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Casual sex and concurrent sexual partnerships among
young people from an Yi community with a high
prevalence of HIV in China

Yi Yang1,2, Rong-Sheng Luan1, Peng Liu1, Chun-Lin Wu1, Ying Zhou1 and Wen Chen1

Liangshan Prefecture in Sichuan province, China, has a high prevalence of HIV infection, which is reflective of a change in the mode of

transmission from injection drug use (IDU) to heterosexual intercourse. However, few studies focus on HIV-related heterosexual risk

behaviours among the majority Yi population. The objectives of this study were to explore the characteristics of an egocentric sexual

network and estimate the prevalence of casual sexual behaviour. Yi villagers (n5108), aged 15–35 years, who reported having had sex

within the previous year were interviewed as to their sexual behaviours and networks. In-depth interviews and focus group discussions

provided supplementary information on sexual norms. Logistic regression analysis was used to calculate unadjusted odds ratios (ORs)

and 95% confidence intervals (CIs). Most of the respondents reported having had casual sex at some time in their life, and 66.7%

reported multiple sexual partnerships. Only 21.3% reported ever having used a condom. During the study year, a total of 137 partners

were involved in 153 sexual partnerships. Among the reported sexual partnerships, 67.3% originated from a casual sexual relationship.

For network members in components of size o3, 56.9% were involved in concurrent sexual partnerships. Having never been married

(OR: 2.11; 95% CI: 1.03–4.33) and younger age (OR: 0.89; 95% CI: 0.83–0.95) were both associated with being in a component of

sizeo3. Size (OR: 2.99; 95% CI: 1.17–7.66), pair (OR: 0.54; 95% CI: 0.39–0.74), the number of weak components of the egocentric

sexual network (OR: 30.04; 95% CI: 6.47–139.46) and gender (OR: 0.19; 95% CI: 0.06–0.67) were all associated with being in

concurrent sexual partnerships. HIV-related interventions for the Yi ethnic minority in Sichuan province must therefore address

concurrent sexual partnerships and promote condom use.
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INTRODUCTION

The HIV/AIDS epidemic in China was previously driven by transmis-

sion through injection drug use (IDU), but is now predominantly

driven by heterosexual transmission. It remains an epidemic of low

overall prevalence (0.05%), although pockets of high infection among

specific subpopulations exist in some localities.1 Liangshan Yi

Autonomous Prefecture (Liangshan), Sichuan Province, exhibits both

high prevalence and the change in transmission route. Analysis of

surveillance data from Liangshan shows that members of the Yi ethnic

minority accounted for the majority of infections and that, over time,

the percentage of IDU accounting for HIV transmission decreased,

whereas transmission by heterosexual sex increased.2,3

With a population of 2.31 million, the Yi ethnic group accounts for

48.85% of the total population in Liangshan,4 and Liangshan repre-

sents the largest Yi community in China.5 The Yi still maintain tra-

ditional social norms and values including arranged marriage between

members of the same social status and condoned casual sex.6,7 People

involved in casual sex do not describe it as either romantic or as

involving a boyfriend or girlfriend, and it includes premarital sex

and extramarital sex before luofujia (the time when a bride goes to

live with her husband).

Explanations for variations in the timing and intensity of the HIV

epidemic based on the rapid and pervasive spread among heterosexual

populations in sub-Saharan Africa indicate that concurrent sexual

partnerships exponentially increase the number of infected indivi-

duals and the growth rate of the epidemic during its initial phase.8

To identify concurrent sexual partnerships, sexual network analysis

can be used. Sexual network analysis focuses on the sexual partner-

ships among individuals in a group using egocentric9–11 and sociomet-

ric12–15 perspectives. Data for egocentric sexual networks can be

collected anonymously.

Currently, few studies have focused on casual sex among the Yi in

Liangshan. To explore the characteristics of an egocentric sexual net-

work and estimate the prevalence of casual sex among the Yi, we

conducted a survey of Yi villagers during December 2009.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Data collection

Although China’s HIV epidemic remains one of low overall preva-

lence, the rates in some counties in Liangshan (including County A)

have risen rapidly.1 By the end of August 2009, surveillance data

reported that there were 1164 cases of HIV-infected or AIDS patients
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living in County A, where the Yi comprise over 95% of the rural

population.16 The HIV prevalence rate in our study township of 14

villages ranks in the middle in County A.

