
Cross-generational sex has long been a topic of 
newspaper stories perpetuating caricatures of 
slick Sugar Daddies luring young girls into 

risky sexual relationships. But if we look beyond this 
surface portrayal, understanding cross-generational 
sex—especially the motivations behind this behavior 
and the increased risks it engenders—yields impor-
tant answers at a time when women are shouldering 
the burdens of HIV, of sexually transmitted infec-
tions, and of unintended pregnancies. 

The objective of this brief, based on Addressing 
Cross-Generational Sex: A Desk Review of Research and 
Programs1 and discussions with experts about the find-
ings of the desk review, is to broaden this understanding. 

It will define the term cross-generational sex, look at 
how many young girls it affects, describe the frameworks 
that guide current thinking about the behavior, and 
propose lessons for improving future interventions.

What Is It?
Both the UNAIDS general population survey and 
the Demographic and Health Surveys (DHS) AIDS 
modules2 use the term age-mixing and define it as:

Young women ages 15 to 19 who “have had 
non-marital sex in the last 12 months with 
a man who is 10 years or more older than 
themselves.”

However, many researchers have expanded the 
definition to include sexual relationships in which 
the age difference between the partners is only five 
years. This revision has arisen because having sexual 
relations with a man only five years older has been 
clearly associated with increased risk of HIV in girls.3 

The transactional nature of cross-generational 
sex in which girls receive money or goods in exchange 
for sex is an important part of the discussion and has 
important implications for interventions. Although 
most cross-generational sex is transactional, cross-
generational sex is differentiated from commercial sex 
or prostitution. A review of more than 45 studies of 
cross-generational sex in sub-Saharan Africa found a 
transactional component to sexual relations for ado-
lescent girls who were not engaged in trafficking and 
prostitution.4 For girls engaging in cross-generational 
sex for economic or material gain, livelihood programs 
are an important approach, as discussed below. 

How Widespread Is It?
Most research on cross-generational sex has been 

conducted in sub-Saharan Africa, where HIV is devas-
tating families and communities, and where 60 percent 
of those living with HIV are female.5 DHS data from 
Africa over the past six years have shown that a small, 
but significant proportion of young women are having 
sex with older men (see Table 1). Among sexually active 
young women ages 15–17 years in six sub-Saharan 
African countries, the percent who have recently had 
sex with men at least 10 years older ranges from less 
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than one percent in Malawi to more than 21 percent in Ni-
geria.6 Moreover, in Uganda, 11 percent of young women 
ages 15 to 24 reported that their first sex partner was 10 or 
more years older, according to a 2002 DHS report.7

Other surveys suggest that the prevalence of cross-
generational sex may be even higher. A 2003 national 
survey of young people in South Africa (ages 15–24) 
found that nearly 33 percent of the females had a recent 
sex partner at least five years older. A 2001 urban survey 
in Kenya of more than a thousand men (whose mean 
age was 26) found that 70 percent of them were at least 
five years older than their most recent sex partner and 20 
percent of them had been in a sexual relationship where 
the age difference was 10 years or more. 8

Consequences
The association between cross-generational sex, unsafe 
behaviors, and HIV risk makes the phenomenon a priority 
concern today. Data clearly indicate that in much of Af-
rica, young women bear the brunt of the AIDS epidemic: 
young women 15 to 24 years old in sub-Saharan Africa 
are three times more likely to be infected with HIV than 
young men of the same age,9 in Zambia young women are 
four times more likely,10 and in Zimbabwe, they are five 
times more likely.11 

Many researchers have found that girls and young 
women are even less able to negotiate condom use in cross-
generational sexual relations.12 In a Manicaland, Zimbabwe 
study, for example, the substantial age difference between 
female and male sexual partners was identified as the major 

behavioral determinant of the more rapid rise in HIV preva-
lence in young women than in men.13 

Frameworks for Understanding
Why do girls engage in these activities? Is it to satisfy 
a range of security and economic needs or is it because 
they have no choice?

