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Abstract

(Updated from the abstract which appears in the conference programme)

Age at first sex marks the start of an individual’'s exposure to HIV infection: the acquisition of a second partner
marks the point at which that individual could transmit infection. Unlike age at first sex, progression to a
second sexual partner is not well documented. We describe this transition in selected sub-Saharan African
countries using data from the Africa Centre Demographic Information System (South Africa), the Masaka
District Cohort Study (Uganda), the Manicaland cohort (Zimbabwe) and nationally representative surveys
(Namibia, Tanzania, Uganda, Zambia and Zimbabwe). From the cohort data, standardised for age, men were
more likely to have had a second partner than women (68% v. 44% in South Africa, 70% v. 57% in Uganda,
and 65% v. 27% in Zimbabwe). The survey data yield similar estimates: 71% v. 52% in Namibia, 68% v. 50%
in Tanzania, 70% v. 47% in Uganda; 70% v. 45% in Zambia & 63% v. 27% in Zimbabwe. If the data are
reliable they suggest that many women have no potential to sexually transmit infection.
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Introduction

The determinants of HIV transmission are not necessarily the same as the determinants of acquisition * .
In population-based studies where sexual partners cannot be linked, it is not feasible to directly measure
the determinants of onward HIV transmission by infected individuals and so little is known about these in a
generalised epidemic.

Central to the theory of communicable disease transmission is the concept of the reproductive number, the
number of new infections arising from each infection and defined as a product of the number of contacts,
the probability of transmission per contact and the duration of infectiousness 3. For sexually transmitted
infections, the number of contacts can be conceptualised as the number of sexual partners, the number of
sexual acts or some combination of the two. Mathematical modelling suggests that the reproductive
number is influenced not only by the number of partners but also the distribution *, the density and
structure of sexual networks ° ° and the degree of assortative mixing. Relationships between these
7components, and between these characteristics and the reproductive number may not be straightforward *

Age at first sex marks the start of an individual's exposure to sexually-transmitted HIV infection. The
acquisition of a second partner marks the point at which an infected individual could pass on infection.
Infected people who have not, yet, had a second partner have a reproductive number of 0 and therefore do
not contribute to the onward spread of infection, at least until they acquire a new sexual partner.

The association between having multiple sexual partners and an increased chance of acquiring HIV
infection is well established at the individual level ®**. However, this association is not evident at the
population level *2. Acquisition of a second sexual partner in sub-Saharan African countries is of interest
because many women, and some men, report only one lifetime partner. There is very little heterogeneity
between populations in lifelong sexual abstinence: almost everyone acquires at least one sexual partner **
. There is variation in the timing of this first partnership but the range is just a few years and almost
everyone has had one or more partners for the majority of their adult life. The second sexual partnership
represents the first opportunity that an individual has for onward transmission of infection. Heterogeneity in
acquisition of a second partner would imply that the opportunities for transmission of HIV vary more by age
than the opportunity for the acquisition of infection. The degree of heterogeneity in the number of lifetime
sexual partners, and the speed with which these are acquired, will affect the level of variation in the
number of secondary cases arising from each case.

It is therefore interesting to describe the timing of this transition from zero or one lifetime partner to at least
two lifetime partners. Age at first sex is well documented** but progression to a second sexual partner is
not. In part, this is because of the lack of detailed data on lifetime partners. There are good data on
numbers of partners in the recent past (usually 1 year) for most African populations®®** but fewer sources
of data on the lifetime number of partners * °°. Where data on lifetime partners has been collected it is
usually limited to the total number of partners and there is seldom any information on when the second
partner was acquired. An exception is a study in a small Swedish population which found that, for both
men and women, the median age at which the second partner was acquired about two years later than the
median age at first sex’’. Inthis study the interval between sex with first and second partners appeared to
be fairly constant for women, whereas for men the interval increased at older ages suggesting that men
with a younger age at first sex acquired a second partner sooner than men whose first sex was later in life.