During August 2009, we attempted to conduct a pilot survey using

cluster sampling in two villages, but failed. Unmarried villagers either

refused to take part in the survey or reported that they did not engage

in sexual behaviour. Married villagers reported that they had taken

part in sexual behaviour only with their spouses. After consulting with

key informants, we determined that surveys regarding sexual beha-

viour were very sensitive issues among the Yi. As it is very difficult to

use probability sampling, a combination of convenience sampling and

snowball sampling was used in the current study.

The research sample consisted of 100 Yi villagers between

15 and 35 years old who indicated having had sex in the

previous year. We used the following formula for sample size

n~u2
aP̂P 1{P̂P
� �

N
�

d2 N{1ð Þzu2
aP̂P 1{P̂P
� �� �

where n is the sample size, a is the size of a test, P̂P is the estimation of

population prevalence, d is the maximum permissible error between

the estimated value and the true value and N is the total population

number. In our study, P̂P represented the estimation of the proportion

of the population with multiple sexual partners among young Yi vil-

lagers; based on the literature, a value of 30% was used.17–20 For the

remaining values, d50.1, N571 179, a50.05 and ma51.96. Therefore,

n was 81. As the number of Yi between the ages of 18 and 35 years was

71 179, and because our study recruited Yi between the ages of 15 and

35 years, 100 individuals were ultimately selected.

First, the local rural doctor explained the study to the villagers, and

the ones who agreed to take part in the study became the ‘seeds’ of the

study; the seeds were then encouraged to bring their friends to par-

ticipate. Recruitment was stopped when the number of interviewees

reached 120; of these, 108 met the recruiting standards. Finally, 89

male and 19 female Yi between the ages of 15 and 35 years (represent-

ing eight villages) who reported having had sex in the previous year

were interviewed. Face-to-face structured interviews using an

anonymous questionnaire were conducted in private rooms at the

township hospital by trained interviewers. Three male staff members

from the County A Centres for Disease Control and Prevention

(CDC), who were Yi and fluent in both Yi and Mandarin Chinese,

were trained as interviewers and conducted part of the interviews.

Additionally, one male and one female rural doctors, along with one

female nurse from the township hospital, who were Yi and could speak

Mandarin Chinese, were trained as assistant interviewers. With the aid

of the assistant interviewers, one male and two female researchers from

Sichuan University conducted part of the interviews. All the interviews

were completed in one Ganchangri (Ganchangri is the day that villa-

gers gather in a township. Some villagers bring agricultural and home-

made goods to the market to sell and in turn buy consumer goods.

Other villagers gather to mingle. Ganchangri is much like a village

festival and is normally fixed according to the calendar, e.g.,

Ganchangri in our study site is the fourth, fourteenth and twenty-

fourth of every month). Ethical approval was obtained from the

Institutional Review Board of Sichuan University (judgment reference

number 2010008). As most of the respondents were illiterate,

informed consent was administered orally in Yi before the interviews

began. Those who refused to participate were not recruited. A name

generator was used to investigate the egocentric network of Yi villagers

using a recall period of the previous year. Respondents were asked to

describe each of their partners in terms of current demographic

information. Detailed information on their sexual partnerships was

collected, including the dates of first and last sexual contact, number of

sexual contacts, sexual partnership before first sex encounter and

current sexual partnership, money exchanged and condom use.

Participants were compensated with small gifts valued at 10 Chinese

Yuan (CNY).

Additionally, a qualitative survey was conducted to collect sup-

plementary information related to sexual norms and values among

the Yi and related to the casual sexual experiences of young peo-

ple, including contraceptive use and the methods used to avoid

contracting HIV and STDs. The purpose of the qualitative survey

was to compare and contrast different sources of information.

With the aid of the assistant interviewers, two male and two

female researchers from Sichuan University conducted the qual-

itative survey, and field notes were taken. In-depth interviews were

conducted with six male and six female Yi villagers. Key infor-

mants (one village head, one village doctor, one township doctor

and one staff member from the County A CDC) were also inter-

viewed. Finally, one focus group discussion (FGD) among the

local Bimo (A Bimo is an Yi shaman) and one FGD among village

doctors were conducted.

Data management and analysis

Quantitative analysis. SPSS 18.0 (SPSS China, Shanghai, China) was

used to conduct statistical analyses. Bivariate relationships between

risk categories (such as whether an individual was in a concurrent

sexual partnership) and variables of interest were analysed using non-

parametric cross-tabulation (x2 and Fisher’s exact test) for categorical

data and t-test and ANOVA for continuous data. Logistic regression

analysis was used for multivariate analysis, and non-significant

explanatory variables (P.0.20) were removed. Unadjusted odds ratios

(ORs) and 95% confidence intervals (CIs) were calculated.

