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VERSION 1 - REVIEW 

REVIEWER Laurie Abler  
Duke University, USA  
 
No competing interests 

REVIEW RETURNED 18-Sep-2013 

 

GENERAL COMMENTS Overall comments to authors  
This paper is an interesting contribution to the literature and to our 
understanding of concurrent partners in Tanzania, adding in-depth 
voices from a range of participants based on age, gender, and 
location. The findings view CP from a novel angle, exploring how 
stable partners consider CP as a result of relationship 
dissatisfaction.  
Major issues  
• While the Social Exchange Theory has the potential to add clarity 
and depth to interpreting the findings regarding CP, it seemed that 
the theory was only used as bookends in the methods and 
discussion without any integration into the framing of the results. 
While the authors state, in the abstract, that Social Action theory 
guided the analysis, no mention of Social Action Theory is made in 
the “Data Analysis” section. How did the themes/codes regarding 
relationship dissatisfaction emerge from Social Action Theory? How 
should I interpret the results regarding relationship dissatisfaction 
given the components of Social Exchange Theory? Should I assume 
that satisfaction vs. dissatisfaction in a stable relationship could be 
equated to the rewards vs. costs? It would help to be more explicit 
about which how the theory maps onto the results and their 
discussion.  
• I think there needs to be more explicit distinction between what 
motivates couples in stable relationships to avoid CP and to engage 
in CP. Findings were presented regarding the reasons to avoid CP, 
but they seemed buried together with the findings for the 
“Motivations for Engaging in CP”. I was left wondering if the opposite 
of dissatisfaction – such as financial satisfaction, emotional 
satisfaction or satisfactory relationship quality – helped couples 
maintain fidelity in their relationship. Further, I think that addressing 
barriers to CP more explicitly as a counterpoint to the motivators, 
would further strengthen the use of the Social Exchange Theory for 
the analysis, with examples of when the benefits/rewards of CP are 
not enough to outweigh the risks.  
• It would help if the authors could establish how normative and 

 on M
ay 16, 2023 by guest. P

rotected by copyright.
http://bm

jopen.bm
j.com

/
B

M
J O

pen: first published as 10.1136/bm
jopen-2013-003680 on 7 F

ebruary 2014. D
ow

nloaded from
 

http://bmjopen.bmj.com/site/about/resources/ScholarOne_Manuscripts.pdf
http://bmjopen.bmj.com/


acceptable participants felt that CP was generally for men and 
women in stable partnerships. It seems that the authors likely coded 
for this kind of information, using the “Expectations of Committed 
Relationships” code. Additionally, how well-received (or popular) 
were the quotes that frame the findings about relationship 
dissatisfaction? Given that these quotes were collected during FGDs 
– when participants have the chance to agree or disagree with 
others’ statements – I wondered if there was any counter-narrative 
from FGD participants who disagreed with some of the quotes 
shared. Did any participants talk about how different types of 
relationship dissatisfaction did not justify CP, and if so, what did 
those participants say?  
• I would like to know more about the recruitment process of the 
FGD participants. Beyond selecting individuals who fit the 
age/gender criteria, what sort of guidance did the study staff provide 
to the local government officials and the assigned community 
contact to select participants? Were the participants expected to 
have any sort of expertise or personal experience with CP? Or, 
perhaps the participants were recruited for their ability to speak 
candidly and thoughtfully? Ultimately, what was the impact of the 
selection process on the findings?  
• Some of the quotes were provocative, for two reasons. Some 
quotes I found particularly compelling, e.g., bottom of page 18/top of 
page 19, because the participant was speaking from personal 
experience. Other quotes, seemed to more exaggerated, e.g., 
middle of page 16, because the participant is speaking in general 
terms; these data also directly contradict other findings established 
in the results suggesting that women seek out CP relationships due 
to lack of financial autonomy. I would encourage the authors to 
discuss their findings and their implications in relation to: 1) 
differences in the narratives describing personal experiences vs. 
general perspectives; and 2) important contradictions that emerged, 
especially regarding gendered relationships.  
Minor issues  
• In the intro paragraph, page 4, lines 18-25: does this sentence 
purposefully exclude the risk of HIV for people who do not engage in 
CP but have partners who do engage in CP?  
• As a means to build the argument that CP is an alternative to 
leaving an established marriage, the authors provide evidence that 
marriage rates are high in Tanzania. Are there any data on divorce 
statistics to back this up further?  
• Confirm the proper age ranges reported throughout the paper. 
Currently there are mismatches: 1) in the informants section of the 
results, the age range of all participants is 17-48; 2) women are 
listed as ages 18-39 in the abstract, but 17-43 in Table 1; and 3) 
men are listed as 18-44 in the abstract, but 18-49 in Table 1.  
• Please add the relevant reference(s) to lines 3-6 on page 8.  
• In the description of the recruitment of the participants, can the 
authors explain their rationale for including younger participants 
ages ~18-29 and older ages 30+? What sort of differential insights 
about CP (or relationships) were the authors hoping to find from the 
younger and older age groupings?  
• The authors state that the FGDs were facilitated by either a male 
or female research assistant. Were the moderators gender 
concordant with the FGD participants, i.e., female participants with a 
female moderator? Also, can the authors clarify that the FGDs were 
conducted by a moderator without the assistance of a notetaker?  
• The authors should consider introducing each quote separately to 
help the readers determine what the quote contributes to the 
findings that are being highlighted, rather than string multiple quotes 
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together in a row. For example, the purpose of including the three 
quotes introduced on page 20 gets lost without any explication of 
how they each individually relate to lack of emotional fulfillment.  
  

