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VERSION 1 - REVIEW 

REVIEWER Michele Decker, John Hopkins Bloomberg School of Public Health 

 

GENERAL COMMENTS The introduction is surprisingly brief. The authors provide no 

justification for the risk factors selected, and provide no 

conceptualization for the risks of sexual violence. 

Their statement that “different measurement methods produce 

different estimates of occurrence” is correct, but they provide no 

justification as to the value of comparing and contrasting estimates 

across time or national contexts.  

Can the authors describe the portion of youth who attend school with 

any regularity in these settings? Gender differences therein? 

Please provide some description of the community-level variables 

derived from the household survey. What was the sample size, what 

were the exact items, and what can be said about their psychometric 

properties? 

The authors describe that analyses were clustered –was this at the 

school level? At what level?  

The utility of the school-level perpetration variable is questionable. 

This is not giving us a tremendous amount of useful information. 

Why would it be important to know that school-level sexual violence 

perpetration is associated with sexual violence victimization? The 

authors provide no interpretation of this finding beyond the “social 

nature” of the phenomenon of sexual violence, it seems most likely 

that the perpetrators and victims attend school together. Is this 

useful? It seems that this is swamping the other factors in the 

analysis and has very little conceptual basis for inclusion.  

There is considerable confusion as to what is being presented in 
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Table 2. The tables do not really reflect the analyses described. In 

analysis section, authors state that they report Odds Ratios adjusted 

for covariates, but there is no indication of this in Table 2.  

a. It is unclear whether the ORS in this table are adjusted, and if so, 

for what. Please provide further details in notation. Later the text, 

Page 5, suggests that Table 2 is indeed unadjusted. Goes on to 

describe adjusted results.  

b. Please provide a table to summarize the results of adjusted 

analyses.  

Given the robust sample, the analyses are surprisingly 

unsophisticated. Given the wide literature on violence and risk 

factors for women worldwide, gender-stratified analyses for the risk 

factor component would be more appropriate. This is particularly the 

case given concern that the assessment may intermingle childhood 

sexual abuse which impacts both boys and girls, with sexual 

violence during adolescence and early adulthood in which women 

are differentially impacted. 

The discussion is quite weak and makes little use of the findings 

presented in the paper. In particular, what can be said about the 

perpetration results? What can be said about social norms given that 

perpetration was associated with low levels of gender equality?  

The literature on school-based sexual violence suggests that women 

are differentially affected, with many leaving school following assault 

or for fear of assault. This research base would suggest significant 

biases using the school-based sample to assess lifetime history of 

sexual violence, particularly for girls, threatening the validity of 

findings. This should be discussed. The possibility that it explains 

the lower rate of violence against girls should be addressed.  

Tables - please provide a table to summarize the results concerning 

perpetration of forced sex. I assume this is a gender-stratified 

analysis given the significant gender difference in perpetration?  

The use of a lifetime measure of sexual violence with an adolescent 

population presents challenges in that the assessment likely 

captures both experiences of childhood violence as well as violence 

during adolescence and early dating experiences. This is a 

significant limitation, particularly given the literature demonstrating 

risks for sexual violence among young adult women around the 

world. The authors assumption the violence captured here occurred 

during “childhood” is questionable. 

 

REVIEWER Karen Devries, London School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine 

 

GENERAL COMMENTS The paper is interesting and well written, and provides unique data 

on the prevalence of forced sex among young people attending 

school in a variety of settings. This is a very important area of 

research—experience of sexual violence has numerous adverse 
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health consequences and is itself a human rights violation. There 

are few comparable data available on the topic, especially from 

lower income settings—measures of sexual violence in this age 

group are not included in other international surveys such as DHS. 

However, I think there are several areas where further 

explanation/discussion are required before this could be considered 

for publication in a high impact journal of such as BMJ. 