Sexual network analysis. Respondents and the sexual partners of the

respondents were included as members in the sexual network. Two

apparently independent partners mentioned by more than one

respondent were considered the same individual, if all of the fol-

lowing characteristics matched: (i) gender, (ii) ethnicity, (iii) age,

(iv) marital status, (v) education, (vi) occupation, and (vii) migra-

tion history. The current sexual partnership was used as an exclu-

sion condition (more specifically, if the above seven characteristics

matched and the current sexual partnership was anything other

than ‘husband and wife’). Concurrent sexual partnerships were also

analysed. Definitions of concurrent sexual partnership currently

share no consensus, as some exclude casual sex;21,22 in this study,

concurrent sexual partnership refers to having multiple sexual part-

nerships, including casual sexual partnerships, overlapping within

1 month.

Ucinet 6.221 (Analytic Technologies, Lexington, KY, USA) was used to

analyse the egocentric sexual network of network members. Parameters

included size, pair, nWeakComp, pWeakComp, 2StepReach, ReachEffic,

Broker and Normalized Broker.23

Qualitative analysis. Two interviewers read through all the tran-

scripts and coded recurring themes together. Coding themes were

determined by drawing upon the domains from qualitative guide-

lines and emergent information from transcripts. Particular

themes, such as sexual norms and values, were identified and syn-

thesized by the consistency and variability across groups (male and

female) and between in-depth interviews and FGDs. The final stage
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of analysis involved translating the original quotes and preparing

the results.24

RESULTS

Characteristics of respondents

Respondents were mostly male (89, 82.4%), illiterate (74, 68.5%),

married and living with their spouse (69, 63.9%); 54 (50.0%) had a

history of migration (Table 1). The mean age of the participants was

27.5 years (interquartile range (IQR): 24.0–31.0), and the mean age at

the time of marriage, for those who were married, was 21.7 years (IQR:

19.0–24.0). Of the respondents, 96.3% reported never using drugs.

Sexual behaviour

The mean age at sexual debut was 19.3 years for males (IQR: 17.5–

20.5) and 22.0 years for females (IQR: 19.0–25.0, P,0.01). The mean

age gap between marriage and sexual debut was 1.1 years, 2.4 years for

males and 21.0 for females (Conventionally, a bride returns to the

house of her parents after the wedding and may not have sex with her

husband for years. In our study, the maximum delay was 5 years.)

(P,0.01). As a group, 89 (82.4%) respondents reported having had

casual sex at some time in their life, 72 (66.7%) reported having had

more than one partner, and 42 (38.9%) reported having had more

than four partners. The maximum number of partners was reported as

40. Males reported having had more sexual partners than females

(P,0.001, Table 2). Of the respondents, 52 (58.4%) males and 2

(10.5%) females reported having had casual sex at Ganchangri

(P,0.01), and 48 (53.9%) males reported having had sex when attend-

ing weddings (P,0.01). Of the male respondents, 7 (7.9%) reported

having had commercial sex, but no females reported doing so

(P,0.001, Table 2).

In the previous year, 22.2% of respondents reported having had

multiple sexual partners, and 2.2% reported having had more than

four partners, with the maximum number being 6. Males reported

having had more sexual partners than females in the past year

(P,0.001, Table 2). Of the female respondents, 10.5% reported hav-

ing had five sexual partners accumulatively, and all of them reported

having had only one sexual partner in the previous year.

Condom usage

In their lifetime, 51 (47.2%) respondents reported having heard of

condoms; among these, 28 (54.9%) reported having never used them,

13 (25.5%) reported using them occasionally and 10 (19.6%) reported

using them often. No one reported using them consistently. As a

group, only 13 (12.0%) reported using them occasionally, and 10

(9.3%) used them often.

Sexual network

Characteristics of the sex partners of respondents. The respondents

mentioned 153 sexual partnerships; nine sexual partners appeared

repeatedly, one of whom was mentioned by six respondents. Thus,

137 sexual partners were involved in 153 sexual partnerships. Among

the proxy-reported sexual partners, most were farmers (117, 85.4%),

Yi (134, 97.8%), illiterate (91, 66.4%), and had never migrated (99,

72.3%), while 53 (38.7%) were married and living together, 18

(13.1%) were married and living separately, and 53 (38.7%) had never

married (Table 1). The mean age of the sexual partners was 26.8 years

old (IQR: 23.0–26.0) (24 respondents were excluded due to lack of

information.).