 

REVIEWER Todd Koppenhaver  
USAID, Regional HIV/AIDS Program  
 
No Competing Interests 

REVIEW RETURNED 19-Sep-2013 

 

GENERAL COMMENTS - I don't understand why only medium- and high-HIV-prevalence 
regions were sampled from. Authors might explain this.  
 
- authors should explain in more detail how the local government 
officials recruited the FGD participants. This may shed light on 
potential biases and replicability  
 
 
- p.4, line 44: suggest changing "statistical modeling" to 
"mathematical modeling" or "simulation modeling" since the former 
may imply more common regression models and things  
 
 
- p.5, line 13: Not sure I see the link between multiple partners and 
"improved family health and development." perhaps the authors 
could make this link more explicit  
 
 
- p.8, where "comparison for alternatives" is discussed: consider 
adding something on the costs of engaging in the extra-pair 
partnerships. DO the authors have any data on this? If so, would be 
interesting to hear what participants saw as the costs of CP; we only 
seem to hear about the potential benefits.  
 
 
- a 3-day training for qualitative interviewing seems far too short to 
me. Suggests that the data obtained may be a bit superficial and flat, 
which defeats the purpose of collecting qualitative data. That the 
authors only picked up on the lack of data on CP outside of stable 
relationships after the data was collected also suggests this. The 
reference to achieving "data saturation" seems questionable to me, 
given the lack of data on CP outside of stable relationships. Authors 
might consider revising some of this, but not critical  
 
- p.14, line 57: consider changing "were much less likely to mention" 
(which sounds probabilistic and quantitative) to "less commonly 
mentioned" or "did not mention," which sounds more qualitative to 
me. But not a huge deal  
 
 
- p.18, line 20: consider changing "believed men" (which sounds like 
a universal statement) to "believed some men," which seems more 
in accord with the quote that follows -- "there are also men..."  
 
 
Not sure I discovered anything especially new in the findings. I think 
almost everything I have read or heard before. (But probably still 
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worth publishing just to deepen the literature base on this topic.) 
That "these findings begin to fill a  
 
major gap in our understanding of women's engeagement in CP..." 
seems a bit of an exaggeration to me. Consider toning that down a 
bit. I'm not convinced the knowledge gap is as large as suggested. 
But not a huge deal.  
 
- p.23, line 37: again we read that people tend to base their 
assessment of the relationship exchange on the costs and benefits 
accrued, but I didn't see much if anything on costs of engaging in CP 
when within a stable relationship. If costs are low, as would be 
suggested if CP is very common, then that could be an interesting 
area of exploration. Why might costs be low? I think Caldwell wrote 
about some of these issues long ago, when describing a general 
tolerance for CP in this region. If relationship dissatisfaction is a 
critical factor in engaging in CP, we still don't know why this region 
would have more CP because surely relationship dissatisfaction is 
pretty widespread? All this to say that if the authors have any data 
on costs, might be worth presenting it. If not, maybe note the lack of 
what would seem to be an important topic.  
 
- p.25, line 4: consider changing "will have a profound impact" to 
"might have ..." to avoid hyperbole  

 

 

 

REVIEWER Abigail Harrison, Assistant Professor (Research) 
Department of Behavioral and Social Sciences, 
School of Public Health, Brown University 
Providence, RI 02912 USA 
 
No competing interests 

REVIEW RETURNED 19-Sep-2013 

 

THE STUDY There are no statistical methods described as this is a qualitative 
paper. 

GENERAL COMMENTS This qualitative study is well designed and well presented, and 

focuses on an issue of high importance within the HIV/AIDS field.  

Strengths of the study include the wide regional coverage (4 regions 

of Tanzania), the large number of focus group discussions (32 

groups involving approximately 230 participants), the use of social 

exchange theory as a conceptual model for the study, and the 

attention to sexual pleasure as an important dimension of intimate 

relationships.  An additional strength is the correct and carefully 

thought-out use of the focus group method – with explicit recognition 

of FGDs as a method to elicit social norms and community/group 

perspectives, rather than individual.  

