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INTRODUCTION 

The alarming gender and age disparity in the rate of new HIV infections in Sub-Saharan Africa 

has driven the development of new initiatives to address the needs of young women. One of 

these initiatives is DREAMS (Determined, Resilient, Empowered, AIDS-free, Mentored and 

Safe), a $385 million partnership to reduce HIV infections among adolescent girls and young 

women in 10 sub-Saharan African countries. DREAMS targets girls and young women aged 10-

24 and their male sex partners. Recognizing that HIV risk is multidimensional, DREAMS 

supports biomedical interventions as well as addressing structural drivers of HIV risk for girls, 

including poverty, gender inequality, sexual violence, and lack of education (DREAMS 2017). 

Evidence suggests that economic vulnerability leads young women to stay in risky relationships, 

reduces their ability to negotiate condom use, and increases their likelihood of exchanging sex 

for goods or favors (Ricardo et al. 2006). However, evidence on the individual-level economic 

drivers of HIV risk for adolescent girls is limited. Most studies focus on the link between 

household economic status and HIV outcomes for young women rather than looking at 

individual characteristics. This creates difficulties for programs offering economic empowerment 

interventions targeted to young women, since household measures are of limited utility for 

monitoring and evaluation.  

As a first step to developing a tool to assess individual-level economic vulnerability for 

adolescent girls for use in DREAMS contexts, FHI 360’s Accelerating Strategies for Practical 

Innovation and Research for Economic Strengthening (ASPIRES) project conducted a literature 

review to identify evidence-based indicators of economic vulnerability for adolescent girls. 

APPROACH 

This review focused on identifying risk and protective factors related to transactional sex, which 

is the link between HIV and economic status for young women that has the strongest evidence 

base (Burke, Gong, and Jones 2015). We conducted a database search of published articles 

written over the last 10 years (2006-2016), focused on African contexts, using search terms 

related to economics, HIV, transactional sex, and adolescent girls. We also searched the gray 

literature, including general search terms related to women’s economic empowerment in the 

HIV context, which yielded information on other pathways to HIV risk. From this literature, we 

identify several domains that would be relevant for an economic assessment tool for adolescent 

girls at the individual-level. 

This review focused on studies relevant to adolescent girls, which we define according to 

PEPFAR’s definition as girls between the ages of 10 and 19. This age group, though diverse, is 

an important target group for interventions seeking to prevent transactional sex. Transactional 
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sex is most common among youth aged 15-19 throughout Africa (Chatterji et al. 2004), but early 

adolescence is an important time for developing positive habits and behaviors, before the 

likelihood of engaging in risky behavior is greatest, and an important time for intervention and 

risk assessment (McCarthy, Brady, and Hallman 2016).  

SOME THEMES IN THE LITERATURE 

A diverse range of drivers lead girls to engage in transactional sex. In their framework to 

describe cross-generational sexual relationships, Weissman and colleagues (2006) refer to a 

continuum of volition that is also relevant to transactional sex generally: 

 
As the figure above demonstrates, economically-driven sex is motivated by many different 

influences and can fall somewhere on a spectrum between voluntary and coerced. Because of 

the complex interplay of many factors, it is unlikely that a single tool will capture all of the drivers 

of transactional sex.  Below, we pull out some key themes from the literature to guide the 

selection of economic indicators related to transactional sex. 

• The link between poverty and HIV risk is not consistent, but there are trends in the 

literature that show that poor women are more vulnerable to HIV. 

Different countries in Africa demonstrate different patterns in the relationship between economic 

status and HIV, leading some authors to the conclusion that inequality within a country is a 

greater driver of risk behavior than poverty generally (Mufune 2015). In a survey with 19,000 

adolescents aged 12-19 from Burkina Faso, Ghana, Malawi, and Uganda, the link between 

household wealth and HIV risk behavior varied. However, poverty did correlate with early sexual 

debut and lower likelihood of using condoms, suggesting that poor girls are more likely to 
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engage in these risky behaviors (Madise, Zulu, and Ciera 2007). Similarly, a study across 12 

countries, including Benin, Burkina Faso, Central African Republic (CAR), Chad, Guinea, 

Kenya, Mali, Niger, Nigeria, Togo, Zambia, and Zimbabwe, found that household economic 

status did not consistently correlate with likelihood to engage in transactional sex. However, it 

was acknowledged that economic independence may increase likelihood that a girl will be able 

to negotiate condom use (Chatterji et al. 2004). Furthermore, a recent analysis of 19 African 

countries suggests income shocks are linked to increases in transactional sex (Burke, Gong, 

and Jones 2015).  