I would like further information about the survey data to be assured 

of quality—levels of literacy in many of these settings, especially in 

younger children, are likely to be very low. The methods section 

states that a facilitator read out the questions and children filled in 

the corresponding bubble on the answer sheet. I worry about one 

facilitator being able to ensure that what can be very large classes of 

children are following along and completing the score sheet 

correctly, especially if they will have difficulty in reading and 

following along themselves. This method would require all children 

to be listening and following along at the same pace—data quality 

would probably go down considerably towards the end of the survey. 

How long did it take to complete? Did patterns of response any 

indicate difficulties? It would be helpful for readers to get more 

information about data collection to ensure that quality is adequate. 

I have serious concerns about privacy during data collection, and 

consequently, disclosure of violence. Did facilitators have any 

training in how to ensure privacy and confidentiality, and how did 

they do this in a classroom setting which was likely to be crowded? I 

would suspect that disclosure would be low with this type of method, 

which needs some discussion. Were facilitators trained at all in 

asking about sensitive issues? It is true that anonymous surveys in 

high income settings have more disclosure, but I’m not sure that the 

situation described in this study is at all parallel. Likewise, it is also 

true that general health surveys find lower rates of violence than 

studies specifically designed to measure violence, which usually 

have interviewer training and well established procedures around 

privacy and confidentiality. This should also be mentioned. 

The authors clearly state the measure, which is around forced sex. It 

would be helpful to include some discussion of what this measure is 

not capturing, specifically around coercive sex. In these settings, this 

may be especially important for girls. There is also the added 

question of what students reporting forced sex actually experience—

there is evidence from other settings that boys reporting forced sex 

do not find the experience as distressing as girls who report the 

same. This does not invalidate the measure, but it would be 

interesting to further discuss this to help interpret the findings. 

The difference in prevalence between girls and boys—it is 

consistent, and needs further discussion. It could be function of 

disclosure or could be a real difference, but it is at odds with most 

published literature. I think it is also essential to present all data and 

fit all models for young men and women separately. Different 

epidemiology and to some extent theoretical explanations and risk 
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factors for violence to me preclude presenting any combined 

estimates for ‘children’. 

I’m not sure you can conclude that there is a time trend in this data. 

Almost none of the countries show any difference individually, and 

some are going in different directions—this makes a pooled average 

of questionable utility. What I think you are showing more 

convincingly is that there has not been any real decline. It would also 

be helpful to have information in variation between countries about 

age-specific prevalence to be clear that these are meaningful 

averages. 

I find this conceptually difficult, since the participants’ experience is 

represented on both sides of the equation. What you are finding 

essentially is that there is clustering in sexual violence, which then 

begs the question of which variables then predict which schools are 

more violent. To me it would make far more sense to present results 

in this way. Same with the model where perpetration is the outcome 

and school level perpetration is the exposure. It is an interesting 

analysis though, and I think it is very interesting that you have added 

school and community level variables to the model. 

 

 

VERSION 1 – AUTHOR RESPONSE 

Reviewer: 1 (Michele Decker) 

 

Comment 1. Introduction.  

The introduction is surprisingly brief. The authors provide no justification for the risk factors selected, 

and provide no conceptualization for the risks of sexual violence. 

 

Response 1 

We have expanded the Introduction  

 

Comment 2. Introduction.  

Their statement that “different measurement methods produce different estimates of occurrence” is 

correct, but they provide no justification as to the value of comparing and contrasting estimates across 

time or national contexts.  

 

Response 2 

This is covered in the expanded Introduction. There is very little quantitative evidence about the rates 

of sexual violence against children in southern Africa.  

 

Comment 3. Sample.  
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Can the authors describe the portion of youth who attend school with any regularity in these settings? 

Gender differences therein? 

 

Response 3 

We do not have details about enrolment and attendance other than on the day of the survey. We 

know an important limitation of the study is that it could not contact young women who were unable  

to attend school due to pregnancy, a possible consequence of sexual abuse, or who left school 

because of the experience of abuse or fear of further abuse. The percentage of youth interviewed 

who were female illustrates this: 60%, 59% 57% 55% 53% and 49% with increasing age from 11 

through to 16 years. 