 

My main critique centres on the data analysis.  Like other aspects of 

the paper, the data analysis is generally well thought out and 

carefully explained.  However, the description of codes and results is 
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somewhat lacking in detail.  In the data analysis section of Methods, 

pages 10-11, the authors state that ‘three main codes were applied’ 

to the data.  These appear to be three broad themes that emerged 

from initial reading and analysis of transcripts.  As such, they could 

more correctly be called ‘thematic areas’, with a more detailed 

description of the ‘codes’ that emerged within each area (these are 

referred to as sub-codes by the authors).  It’s not the terminology 

that is important, but rather the lack of specific details about how 

many codes were developed in each broad thematic area and what 

they are – this could be presented in a summary table.  A table 

would be useful particularly because the themes presented in the 

Results section differ from those mentioned in the Methods.  If the 

sections in Results are analytical categories that have been 

combined from a number of different themes, then it would be useful 

to state this at the start of the Results section so that this 

discrepancy is explained.  

 

Another aspect of the paper that would benefit from further 

discussion is the distinction between ‘marriage’ and ‘stable 

partnerships’ – or for that matter, any other partnership ‘types’ that 

may have been discussed in the FGDs.  Most data from sub-

Saharan Africa indicate important differences in perception of 

married versus unmarried relationships – and frequently, the 

existence of a continuum as relationships transition from an 

unmarried to a married state.  To facilitate this discussion, it would 

be helpful to have more detail on what proportion of the respondents 

were married or not, and the characteristics of each focus group in 

this regard.  Similarly, a bit more detail on divergent attitudes of 

older and younger participants would be useful.  There is relatively 

little mention of the role of children and fertility; again, this is a 

commonly cited reason for maintaining relationships in other African 

settings.  At the very least, the Discussion could be expanded to 

address these points.     

 

Minor comments: 

- Why were more ‘older’ men included (3 focus groups) as opposed 

to only 1 amongst younger men – this should be briefly explained;  

- Why only one coder for the data? 

-  In the presentation of the THMIS results on page 7, is it correct to 

say that respondents ‘correctly stated’ their knowledge of HIV 

prevention methods – or did they in fact respond to a series of 

statements read by the interviewer (which would be a more standard 

method for such surveys) – the %s seem very high to have come 

from respondents themselves;          

 

VERSION 1 – AUTHOR RESPONSE 
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Reviewer: Laurie Abler  

Duke University, USA  

No competing interests  

 

Major issues  

• While the Social Exchange Theory has the potential to add clarity and depth to interpreting the 

findings regarding CP, it seemed that the theory was only used as bookends in the methods and 

discussion without any integration into the framing of the results. While the authors state, in the 

abstract, that Social Action theory guided the analysis, no mention of Social Action Theory is made in 

the “Data Analysis” section. How did the themes/codes regarding relationship dissatisfaction emerge 

from Social Action Theory? How should I interpret the results regarding relationship dissatisfaction 

given the components of Social Exchange Theory? Should I assume that satisfaction vs. 

dissatisfaction in a stable relationship could be equated to the rewards vs. costs? It would help to be 

more explicit about which how the theory maps onto the results and their discussion.  

 

RESPONSE: This was a very helpful comment and we have made significant revisions to address 

your concern. It is more accurate to say that Social Exchange Theory was used to help interpret the 

results rather than guide our analysis. This clarification has been made in the methods. Furthermore, 

we added a paragraph to the data analysis section that clearly explains how the results should be 

interpreted given the components of Social Exchange Theory and how it is now woven into the 

Results section.  

 

“Different behavioral theories were considered when interpreting findings. Social exchange theory 

aligned well with the themes and patterns that emerged from the data and as a result, some of the 

theory’s key concepts were used to help frame the results. It is important to keep in mind that when 

individuals in stable relationships have concurrent sexual partners they are engaging in more than 

one social exchange. There is the social exchange that takes place with the partner in their stable 

relationship and the exchange that takes place with their additional partner(s). For this analysis, we 

focus on the social exchange in the stable relationship and how diminishing or absent rewards from 

the stable relationship can result in one or both partners engaging in CP. The Results section is 

organized into four sections that are associated with several basic tenets of social exchange theory: 

1. Expectations within stable relationships (including role expectations and expected rewards and 

costs), 2. Comparison for alternatives, 3. Diminishing rewards, and 4. Barriers to engaging in CP”  

 

As noted above, we also reorganized the results section so that the theory maps onto the results. 

Additionally, we introduce the connection to the theory in the beginning paragraph of each section in 

the Results. The Results section has been expanded as a result.  

 

• I think there needs to be more explicit distinction between what motivates couples in stable 

relationships to avoid CP and to engage in CP. Findings were presented regarding the reasons to 

avoid CP, but they seemed buried together with the findings for the “Motivations for Engaging in CP”. I 

was left wondering if the opposite of dissatisfaction – such as financial satisfaction, emotional 

satisfaction or satisfactory relationship quality – helped couples maintain fidelity in their relationship. 

Further, I think that addressing barriers to CP more explicitly as a counterpoint to the motivators, 

would further strengthen the use of the Social Exchange Theory for the analysis, with examples of 

when the benefits/rewards of CP are not enough to outweigh the risks.  

 

RESPONSE: We revised the text in the Results section and added new sub-sections to make more of 

an explicit distinction between what motivates couples in stable relationships to avoid CP and to 

engage in CP. To address your second concern about the barriers to CP, we added a section in the 

Results titled, “Barriers to engaging in CP.” In this section, we discuss barriers to engaging in CP and 

whether these barriers are weakening or breaking down. Breakdown of barriers to leave a relationship 
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is a key tenet of social exchange theory, which we tie into the results and the discussion.  