One of the earliest publications on the topic, by 
Luke and Kurz, 14 presented a conceptual framework that 
focused on power imbalances between partners. Accord-
ing to their framework, sex is negotiated within a wider 
socio-cultural and economic context. The degree of risk 
for younger women depends on these power imbalances 
as well as the broader context in which sex occurs. Their 
framework suggests that adolescent girls in sub-Saharan 
Africa are highly vulnerable to engaging in risky sexual 
behavior for three interrelated reasons: (1) sex can be ex-
changed for cash or material things; (2) older men prefer 
younger adolescent partners, who are perceived to be free 
from HIV infection; and (3) the decline of traditional 
societal structures has led to a decrease in family control 
over the behavior of young people as well as a gap in 
young women’s knowledge of sexual and reproductive 
matters. When peers or other unreliable sources fill this 
knowledge gap, girls often get inaccurate or incomplete 
information about AIDS, unintended pregnancies, and 
how to protect themselves. 

Luke and Kurz suggested that even when girls or 
young women appear to be “willing” to engage in cross-
generational sex, they really are vulnerable to exploita-
tion due to their poverty. Moreover, even if these girls 
are not the poorest, they are drawn to the transactional 
nature of cross-generational sex, receiving gifts, money, 
or the use of a cell phone in exchange for sex.15 

In recent years, Save the Children Federation, USA has 
advanced the discussion on cross-generational sex by focus-
ing on the rationale for girls entering into such relations and 
reframing it along a continuum of volition (willingness) 
(see Figure 1). At one end of the continuum, girls volun-
tarily engage in relationships with older men “for emotional 
reasons” and, at the other end, sex occurs against the girls’ 
will. Between “voluntary sex” and “coerced sex” is “economi-
cally rational sex,” which is based on various rationales, 
including material benefits, life maintenance, and survival. 
The girls may engage in sex because either directly or 
indirectly they see it as improving their social status.16 The 
various drivers for cross-generational sexual relationships 
along the continuum of volition suggest that not all young 
women can be depicted as vulnerable or passive in such rela-
tionships. However, all cross-generational sexual relations are 
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Table 1

recent dhs surveys on cross-
generational sex

Country, Year of 
DHS Survey

Percentage of 
sexually active 
women aged 
15–17 with 

partner at least 
10 years older in 

past year

Percentage of 
sexually active 
women aged 
18–19 with 

partner at least 
10 years older in 

past year

Ghana, 2003 1.7 7.9

Nigeria, 2003 21.3 4.2

Malawi, 2004 0.9 2.4

Tanzania, 2004 4.9 7.8

Lesotho, 2004 7.5 7.0

Uganda, 2004–5 9.4 9.9

Source: DHS Reports from ORC Macro.
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inherently risky for young women because of the imbalance in 
power and their lack of control in making decisions. 

Existing Programs and Approaches
The earliest efforts to address cross-generational sex in sub-
Saharan Africa were those of Ministries of Education and 
NGOs that focused on educating students about the “sugar 
daddy” phenomenon through school-based programs. Since 
then, several programs have adopted a variety of approaches, 
although few of these programs have been validated through 
rigorous evaluations. 

Primarily, the existing programs have used the following 
approaches:17

n	 Creating youth livelihood opportunities, including micro-
credit initiatives, with income generation and life skills; 

n	 Mobilizing and empowering youth to adopt healthy 
lifestyles—participatory youth programs that build self 
esteem and foster empowerment, but not necessarily with a 
livelihood component; 

n	 Implementing advocacy programs that raise general awareness 
about cross-generational sex and mobilize public opinion; 

n	 Creating social marketing and “edutainment” projects, in-
cluding theater, television and radio spots, and billboards 
as well as interpersonal communication; 

n	 Implementing health education campaigns that include 
lessons about youth rights and work with vulnerable popula-
tions, such as young people who have been orphaned or made 
vulnerable by AIDS; 

n	 Addressing power imbalances, inequity, and poverty, 
including work with abused children in schools or in 
post-conflict settings;

n	 Addressing social and gender norms, which also includes 
work with men specifically. 

