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 If you are successful working with adolescents, you 

can affect their health over a lifetime.  It is during 

adolescence that so many behaviors are initiated 

that are going to make a difference for decades to 

come.  

 

 Whether we’re talking about substances, exercise or 

nutrition, the primary care provider can make a 

difference now with their adolescent patients.  

 

Adolescence is also a time filled with risk.  In fact, in 

talking about what really hurts or kills kids, nearly 

80% is entirely preventable.  It starts with car 

crashes, followed by suicide, followed by homicide.  

What that means is that the reactive paradigm of 

medicine, where we say “tell me what you want to 

deal with today,” is not addressing the needs of the 

teenager.  The visit should be about prevention of 

risk, but adolescents need to know you are worthy of 

trust.  

 

What does an adolescent need to know in order to 

trust the provider? They need to know why we ask 

questions like: 

 

“I came to you for a headache, why are you asking 

me about school?” 

 

“Why are you asking me about stress?” 

 

“Why are you asking me about sex?” 

 

You are asking them to be honest, and you intend to 

be honest with them.  When they know that the 

healthcare setting is a place for an honest 

interchange of information, a powerful relationship 

can happen.  

 

 

 

 

You also need them to know that these questions are 

not about judgment.  A visit to a doctor is about 

service.  When a patient, especially an adolescent 

tells you what is going on in their lives, we show 

respect because we know that they want to move 

forward.  

 

The other issue that is most important to teenagers 

is confidentiality.  We are taught to say: 

 

“Everything will be kept confidential unless I am 

worried that you are going to hurt yourself someone 

else, or that someone else is hurting you.”   

 

The problem is that teens have no idea what you are 

talking about or understand fully what the word 

“confidentiality” is.  

 

Choose a different word like privacy:  

 

“Your information is important and for that reason 

I promise you privacy.” 

 

Another way to say this is: 

 

 “I am going to keep your information private 

because I know how important it is, and I need for 

you to know this is a place to learn and it is worthy 

of your trust.  Whether we are talking about stress 

or feelings or sadness, whether we are talking about 

drugs or sex, I am going to honor your privacy in 

order for you to learn and make wise decisions. You 

are also in control of the decision of telling your 

parents, although I would suggest we talk to them 

when you are ready.”  
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