We present data on the patterns of acquisition of multiple lifetime partners in sub-Saharan Africa using
data from cohort studies and selected Demographic and Health Surveys (DHS) and AIDS Indicators
Surveys (AIS). We illustrate the transition from 0 or 1 lifetime partner to 2 or more and compare these by
sex and between countries.

Data and Methods
Data

Data on lifetime partners are available from cohort studies in Uganda, Zimbabwe and South Africa. The
AIS and most recent DHS have collected the total number of lifetime partners.

In South Africa, data come from the Africa Centre Demographic Surveillance System (ACDIS) in
Umkhanyakude in rural KwazZulu-Natal %, Demographic surveillance is conducted in a circumscribed
population within Umkhanyakude district. Lifetime sexual partner data were collected in the first (2003-
2004) of five behavioural surveys, among 15-49 year old women and 15-54 year old men. A secret voting
method similar to that used in Manicaland, Zimbabwe?* was offered to participants as an alternative to
face-to-face interview.
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In Uganda, the Masaka cohort study based in Masaka district in South Western Uganda has included
guestions about lifetime partners in five survey rounds: 1992/3, 1994/5, 1998/9, 2005/6 and 2006/7. The
cohort includes an adult population (13+ years) of about 11,000 people. Annual household surveys collect
data on socio-demographic and behavioural factors and HIV serostatus®.

In Zimbabwe, the Manicaland cohort in the rural eastern highlands has collected data on lifetime partners
over three surveys between 1998 and 2005°°. An informal confidential voting system is used to collect
behavioural data, as a means of reducing social-desirability bias*.

We have used survey data from Namibia (2007 DHS), Tanzania (2007 AlS), Uganda (2006 DHS), Zambia
(2007 DHS) and Zimbabwe (2005 DHS).

Neither the cohort nor DHS/AIS data include the age at which respondents acquired their second partner.
We can infer the average age of this transition from the current status of the respondents at the time of the
survey, but cannot estimate individual ages.

Analytical Methods

We categorised respondents into three groups based on their reported number of lifetime partners: none,
one more than one. To describe the overall proportion of respondents who had made the transition to a
second partner we calculated age-standardised distributions, of men and women aged 15-49, by their
number of lifetime partners. The proportion was standardised because the age structure of the
populations is quite different. The standard population used was the UN 2005 medium variant projection
for sub-Saharan Africa, by 5-year age group with both sexes combined *'.

For men and women we calculated: the ages at which at least 50% of respondents reported a) at least one
lifetime partner and b) more than one lifetime partner and c) the difference between those ages.

We graphed the proportion reporting more than one lifetime partner by country, sex and age at survey.
There is some fluctuation in this proportion so we smoothed the graphs by taking a moving average and
used a 3 year window to retain the maximum amount of detail.

For each country we obtained estimates of population size by 5-year age group and sex from the UN 2005
medium variant projection 8. The distribution of lifetime partners for men and women in each 5-year age
group was used to draw a population pyramid for each data source with the bars subdivided by the
grouped number of lifetime partners.

DHS and AIS data were analysed accounting for the complex survey design using Stata 10’s survey
commands *°. The response rates for the DHS and AIS were taken from the survey reports *°. The
participation rates for the cohort studies were calculated as the proportion, of eligible individuals, who were
enumerated in the relevant surveys.
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Results

The number of respondents and the response/participation rates for each data source are shown in Table
1. All DHS/AIS surveys had high response rates (82-97%). Round by round participation in the cohort-
based surveys was lower (44-83%). Each data source had higher response rates for women compared to
men.

In the survey data, but not in the cohort data, men were less likely than women to have answered the
guestion on lifetime partners. In the DHS/AIS almost all women (about 99.5%) gave an answer whereas
around 2% of men did not. The Namibian survey had higher levels of non-response to this question: 4.6%
and 2.4% of men and women respectively. In Masaka, 99% of men and 97% of women responded to the
guestion in the 2006/7 round. In Manicaland, 99.8% of respondents in round 3 responded to this question.
Response was lowest in the ACDIS cohort with 74% of men and 76% of women having answered this
guestion.

