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Abstract

The purpose of this study is to explore the factors that youth identify as contribut-
ing to alcohol consumption, and more specifically its relation to risky sexual behav-
iour among youth. We employed an exploratory qualitative method using focus
group discussions with 34 young people between the ages of 18-25-years-old in low
socio-economic status communities in the Western Cape province of South Africa.
Data were analyzed thematically utilizing Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-step the-
matic analysis process. We identified two thematic domains pertaining to alcohol
consumption and risky sexual behaviour, namely individual and social factors, each
comprising three themes. The individual factors thematic domain comprises intrap-
ersonal influences, employment and educational attainment; while the social fac-
tors thematic domain includes interpersonal influences, social influences, and hope
for the future. Youth living in low socio-economic status communities were thought
to be at greater risk of alcohol misuse and subsequent risky behaviour, given the
political and social history of marginalisation, systematic oppression, and social
inequality. To address alcohol use and risky sexual behavior among youth, we rec-
ommend interventions with adolescents, parents or guardians, and the community.
More specifically, interventions aimed at adolescents should focus on the transition
to young adulthood. Interventions with parents should focus on their role in model-
ling and potentially regulating alcohol consumption. Finally, community interven-
tions should centre on drinking behaviors, levels of drinking, what constitutes harm-
ful drinking, and how to identify when treatment and recovery support is likely to be
required.

Keywords young people - youth - alcohol consumption - risky sexual behaviour -
sexual risk - qualitative exploratory study - focus group discussions - Western Cape,
South Africa

P4 Shazly Savahl
ssavahl @uwec.ac.za

Extended author information available on the last page of the article

Published online: 20 January 2022 @ Springer


https://orcid.org/0000-0001-5746-9270
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-4854-7753
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-0495-8761
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2409-8631
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-3909-3836
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s12187-022-09913-9&domain=pdf

C.Carelsetal.

1 Introduction

The purpose of this study is to explore the factors that youth identify as contrib-
uting to alcohol consumption, and more specifically its relation to risky sexual
behaviour among youth in the Western Cape, South Africa. Alcohol use, which
refers to the ingestion of alcoholic beverages containing ethyl alcohol (Keller &
Vaillant, 2018) in this study, is the eighth leading risk factor for death and dis-
ease, and third for disability respectively, globally (WHO, 2014; Lategan et al.,
2017). South Africa has the fifth highest alcohol consumption rate (WHO, 2018)
and the highest prevalence of HIV in the world (Bello et al., 2017; Carey et al.,
2011; Scott-Sheldon et al., 2012). The perceived effects of alcohol are influenced
by historical, mythological, cultural, religious, physiological, pharmacological,
expectancy, personal, and legislative factors (Markos, 2005). Alcohol use can be
attributed to an interplay of psychological and biological predispositions, and the
social and physical environment (Griffiths, 2014). The dynamics of the social and
physical environment of many South African communities reflect the historical
context of alcohol consumption. Alcohol misuse in South Africa has a longstand-
ing history that has its roots in colonialism, where alcohol was employed as a
mechanism of land dispossession and expropriation. This sinister use of alcohol
was a key feature of the colonialist armoury and filtered into oppressive prac-
tices in apartheid South Africa. For example, through the ‘Dop (tot) system’
farm workers were paid with poor quality alcohol in lieu of appropriate mon-
etary compensation (Finjord, 2015). In this way, problematic alcohol use became
entrenched in the livelihoods of farmworkers and informal settlements (Cloete
& Ramugondo, 2015). The trajectory of problematic alcohol use from colonial-
ism through to contemporary South Africa can be further understood within the
context of the apartheid legislation, which characterised the social and political
landscape for nearly five decades. Based on a system of institutionalised racism,
discrimination and violent oppression, apartheid was experienced as a form of
structural violence and domination. These experiences transcend generations
resulting in generational trauma, which is a major contributor to a range of prob-
lematic behaviours, including substance and alcohol use (Farmer, 2009). Alco-
hol use thus offered a structured routine and became the primary activity around
which many other activities were organised. The emergence of a particular social-
ity was created - that of ‘drinking friendships’ and excessive use of alcohol and
binge drinking as a norm.

The association between alcohol, sexual risk behaviour and HIV/AIDS is well
established (Assaf & Mallick, 2018; Kalichman et al., 2007; WHO, 2015). Indi-
viduals who use alcohol, especially those who drink heavily, are more likely to
engage in high-risk sexual behaviour such as having multiple sexual partners,
unprotected sex, concurrent sexual partners, transactional sex and physical and
sexual violence (Bello et al., 2017; Muchimba et al., 2013; Scott-Sheldon et al.,
2012). However, as it may be challenging to determine whether individuals are
engaging in these behaviours, sexual risk behaviour is often identified through the
diagnosis of an STI or pregnancy (Glen-Spyron, 2015). Risky sexual behaviour
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is a key contributor to the high prevalence of HIV infections, hampering preven-
tion and mitigation strategies (Manyaapelo et al., 2019). In recent years, South
Africa has seen an increase in the risky consumption of alcoholic beverages with
a higher alcohol content (Bhana, 2015; Parry et al., 2005; Peltzer & Ramlagan,
2009).

The age group of 18 to 25-years-old is most vulnerable to engaging in risky
behaviour, given increases in alcohol consumption during this period (Clevelanda
et al., 2014; SACENDU, 2010). The potential effects of alcohol use are impaired
judgement, altered reasoning skills, and a reduction in one’s sense of responsibility
(Bello et al., 2017; Rehm et al., 2017). In the United States, alcohol is the most com-
monly used substance among adults between the ages of 18 and 24 (Brown et al.,
2016). The risk for experiencing negative sex-related consequences such as contract-
ing HIV/AIDS and other STIs, and unplanned pregnancies within this age cohort are
heightened (Cottonham et al., 2018; Painter et al., 2012).

