Nursing Practice
Guidance in brief
Sexual health
Sexual health is a key population health issue. The Department of Health has issued a new
framework for England, which sets out the evidence base for sexual health services
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exual health is often seen as a
taboo subject and can be avoided
by health professionals due to
their own, or their patients’
embarrassment. But health professionals
are exactly the people to whom the public
should be turning for accurate advice and
guidance. This is emphasised in A Framework for Sexual Health Improvement in England (Department of Health, 2013), which
aims to:
» Reduce inequalities and improve sexual
health outcomes;
» Build an honest and open culture where
everyone is able to make informed and
responsible choices about relationships
and sex;
» Recognise that sexual ill health can
affect all parts of society.
Nurses from all sectors have a responsibility to ensure their patients have access
to reliable information in order to fulfil the
above aims. To do this, the DH has chosen
to focus the current sexual health guidance on the following areas:

» Tackling the stigma, discrimination
and prejudice often associated with
sexual health matters;
» Reducing the rate of sexually
transmitted infections using evidencebased preventive interventions and
treatment initiatives;
» Reducing unwanted pregnancies by
ensuring that people: have access to
the full range of contraception; can
obtain their chosen method quickly
and easily; and can take control to plan
the number of, and spacing between,
their children;
» Supporting women with unwanted
pregnancies to make informed
decisions about their options as early as
possible;
» Tackling HIV through prevention and
increased access to testing to enable
early diagnosis and treatment;
» Promoting integration, quality, value
for money and innovation in the
development of sexual health
interventions and services.

Box 1. Improving sexual health outcomes
The Department of Health aims to
improve sexual health outcomes by:
● Providing accurate, high-quality and
timely information that helps people to
make informed decisions about
relationships, sex and sexual health
● Offering patients preventive
interventions to help them boost their
personal resilience, build their self-esteem
and promote healthy choices
● Ensuring the public has rapid access to
confidential, open-access, integrated
sexual health services in various settings

that are accessible at convenient times
● Providing early, accurate and effective
diagnosis and treatment of sexually
transmitted infections, including HIV,
combined with the notification of
partners who may be at risk
● Offering joined-up provision that
enables seamless patient journeys across
a range of sexual health and other
services, including community
gynaecology, antenatal and HIV
treatment, and care services in primary,
acute and community settings
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Despite the government’s aims with regard
to the improvement of sexual health, as
many nurses know, there are some groups
that are particularly hard to reach when it
comes to this sometimes sensitive subject.
Culture and age often prevent engagement
and it can be difficult for nurses to even
begin the conversation with patients who
adamantly do not want to discuss issues
that they consider to be private. This can
hinder nurses’ ability to promote safe sex
and family planning.
However, whether they want to discuss
it, nurses have a duty to make sure patients
are offered the advice they need. This is
particularly true for advice around the
subject of contraception. In order to make
an informed decision, as the DH suggests,
patients must have the opportunity to
weigh up information that is accurate,
timely and of high quality, as well as being
offered advice on what would best suit
their lifestyle.
The DH describes preventive interventions as a way to help patients build personal resilience and self-esteem, in addition to promoting healthy choices. This
means speaking to patients about contraception before they reach crisis – something health professionals often do not
have the opportunity to do. Patients are far
more likely to seek help on realising they
are pregnant, for example, thereby making
it necessary for all health professionals to
be aware of the role of emergency contraception.
The DH states that health professionals
must be able to support women with
unwanted pregnancies and they must be
confident in discussing options to help
patients find their most appropriate way
forward. NT
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