The last approach—focusing on social and gender norms—
is overlooked by many interventions that seek an immediate solu-
tion, but its importance should not be underestimated. Gender 
norms or beliefs in a society that encourage female passivity to 
violence and coercion or to male aggression increase the imbal-
ance of power in sexual relationships between young females and 
older males.18 Perceptions of gender—especially of masculinity 
and what it means to be a “real man”—promoted through early 
socialization and popular role models influence males’ propensity 
for violence against women and girls. These perceptions also 
influence women’s acceptance of violence and coercion from 
spouses, boyfriends, sexual partners, and others.19 

Social norms regarding acceptable age of marriage and the 
practice of polygamy also influence cross-generational sex. In 
many developing countries, it is common for young girls to 
marry older males, sometimes with large age differences.20 In 
some countries, multiple partnerships are accepted for men but 
not for women.21 These views of masculinity perpetuate the 
belief that men need frequent sexual satisfaction and multiple 
partners, even if they are outside of marriage and with much 
younger partners. Cross-generational sex may be a symptom of 
gender imbalances inherent in those societies.
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Figure 1

reasons/drivers for sexual activity along a continuum of volition

Source: A. Weissman et al., from “Cross-Generational Relationships: Using a ‘Continuum of Volition’ in HIV Prevention Work Among Young People,” 2006. Courtesy of Save the Children.



Promising Practices
To date, no large-scale interventions have been rigorously 
evaluated for their effect on cross-generational sex specifically. 
However, important lessons can be learned from two relevant 
programs: SHAZ! (Shaping the Health of Adolescents in 
Zimbabwe), and a project of the Institute of Tropical Medi-
cine (ITM)23 in Nyanza Province, Western Kenya. These two 
programs have demonstrated that well-developed interven-
tions for young people can reduce a range of risky sexual 
behaviors, including cross-generational sex. Both combine 
vocational skills training with a life-skills curriculum focused 
on HIV and reproductive health education to give partici-
pants tools to negotiate the terms of the sexual relationships 
and decrease unsafe behaviors. An evaluation of SHAZ! is ex-
amining cross-generational sex as an important risk behavior, 
and the results, due in late 2008, are expected to shed light 
on protective measures for vulnerable young girls.24 

Moreover, programs that have promoted community 
dialogue show promise in addressing gender power imbal-
ances that can lead to cross-generational sex. One such pro-
gram is Stepping Stones, a training package on gender, HIV, 
communications, and relationships, developed from early 
research in Uganda and now used globally.25 The Stepping 
Stones methodology encourages community participation in 
facilitated focus group discussions where young and older 
women, and young and older men, have an opportunity 
to discuss gender and relationship issues together with their 
peers. The program often uses dramas and role-plays to help 
people communicate about sensitive subjects. The method-
ology also provides both a process and skills development 
for reporting back to the wider community on the concerns 
and solutions identified in the group discussions—concerns 
that could include cross-generational sexual relationships. 

Because Stepping Stones engages men and women 
to work together, it provides a process for reconciling 
differences and for engaging men as allies in changing 
social norms regarding gender roles and relations.26 An 
evaluation of the project has confirmed that this method-
ology achieves social and individual change,27 especially 
behavior change that reduces STIs in participants,28 
sexual risk taking, and gender-based violence. Some of 
the significant changes in men’s behavior after taking 
part in Stepping Stone include fewer partners, improved 
condom use, and reduction in transactional sex.

Community Conversations, another promising program, 
is an innovative process for addressing the factors fueling 
the HIV epidemic. Mandated by the Ethiopian Ministry of 
Health to mobilize communities to respond to AIDS, the 
program fosters dialogue within communities to stimulate 
local responses. Some of the results that have been reported 

after Community Conversations are discussions about taboo 
issues; new leaders and partnerships; frank conversations 
about sexuality, HIV, and traditions; increased visits to HIV 
Voluntary Counseling and Testing centers; discontinuation 
of some customary practices (such as female genital mutila-
tion/cutting, multiple sexual partners, widow inheritance, 
and bride sharing); and sanctions against the perpetrators of 
cross-generational sex.29

Lessons for the Future
Based on the desk review on cross-generational sex, as 
well as discussions with experts since its publication, key 
recommendations emerge for strengthening programs, 
research, and policies on this behavior, including:
n	 Youth need to be involved in all aspects of programs. 