The distributions of lifetime partners, standardised for age, are shown in Table 2 for men and women in
each dataset. The proportion reporting more than one lifetime partner ranges from 63% to 71% of men
and from 25% to 57% for women. Men and women in South Africa were the least likely to report any
lifetime partners. Women in Zimbabwe were by far the least likely to report more than one lifetime partner.
The lowest proportions of men reporting more than one partner were in South Africa and Zimbabwe. In all
countries, a greater proportion of men than women report more than one lifetime partner. This difference
is most pronounced in Zimbabwe and least pronounced in the Masaka cohort and the Namibia DHS.
Women were more likely than men to report just one lifetime partner.

MEN WOMEN

COUNTRY AND DATA SOURCE

Number Participation (%) Number Participation (%)
South Africa: ACDIS cohort 2003/4 5,689 44% 11,248 70%
Uganda: Masaka cohort 6,915 47%* 9,010 56%*
Zimbabwe: Manicaland cohort 2004/5 6,491 83%T 9,775 83%f

Number Response (%) Number Response (%)
Namibia 2006/7 DHS 3,915 88% 9,804 95%
Tanzania: 2007 AIS 6,975 88% 9,343 96%
Uganda 2006 DHS 2,503 91% 8,531 95%
Zambia 2007 DHS 6,500 91% 7,146 97%
Zimbabwe 2005 DHS 7,175 82% 8,907 90%

Table 1: Numbers of male and female respondents and levels of response (for the DHS & AIS 31-%)
and participation (for the cohorts). 'Both sexes combined. *All survey rounds combined (1992/3,
1994/5, 1998/9, 2005/6 and 2006/7)
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Men Women
Country and data source Sex difference
Number Percent Number Percent
Namibia: 2007 DHS
No partners 533 13.8 1590 16.7 2.9
One only 556 14.9 3011 31.6 -16.7
More than one 2647 713 4966 51.7 19.6
South Africa: 2003/4 ACDIS
No partners 1904 25.7 2754 22.9 2.8
One only 254 6.7 2491 328 -26.1
More than one 2123 67.7 3238 443 234
Tanzania: 2007/8 AIS
No partners 1406 19.6 1231 14.4 5
One only 843 12,5 3290 35.2 -22.7
More than one 4598 67.9 4784 50.4 175
Uganda: 2006/7 Masaka
No partners 663 232 548 18.3 5.1
One only 141 7.4 677 24.4 17
More than one 1019 695 1291 57.4 12.1
Uganda: 2006 DHS
No partners 447 18.2 1250 15 3.2
One only 264 11.4 3278 38.5 27.1
More than one 1635 70.4 3955 46.5 24.1
Zambia: 2007 DHS
No partners 969 16.4 952 14 24
One only 813 14 2909 40.7 -26.7
More than one 4081 69.7 3262 452 245
Zimbabwe: 2005 DHS
No partners 1793 22.8 1848 19.9 29
One only 968 14.2 4652 52.8 -38.4
More than one 4007 63.1 2382 27.4 35.7
Zimbabwe: 2004/5 Manicaland
No partners 1768 225 1916 20.6 1.9
One only 772 126 4889 54 -41.4
More than one 3538 65 2279 25.4 39.6

Table 2: Age-standardised percentage distribution of the number of lifetime partners by country
and sex and the difference between the sexes (percentage points)
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Table 3 shows the ages at which the proportion of respondents who reported having had a) any
sexual partner and b) two or more partners first exceeded 50% in each dataset. This is not a true
median age because it is based on the proportion reporting by single year of age, not the cumulative
proportion that would be implied by a median age. Women take longer than men to acquire their
second sexual partner but this is partly because women acquire their first partner at a younger age
than men. There may be some regional difference; women in Southern Africa seem on average to
have a longer interval between acquiring their first and their second partners.

