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Background: For too long, inadequate attention has been paid to what young
Aboriginal people are already doing to enhance their sexual health. Using concepts
of sexual agency, we draw on qualitative data from two remote Northern Territory
settings to document the range of individual and collective actions taken by young
Aboriginal people to protect their sexual health in contexts that enhance vulnerability
to negative sexual health outcomes.

Methods: In-depth interviews with 35 young Aboriginal men and women aged 16-21
years; thematic analysis examining their sexual health practices.

Results: Young Aboriginal people:

1) initiate sexual experiences to fulfil healthy emotions and feelings (e.g. love,
affection, trust, desire, respect)

2) adopt practices to reduce harm and protect their sexual health (e.g. regular STI
testing; carrying, using and supplying condoms; monitoring friends’ sexual
practices and networks)

3) develop supportive relationships with others to enhance access to sexual health
support networks and reduce sexual risks (e.g. accompanied health visits with
family and outreach health workers; helping friends in vulnerable social situations;
providing peer information)

4) navigate difficult social contexts to minimize/reduce social harms resulting from
stigmatization associated with sexual activity (e.g. telling ‘stories’ to explain
attendance at health clinics; identifying innovative ways of accessing condoms)

5) require ongoing structural support to overcome persistent challenges in some
social and institutional settings (e.g. community gossip; overt prejudice by health
workers; inadequate sex education in schools).

Conclusion: Understanding young people’s sexual agency broadens our
understanding about what young Aboriginal people already know and do to enhance
their sexual health. Findings highlight the need for STI prevention and sexual health
programs to be more fully based in, and driven by, the realities of young people’s
sexual lives.
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