In South Africa, the link between poverty and HIV is clearer. Low household socioeconomic 

status has been identified as a major risk factor for HIV among South African women (Dellar, 

Waxman, and Abdool Karim 2015). A large household survey in South Africa found that among 

men and women aged 15 and older, poverty was found to be a social determinant for HIV 

infection across all age groups (Shisana et al. 2010). Low household income and the presence 

of economic shocks were linked to earlier sexual debut, as was community-level poverty 

(Dinkelman, Lam, and Leibbrandt 2008).  

• Very poor adolescent girls use transactional sex to meet their basic needs, with 

evidence that food insecurity drives risk behavior. When economic support is 

provided, risky behavior among adolescent girls is reduced.  

The necessity to cover basic needs can be a driver of transactional sex for adolescent girls. In a 

two-year qualitative study in Uganda, Bell and Aggleton (2014) identify a “systematic structuring 

of vulnerability” determined by household economic insecurity, young women’s perception that 

parents aren’t meeting their basic needs, and restrictions on young people in generating their 

own income, that can lead to transactional sexual relationships. There is evidence that 

transactional sex is used to meet survival needs (Parra and Holden 2014, McCleary-Sills et al. 

2013), including cases of food insecurity (Kunnuji 2014, Weiser et al. 2007, Cluver et al. 2011). 

For example, in Malawi, economic deprivation increases girls’ likelihood to stay in informal labor 

relations called “ganyu” and engage in sex with employers (Mkandawire, Luginaah, and Baxter 

2014). 

 

Just as economic need drives risk behavior among adolescent girls, evidence shows that 

economic support can help reduce it. A number of studies show that economic support, in the 

form of child-focused grants, free schooling, school feeding, and matched savings reduce risky 

sexual behavior and/or attitudes among adolescent girls (Cluver et al. 2016, Cluver et al. 2014, 

Cluver et al. 2013, Ssewamala et al. 2010), including transactional sex (Cluver et al. 2016, 

Cluver et al. 2014, Cluver et al. 2013, Ssewamala et al. 2010). 

• However, transactional sex is not always driven by survival needs. Adolescent 

girls have agency and use transactional sex to achieve other goals. 

In addition to basic survival needs, transactional sex is used to meet perceived needs, including 

material wants that may be considered luxuries, related to social status (Zembe et al. 2013). 
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These can range from needs for sanitary pads in Kenya (Mason et al. 2013) to clothes, jewelry, 

and other sources of symbolic capital in South Africa (Leclerc-Madlala 2003). Qualitative studies 

from Cameroon, Kenya, Nigeria, and South Africa have found that sex is used to cover 

educational expenses  and gain access to social networks (Chatterji et al. 2005). However, 

sexual relationships are not always driven entirely by material wants: adolescent girls also seek 

love, emotional support, and protection (Caro 2009). 

• Sexual exchange is considered a normal part of dating in some contexts – what 

matters is how power is exercised in these relationships. 

Interviews with 12-19 year-olds in Burkina Faso, Ghana, Malawi, and Uganda found that sexual 

exchange is considered normal for unmarried, sexually-active girls, regardless of household 

economic status, orphanhood, level of education, or age disparity in sexual partnerships 

(Moore, Biddlecom, and Zulu 2007). This is reinforced by findings in Tanzania (Wamoyi et al. 

2011) and Malawi (Poulin 2007). It is important to recognize the cultural significance of gift-

giving in a given context, and whether it is done in circumstances of equal or unequal power 

(Caro 2009). In cases of transactional sex with older partners, unequal power relations mean 

that girls have less negotiating power and are less likely to use condoms, putting them at 

greater risk for HIV (Weissman et al., 2006).   

• Gender inequality drives the disproportionate HIV vulnerability of young women 

and contributes to pressures to engage in transactional sex. 

Gender norms and cultural pressures have a major influence on the decisions of adolescent 

girls to engage in sexually risky behavior (Slabbert, Knijn, and Ridder 2015). Unequal access to 

resources encourages girls to access goods and status through relationships with older men, 

who are more likely to be infected with HIV (McCoy, Watts, and Padian 2010). The agency of 

adolescent girls is particularly constrained once they are in a relationship with a man, where 

lack of control over resources places them in a position of diminished power for sexual 

negotiation and cultural norms encourage submission by women to men and violent control over 

women by men (Jewkes and Morrell 2012). 