 

We do not have data on when the benefits/rewards of CP outweigh the risks and thus could not 

include it in our results.  

 

 

• It would help if the authors could establish how normative and acceptable participants felt that CP 

was generally for men and women in stable partnerships. It seems that the authors likely coded for 

this kind of information, using the “Expectations of Committed Relationships” code. Additionally, how 

well-received (or popular) were the quotes that frame the findings about relationship dissatisfaction? 

Given that these quotes were collected during FGDs – when participants have the chance to agree or 

disagree with others’ statements – I wondered if there was any counter-narrative from FGD 

participants who disagreed with some of the quotes shared. Did any participants talk about how 

different types of relationship dissatisfaction did not justify CP, and if so, what did those participants 

say?  

 

RESPONSE: In the Results section titled, “Barriers to engaging in CP,” we added results on how 

normative and acceptable participants felt CP was for men and women in stable relationships. 

Furthermore, we describe disagreement between participants regarding community attitudes.  

 

Participants did not talk about how different types of relationship dissatisfaction did not justify CP so 

we were unable to address this issue in our manuscript; however, this would be a great area to further 

explore!  

 

• I would like to know more about the recruitment process of the FGD participants. Beyond selecting 

individuals who fit the age/gender criteria, what sort of guidance did the study staff provide to the local 

government officials and the assigned community contact to select participants? Were the participants 

expected to have any sort of expertise or personal experience with CP? Or, perhaps the participants 

were recruited for their ability to speak candidly and thoughtfully? Ultimately, what was the impact of 

the selection process on the findings?  

 

RESPONSE: We have expanded the description of the recruitment process in the manuscript to 

provide a more detailed explanation of how participants were selected for inclusion in the study:  

 

“Prior to embarking on data collection, the study team met with the local government officials at the 

selected study sites to introduce the study and its objectives as well as to learn more about the social 

architecture of the study site. The officials either personally served or delegated another person to 

serve as the contact person for the study team. The contact person was given the study criteria (age 

and sex) and then he/she identified potential respondents based on these criteria prior to the visit by 

the research team. The researchers then met with the potential respondents to assess their fulfillment 

of the criteria and to invite their voluntary participation in the study.”  

 

The participants were not expected to have any sort of expertise or personal experience with 

concurrent partnerships, as we were interested in more general community perceptions and norms 

around these topics instead of detailed individual experiences. While study team members informally 

spoke with local leaders about the desire to recruit participants who would be interested in 

participating in the research and who would be able to speak openly about the topics with the study 

team, this was never stated as a formal criteria.  

 

• Some of the quotes were provocative, for two reasons. Some quotes I found particularly compelling, 

e.g., bottom of page 18/top of page 19, because the participant was speaking from personal 

experience. Other quotes, seemed to more exaggerated, e.g., middle of page 16, because the 
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participant is speaking in general terms; these data also directly contradict other findings established 

in the results suggesting that women seek out CP relationships due to lack of financial autonomy. I 

would encourage the authors to discuss their findings and their implications in relation to: 1) 

differences in the narratives describing personal experiences vs. general perspectives; and 2) 

important contradictions that emerged, especially regarding gendered relationships.  

 

RESPONSE: The purpose of the FGDs were to gather data on perceived social norms, attitudes, and 

behaviors. Participants were not asked to share personal experiences. In a few cases, participants did 

share their own personal experiences. Given the purpose of the study and the lack of narratives 

describing personal experiences, we do not feel it would be appropriate to compare the narratives that 

describe personal experiences to general perspectives. Instead, we describe the limitations of FGDs 

and encourage the use of in-depth interviews in future research:  

 

“Another limiting factor is that our analysis is based on FGDs. The FGDs were intended to provide 

data on perceived social norms, attitudes and behaviors of the communities sampled, thus 

participants were not asked to share their own experiences. As a result, some of the quotes given by 

participants may be exaggerated because participants were speaking in general terms and not about 

personal experience. Gathering data on individual experiences of CP within stable relationships 

through in-depth interviews and comparing the results to the community attitudes and beliefs 

described in our study is an important next step.”  

 

 

Minor issues  

• In the intro paragraph, page 4, lines 18-25: does this sentence purposefully exclude the risk of HIV 

for people who do not engage in CP but have partners who do engage in CP?  

 

RESPONSE: This sentence is meant to highlight ways in which individuals in stable partnerships may 

be at risk for HIV. To better clarify this point, we have revised the sentenced as follows:  

 

“Some individuals are HIV-positive prior to entering into a stable partnership, which, in turn, places 

their partner at risk for becoming infected with HIV. Other individuals become infected with HIV 

through their engagement in CP within the stable relationship or through their partner’s engagement 

in CP.”  

 

• As a means to build the argument that CP is an alternative to leaving an established marriage, the 

authors provide evidence that marriage rates are high in Tanzania. Are there any data on divorce 

statistics to back this up further?  

