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Executive Summary

Background

This report presents the results of a qualitative research study conducted by Soul City Institute of Health and Development Communication. This research will inform HIV prevention interventions aimed at reducing multiple and concurrent sexual partnerships for the next five years.

Southern Africa remains the epicentre of the HIV pandemic with a prevalence rate of approximately 11% as compared to the global average of 1% – about 40% of people living with HIV and AIDS are in southern Africa. Studies show that even in the era of AIDS treatment, HIV prevention remains a big challenge. In 2006, a Southern Africa Development Community (SADC) think tank meeting in Maseru, Lesotho, identified Multiple and Concurrent Partnerships (MCP) between men and women, with low consistent condom use and in the context of low levels of male circumcision, as key drivers of the HIV pandemic in southern Africa. Following these developments, Soul City is embarking on a five-year HIV prevention campaign. One key aim of the campaign is to reduce multiple and concurrent sexual partners. The research presented in this report was conducted to inform this intervention.

The overall aim of the research was to gain insight into the audience’s understanding, attitudes and practices around sexual relationships in the context of HIV prevention. Thirty focus group interviews among female and male youths, young adults and adults were conducted in rural, urban and informal settlements of eight provinces in South Africa. In addition, in-depth interviews were conducted with women and men who were involved in concurrent sexual relationships. The data were analysed thematically within audience age segmentation using ATLAS.ti computer software.

Results and Discussion

Analysis shows various perceptions, attitudes and practices around relationships that are common to men and women across sexes and a wide range of ages. One theme that emerged prominently across all groups concerned people’s need for sex. The women’s groups indicated that sex is essential in one’s life to the extent that one can be stressed or die if one does not have sex. Young women felt that they need to have sex with their boyfriends because sex strengthens relationships and is a sign of love. Men asserted that their sexual desires are beyond their own control. The women’s groups accepted this – with many women saying they felt that they need to understand and satisfy men’s sexual desire even if this meant that they would have to forgive their partners’ concurrent relationships. The need for sex was said to be one of the reasons people have concurrent relationships. For instance, married men and women said they have extramarital affairs to get sexual satisfaction. This was especially common in situations where a partner is not having sex at home, because a husband is cheating or often away from home, or a wife is not sexually performing to her husband’s satisfaction.

Another cross-cutting finding was that people need material possessions and money. This resulted in concurrent sexual partnerships that included intergenerational relationships and sex. Respondents said that young girls, for example, are often in sexual relationships with older and sometimes married men because these men buy them designer clothes and give them money. Older women said they will maintain a partner they love, but still find another sexual partner who is able to meet their material needs. Men also said some men go out with men because they want money and believe that most gay men are rich. Young boys also date older women who are willing to satisfy their material needs, respondents said. Peer pressure seems to play a big part among youths and women in this regard.

Girls are after cell-phones, cash, cars – three Cs. Same with young boys they want those things from older people. As for us older people, as long as I get what I want – you understand – sex.

Male 28–40; Gauteng, Urban

Research showed that a need for financial support is also one of the reasons women remain in a relationship when they know that their partner is involved in other sexual relationships. This is especially the case when a woman has children.

The results also indicate that alcohol plays a large role in MCP. Taverns, shebeens and parties are places where these partnerships begin and alcohol plays a role in losing control and having, – oftentimes unprotected – sex.

But girls are not the same especially when drunk. There are those who wake up the next morning only to find themselves in someone’s bed. In that situation when do you think of a condom?

Female 21–28 years, Mpumalanga, Urban

All groups agreed that people know that by getting involved in concurrent sexual relationships they risk contracting HIV. This was also linked to people’s general knowledge about how to prevent HIV – for example by abstinence, using condoms and being faithful. This knowledge, however, does not affect behaviour. For instance, respondents said that most people do not use condoms. Female groups indicated that men mostly demand sex without a condom. Male groups indicated that they get sexual satisfaction when they do not use a condom. Both male and female groups indicated that using condoms signifies lack/ loss of trust between partners. There was a generally fatalistic feel to discussions on HIV prevention with some participants saying that everyone will die whether infected with HIV or not.

One prominent finding among female groups was male domination and abuse of women by men in relationships and during sex. Young women reported cases of being forced into sex by their boyfriends and ‘sugar daddies’ (a much older man having a relationship with a young woman would be called a ‘sugar daddy’, men refusing responsibility of pregnancy and being beaten by partners when they are found with other men. Older and young women also reported being forced to have sex without a condom.

Older men said that they have other sexual relationships because they want to ‘preserve’ their partner or wife at home and also because a wife is to be respected and not be subjected to new or different sexual styles. Feedback from all groups indicated that culture allows men to have more than one partner, but condemns women who engage in this practice, branding them as ‘bitches’. Respondents drew attention to the fact that there are cultural leaders who have more than one partner.

Research showed a general belief among men and women that circumcision prevents HIV infection and that uncircumcised men are prone to many STIs. There was, however, a lack of knowledge among young women about circumcision as an HIV prevention measure, and some men did not believe circumcision would prevent HIV infection. These men and some women said that circumcision would increase sexual performance. Some people believe that one can get infected with HIV while getting circumcised.

In-depth interviews confirmed the findings of focus group interviews. Women interviewed said they have sexual relationships other than with their partners so that they can get sexual satisfaction. These women mainly started an additional relationship when they found out that their partners were having other affairs and/ or were seldom home. After confrontations with their partners, these women decided to find other partners to get sexual satisfaction, but also to show that they are also able to have more than one partner. One interviewee indicated that she knows that her secret sexual partner also has another partner.

Conclusion

In conclusion, the research has shown that it is standard practice for people to have MCP in most South African societies. Strong cultural and peer pressures compel people to conform to these practices. A number of beliefs perpetuate MCP as a social norm such as that men are not able to control their sexuality and that ‘good’ women do not think about sex much. Sexual satisfaction plays an important role in both men and women having multiple partners. Transactional sex, that is, using sex in exchange for goods and services, is a very common practice among men and women. Research shows that there is still a high incidence of violence and threatened violence against women in sexual contexts. 

Alcohol was shown to play a significant role in unprotected sex. There is a great deal of confusion, particularly among young women, about circumcision and its role in the transmission of HIV. Condom use is still erratic at best. Knowledge about HIV and AIDS is relatively high among participants, but there are still a number of misconceptions and lack of understanding about HIV and AIDS.

 Other key issues that emerged were fatalism about HIV and a complete lack of agency by both men and women in relation to sexual relationships. The research also revealed a lot of antagonism towards homosexuals particularly women.

1. Introduction
This report is a result of a qualitative research study conducted by Soul City Institute of Health and Development Communication as part of a formative process that will inform interventions on HIV Prevention during the next five years. The research was aimed at exploring South African youth’ and adults’ views on, and understanding of MCP as one of the key factors that has been identified as contributing to the spread of HIV in sub-Saharan Africa. Research also explored the respondents’ views on male circumcision as a prevention measure against HIV.

1.1 Background

It is estimated that 39.5 million people worldwide are living with HIV and AIDS, 63% of which are living in sub-Saharan Africa. Young people under the age of 25 years account for half of all new HIV infections worldwide and around 6 000 people become infected with HIV every day.
 It is estimated that the SADC region is at the epicentre of the global HIV epidemic. Approximately 40% of people living with HIV and AIDS globally are in the SADC region and approximately 37% of all new infections in 2005 occurred in this region.

1.2 Multiple and Concurrent Partnerships

In South Africa, one factor contributing to the high prevalence of HIV among women is widespread circular migration’ and men who work in the cities where they have ‘town wives’ while maintaining their spouses and children in rural areas. However, in addition to this, the overall rate of both men and women having concurrent partners is relatively high. Forty-five percent of males and 28% of females aged 15–19 years, and 36% of males and 21% females aged 20–24 years reported being involved in MCP.

The greater the number of sexual partners young people have, the greater their potential exposure to HIV. Partner reduction is, therefore, one of the key factors of most HIV prevention programmes. Among sexually experienced young people, 35% reported only having had one lifetime sexual partner. Sexually experienced males were significantly less likely to report having had only one lifetime partner than females (25% versus 45%, p<0.01). Fifteen percent of sexually experienced young people reported that they had more than five lifetime sexual partners: 24% of males and 6% of females. As would be expected, the number of lifetime sexual partners increases as youth get older with 15% of sexually experienced 15–19 year old men reporting having more than 5 partners compared to 31% of sexually experienced men aged 20–24 and only 1% of sexually experienced women aged 15–19 reported having more than five partners compared to 7% of sexually experienced females aged 20–24.
 
1.3 Motivation

The SADC Think Tank meeting in Maseru, Lesotho, in May 2006 MCP by men and women with low consistent condom use, and in the context of low levels of male circumcision as key drivers of HIV epidemic in Southern Africa. Male attitudes and behaviours, intergenerational sex, gender and sexual violence, stigma, lack of openness, untreated viral STIs and lack of consistent condom use in long-term MCP were identified as significant contributing drivers of the epidemic. The report concluded that these factors, in the context of high population mobility, wealth inequalities, cultural factors and gender inequality, explain the high HIV prevalence in the region.
 Following this meeting, a SADC Regional Consultation on Social Change Communication for HIV Prevention was held in Swaziland in October 2006. This forum recommended, among other things, that partner reduction be a key focus for social change-communication interventions at country and regional levels for the next five years.