Explanatory frameworks making sense of the relation between alcohol use and
sexual behaviour include Social norms, Alcohol Myopia Theory, Alcohol Expec-
tancy Theory, and Social Learning Theory. In Social norms theory, social norms
represent internalized social influences that are predictive of behavioral intentions
and behaviour. Norms signal what is accepted by a community or society, such that
a failure to conform to social norms may lead to disapproval and/or social sanction
(Carey et al., 2011). In many South African communities’, alcohol use has become
a normative part of social engagement, particularly among youth (Bhana, 2015). In
this sense, the social and physical environment of the community shapes alcohol
consumption and potential problem drinking (Leslie et al., 2015). Therefore, the
context in which alcohol is used serves as a risk or protective factor, while the social
environment and individual mutually influence each other (Gifford & Humphreys,
2007). The Alcohol Myopia Theory (Steele & Josephs, 1990) postulates that alcohol
consumption impairs cognitive capacity, disinhibiting the drinker’s behaviour and
leading to an inability to fully focus on situational cues (Garcia et al., 2019; Harvey
& Tomlinson, 2019; Lac & Brack, 2018). Thus, individuals who consume alcohol
have an increased probability of engaging in risky sex as they are less likely to be
aware of less apparent, more distal cues such as STI risk, and are more likely to
be prompted by proximal cues such as sexual arousal (Garcia et al., 2019). Alco-
hol Expectancy Theory refers to the expectations about how alcohol consumption is
likely to affect behaviour and lead to desired outcomes as a motivator for drinking
(Oei & Burrow, 2000). It has consistently been associated with alcohol use and risk
behaviour in cross-sectional and longitudinal studies (Lee et al., 2020). Relatedly,
Social Learning Theory posits that alcohol expectancies can become reinforced,
partly owing to the direct experience of intoxication (Wall et al., 2003). Taken
together, these perspectives elucidate the interplay of alcohol use and risky sexual
behaviour pharmacologically, psychologically, and socially.

While these theories provide frames of understanding for alcohol use and risky
sexual behaviour, they do not take into account the historical, contextual, and
related systemic issues that drive the ‘generational trauma’ of alcohol use and
increased risky sexual behaviour, particularly in contexts such as South Africa. In
this regard, it is important to consider Intersectionality theory and Social Justice
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Theory as it relates to alcohol use and risky (sexual) behaviour. Intersectionality
theory was developed by Crenshaw (1989), and further refined by ‘Black’ femi-
nists in the USA. They critiqued the idea of women as an homogeneous group,
arguing that ‘Black’ women’s subjective experiences were influenced by several
factors such as race, class, and gender. Intersectionality underscores that an indi-
viduals’ experiences are founded on multiple identities, with a ‘mutually reinforc-
ing’ interplay among various aspects of one’s identity, such as gender, race, class,
sexuality, and socioeconomic status (Vu et al., 2019). These identities contour
human experience at the individual level, while concurrently interlocking systems
of bias and inequality that exist at the macro social-structural level (e.g., sexism,
racism, and classism) (Nadan et al., 2015). It highlights interconnected systems
of disadvantage or discrimination, and importantly the ‘structural systems of
oppression’ (Vu et al., 2019). The use of Intersectionality theory has gained trac-
tion in the fields of health generally, public health, health disparities, and health
inequities. Notwithstanding, the numerous pathways of ‘intersectional identities’
related to health-risk behaviours and effects are ambiguous, and requires further
investigation (Demant et al., 2018). Therefore, within the South Africa context,
the impact of multiple disadvantaged identities on health outcomes and behav-
iours (Bauer, 2014), including alcohol use and risky sexual behaviour, is intri-
cate and requires a multifaceted approach (Demant et al., 2018). In line with this,
Bowleg (2012) maintained that intersectionality is essential to a public health
commitment to social justice. The history of substance use and social justice is
contentious, with alcohol and other substances employed as a tool to exploit and
oppress those classified to be in ‘lower classes’ (International Forum for Social
Development & United Nations, 2006). Although various philosophers and schol-
ars have historically contributed to Social Justice Theory, the concept of social
justice attracted burgeoning interest after Rawls’ (1971) publication, A Theory of
Justice. While there is no consensus on a single definition of the concept of Social
justice, it is generally understood as a type of justice whereby all people should
receive fair treatment, and have equal rights and opportunities; with an equitable
apportion of societal benefits (Hemphill, 2015). Five key principles underpinning
Social justice are access to resources, equity, participation, diversity, and human
rights. Akin to addressing the interrelated disadvantaged multiple identities of
individuals using Intersectionality, Social justice is considered a moral impera-
tive, whereby nation-states are required to uphold these key principles for all
citizens - essentially the ‘social good’ (Levin, 2020). Horn (2013, p. 3) applied
Powers and Faden’s Theory of Social Justice to foetal alcohol syndrome in South
Africa, and poignantly notes that disregarding the historical corollaries of insti-
tutionalised racism in the country on public health interventions is “to ignore an
extensive and complex range of factors that allow this problem to perpetuate. It
is to fail to see this as a community and societal problem, rather than just an indi-
vidual health problem.” Within the South African context, an integrated approach
using a Social justice and intersectional perspective to research, policy, practice,
and treatment of alcohol use must begin by addressing the structural and social
determinants of health, as this increases an individual’s vulnerabilities and the
unequal distribution of alcohol-related harms (Roche et al., 2015).
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While studies have examined the association between drinking patterns and risky
sexual behaviors, they have typically employed cross-sectional designs (e.g. Connor
et al., 2013; Sonmez et al., 2006). Studies have also focused on similar populations,
such as college and university students, predominantly in the global North (Wage-
naar et al., 2018). However, the link between alcohol and sexual behaviours in low-
and middle-income contexts have not been examined sufficiently (Bello et al., 2017).

Bello et al. (2017) analysed data from a population-based study in inner-city
Johannesburg, South Africa, to determine the extent to which alcohol use influences
sexual behaviours. Alcohol use was found to be strongly linked to sexual behaviours
among men living in hostels and women inhabiting adjacent informal settlements.
The authors advocate for a more rigorous approach to interventions at micro- and
macro-levels to ameliorate alcohol harms and reduce the alcohol-HIV link, particu-
larly in vulnerable groups.

