
Women and HIV: a social 
problem?



Incidence of HIV infection in women/1

In Uganda, prevalence of HIV is higher in the female
population rather than among males.

This is particularly true when considering adolescents
and young adults.



Incidence of HIV infection in women/2
Another interesting aspect is that prevalence of HIV infection does not

vary consistently with socio-economic status (SES) and education
level in women. In men, instead, there seems to be a more linear
relation between education level, SES and HIV status.



The female HIV epidemic: possible 
reasons/1

Women are biologicaly more susceptible to HIV
infection, as the virus can easily pass through
the cells of the vaginal lining. Also, adolescent
girls have greater proportions of genital
mucosa in the immature cervix and are a
higher risk of genital inflammation, which may
also pose an increased risk for acquiring HIV.



The female HIV epidemic: possible 
reasons/2

Even though biological
reasons account at least
partly for the distribution
of HIV, also some
behavioural aspects need
to be adressed. One of
them is transactional sex
(TS) and its impact on
comunities and society in
general.



TS: a definition

“TS relationships are non-commercial, non-
marital sexual relationships motivated by the
implicit assumption that sex is exchanged for
material goods or other benefits.”
The term was used the first time in the late
1980s but is still used, mostly by sociologists.



Social role of TS

Usually 3 categories of TS are considered:



TS for basic needs is
particularly dangerous for
the most vulnerable
subsets of population and
is more prevalent in rural
areas, but TS for social
status and as a mean of
expressing love is
interesting as a possible
explanation behind the
peak of incidence among
wealthy and educated
young women.



Sugar daddies and mommies/1
TS has gained visibility lately
through sites such as
SeekingArrangement, which help
people to form relationships usually
based on the exchange of sex for
luxury goods.
These relationships are usually
referred to as “sugar daddy” or
“sugar mummy” relationships and
they are characterized by a
sometimes extreme power
imbalance.



Sugar daddies and mommies/2
Power imbalance can lead to many
different consequences.
There are many stories of extreme
brutality, but there are also other
less talked about forms of violence
which take place in this context.



Safe sex and TS: is it really an option?
More often than not, the partner who is in charge is the one who

decides whether sex is going to be protected or not. In a lot of
ocasions it is not, leading to the spreading of STDs and unplanned
pregnancies.

Interestingly, particularly from the
male perspective, the power
imbalance in TS is not perceived as
favorable to men: women are seen
as in charge, as they ask for money
and decide “the price”.
Safe sex is viewed by men as an
unreasonable request, having
already let the woman decide about
the economical aspects of the
transaction.



Cross-generational relationships
Cross-generational relationships are common in Uganda,

especially in the rural areas.
Even though a lot of these relationships involve some sort of

economic transaction, an important role is played by
cultural norms, which justify and encourage young women
to choose older partners.



TS and cross-generational relationships
In TS, usually one of the partners is older than the other,

recreating the dynamics of cross-generational
relationships. This is particularly true for women.





The Fataki Campaign—Changing 

Norms Through Social Learning
Wakinge uwapendao na Fataki (Protect your loved ones from Ftaki).

The Ftaki campaign took place in Tanzania fom 2008 to 2011 and it
wanted to change the perspective on cross-generational
relationships.

It defined men who look for

cross-generational sex “Ftaki”,

explosion, and it showed that

that the community can help

prevent such relations.

Its model of social learning seems

to have had an impact on

Tanzanian society and could be

used for future educational

campaigns on the risk of cross-

generational sex.



Are there any upsides?
As reported in an issue of the segment “Africa Eye” by BBC, cross-
generational relationships, in particular with an aspect of
transaction, are a way for women to escape from difficoult
realities. One of Kenya’s most famous

socialites, Bridget Achieng,
managed to leave the slum
where she was born and start
her own business and her own
charity projects, through the use
of her image and appearance.
Yet she wants to make it clear
that “[…] there is nothing for
nothing. You want a million
bucks you will do something that
is worth a million bucks”

Are there any upsides?



Something similar can be said about more “traditional” cross-generational
relationships: a young girl who starts a relationship with an older man is
likelier to get married and to have a secure position in the community. In
exchange, she is asked to look after the house and to bare children.