Soul City IHDC is embarking on a five-year HIV prevention campaign. In line with Soul City methodology, the campaign will involve mass media communication, social mobilisation and advocacy. In the context of the developments in HIV prevention highlighted above, reducing MCP will be one of the aims of the campaign. As part of a formative process to develop the HIV prevention campaign, Soul City reviewed literature, consulted stakeholders and conducted a target–audience, qualitative research study on HIV prevention, specifically on multiple and concurrent partners. This report presents and discusses findings from the target audience research.

1.4 Research Objectives

The overall aim of this qualitative study was to gain insight into the target audience’s understanding, attitudes and practices around sexual relationships and male circumcision in the context of HIV prevention. Specifically, the study aimed to:

· explore audience views and opinions on relationships including MCP

· explore audience attitudes towards MCP

· explore audience practices and motivations around relationships including MCP

· assess audience risk perception with regard to MCP and HIV and AIDS

· explore the influence of social factors like culture and religion on MCP

· assess audience attitudes and knowledge on male circumcision as an HIV prevention measure.

2. Methodology
The study used qualitative methods to explore and gain an understanding of issues related to MCP among youth and adults nationally. 

2.1 Data Collection

Two main data collection methods were used in the audience research, focus group discussions and in-depth interviews.

Focus Group Discussions

Researchers conducted 30 focus group interviews, with 9 to 12 participants in each group. Given the nature of the topic, male and female groups were interviewed separately to ensure all group members were able to participate openly. For the same reason, youths aged 16–20 years were interviewed separately from young adults aged 21–28 and adults aged 29 years and above. Another group segmentation was based on type of settlement. Interviews were conducted with separately with people living in rural areas, urban contexts, and informal settlements. Group members were specifically selected from eight provinces in South Africa. The table below shows the distribution of focus group participants by province.

	
	Number
	Province

	Female (n = 16)
	
	

	<20
	5
	NW, FS, GP, WC, LP

	20+ years
	11
	NW(2), FS(2), KZN, WC, GP(2), EC, MP, LP

	Male (n = 14)
	
	

	<20
	4
	NW, GP, LP, MP

	20+ years
	10
	FS, EC, GP(2),WC, Mp, LP, KZN(2),NW

	Grand Total
	30
	


The discussion guide used for focus group discussions is in an Appendix at the end of the document. 
In-depth Interviews

Researchers conducted ten in-depth interviews with men and women who acknowledged being involved with multiple concurrent partners at the time of the interviews. All interviews were tape recorded and transcribed verbatim.

2.2 Data Analysis

A thematic data analysis using ATLAS.ti computer software was employed to analyse the transcripts. The responses were coded and emerging themes supported by direct quotes were used to write this report. Analysis of focus group interviews was done within the following audience age segments: young women aged between 16–20 years, women over 20 years of age
, and men aged 16 years and above. Separate write-ups on these segments were produced and then meta-analysed. Researchers found that most themes were common across all groups. In-depth interviews were analysed and presented as case studies to support themes that emerged from the focus group interviews.

3. Results 

As indicated in the Data Analysis section above, most themes were common across all groups. This section presents these findings in a general context, backed up by quotes from different audience-segments on specific themes.

3.1 Importance of Sex

Participants from all groups felt strongly that sex is important in life and love. They indicated that sex is a positive, exciting experience and that people cannot live without sex. The groups of young women and women particularly indicated that sex strengthens relationships. They said that women ‘offer’ sex to boyfriends or husbands to show love and get love. Given this assumption, discussion around relationships in all groups spontaneously made reference to having sex.

I learnt that sex is an important function of your body. It is possible to die if you don’t engage in it. 
Female 28–40 years, Informal Settlement, Free State

… this girl I do not love her but she can perform, she does everything right, you put her on the grass she does everything right, blow jobs, looking this way and that everything. And you need that.

Male 28–40 years, Urban, Gauteng

We do have sex because if you refuse your boyfriend will leave you and look for somebody else.

Female 16–20 years, Urban, Western Cape
3.2 Types of relationships

Main and other relationships

The men in the groups felt that every man will have one long-term relationship with a trusted primary partner that is based on love. Some of the groups said that men care for their primary partners by not ‘overusing’ them sexually. For this reason, many men need to have another or other relationships where they would get more sex. Men spoke of preserving their loved, primary partner so that whenever they have sex with her it will always be special. These men believe that their primary partner is keeping herself for him because she loves him. They say that they trust their primary partners and would not use a condom when having sex with them, though it happens that they have unprotected sex with others sometimes.

M: Plus, you need to have one woman who you know you will get regular sex from – we call them amaphasha – she’s the one who will always be available for you sexually. Kufanele uqoqe imanzi yakho . 

Facilitator: What does this mean?

M: Manzi means your woman. The one who is your official, first woman, you have to keep her fresh, so you don’t sleep with her too often. You preserve her, so that when you do go to her, you know that you are getting something that no-one has come close it – it is yours alone. You keep her preserved.

Male 28–40 years, Urban, KwaZulu-Natal

…One that begins with love – a girl you take time to court. You talk and it takes time, like a month or two weeks, to get to having sex. Not the kind of girl you hook up with one day and have visiting you the next day.

Male 24–28 years, Student, KwaZulu-Natal
Men in the focus groups said that a wife should be respected; she should not experiment sexually the way that their other lovers do. Men say they try to protect their primary partners from the attentions of other men. 

Another thing that causes men to have more than one is because let’s say I have a party in my house and I invite my friends you can’t bring your wife but you must bring your girlfriend because men always make a move on your woman so if they make a move on my girlfriend the pain is much lesser than if it was your wife.

Male 28–35 years, Urban, Mpumalanga
In the focus groups, the men spoke of their relationships with their primary partners as being stressful and said that sex with them is not exciting. The men discussed many reasons why they need to stray from these relationships in order to enjoy themselves. 

You see, the biggest thing is that when you love someone, I mean, truly love someone; it goes with being afraid to disappoint them, or to put them off.  You don’t want to do just anything with them. So you go off and find someone you can treat like rubbish on the side.  In the relationship you are afraid and full of respect.  She doesn’t even undress in front of you, and you have to ask her for sex.  But with isitshipana [a cheap thrill on the side], you can just say, look, man, I want this.
Male 28–40 years, Urban, KwaZulu-Natal
If I marry my wife, that is the woman that I will experience all my sex fantasies. If I get married and she tells me after a few years that no, we can’t do that anymore, then you’ve got to finish up there. I’ll get myself another.

Male 21–28 years, Western Cape

Right in the home, she can refuse to sleep with you. And now, you have to understand that men are built a certain way: a woman can always say no, but when she does, you know it can only turn out this way – we go out there and find what we are looking for, because there is no way of stopping yourself when you want it.

Man, 21–28 years, Rural, Eastern Cape

Men’s group further said that women in the home often fail to look good for their men – they get too relaxed and fail to care of their looks. This leads men to look elsewhere for attractive women.

Woman get too relaxed when they have settled in they don’t look after themselves the way they used to when we started dating. She does not do her hair and she gains weight and she wakes you up at night and says ’let’s talk everyday you can’t enjoy your sleep anymore’ when go outside its much better.

Male 28–35 years, Urban, Mpumalanga

Something changes – like when you meet her, she is fresh, takes good care of herself. Then, when she falls pregnant – sometimes she goes a whole day without washing.
Male 24–30 years, Urban, KwaZulu-Natal
Some people spoke about love and romance in the home; saying that men do not show love toward the women they live with.

Sometimes you find that when we first meet, I am loving and full of tenderness. I kiss you when I see you. Once we are married and have children, though, I don’t even kiss you when I get home. Every once in a while I pull you into bed – there is no romance. Most times, people are just living with each other for the children. There is no more love.

Male 24–30 years, Urban, KwaZulu-Natal

The thing with a woman is that you need to show her love – not just sex. From when you walk into the house, you need to chat to her, to make her laugh. It’s not about the sex alone – it’s the way you treat her. But men are not able to do this, because of many reasons. Sometimes it is because of a lack of trust for your woman. There’s just no love.

Male 24–30 years, Urban, KwaZulu-Natal

In most of the groups, women participants talked about their primary partner, husband or steady man. These are the partners that they love even if the men do not provide for them. Then there are the boyfriends, the ‘sideline’, ‘fling’ or makhwapeni who meet different needs.

It happens that you have your partner who is the real one, you have been going on for such a long time, and then here comes the fling. You don’t even know whether you do love the person … but you do love being with him. You have this person that when you sleep with him you feel that this is the real one but at the same time there is the fling, whether he phone or not you don’t care. Whether he comes or not, you don’t even care.

