
 
 
 

HIV/AIDS & Reproductive Health SMS Counseling Service for Mathare 
 

 

Nishauri is a mobile counseling service which seeks to connect youth-at-risk with community health 

counselors in Mathare, one of the oldest urban informal settlements in Nairobi, Kenya. Nishauri enables 

youth users to submit their own questions about HIV/AIDS, STDs and reproductive health to community 

health counselors via simple Short Message Service (SMS). Users receive timely, confidential responses 

directly on their phones. The project is being developed at the invitation of Mathare Youth Sports 

Association (MYSA), a Nairobi-based NGO promoting HIV/AIDS prevention and education through sports.  

 

Background 

In Mathare, a striking number of households are made up of hardworking, single mothers with little or no 

time to communicate with their children. With no one to turn to, adolescents and young adults are left with 

the role of passing on information to one another about sexual health risks, but inaccurate advice and 

rumors often lead to risky behavior. Like many other poor informal settlements, Mathare suffers from high 

rates of early pregnancies, STDs and HIV/AIDS, and drug abuse among the large youth populaton. 

Nishauri (“Please advise me” in Swahili) is a mobile health counseling service specifically designed for 

community health counselors to reach these youth. By use of text messaging, Nishauri brings confidential, 

reliable, and timely information about sexual and reproductive health to a broad cross-section of youth 

who have questions but are hesitant or unable to seek in-person advising. Text in a question and a health 

counselor will deliver you an answer in a safe and private setting: directly to your mobile phone. 

 

Local Partnership with Mathare Youth Sports Association (MYSA) 

A key ingredient of successful information & communication technologies for 

development (ICT4D) is a solution that builds on existing local capacities, guided by a 

nuanced understanding of local needs and strengths. To this end, the project is being 

developed and implemented in close collaboration with MYSA, a leading youth 

organization in Mathare with some 25,000 members and 25 years of experience in 

working to educate and empower youth in the community. 

Nishauri is a natural extension of the in-person counseling program that MYSA already leads. A group of 

peer counselors, trained in areas of reproductive and sexual health, currently provides in-person 

counseling services at MYSA Headquarters and other satellite offices around Mathare. The design 

inspiration for Nishauri is to provide a technology-based service which draws on and complements the 

rich expertise of MYSA’s dedicated health counselors, with the goal of reaching many more youth. 

 

 



Usability and Sustainability 

Nishauri is a very simple idea with dramatic effects, and 

operates in three easy steps: 1) A user submits a 

question via SMS to the Nishauri number. 2) A central 

server forwards the question to a counselor, stationed 

at one of MYSA’s Voluntary Counseling & Treatment 

(VCT) sites. 3) The youth user receives a confidential 

response from the counselor on his or her mobile 

phone. In some cases, the counselor may refer the user 

to a relevant health facility for care and treatment.  

Nishauri is also highly cost-effective for a number of reasons. First, there is high mobile penetration 

throughout Mathare and strong SMS literacy among young people. Second, the project is able to 

leverage MYSA’s existing counseling capacities and protocols in order to ensure the quality of responses 

and referrals that are made, as well as to minimize operational costs of the service. Finally, the technical 

architecture is simple and inexpensive to develop, allowing a high volume of users to access important 

non-acute health information, which in turn can prevent a number of potentially life-threatening risks. 

Given the flexibility of the concept and the commonality of the need, Nishauri has the potential to be 

sustainably scaled and replicated, not only across Mathare, but in other informal settlements of Nairobi as 

well as other countries where MYSA’s partner organizations maintain a similar peer-counseling service. 

 

Current Status and Next Steps 

A field test was implemented by MYSA in July 2011 with the twin goals of gaining further insight on the 

user experience and of assessing the viability of the service, including its adoption rate and basic 

functionality. The field test involved the participation of three peer counselors, who were asked to 

regularly respond to questions submitted by community members by use of SMS messaging on a low-

fidelity GSM phone. Results lent strong support to the validity of the identified need for a private and 

easily accessible source of information on sexual and reproductive health. Questions were texted in from 

in and around Mathare, as well as from areas outside of Nairobi, owing to word-of-mouth information-

sharing. Qualitative evidence from youth users and from peer counselors at MYSA also gives confidence 

to the viability of the service. 

A prototype service currently continues to operate at MYSA Headquarters in Nairobi, with encouraging 

results. The project team has been continuing to monitor the service by evaluating quantitative data and 

remotely interviewing counselors in monthly intervals. 

The project is now entering its server development phase in collaboration with MYSA’s IT consultancy 

team. The central server will allow the service to be scaled up to multiple regions of Mathare, where 

MYSA’s peer counselors are stationed at VCT sites. A pilot is projected to be launched in early to mid-

2012. In the medium-term, the service is expected to disseminate vital preventive information and 

confidential guidance, and to promote safe behavior among youth across all 16 regions in Mathare where 

MYSA operates. 

In the long-term, Nishauri will be a fully MYSA-owned and -operated program. The project team will seek 

to facilitate a smooth transfer of ownership to MYSA over the next two years. 

 

For more information, contact Risa Kitagawa risak1@stanford.edu & Eric Ruth ericruth@stanford.edu  

http://nishauri.wordpress.com 
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