In a quantitative study in Cape Town, South Africa, the main aim of the study
was to describe ethnic differences in AOD use and the related sexual risks for HIV
among vulnerable women (Myers et al., 2013). They found that more than one third
of women living in disadvantaged contexts reported using alcohol and other drugs
(AOD). The participants indicated that they were impaired and had unprotected sex
during their last sexual encounter (Myers et al., 2013). Women between the ages of
18 and 33 who use AODs were recruited into a community-based randomized con-
trolled trial to test an HIV risk-reduction intervention. The key findings indicate that
there are ethnic differences in patterns of AOD use. The findings suggest a strong
need for gender-sensitive risk-reduction interventions in low-income communities
with a focus on ethnic differences.

A systematic review conducted by Wagenaar et al. (2018) found that past research
has produced mixed results when reporting on alcohol consumption and risky sex-
ual behaviour. The key factors influencing the relation between alcohol consump-
tion and risky sexual behaviour identified in the literature were personality traits,
social determinants, and interpersonal factors (Wagenaar et al., 2018). Factors such
as self-efficacy, self-regulation, self-awareness, and sensation-seeking were promi-
nent factors that emerged from personality influences. Furthermore, social norms,
socio-economic context, and beliefs, as well as the broader environment contribute
to alcohol consumption and risky sexual behaviour. Lastly, factors relating to inter-
personal aspects focused on how the individual interacts with various other parts of
their lives including personal attributes (e.g., age, race, gender and religiosity), fam-
ily, peers, romantic relationships, and broader risk and protective factors. The review
additionally highlights the impact of the socio-political and historical context, which
shapes contemporary life trajectories. However, as only a few studies focused on
developing countries such as Kenya and South Africa (Abby et al., 2007; Adams
et al., 2014; Morojele et al., 2006; Townshend et al., 2014), the results yielded in the
systematic review may be limited to the specific contexts of North American, New
Zealand and Australian youths’ patterns of risky behaviour (Connor et al., 2013;
Kuntsche et al., 2005; Rehm et al., 2006).

Moreover, there is a scarcity of qualitative research to provide a more nuanced
understanding of the factors that influence the relation between alcohol consump-
tion and risky sexual behaviour within South Africa and Africa more broadly
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(e.g. Morojele et al., 2006). A notable exception within the South African context
is a study undertaken by Morojele et al. (2006) that focused on the factors associ-
ated with alcohol consumption-related sexual risk behaviour in diverse cultural
settings. The sample consisted of adults between the ages of 25 and 44 in a town-
ship and a city site in the Gauteng province. The study findings indicate that alco-
hol consumption before a sexual encounter affected the individual’s sex-related
feelings and behaviours, including reasoning skills, sexual arousal, sexual desire,
inhibitions, judgment, and sense of responsibility. However, these psychoactive
effects of alcohol differed among participants depending on moderating condi-
tions, such as: economic, societal/cultural, community, drinking environment and
individual (history, spousal relations, employment, expectations) factors.

1.1 Rationale

Alcohol consumption has consistently been associated with risky sexual behav-
iour (Bello et al., 2017). However, there remains a paucity of research that
explores the relation between sexual behaviour and alcohol consumption in South
Africa (Morojele et al., 2004; Pithey & Morojele, 2002). Given that the age group
of 18-25 years has been identified as most susceptible to risky drinking prac-
tices (SACENDU, 2019), it is imperative to explore the link between alcohol con-
sumption and risky sexual behaviour within this cohort. A better understanding
of these practices would contribute to a more comprehensive view of the relation
between alcohol consumption and risky sexual behaviour (Adams et al., 2014).
Furthermore, understanding how and to what extent alcohol consumption is
implicated in risky sexual behaviour has important implications for policy devel-
opment on alcohol regulation, unplanned pregnancies, and sexually transmitted
diseases including HIV (Carpenter, 2007; SADHS, 2016). Qualitative research
can provide a key link between two related co-morbidities, HIV and alcohol use
disorders. The current study qualitatively explores the relation between alcohol
use and risky sexual behaviour (Vagenas et al., 2017).

1.2 Aim
The overarching aim of the study is to explore the factors that youth identify and
understand as contributing to alcohol consumption. Furthermore, the study aims to

explore the factors that contribute to the relation between alcohol consumption and
risky sexual behaviour among youth.

2 Method

The current study employed an exploratory qualitative methodological framework.
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2.1 Research Context

The study was conducted in low socio-economic status communities in Cape Town,
in the Western Cape province of South Africa. These communities are characterised
by inequalities, with limited resources and access to interventions and treatment for
alcohol-or-substance-related disorders (Myers et al., 2010), and have high levels of
consumption. The Western Cape Government has identified harm caused by alco-
hol as a priority concern and area for intervention (Western Cape Liquor Authority,
2020). Cape Town, the capital city of the Western Cape, is situated on the south-
western tip of South Africa and is home to an estimated 7 005 741 people (Statistics
South Africa, 2020). The Cape Flats region is a polarised area where affluent sub-
urbs and economic centres present a stark contrast to the overcrowded, disadvan-
taged township communities (Chopra & Sanders, 2004) where high levels of sub-
stance use and related problems persist (Vellios & van Walbeek, 2018).

2.2 Participants and Sampling

The study sample included 34 young people between the ages of 18 and 25 who
participated in four focus group interviews. Participants were purposively sam-
pled via community-based Non-Profit Organizations and a school in communities
on the Cape Flats, in which the primary researcher had previously worked and had
established working relationships. To be included in the study, participants had to
be between the ages of 18 and 25, and reside in the community from which they
were recruited. The sample comprised 19 females and 15 males (participants self-
identified as either male or female). Participants’ racial and language characteristics
reflected that of the community, which was historically constructed based on race
during the apartheid era (Parry & van Eeden, 2015). Focus group discussions were
conducted until saturation was reached (Morse, 1995). The table below offers an
overview of the sample that was utilised in the study.

