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Sexuality Education in the WHO European Region

This overview presents the summarised results 
of a new assessment of the status of sexuality 
education in 25 countries of the WHO European 
Region. The research was initiated and conducted 
by the Federal Centre for Health Education (BZgA), 
a WHO Collaborating Centre for Sexual and 
Reproductive Health, and by the International 
Planned Parenthood Federation European 
Network (IPPF EN), in close collaboration with 
two research consultants. The data were collected 
using a pre-tested questionnaire sent to two 
representatives per country: informed civil servants 
in the responsible ministries (education or health) 
and staff of respective national member associations 
of IPPF EN. Additional information was collected 
from international literature and data sources.

Status of sexuality education

REGIONAL OVERVIEW 
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Sexuality Education in the WHO European Region

•   �Since 2000, remarkable progress has been made in the 
region in developing and integrating sexuality educa-
tion curricula in school settings. The majority of the 
surveyed countries teach basic elements of sexuality 
education in schools. Curriculum development, im-
plementation, and monitoring and evaluation process-
es differ across the region as well as within individual 
countries.

•   �In 21 of the 25 countries covered in this survey, there 
is a legal framework for school sexuality education: 18 
countries have a law, two countries have adopted a poli-
cy and one - a strategy. It is rare that there is a separate 
dedicated law specifically dealing only with sexuality 
education.

•   �The WHO/BZgA Standards for Sexuality Education 
in Europe (2010)1 are available in English and 10 oth-
er European languages. The survey revealed that they 
were used for the development or adaptation of sexu-
ality education curricula in 11 countries. In at least 10 
countries, they were (also) used as a resource in policy 
debates and consultations. In the remaining countries, 
the Standards have not been used. 

•   �In 11 of the 25 countries, sexuality education is manda-
tory. In the remaining countries, it is either optional or 
it is mandatory in some regions or particular schools. In 
others (e.g. Kazakhstan and Serbia), sexuality education 
was recently successfully piloted in some schools or re-
gions, with the support of governments, international 
donors and local non-governmental organisations.

•   �In most countries, sexuality education is integrated into 
broader subjects, such as biology, religion, life-skills 
education or social sciences. It can also be taught as a 
workshop/‘advisory hour’ outside regular school hours.

•   �In almost half of the countries, there are clear links 
between sexuality education and youth-friendly SRH 
services. Most often, these links ensure that informa-
tion on these services is provided during sexuality ed-
ucation lessons in schools. It may also mean that staff 
from youth-friendly SRH services provide lessons in 
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schools. Finally, in some countries (e.g. Estonia and 
Sweden) school classes regularly visit the youth clinics 
and receive lessons there.

•   �Training of teachers to deliver sexuality education is a 
challenge in many countries. However, in a handful of 
countries (e.g. Estonia and Finland), teachers’ compe-
tencies and skills have been strengthened, as the teach-
ing of sexuality education has become part of the teach-
er-training curriculum at colleges and universities. In 
most countries, teachers are trained in special in-service 
courses or through workshops, though usually only a 
(small) proportion of teachers have participated in such 
courses. In a few countries (e.g. Albania and the can-
ton Sarajevo – Bosnia and Herzegovina), many teachers 
have been trained, for example, in pilot programmes. In 
some countries, most teachers have still not been spe-
cially trained to deliver sexuality education.

•   �The implementation of sexuality education is moni-
tored and evaluated in about one-third of the surveyed 
countries. Often, monitoring and evaluation are ac-
corded very little attention. In the development phase 
of a sexuality education programme/curriculum or in 
the evaluation of pilot project results, monitoring and 
evaluation serve the clear purpose of finding out how 
a draft programme should be adapted and improved 
before its finalisation.

•   �In countries with fully developed comprehensive na-
tional sexuality education programmes, like Belgium, 
Estonia or Germany, the school is the main source of 
information on sexuality for young people. In countries 
where sexuality education is not, or not consistently, 
provided for all learners, young people tend to rely on 
information provided by friends or peers and the in-
ternet. In this last category of countries, teenage preg-
nancy rates tend to be higher than in countries with 
fully developed comprehensive sexuality education pro-
grammes.

Key findings on the status of sexuality education
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Conclusions and recommendations

•   �Countries in the WHO European Region that do not 
yet have a legal basis for sexuality education should be 
supported in creating such a basis, using examples of 
comparable countries with a sound legal basis.

•   �Sexuality education programmes and curricula tend 
to focus primarily or exclusively on the biological as-
pects of reproduction and prevention of HIV/STIs and 
unwanted pregnancy. There is a need to broaden the 
spectrum of topics that are addressed to include gender 
equality, sexuality and social media, violence and sexual 
abuse, human rights and sexuality, and others.

•   �The findings show a gap in teacher training on sexuality 
education. Training supports teachers in developing the 
competencies needed to deliver high-quality sexuality 
education. Standards for Sexuality Education in Europe 
(WHO/BZgA) and the recently developed framework 

•   �In about half of the countries, there is still some dif-
fidence and lack of understanding about the benefits 
of sexuality education for the health and well-being of 
young people. The groups opposing sexuality education 
are most often religious organisations, conservative po-
litical parties and conservative parent groups. Unfound-
ed allegations about the risks of sexuality education are 
still being made, despite international research showing 
that young people in countries with well-developed sex-
uality education tend to start sexual contacts later and 
protect themselves better from unplanned pregnancies 
and HIV/sexually transmitted infections (STIs).

Training Matters: A Framework on Core Competencies of 
Sexuality Educators2 could be used for the development 
of a curriculum for teachers and for designing appropri-
ate educational materials.

•   �Monitoring and evaluation systems for sexuality edu-
cation should be strengthened and should focus on the 
relevance of such teaching for learners.  In addition, 
they should also focus on the quality of the sexuality 
education programme as well as on the quality of its 
implementation.

•   �The sharing of knowledge and experience as well as 
collaboration in the field of sexuality education should 
be strengthened at both the European and global lev-
els. Because there still is widespread misunderstanding 
about the impact and benefits of sexuality education, 
there is a strong need to explain the results of scientific 
research in this field to decision-makers, the education-
al sector and the public at large.

•   �This overview reiterates the fact that young people them-
selves want and appreciate school sexuality education. 
They should become much more involved in develop-
ing, implementing and evaluating such programmes in 
order to guarantee that such programmes reflect and 
respond to their needs.
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Sources: data on sexual and reproductive health
• �Adolescent fertility rate (births per 1000 women ages 15–19). Washington (DC): World Bank; 2016 (http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.ADO.

TFRT, accessed 25 March 2017).
• �Growing up unequal: gender and socioeconomic differences in young people’s health and well-being. HBSC 2016 study report (2013/2014 sur-

vey). Copenhagen: WHO Regional Office for Europe; 2016 (http://www.euro.who.int/__data/assets/pdf_file/0003/303438/HSBC-No.7-Growing-
up-unequal-Full-Report.pdf?ua=1, accessed 25 March 2017). 

• �Women in the EU give birth to their first child at almost 29 years of age on average. Luxembourg: Eurostat; 2015 [2013 data] (http://ec.europa.
eu/eurostat/documents/2995521/6829228/3-13052015-CP-EN.pdf/7e9007fb-3ca9-445f-96eb-fd75d6792965, accessed 25 March 2017). 

• �Mother‘s mean age at first birth. Index Mundi {data from CIA world factbook, various years] (https://www.indexmundi.com/factbook/fields/
mother‘s-mean-age-at-first-birth, accessed 25 March 2017).

Note: Core data on sexuality education are not always comparable across countries, since the sources of information may be different.
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