 

RESPONSE: We have revised this sentence and removed the claim that divorce is uncommon 

because we could not find reliable statistics on divorce in Tanzania to support this claim. The 

sentence now reads as follows:  

 

“In societies where marriage is common and lends itself to higher status, it seems logical that a 

dissatisfying stable relationship may lead to infidelity rather than dissolution when a comparatively 

better relationship is available.”  

 

 

• Confirm the proper age ranges reported throughout the paper. Currently there are mismatches: 1) in 

the informants section of the results, the age range of all participants is 17-48; 2) women are listed as 

ages 18-39 in the abstract, but 17-43 in Table 1; and 3) men are listed as 18-44 in the abstract, but 

18-49 in Table 1.  
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RESPONSE: The intended age range differed from the actual age range. We corrected this in the 

abstract by listing the actual age range (and not the intended range). We also note the discrepancy 

between the intended and actual age range in the methods section:  

 

“The intended age group categories were as follows: women: 18-29 and 30-39 and men: 18-29 and 

30-44. Some individuals outside of the intended age range were mistakenly recruited for the FGDs. 

As a result, the actual age group categories were: women: 17-34 and 24-45 and men: 15-35 and 20-

49.”  

 

• Please add the relevant reference(s) to lines 3-6 on page 8.  

 

RESPONSE: References have been added (References #36 and #38).  

 

• In the description of the recruitment of the participants, can the authors explain their rationale for 

including younger participants ages ~18-29 and older ages 30+? What sort of differential insights 

about CP (or relationships) were the authors hoping to find from the younger and older age 

groupings?  

 

RESPONSE: We have included in the manuscript the following explanation for why we separated the 

FGDs by gender and age:  

 

“Stratified purposive sampling was used when recruiting individuals in order to capture younger and 

older men and women of reproductive age. Having homogenous FGDs by sex and age helps to 

create an environment in which participants feel more comfortable expressing their opinions and 

beliefs. Furthermore, stratified purposive sampling facilitates comparison across desired sub-groups 

[39]. We hypothesized that the experiences and opinions of CP differ by sex and age. Separating 

participants by these characteristics allowed us to compare data across these groups in the analysis.”  

 

• The authors state that the FGDs were facilitated by either a male or female research assistant. Were 

the moderators gender concordant with the FGD participants, i.e., female participants with a female 

moderator? Also, can the authors clarify that the FGDs were conducted by a moderator without the 

assistance of a notetaker?  

 

RESPONSE: FGDs were not gender-matched. FGDs were conducted with a moderator and a 

notetaker. We have added this information to the manuscript:  

 

“Each FGD was conducted by two Tanzanian research assistants, a moderator and a note-taker, who 

did not have established relationships with participants prior to the study. Research assistants and 

participants were not gender-matched.”  

 

• The authors should consider introducing each quote separately to help the readers determine what 

the quote contributes to the findings that are being highlighted, rather than string multiple quotes 

together in a row. For example, the purpose of including the three quotes introduced on page 20 gets 

lost without any explication of how they each individually relate to lack of emotional fulfillment.  

 

RESPONSE: We have revised the manuscript so that all quotes are introduced individually.  

 

 

 

Reviewer: Todd Koppenhaver  

USAID, Regional HIV/AIDS Program  

No Competing Interests  
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- I don't understand why only medium- and high-HIV-prevalence regions were sampled from. Authors 

might explain this.  

 

RESPONSE: This study was conducted as formative research to inform the design of an HIV 

prevention project. As a result, we were interested in exploring the beliefs and norms of individuals 

living in communities that have been significantly affected by HIV and thus only included regions with 

medium and high prevalence. We have revised this section to include this explanation:  

 

“We were specifically interested in exploring social norms and shared beliefs around CP in HIV-

affected areas in order to inform programmatic efforts to reduce HIV transmission; therefore, we 

purposefully sampled from regions with medium and high HIV prevalence.”  

 

 

- authors should explain in more detail how the local government officials recruited the FGD 

participants. This may shed light on potential biases and replicability  

 

RESPONSE: We have added the following detail on recruitment to the manuscript:  

 

“Prior to embarking on data collection, the study team met with the local government officials at the 

selected study sites to introduce the study and its objectives as well as to learn more about the social 

architecture of the study site. The officials either personally served or delegated another person to 

serve as the contact person for the study team. The contact person was given the study criteria (age 

and sex) and then he/she identified potential respondents based on these criteria prior to the visit by 

the research team. The researchers then met with the potential respondents to assess their fulfillment 

of the criteria and to invite their voluntary participation in the study.”  

 

The participants were not expected to have any sort of expertise or personal experience with 

concurrent partnerships, as we were interested in more general community perceptions and norms 

around these topics instead of detailed individual experiences. While study team members informally 

spoke with local leaders about the desire to recruit participants who would be interested in 

participating in the research and who would be able to speak openly about the topics with the study 

team, this was never stated as a formal criteria.  