Female 21–28 years, Urban, Gauteng 

Some call them Sithibatlala (hunger satisfier)’ 

Female 21–28 years, Urban, Gauteng 

Or if you are involved with someone who doesn’t satisfy you find someone else on the side who can satisfy you with a bigger one.

Female 28–43 years, Rural, North West

Young women held some different and more protective views to those of the older women. Reflecting on what they said they and others do, urban and some informal settlement participants felt that a relationship is not having sex but friendship. They said that love is more important than sex in a relationship. Partners can share problems, talk, and just spend time together to show love. Since most boys would demand sex, a few participants said that many girls have lesbian relationships because they don’t want to have sex with boys and don’t want to be infected with HIV.

Many people when they think of relationships, they think about sex, but it is no longer like that. Nowadays, we (my boyfriend and I) take the relationship as a friendship. This is when there is good communication in the relationship. We give each other advices about the relationship, if things are not going right or not. Many people think to be in a relationship is about having sex and children, but it is not like that.

Young woman, 16–20 years, Urban, Western Cape

Relationship is about love, respect and happiness

Young woman, 16–20 years, Informal Settlement, North West

Due to what these guys do, that is why you find that girls turn out to be lesbians because they are avoiding the sex part. Another reason some girls turn to lesbianism is because they could be running away or trying to avoid contracting HIV and AIDS.

Young woman, 16–20 years, Urban, Western Cape

Young female participants generally felt very strongly that sex can destroy their futures as they risk falling pregnant or getting infected with HIV.

And another is that it (sex) destroys the future of young people. Because I didn’t experience it, then I tell myself that I have to go and experiment it and by so doing you get pregnant and get a child while still young. Only to find that your future is destroyed.

Young woman, 16–20 years, Rural, Limpopo

That is why some children marry themselves off when they are young. You can see that they are young and that they still need their parents’ care but you find them married. That is why I say that many people love it. And it is dangerous, there are STIs.

Female 16–20 years, Informal settlement, Gauteng

F: I think it (sex) brings trouble. (Almost in unison)

F: If it is not a child it is AIDS.

Females 16–20 years, Rural, Free State

Intergenerational sex: ‘sugar daddy’/‘sugar mummy’ relationships

Participants identified a link between a need for possessions and girls going out with ‘sugar daddies’ who give them money; buy them clothes and sometimes buy them alcohol before sleeping with them. Urban girls referred to sugar daddies as older men, some of them being the age of their fathers, who are working and have such possessions as BMW cars. The girls from rural environments referred to sugar daddies’ as older men from outside their area who are working as contractors. 

The groups of older men agreed that they sleep with young girls because they know that the young girls want money. The younger men said they don’t feel they can compete with the older men because older men are able to provide young girls with everything they want. 

Participants across all groups indicated that most young men who are in sexual relationships with older women are motivated by the women giving them money and other goods. Young male participants emphasised this, saying that older women are financially independent and that young men feel proud when they sexually satisfy older women.

… a young girl is involved with an older man because she loves money and she wants something special to buy for herself. Then she took a decision of saying that ‘if I can get involved with a working person I will be able to do whatever I want and buy everything I desire’.

Female, 16–20 years, Rural, Limpopo

Well, I agree that there are young boys who have affairs with older women who have money but their main goal is the money. There is usually no love in such relationships – the boy is after the money.

Females 28–40 years, Informal Settlement, Gauteng

It is also a challenge for us to get into bed with an older woman, and if you conquer you feel happy that you slept with a person older than you

Males 21–28 years, Urban, Free State

It’s very common if she is stylish and she has money and she drives a Golf 5, I know she will borrow me her car and I will find other girls with her car.’

Males 16–20 years, Rural, Mpumalanga 
Sometimes it’s about economic power; you will find that a sugar mommy has everything – a house and a car – so she needs this young poor boy to service her.  Yah! Young boys can perform better than older men in bed, older man will do it once a night where as young boy will do with over and over again in one night.

Males 28–35 years, Urban, Mpumalanga

3.3 Multiple and Concurrent Partnerships
Sexual Satisfaction and MCP

Participants in all groups spontaneously said that while sex in itself is important, everyone needs sexual satisfaction. People said that when they are in relationships they expect to get sex whenever they ‘need’ to and they said they expect that this sex to be satisfying. According to respondents, lack of sexual satisfaction in a relationship results in men and women finding additional sexual partners. 

Men generally said for them to be sexually satisfied, a woman must have a tight vagina that is not too wet and she must be able and willing to experiment with different sexual positions. Men reported getting younger girlfriends who can perform different sex positions to satisfy them. These men believe that a woman who has had sex with other men will have a wet and loose vagina and will not satisfy them sexually. They also believe that a small penis or weak erection will not satisfy a woman. 

Yes, but what I don’t like is the size, that is what is making me unhappy, it is like a well (meaning that a vagina is too big).

Males 21–28 years, Gauteng

When you stay with someone in the house it is different that is why she can undress and you don’t care. Because you are used to it and sometimes you need to test your testosterones and see how far can you go and you need a challenge somewhere somehow. You want new excitement in life. Not to say you do not love your wife, it is just nature.

Male 28–40 years, Urban, Gauteng

To be sexually satisfied, women said they need to have sex regularly, that foreplay and new sex positions are important, and they must have an orgasm. Girls and women indicated that they find additional sexual partners when their husbands or boyfriends stay far away or if they are too old or too young. Some women reported using sex aids such as vibrators or candles to get sexual satisfaction. 

It’s because now we are discerning – we know the difference between good sex and bad sex. Like you know if someone is boring in the bedroom and you know when you have met someone who hits the spot. You carry on with the other one if he gives you other things but you know that he just doesn’t do it for you sexually.

Females 25–35 years, Rural, KwaZulu-Natal
As we told you that if this other one does not satisfy you (sexually), you then get satisfaction from the other one.

Females 16–20 years, Informal Settlement, North West

Lack of Communication about sex in steady relationships

Discussion around sex and sexual satisfaction overwhelmingly revealed lack of communication about sex in steady relationships such as marriage. 

Men indicated that they have sex with other partners because they cannot discuss sexual issues like sex positions with their wives. They said that when they said that when they try to talk about such issues, their wives rebuff them saying they should not introduce dirty ideas in the home. These men said that there is more discussion about sex and sexual satisfaction in casual relationships than in stable relationships.

Sometimes the reason we are unfaithful is because at home between me and my wife we don’t discuss sex issues [such as] which positions I like, but when I go to my friend we watch porn movies and when I suggest [to my wife] that we buy the pornography she will tell where got those ideas from and I must not bring dirty ideas to our home. So you see there are no forums to discuss issues about sex if there were forums to talk openly about sex and desires that would limit men from cheating because we can explore our sexual needs without being judged that is why we prefer going to inyatsi (secrete lover) to try new positions because she won’t judge you, she is willing to try new things.

Males 28–35 years, Urban, Mpumalanga

But if you are with someone that makes you feel like at any moment you might do something to offend her, or say something wrong – it’s like you are in church! With the other one (casual partner) you are able to sit and talk and laugh just like we are doing now. And when it gets into the bedroom I have to ask first and explain what I want with the other one and sometimes I worry that she will start to think that I am asking her too much.

Males 24–30 years, Urban, KwaZulu-Natal 
Many women talked of not being sexually satisfied. Some are able to discuss this with their partners, but others are not and so they look for additional lovers who can satisfy them, or they use sex aids such as vibrators or candles. These women said that women generally stop talking to their partners about sexual satisfaction because the partners ask them where they learn new sexual ideas and accuse them of being unfaithful. Some women said their partners hit them if they asked them to try something new.

If you ask him to try something he will hit you because he will accuse you of being unfaithful. So you will keep to what you know all your life. If all you do is look upwards that’s how it’s going to be.
Females 28–40 years, Informal Settlement, Gauteng

We grew up knowing that the men are the ones that must initiate sexual things. You always fear that your husband will think that you learn all these things outside and come back home and teach him. It is definitely difficult to say let’s try something new. The reason is that your husband will say ‘we have been married for so many years without you saying let us do something new. Where did you get it from?’
Females 28–40 years, Informal Settlement, Western Cape
Findings show that young people, especially girls, rarely talk about sex in relationships. They said that when a couple is in a secluded place, without talking about sex, they just start touching, get aroused and eventually have sex. Participants indicated that girls are particularly shy and afraid to talk about sex or ask for sex because boys feel that they – and not girls – should initiate sex. They said that boys often talk to their friends about their sexual experiences and it is embarrassing when people know that a girl was asking for sex. Girls are therefore not able to negotiate their sexual needs.

If she doesn’t like it, they will just have sex without communicating with each other. They will communicate with each other after having sex while sleeping and relaxing with their backs. But when they are busy having sex if she doesn’t like it, there is nothing that they will talk about.

Females 16–20 years, Rural, Limpopo

F: The boy will be so surprised and ask himself why this girl is asking me to have sex with her…

F: Some expect them to have a say and not the girl.

F: They are used to them starting first.

F: It is them first.