MEN WOMEN
Country and data Age at which 50% first report: Age at which 50% first report:
source At least 1 lifetime At least 2 lifetime Difference At least 1 lifetime At least 2 lifetime Difference
partner partners partner partners
Namibia
DHS 2007 17 20 3 18 22 4
South Africa
ACDIS 2003/4 19 21 3 19 24 5
Tanzania
AIS 2007 19 21 2 17 22 5
Uganda
DHS 2006 19 20 1 18 22 4
Masaka 1992/93 18 19 1 18 20 2
Masaka 1993/94 19 20 1 19 22 3
Masaka 1998/99 18 20 2 18 20 2
Masaka 2005/06 21 21 0 19 22 3
Masaka 2006/07 21 21 0 19 22 3
Zambia
DHS 2007 18 19 1 17 24 7
Zimbabwe
DHS 2005 20 22 2 19 X
Manicaland R1 18 20 2 19 -
Manicaland R2 19 21 2 18 -
Manicaland R3 20 21 1 19 -

Table 3: The ages at which at least 50% of respondents first report one sexual partner (1+),
and two or more (2+). * Fewer than 50% of women ever report having had more than one
lifetime partner.

Figure 1 shows the proportion who report more than one lifetime partner by single year of age and by
sex and survey. Everywhere except Zimbabwe, the younger women showed a similar pattern with a
steady increase in the proportion reporting more than one lifetime partner between 15 and 20 followed
by a levelling off in the early 20s at around 50%. A different pattern is observed in Zimbabwe with a
much slower increase in this proportion and a plateau at around 30%. For women, there is most
heterogeneity between the countries at the older ages. There is less cross-country variation for men
than women and this is observed at the youngest and oldest ages. Most men have had a second
partner by the end of their twenties. After this age, the proportion reporting more than one lifetime
partner increases little in most countries so although most men may continue to acquire new partners
over their lifetime many of the men who have not had a second partner in their twenties are unlikely to
acquire one later in life. In their late 20s men in all countries are remarkably similar, with around 80%
reporting having had more than one lifetime partner. The variation in the older men may be party
because fewer older men were surveyed.

In the youngest age groups, Namibia had higher proportions of men with more than one partner than
other countries, but at ages over 35 Namibian m en reported lower proportions than in other countries.
The proportion of men reporting more than one lifetime partner in Namibia increased rapidly in the
teenage years, peaked around age 25 and then declined slightly between ages of 35 and 45. This
implies that young Namibian men are behaving, or reporting their behaviour, differently to older men.
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The opposite pattern was seen in the Zimbabwe datasets and the results from the most recent survey
round in Masaka. These datasets had the lowest proportion of young men reporting more than one
partner, a peak around age 25 at a similar level to the other countries and then a slow but steady
increase in the proportion to around 80% in the late 40s, about 10-20 percentage points higher than
Namibian men.

The graphs for men show a clear turning point: at younger ages there are rapid increases in the
proportion reporting more than one partner and then the line flattens out. For men, this proportion
does not increase much after the age of 27. The increase in the proportion of women reporting more
than one partner slows around the age of 22 and has almost stopped by the age of 30 but in all
countries there continues to be a small, steady increase in the proportion of respondents reporting
more than one partner at the older ages.

Percent with =1 lifetime partner

15 17 19 21 23 25 27 28 31 33 35 37 39 41 43 45 47 44
ange

—— Tanzania 2007 ——— lganda 2006

——— FZambhia 2007 Zimbabwe 2005

——— Mamibia 2007 —— Manicaland 2003/5

—a&—— ACDIS 200374 Masaka 2008/
Women

FPercent with =1 lifetime partner

19 17 19 21 23 25 27 29 31 33 35 37 39 41 43 45 47 49
age

——— Tanzania 2007 ———— llganda 2008

——— Fambhbia 2007 Zimbabwe 2005
—=—— Mamihkia 2007 —— Manicaland 2003/5
—a—— ACDIS 200574 Masaka 2006/7

Figure 1. Proportion who have had more than one lifetime partner by single year of age (three
year moving average). Most recent round only for cohort studies.
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There is no evidence for a trend across rounds in the proportion reporting more than one lifetime
partner in either the Manicaland or Masaka data (not shown). Both cohorts show close agreement
with the DHS data.