Types of sexual partnerships and condom use. Among all the 153 sexual

partnerships, 67.3% were reported as beginning from casual sex, but

only 45.8% were reported as casual sexual partnerships at the time of

survey (P,0.001). Moreover, among all the sexual partnerships,

96.1% were reported as non-commercial sex and 81.7% reported hav-

ing never used a condom.

Sexual network. The whole network consisted of 153 sexual partner-

ships involving 108 respondents and 137 proxy-reported sexual part-

ners (Figure 1). The average size of the egocentric network was 1.3, the

average pair (pair refers to number of ordered pairs, which is the

number of possible directed ties in each ego network) was 0.9, and

the average number of weak components (weak component is the

largest number of actors who are connected, disregarding the direction

of the ties) (nWeakComp) was 1.3 (Table 3). The network degree

of centralisation was 2.0%. The whole network consisted of 92

components, a component size heterogeneity of 1.0, and a fragmenta-

tion of 1.0.

Table 1 Demographic characteristics of the respondents and proxy-

reported sexual partners

Respondents Sexual partners

No. % No. %

Gender

Male 89 82.4 19 13.9

Female 19 17.6 118 86.1

Marital status

Never married 22 20.4 53 38.7

Married but living separately 14 13.0 18 13.1

Married and living together 69 63.9 53 38.7

Divorced 3 2.8 1 0.7

Unknown 0 0.0 12 8.8

Education

Illiterate 74 68.5 91 66.4

Primary school 26 24.1 18 13.1

Junior middle school 4 3.7 12 8.8

Senior middle school/technical school 4 3.7 7 5.1

Unknown 0 0.0 9 6.6

Migration history

One year before 40 37.0 10 7.3

Within the previous one year 14 13.0 12 8.8

Never 54 50.0 99 72.3

Unknown 0 0.0 16 11.7

Table 2 Comparisons of the number of sexual partners between males and females

No. of sexual partners for males (n589) No. of sexual partners for females (n519)
t a P

n �xx s n �xx s

Accumulatively 89 7.6 8.6 19 1.4 1.3 6.4 ,0.001

Within the past 1 year 89 1.5 1.0 19 1.0 0.0 4.6 ,0.001

Commercially within the past 1 year 89 0.1 0.3 19 0.0 0.0 2.6 ,0.001

a Welch’s approximate t-test.
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Of the identified components, 82.6% were of size 2 but included

only 62.0% of network members, while 17.4% were of size o3 and

included 38.0% of network members. The main component of size 28

includes 11.4% of network members. According to the size of the

components, the whole network was divided into three types: small

component, middle component and main component. Education

level, marital status, occupation, and mean age in the component types

were different (Table 4). Logistic regression analysis showed that

never married (OR: 2.11; 95% CI: 1.03–4.33) and younger age (OR:

0.89; 95% CI: 0.83–0.95) were associated with being in a component of

size o3 (Table 5).

The main component consisted of 8 (7.4%) respondents and 20

(14.6%) sexual partners (Figure 2). All members of the main com-

ponent were Yi, 19 (67.9%) were male, 26 (92.9%) were farmers, 20

(71.4%) were illiterate, 23 (82.1%) had a history of migration, and 17

(60.7%) had never been married. The mean age of the members was

24.25 years old.

Concurrent sexual partnerships. Of all network members, 21.6% were

involved in concurrent sexual partnerships at some time in the pre-

vious year, which was 56.9% of network members in components of

size o3. Of the respondents who accumulatively had multiple sexual

partners, 62.5% were in concurrent sexual partnerships at some time

in the previous year. Gender, marital status, ethnicity, migration his-

tory of members, size, Broker, pairs, nWeakComp and 2StepReach in

concurrent sexual partnerships were different from those not in con-

current sexual partnerships (Table 6). Logistic regression analysis

showed that size (OR: 2.99; 95% CI: 1.17–7.66), pair (OR: 0.54, 95%

CI: 0.39–0.74), nWeakComp of the egocentric sexual network (OR:

30.04; 95% CI: 6.47–139.46) and gender (OR: 0.19; 95% CI: 0.06–0.67)

were associated with being in concurrent sexual partnerships

(Table 7).