Young people should be included in designing, moni-
toring, and evaluating interventions to reduce cross-
generational sex. 

n	 Messages and interventions aimed at youth need to 
be carefully crafted. 
Messages for youth should focus on preventing im-
mediate events, such as unintended pregnancy and the 
dangers of abortion and STIs, because youth often dis-
count the risk of HIV infection when its consequences 
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Using the Continuum of Volition22 
Save the Children has applied the continuum of volition in its work in 
Malawi. In focus groups discussions there in 2003, young women 
(ages 14–17) revealed that more than half of their unmarried female 
peers engaged in cross-generational relationships and that they were 
motivated by cash or gifts. Although for some it was a matter of survival, 
it was believed that others acted out of pleasure, peer pressure, or force. 
All the young women in the focus groups felt that the cross-generational 
relationships were shameful and immoral and asked for alternatives and 
support. They also asked for systems to penalize the older men. 

Save the Children concluded that these responses validated the con-
tinuum of volition and created a planning tool to identify potential strate-
gies. Local staff worked with young women and communities to develop 
various strategies that would address the wide range of needs—-from 
girls who engage in the practice “willingly” to those who are forced into 
the relationship. Strategies to address voluntary cross-generational sex 
included counseling on dual protection (using condoms for protection 
against both pregnancy and STIs/HIV), education on STIs, and referral 
and promotion of youth-friendly services. Strategies for those in the 
second group—classified as being “economically driven” or engaging 
in “economically rational sex”—included providing alternative income 
opportunities through community praise and support. Strategies for those 
in the third group (“coerced”) included raising awareness of abuse, com-
munity policing initiatives, and training of health providers. 

No research has been carried out yet to determine that strategies 
designed within this continuum framework actually decrease the 
prevalence of cross-generational sex.
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are far in the future. Also, information and skill build-
ing projects that target youth need to counter inequi-
table beliefs on femininity and masculinity.

n	 Community-based approaches are key. 
Programs to change societal norms and individual 
behaviors need to draw on theories for social and 
individual behavior change and develop approaches 
that both facilitate wide-ranging community discus-
sion on human rights, and advocate for change with 
local decisionmakers and other influential leaders. 
	 Programs should draw upon the lessons and 
methods of Stepping Stones and Community Conver-
sations that work in communities across gender and 
age differences and have been shown to be effective 
in changing high risk behaviors. 

n	 Rigorous scientific data are still needed. 
There is a notable lack of empirical evidence on 
what is most effective in impacting cross-generation-
al sex and reducing its consequences. Researchers 
need to undertake and policymakers need to encour-
age and fund research on this topic that is rigorously 
monitored and evaluated, across multiple sites and 
several countries, and sensitive to country context. 
Moreover, specific research is needed that:
n	 Evaluates and confirms whether interventions 

that keep girls in school—schools that are made 
safer by reducing school-related gender-based 
violence or eliminating school fees—impact 
their participation in cross-generational sex; 

n	 Evaluates whether, in fact, livelihood skills and 
employment opportunities provided widely to girls 
and young women reduce their vulnerability to 
cross-generational sex; 

n	 Evaluates the effectiveness of comprehensive 
behavior change approaches (mass media, one-
on-one or small group behavior change com-
munication, social change methodologies) in 
reducing cross-generational sex and increasing 
safer sex behaviors, including condom use; 

n	 Assesses whether interventions that focus on 
working with men and even redefining mas-
culinities reduce men’s participation in cross-
generational sex relationships; and

n	 Tests through intervention outcome research the 
promising continuum of volition developed by 
Weissman for Save the Children. 

An understanding of cross-generational sex has 
evolved considerably in the last two decades. By incorpo-
rating this knowledge—what is the motivation for young 

girls and for men who engage in this behavior, whom 
do interventions need to reach, and what approaches are 
most effective in changing the behavior—program plan-
ners can develop interventions that work. At the same 
time, by supporting the necessary research and interven-
tions, policymakers can reduce the health risks inherent 
in cross-generational sex relationships and build stronger 
nations that protect and empower their citizens.
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