Females 16–20 years, Informal Settlement, North West

Sex is something that is supposed to be enjoyed. But we as girls are not able to negotiate or to talk about our needs. To be honest as girls we have given up on ourselves (re a itlohella). 

Females 16–20 years, Informal Settlement, Gauteng

Inability to control sexual desires

Older women and girls talked a lot about men being naturally inclined to have multiple partners and that by nature men could not have only one partner. Girls believed that men have multiple partners because they cannot control their sexual desires. 

Bricks start when you go to see your boyfriend with your friend. I wear jeans and my friend wears miniskirts. A boy is a boy, when he sees thighs, he goes crazy. Then he tells himself that his girlfriend is no longer good enough, now he wants her friend, she has curves (o pakile). That’s the end.

Females 16–20 years, Informal Settlement, Gauteng

… if a man can go out to a tavern, he is unable to hold himself because there are those who wear miniskirts. He desire that. And a man’s desires are very quick and it is rare for him to discipline himself. With us women it is much better because we are able to discipline ourselves and stay at home. 

Females 16–20 years, Rural, Limpopo

Men also indicated that generally they cannot control their sexual desires especially when they are aroused by (beautiful) women. Once aroused, men feel they need instant sexual satisfaction. Male participants attributed casual and unprotected sex to this need for instant sexual satisfaction.

As a guy, when the hormones start to rage and you feel you need a girl for you to do it (have sex) then you do it and you ejaculate – you whacking – it’s a mission accomplished.

Males 17–19 years, Rural, Mpumalanga

Sometimes you do not plan those things. When you go, you don’t say I am going to Durban to get a woman, but I am going to Durban to work. But you get these people. You have free time. It is stressful. When I am with my woman and my child it is fine. When I go to Durban I go there to work and to the boring hotel. And Susie invites me, and something lead to another you just wish you didn’t do it.

Males 28–40 years, Urban, Gauteng

There are times when you think you do not want it, but if she comes and sits there enticing you, you can’t help it and you end up falling again. Desires overpower us, especially sexual.

Males 21–28 years, Urban, Free State
Transactional sex

A prominent finding among all groups was that many women – especially young women – get into relationships, including concurrent relationships, because they want money and other material possessions. They talked about transactional relationships where there was a monetary or goods value attached to sexual encounters. Women talked about men buying clothes for them, driving them around, buying them fancy goods such as Lacoste and Levis. Some women use transactional sex to get food for their children. 

Girls specifically talked about getting money from their partners to buy designer clothes such as Nike and other fashionable goods. Girls have concurrent relationships and make sure each partner caters for a particular set of needs. For instance, one partner will give her money, another will help with school work and another who she is with because she loves him. This was expressed spontaneously in the course of the interviews, and also when participants were directly asked why girls have concurrent sexual partners.

And as young people we love money and when you think of getting your hair done you start thinking that if he can only give me fifty rand and Lesilo also give me fifty rand it is already R100 and I can go and get my hair done. You see. 

Females, 21–28 years, Urban, Mpumalanga

Sometimes it happens that the one who is not working is the one that I love most. The other one you keep because at least he buys you All Stars and the other one buys you T-shirts. And you find that the one at school gives you some ideas, helps you with advices. No one is completely useless (akekho umuntu o useless ngakho konke kwakhe). Somehow he would guide you.
Females 16–20 years, Informal Settlement, Gauteng

Like us young people of today when we’re dating someone we expect him to do ‘1,2,3,4,5’ for us because we’re unemployed and our parents are also struggling, we end up dating a lot of boys because we want this one to do this and that one to do that. 

Females, 21–28 years, Informal Settlement, North West

In some cases girls, especially those from informal settlements, reported that they are forced to date more than one partner because they are too poor to take care of themselves and their siblings. Many participants, especially urban men and rural girls, reported that parents might prefer that their daughter goes out with a boyfriend who brings money to someone who does not. In that case, if a girl loves someone who is poor, she ends up being forced into going out with another man who has money

You’ll find that there are no parents, my young siblings are suffering and there is nowhere I can try to get something (akukho apho ngi ngazama khona). I look then I realise my boyfriend doesn’t work he is a school child like me and sits with me on the desk. I realise that this boy can’t do anything for me it is better to get someone who works and who will give me money and who can afford me together with my siblings.

Females 16–20 years, Informal Settlement, Gauteng

Another thing is that even your parents … because there is someone you love in your heart but because your parent wants you to have someone who will give you money. That is why you find that you do have the one you love and the one who gives you money. The one that gives you money your parent accepts him.

Females 16–20 years, Rural, Limpopo

I think parents as well especially for girls they do act a crucial role because they tell you my child I do not want you to marry someone who is poor. And obviously you grow up with that mentality that you are not going to disappoint your parents.

Males 28–40 years, Urban, Gauteng

Case study 1: 25 year old Gauteng woman

I am 25 years old. I started school in 1989 and stopped at matric level in 2001 after failing exams. I started dating in 1996 when I was in standard 6, but only became sexually active in 1998 when I was in standard 8.

In 1999, I fell pregnant. By then I was going out with Jabu and Thabiso
. I did not know who was responsible for the pregnancy. Thabiso who was studying at Wits had well to do parents and I liked him, unlike Jabu who was ugly. Thabiso however made his calculations and told me that he was not responsible for the pregnancy. He told me that if the baby would be born on October 5th, it would be his. So the baby was born on 3rd December 1999 and I knew he was right, the child was Jabu’s. Thabiso’s parents came home to see the baby. When they saw the baby, they said the baby was not theirs and my parents were embarrassed. Jabu accepted responsibility but I told him he could not be the father of my kid.

I then started going out with John and we only started having sex when I stopped breastfeeding. We raised my child together. Later, Jabu started visiting me. He told me that he was studying at Wits and he is now working in Randburg. Then I started visiting him also and what hurt me one day was to sleep with Jabu without a condom, I asked myself ‘how can I sleep with Jabu and John without a condom?’ One day a girl by the name of Lindiwe came at Jabu’s place and started shouting at him and I realised she was his girlfriend. I then decided to leave and say goodbye.

I started another relationship last year with a guy, Sam, who was a doctor at Brenthurst. He helped me find a job there and bought me a flat. One day we visited his home and his parents welcomed me but said he should fulfil his ancestors’ wish first by marrying his cousin before marrying me to bring peace to their home. I was jealousy and hurt and did not agree to that. Then Jabu started visiting me again saying he wanted to marry me and raise the child together. Then, being a worker at the hospital who saw all these people suffering from AIDS, I was scared and started thinking about all the men I have slept with and all the women Jabu might have slept with. I, however, consoled myself because Jabu drinks this ZCC strong coffee, a mixture of strong coffee and salt, to clean his blood. When Sam discovered, I told him the truth about Jabu and the fact that I don’t agree that he should marry both his cousin and me. Sam insisted that he should marry us both.

One day a woman came at work and confronted me and Sam and I discovered that she was Sam’s wife – he had paid lobola. Sam found her with two kids and they had another child together. I was confused and I parted with Sam in November. In December, without discussing with me first, Jabu told me he had already talked to my parents and he was going to pay lobola. Now I am pregnant. I am now determined to marry Jabu and I don’t have a choice. 

Culture and Multiple Partnerships

The issue of culture and power was brought up in most groups, especially in relation to men having more than one partner. In some women’s groups, participants indicated that culture says that a man is the head of a household. This means that a woman may not question him about his other sexual partners or ask for a condom. Many women remain in relationships where they know that they are at risk because divorce is seen as a disgrace. One group described a tradition where a young woman is abducted by a young man and his cousins and forced into marrying him. The women spoke about eventually accepting this fate. They also discussed how it is culturally acceptable for a man to have more than one wife. The Coloured women’s group also spoke of Muslim men being allowed to have more than one wife.

Responding to a question about whether culture has any influence on people having MCP, most girl participants said that they felt that culture does not condone concurrent partnerships. However some participants, especially from the rural group, said that men have MCP because they are influenced by cultural leaders like kings who have more than one wife.

Male participants said that when a man has many partners he is considered manly and called ‘the man’ or the ‘ladies’ man’ where as when a woman has many partners, she is looked down on and called ‘a bitch’. Some men said that their culture allows them to have more than one partner. These men did say that they believe it to be risky to have more than one sexual partner at a time because of the danger of contracting HIV. Some therefore felt that traditional norms that encourage concurrent partners must therefore be abandoned.

Yes, this was acceptable from men from long ago. In the past men were allowed to have more than one wife. We were told not to try and mimic what they do. This deed went wrong long time ago, it's late to change it now. When a man does so, there will be no stigma or shame instead he will be perceived to be man enough. His actions will be viewed as the right thing, but a woman cannot do so. It becomes an ugly deed when a woman takes her jersey and also goes out to look for another men.

Females 25–35 years, Rural, KwaZulu-Natal

Firstly our culture allows us to have more than one. Woman have her periods in a month what must you do as a man? I must jump and go to the other woman. Its culture that we must have more than one 

Male 28–35 years, Urban, Mpumalanga

Culture, I can say in other people, from Khoseni there is no problem. In most cases it is done by, it is men who practices this not we women. For a man to have three wives or four is not a problem. In my family is acceptable and there is no problem…

Culture allows men to have more wives not for a woman to have more husbands.