 

 

 

- p.4, line 44: suggest changing "statistical modeling" to "mathematical modeling" or "simulation 

modeling" since the former may imply more common regression models and things  

 

RESPONSE: This was changed to “mathematical modeling.”  

 

 

- p.5, line 13: Not sure I see the link between multiple partners and "improved family health and 

development." perhaps the authors could make this link more explicit  

 

RESPONSE: A link between multiple partners and improved family health and development may not 

be evident, thus we excluded this claim from the sentence. The sentence now reads as follows:  

 

“Additionally, understanding the correlates of multiple as well as concurrent sexual partnerships is 

important not only for HIV prevention efforts, but also for other health outcomes such as the 

prevention of sexually transmitted infections and unintended pregnancies.”  

 

 on M
ay 16, 2023 by guest. P

rotected by copyright.
http://bm

jopen.bm
j.com

/
B

M
J O

pen: first published as 10.1136/bm
jopen-2013-003680 on 7 F

ebruary 2014. D
ow

nloaded from
 

http://bmjopen.bmj.com/


- p.8, where "comparison for alternatives" is discussed: consider adding something on the costs of 

engaging in the extra-pair partnerships. DO the authors have any data on this? If so, would be 

interesting to hear what participants saw as the costs of CP; we only seem to hear about the potential 

benefits.  

 

RESPONSE: We have added a section in the results that presents data on the barriers to engaging in 

CP. These are also examples of costs of engaging in CP (risk of HIV, community disapproval, 

consequences within stable relationship, and religious objection).  

 

We also included a section in the Results that describe the expectations within stable relationships, 

which includes the expected roles and responsibilities for men and women in stable relationships 

(costs of engaging in stable relationships – the social exchange we were most interested in).  

 

- a 3-day training for qualitative interviewing seems far too short to me. Suggests that the data 

obtained may be a bit superficial and flat, which defeats the purpose of collecting qualitative data. 

That the authors only picked up on the lack of data on CP outside of stable relationships after the data 

was collected also suggests this. The reference to achieving "data saturation" seems questionable to 

me, given the lack of data on CP outside of stable relationships. Authors might consider revising 

some of this, but not critical  

 

RESPONSE: We felt that a 3-day training was sufficient given that moderators were selected based 

on a number of desired qualifications such as having a background in social sciences, previous 

experience in conducting qualitative research, experience in HIV related work, and ability to work in 

difficult circumstances and deal with sensitive topics. While some had previous experience conducting 

qualitative research, others did not. Furthermore, the lead author and both US- and Tanzania-based 

co-investigators had previous experience with qualitative research. We have added more detailed 

information on the qualifications of the moderators in the manuscript:  

 

 

“Each FGD was conducted by two Tanzanian research assistants, a moderator and a note-taker, who 

did not have established relationships with participants prior to the study. Research assistants and 

participants were not gender-matched. The moderators were selected based on a number of desired 

qualifications, such as having a background in social sciences, previous experience in conducting 

qualitative research, experience in HIV related work, and ability to work in difficult circumstances and 

deal with sensitive topics. All moderators participated in a three-day training focusing on qualitative 

data collection methods, reviewing and practicing qualitative data collection techniques with study 

instruments, and research ethics, including confidentiality and informed consent.”  

 

 

We believe that data saturation was achieved but that the text in the data analysis section was initially 

confusing, which led the reviewers to question this claim. In the comment above, the reviewer states 

that we found a lack of data on CP outside of stable relationships after the data was collected. This is 

not true – we actually found data on CP both outside of and within stable relationships. Reasons for 

engaging in CP and the consequences differ by relationship type, which is why we felt it was 

important to narrow the focus of our analysis. As a result, we decided to focus on only one aspect (CP 

within stable relationships). This section in the manuscript has been revised to be made clearer:  

 

“After reviewing the transcripts, it was determined that data saturation was achieved from the 32 

FGDs. Participants described their beliefs and opinions of CP within both casual and stable 

relationships but because the reasons for engaging in CP as well as the potential consequences differ 

by relationship type (casual versus stable), we decided to limit our analysis to one relationship type. 

As a result, we focused our analysis on the responses that were relevant to community attitudes and 
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beliefs about CP within stable relationships.”  

 

- p.14, line 57: consider changing "were much less likely to mention" (which sounds probabilistic and 

quantitative) to "less commonly mentioned" or "did not mention," which sounds more qualitative to me. 

But not a huge deal  

 

RESPONSE: This was changed to “less commonly mentioned.”  

 

 

- p.18, line 20: consider changing "believed men" (which sounds like a universal statement) to 

"believed some men," which seems more in accord with the quote that follows -- "there are also 

men..."  

 

RESPONSE: This was changed to “believed some men.”  

 

Not sure I discovered anything especially new in the findings. I think almost everything I have read or 

heard before. (But probably still worth publishing just to deepen the literature base on this topic.) That 

"these findings begin to fill a major gap in our understanding of women's engeagement in CP..." 

seems a bit of an exaggeration to me. Consider toning that down a bit. I'm not convinced the 

knowledge gap is as large as suggested. But not a huge deal.  

