Published on UNESCO HIV and Health Education Clearinghouse
(https://hivhealthclearinghouse.unesco.org)

Is the sexual behaviour of young people in sub-Saharan
Africa influenced by their peers? A systematic review
2015. 13 p.
Authors:
Fearon, Elizabeth
Wiggins, Richard D.
Pettifor, Audrey E.
Hargreaves, James R.
Periodical title:
Social Science and Medicine, 146, pp. 62-74
Description:
Adolescents in sub-Saharan Africa are highly vulnerable to HIV, other sexually transmitted
infections (STIs) and unintended pregnancies. Evidence for the effectiveness of individual
behaviour change interventions in reducing incidence of HIV and other biological outcomes is
limited, and the need to address the social conditions in which young people become sexually
active is clear. Adolescents' peers are a key aspect of this social environment and could have
important influences on sexual behaviour. There has not yet been a systematic review on the
topic in sub-Saharan Africa. We searched 4 databases to find studies set in sub-Saharan
Africa that included an adjusted analysis of the association between at least one peer
exposure and a sexual behaviour outcome among a sample where at least 50% of the study
participants were aged between 13 and 20 years. We classified peer exposures using a
framework to distinguish different mechanisms by which influence might occur. We found 30
studies and retained 11 that met quality criteria. There were 3 cohort studies, 1 time to event
and 7 cross-sectional. The 11 studies investigated 37 different peer exposure-outcome
associations. No studies used a biological outcome and all asked about peers in general
rather than about specific relationships. Studies were heterogeneous in their use of theoretical
frameworks and means of operationalizing peer influence concepts. All studies found
evidence for an association between peers and sexual behaviour for at least one peer
exposure/outcome/sub-group association. Of all 37 outcome/exposure/sub-group associations
tested, there was evidence for 19 (51%). There were no clear patterns by type of peer
exposure, outcome or adolescent sub-group. There is a lack conclusive evidence about the
role of peers in adolescent sexual behaviour in Sub-Saharan. We argue that longitudinal
designs, use of biological outcomes and approaches from social network analysis are
priorities for future studies.
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