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Every third Indian is a young person between 10-24 
years of age7. This gives India a unique demographic 
advantage and opportunity to drive productivity and 
economic growth. However, increased policy focus 
on their unique health needs is required to ensure 
that they become part of a healthy and productive 
workforce. The most significant gap lies in the means 
of young people to access information and services 
related to their sexual and reproductive health. 
One of our priority areas of work in 2018-19 was 
the health of young people, especially sexual and 
reproductive health.

PFI has used a multi-pronged approach, including 
mentoring and mobilising youth leaders to drive 
local transformation and engaging with policymakers 
to provide safe and youth friendly conditions for 
young people to seek services. In addition, we have 
developed and disseminated Social and Behaviour 
Change Communication (SBCC) materials through 
digital media as well as on-ground outreach.  Data 
from the National Family Health Survey (NFHS)8 
shows that 8.6 million girls in the age group of 
15-19 years are married before they turn 18, and 
half of them (4.5 million) become mothers during 
adolescence. 

10 million adolescent girls who wish to avoid 
pregnancy are not able to access contraceptives. 
Over 40 percent girls in the 15-24 years’ age group 
use unhygienic materials during menstruation; only 41 
percent women have freedom of mobility, and every 
second woman in the reproductive age is anaemic. 
These findings were corroborated by the Teenage 
Girls Report (TAG)9  that surveyed 74,000 teenage 
girls across 30 states of India. The report found that 
45.6 percent teenage girls use unhygienic materials 
during menstruation and every second girl is anaemic.

7Census of India, 2011 
8National Family Health Survey-4, 2015-16, International Institute for Population Sciences, Ministry of Health and Family Welfare
9Teen Age Girls Report. Naandi Foundation, 2018

“To create demand for family planning 
services, along with putting mechanisms in 
place to meet those demands, undertake 
specific measures to include unmarried 
young people and adolescents while 
implementing family planning programmes, 
as they are currently excluded from the 
process”

Recommendation from the India Caucus 
at ICFP 2018
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Participants at an adolescent health training programme in 
Madhubani district of Bihar 
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Existing social norms prevent young people from 
having discussions on their sexual and reproductive 
health (SRH) within families and even peers. Though 
the government’s adolescent health programme 
Rashtriya Kishor Swasthya Karyakram 
(RKSK) provides for counselling services, even 
frontline health workers do not recognise the need to 
build awareness on SRH among adolescents.

As part of PFI’s transmedia SBCC initiative Main 
Kuch Bhi Kar Sakti Hoon (MKBKSH),  
Season 3 launched in January 2019, we developed 
SnehAI – an artificial intelligence (AI) 
powered chatbot embedded on the Facebook 
page of MKBKSH10. SnehAI is a unique platform with 
entertaining media content including videos, GIFs, 
quizzes and stories, tested and designed for first 
generation digital media users. It offers a secure, 
non-judgemental and anonymised platform for young 
people to seek information, especially on SRH. 
The chatbot has the persona of Dr. Sneha, the lead 
character of MKBKSH. It was developed in close 
consultation with young people and uses a unique 
colloquial mix of Hindi and English to emulate their 
online communication patterns. 

Apart from providing information, SnehAI links users 
to external resources, including the family planning 
helpline of the Ministry of Health & Family Welfare. 
The chatbot also has the potential to be used as a 
resource by health workers who find it difficult to 
initiate conversations on SRH with young people.

Adolescents form 23 percent (15.7 million) of 
Rajasthan’s population. However, the state lags behind 
on the status of adolescents.  Over 35 percent of 
women (aged 20-24 years) in Rajasthan were married 
before they turned 1811. One in every five adolescent 
girls (aged 15-19 years) drops out of school because 
of marriage12.  83 percent of adolescent girls were 
aware of methods to space or delay pregnancy, but 
more than half (57 percent) feared social stigma and 
felt too shy to seek services at a clinic or elsewhere13.  
PFI began working in Rajasthan with a twin initiative 
for adolescents – advocacy with opinion leaders and 
policymakers to build an enabling environment, and 
developing a cadre of youth leaders who are trained 
and equipped to lead change within their communities.