2.3 Data Collection

Four focus group discussions were conducted in both English and Afrikaans, and
audio-recorded with permission from the participants. Each group participated
in a single session, after which saturation was reached. As noted in Table 1, the
focus group discussions encompassed the following group delineation: three

Table 1 Sample breakdown

Focus Group Total Education Employment status Age
Mixed group 1 7 (3 female; 4 male) Grade 12 students Scholars 18
Mixed group 2 9 (5 female; 4 male) Grade 12 students Employed 19-25
Mixed group 3 11 (4 female; 7 male) > Grade 12 Unemployed 18 -25
Female group 7 (7 female) University students University students 23-25
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heterogeneous gender groups consisting of young men and women; and one homog-
enous group consisting of women, as no male participants had volunteered. A
semi-structured interview schedule was utilized that included the following core
questions: 1) What do you think the main factors are that lead the youth in this com-
munity to use alcohol?; 2) What are some of the negative outcomes of youth using
alcohol?; 3) Can you tell me about young people and their sexual behaviour?; and 4)
What are your thoughts regarding alcohol consumption and sexual risk behaviour?
Several probes were used to elicit depth information.

2.4 Data Analysis

The study employed the six-step thematic analysis process put forward by Braun
and Clarke (2006). In the first step focus group discussions were audio-recorded and
transcribed verbatim by the lead researcher. The transcripts were verified against the
audio recordings by members of the research team. In the second step, transcrip-
tions were repeatedly read in search of meaning and patterns in the data. In the third
step. and once the researcher had become familiar with the data, initial codes were
assigned to the transcripts. The fourth step entailed collating, sorting, and combin-
ing identified codes into potential themes. In the fifth step, themes were reviewed
and refined into thematic domains and related themes. Themes were further refined
and named and, finally, findings were written up.

2.5 Procedure and Ethics

Ethics clearance for the study was obtained from the Senate Research Ethics Com-
mittee of the University of the Western Cape. Three non-governmental organiza-
tions and one school were contacted. The participants were provided with informa-
tion on the purpose of the study, the nature of their participation, confidentiality,
privacy, and the right to withdraw at any time. Participants were required to provide
informed consent as well as sign an agreement that the content of the focus group
sessions would remain confidential. The focus group discussions were conducted in
a quiet and private space (room or classroom) provided by the organization from
which participants were recruited. Access to counselling services was made avail-
able to participants if required, given the sensitive nature of the topic.

3 Findings

We identified two thematic domains pertaining to alcohol consumption and risky
sexual behaviour, namely individual and social factors, each comprising three
themes. Individual factors encompassed intrapersonal influences and financial secu-
rity, while the social factors included interpersonal influences and social impacts.
While the mixed-gender groups focused on both thematic domains, the female-only
group discussed factors involving renegotiating identity, hope for the future and
social context in more depth.
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3.1 Individual Factors Related to Alcohol Consumption and Risky Sexual
Behaviour

3.1.1 Intrapersonal Influences

The participants identified certain intrapersonal factors (perception of the self)
that related to alcohol consumption and risky sexual behaviour, namely enjoy-
ment, negotiating identity, courage, and lowered inhibitions and impaired judge-
ment. Alcohol consumption for “enjoyment” was related to drinking for “nice
times”, as well as the atmosphere that is often associated with drinking. The
reference to ‘nice times’ infers a colloquial saying that encompasses engrossing
oneself in social and leisure activities, and often implies the lowering of inhibi-
tions. This is evident in the phrases “T-shirt taken off” and “girls are dancing on
the table”. The use of the term “fun time” alludes to alcohol being part of young
people’s lives in their communities, and how it enhances enjoyment . These views
were predominantly shared by male participants across employment statuses,
with female participants agreeing as the discussion unfolded. The intrapersonal
influences of alcohol consumption are closely linked to the interpersonal and
socia,l and act as a catalyst for the use of alcohol in different social settings, such
as house parties, clubs, and bars. Alcohol consumption is related to the social
context, relationships, and social norm of alcohol use.

“So speaking about alcohol, like the brother said. It is for the nice times. It
is enjoyable for the first time. The friends are together, we drinking, music
is playing, T-shirt taken off, the girls are dancing on the table — it is a fun
time.” [Translated] (Male participant, Mixed-group 1)

“It is true man. That feeling that they had the first time. So it gets you, and
you spiral out of control.” [Partially translated] (Male participant, Mixed-
group 1)

The use of alcohol, especially in social settings, was associated with the process
of negotiating identity. While this negotiation takes place on an intrapersonal level,
it is also inseparably linked to social identity and status, group (peer) dynamics,
and more broadly related to the historical context of South Africa. Female partici-
pants indicated that alcohol consumption by young people was related to perceived
elevation in social status among youth. It is important to note that these findings
emerged from the female-only focus group, comprising university students. Further-
more, young people within their communities were referred to as having different
lived experiences than participants. They indicated that youth often used alcohol to
affirm their social identity, and as a way of coping with low self-esteem and a lack of
self-confidence, “because when they are drunk it is whereby they can express them-
selves”. The psychoactive effects of alcohol, in turn, lowered inhibitions and acted
as a gateway to engage in an array of risky sexual behaviours, serving as a “social
lubricant”. Participants argued that the subjective effects of alcohol consumption
enable youth to assert themselves, while also enabling them to attribute their behav-
iours to alcohol use without any accountability when intoxicated, “...like oh I was
drunk so now I can just blame it on that”.
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“I think young people look for sense of identity from alcohol because when
they are drunk it is whereby they are able to express themselves. They have
low self -esteem when they are sober, and alcohol boosts their self-esteem
to do whatever they want to do.” (Female, participant, Mixed-group 3)
“I feel like people use it as an excuse. Getting drunk- ... like oh I was drunk
so now I can just blame it on that.” (Female participant, Female group)

Young people reported that consuming alcohol gave them a sense of courage
and confidence, which they referred to as “liquid courage”. “Courage” manifested
in two distinct ways: as reduced anxiety in social settings (for example, the ability
to speak to the opposite sex or socialise in a group) and to prompt the pursuit of
sexual activity. The quote by a female participant: “...the action we were longing
in the mind...”, speaks to an underlying desire to engage in behaviours that they
are only able to when under the influence of alcohol. Male participants spoke about
themselves as well as ‘on behalf” of other males, while female participants engaged
with the thought processes leading to engaging in alcohol consumption to create that
sense of confidence. No distinction was made across employment status.