Figure 2 shows the distribution of number of lifetime partners by five-year age group for men and
women from each data set. The graphs illustrate the timing of the transitions from zero to one to more
than one partner and show how population size may interact with partnership behaviour to determine
the availability of partners. In all datasets there is asymmetry between men and women in every age
group: more men that women have had multiple lifetime partners which suggests that at every age
some of the men with multiple partners will be in partnerships with women who have had only one
partner. This asymmetry may be further exacerbated by age differences between partners (typically
5-7 years between spouses) that means men’s female partners are likely to come from a younger age
group where the proportion with only one partner is higher than among women of their own age.

Namibia 2007 ACDIS 2003/4
45-49 45-44
40-44 40-44
35-39 35-38
30-34 30-34
25-29 25-29
20-24 20-24
15-19 15-19
4 12 10 8 6 4 2 0 2 4 6 8 10 12 14 4 12 10 & 6 4 2 0 2 4 6 8 10 12 14
Fercent Fercent
[ No sexual partners [ No sexual partners
I Cne sexual partner I Cne sexual partner
I ore than one sexual partner I ore than one sexual partner
Tanzania 2007 Uganda 2006
45-49 45-44
40-44 40-44
35-39 35-38
30-34 30-34
25-28 25-28
20-24 20-24
15-19 15-19
— — T
4 12 10 &8 6 4 2 0 2 4 & 8 10 12 14 4 12 1w 8 6 4 2 0 2 4 & 8 W0 12 14
Percent Percent
[ Mo sexual pariners [ Mo sexual partrers
I One sexual partner [ One sexual partner
I V/ore than one sexual partner I '/ore than one sexual partner

Figure 2: Population pyramids showing the distribution of the grouped number of lifetime
partners by five-year age group. The most recent round is used for cohort studies.
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Masaka 2006/7 Zambia 2007
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35-38 38-38
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15-19 15-19
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I e sexusl partner I Cne sexual partner
I o than one sexual partrer I Vvore than one sexual partner

Figure 2 continued: Population pyramids showing the distribution of the grouped number of
lifetime partners by five-year age group. The most recent round is used for cohort studies.

Table 4 shows the marital status of respondents reporting one and more than one lifetime partners by
sex and survey. Men who report only one lifetime partner are evenly distributed between those who
are single or currently married with the exception of Namibian men. Namibians of both sexes are very
likely to be single which reflects a late age at first marriage. Almost all the women who report only
one partner are married and many report their first sex and marriage at the same age. Women who
report more than one partner are mostly ex-married or in second marriages. With the exception of
Namibia, women who report multiple partners are less likely to be single than men.

Women'’s reports of only one lifetime partner are more convincing if they are married and first sex
coincided with first marriage. Most women are married, but in all countries the proportion reporting
first sex and marriage at the same time is smaller than the proportion currently married. First sex may
have been with their future husband but have occurred some time before the marriage. However, first
sex may have been with a different, undisclosed partner. The difference between the proportion
reporting first sex and marriage to be the same age, and the proportion currently married ranges from
12 to 25 percentage points. The discrepancy is greatest in Zimbabwe and Uganda.
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AFS = AFS > Median
Distribution of Marital Status (%) AFM* AFM* AFM
Countryanddata  [jfetime Never Currently Re- Formerly
source partners married married married married (Percent)  (Percent)
MEN
Namibia
DHS 2007 1 75 20 3 2 5 5 32
>1 57 29 9 5 3 3 32
Tanzania
AlIS 2007 1 54 45 0 1 3 4 24
>1 23 53 17 7 8 4 24
Uganda
DHS 2006 1 48 48 1 2 10 7 23
>1 20 52 21 7 8 3 23
Zambia
DHS 2007 1 47 50 1 2 33 7 24
>1 26 49 19 6 8 4 24
Zimbabwe
DHS 2005 1 48 49 1 3 22 14 24
>1 26 54 13 7 13 7 24
WOMEN
Namibia
DHS 2007 1 52 43 0 6 18 10 26
>1 49 33 9 10 7 5 26
Tanzania
AlIS 2007 1 13 81 0 6 61 3 18
>1 12 45 24 20 27 5 18
Uganda
DHS 2006 1 13 78 0 9 54 11 17
>1 9 42 28 22 30 7 17
Zambia
DHS 2007 1 16 76 0 8 63 7 18
>1 13 42 25 20 3 6 18
Zimbabwe
DHS 2005 1 7 78 2 14 54 17 18
>1 10 35 26 29 31 12 18

