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hat’s it going to take?” to ensure young people’s health was the key theme of the 5th Australian and

New Zealand Adolescent Health Conference. Although morbidity and mortality in this age group is

largely preventable, young people’s health appears to have recently slipped off the political and social
agenda. Because of their age, young people are seen as naturally healthy, and as a result, health initiatives for this
age group are often underresourced. The conference aimed to redress this imbalance, with a focus on the themes
of: risk and protective factors; neurobiology of the adolescent brain; family, community and cultural influences;
impact of media and technology on young people; research, policy and practice responses.

The conference was divided into two parts. The first two days focused on a number of keynote addresses, workshops
and presentations, and the final day focused on paediatric and GP training. Young people were an active and
present part of the conference, and provided some outstanding highlights.

Professor Victor Strasburger, Chief of the Division of Adolescent Medicine at the University of New Mexico School
of Medicine, Albuquerque, presented the opening plenary keynote address. Professor Strasburger is a well-known
authority on the impact of media and technology on young people’s health. His presentation drew on a range of
media clips to highlight the trivialisation of sex, depiction of violence and impact of advertisements on drinking and
eating behaviour in young people.

According to Professor Strasburger, paediatricians need to be more aware of the impact of media on children and
young people. Two simple questions were suggested as additions to any paediatric assessment:

= How much time does the young person spend per day using different types of media?

= Is there a television in his or her bedroom?

Violence in the media is a commonly discussed issue, and Professor Strasburger pointed out two key concerns in
recent years regarding the depiction of violence on television: movies and other programming becoming more violent
to meet the needs of a desensitised audience; and the level of ‘justifiable violence’, or violence that is acceptable as
long as it is payback for wrongdoing. He described the strength of the relationship between media and violence as
being similar to the relationship between smoking and lung cancer, and yet he described the media as one of the
most easily remediable causes of violence.

Professor Strasburger highlighted the positive aspects of the Internet, including ease of access to a range of
information regarding endless topics. He discussed the availability of pornography, and that researchers in the US
had suggested a simple solution to the ease of access to pornography — a dot xxx domain (www.sitename.xxx).
Unfortunately, the US Internet Regulator voted against the agreement to introduce the domain. One of the problems
is that existing sites would have been under no obligation to change their domain address under the agreement (for
more information see www.electricnews.net/news.html?code=9686243).
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One of the main responses to the impact of media on young people’s health and wellbeing was to ‘immunise’
children against the effects by engaging in ongoing discussions with children and young people, parents and school
staff. Attitudes to violence are shaped when a child is young, and they can be very difficult to change.

He praised Australia for its mandatory media literacy curriculum in schools.

Professor George Patton, Director of Adolescent Health Research, Murdoch Children’s Research Institute,
discussed recent research that highlighted the growing mismatch between biological and psychosocial transitions
in adolescence. The maturation of the prefrontal cortex, responsible for impulse control, planning and emotional
regulation, is not necessarily complete until the late teens/early twenties. In contrast, the age of onset of puberty
has declined over the past few generations. In our society, ‘adult’ problems are more commonly occurring from
puberty onwards, and delayed brain maturation may result in a lack of psychosocial skills to deal effectively with
these issues. As a consequence, behaviours such as deliberate self-harm are on the increase in age groups such
as 14-15 year olds.

Professor Patton maintained that, up to the 1990s, the gap between adolescent socialising and ‘maturing out’ (that
is marriage, mortgage and children) was approximately six years. In the mid-2000s, it is closer to 15 years. Youth
health professionals need to be aware of this and work to ‘slow track’ adulthood as much as possible, to give
biology a chance to catch up.

There were a number of interesting and engaging presentations that involved young people at the conference. Rosie
Swanton, from the Inspire Foundation, talked about the importance of youth participation in programs and services.
The reasons for involving young people included the changes that occur between generations, young people’s
knowledge of their own culture and the fact that negative portrayals of youth in the media should not influence
people’s perceptions. Practical suggestions for involving young people included input into the design of physical
spaces, websites, etc., and having faith in them and placing value on their input. Specific suggestions for general
practitioners included providing teen-friendly magazines in the waiting room, smiling and talking to young people
and getting them to tell their friends about good doctors.

Several other workshops and presentations concentrated on a range of issues impacting on young people’s health
and wellbeing, and responses to these issues. Papers and powerpoint presentations from the conference can be
downloaded from www.youthhealth2006.0rg
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Family Relationships Quarterly

AFRC Briefing

Concise papers that synthesise or translate key
messages from family relationship research or practice.
Six Briefings are published per year.

AFRCIssues

Published four times a year, the newsletter includes
literature highlights, research updates, forthcoming
conference and event listings and information about
relevant training opportunities. Articles include reviews
of policy developments, project spotlights, summaries
of research and practitioner updates.

AFRC Issues are in-depth papers that focus on policy
and research topics relevant to family relationships.
AFRC Issues is published twice per year.

All publications are available for free download from the AFRC website at
www.aifs.gov.au/afrc/pubs/pubs.html
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