 

RESPONSE: We revised this sentence to the following:  

 

“These findings contribute to our understanding of women’s engagement in CP within stable 

relationships and calls for more research on the sexual pleasure and satisfaction of women in sub-

Saharan Africa.”  

 

- p.23, line 37: again we read that people tend to base their assessment of the relationship exchange 

on the costs and benefits accrued, but I didn't see much if anything on costs of engaging in CP when 

within a stable relationship. If costs are low, as would be suggested if CP is very common, then that 

could be an interesting area of exploration. Why might costs be low? I think Caldwell wrote about 

some of these issues long ago, when describing a general tolerance for CP in this region. If 

relationship dissatisfaction is a critical factor in engaging in CP, we still don't know why this region 

would have more CP because surely relationship dissatisfaction is pretty widespread? All this to say 

that if the authors have any data on costs, might be worth presenting it. If not, maybe note the lack of 

what would seem to be an important topic.  

 

RESPONSE: We added a section in the Results on the expectations within stable relationships. In 

this section we describe the roles that men and women are expected to fulfill in stable relationships. 

These roles are equivelent to the costs that are accrued in this social exchange process. We also 

added the following paragraph in the Discussion:  

 

“In an application of social exchange theory to marital relationships, the authors note that it is not the 

accrual of costs that theorists believe contributes to marital dissolution but rather the diminishing 

rewards and a breakdown of barriers [36]. This might explain why participants in our study focused on 

the rewards, or lack of rewards, in relationships when discussing motivating factors for engaging in 

CP rather than high or increasing costs endured in a stable relationship.”  

 

We added another section in the results on the barriers to engaging in CP (risk of disease, community 

disapproval, consequences with partner, and religious objections). We note that community 

acceptance and tolerance of CP may decrease the risk of engaging in CP. We also added the 

following sentences to a paragraph in the Discussion:  
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“Furthermore, potential barriers to engaging in CP were discussed and there was some evidence that 

certain barriers, such as consequences from one’s partner and community disapproval of CP, are 

weakening, especially for men. Engagement in CP is one of many possible outcomes of relationship 

dissatisfaction and is likely to be a more common outcome in communities that are accepting of CP.”  

 

 

 

- p.25, line 4: consider changing "will have a profound impact" to "might have ..." to avoid hyperbole  

 

RESPONSE: This was changed to “might have a profound impact…”  

 

 

 

Reviewer: Abigail Harrison, Assistant Professor (Research)  

Department of Behavioral and Social Sciences,  

School of Public Health, Brown University  

Providence, RI 02912 USA  

no competing interests  

 

My main critique centres on the data analysis. Like other aspects of the paper, the data analysis is 

generally well thought out and carefully explained. However, the description of codes and results is 

somewhat lacking in detail. In the data analysis section of Methods, pages 10-11, the authors state 

that ‘three main codes were applied’ to the data. These appear to be three broad themes that 

emerged from initial reading and analysis of transcripts. As such, they could more correctly be called 

‘thematic areas’, with a more detailed description of the ‘codes’ that emerged within each area (these 

are referred to as sub-codes by the authors). It’s not the terminology that is important, but rather the 

lack of specific details about how many codes were developed in each broad thematic area and what 

they are – this could be presented in a summary table. A table would be useful particularly because 

the themes presented in the Results section differ from those mentioned in the Methods. If the 

sections in Results are analytical categories that have been combined from a number of different 

themes, then it would be useful to state this at the start of the Results section so that this discrepancy 

is explained.  

 

RESPONSE: Language was revised based on the reviewer’s recommendation:  

 

“Table 1 shows the thirty codes that were applied across three thematic areas: 1. Expectations of 

Committed Relationships, 2. Motivations for Engaging in CP, and 3. Motivations for Not Engaging in 

CP.”  

 

We also added a table that shows the thirty codes and their definition. We reorganized the sections in 

the Results so the theory maps onto the results (based on another reviewer’s comment). The sections 

are now tied to key components of social exchange theory. We added the following paragraph under 

Data Analysis that clearly describes the organization of the Results section:  

 

“Different behavioral theories were considered when interpreting findings. Social exchange theory 

aligned well with the themes and patterns that emerged from the data and as a result, some of the 

theory’s key concepts were used to help frame the results. It is important to keep in mind that when 

individuals in stable relationships have concurrent sexual partners they are engaging in more than 

one social exchange. There is the social exchange that takes place with the partner in their stable 

relationship and the exchange that takes place with their additional partner(s). For this analysis, we 

focus on the social exchange in the stable relationship and how diminishing or absent rewards from 
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the stable relationship can result in one or both partners engaging in CP. The Results section is 

organized into four sections that are associated with several basic tenets of social exchange theory: 

1. Expectations within stable relationships (including role expectations and expected rewards and 

costs), 2. Comparison for alternatives, 3. Diminishing rewards, and 4. Barriers to engaging in CP.”  

