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At the partner level, the strongest factor in relation to the 
outcomes of interest was the type of first sexual partner. 
Females whose first sexual partners were comparatively ca-
sual (i.e., friend or fellow student vs. boyfriend, boyfriend 
vs. husband) tended to have elevated odds of reporting 
early sexual debut and coerced first sex, but also of hav-
ing used a condom at first sex. Such findings have been 
reported elsewhere and suggest that how young people 
define their partners (i.e., serious vs. casual) plays a crucial 
role in determining their engagement in unsafe sexual be-
haviors.41–43 Interestingly, while it is often reported in the 
literature that the age of the partner makes a difference in 
the ability of the female to negotiate sex or condom use, 
this study found no evidence in the multivariate analyses 
to support that conclusion.

Finally, at the individual level, one of the strongest fac-
tors related to condom use at first sex was the respondent’s 
age at sexual debut. The earlier the sexual debut, the less 
likely a young woman was to report using a condom at first 
sex. According to the literature, the younger the age of sex-
ual initiation, the stronger the likelihood that sex was co-
erced and the more likely it was to have occurred without 
protection.43,44 Indeed, a high proportion of young women 
in our sample (nearly 20%) had their sexual debut before 
age 15, and very few in that group used a condom at first 
sex. There is also evidence that early entry into sexual ac-
tivity is associated with a heightened risk of pregnancy.6,45

Some important limitations of this study should be ac-
knowledged. First, the study examines self-reported behav-
iors and childhood characteristics, and the data are thus 
subject to reporting errors, recall bias and social desirabil-
ity bias of unknown direction and magnitude. Second, the 
data come from a cross-sectional survey and therefore we 
cannot determine the direction or causality of relationships. 
Third, some of the variables included in the analysis are less 
reliable than others. For instance, the measure of socioeco-
nomic status used in this study was extremely subjective, 
and that may explain why it was not associated with the 
dependent variables as expected. Finally, sexual coercion 
is a complex and nuanced concept, and it may not have 
been fully captured by the survey. Some respondents, for 
example, may have been coerced into sex by way of eco-
nomic disadvantage, but whether they considered this to be 
“forced” sex is not clear. If coercion was not clearly defined 
in the survey, it would likely have been underreported.

Despite these limitations, this study points to the need 
for developing better strategies to address early, unprotect-
ed sexual debut and sexual coercion among young females 
as a means for preventing the spread of HIV among this 
population. To date, the majority of HIV prevention pro-
grams emphasize abstinence, faithfulness in relationships 
and condom use—none of which protect young women 
in unwanted sexual situations.16 The results of this study 
indicate that young women’s early sexual well-being may 
benefit from programs and policies aimed at improving 
parenting behaviors and educating young people about 
avoiding coerced sex.

reflect the fact that sexual coercion is usually not related to 
females’ behavioral choices. Although the study’s findings 
complement previous research about the role and impor-
tance of parents, particularly mothers, in the lives of their 
adolescent and young adult children,38–40 very little atten-
tion has been paid to the relationship between a mother’s 
risky behaviors (such as alcohol use) and the sexual behav-
iors of her children in Sub-Saharan African contexts. The 
findings from this study now provide a basis, and a clear 
rationale, for future research on these relationships.

TABLE 6. Odds ratios (and 95% confidence intervals) from 
logistic regression analyses of condom use at first sex 
among respondents whose first sex was not coerced, by 
selected characteristics

Characteristic Odds ratio 

age at first sex
<15 (ref) 1.00
15–16 1.75 (1.23–2.42)**
≥17 2.61 (1.86–3.68)***

relationship to first partner
Boyfriend (ref) 1.00
Husband/cohabiting partner 0.03 (0.02,0.06)***
Occasional/casual friend 0.86 (0.58–1.27)
Fellow student 0.93 (0.64–1.36)
Other 1.28 (0.41–3.95)

Partner’s age relative to respondent
Same age or younger (ref) 1.00
1–4 years older 1.16 (0.85–1.57)
≥5 years older or age unknown 0.68 (0.47–0.98)*

Living arrangement†
With both parents 1.22 (0.92–1.61)
With mother only 1.42 (0.96–2.08)
Other (ref) 1.00

Mother’s education 
<5 years (ref) 1.00
5–7 years 1.28 (0.90–1.82)
>7 years 2.20 (1.44–3.34)***
Do not know 0.91 (0.63–1.33)

Female caregiver’s alcohol consumption†
Sometimes/often (ref) 1.00
Never 1.42 (1.08–1.85)*

religion
Muslim (ref) 1.00
Non-Muslim 0.93 (0.67–1.30)

Family socioeconomic status†
Poor (ref) 1.00
Average 1.09 (0.78–1.51)
Well-off 1.12 (0.68–1.84)

Caregivers cared about problems†
Very much (ref) 1.00
Somewhat 0.70 (0.54–0.90)**
Not very much/not at all 1.16 (0.74–1.81)

School attendance†
Never/rarely missed 1.28 (0.77–2.13)
Sometimes missed 1.34 (0.82–2.20)
Frequently missed/never attended (ref) 1.00

LRc2(df)                 386.89 (16)  
Probc2 0.0000
Pseudo R2 0.1987

*p<.05. **p<.01. ***p<.001. †When respondent was aged 11 or 12. Notes: 
ref=reference category. N=1,501.