“It’s all - it gives you a confidence boost man.” (Male participant, Mixed-
group 1)

“So when they are drunk whereby it’s easy to communicate and make new
friends or engage with certain people.” (Female participant, Mixed-group 3)
“When you drink alcohol, you are confident, and you get turned on so that
leads to sex.” (Male participant, Mixed-group 3)

“... you know the actions that we do out of alcohol, is the action we were
longing in the mind but you don’t have the courage to go and stand up and
do something, and now when you take that alcohol and drink, its whereby
you get that self-confidence to do it...” (Female participant, Mixed-group 3)

In addition to feeling more confident, young people reported that the effects of
alcohol intoxication were linked to being more susceptible or receptive to sexual
advances. Decisions made while one’s judgment is impaired were implicated in
engaging in risky sexual relations that may be regretted once sober. Furthermore,
violence, i.e. engaging in an altercation while intoxicated was also addressed, for
example “If you have beef with somebody, you are more likely to act out on it...”,
“...and it might get to the point where anything goes...”; the notion of “anything
goes” in a sexual context suggests sexual activities with or without consent. Female
participants perceived that the person consuming alcohol, as well as those around
them, were at risk. The effects of intoxication were likened to a sense of invincibility
and manifested as a forcefulness when making sexual advances such that the recipi-
ent of the advances experiences a lack of empathy and respect for their boundaries,
linking to the occurrence of rape. Furthermore, it is interesting to note that female
participants spoke explicitly about gender-based violence, particularly rape culture,
whereas male participants spoke about it more ambiguously.

“You lose your morals! Girls become - some girls become so ratchet hey!
It’s like the liquid courage. If you have beef with somebody, you more likely
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to act out on it .... You remember nothing of the night before.” (Female par-
ticipant, Female group)

“...if my judgment is not clouded I have a choice of who speak with or who
I want to do what with. But, once I start drinking or smoking or whatever
my judgment is clouded and it might get to the point where anything goes...”
(Male participant, Mixed-group 1)

“Not only for the person who is doing it but also for the person it is being done
to...” (Female participant, Female group)

“When you drink alcohol, you don’t think straight.” (Female participant,
Mixed-group 3)

“Then on the extreme side, there is also rape. Because with this courage comes
feeling invincible and not taking no for an answer. That’s when it leads to —
now I can’t turn back, let’s do it and I’m not going to turn back and it’s now or
never and it’s just yeah.” (Female participant, Female group)

In summary, participants reported that when consuming alcohol, one’s inhibitions
are lowered, judgement is impaired, and decision-making is altered. These decisions
range from feeling sufficiently confident to talk to someone to inappropriate sexual
advances, which could lead to sexual violence. Female participants were more direct
in their discussions whereas male participants adopted a more passive stance.

3.1.2 Financial Security

The extracts below depict a cyclical relationship between financial difficulty, alco-
hol consumption, and sex-for-money exchanges. On the one hand, participants
perceived that the desire for alcohol leads to sex-for-money exchanges. However,
reference was also made to broader socio-economic challenges of poverty and eco-
nomic hardship that drives women, in particular, to engage in these exchanges. The
participants considered alcohol consumption to enable women to carry out these
exchanges, highlighting the dynamics of gender and alcohol consumption.

“Yes, it does, specifically young women, they will tend to do extreme things
whereby they will be able to drink alcohol and sell their bodies so that they
can get the finances that they have or they need. So, finance does play a role.
In order for you to get those finances you need to drink and sleep with a man”
(Female participant, Mixed-group 3).

“Or it gets to the point where you end up prostituting because you know she
was talking about prostitution just to get your next fix or your next drink or
whatever the case may be” (Male participant, Mixed-group 1)

Participants, both male and female students (university students and school stu-
dents), emphasised how drinking motives and expectancies had consequences for
financial security or lack thereof. The exchange of money for sex and the use of alco-
hol to numb feelings of guilt and disgust for exchanging sex illustrates the linkage
between poverty, alcohol and sex. The participants’ narratives highlight the different
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roles adopted by males and females within these for-money sexual exchanges: with
men willingly ‘providing’ the required financial assistance.

3.2 Social Factors
3.2.1 Family Influences

Female participants reported that modelling the behaviour of parents, siblings, and
other adults in the family influenced the use of alcohol. Familial alcohol consump-
tion directly shaped how the participants perceived alcohol consumption. While in
some family contexts alcohol exposure occurred at an early age, in other religious
families alcohol exposure occurred in adulthood.

“Like different family dynamics influence the way you perceive alcohol is what
we spoke about earlier. Like she said, if you have a 17-year-old sister and you are
10 years old and she is including you in all of those things, then obviously you
are going to think it’s okay no matter what this school is telling you... in some
Christian homes, children don’t learn about alcohol until they 18-19. Whereas in
other homes when they are 5 or 7.” (Female participant, Female group)

“It’s being like advertised through older adults so they see the adults model
that and the children think that is right so they go in that lifestyle” (Female
participant, Mixed-group 3)

“Also they drink because their mothers do it, their fathers do it and if your big
brother does it and he is your role model or your big sister.” (Female partici-
pant, (Mixed-group 1)

Female participants, across the focus groups, considered parents as central in
shaping attitudes and behaviours about alcohol and sex. For example, if young peo-
ple are taught to drink responsibly from a young age this behaviour continued into
adulthood. However, when parents did not engage in discussing risk-taking behav-
iours with their children, these behaviours often continued into adulthood. Partici-
pants identified permissive or neglectful parenting styles as contributory factors to
alcohol consumption and risky sexual behaviour. Parental discipline was regarded
as important for moulding children’s behaviour alongside supportive community
involvement in parenting. Participants also expressed that a “small-tfown mentality”
was linked to engaging in risky alcohol consumption. This denoted the tendency to
conform to the norms in the community rather than seek out other opportunities.
While the term ‘small-town mentality’, can be viewed as derogatory, this speaks to
how communities were created as a result of South Africa’s history, and in most
instances refers to low socio-economic contexts. These communities are often char-
acterised by a host of social issues including substance use, underage drinking and
pregnancy, and high unemployment.

