Chapter 3: Sexual Behavior, Sexual Partnerships, and

Condom Use

3.1. Introduction

The fight against HIV/AIDS and other STIs
requires an understanding of the society’s and
individuals’ sexual customs, practices and behaviors.
In Africa in general, and in Zambia, the spread of
HIV has occurred primarily through heterosexual
contact in the general population. Prevention,
treatment and care programmes for the affected are
required at the community, district, regional and
national levels. In Zambia, HIV/AIDS prevention
efforts have concentrated on promotion of sexual
abstinence or late sexual debut for adolescents, being
faithful to one partner or encouragement of mutual
faithfulness, and consistent and correct condom
use. This approach is often abbreviated as ABC
(A for Abstinence, B for Being Faithful, and C for
Condoms). Educational campaigns have been used
as a major thrust of efforts to reduce risky sexual
behavior. Education efforts assume that increased
knowledge about the risks will eventually translate
into reductions in risky sexual behavior.

This chapter presents data on the sexual behavior
of respondents, including detailed information
on the respondent’s three most recent sexual
partners. Sexual partnership information addresses
marital (including a small number of cohabiting
partnerships) as well as non-marital partnerships.
Marital partnerships are those involving sex
between a husband and wife (or wives, in the case
of polygamous marriages). Cohabiting partnerships
are relationships involving sex between partners
who are living together as if married though they are
not officially married or married by custom. Non-
marital partnerships are those that involve sex with
girlfriends, boyfriends, friends or casual partners.
Information on “non-marital and non-cohabiting”
partnerships (sometimes also described as “non-
regular” partnerships), is particularly important in
understanding the dynamics of the epidemic.

3.2. Median Age at

First Sex

Respondents are asked to recall how old they were
the first time they had sex. Early sexual debut is
considered to be a risk factor for HIV infection,
because early timing of first sex, often before
marriage, increases the chances for young people
of having risky sexual encounters and having many
sexual partners during a lifetime. Findings on
median age at first sex are presented in Table 3.1.

Median age is calculated for two age groups: ages 20-
49, and 15-24. . The age group 20-49 is used because
we expect almost all respondents to have experienced
first sex by the age of 20. For male respondents ages
20-49 the median age at first sex is 19.5 in 2005, an
increase of three years from 1998 (16.5) and from
the 17.5 recorded in 2000 and 2003. Among ferale
respondents ages 20-49, the median age is 18.5 in 2005,
a two year increase from 16.5 in 1998 and a one year
increase from 17.5 in 2000 and 2003. A limitation of
this particular measurement approach (i.e., using the
age group 20-49) is that it is heavily weighted in favour
of older respondents, and thus may not reflect more
recent changes in median age at first sex. Therefore, the
indicator is also calculated for the age group 15-24.

For the younger age group 15-24, median age at first
sex is 18.5 for males and also for females in 2005, an
increase of three years for males and two years for
females from the 1998 survey. In each of the previous
surveys, median age at first sex in this age group was
15.5 for males and 16.5 for females.

The increase in age at first sex observed in these
findings may be asign that efforts to persuade young
people to delay their sexual debut are working. Early
sexual debut is often a risk factor for HIV infection,
since early timing of first sex, often before marriage,
may increase the chances of having many sexual
partners during a lifetime.
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Table 3.1 Median age at first sex, ZSBS 1998 - ZSBS 2005

Males Females Total
Median age at Median age at Median age at
Years Number first sex Number first sex Number first sex
Age group 20=49
1998 1103 16.5 1418 16.5 2521 16.5
2000 1020 17.5 1298 17.5 2318 17.5
2003 1473 17.5 1761 17.5 3234 17.5
2005 1448 19.5 1650 18.5 3098 18.5
Age group 15-24
1998 500 15.5 708 16.5 1208 16.5
2000 347 16.5 593 16.5 940 16.5
2003 510 16.5 741 16.5 1251 16.5
2005 463 18.5 660 18.5 1123 18.5

3.3. Sexual Behavior
within Martiage

3.3.1 Respondents’ Marital Status

Data on the marital status of respondents is presented
in Appendix Table A.3.1. Marital patterns have
changed very little over the survey years. Just over one-
half of all respondents are married and in monogamous
relationships, and around 30 percent say they are single
and never married. In 2005, more than half of all male
(52.4%) and female (53.0%) respondents are currently
monogamously married. Rural respondents (56.5%)
are somewhat more likely to be married than urban
respondents (45.5%). Appendix Table A.3.1 indicates
that in 2005 a little over one-third of male respondents
(36.6%) and about one quarter (24.4%) of female
respondents are single and never married. Figure 3.1
shows marital status results in 2005 by residence.

In both rural and urban areas, males are more likely
to report being single than females. Females were
more likely (14.2%) to report being formerly married
compared tomales (4.1%). Almostthe same percentages
of females (6.6%) and males (5.9%) reported being in
a polygamous marriage. Less than one percent of all
respondents {males and females) describe themselves as
cohabiting. In Zambia, as in many African countries,
cohabiting is not a common cultural practice. It is

possible that some of those who might otherwise be
classified as cohabiting report themselves as being

married.

3.3.2 Marital Sexual Behavior

The survey obtained information on when married
respondents last had sex with their marital partners.
Appendix Table A.3.2 shows findings on the percentage
of respondents who report having sex the night before
the survey, and those who had sex in the month before
the survey (including those reporting sex the previous
night). Results in 2005 indicate higher percentages of
both males and females report having sex with their
marital partner the previous night than in prior survey
years. This figure has increased steadily over the past
survey years. In 2000, 17.0% of males and 12.5% of
females reported having had sex with their marital
partner in the night before the interview. In 2005 these
percentages increased to 30.5% for males and 27.5%
for females. Itis difficult to know how to interpret this
apparent trend, because trends in percentages reporting
sex with a marital partner in the past month do not
show comparable increases over the same period. Thus,
these increases may reflect a change in marital sexual
patterns, a change in reporting of this behavior, or some
of both. Educational campaigns may have had an
influence, possibly contributing to a change in behavior
as well as a change in reporting of this potentially

sensitive issue.
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