 

Comment 4. Measures.  

Please provide some description of the community-level variables derived from the household survey. 

What was the sample size, what were the exact items, and what can be said about their psychometric 

properties? 

 

Response 4 

We have already provided references that give details about the methods of the household survey. 

We added a list of items derived from the household survey; the frequency of responses to these 

items from adults in the household survey are in Table 3. 

 

Comment 5. Analysis.  

The authors describe that analyses were clustered –was this at the school level? At what level?  

 

Response 5 

The analysis was clustered at school level. We have made this clearer in the revised paper. 

 

Comment 6. Analysis.  

The utility of the school-level perpetration variable is questionable. This is not giving us a tremendous 

amount of useful information. Why would it be important to know that school-level sexual violence 

perpetration is associated with sexual violence victimization? The authors provide no interpretation of 

this finding beyond the “social nature” of the phenomenon of sexual violence, it seems most likely that 

the perpetrators and victims attend school together. Is this useful? It seems that this is swamping the 

other factors in the analysis and has very little conceptual basis for inclusion.  

 

Response 6 

We have clarified why we considered it important to include school-level variables, some of which 

turned out to be strongly associated with the experience of forced sex among students. This 
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clustering indicates that some schools might foster a culture of sexual violence, If we can understand 

more about how this effect operates, it opens an avenue for prevention interventions at school level. 

 

Comment 7. Table 2/Results/Analysis.  

There is considerable confusion as to what is being presented in Table 2. The tables do not really 

reflect the analyses described. In analysis section, authors state that they report Odds Ratios 

adjusted for covariates, but there is no indication of this in Table 2.  

a. It is unclear whether the ORS in this table are adjusted, and if so, for what. Please provide further 

details in notation. Later the text, Page 5, suggests that Table 2 is indeed unadjusted. Goes on to 

describe adjusted results.  

b. Please provide a table to summarize the results of adjusted analyses.  

 

Response 7 

We have revised the text and Table 2 notations to make it clearer that the findings in Table 2 are 

adjusted only for clustering and country and not for other covariates. We have added a new table of 

the GLMM multivariate analysis, provided in the text in the previous version.  The new table shows 

separate analyses for male and female students. 

 

Comment 8. Analysis.  

Given the robust sample, the analyses are surprisingly unsophisticated. Given the wide literature on 

violence and risk factors for women worldwide, gender-stratified analyses for the risk factor 

component would be more appropriate. This is particularly the case given concern that the 

assessment may intermingle childhood sexual abuse which impacts both boys and girls, with sexual 

violence during adolescence and early adulthood in which women are differentially impacted. 

 

Response 8 

We have provided separate analyses for males and females throughout.  

 

Comment 9. Discussion.  

The discussion is quite weak and makes little use of the findings presented in the paper. In particular, 

what can be said about the perpetration results? What can be said about social norms given that 

perpetration was associated with low levels of gender equality?  

 

Response 9 

We have expanded the Discussion section, including further discussion of the findings about 

perpetration of forced sex. 

 

Comment 10. Discussion.  
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The literature on school-based sexual violence suggests that women are differentially affected, with 

many leaving school following assault or for fear of assault. This research base would suggest 

significant biases using the school-based sample to assess lifetime history of sexual violence, 

particularly for girls, threatening the validity of findings. This should be discussed. The possibility that 

it explains the lower rate of violence against girls should be addressed.  

 

Response 10 

We have expanded our comments in the Discussion about the female rate of forced sex being 

underestimated because our sample excludes girls forced to leave school as a consequence – 

including pregnancy – of sexual violence. 

 

Comment 11.  

Tables - please provide a table to summarize the results concerning perpetration of forced sex. I 

assume this is a gender-stratified analysis given the significant gender difference in perpetration?  

 

Response 11 

We have provided an additional table showing the analysis of factors associated with perpetration of 

forced sex, separately for males and females. 

 

Comment 12. Overall frame.  