“My mom worked at a wine company. So since we were small, we were
taught to drink properly. We were taught to respect alcohol. Then you get
the people around me. They have that small-town mentality where that is all
they do. If they study, they come from campus, get together with the people
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that is just chilling at home and they drink. Friday night, Saturday night,
Sunday- like they drink every single time. I look at alcohol different to what
they do. I was taught to respect it.” (Female participant, Female group)
“But now you get certain mothers’, you cannot reprimand her child. No mat-
ter how wrong my child is, even if my child smoked in front of me. That
particular mother does not want to hear about any wrongdoing of her child.”
[Translated] (Female participant, Mixed-group 1)

“I agree with that. Charity begins at home. We must teach the children by
listening on their cell phones about sex or situations you can find yourself
in that you can end up dead, you can end up in jail, you know? If they’re
aware, I think they will exercise that” (Male participant, Mixed-Group 2)

Parenting styles coupled with environmental influences were perceived to
influence how youth viewed and consumed alcohol. Furthermore, how parents
modelled alcohol consumption and related behaviours, were perceived to inform
individual behaviour. Close family relationships were deemed important as a pro-
tective factor against risky alcohol consumption.

3.2.2 Social Context

Participants reported that drinking alcohol at social gatherings was considered
a norm. A male participant expressed that the community and their peers taught
themthat it is ‘cool’ to drink. Some participants noted that time was often allotted
to drinking rather than developmentally-enriching activities. Alcohol was consid-
ered by some participants to be part of the fibre of certain communities, forming
part of many individuals’ daily routines.

“...I think the reason why they would prefer drinking than doing the home-
work is because we’ve been growing up here and we’ve been seeing people
drink. Our minds -young people’s minds- have been moulded. Like the peo-
ple have moulded our personalities. The way we think make us think this is
cool because we have been growing up with people doing it and parties and
that excites us. Like they say the beer and all that gives you the confidence;
that’s just why” (Male participant, Mixed-group 2)

The physical and social environment was reported to influence drinking motives
and alcohol expectancies such that some contexts promoted risky alcohol consump-
tion and the belief that one cannot have fun without alcohol. This is highlighted by
a female participant who perceived alcohol as forming part of alls interaction, and
certain consequences are known to accompany alcohol consumption.

“(name of community) has like a culture of alcohol... So a lot of times it’s
like the easy way out. People feel like there’s going to be a better vibe if
there is like alcohol involved and it’s not always like that. Some people lit-
erally don’t see themselves having fun if it’s not with alcohol....” (Female
participant, Female group)
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“Or it becomes like a norm. At (name of university) I know a group of boys
that they literally just used to skip classes and drink.” (Female participant,
Female group)

Participants believed that their environment determined the choices available to
them and their future. As youth were confined to their community, they often did
not aspire beyond their circumstances. Their life trajectories were constrained by
their social contexts, where alcohol consumption held an elevated status. The value
of alcohol was so firmly entrenched that for some, being able to afford alcohol
every weekend was said to equate to success; further reinforcing the lack of desire
to aspire beyond their circumstances. A sense of hopelessness about the future was
also expressed. Participants described their communities as spaces characterised by
an intergenerational cyclical relation of poverty and social problems. Therefore, as
their grandparents and parents drank and had blue-collar jobs, they believed that
their futures would be the same; participants thought that youth in their commu-
nity could often not transcend the environment familiar to them.

“So, like when you in that environment. And also, they don’t see a lot — they
don’t think of oh, I can go to university and I can do this and I can do that, so
like that is enough for them. That’s like — if I can afford a crate of beer every
weekend, my life is successful... Some of them don’t have ambition to live
past that” [partially translated] (Female participant, Female group)

“About not wanting to achieve anything. At least we have something to say
the next morning- like we have to go to class...If they are just sitting at home,
there is nothing motivating them to get out of the state that they are in. they
will just continue to be in that same cycle over and over because there is noth-
ing changing their perspective...” (Female participant, Female group)

The participants perceived young peoples’ life aspirations to be shaped by their
community and unless they were afforded alternative life opportunities, some
believed that they would remain in a cycle of poverty and social problems.

3.2.3 Media Influences

Participants thought that movies influenced risky behaviour through a social learn-
ing process in which young people modelled the actions they saw onscreen.

“It’s also something we learn in movies, like oh I need a drink. You didn’t even
know, you always just saw in movies and then like you in matric already and
then you like oh I need a drink!” (Female participant, Female group)

Participants perceived a strong relation between the content of music videos
young people engaged with and participation in risky sexual behaviour. Music
was described as exhibiting goals to aspire to, (“now you also want to do it”),
as well as granting permission to engage in this behaviour, (“it’s in the video,
why can’t you do it?”). Furthermore, participants expressed a sense of belonging
when listening to certain songs. However, they noted that “media influences you
badly”.
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“...alcohol. Music videos. Movies. You know that movies where the girls all
party and have great times and such memories. Now you also want to do it. It’s
in the video, why can’t you do it?” (Female participant, Mixed-group 2)

“...its always hitting the note here, and you feel you a part of that song...The
media influences you badly.” [Partially translated] (Male participant, Mixed-
group 2)

Moreover, the type of music listened to and its lyrics, which often contained
explicit sexual messages, may act as a precursor to having sexual relations.

“...there’s the lyrics. The way they say it. How many drinks will it take till I
get you home... it’s the same music like that, it affects you, ah that old school.
And before you know it you're in that vibe.” (Male participant, Mixed-group
2)

Another way in which the media intersected with sexual behaviours and alcohol
consumption was through advertising that glamourised alcohol use, leading some to
experiment with alcohol at a young age.