Also, they are less vulnerable to abuse:
MGLSD (2009) report shows that over
54% of women in Uganda experienced
sexual violence between the ages of 10
and 19 years. Commercial sexual
exploitation of children includes sexual
tourism, sexual exploitation, pornography,
child trafficking and prostitution (UYDEL,
2011). Childhope suggests that the
number of children involved is around
12,000, with a further 10,000 vulnerable
because of being associated with street
living. The number of children becoming
embroiled in commercial sex appears to
be increasing at a very high rate,
confirming the vulnerability of adolescent
girls from especially poor communities
and regions.



Stigma and HIV/1
Even though the views on TS,

cross-generational
relationships and women’s
sexuality is changing, there still
is a lot of stigma towards
women who engage in sexual
activities when not married.

HIV has often been linked to all
those sexual practices which
are not considered as morally
acceptable.



Stigma and HIV/2
People who are HIV+ are at a high risk of facing discrimination

and adverse socio-economic conditions and vice versa.
This model is also accurate in the female population.



The consequences of stigma/1

Women infected with
HIV lose social
security and some
may turn to
prostitution and TS
to get by.



The consequences of stigma/2

Women who are HIV+
are less likely to seek
medical help and can
act as reservoirs for
many different
infective diseases,
particularly STDs.



Stigma against women

Part of the problem revolving around the stigma
attached to HIV is that women are stigmatized
anyway: they have fewer opportunities to
access healthcare services, to be educated
and to be economically independent.

On the other hand, they are likelier to face
poverty and violence, particularly coming
from their partners.



Prejudice around HIV screening
While there is no evidence whatsoever supporting the idea that

screening campaigns may push young girls towards sex work, in
many countries, sexual health related services and HIV counseling
and testing cannot be offered to people under-18, as there is the
idea that it may favor prostitution and human trafficking.



Women and healthcare

Many women cannot
access HIV screening and
treatment services mainly
due to prejudice and lack
of adequate services.
Most sexual health
related services do not
offer adequate support to
young unmarried
women.



Gender violence and HIV/1

Violence against
women plays a
double role in
HIV: on the one
hand it is a
consequence of
the infection, on
the other it is a
cause of
infection.



Gender violence and HIV/2
Rape and sexual abuse increases the risk of acquiring HIV by 1.5.
Many women are affraid to get tested because of the stigma attached to
sexual abuse.
Different campaigns have been started on this topics, but still very few
women report the abuse and get tested.

Also, women do not
necessarily think that
rape can lead to HIV,
as it is often thought
that the body of a
women who is raped is
“shut-down”, and if
there are any
consequences “she
must have liked it”



Gender violence and HIV/3
Transsexuals, bisexuals, homosexuals

and sex workers are very vulnerable
groups as far as gender violence
and HIV infection.



Partner violence and HIV
While it is very common for women to experience abuse from

their partners, it is not common for them to report the
attacks. Part of the problem is the attitude of the
community , that considers partner violence acceptable.

Often the abuser carries out
his attacks both inside and
outside the home, increasing
his risk to be HIV+. Women
who are victims of domestic
abuse are likelier to acquire
HIV and are also less prone
to seek for medical help.



The impact of education
The relationship between education and HIV is complex. Women

who are educated are likelier to come from a better socio-
economic background, but it is also true that women who are
more educated have a better understanding of the disease.

Also, while the association
between HIV- status and
education is almost linear,
the same cannot be said
about HIV- status and socio-
economic status,
highlighting the importance
of education as an
independent protective
factor.



The importance of school
Not all people have access to a school
education and most people do not finish
their studies. For these reasons, there is
growing pressure to introduce HIV as a
school subject as soon as possible, even
as early as primary school.



Education means awareness/1

Educated women have a
better understanding not
only of the disease, but
also of their rights, which
means they are likelier to
seek medical help and to
undergo screening. Also,
the stigma associated to
the infection is not as
prevalent in educated
women.



Education means awareness/2
Education is extremely expensive in Uganda and girls are the first

ones to loose their schooling rights.

For this reason it is
important to evaluate
different educational
programs, which do
not necessarily involve
schooling. Peer
education programs in
this context may offer
a valid alternative.



Final Remarks
Women are very vulnerable to

HIV, for biological, social and
behavioral aspects. It is
important to target not only
those behaviors that can
increase the risk to acquire
HIV, but also the stigma and
the fear that surrounds the
disease.

Educating and empowering
women does not only assure
us that they will be less at
risk, but it determines an
improvement for society as a
whole.



Possible suggestions

Women need to grow
more conscious of
their rights.
Empowerment,
education and
cooperation among
women are
fundamental in the
battle against HIV.
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