
W H AT I S  F I RST LOV E





At some point, almost everyone feels that heartbreaking pull towards  

someone they find hopelessly alluring during adolescence. And the novelty  

of the emotion makes it simultaneously feel attractive, arousing, threatening,  

and terrifying. There are reasons that philosophers, writers, scientists, artists, 

adolescents themselves, and many others have spent hours trying to unlock  

and articulate the mysteries of love and more specifically, first love.

F O R E WO R D

Adolescence is marked by many  

physical, emotional, and social  

transitions, but perhaps the  

one that I find most profound and  

intriguing is that as a young  

person moves from childhood into  

adolescence, they experience  

a brand-new emotion—romantic love.  





When we launched Adolescents 360 in Nigeria and delved into exploring what  

was on the minds and in the hearts of 15-19-year-old young women, it was no  

surprise that they were also on the quest to answer the age-old question “what  

is love?”. In Nigeria, there seemed to be a specific urgency for young women  

to answer this question. Through their narratives, young women described a world 

where love and security were sparse. They reported that they had few people  

in their lives who they trusted and lacked support from parents, friends, and teachers. 

They had few places in their world where they felt safe. In this context, finding  

love—and the accompanying feelings of trust, support, and safety—feels both  

particularly elusive and intriguing.  

When given the opportunity to ask a trusted source the questions in their hearts, 

young women released a flood of questions about love, sex, relationships,  

and reproduction. The questions sounded very similar to those that I have heard  

young women ask in many different contexts. Some of their questions have  

clear, factual answers.  And some ask the same questions that scholars have  

been pondering for eons. What is captured here in this book is a sample of those  

profound questions. 

These questions inspired our team to create 9ja Girls, a new program for  

adolescent girls in Nigeria, which provides answers when possible, and  

when not, (perhaps more importantly) offers a safe space for girls to find  

a personal answer.  

Dr. Ahna Suleiman

University of California, Berkeley

Center on the Developing Adolescent
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A B O U T 9 JA G I R LS

9ja Girls seeks to revolutionize 

the way adolescent girls access 

sexual & reproductive health 

services in Nigeria.   

9ja Girls is an integrated system —co-designed with girls—that puts 

girls’ needs at the center and leverages cross-sectoral partnerships  

to ensure sustainability and scale. 

9ja Girls is founded on the principle that adolescent girls need safe  

spaces where they can gain vocational skills; learn about love and  

healthy relationships; and access sexual and reproductive healthcare  

services. These skills for life, love & health help girls achieve their goals  

and succeed in life. 

Our goal is to make contraception relevant and accessible for girls. 

To learn more, visit www.9jaGirls.com.
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