• Violence and abuse are linked to transactional sex. 

In South Africa, abuse and poverty were found to increase risk for transactional sex for 

adolescents from AIDS-affected families (Cluver et al. 2011), and gender-based violence as a 

risk factor for HIV (Dellar, Waxman, and Abdool Karim 2015). A history of sexual violence was 

found to be a risk factor for transactional sex among adolescent girls in Liberia (Okigbo et al. 

2014) and Tanzania (McCleary-Sills et al. 2013). 

• Earning income can be protective against transactional sex, but financial 

independence may not be appropriate for adolescent girls. 

Adolescent girls have limited access to livelihood resources, but still experience pressure to 

contribute to household income (Caro 2009), which may in turn increase pressure to engage in 

transactional sex. Lack of earned income is associated with transactional sex in young people 
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14-25 in Liberia (Okigbo et al. 2014), and females who reported “sometimes” having cash on 

hand, rather than “always,” were found to be more likely to be infected with HIV in South Africa 

(Shisana et al. 2010).  

Economic interventions that help increase income may also help decrease risky behaviors. A 

randomized controlled trial of a combined intervention package including life skills and health 

education, vocational training, micro-grants and social supports called Shaping the Health of 

Adolescents in Zimbabwe (SHAZ!) found that economic interventions with health and life skills 

generated better food security and greater likelihood of a girl having her own income than an 

intervention with health and life skills education alone. The combined intervention arm also 

demonstrated a lower risk of transactional sex and a higher likelihood of condom use compared 

to baseline (Dunbar et al. 2014).  

However, other evidence has shown that increasing girls’ financial assets without providing 

additional social supports can result in increased harassment (Austrian and Muthengi 2014). 

Furthermore, although girls may experience pressure to contribute to household income, and 

although dependency on transactional relationships is linked to risky behavior, the desirability of 

financial independence will depend on the girls’ age and her specific context (Parra and Holden, 

2014). 

• Premature adult death in the household increases HIV risk for young people. 

Though orphanhood is not linked to early marriage or teen pregnancy, evidence from seven 

countries shows that orphanhood is linked to early sexual debut (Palermo and Peterman 2009). 

In South Africa, parental death correlates with both HIV status and risky sexual behavior among 

adolescents (Operario et al. 2007, Hallman 2006). As Hallman and colleagues (2006) explain, 

“orphan status combined with poverty may increase young people's HIV risk through a number 

of mechanisms including reduced access to the protective effects of attending school, higher 

chances of non-consensual sex, and increased likelihood of unprotected transactional sex and 

other potentially exploitive and unsafe livelihoods activities.”  

EXISTING TOOLS 

Before developing a new tool, we looked for existing tools related to adolescent girls’ economic 

vulnerability/resilience to HIV in the gray literature and through published evaluations of 

economic empowerment programs for girls and women. We wanted either a complete tool that 

could be adapted for the purposes of our implementing partners for DREAMS, tools that could 

be re-purposed to measure domains of a newly developed tool, or tools that could be used to 

validate a newly developed tool. We identified a number of economic empowerment scales, but 

most were designed for adult women.  

We were not able to identify an existing tool that could be used to meet implementing partner 

demand. However, we did identify a number of tools that could be used to measure indicators 
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related to adolescent girls’ economic vulnerability: 

Tool Description 

Asset measures • Easier to measure than consumption/income, but less 
sensitive to short-term variation (Buvinic and Furst-Nichols 
2015) 

• Usually found in DHS surveys 
 

WE-MEASR  
(CARE) 

• 12 scales to measure CARE’s definition of women’s 
empowerment: Individual Agency, Relations, and 
Structure. 

• Built on and adapted existing validated measures 

• Refined based on field-testing in Malawi 

Adolescent girl economic 
and social asset 
indicators (Population 
Council) 

• List of indicators drawn from various Population Council 
surveys including Siyakha Nentsha (South Africa), 
Berhane Hewan (Ethiopia), TAP (Kenya), Biruh Tesfah 
(Ethiopia), SEWA (India), Safe and Smart Savings 
Products for Vulnerable Adolescent Girls (Kenya/Uganda) 
(Austrian and Ghati 2010) 

Gender scales from 
Empowerment and 
Livelihood for 
Adolescents (ELA) 
program evaluation 

• Evaluation of economic empowerment program for 
adolescent girls in Uganda (Bandiera et al. 2012) used a 
gender empowerment index, an empowerment index, and 
a satisfaction index 