The use of a lifetime measure of sexual violence with an adolescent population presents challenges in 

that the assessment likely captures both experiences of childhood violence as well as violence during 

adolescence and early dating experiences. This is a significant limitation, particularly given the 

literature demonstrating risks for sexual violence among young adult women around the world. The 

authors assumption the violence captured here occurred during “childhood” is questionable. 

 

Response 12 

In most of the countries surveyed, the age of consent for sexual intercourse is 16 years (for Tanzania 

it is 18 years). For the 80% of participants under the age of 16 years, by definition, the sexual abuse 

occurred during childhood. Of the 1118 16-year-old females who reported forced or coerced sex, 498 

said this first occurred when they were aged 16 or did not give an age when it occurred, similarly 

among the 1093 16-year-old males reporting forced or coerced sex, 377 said it first occurred when 

they were aged 16 or did not specify the age of first occurrence. A sensitivity analysis excluded these 

875 youth; we could detect no shift in the pattern of risk factors.  We clarify this in an addition to the 

text.   

 

Reviewer: 3 (Karen Devries) 

 

Comment 1 

The paper is interesting and well written, and provides unique data on the prevalence of forced sex 

among young people attending school in a variety of settings. This is a very important area of 
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research—experience of sexual violence has numerous adverse health consequences and is itself a 

human rights violation. There are few comparable data available on the topic, especially from lower 

income settings—measures of sexual violence in this age group are not included in other international 

surveys such as DHS. However, I think there are several areas where further explanation/discussion 

are required before this could be considered for publication in a high impact journal of such as BMJ. 

 

Response 1 

We have addressed the specific points raised, in particular providing additional information as 

requested. 

 

Comment 1. Data quality.  

I would like further information about the survey data to be assured of quality—levels of literacy in 

many of these settings, especially in younger children, are likely to be very low. The methods section 

states that a facilitator read out the questions and children filled in the corresponding bubble on the 

answer sheet. I worry about one facilitator being able to ensure that what can be very large classes of 

children are following along and completing the score sheet correctly, especially if they will have 

difficulty in reading and following along themselves. This method would require all children to be 

listening and following along at the same pace—data quality would probably go down considerably 

towards the end of the survey. How long did it take to complete? Did patterns of response any 

indicate difficulties? It would be helpful for readers to get more information about data collection to 

ensure that quality is adequate. 

 

Response 1 

We have provided more details in the Methods. Levels of literacy were indeed low in some places. 

This was one reason why we strongly encouraged the students to wait to hear the question and the 

response options before selecting their response. The language used was that chosen by the class; 

some preferred their local language, some preferred English, some requested a combination. We 

trained the facilitators in how to give explanations of questions that might arise, and the facilitators 

encouraged the students to ask if they were not clear about the meaning of any question. At least two 

researchers were present in every class, and for larger classes three or four researchers, in order to 

ensure privacy and that the students were coping with the questions. The session, including the initial 

explanations and instructions about privacy (see below), the reading out of the questions, and the 

collection of the completed answer sheets, took less than one hour. In some cases, the facilitators 

spent longer in order to discuss either with the whole class, or with individual students, additional 

questions the students wanted to ask.  

 

Comment 2.  

I have serious concerns about privacy during data collection, and consequently, disclosure of 

violence. Did facilitators have any training in how to ensure privacy and confidentiality, and how did 

they do this in a classroom setting which was likely to be crowded? I would suspect that disclosure 

would be low with this type of method, which needs some discussion. Were facilitators trained at all in 

asking about sensitive issues? It is true that anonymous surveys in high income settings have more 

disclosure, but I’m not sure that the situation described in this study is at all parallel. Likewise, it is 

also true that general health surveys find lower rates of violence than studies specifically designed to 
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measure violence, which usually have interviewer training and well established procedures around 

privacy and confidentiality. This should also be mentioned. 