They don’t have a limit because it is like with a king they will say this one is number four or five or six.

Females 16–20 years, Rural, Limpopo

When coming to culture Neh! Our culture is killing us as Black people the culture is killing us because women are taught that a man is the head of the family and a man is an axe that can be borrowed around. When we go to religion like Christians they do believe that a man should only have one wife and the woman should have one husband and how it was written in the bible. You Know. A man will marry his wife and the wife will marry her husband and be one. But when look at our culture; it says that you can have two wives and that the man is the head of the family.

Female 21–28 years, Urban, Gauteng 

Sometimes you think of your children. In the Xhosa culture the woman is called a hen that protects its chicks, so you try to protect your children from all this. All you think about now is to provide for your children because the man is no longer providing. Leaving him does not become the main issue but the safety and security of your children becomes more important. You tell yourself that your children will never go hungry.

What you are going to do with these children should you leave your marriage? You also tell yourself that one day he will come back and no matter what, he is still my husband. We as women tell ourselves that; he might be gone for years, but when he comes back, he will still be your husband.
Females 28–40 years, Informal Settlement, Western Cape
Peer pressure

Many of the young girls and the male participants reported that people, especially young people, engage in MCP and sex due to peer pressure. Often young people are told by their peers that having sex will make them clever, reduce pimples and, in the case of girls with multiple concurrent partners, that men will reward them with material goods that they need. Girls also reported that their friends laugh at them when they are virgins.

I grew up from a strict family where sex was never discussed even now sex is still not discussed, I only hear about sex issues from outside people. As I grew up, as a teenager they will tell you that you must have sex so that you will be clever. They will tell you that you have salt you must (you have too much sperms) have sex and the pimples will go away. They compare themselves to each other – like, your boyfriend drives a Tazz, and mine drives a Range Rover. Of course the latter can’t be a young man. It’s a stable guy who might even be married.

Male 24–28 years, Students, KwaZulu-Natal

Yes. The thing is when she tells you that it’s nice you start thinking that you are stupid. Some do it because they want to find out for themselves how nice it is.

Female 16–20 years, Rural, Free State

I think girls like boys mislead each other. They laugh you off when you say you are a virgin and they tell you that you are stupid.

Female 16–20 years, Informal Settlement, Gauteng

If I tell my friends that you know my boyfriend did this and that to me, he treats me like this; they then want their boyfriends to do the same to them. You’ll find that as friends we go out with guys from the same place, when I sleep with my boyfriend, she also sleeps with her boyfriend because she saw me sleeping with my boyfriend. 

Female 16–20 years, Informal Settlement, Gauteng

Role of alcohol 

According to all participants, alcohol use is a major contributor to MCP. People said that taverns, shebeens and social parties are places where sexual partnerships begin and alcohol plays a role in people losing control and having sex whether it is planned or not. Many people, especially men, said that using condoms is a struggle for drunken people because they lack the necessary co-ordination, and that people are generally unprepared for the sexual encounters that happen at drinking places and so they often don’t have condoms with them. The groups spoke a lot about men’s uncontrollable sexual desire and how it becomes even more difficult to overcome when they are drunk. Respondents said that the overwhelming sexual desire men feel under the influence of alcohol leads to unprotected sex. Men also talked about ‘one night stands’ where men have sex with casual (one time) partners they meet at drinking joints. In one night stands, men said that they sometimes use condoms. 

But girls are not the same especially when drunk. There are those who wake up the next morning only to find themselves in someone’s bed. In that situation when do you think of a condom? 
Female 21–28 years, Urban, Mpumalanga
A condom is difficult to put on when you are drunk, you do not remember where you put it, it wastes time, sometimes you do not have it, and you do not want to keep the person waiting. Just do it against the wall anywhere.

Male 21–28 years, Urban, Free State

This one is expecting that you will sleep together, because he bought booze for you. Because girls are not afraid (aongxeni) to go to the tavern without any money, they know that they will stand outside, one will come by who will buy them booze, and then she will say ‘yoh! I’ll go home with this one, I’ll go home with that one.’ So they also become easy. Us girls, we are easy, we don’t take ourselves seriously. Because even if they say ‘she slept with this one’, haai please so and so, there’s nothing there’. They are even able to sleep with friends, maybe a group of friends, my boyfriend’s friends, I am going out with my boyfriend, but my boyfriend’s friend arrives, if he says and repeats it (i iphinde yathi, nam ndizau lala nayo). I will sleep with him. How, when I have my boyfriend? No, that’s being cheap!

Female 21–28 years, Urban, Eastern Cape
Context of violence

During the discussions, female participants indicated that abuse by men is overwhelmingly common. Older women talked about the risk of being beaten by their partner if they ask for a condom. Most female participants also talked about being afraid to talk about sex with their partners, or to tell them that they are not satisfied. They also talked about forced sex, some calling it rape and some saying that this can be reported to the police. The consequences of one’s partner finding out that you had other sexual partners are potentially violent and many talked about being beaten up or even killed. Girls in the age group 16 to 20 years talked about boys ‘dumping’ girls when they fall pregnant, either because the girls have many boyfriends or because the boys simply do not want to take responsibility.

He will take out a stick and hit me and say: ‘where did you learn how to use a condom.’
Female 28–40 years, Informal Settlement, Gauteng
OK another sexual relationship you find that the husband is not comfortable with his wife, and go to the streets and meet a girl from a family where she has promised that she will not have sex until she is 21years or upward. But because this man knows how it feel to have sex, he might force the girl to have sex with him and forcing someone to have sex which is rape and that is not good because the girl will carry this pain with her and that will not be good for that relationship.
Female 16–20 years, Informal Settlement, North West

That is because they have power over us. When they want to have sex they become vicious and just want sex and not arguments or discussions. You as a women you realize that it is a night and it is only the two of you. When they are going to strangle you for sex they never tell you, people will just be told you did not wake up the next day. So we just become afraid and our eyes just stare when he says he wants sex and no condom use. 
Female 28–40 years, Informal Settlement, Western Cape

You know boys are clever about one thing. He proposes you, then you go out and at some point he asks you ‘how many are we in you?’ (how many boyfriends do you have) then I say ‘you are two’. He doesn’t follow up on that, then when I fall pregnant and we go to his home to report the pregnancy he tells them to ask me how many boyfriends I have. 

Female 16–20 years, Informal Settlement, Gauteng
If it’s you who is having the affair and the man catches you red handed, he can kill you. However, if you catch him with another person you are expected to accept it.
Female 28–40 years, Informal Settlement, Free State

Other Reasons for Concurrent Sexual Partners

Fame

Apart from young girl’s need for money, material possessions and sex, participants indicated that young people have more than one sexual partner at a time so that they develop a reputation for being beautiful and sought after.
Because I am from this part of the village and I wear better than all, I am beautiful and with good appearance. Then I will prove to them by having more boyfriends than they have.

Female 16–20 years, Rural, Limpopo

Some other guys do it because they want to be known that they have many girlfriends. In our community when you have many girlfriends you are placed on a pedestal as a playboy.

Female 16–20 years, Urban, Western Cape

Searching for ‘Mr Right’

It emerged in discussions that most girls are searching for a life partner who will marry them. Many girls say they have more than one partner at a time so that they will be in a position to choose the man who is committed. The girls said that there are times when one man – whom a girl loves and considers a stable partner – proves not to be committed while a casual partner can suddenly show commitment. A man is said to be committed if he pays lobola. If this happens, then a girl ends all other affairs and has a relationship only with the committed man.

F: You cannot tell him that (you have another partner and) he is just a casual partner, you have to wait first. If he tells you that he is serious it is then that you can ask him to introduce you to his family, which you might find that they turn to love you. Let’s say you did not take him seriously and as an adult you still expect to get married, as you visit the guy’s home the family realises that you can both make a good couple. What would you do if they surprise you and want to pay lobola, will you refuse and say that you were not serious with the guy?

F: No if they pay something you drop the other one.

All: Yes, yes.

F: If this one pays something you drop the other one.

Females 16–20 years, Informal Settlement, North West

3. 4. Dealing with Partners having MCP

Female participants generally said they suspect – and some said they know – that their partners are in other sexual relationships. They shared different strategies for dealing with this. Sometimes women pray and hope that their partners come back to them, others focus on bringing up the children or stay in the marriage because of the children. Many women felt that divorce is a disgrace to a family and it is better to remain with one’s partner at all costs. Other women also become involved with additional partners.

You become embarrassed to leave because in our custom if your husband went to your parent to ask to marry you, your parents hand you over. You are told that marriage is not easy and to have to be strong and have a lot of tolerance. If you leave the marriage and divorce you disgrace your family name. So main you are afraid of your family. You are also afraid to go out and have an affair with someone else. You stay in your house and wait with the hope that your husband will get tired of the other woman and come back to you, so you decide to stay in the marriage. You stay in the relationship because you still want to maintain the dignity of your family. You become scared of going out and have a relationship, because you think what will your family say about you. 