Table 4: Marital status and proportion whose age at first sex (AFS) was the same as age at
first marriage (AFM) by reported number of lifetime partners. *Current age for never married
respondents.
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Discussion

In all countries there are substantial differences between men and women with respect to acquiring a
second partner. Fewer women than men acquire a second partner and, on average, women are older
when they do make the transition. Men in all countries seem to acquire second partners at a similar
rate although the age at which these partners are acquired varies between countries. By their late
twenties around 80% of men have had a second partner and this is remarkably similar across the
different sources of data. There is more difference between countries in the pattern of second partner
acquisition for women and Zimbabwean women are markedly different from those in the other
countries.

In South Africa a very small proportion of men report having had only one lifetime partner. Age at first
sex is later than the other countries but the proportion reporting two or more lifetime partners (Figure
1) resembles that of the other countries which implies that the interval between first and second
partners must be shorter for men in South Africa compared to the other countries. The difference
between young men in Zimbabwe and Namibia may be partly due to differences in age at first sex: the
median age at first sex reported by 15-24 year old men in Namibia was 17.3 compared to 18.0 in
Zimbabwe.

There are fundamental problems with trying to estimate age at second sexual partnership based on
the number of lifetime partners reported at the time of the survey. Current status data are likely to
over-estimate the age at the transition. Survival analysis based on the retrospectively reported age
would be a better measure if the data were available *. We have probably over-estimated the
average age in this analysis; the ages for those reporting at least one partner in Table 3 are between
0.5 and 1 year older than the median ages at first sex obtained from rigorous analysis of the data in
South Africa '’ and Zimbabwe ** and considerably higher for Masaka *°. This implies that the age at
second partner may be slightly younger than estimated here.

Reporting bias is an ever-present problem with sexual behaviour data and is likely to have affected
these results. The generally high levels of response to surveys and to the question on lifetime
partners suggests that non-response bias is not important in these data, with the possible exception of
the ACDIS cohort where around a quarter of respondents did not answer the question. However, this
does not mean that the reported data are necessarily valid. We may have observed a difference
between men and women because women have not truthfully reported their number of lifetime
partners and may be particularly reticent to report having had more than one partner. Men may have
exaggerated their numbers of partners. Although the results in Table 4 suggest that most of the
women who reported only one partner gave a plausible account, in that they were married and first
sex occurred at the same age as first marriage, between 12% and 25% of married women who
reported only one partner also reported first sex before their first marriage. The first sexual partner
may have become a spouse following a period of pre-marital sexual activity, but this may also
represent a failure to disclose pre-marital partnerships. If all women whose age at first sex preceded
first marriage by one year of more had all had more than one lifetime partner the estimates for South
Africa and Namibia would have been the most affected since age at marriage is highest in those
countries.

A study of partnerships in Mwanza region in Tanzania found a 16% deficit in the number of partners
reported by women compared to men and attributed this to selective under-reporting by women of
short-term and low status male partners combined with some exaggeration in the numbers of partners
reported by young single men®’. If the data presented here are subject to reporting errors of the same
magnitude and direction then the differences between young men and women may be smaller than
they appear. In the Mwanza study and a sexual network study on Likoma Island in Malawi % married
respondents were found to report their partnerships more accurately than unmarried respondents.
The Likoma study found that partnerships of longer duration were more likely to be reported by both
partners than short-term gartnerships. Single women in the Likoma study appeared to report only
70% of their partnerships®.

