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Socio-demographic characteristics
The data collection process yielded 299 eli-
gible respondents, of whom 79% were male, 
21% female. They ranged in age from 18 to 
63, with a median age of 30 years. Over half 
(54%) had less than a high-school education.  
The majority (63%) were single and never 
married/partnered, and nearly half (49%) of 
respondents had at least one child.  The large 
majority of respondents reported their ethnic-
ity as non-indigenous (80%). The vast majority 
(84%) reported earning a monthly household 
income of less than Q3000 ($380)/month. 
Among the 88% of male and female respon-
dents who reported having sex in the previous 
three months, 56% reported being heterosexual, 
24% bi-sexual, and 17% gay/homosexual. Three 
percent reported being transgender women.

HIV prevalence and prevention
HIV prevalence among the 299 participants 
was estimated as 6.0% (with a confidence inter-
val of 2.9%-10.1%), placing drug users among 
the ranks of other key populations for height-
ened HIV risk in Guatemala. Among sexually 
active drug users, 57% had tested for HIV in the 
past 12 months.

Drug Use
Injection drug use was relatively uncommon 
in Guatemala City, with only 3% of drug users 
injecting any drug in the 30 days prior to the 
survey. The three most commonly used drugs 
(past 30 days) were inhaled cocaine (72%), 

marijuana (68%), and crack (56%). Multiple 
drug use was common, with 70% using two or 
more illicit drugs in the past month.  

Respondents used drugs in groups (43%), 
alone (28%), or both (30%). The large majority 
indicated that at least one of their three closest 
friends used drugs. Surprisingly, among those 
with a stable partner, only 38% reported that s/
he used drugs and only 22% reported that this 
person was part of his/her drug-using group.

Sexual Behavior
Guatemala City’s low-income drug users report 
a high prevalence of sexual risk behaviors, 
including transactional sex, multiple sexual 
partners and inconsistent condom use. Among 
respondents, 43% of men and 55% of women 
reported having sex in exchange for money 
and/or drugs in the past 12 months. Among 
those having sex in the last 30 days, over 60% 
of respondents reported using drugs at last 
sex with any type of partner.

Sexually active respondents reported high 
numbers of sex partners in the past 12 
months (median: 9, range: 1-135) and past 
30 days (median: 3, range: 0-63).  Condom 
use varied by partner type.  Among those 
reporting sex with stable partners in the 30 
days prior to the survey, condom use at last 
sex and consistent condom use was low, 
(33% and 20% respectively). Condom use 
at last sex and consistent condom use was 
higher with commercial partners, (81% and 
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Background
HIV prevalence in Guatemala 
is estimated at less than 1% 
and is thought to be concentrat-
ed in a few key populations at 
heightened risk for infection. At 
present, these key populations 
include female sex workers (with 
an estimated HIV prevalence 
of 4.3%) and men who have 
sex with men, among whom 
HIV prevalence is estimated to 
be 12.1%.2 However, in recent 
years the question has emerged 
as to whether drug users consti-
tute a third key population in this 
setting.

In light of the emerging recogni-
tion that not only injection, but 
also non-injection, drug use can 
heighten the risk of HIV trans-
mission, this study was conduct-
ed to estimate the number of 
illicit drug users in this city, and 
to measure and analyze patterns 
of substance use, sexual behav-
ior, and HIV prevalence among 
a population of drug users in 
Guatemala City. 
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75% respectively,) compared to casual partners,  
(63% and 59% respectively). Almost a third of the 
sexually active respondents (31%) reported having 
a sexually transmitted infectionn (STI) or symptoms 
of an STI in the past 12 months.

Population Size Estimate
A population estimate of the number of users of 
illicit drugs (specifically cocaine, crack, heroin, 
LSD, or ecstasy) was conducted with a “multiplier 
method,” and resulted in an estimate of 20,742 drug 
users in Guatemala City with a confidence interval 
between 2,313 and 39,172.

Recommendations
Given the overlap in risk factors encountered in this 
study, local experts and participants in the study’s 
dissemination conference advocated for “cross-over 
programming,” whereby 1) HIV programming 
should redirect part of their efforts to reach the sub-
group of drug users within their target population 
and 2) drug prevention/treatment programs should 
explicitly integrate HIV education and prevention 
services into their ongoing activities. Considering 
limited resources, integrated programming may 
prove more cost-effective  than developing new pro-
grammatic initiatives intended only for drug users. 
In general, programs should:

• broaden HIV prevention efforts to include 
non-injection drug users, as this study identi-
fied a low prevalence of injection drug use in 
Guatemala City

• address the influence of drug use on HIV-
related risk among sex workers, gay/bisexual 
men and transgender women, as part of the 
heightened risk for drug-users may be due to 
overlap among these key populations

• capitalize on the influence of social networks in 
drug use, such as getting drug users to encourage 
others in their drug network to get tested for HIV

• increase promotion of standard HIV preventive 
behavior in this population, such as consistent 
condom use, awareness of HIV testing sites, and 
use of lubricants (among gay/bisexual men and 
transgender women)

• discuss drug use with clients of STI services and 
provide referral to available drug prevention/
treatment services, as this study linked STIs to 
HIV transmission in this population

• strengthen links to drug treatment options, given 
that over 80% of study participants recognized it 
would be difficult for them to stop taking drugs

Conclusions
This drug user population in Guatemala City is at height-
ened risk of HIV, although some of the risk results from 
overlap with the vulnerability experienced via other 
groups at heightened risk, including gay/bisexual men, 
transgender women, and female sex workers. Future HIV 
programming should expand to include HIV prevention 
in drug programs and drug prevention/treatment in HIV 
prevention activities.
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Study Methods & Design
This study used respondent-driven sampling (RDS) to 
recruit drug users based on the following eligibility crite-
ria: being 18 years of age, having consumed at least one of 
five illicit drugs (cocaine, crack, heroin, LSD, or ecstasy) in 
the past 30 days, and living in Guatemala City. Consenting 
respondents, including nine “seeds” who initiated recruit-
ment of their drug user peers, participated in a 30- to 
45-minute survey and standard HIV testing and counseling. 
Through a total of 12 RDS recruitment waves, the study:

• estimated HIV prevalence among drug users with 
biological testing

• administered a cross-sectional survey on drug use, 
sexual behavior, and HIV risk

The research team also estimated the size of the population 
of drugs users in Guatemala City using “unique object 
technique,” a variation of the multiplier method. This 
estimation method requires two data sources: (1) data 
on the distribution and tracking of a unique object—
in this case a keychain with a distinctive symbol—to 
members of the population, and (2) a survey among a 
representative sample of this population to determine 
the number of respondents that had received the object 
(keychain). The research team distributed 637 key chains 
approximately two weeks prior to the start of the cross-
sectional survey, and the survey included a question to 
identify the proportion of study respondents those who 
had received a key chain.
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