Female 28–40 years, Informal Settlement, Western Cape

I just kept quiet and consoled myself and concentrated on bringing up the children because he does give me money and whatever I ask for he gives me.
Female 28–40 years, Informal Settlement, Free State

If I can stay at home brooding, I will be depressed. I will be sick. If my husband is the type that comes home from work at five and he is late I will be suspicious and think that he has gone out with someone else. When I do my own thing and phone my maskhwapheni (colloquial – meaning someone who is hidden under my armpit – a boyfriend) and laugh then I won’t worry about his (husband’s) late coming. When he comes back I behave as though all is normal, give him food and so on – I will have no stress.

Female 28–40 years, Informal Settlement, Free State

Young women said that men make mistakes and when you love them you need to forgive them. Some reported talking to their partners about other partners and forgiving them especially when they apologise. It emerged overwhelmingly among girls that when they find out that their boyfriend is having another affair they get angry, stressed and often go to confront a woman with whom their boyfriend is having an affair. This they said is often the case when the other woman knows that the man is already involved in a relationship. Some indicated that they just stay on in the relationship to avoid losing financial support either to maintain their families or to have money to buy luxuries they otherwise could not afford. 

It is because you did love the person. If you can put your hope in him when he comes back to you and say ‘sorry because I went out and be involved outside, I want you to forgive me because I am prepared to live with you’. Because at first you did put your hopes and trust in him, you feel guilty and tell yourself that he is serious meanwhile he is not.
Female 16–20 years, Rural, Limpopo

F: When you love him you love him. You really love him.

F: You can let him do anything because you love him.

F: You can remain in love with him for years.

Females 16–20 years, Rural, Free State

Another thing is that lets say he goes out with other girls and I was seriously in love with him. And in our love, he was doing everything for me and now I don’t have the money to do what my friends are doing – buying themselves extension hairs. You find that he does have money and he is able to do that for me…. Because I am under pressure you find that I finally go back to him.

Female 16–20 years, Rural, Limpopo

I can be so angry and even approach that girl and beat her up.
Female 16–20 years, Rural, North West

Case Study 2: Married Woman 37 years, Urban, South Africa

I am 37 years old, married and have two children, a daughter and a son. I have been married for 13 years now. My husband is in his 40s.

Now my husband also comes home after midnight when his knock off time is five. Over the weekends he is never home, and does not support the children. I have been crying over all this and sometimes I shout at him. He then stays home for two days and start staying out again, telling me he was too drunk to come home and other lies.

I therefore also ended up having my own nyatsi (adulterous affair). I have been with him for six months now. I never thought I would be going out with him but when one day he came, grabbed me, kissed me and we had sex, that was the beginning of the affair. I now get love and sexual satisfaction from this man, … and I love him. 

When my husband comes home, start shouting as usual and then sleep without sex because he has been drained by his girlfriends, I don’t get worried as I will have already had sex with my nyatsi. 

My nyatsi also has other girlfriends. I once found him with a young girl, and later with an older woman. So I try to have sex with him as much as possible so that he should not complain.

My nyatsi used to come with condoms – once or twice – but he stopped because he says he loves me and he wants me ‘straight’. Since I also love him, we have sex without a condom, and I also enjoy it. I know I might get HIV but there is nothing I can do. 

My daughter knows about my other affair. I actually tell her that when a man ‘plays’ her, she should not just cry and get stressed, she should find herself other men.
3.5. Prevention: Condom Use and Male Circumcision 
Use of Condoms

Discussion about condom use came up spontaneously in all the groups. Female participants said that they are aware that people need to use condoms to prevent contracting HIV and other STIs – especially when a partner has other sexual partners. However, the female participants indicated that they hardly use condoms in their relationships because men demand sex without a condom.

The young women said that if a girl insists on using a condom she risks losing her boyfriend to other girls. They also said that a girl does not use condoms because a boyfriend would have promised that he would marry her. In this context, agreeing to the boyfriend’s demand not to use a condom is seen as reciprocating his love for you.

Participants said that because girls feel using a condom shows a lack of trust, and that sex without a condom is more satisfying, some girls demand sex without a condom. They also said that girls will be inclined to use a condom with partners other than their ‘stable’ partner. This is not only to show love for the stable partner, but also so that in case of pregnancy; they will know who is responsible. Analysis shows that the stable partner was defined as a man that a girl loves or the one who has promised marriage. 

Other reasons that emerged for not using condoms, though not prominent, were that girls would prefer sex without a condom to using cheap or free condoms like ‘Choice condoms’.

I can say that people who are in love must use a condom until when they have tested and trust each other if they are husband and wife.

Female 16–20 years, Rural, Limpopo

The reason that makes you go against your principles is because when you are in bed with your boyfriend he would manipulate by saying that he wants to get married with you some day and he wants to have children with you. So you end up believing that and going against your principles and not use a condom.

Female 16–20 years, Urban, Western Cape
I think in that situation the girl is wrong. As a girl you should know that with one boyfriend you condomise and with the other one you don’t.

Female 16–20 years, Informal Settlement, Gauteng
Older women talked about how not using condoms from the beginning of a relationship made it more difficult to ask a partner to use one. The women said that their husbands immediately assume that they are being unfaithful, ironically in many cases they want to use the condom because they are aware that their husbands have other partners. In spite of issues such as these, there was a lot of support for using condoms and in the groups many women talked about using condoms when their husbands are ‘naughty’ (though it is not clear if this is sustained), or when they work away from home. 

Respondents discussed a number of myths about condoms such as that condoms have holes, that condoms have worms, that men say using condoms causes lower back pain, that condoms cause HIV, and that using condoms can affect the kidneys. One group mentioned the female condom, but someone responded saying that you have to have the female condom in place for eight hours before it will be effective.

Some groups talked about men not wanting to use condoms ‘because it is like eating wrapped sweets’, saying that using condoms affects a man’s erection and that because the ejaculate is caught in the condom they are ‘throwing their manhood away’. One woman also talked about hating it when a man asked her to use a condom.

She will be afraid to tell him even though she knows that my husband is in love with someone and this husband will just sleep with her without condom because she is married to him. That is why there is AIDS in the homes, they must also be able to tell their husband but you find that he might beat her up. 
Female 21–28 years, Urban, Gauteng 

F: I was arguing that condoms have no holes. Now she is saying they have. Mama here is also saying that. I now don’t know what to think. 

F: I don’t think so. I have never seen a hole. 

F: It’s these naughty men who make holes on them.

F: One sister once mentioned that some men do make holes on them. I know that the ones I use don’t have holes. 

F: When does he make a hole? Isn’t it he unwraps it and puts it on, when does he find time to make a hole?

F: Have you ever seen a hole on a condom?

F: Yes, it once happened. It was a mistake. After sex when he was removing it I noticed that there were sperms dripping from the bottom. 

F: Which ones did you use? The clinic ones? 

F: The bought ones.

F: I use the ones from the clinic and I have never seen one with a hole. 

F: Well, you have been lucky.
Female 28–40 years, Informal Settlement, Free State

Even myself as a woman I do tell him. Is it nowadays there are lots of illnesses; I do tell him that we need to use a condom. The reason why we use a condom is that we don’t trust each other and we are not always together. Even when you have a husband, he can be with you every evening or night but only to find that he does have other relationships outside. So, we must use a condom. 
Female 21–28 years, Rural, Mpumalanga

Many people don’t want to use condoms when having sex with their partners. I also hate a man who suggests that we must use a condom. I get furious when he wants to use a condom. It’s as if he think you are sleeping around. Although you know that there are diseases out there and it is a must that you protect yourselves, but I get a funny feeling when the male says we should use a condom.
Female 28–40 years, Informal Settlement, Western Cape 

Male participants indicated that they don’t like using condoms because they get more sexual satisfaction without a condom. Condom use was also linked to trust. Participants said that they don’t use condoms when they trust their partner. In this context, respondents said they seldom use condoms in long-term relationships. They said that using a condom with a partner like a wife means that there is no trust in the relationship.

Some men said they would not use a condom with a virgin because it would be too sore for her. Some men also said it is difficult to use a condom when one is not circumcised because the condom easily breaks or it gets stuck in the foreskin.

Men also said that most free condoms are available in public, which makes people less likely to use them as most people are ashamed to be seen getting condoms. 

When you are not used to using it, even when you get another girlfriend you do not use it because sex is nice when you not using a condom. So you end up not using it for both girlfriends. You do not think that you causing problems. Most of the time you do not use it with your steady girlfriend.
Male 21–28 years, Urban, Free State
M: If you’re married and you’re committed to your partner, why do you want to have sex with a condom?

M: So, can I say that there’s trust and that you’re faithful?

M: Yeah, that’s the impression you get.

M: But you’re not actually faithful,
M: That’s the impression you give.