Results of qualitative data analysis

Casual sex: frequently happens in daily life. Key informants estimated

that the prevalence of casual sex among the Yi was over 60% and

explained the remaining 40% as ‘50% of them were strictly forbidden

by their families, 50% of them want to but can’t , for example, men are

poor or ugly looking and women are ugly looking’. One key informant

described the attitude in the Yi society toward casual sex as ‘can do but

can’t say’, especially for women. Casual sex normally occurs between

young people who know each other. Ganchangri and weddings pro-

vide opportunities for young people, especially those who are unmar-

ried, to meet and have casual sex. Both in-depth interviews and FGDs

showed that there is no word in the Yi language that means ‘rape’. ‘As

long as both of them agree, they can have [sex]. If just one wants, it

can’t happen.’ Both males and females agreed that ‘usually boys go

after girls’. One 18-year-old unmarried male informant said, ‘When

Ganchang, I usually go for women, and go for at every Ganchangri …

this year, I have done [had sex with] 40 or 50’. One male informant

described the process as follows:

‘Usually [we] know each other before, maybe not know well, but at

least know. [At the Ganchangri], I shout at her and ask her to come to

chat. I invite her to drink or eat candy and then make an agreement

that we don’t go home that night. During the night, it is ok to stay in

the field or in an inn … In [the twentieth century] ’90s, men and

women all played here, one man and one woman just leave together,

it was more interesting than Ganchang.’

After that, they do not keep in touch with each other to avoid

unnecessary trouble and possible conflict. One female informant said,

‘If they are not arranged to get married and people know that they

have had sex, the man has to pay a lot of money [to the family of the

woman], especially when the man has had sex with a married/engaged

woman.’

Married people usually only have sex with their spouses. However,

some married men who are ‘rich’ and ‘good-looking’ and some mar-

ried women who ‘don’t live with their husbands’ are also involved in

casual sexual partnerships. One married male informant said,

‘If I go after a girl, she may think that he is married and still go out,

[thinking that] there must be moral problem with him. Of course, the

situation is based on a man’s capacity. If a man in a family is not at

home, [I] go and do [have sex with] a woman, there is no problem. The

key point is a man’s capacity.’

Men who have migrated are more ‘attractive’ than others and have

more partners.

Condom use. In their FGD, Bimos said, ‘Conventionally, there is no

specific method for contraception.’ Information from the FGD among

village doctors showed that they do not teach villagers to use condoms

at all. One village doctor said, ‘as long as they can put on, it is ok’, while

Figure 1 Whole sexual network for the previous year. Square nodes represent

respondents and their partners. Lines represent sexual contacts.

Table 3 Characteristics of the egocentric sexual network

�xx s

Size 1.3 0.8

Pair 0.9 3.7

nWeakComp 1.3 0.8

pWeakComp 100.0 0.0

2StepReach 0.9 0.9

ReachEffic 100.0 0.0

Broker 0.5 1.8

Normalized broker 0.5 0.0

Size of ego network is the number of nodes that one-step out neighboursof ego, plus

ego itself. Pair refers to number of ordered pairs, which is the number of possible

directed ties in each ego network. nWeakComp refers to number of weak

components, and weak componentis the largest number of actors who are

connected, disregardingthe direction of the ties. pWeakComp refers to number of

weak componentsdivided by size. 2StepReach refers to number of nodes within two

links to ego, that is two-step reach goes beyond ego’s one-step neighborhood to

report the percentage of all actors in the whole network that are within two directed

steps of ego. ReachEffic refers to two-step reach divided by size. Broker refers to

number of pairs notdirectly connected. Normalized Broker refers to brokerage

divided bynumber of pairs.
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another village doctor said, ‘They all know how to use [condoms];

nowadays, young people know things early’.

Young, unmarried Yi men give spare condoms to their friends. Some

Yi men visited female sex workers when they migrated and learned how

to use condoms during these encounters. For women, condoms were

considered more as a contraceptive than as a tool to prevent STDs. One

female informant said that the function of a condom was ‘for contra-

ceptive use, I don’t know others’. Even married women were shy to

accept condoms; one married woman said, ‘In hospitals, people (doc-

tors) asked whether I need condoms or not, I said no.’