“We were watching TV and this advert of flying fish or whatever it was, and
she was like when I'm 18, I’'m gonna buy me that because it is nice. So it is
because of what they see on TV, the way it is advertised. If you look around,
if you open the (community newspaper), you switch on the TV, you hear it on
the radio. You know, they get told about this stuff. You can try to protect them
as much as you want to it doesn’t work because when you walk out and switch
on the TV it is advertised there for them to see and they make the adverts look
so nice” (Female participant, Mixed-group 1)

“So media influences (male participant) ... it influences alcohol and sex
together (female participant).” (exchange between male and female participant,
Mixed- group 1)

The participants’ assertions indicate that the media has a substantial influence
on young people’s lives. Participants reported that songs, music videos, movies and
advertisements shaped how youth viewed alcohol consumption and sexual engage-
ment. The glamorisation of alcohol consumption and sexual risk behaviour were
seen as granting permission to engage in this behaviour as it is deemed socially
acceptable and something to aspire to in adulthood.

4 Discussion

The current study explored the factors that youth identify as contributing to alco-
hol consumption, and more specifically its relation to risky sexual behaviour among
youth in the Western Cape, South Africa. Alcohol is a major obstacle to achiev-
ing 13 of the 17 Sustainable Development Goals by 2030. Globally there have been
a series of initiatives to reduce harmful alcohol consumption. Despite these inter-
ventions, alcohol consumption continues to escalate, and with it, alcohol-related
harm (Shield et al., 2020). Constructions of adulthood and its relation to alcohol
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consumption are exemplified in the current study as community norms. In low-
income communities such as the research contexts of the present study, patterns of
drinking have been shaped over many generations (Finjord, 2015) and by extension
what it means to be an adult and its relation to alcohol consumption is deeply rooted
historically. Youth, modelling the behaviour within their households and commu-
nities, considered alcohol consumption as a key feature of adulthood. This finding
is consistent with Social norms theories whereby the community’s social influence
is internalised and acted upon (Carey et al., 2011). This finding also exhibits how
the drinking context and social environment can serve as a risk or protective factor,
which the individual also wields influence over (Gifford & Humphreys, 2007).

The findings across the discussion groups in this study reveal slight differences
across gender, employment status, and age. The female-only group discussed fac-
tors involving renegotiating identity, social context, and sexual violence in more
depth, while male participants emphasised courage, confidence, and dominance as
a result of drinking. Consistent with previous research (Dir et al., 2018), one of the
heterogeneous focus groups (mixed-group 1) reported higher incidences of engaging
in alcohol risk behaviour and subsequent risky sexual behaviour over other focus
groups consisting of older cohort closer to age 25. Mix-group 1 consisted of the
youngest participants (18) in the sample, who can be classified as older adolescents
entering young adulthood (Dir et al., 2018).

Participants reported that youth also engaged in drinking to enjoy the atmos-
phere it created, and that celebrating or partying involved sexual behaviour in this
context. While all participants agreed with this notion, male participants across
employment status emphasized this view. Patrick et al. (2011) explain that social
drinking motives, which include drinking to have fun with friends, are the most
commonly endorsed. Participants affirmed the new sense of freedom and independ-
ence that youth experience after they reach the age of 18, as they adapt to new roles
and responsibilities (Lenz, 2001). Youth were perceived to use alcohol as an iden-
tity marker for maturity, or a means of ‘fitting in’ and compensating for lower self-
esteem and a lack of confidence. Alcohol was also used to acquire a sense of cour-
age and was termed “liquid courage” in the present study. This sense of courage
may be used to initiate conversations with potential partners or socialize, as well as
facilitate sexual advances, leading to consensual and non-consensual sex. Youth may
view drinking as an adult status symbol, and thus drink to emulate adulthood and
show their independence (Brown et al., 2008; Wisconsin., 1962). This is consistent
with the participants who indicated that youth in their communities use alcohol to
ascertain their status by fitting in and to draw attention to themselves. More recently,
Trama (2016), in describing alcohol consumption in young women, described the
illusion of liberation and empowerment provided by alcohol. This is consistent with
the finding that female participants, particularly university students, perceived an
elevation in social status to be related to consuming alcohol.

Consistent with previous literature (Cook & Clark, 2005; Dingle & Oei, 1997,
Manyaapelo et al., 2016), participants reported an association between consum-
ing large amounts of alcohol and the increased probability of sexual behaviour,
owing to impaired judgement. This association is important in a country such as
South Africa, which has one of the highest prevalence rates of STIs and HIV/
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AIDS in the world (Stats SA, 2020). Furthermore, consuming large amounts of
alcohol was used as a catalyst to engage in sexual activity. This is in keeping with
an earlier study where the disinhibiting quality of alcohol was described in rela-
tion to feelings of confidence, eased social interactions, and resultant feelings of
being sexually alluring (Trama, 2016). Here it is important to note that while all
participants agreed with this idea, male participants spoke broadly about confi-
dence as a result of consuming alcohol, whereas female participants spoke more
actively about the thought processes leading to this confidence. This finding was
consistent will all participants despite employment status. Furthermore, female
participants emphasized the direct potential for harm to oneself as well as others
who may experience, for example, sexual assault. In contrast, male participants
spoke more passively about the relation between alcohol use and sexual coercion.
This finding is supported by Alcohol Myopia Theory, namely that alcohol con-
sumption impairs cognitive capacity, disinhibits and interferes with processing
situational cues, thus heightening sexual risk (Garcia et al., 2019; Harvey & Tom-
linson, 2019; Lac & Brack, 2018; Steele & Josephs, 1990).

The male and female participants foregrounded that as young people they are
at an age where financial independence was important. The demand to provide
for themselves, and in many cases for their family, became a daily burden. Con-
sequently, it was not rare for women to ‘sell’ sex for money and to consume more
alcohol to enable them to engage in such an exchange. The participants expressed
that alcohol expectancies motivate drinking (Oei & Burrow, 2000). Environmen-
tal factors exerted a profound impact on their choices and their future as they were
often not able to set goals beyond their current circumstances, perpetuating and
remaining trapped in a cycle of trauma and poverty. Social factors included inter-
personal and social influences. Whereas family influences, parenting styles and
family beliefs were described as potential protective factors against risky behav-
iour, they simultaneously served as risk factors. Consistent with previous research
(Morrish et al., 2011; Morrongiello et al., 2008), parental views influenced chil-
dren’s and subsequently young peoples’ views to shape their behaviours.