M: If you’re going to have sex outside, use a condom. 
Coloured Males 21–28 years, Gauteng
Why the youth don’t use condoms is because free condoms are placed in the public eye where everybody is watching you like next to the dispensary in Hospital they should be placed away from the public eye next to the door of the dispensary where everybody is waiting to collect their medication.
Male 17–19 years, Rural, Mpumalanga
The belief is that we would not sleep with a girl that has not been with anyone and use a condom. It will be too sore for her.

Male 24–28 years, Student, KwaZulu-Natal

Case study 3: 31 year old Coloured man, uses condoms and not involved in MCP
I am 31 years old and I have been in a relationship with my current girlfriend for three years now. I came from a very conservative family. And the whole thing there was ‘Keep it zipped up’. I think for women they say like ‘Keep your legs together’.

When I was in standard seven, I had a friend who used to invite me to these parties and telling me what they did. He invited me to a party at his house. And there was this porno tape that was circulating. And he said I must come because this other girl was going to be there. And they were going to watch this tape before they went to a night club. Of course I didn’t go. And then he came back and asked where I was and why I didn’t come. And they were telling me about the tape. And basically it was group sex and all that. 
By matric the hormones really hit me. I was starting to have casual relationships – holiday flings. None of them yet were sexual. I met this one girl. It was a weekend and we met somewhere and were kissing and stuff. And it got to the point where we were both basically naked. And I had a vague idea that I needed to do something. And I said, ‘No’. And she then told a friend who later told me that I clearly must be gay because no guy says no. And for me, I was horny as hell but I decided the first time I have sex will be with this woman – my first love.
With my first love, we had sex and that was when I was twenty one. And the strange thing is the first time we had sex she was too scared to tell me that she wasn’t a virgin. Because I had made it very clear that ‘I waited for you’. The first time we didn’t have sex because we had no condoms, we only had sex the following day. I made it a point that we would not have sex without a condom.

But there was only one time when I did have unprotected sex. And I still don’t know why. I was very horrified and angry with myself. It wasn’t in a relationship. It was a fling. I think after my relationship broke up with my first love.

The first time I had an AIDS test was on the insistence of someone I went out with then. And I was totally cool with it. And after that I had about two more. And they came back negative. Currently I’m in a relationship which is very serious. And before my current relationship we both went for an HIV test. And normally they don’t allow you to be there when the other person’s results come through. But we spoke to the counsellor and said we wanted to hear each other’s results together because what is the point of being open and honest if we can’t hear them together. I have a policy of not cheating. Cheating is a symptom of miscommunication or no communication. I’ve never, ever cheated. Only once – but that was like a technicality. That was a time when we parted with my girlfriend and I went out with another girl for a month before going back to my girlfriend. She also had a fling during that time. I have had about ten girlfriends so far though I inflate the figure when I am talking with my male friends – you know, men do that.

Male Circumcision

Participants were asked what they know about male circumcision and HIV prevention. In general, groups demonstrated a lack of knowledge about circumcision and HIV prevention. Most girls and women talked about the risk of men becoming infected with HIV through blood contact during circumcision and said that therefore men should be circumcised in a hospital. Only one group from Gauteng indicated that they felt that circumcision can prevent HIV especially because uncircumcised men easily get STIs.
There were also some misconceptions among young urban women’s groups. Some girls indicated that circumcision can prevent HIV because men go for an HIV test before circumcision and that some men stop having many sexual partners after circumcision.

Men and older women however indicated that circumcision improves male hygiene and that it makes sex more pleasurable. Men felt circumcision makes an erection stronger and makes it last longer.

I hear people talking about this – I wonder what it will be preventing. The way I see it, it will be good in terms of hygiene, because sometimes you pass your dirt on to the woman through the foreskin, but when it comes to HIV? I don’t think HIV will be reduced by this. 
Male 28–40 years, Urban, KwaZulu-Natal

The male circumcision that I promote is the one that is done in hospitals because you go there knowing that the equipments that they are going to use are sterilized. So with the ones that is done on the bushes seems as if they are using the same scissor to all of you and you don’t know the status of the others. It might happen that someone already has the virus. If they have started with infected one, it means that all of you will get infected. 
Female 21–28 years, Rural, Mpumalanga

It’s more satisfying for the woman. Well, sex is more pleasurable when you are circumcised. Your erection is stronger and it lasts longer.

Male 24–28 years, Student, KwaZulu-Natal

3.6 Risk perception

HIV and AIDS and other Sexually Transmitted Infections

Findings from all groups show that participants know a lot about HIV and AIDS – how it is spread, how to protect themselves and some even talked about treatment. Participants talked about these things especially in the context of the risk associated with having MCP or unprotected sex. Respondents acknowledged that the chances of being infected with HIV are much higher for a person involved in MCP as one of the partners might be infected.
Participants indicated that people can prevent HIV by abstaining, using condoms or being faithful to one partner. Participants in the girls groups said that they feel couples should go for HIV tests when they get married, before having sex and also when they want to have a child. Some participants said that if a person is HIV positive and thinks they cannot deal with the knowledge alone, she needs to approach HIV and AIDS support groups for assistance.

It is better to abstain.

Female 16–20 years, Rural, Limpopo

The right thing about it is for us to use a condom if we are in love.
Female 16–20 years, Rural, Limpopo

F: If he wants children we’ll go to the clinic first.

F: Yes, go have a blood test first.

Females 16–20 years, Rural, Free State

It’s because they have told themselves that if they condomise they won’t be infected. I tell myself that. The risk we take is about using a condom because after all I am aware that the disease is with us and I have seen several of my relatives dying of it. 
Female 28–40 years, Informal Settlement, Gauteng

Findings further show that this knowledge is not matched with practise. It emerged prominently that despite knowing the risk associated with having more than one partner at a time and having unprotected sex, most people still have MCP and they have sex without a condom. This was associated with the feeling of fatalism and the idea that HIV and AIDS are now a ‘fad’. Participants were adamant that that ‘everyone will die anyway whether by AIDS or any other disease and so there is no need to behave well’. One woman participant told researchers, ‘They say that if you don’t have AIDS by 2010 you will be out of fashion’.

To be honest and tell the truth it us against AIDS we are no longer afraid of it ... Yes ... Mmm. You find that a person died of AIDS you still go there.
All: You still go there.
Females 21–28 years, Urban, Gauteng 

And the thing is that nowadays they are making AIDS sound so good. You can lose weight – that’s what the joke says. They make AIDS sound so good – it’s nice to have AIDS nowadays. 
Coloured Women 21–28 years, Urban, Western Cape

Some tell themselves that we are all going to have AIDS one day. Whether you behave well, you are still going to have it 

Female 16–20 years, Rural, Free State

F: The thought of AIDS doesn’t cross your mind when you do your things.

F: AIDS is fashion.

F: You just do (O etsa feela)
F: You tell yourself you can’t get it.

F: some do not believe that there is AIDS.

Females 16–20 years, Informal Settlement, Gauteng
There were a number of misconceptions about the transmission of HIV and condom use, especially in women’s groups. Participants said that HIV is transmitted only through blood and not sperm, and that one only gets AIDS if one ‘has a scratch’ in one’s genital area. They also said that condoms have holes through which the HIV virus can pass during sex.

You catch AIDS if you have a scratch in your private parts and your partner who is positive also has a scratch then when his blood ‘spills’ on to your scratch only then do the positive infects you. AIDS does not come from the sperms. 
Female 28–40 years, Informal Settlement, Free State
It also emerged that participants are very convinced that a girl risks getting infected with HIV or other STIs when she is involved with many boyfriends.

Well if he has more than one partner there might be a possibility that one of his/her partners is infected with HIV, so before they could have sex they must first go for HIV test. It then happens that you see this fit guy and think that he is healthy not knowing you sleep with him. Therefore I might infect my other partner because I did not go for a test with this other one.
Female 16–20 years, Informal Settlement, North West
Some of the disadvantages of this are dying, getting sick, and falling pregnant.
Female 16–20 years, Informal Settlement, Gauteng
3.7 Homosexual Relationships

A direct question about homosexual relationships revealed that participants have mixed feelings about homosexuality. Many women said that it is a person’s right to have whatever kind of relationship they want to, but others said they believe that homosexuality is bad. 

There was particularly negative feeling towards gay women, in fact many participants said that ‘gay women deserve to be beaten up’. Some women explained this by saying that the natural role of women is to reproduce, so to have a gay relationship goes against this natural order. There was some discussion in groups and questions raised about how gay people have sex. Generally there was a lot of ignorance about homosexuality – one group talked about how gay men bring disease to women and another that gay men rape women.

Young women equally had mixed feelings. Some girls said that the idea of being in a relationship with another girl does not make sense because you cannot have sex. Others, however, felt that being in a relationship with another woman would reduce the chances of contracting HIV through sex.