 

Response 2 

Privacy was indeed a pivotal concern during training of facilitators and fieldwork, and the classes were 

crowded. We have added more details in the Methods section. The training of the facilitators included 

techniques for increasing privacy, which they covered with the students at the beginning of the 

session. The facilitators advised students to use exercise books to shield their response papers to 

ensure privacy and co-facilitators circulated to ensure this was working. At the beginning of the 

session, the facilitators explained that the responses would be anonymous; the students should not 

write their names anywhere. At the end they showed the students how they sealed the completed 

responses from the whole class into an envelope. We also provided specific training for the facilitators 

in how to ask about sensitive issues, and how to deal with students who might be upset by the 

questions or want to discuss concerns after the session.  

 

Comment 3. The measure of sexual violence.  

The authors clearly state the measure, which is around forced sex. It would be helpful to include some 

discussion of what this measure is not capturing, specifically around coercive sex. In these settings, 

this may be especially important for girls. There is also the added question of what students reporting 

forced sex actually experience—there is evidence from other settings that boys reporting forced sex 

do not find the experience as distressing as girls who report the same. This does not invalidate the 

measure, but it would be interesting to further discuss this to help interpret the findings. 

 

Response 3 

We have stated more clearly that we measured only one form of sexual violence: forced or coerced 

sex. The specific question was: “Has anyone ever persuaded or forced you to have sex when you did 

not want to?”.  This does include coercion that was not specifically physical force. We did not attempt 

to investigate in this study what the experience meant to the young people who suffered it, although 

we agree this is an important issue. The level of reporting is important. While boys who report forced 

sex might not find it as distressing as girls who report, it might be that boys who find the experience 

particularly distressing and emasculating are unable to report it. We do not know much about forced 

sex in male youth in Africa; it has been less studied than forced sex among female youth, sometimes 

on the assumption that it happens less.  

     

Comment 4.  

The difference in prevalence between girls and boys—it is consistent, and needs further discussion. It 

could be function of disclosure or could be a real difference, but it is at odds with most published 

literature. I think it is also essential to present all data and fit all models for young men and women 

separately. Different epidemiology and to some extent theoretical explanations and risk factors for 

violence to me preclude presenting any combined estimates for ‘children’. 

 

Response 4 
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We have presented all figures for males and females separately and undertaken separate risk 

analyses for males and females. In the expanded Discussion we discuss the possible reasons for why 

we found an equal or higher rate of forced or coerced sex among the male students. It could be 

differential reporting, although we consider it more probable that under reporting would be more of an 

issue among males than among females. Another possibility is selection bias in that students who 

experienced forced sex, especially if it occurred in the school, might have left the school, and that this 

might have been more of an issue among girls than boys.  

 

Comment 5. Time trends.  

I’m not sure you can conclude that there is a time trend in this data. Almost none of the countries 

show any difference individually, and some are going in different directions—this makes a pooled 

average of questionable utility. What I think you are showing more convincingly is that there has not 

been any real decline. It would also be helpful to have information in variation between countries 

about age-specific prevalence to be clear that these are meaningful averages. 

 

Response 5 

We agree that the differences between two time points are not convincing of real decline. We have 

now stated this more clearly. Age-specific rates in individual countries are not very stable as the 

numbers for individual ages become relatively small. We dealt with this by age-standardisation based 

on the age structure of the 2007 Botswana male sample. 

 

Comment 6. Risk factor analysis—exposure to sexual violence and school level measures of 

exposure to sexual violence.  

I find this conceptually difficult, since the participants’ experience is represented on both sides of the 

equation. What you are finding essentially is that there is clustering in sexual violence, which then 

begs the question of which variables then predict which schools are more violent. To me it would 

make far more sense to present results in this way. Same with the model where perpetration is the 

outcome and school level perpetration is the exposure. It is an interesting analysis though, and I think 

it is very interesting that you have added school and community level variables to the model. 

 

Response 6 

We agree the next question is to characterise the high occurrence schools. In this cross-sectional 

study, we are not drawing conclusions about which came first: individual experiences leading to 

school characteristics or the other way around. We believe the association between school level 

variables and individual experience is potentially important as it may open possibilities for 

intervention.  
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