Even though women expressed interest in using condoms during

vaginal intercourse, men rather than women decide whether a con-

dom will be used. One male informant said, ‘girls dare not ask me

to use a condom because we believe in each other …. I don’t use a

condom.’ The distribution of free condoms from the family plan-

ning bureaus only covers married people, thus missing many of the

unmarried young people. Moreover, condoms are not widely sold

in the townships, and those condoms that are available are sold in a

box of ten at a price of 10 CNY or higher, which is not cheap for

the Yi.

DISCUSSION

A young person’s lifestyle: casual sex

This study was based on non-IDU respondents. Although only 19

females were interviewed directly, we obtained information on young

Yi women indirectly through the analysis of the whole sexual network.

By combining qualitative with quantitative surveys, this study showed

the prevalence of casual sex among Yi young people in a single town-

ship with a mid-level prevalence of HIV. We found that the Yi start to

have casual sex when they are young. Some of these casual sexual

partnerships later become married-to-be, and some Yi have only

one sexual partner over the course of their entire life. When the Yi

marry, they have fewer sexual partners than before, although some are

involved in extramarital partnerships. This phenomenon, where some

casual sexual partnerships become married-to-be, is in fact a revolu-

tion against arranged marriages that has occurred since the democratic

reform.7 Casual sex, which occurs in the context of their social acti-

vities such as Ganchang, is therefore part of the Yi lifestyle.

Table 4 Characteristics of network members in different types of components

No. (%)
x2 F P

Small size component

(No. of network members52)

Middle size component (No. of

network members o3 but f8)

Main component (No. of

network members528)

Gender

Male 76 (70.4) 23 (21.3) 9 (8.3) 5.77 0.06

Female 76 (55.5) 42 (30.7) 19 (13.9)

Education

Illiterate 114 (69.1) 31 (18.8) 20 (12.1) ,0.001a

Primary school 24 (54.5) 17 (38.6) 3 (6.8)

Junior middle school 7 (43.8) 8 (50.0) 1 (6.2)

Senior middle school

or technical school

7 (63.6) 4 (36.4) 0 (0.0)

Unknown 0 (0.0) 5 (55.6) 4 (44.4)

Migration history

One year before 35 (70.0) 10 (20.0) 5 (10.0) 12.49 0.05

Within one year 15 (57.7) 9 (34.6) 2 (7.7)

Never 98 (64.1) 37 (24.2) 18 (11.7)

Unknown 4 (25.0) 9 (56.2) 3 (18.8)

Marital status

Never married 27 (36.0) 31 (41.3) 17 (22.7) ,0.001a

Married and living separately 19 (59.4) 11 (34.4) 2 (6.2)

Married and living together 101 (82.8) 16 (13.1) 5 (4.1)

Divorced 3 (75.0) 0 (0.0) 1 (25.0)

Unknown 2 (16.7) 7 (58.3) 3 (25.0)

Occupation

Farmer 146 (64.9) 53 (23.6) 26 (11.5) 0.01a

Other 6 (33.3) 10 (55.6) 2 (11.1)

Unknown 0 (0.0) 2 (100.0) 0 (0.0)

Ethnicity

Yi 151 (62.4) 63 (26.0) 28 (11.6) 0.24a

Han 0 (0.0) 2 (100.0) 0 (0.0)

Other 1 (100.0) 0 (0.00) 0 (0.00)

Age

�xx6s 28.3164.92 24.7365.07 24.2562.45 13.66 ,0.001

a Fisher’s exact test.

Table 5 ORs for being in components of size o3

OR 95% CI

Education (literate vs. illiterate) 1.92 1.00–3.70

Marital status (never married vs. had been married) 2.11 1.03–4.33

Age 0.89 0.83–0.95

Abbreviations: CI, confidence interval; OR, odds ratio.
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A denied phenomenon: casual sex

Due to the influence from the Han culture, which scolds those enga-

ging in casual sex, the Yi feel sensitive when Han Chinese discuss casual

sexual behaviour among them. The real meaning of the saying ‘can do

but can’t say’ is that they can have casual sex, but they cannot tell the

Han. The reason this topic is so sensitive is related to the changing

nature of HIV transmission in Liangshan.