Participants reported that drinking alcohol is considered a norm at social
gatherings, such that all occasions are celebrated with alcohol, which in turn
promotes risky alcohol consumption and the perception that one cannot have
fun without alcohol. Participants further stated that within their community,
teenage pregnancy and alcohol consumption were prevalent. Thus, there was an
expectation that upon reaching a certain age one would engage in these activi-
ties. Coupled with this expectation was the widespread availability of alcohol,
which is sold legally and illegally. This availability impacts early-onset con-
sumption. The view that alcohol is less harmful than illicit substances together
with widespread availability was also believed to contribute to problems with
alcohol. This is consistent with earlier findings (Boer & Mashamba, 2005;
Borsari & Carey, 2001; Jemmott et al., 2007) that family influences, societal
pressures, the broader social context of a community, and the laws and regula-
tions that govern or impact that community exert a strong influence on indi-
vidual behaviour.
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Consistent with Social Learning Theory, it was perceived that media, specifi-
cally television and movies, influence drinking and sexual behaviour through a
process of modelling the actions of others (Bandura, 2001). Moreover, when
initiated during adolescence, these behaviours are predictive of later risk-taking
(O’Hara et al., 2013). Further, in keeping with earlier research in the Western
Cape, participants perceived a strong relation between the content of music vid-
eos and risky sexual behaviour (Swartbooi et al., 2016).

Congruent with research by Ferreira-Borges et al. (2015), participants reported
that while the government has the authority to institute stronger alcohol control
policies, the revenue it received for the sale of alcohol impeded such change.
Alongside legislation, participants identified the potential role of advertising
strategies for reducing alcohol consumption.

The current COVID-19 pandemic has had implications for alcohol consump-
tion globally. The relaxation of alcohol control measures and increasing personal
distress related to COVID-19 could lead to an increase in alcohol consumption
and potentially worsen the patterns of use in the long term (Rehm et al., 2020).
In South Africa, a complete ban on sales of alcohol was introduced on three
occasions: on 27 March 2020, 12 July 2020 (with immediate effect), and on 28
December 2020 (Navsaria et al., 2021). While controversial, the ban could poten-
tially be the foundation of a more effective alcohol regulatory environment in the
future (Parry et al., 2017). However, while the ban did not permit the legal pur-
chase of alcohol, illegal purchases increased despite significantly higher pricing,
as did the production of home-brewed alcohol (Mogotsi & Bearak, 2020). One
point of sale for illegal alcohol are unlicensed liquor outlets, which are common-
place in low-income communities (Bowers et al., 2014). Furthermore, the histori-
cal legacy of institutionalised racism, structural violence and social oppression,
and the resultant high levels of social inequality, poverty, and other overlapping
social and health factors, contribute to high levels of alcohol consumption in the
Western Cape (Amanuel et al., 2018).

4.1 Limitations of the Study

Despite the rich data collected, one of the limitations of the study is that only one
homogenous, female-only focus group was conducted. It is plausible, given that the
topics of discussion in the female-only group centred on renegotiating identity, hope
for the future and social context in more depth, that conducting a male-only focus
group may have yielded more nuanced findings. The gendered nature of alcohol
consumption, sexual behaviour, and its intersection is an important consideration,
and one that is an important avenue for future research in this area. Furthermore,
as the research was targeted at low-income communities, we were not able to draw
any comparisons between groups. Therefore, it is unknown whether varying factors
would have emerged if middle- and high-income communities were included. How-
ever, the complexity of recruiting this age group was evident in the sampling process
as participants were working, unemployed, or studying.
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5 Conclusion

In summary, the present study represents an important step towards informing
the sites for intervention regarding alcohol consumption and risky sexual behav-
iour among youth. The overarching theme from participants was that high rates of
alcohol consumption lead to unplanned sexual activity. We recommend that future
researchers include male-only focus group discussions, as the input from female
and male participants varied in this study. Understanding the unique differences
would place those developing interventions and policies in a better position to
make informed evidence-based recommendations. Furthermore, comparisons
between various socio-economic communities would allow for a greater under-
standing of needs in these communities, should results yield key differences.
We further recommend interventions with adolescents, parents or guardians and
the community. Interventions aimed at adolescents should focus on the transi-
tion to young adulthood. These efforts should include psychosocial interventions,
responsible drinking, sexual responsibility and awareness, and financial respon-
sibility. An intervention strategy targeting school dropout and low self-esteem
by using a combination of psychosocial counselling and life skills through sports
coaching to engage, motivate and inspire youth from low-income communities
has been shown to increase well-being and raise aspirations for the future (School
of hard knocks, 2019). Interventions with parents should focus on their role in
modelling and regulating alcohol consumption. Parents should also be prepared
to engage in dialogue about sexual behaviour. Community interventions should
centre on levels of drinking, what constitutes harmful drinking, and how to iden-
tify when treatment and recovery support is indicated, despite the prevalence of
excessive drinking. The factors that emerged suggest that the drinking context
strengthened the relation between alcohol consumption and risky sexual behav-
iour. Future research should aim to quantitatively explore these factors to gain
a better understanding of youths’ perceptions of factors that underpin the rela-
tion between alcohol consumption and risky sexual behaviour. The availability
and accessibility of alcohol remain a major contributing factor to alcohol-related
harm. For this reason, there has been a call for amendments to and more stringent
enforcement of current policies. Policymakers are encouraged to make use of
public support or forums for developments where they may exist, while not being
discouraged when particular policies receive resistance from those more affected
(Parry et al., 2017). Given the current context of COVID-19, future research
should monitor the change in alcohol consumption during and after the pandemic,
and its impact on policy developments. Finally, we urge researchers to be mindful
of considering the impact of generational trauma, as a consequence of structural
violence and institutionalised racism, on young people’s patterns of alcohol use
and problematic behaviours.
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