In my opinion I think it is right. Everyone has their own preference if a person wants to do that…I mean we don’t know the situation he come from that makes him want to get involved with boys, we don’t know what made him to be attracted to a boy. If he decides that he likes boys, well that is the way he feels. I think whatever it is a person prefers we must let them do it we must not discriminate against that person or say because that person is gay we as the community must not say we don’t allow him to be gay because we don’t think it is right. In fact we don’t know what is right or wrong.
Female 21–28 years, Urban, Mpumalanga

I am saying that this is not right, it is not right that men should have sex with other men. What are we teaching our children?
Female 21–28 years, Urban, Mpumalanga
Those types of girls just need to be beat up.

Facilitator: Beat up by whom?

By us. There’s no way that we would let that happen. We won’t let them ruin our standing in society. It is not allowed. 

She should just wait until she meets the right man who will do her right.

Or she should go to the others that do the same thing. Not here in our communities.
Females 25–35 years, Rural, KwaZulu-Natal

Male participants said that homosexual relationships are now a trend. Some referred to homosexual relationships as the ‘After Nine stuff’ – referring to the SABC 1 mini-series about gay men. They agreed that old and young people are now involved. Some respondents said they understand that some people can be born homosexual, but most said they no longer believe this is true because there are people who have had girlfriends and babies and then claim to be gay. Making reference to the SABC 1 mini-series about gay men, they said that homosexuality is promoted by the media. Many men also said that most people become homosexual because ‘gays have money’.

Male participants said that men would approve of men being gay more than they approve of lesbians – especially if a girl is beautiful. However, some men did say that some girls turn into lesbians because a woman would know better how to sexually satisfy another woman. They said most men don’t know how to satisfy a woman sexually. Male participants also talked about straight men sleeping with gay men. They said the straight men do this because they get money and alcohol from the gay men.

Male participants were adamant that they believe it is both immoral and abnormal to be homosexual and that people have gay relationships or gay sex to get money from other men. 

What annoys us is that, you have these guys who have been bonkers, they have babies, then at some point they are gays. That is very frustrating because they were not born with that, after making babies now a person is gay out of the blue. 
Male 21–28 years, Urban, Free State

The thing is today we are the followers of the society that is influenced by media. We have programs such as ‘After Nine’, where we see successful ordinary South Africans sleeping with other men. You begin to think that it is a norm. But you know at the back of your head it is not normal.

Male 28–40 years, Urban, Gauteng
The guys don’t have a problem with gays mostly they have a problem with lesbians especially if the lady is beautiful and she changes and becomes a lesbian the guys don’t understand that they will tell her that she is possessed by the devil.

Male 16–20 years; Urban, Gauteng
Sure. But I think they should all die, personally. I think it’s evil. It’s the work of the devil. 
Male 24–28, KwaZulu-Natal
4. Discussion
In summary, the research has shown that MCP are the norm in many South African communities for both men and women. A number of social and cultural myths and beliefs perpetuate this norm such as the idea that men are not able to control their sexuality and that women (in long-term relationships) have no need for sexual gratification. There are also strong cultural and peer pressures that promote the practice of MCP.
While it is well established that people involved with multiple concurrent partners face a high risk of becoming infected with HIV, few studies have explored the reasons and context for such relationships in South Africa. A recent study amongst young people aged 20–30 years conducted in five provinces in South Africa, revealed similar findings, supporting the validity of the target audience research.
 Similar studies have been conducted in eight other southern African countries and many common themes emerged, confirming the regional nature of the issues around MCP.

A striking finding of this study was that while sexual satisfaction plays an important role for both men and women having multiple partners, communication between main partners about sexual needs is minimal. Transactional sex, that is, using sex in exchange for goods and services, also appears common among men and women, particularly younger women. Poverty plays a role in some of these relationships, where people have sex for money so that they can provide for their own and their family’s basic needs. But many people also talk about wanting material possessions such as designer jeans which they acquire from sex partners in transactional relationships.

Analysis of different young women’s groups showed few differences in opinion among these groups except in the case of rural participants where there is evidence of greater submissiveness to male domination in sex and relationships than in urban groups and groups from informal settlements. Young women also held more protective views regarding relationships compared to their older counterparts. Views from groups in informal settlements reflected more male physical abuse toward young women compared to other groups. Enduring love and the quest for a prospective husband leads young women to engage in concurrent partnerships as they search for a man who demonstrates the qualities they desire in a husband.
The findings from groups of older women confirm much of the thinking about high HIV rates among middle aged women. Some of the concentration of HIV positive women in this age group is due to natural age increase (as young infected women getting older), but this research shows that women in marriages are very vulnerable to infection as they do not feel able to ask that their husbands to use condoms even if they know these men to be involved with other partners. Women believe that they will be abused if they ask their husbands to use condoms. Many of these women acknowledged that they too have additional partners with whom they may or may not use condoms. A lack of agency by both men and women in relation to sexual relationships was evident and women felt reluctant to leave a relationship or get divorced because of the social disgrace.
This research shoes that sex in relationships is dominated by men. This is compounded by the belief that men cannot control their sexual desire and that women in relationships must accept that men’s need for instant sexual gratification will lead them to have additional sexual partners. Analysis of men’s and older women’s groups highlights the fact that excessive alcohol consumption often leads to casual sexual encounters that are generally unprotected.

Participants demonstrated knowledge of HIV and AIDS and how to prevent transmission, but this knowledge does not translate into safe sex practices. Additionally, people generally voiced a fatalistic attitude to HIV – a feeling that ‘everyone will die whether they are infected with HIV or not’ – that mitigates against the use of condoms and other safe sex practices. There is a great deal of confusion about circumcision and its role in the transmission of HIV. Condom use is still erratic at best. 

Research revealed a lot of antagonism towards homosexuality and homosexuals – particularly toward gay women.

In-depth interviews confirm findings from focus group interviews. Individuals interviewed indicated they have sexual relationships other than with their primary partner where they can get sexual satisfaction. These additional relationships generally begin when people discover that their partners are having other affairs or when they are away from home a lot. 
5. Conclusion
In conclusion, the research findings confirm that MCP are very prevalent in South Africa. These multiple partnerships increase the risk of individuals contracting and spreading HIV and hence contribute substantially to the magnitude of the national HIV and AIDS epidemic. Men and women, both younger and older, are engaged in MCP. There are several reasons that such relationships form, and the practice of MCP is further supported by peer and cultural pressures. Low socio-economic status, materialism, gender based violence and alcohol abuse create a social context where MCP flourish. 

6. Recommendations

Given the research finding presented above, the following recommendations are made:

1. Communication:
· A national discussion between men and women about sexuality and relationships may be something that will help people understand the seemingly different perspectives that the research has revealed.

· Effective communication within relationships needs to be promoted to enable both partners to express their needs and feelings. This may require sexuality education including ways to talk about sex with one’s partner without fear of threats and accusations.

2. Correct knowledge concerning HIV and AIDS prevention remains important, and misconceptions need to be addressed. For example, the increased risks of HIV associated with MCP need to be emphasised.

3. The idea that a lifelong relationship can be happy and fulfilling needs to be promoted – role models need to be sought and the volume of the voices of those who are behaving safely, and are able to make the safer choices, needs to be increased.
4. Cultural norms that promote MCP need to be challenged.

5. There are many misconceptions about condoms and consistent condom use needs to be encouraged. Similarly, clear information regarding the benefits, risks and role of male circumcision needs to be communicated.
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Appendix
Discussion Guide

Hello my name is……I am doing research for the development of series of Soul City – the television drama. I would like your views on one of the issues that Soul City will deal with in the next series. For this topic, we want to talk about the prevention of HIV transmission.

Please feel comfortable to give your opinions and feelings openly, and to tolerate views that come from other people that may be different to yours. All the information coming out of this interview will be confidential in the sense that we will not be able to link the information back to you as an individual; your name will not be used anywhere, and we will only use the information for research purposes – to help us develop the Soul City themes and stories.

Do you mind if we record the interview? We do this simply so that we don’t lose any of the important things that you tell us. Only the researchers will listen to the tapes; it will not be used for any other purposes.

1. What kinds of sexual relationships exist in our communities?

Explore:

· Intergenerational relationships

· Perceptions around men having sex with men

2. What role does sex play in people’s lives?

Explore:

· Man’s role and woman’s role in sex (issues of pleasure e.g. dry sex, anal sex)

· Emotional aspect of sex/ communication around sex (desire, satisfaction, safe sex etc.)

3. What are some of the reasons for people to have more than one partner in the same period of time?

· How does it work (how do people manage this lifestyle; long term/short term?)

· What are the benefits and the disadvantages?

· Issues of sex for gain/transactional sex

4. In our society what facilitates/makes it possible for this practice to happen?

· Who has these types of relationships (young, old, rich married, single, etc?)
· How do other partners involved deal with it when they find out? (why do people stay in such relationships?)

· What role does culture/religion play in these kinds of relationships?

5. What do you think of these relationships in relation to HIV infections?

· Explore issues of protection within marriage/stable relationships (Issues of faithfulness and trust).
· Why do people continue to behave in a risky way despite understanding the risks?

6. (Some research is showing that circumcised men have a lower risk of getting HIV)

What do you think about male circumcision as one of the ways to reduce the risk of HIV infections?
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