Women’s empowerment 
scales (C-Change) 

• 8 validated empowerment scales combined by 
researchers in 2010 (Nanda, 2011) 

 

SELECTING DOMAINS 

Although the role of gender-based economic inequality is recognized throughout the literature 

as a driver of HIV vulnerability for adolescent girls, there is still little evidence on the role of 

economic empowerment programs in reducing risk for this population. Most evaluations of 

women’s economic empowerment programs do not disaggregate by age or take into account 

the unique needs of adolescent girls (Taylor and Pereznieto 2014), and most studies focus on 

the role of household and community economic status on sexual outcomes for girls rather than 

individual factors, making individual-level economic indicators of risk and protective factors 

scarce in the literature.  

To best suit the function of an M&E tool, ASPIRES filtered the list of risk and protective factors 

related to girls’ economic vulnerability to those found at the individual level that are expected to 

vary with exposure to ES programming. An initial list of indicators was presented to staff from 

CINDI, CCP, Lifeline, YFC, and an external expert on adolescent girls and HIV risk for feedback 

through a series of structured interviews.  

Based on the results of the interviews, the list was revised to remove sensitive questions, re-
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word items for context-appropriateness, and remove indicators that were determined to be less 

important to vulnerability. The final set of indicators include: 

Table 1. Girl Tool Indicators 
Indicator Rationale and evidence 

1. Survival needs For girls who are heads of households or married, failure 
to meet basic needs, either independently or through 
spouse, also indicates financial hardship that may result in 
risky behavior (Burke et. al. 2015). 

2. Basic needs 
3. Perceived needs 

For girls living with parents, they may experience financial 
pressure if their basic needs are not met by parents. 
Parents may have a different idea of what constitutes 
“basic needs” for the child (Bell and Aggleton 2013; 
Zembe 2013). 

4. Pressure to 
contribute to the 
household 

Pressure on girls to contribute to household resources can 
increase their risk for exploitation (Caro 2009).  
 

5. Availability of 
cash 

15-24 year old females who reported “sometimes” having 
cash on hand, rather than “always,” were found to be 
more likely to be infected with HIV in South Africa 
(Shisana et al. 2010). 

6. Food security Food insecurity has been found to be linked to risk for 
transactional sex for women in Botswana and Swaziland 
(Weiser et. Al. 2007) 
 

7. Shocks 
8. Safety nets 

Income shocks affect transactional sex behaviors (Burke 
et. al. 2015). A lack of safety net, or support other than a 
sexual partner, may increase vulnerability. 
 

9. Financial goals Girls with financial goals are better able to estimate risk of 
HIV (Hallman 2011). 
 

10. Control over 
assets 

11. Control over 
economic 
decision-making 

Economic dependence on men reduces women’s ability to 
negotiate sex (Gupta 2002). 
  

12. Personal 
documentation 

Relevant to acquiring savings account (control over 
assets) and government grants (safety net). 

13. Gender attitudes Gender norms and cultural pressures have a major 
influence on the decisions of adolescent girls to engage in 
sexually risky behavior (Slabbert, Knijn, & Ridder 2015; 
Jewkes & Morrell 2012). 

 
The literature also included a number of factors associated with risky sexual behavior that an 

economic strengthening program cannot expect to change at the individual level. These factors 
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may not be useful for program monitoring, but they may be useful for targeting purposes.1 They 

include: 

• Premature adult death in household 

• Education level 

• Previous experience of violence and abuse 

• Household economic status 

• Community economic status 

DISCUSSION 

The literature on economic vulnerability to transactional sex for adolescent girls does not offer a 

straight-forward set of individual-level indicators that can be used by economic empowerment 

programs for M&E purposes. Most studies in this review focused on behavioral and community 

determinants of risks (Stephenson 2009, Underwood et al. 2011) and household-level economic 

factors (Hallman 2005), but did not explicate how economic risks manifest at the individual level 

for girls.  

The literature does make clear, however, that individual economic factors are only part of what 

creates vulnerability for adolescent girls, and that social norms related to gender must also be 

addressed to reduce risk for transactional sex (Jewkes et al. 2012). A review of economic 

empowerment programs showed that “joint/mixed or integrated interventions providing 

economic skills and services alongside life skills and other training services (including gender 

training) appear to deliver the best results for women’s economic empowerment” (Taylor and 

Pereznieto, 2014). Furthermore, ES programs for adolescent girls must consider household 

level indicators as well. As Parra and Holden (2014) explain, implementers cannot just work with 

individual girls – parents’ and husbands’ choices matter and affect program outcomes. 

