). Also, the vast majority of the
students heard about STDs (96%) especially HIV (99%).
Almost all the students heard about HIV and 96% heard
about STDs.

RH knowledge reported in our study was better than that
in the youth survey conducted in several governorates in
Yemen in 200622. Although the majority of the youth in
the survey heard HIV/AIDS (96%), only 53% know about

STDs and another half of them believes that premarital

counseling is important (51%). This difference in the
knowledge can be explained by higher level of education
among our study participants compared to the survey
youth. In comparison, studies from Turkey 6 and Egypt 7
showed that university students lack knowledge about RH.
The overall mean RH knowledge score among lIranian
College Students was 54% 23.

Knowledge about STDs and HIV mode of transmission
and preventive measures is very crucial to adopt protective
behavior 1,24. The level of knowledge was low in our
study about the non-sexual routs of HIV transmission and
a quarter of the students did not know the STD preventive
measure. This was similar to results from population based
surveys in low and middle-income countries where only
24% of young women and 36% of young men responded
correctly when asked five questions on HIV prevention
and HIV transmission4. This, in fact, limits the youth
ability to protect themselves from infection. On the other
hand, the majority of the students had a positive attitude in
seeking medical care in case of acquiring an STD.

Factors associated with the students’ knowledge and
attitudes towards RH. Studying in an applied science
college is a consistent factor that had significant
association with the higher level of knowledge and right
attitude towards RH including premarital counseling and
STDs and their preventive measures. In a WHO review of
several studies around the world, higher education was
found to be a protective factor against STDs, HIV
infection and unwanted pregnancy?25.

It is surprising that marital status was not as important as
the type of study because it is expected that married
couples have better access to information about RH and
STDs compared to single students.  Unfortunately,
females were less likely to know the STDs preventive
measures, which can be explained by the social barriers
limiting women discussion about sexuality20. However,
females were more likely to seek medical care in case of
STDs but reports from the 2003 national health survey

shows that few married women seek professional care in
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such cases13. This raises questions for a possible research
on the barriers to seek and access care when women feel
in need to have treatment for an RH complaint.

Source of students’ information on RH. Mass media
occupied the first rank as the source of information in the
different aspects of knowledge on RH followed by books
and journals. Youth sought information least from health
care providers, parents or community leaders. A study of
adolescent in Egypt shows that only 7% of adolescent
boys learnt about puberty from their fathers 26. Similarly
in Algeria, a survey among young people showed that the
vast majority (males: 95%, females: 73%) had learned
about puberty on their own without assistance from adult
family members or professionals27. Young people are
generally reluctant to seek information about sexuality and
reproduction from their parents or in the general health
services although  parental communication can
significantly be associated with adopting protective sexual
behavior among adolescents and youth 28. This may be
because of embarrassment29,30 or out of fear of the
assumption that they are engaged in unacceptable
activities.

Study limitation: we claim that this study can reflect the
opinions of the university students and we realize that the
findings cannot be generalized to general youth
population.

Conclusion

There is a great room to improve the knowledge on RH
among the university students especially the females to
provide them with the right understanding of RH concepts,
STDs and preventive measures. The knowledge was
significantly higher among the applied science students
indicating that introducing RH within a wider health
context into the curriculum across the humanitarian
faculties can be useful intervention in providing the right
information. The fact that the mass media was the
commonest source of information points out the poor rule
of health professionals and peer education.

Recommendations

The university, as mentioned before presents a golden
opportunity to reach out to the youth with the right
information and services to protect youth health and
support them adopt healthy behavior.
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