If women in these data have failed to report a proportion of their short-term partners, and if under-
reporting is particularly acute among younger women, we may have over-estimated the age at which
women acquired their second partner. As the under-reporting in the other studies varied by age, the
shape of the curves in Figure 1 may be inaccurate and the slower increase in the proportion of women
with more than one partner compared to men may be an artefact of reporting bias.

Although the Tanzanian and Malawian studies found, respectively, that 16% and 30% of all partners
are not reported, we do not know the extent to which the under-reporting affects reporting of one
versus more than one lifetime partner. This distinction is important both epidemiologically and socially
since it is socially desirable for women in particular to report only one lifetime partner.
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Despite the limitations of the analysis, the results presented here suggest some important areas for
further research. It is likely that marriage patterns have an important effect on the acquisition of a
second partner. We cannot examine this directly in these data because we do not know the age at
which a second partner was acquired but the distribution of current marital status is different for
respondents with only one lifetime partner and those with more than one lifetime partner. Marriage, or
remarriage, may be the point at which a respondent acquires a second partner. Respondents who
are married may not acquire new partners during their marriage.

The timing of the acquisition of second partners (Figure 1) suggests that most men acquire their
second partner before first marriage as the median age at first marriage is 23 or above (Table 4).
Many women will also make this transition before first marriage but, with a median age at first
marriage around 18, others may acquire second partners after first marriage. The breakdown of a
first marriage may be the point at which many women acquire a second sexual partner.

The timing of first sex and first marriage has been shown to be associated with marital status and
number of partners later in life in Tanzania®, number of partners and condom use in Zimbabwe'® and
with marital status and HIV infection among ever-married women in Malawi*". In the Malawi study,
women who married their first sexual partner and remained married were the least likely to be HIV
positive, but amongst these women those whose first sex was younger than 15 the benefit was offset
by the increased likelihood of marital breakdown. Having experienced the ending of a marriage
increased the odds of being HIV positive in this sample. Many women (68%) married their first sexual
partner, half had had only one lifetime partner and very few married women reported having had
extra-marital partners. In this context, acquisition of the second partner may prove a risk for both
acquisition of HIV and for potential transmission of infection. The highest prevalence in this study
(40%) was found amongst women who married their first partner at a young age and were
subsequently widowed. This group may be small but the potential for onward spread of infection
would be very high were these women to acquire a second sexual partner.

The potential importance of widows and widowers in the spread of HIV has been demonstrated by
Lopman et al. ** in Manicaland, Zimbabwe. HIV prevalence was high among widows and widowers
and they estimated that between 8 and 17% of new infections over a 20 year period may be ascribed
to their sexual activity. Death of a spouse was not a risk for acquiring HIV infection.

Although, the inception and termination of marriages may be a risk for acquisition and transmission of
HIV infection irrespective of the number of lifetime partners, the difference between 1 and 2 lifetime
partners is greater, from the point of view of transmission, than the difference between 2 and 3
partners or so on.

Based on mathematical modelling, Hallett et al ** suggest that in Manicaland, delays in age at first sex
and reductions in age mixing in sexual partnerships have less potential to slow the spread of HIV
infection than condom use. The difference in the age at which men and women acquire their second
sexual partners suggests that the higher proportion, of women relative to men, who have had only one
partner during their twenties could act to slow the further spread of infection by delaying onward
transmission. The proportion with only one partner may offset the effects of age mixing, at least
temporarily.

A limitation of using the cumulative lifetime number of partners, by age, to describe the age at which
people acquire their second sexual partner is that the observed results may be the product of either
lifecourse changes, or secular trends or both. Both effects are interesting but it would be more useful
to be able to distinguish them. To do this requires data on the reported age at which the respondent
acquired their second partner, analysed by birth cohort. Alternatively, cohort data could be used to
approximate this age if the number of lifetime partners is collected annually. Such data could be used
to approximate the age at which the second partner is acquired, though this approach would require
about 10 years of data to permit observation of this event for a reasonable number of respondents
because only those who acquire their second partner during the study will contribute data for such
analysis.

Despite the limitations in the available data on the acquisition of the second sexual partner, this
analysis has revealed some differences between countries and between men and women which merit
further investigation.
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