Although vulnerability dynamics vary across the diverse contexts of Sub-Saharan Africa, and 

though most of the studies reviewed focused on South Africa, the literature demonstrates key 

themes that are likely relevant to other DREAMS contexts in East and Southern Africa. It shows 

that transactional sex can be used to meet a variety of needs among adolescent girls, who may 

find themselves along a “continuum of volition” where gender and economic inequalities put 

girls’ sexual decision-making somewhere in between voluntary and coerced. It also shows that 

cultural norms around gift exchange make transactional sex a normalized part of social relations 

in some contexts. At the same time, economic need is a very real driver for transactional sex, 

which may be used to meet basic needs for survival or perceived needs, which may range from 

sanitary towels to cell phones. Ultimately, transactional sex is a powerful driver of girls’ 

vulnerability to HIV due to unequal power dynamics between adolescent girls and their partners. 

                                            
 
1 This is not an exhaustive list of targeting criteria, which will depend on individual program priorities. 
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Based on these complex dynamics, we were able to identify several risk and protective factors 

that we believe ES programs can address at the individual-level for adolescent girls. Although 

these indicators will likely be useful to ES programs seeking to track progress over time, we do 

not believe that they can be aggregated into a quantified measure of vulnerability.   In fact, there 

is no single measure of economic vulnerability, and a single tool is not enough to serve all the 

data requirements of an economic empowerment program. Furthermore, it is likely that 

vulnerability to transactional sex cannot be quantified, and that implementers should focus on 

measuring the aspects of vulnerability that their programs wish to affect. For programs targeting 

adolescent girls, a separate mechanism for targeting should be used to make sure stakeholder 

needs are met and that the desired population is recruited. We recommend referring to 

Population Council’s resources on programming for adolescent girls, including a tool to identify 

specific assets that a girl should have by specific age, and the Girl Roster, a tool used to identify 

girls less likely to be captured by conventional targeting methods. 

CONCLUSION 

Economic vulnerability is a major driver of transactional sex among adolescent girls, putting 

them at high risk for HIV in much of sub-Saharan Africa. DREAMS programs seeking to 

empower adolescent girls with economic strengthening interventions require individual-level 

indicators to measure progress over time. This review examined the literature on transactional 

sex and economic empowerment programming for girls to identify several risk and protective 

factors that can be used as indicators for this purpose. The indicators proposed should be used 

in addition to other tools to target participants and evaluate program efficacy, and we do not 

recommend quantifying them as a scale to measure vulnerability. Overall, transactional sex 

makes girls vulnerable to HIV because of unequal power relations between girls and their 

partners. Economic strengthening, when combined with life skills and other interventions to 

address this dynamic, can help girls attain greater independence and avoid risky relationships. 
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Mission Statement 
ASPIRES accelerates evidence-based practice in economic strengthening for vulnerable populations 
through research and technical assistance. 
 
Statement of Purpose 
ASPIRES is a PEPFAR- and USAID-funded economic strengthening (ES) project focused on 
vulnerable populations, especially those affected by HIV. We aim to promote evidence-based practice 
by providing technical assistance (TA) for integrated ES programming most consistent with positive 
livelihood, health, and well-being outcomes. At the same time, we strengthen the evidentiary record 
through rigorous research so that future programming efforts have stronger foundations. 
 
Research is at the heart of the ASPIRES identity, and all of our projects begin with a systematic 
interrogation of the existing evidence base in relevant program areas. We make major investments in 
original evaluation research of the highest possible rigor, both for course correction in implementation 
and to add to the evidence base. We share our findings on best practices with partners, the broader 
development community, policymakers, and other key constituents, and we offer TA to support 
programs that seek to replicate those practices. 
 
ASPIRES provides limited direct implementation. Instead, we focus on providing existing USAID-
funded projects with TA and research related to ES. This allows us to balance the collaboration 
necessary for in-depth research with independence from program operations. In this manner, we 
generate findings that contribute to identifying a core set of pathways to greater resilience for 
vulnerable households, and that provide insight into effective, efficient, and scalable interventions to 
achieve the desired impacts. 

 
ASPIRES has no single theory of change; we are not a single-model or one-size-fits-all project. We are 
open to all manner of integrated ES interventions of interest to our USAID and PEPFAR stakeholders, 
with the ultimate aim to shape interventions around the best evidence available. 



  

 

 


