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Key Findings
Environmental-structural factors 
that create an enabling contect for 
sexual concurrency
In both Tanzania and Malawi, three factors 
were found to create an enabling environ-
ment for sexual concurrency: 

•	 poverty and economic vulnerability

•	 labor migration and 

•	 the social and structural context 
surrounding alcohol use 

Economically, poorer women and wealthi-
er men may be more likely to have concur-
rent partnerships, as many sexual relation-
ships have transactional elements. 

Poverty and larger economic systems lead 
to significant labor migration, which sepa-
rates couples for long periods of time and 
can lead individuals to seek additional 
partners. 

Alcohol use can reduce inhibitions; how-
ever, participants reported that the envi-
ronment within which drinking takes 
place often creates an enabling context for 
sexual concurrency.

Social norms and understandings 
of sexual concurrency
Norms create a double standard  by which 
concurrent partnerships are acceptable for 
men but not for women. 

In Malawi, terms such as “loose” or “mini-
bus seat” (shared by many strangers) are 
used for women, while “excessive lover” 
or “one with hunger of the hips” are used 
for men. 

In Tanzania, common metaphors com-
pare extra-marital sex to an extra bucket 
to carry water (suggesting a second layer 
of security), and an extra stone to hold 
up the cooking pot (suggesting improved 
stability). Cultural support for polygamy 
also facilitates social acceptance of men’s 
non-marital concurrent partnerships. Such 
partnerships can be legitimized as “wives 
in waiting.”

Relationship dynamics that 
encourage concurrent partnerships
Emotional, sexual, and financial dissat-
isfaction with primary relationships can 
facilitate concurrent partnerships. Couples 
often lack the communication skills and 
conflict resolution techniques that might 
help address challenges within primary 
relationships. 

In addition, power imbalances within cou-
ples, including large age differences and 
socioeconomic inequalities, may encour-
age concurrent partnerships, or prevent 
individuals from leaving a relationship 
with an unfaithful partner. 
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Background
Concurrent sexual partner-
ships are hypothesized to 
be an important factor con-
tributing to the high rates 
of HIV transmission in sub-
Saharan Africa. However, 
the social and cultural fac-
tors that encourage concur-
rent partnerships are not well 
understood. A more complex 
understanding of the dynam-
ics of concurrent partner-
ships is key to designing 
effective interventions to 
reduce concurrency and, 
ultimately, to reduce trans-
mission of HIV.

Malawi and Tanzania are 
two neighboring sub-Saha-
ran African countries with 
high rates of HIV and sexual 
concurrency.  We conducted 
a qualitative research study 
to explore and better under-
stand the social dynamics of 
concurrent sexual partner-
ships in these two settings.
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Secrecy surrounding concurrent partnerships was 
cited as one of the main factors distinguishing con-
currency from formal polygamy and appears to com-
pound many of the relational problems associated 
with concurrency.  

Parental influence on adolescent sexual behavior
While some parents speak with their children about 
sexuality, many others are uncomfortable with this. 
Some parents were reported to model concurrency 
behavior to their children. In other cases, parents may 
send conflicting messages if they advocate abstinence 
but say nothing when they benefit economically from 
their children’s concurrent relationships. 

Recommendations
Interventions aiming to reduce rates of concurrency 
must work within complex existing social and struc-
tural systems to enact change. Findings from this 
qualitative study suggest several avenues for inter-
ventions.

Address environmental-structural factors that 
create an enabling context
Environmental-structural factors such as economic 
vulnerability, labor migration, and the social con-
text of alcohol use facilitate sexual concurrency and 
should be considered in intervention development. 

•	 Microfinance and job training interventions 
might reduce the risk associated with pov-
erty and economic vulnerability, particularly 
among women.

•	 Housing for migrant workers or changes to 
work schedules to facilitate family visits may 
make separation easier or reduce separation 
times. 

•	 Messages on the risk of alcohol should target 
the general population. In addition, messages 
should also address the specific social and 
structural context of sexual risk in alcohol 
venues.

Address unequal gender norms and strengthen 
injunctive norms against concurrent partnerships
Strengthening injunctive norms is unlikely to be suc-
cessful without also addressing larger gender norms 
that support gender inequalities. 

Efforts to reduce transactional sex must consider the 
complexity of the beliefs underlying the practice and 
the intersections between power, gender, and poverty 
that shape it. Further research is needed on the factors 
associated with success for interventions designed to 
change social norms.

Promote partner communication and 
conflict resolution strategies
Promoting conflict resolution strategies and partner 
communication around sexual health and sexual 
pleasure in general and HIV prevention in particular 
should be part of comprehensive efforts to reduce 
concurrent partnerships.  

Social networks can be used to provide relevant infor-
mation and build partner communication skills about 
the risks of concurrency, and conflict resolution skills 
for couples can be developed to improve the quality 
of relationships, leading to reduced interest in out-
side partners. Appropriate interventions could build 
on the traditional role of community elders and the 
extended family in conjugal conflict resolution and 
encourage HIV prevention interventions that target 
couples as a unit.

Develop parenting skills to discourage concurrency
Programs should focus on developing parenting skills 
across a variety of dimensions of parental influence, 
including connectedness, behavioral control, respect 
for individuality, modeling appropriate behavior, and 
provision and protection.  

These efforts should be implemented in conjunction 
with interventions to engage communities and shift 
cultural norms around the acceptability of parent-
child conversations about sexuality as well as inter-
ventions to address other social and economic vulner-
abilities of young people. 

Conclusions
In Malawi and Tanzania, concurrent partnerships 
are complex sexual behaviors embedded within larg-
er social and economic systems that intersect with 
cultural and gender norms to influence individual 
behaviors. To effectively reduce concurrent partner-
ships, interventions must acknowledge this complex-
ity and intervene at multiple levels to address the 
larger socio-economic factors influencing individual 
behaviors. 
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Qualitative Study Methods & Design

•	9 study areas geographically distributed across 
Malawi and Tanzania 

•	72 focus group discussions and 36 in-depth 
interviews with community members

•	18 key informant interviews with community leaders
•	Respondents selected to meet demographic (age 

and gender) and geographic (region and urban/
rural location) criteria 