The first case of HIV in Liangshan was detected in 1995. Surveillance

data showed that between 1995 and 2000, 96.0% of HIV transmission

was due to IDU.2 Consequently, this is where HIV intervention pol-

icies focused.25 However, these interventions have not been successful,

and the prevalence rate in some counties (including County A) in

Liangshan has risen rapidly.1 In Liangshan, comparisons of surveil-

lance data from 1995 to 2000 and from 1995 to 2007 showed that the

percentage of IDU transmission has decreased from 96.0% to 46.3%,

while sexual transmission has increased from 0.0% to 2.3% (other

modes of transmission remain unknown, but increased from 4.0%

to 50.9%).2,3 We hypothesize that the unknown 50.9% represent

either denied sexual behaviours, including casual sex, or a mixture

of IDU and sexual behaviours. Unfortunately, no studies have been

performed to verify this hypothesis, even though in 2003, Mo SD, who

is on staff at the Liangshan CDC and who is also Yi, indicated his

concerns over the potential role of casual sex in the HIV epidemic

among Yi people.6

Inconsistent condom use

In sub-Saharan Africa, among those who predominantly had non-

commercial sex, it has been shown that as the number of sexual part-

ners increased, so did the incidence of HIV.13 This risk increases with

multiple sexual partnerships and inconsistent condom use, and people

with more than four sexual partners are at higher risk than those with

fewer partners.26–30 Experiences in Uganda have shown that the

decline in HIV prevalence since the early 1990s is linked to a reduction

in casual sex, which is similar to the impact of a vaccine with 80%

effectiveness.28,29 In simple terms, casual sex is linked to HIV preval-

ence. Studies in China showed that casual sex within the last 3 months

was an independent risk factor for the acquisition of an STD.31 The

most effective method available for protection against STDs is

the condom.32 Condoms decrease the per-contact probability of

male-to-female transmission of HIV by approximately 95%.33 Sub-

Saharan Africa still has the highest prevalence of HIV/AIDS in the

world, because condom use remains low in many areas.34 In South

Africa, where 15% of young women and almost 5% of young men aged

15–24 years were infected with HIV, the use of condoms at a propor-

tion approximating 50% is lower than what would be necessary to

curb the HIV/AIDS epidemic.35

In our study, 38.9% of Yi young people reported having had more

than four partners. The problem is not casual sex itself, but rather the

inconsistent use of condoms. The proportion of condom use in our

study was 21.3%, which is lower than the proportion found in rural

areas with high HIV/AIDS prevalence in China;17 the proportion is

higher than before implementation of HIV intervention programs, but

lower than after received HIV intervention in other Yi areas.17–20

Moreover, no one in our study reported consistent condom use.

One study showed that even among university/college students in

Shanghai, only 38.4% of respondents had received reproductive health

education previously, and 55.7% knew when to use a condom.36 For

the Yi villagers in our study, there are ideological, geographical and

financial barriers to condom access.

Increased risk due to concurrent sexual partnership

Sexual network analysis indicated that 38.0% of network members

were involved in components of size o3, that is, they or their partners

had multiple sexual partners in the previous year. Members who were

younger and who had never married were apt to be in components of

size o3, which put them at a high risk for HIV even if they themselves

had only one partner.34 More than half of the network members with

multiple sexual partners in the previous year were in concurrent rather

than serial sexual partnerships. In other words, Yi people tend to have

concurrent sexual partnerships when they have multiple sexual part-

ners. The proportion of concurrent sexual partnerships was even

higher than among some parts of sub-Saharan Africa,37,38 which puts

young Yi villagers from a community with high infection rates at great

potential risk for acquiring HIV.8,39

Limitations of this study

Our study had several limitations. First, surveys on sexual behaviour

are a very sensitive issue among the Yi; thus, instead of probability

sampling, a combination of convenience sampling and snowball sam-

pling was used. More males than females were recruited, and thus, the

results may not be representative of all the Yi living in Liangshan.

Based on our pilot survey, we found that probability sampling could

not be performed. Thus, this study was carefully designed to combine

qualitative and quantitative surveys to best show the prevalence of

casual sex among Yi young people in a single township with mid-level

HIV prevalence. In the questionnaire survey, only 17.6% of females

were recruited, but in the sexual network analysis, detailed informa-

tion on respondents’ sexual partnerships was collected. Overall, a total

of 108 male and 137 female sexual network members were included in

the analysis, thus compensating for the lack of female respondents.

Second, all variables were self-reported, and thus, information

about sexual behaviour could be under-reported, especially among

females. We used the following strategies to diminish under-reporting.

First, all surveys were conducted either by trained interviewers who

Figure 2 The main component including 28 members (respondents 7, 37, 70,

77, 84, 90, 93, 96 and 101) along with their proxy-reported sexual partners.