Under the advocacy initiative, we are strategically 
engaging with policymakers, government officials, 

and the media to sensitise them on the need for 
and means to promote adolescent sexual and 
reproductive health. The programme positions 
improved adolescent SRH as a critical driver of socio-
economic development in the state. In parallel, PFI 
is working with four partner across three districts – 

10 https://www.facebook.com/mainkuchbhikarsaktihoon/
11State Fact Sheet – Rajasthan, National Family Health Survey-4, 2015-16, International Institute for Population Sciences, Ministry of Health 
and Family Welfare, Government of India
12 PMA 2020/Rajasthan Adolescent Girls Health Survey
13Ibid

Using Artificial Intelligence to reach young people

Making adolescent health a priority in Rajasthan

Screenshot of SnehAI chatbot

Adolescent boys in Rajasthan / Photo: iStockphotos
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Bundi, Karauli, Dungarpur – to develop and deliver an 
engaging and culturally appropriate SRH curriculum 
for adolescent girls and boys.  The programme 
also mentors and trains young leaders to lead SRH 
campaigns within their cultural and social environment.

Young visitors at the PFI booth at the Jaipur Literature Festival 2019 

Our work on adolescent sexual and reproductive 
health in Rajasthan was launched at the Zee Jaipur 
Literature Festival (JLF), 2019 where we 
organised a panel discussion titled ‘Engendering 
Millennials’. PFI engaged with Yuva Ekta Foundation 
in advance of JLF to organise a Youth Outreach 
Workshop with a mixed group of 60 adolescents 
from rural and urban areas. Their experiences 
regarding body, sexuality, and sexual health were 
captured at the workshop and set the context for 
the panel discussion and our work in Rajasthan.

The implementation of RKSK varies across states, 
and five years after its launch several challenges have 
emerged. For instance, there is a lack of youth friendly 
spaces or platforms that encourage young people to 
seek information, counselling or guidance related to 
SRH. The Adolescent Friendly Health Clinics 
(AFHCs) are either difficult to reach, or do not have 
a welcoming ambience. In many areas, adolescents are 
not even aware of the AFHCs or any other platform 
such as the Adolescent Health Days (AHDs) 
where their needs can be addressed.

In 2018, PFI initiated a pilot project to strengthen 
RKSK in Sitapur district of Uttar Pradesh. The project 
aims to create adolescent-friendly spaces and provide 
quality resources to peer educators and counsellors 
in order to encourage adolescents to access 
health services. The project will also ensure 
sustainability by advocating with the state government 
to increase budgets under RKSK at the district 
level.  An initial assessment of service uptake revealed 
that adolescents hesitate to visit the AFHCs because 
of the shame and stigma associated with the clinics 
as they were called ‘Sexual Reproductive Counselling 
Corners’.  Awareness and recognition of the clinics 
is also inadequate as they lack a uniform identity. We 
advocated with the state and facilitated development 
of a state-specific identity and branding of the 
AFHCs – renamed Super Saathi Station. Other 
improvements include guidelines for the design and 
interiors of the AFHCs to ensure that adolescents feel 
comfortable visiting the facilities.

“Hesitation around discussion regarding 
menstruation is not limited to rural girls, we 
urban girls are also hesitant in discussing this 
with our parents. It will be great to have a 
platform where we can freely seek counselling 
and information regarding our sexual health 
which is non-judgemental and confidential.”
Young visitors to PFI booth at JLF, 2019

Supporting implementation of the 
national adolescent health 
programme
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A young participant for testing the Super Saathi Station brand
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PFI engaged with the State Innovations 
in Family Planning Services Project 
Agency (SIFPSA) in Uttar Pradesh to create 
spaces within campuses where youth could 
discuss their sexual and reproductive health 
concerns, and not be stigmatised if they sought 
services. As a result of our advocacy, SIFPSA 
approved the establishment of youth centres 
in 40 colleges across the state. Development 
of the branding and identity of the youth 
centres, called Q-Clubs, was facilitated by PFI 
in consultation with the college students. We 
also supported SIFPSA in identifying materials 
and structuring activities related to safe sexual 
behaviours, which the youth centres would 
conduct.

Policies and programmes for young people are rarely 
conceived or implemented in consultation with them. 
PFI’s work with youth and adolescents puts them 
centre-stage and ensures that their voices count in 
policy formulation. We are training and mentoring 
a cadre of 40 youth leaders in Darbhanga and 
Nawada districts of Bihar to increase awareness on 
SRH, monitor the quality of outreach and facility-based 
services, and submit a charter of demands to district 
and state officials. Over 2,000 young people have 
so far been sensitised through this initiative. The 
youth leaders have carried out audits of more than 
200 health outreach sites and Adolescent  
Friendly Health Clinics (AFHCs).

To ensure youth participation in policy making, 
PFI organised six youth-led regional  
consultations across India in early 2019.  
The regional consultations documented the 
experiences, challenges and expectations of over 
150 participants, which were collated into a set of 
recommendations to enhance young people’s 
access to sexual and reproductive health services, 
including family planning.  These recommendations 
will be presented to the Ministry of Health & Family 
Welfare. 

Bringing SRH within reach of youth
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