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Qualitative Results
Results from qualitative interviews 
were used to develop the concur-
rency measure and associated vari-
ables for the quantitative survey. In 
particular, respondents were asked 
to reflect on the context, meaning 
and recall of concurrency.

1. Context of concurrency
Respondents expressed varying 
views on concurrency. While many 
believed concurrency to be accept-
able and sometimes desirable, espe-
cially for men, many also felt that 
faithfulness to one partner was 
socially valued. Conflicting views 
and behavior were also evident 
in respondents who placed a high 
value on fidelity and its associated 
relationship and health benefits, yet 
also reported engaging in concur-
rency. This contradictory behavior 
produced internal conflicts and 
guilt. Sexual drive and financial 
incentives were primary motiva-
tors for concurrent relationships for 

both sexes; however peer pressure 
and revenge were also cited as rea-
sons for concurrency.

2. Meaning of “main” partner
The definition of a main partner 
varied among participants and was 
not distinctly patterned by gender 
or age. ”Main partner” could be 
defined by emotional, financial, or 
procreation associations, duration 
of the relationship, or a combina-
tion of these criteria. This finding 
suggests that the concept of “main” 
partner is subject to interpretation 
and that a more objective reference 
point for measuring concurrency 
may be “longest” sexual partner.

3. Recall of concurrency behavior
Recall of the date of first sex with a 
partner was poor. Qualitative inter-
views suggested that probing par-
ticipants about the time since last 
sex (days, weeks or months ago) 
and duration of relationship was 
more effective than recalling spe-
cific dates.
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Background
Concurrent partnerships, gen-
erally defined as sexual rela-
tionships that overlap in time, 
may help to explain the hyper-
epidemics of HIV in sub-
Saharan Africa. Definitions 
of concurrency vary in both 
time frame and number of 
partners covered and typi-
cally do not consider stable 
partnerships. In addition, the 
accuracy of existing concur-
rency measures is unclear. 
Current measures include 
both indirect methods (based 
on first and last sex with each 
partner) and direct methods 
(based on asking participants 
if they have had concurrent 
partnerships). 

The goals of this study were 
to develop an instrument to 
measure concurrency and 
related sexual risks for HIV 
transmission within stable 
partnerships and to test 
this instrument among het-
erosexual couples living in 
Soweto, South Africa. The 
instrument was developed 
based on previous studies 
and qualitative interviews. 
The study also compared 
the instrument with an estab-
lished instrument derived 
from UNAIDS recommenda-
tions for measuring concur-
rency developed during the 
“Consultation on Concurrent 
Sexual Partnerships” meeting 
in April, 2009. 
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Survey Results
Quantitative data from the both the 
indirect measure (UNAIDS standard) 
and the direct measure designed for 
this study were collected from 154 
couples. In the study sample of young, 
predominately unmarried heterosexual 
couples, concurrency was highly 
prevalent at approximately 43% and 
was higher among men than women 
(53% versus 34%). Among participants 
reporting concurrent relationships, the 
majority had two sexual partners in 
the past 6 months, both of whom were 
commonly described as “boyfriends” 
or “girlfriends,” and these relationships 
overlapped in time for an average 
of one year. Among couples where 
concurrency was reported, in 42% 
only the man reported concurrency, 
in 40% both the man and woman 
reported concurrency, and in 17% only 
the woman reported concurrency. The 
two measures used in this study did not 
differ significantly in their estimates of the 
prevalence and patterns of concurrency.

Recommendations
•	 Researchers need to be aware of the 

possible social desirability bias that 
may arise in a concurrency question-
naire, as reflected in participants’ vary-
ing views of the context of concurrency 
in the qualitative results.  

•	 Anchoring a direct measure of concur-
rency on an individual’s “longest sexu-
al partner” may be more objective than 
using the descriptor “main” partner. 

•	 Asking participants to recall the days, 
weeks, months and years since a sexu-
al event occurred appears more accu-
rate than asking them to recall specific 
dates.

•	 Though both the indirect and direct 
measures were comparable in estimates 
of prevalence and patterns of concur-
rency, the indirect method may be 
more suitable when research requires 
estimates of the duration of relation-
ships and length of overlap between 
relationships. The direct method may 
be sufficient and more efficient, how-
ever, if the prevalence of concurrency 
is all that is required. 

•	 Programming aimed at reducing HIV 
risk in Soweto should consider the 
prevalence of concurrency across both 
genders, and the finding that concur-
rent partnerships may be far from tran-
sient or short term. Programs should 
also address the tension between these 
injunctive and descriptive norms as 
well as the contextual drivers of con-
currency, including gender norms 
and the larger socio-economic context 
within which these norms are situated.
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Study Methods & Design
The study included both qualitative and quantita-
tive components, which were conducted in two 
different communities in Soweto, South Africa. 
The qualitative component was conducted first 
and included in-depth interviews with ten key 
informants, eight heterosexual couples, and sixteen 
individuals, as well as eight debriefing cognitive 
interviews. Qualitative findings, as well as UNAIDS 
recommendations, empiric literature, and other 
known measures on concurrency, were used to 
develop, revise, and test a new measure of concur-
rency. Second, 154 couples were recruited for the 
quantitative phase of the study.  These couples were 
administered the concurrency measure based on 
UNAIDS recommendations, and then two weeks 
later they were administered the new measure of 
concurrency. 