Arabic numbers and small English letters were used for coding. For example,

77a refers to the individual who was mentioned by respondent 77 as the first

sexual partner in 779s sexual egocentric network. If one member was mentioned

by more than one respondent, only one coding was used in accordance with his/

her coding the first respondent who mentioned him/her. For example, the indi-

vidual who was mentioned by 7, 37, 70 and 90 as their first sexual partner,

respectively, and by 77 and 84 as their second sexual partner, respectively,

was coded as 7a. Arrows refer to mentioned partners.
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were from the Yi ethnic group and fluent in both Yi and Mandarin

Chinese or by trained interviewers with the help of assistant

interviewers to avoid possible under-reporting from Yi respondents

to Han interviewers. Second, all the interviewers were of similar age

as the respondents; this was done to avoid possible under-reporting

from younger respondents to older interviewers. Third, local

idioms and metaphors were used to refer to sexual behaviour, thus

avoiding embarrassment between respondents and interviewers.

Fourth, face-to-face structured interviews using an anonymous

questionnaire were conducted separately and in private rooms,

with no one except an interviewer and a respondent present, to

guarantee confidentiality. Fifth, informed consent was administered

orally in Yi before the interviews began. Those who refused to

participate were not recruited. Respondents were encouraged to

bring their friends to participate in the research because by doing

so it was thought that these respondents would be more open to

talking about their sexual experiences.

CONCLUSION

Casual sex is a part of young person’s lifestyle among the Yi, but it is

denied. Moreover, condom use among Yi young people is inconsis-

tent. Concurrency rather than sequential monogamy puts young Yi

villagers from a community with high prevalence at great potential risk

for HIV infection.

Currently, there are few studies focusing on casual sex among the Yi

in Liangshan, because it is either taken for granted or avoided under

the name of ‘harmony consideration of National Unity’. After study-

ing the potential causes of the HIV epidemic in Liangshan, we advo-

cate changing the current HIV-related behaviour intervention pol-

icies, which are mainly copied from the Han areas, because they do

not give priority status to the unique culture of the Yi. Other than IDU,

more research should be performed to determine the potential causes

Table 6 Characteristics of members in and out of concurrent sexual partnerships

No. (%)
x2 t P

In (n553) Out of (n5192)

Gender

Male 15 (13.9) 93 (86.1) 6.83 0.01

Female 38 (27.7) 99 (72.3)

Education level

Illiterate 31 (18.8) 134 (81.2) 7.88 0.10

Primary school 12 (27.3) 32 (72.7)

Junior middle school 3 (18.8) 13 (81.2)

Senior middle school or technical school 2 (18.2) 9 (81.8)

Unknown 5 (55.6) 4 (44.4)

Migration history

One year before 6 (12.0) 44 (88.0) 14.12 ,0.001

Within one year 6 (23.1) 20 (76.9)

Never 32 (20.9) 121 (79.1)

Unknown 9 (56.2) 7 (43.8)

Marital status

Never married 20 (26.7) 55 (73.3) ,0.001a

Married and living separately 8 (25.0) 24 (75.0)

Married and cohabitating 17 (13.9) 105 (86.1)

Divorced 0 (0.0) 4 (100.0)

Unknown 8 (66.7) 4 (33.3)

Ethnicity

Yi 51 (21.1) 191 (78.9) 0.046a

Han 2 (100.0) 0 (0.0)

Other 0 (0.0) 1 (100.0)

Occupation

Farmer 48 (21.3) 177 (78.7) 0.07a

Other 31 (16.7) 15 (83.3)

Unknown 2 (100.0) 0 (0.0)

Age (year) �xx6s 25.964.6 27.465.2 21.65 0.10

Size �xx6s 1.861.3 1.160.4 23.77 ,0.001

Broker �xx6s 1.663.4 0.260.8 23.02 ,0.001

Pairs �xx6s 2.765.7 0.462.7 2.88 0.01

nWeakComp �xx6s 1.761.2 1.160.5 3.84 ,0.001

2StepReach �xx6s 1.461.3 0.760.7 3.43 ,0.001

a Fisher’s exact test.

Table 7 ORs for concurrent sexual partnerships

95% CI

OR Lower Higher

Size 2.99 1.17 7.66

Pairs 0.54 0.39 0.74

nWeakComp 30.04 6.47 139.46

Gender (male vs. female) 0.19 0.06 0.67

Abbreviations: CI, confidence interval; OR, odds ratio.
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of the HIV epidemic in Liangshan and to obtain enough evidence to

call attention of policy makers to the problem.
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