 

 

 

Another aspect of the paper that would benefit from further discussion is the distinction between 

‘marriage’ and ‘stable partnerships’ – or for that matter, any other partnership ‘types’ that may have 

been discussed in the FGDs. Most data from sub-Saharan Africa indicate important differences in 

perception of married versus unmarried relationships – and frequently, the existence of a continuum 

as relationships transition from an unmarried to a married state. To facilitate this discussion, it would 

be helpful to have more detail on what proportion of the respondents were married or not, and the 

characteristics of each focus group in this regard. Similarly, a bit more detail on divergent attitudes of 

older and younger participants would be useful. There is relatively little mention of the role of children 

and fertility; again, this is a commonly cited reason for maintaining relationships in other African 

settings. At the very least, the Discussion could be expanded to address these points.  

 

RESPONSE: We have added language to the Methods section that describes the relationship types 

discussed by participants as well as the specific relationship types included in the analysis. 

Furthermore, we explain that due to the nature of the responses in the FGDs, we are unable to 

differentiate the types of stable relationships in which the participants refer to in some instances.  

 

“Participants described their beliefs and opinions of CP within both casual and stable relationships but 

because the reasons for engaging in CP as well as the potential consequences differ by relationship 

type (casual versus stable), we decided to limit our analysis to one relationship type. As a result, we 

focused our analysis on the responses that were relevant to community attitudes and beliefs about 

CP within stable relationships. In some instances, we were able to distinguish the type of stable 

relationship that participants were describing, such as marriage. In most instances, however, 

participant responses did not provide sufficient detail to determine the type of stable relationship to 

which the participants were referring. Responses regarding CP within polygynous unions were 

excluded from the analysis given the difference between the acceptability and openness of CP within 

polygynous compared to CP within other types of stable relationships.”  

 

 

We also listed the inability to determine the type of stable partnerships that participants refer to in the 

data as a limitation in the Discussion section:  

 

“Participants were not, however, asked explicitly to describe CP within stable relationships. Asking 

participants directly about CP within stable relationships may have resulted in more detailed 

descriptions and/or additional motivating factors that were not captured from our study. Additionally, it 

would have allowed us to examine and compare motivating factors for engaging and not engaging in 

CP between specific types of stable relationships, such as unmarried and married.”  

 

We added some information on the marital status of the participants in the Informants section of the 

Results. Marital status was not collected for some of the FGD thus we are unable to provide a specific 

number.  

 

“Most of the focus groups included both married and single participants. FGDs with younger 

participants tended to have fewer married participants whereas FGDs with older participants had 

more married participants.”  
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Also in the results, we added a section on the expectations in stable relationships where we briefly 

discuss the expectation of women to be fertile and provide their husband with children:  

 

“Other role expectations that were described by participants were gender-specific. Men’s main role 

was commonly described as being the financial provider for the family. Men were also expected to 

buy their partner gifts and other material goods. On the other hand, the gender-specific roles for 

women were mostly focused on fertility and taking care of the home. For example, participants from 

an FGD of older females described how men look for an additional partner if their wife does not 

become pregnant within six months of marriage.”  

 

Minor comments:  

- Why were more ‘older’ men included (3 focus groups) as opposed to only 1 amongst younger men – 

this should be briefly explained;  

 

RESPONSE: This occurred in only one region (Shinyanga) and was by accident. The other three 

regions had 2 ‘older’ and 2 ‘younger’ male FGDs. We have clarified this in the manuscript:  

 

“Aside from one region (Shinyanga), there were two FGDs for each sex/age category. Due to an 

oversightduring recruitment in Shinyanga, only one FGD was conducted with younger males while 

three FGDs were conducted with older males.”  

 

 

- Why only one coder for the data?  

 

RESPONSE: Coding was conducted by the lead author working independently, with feedback on the 

codebook and application of other codes from coauthors. However, the coauthors were familiar with 

the data as they analyzed data and developed a final report for the original study and co-lead other 

manuscripts from these transcripts. Further, coming from a more constructivist epistemology, we 

prioritized other approaches to ensuring data quality that fit better with our epistemological approach 

rather than measuring discrepancies across multiple coders. We revised this section to include an 

explanation for why we only had one person coding the data:  

 

“Thematic coding was completed on all transcripts using Atlas.ti [40] by one researcher who then 

engaged several other researchers who were familiar with the data in an iterative process of 

examining and refining the coding scheme and the interpretation of the findings.”  

 

 

 

- In the presentation of the THMIS results on page 7, is it correct to say that respondents ‘correctly 

stated’ their knowledge of HIV prevention methods – or did they in fact respond to a series of 

statements read by the interviewer (which would be a more standard method for such surveys) – the 

%s seem very high to have come from respondents themselves;  

 

RESPONSE: The respondents’ were actually asked a yes/no question about HIV prevention, thus this 

section in the manuscript was revised to the follow:  

 

“Over 90% of men and women in Dar es Salaam correctly answered “yes” to the following question: 

Can people reduce their chance of getting the AIDS virus by having just one uninfected sex partner 

who has sexual intercourse with no other partners? Only 60-70% of women in Shinyanga, Iringa and 

Mbeya correctly answered the question, whereas 80-86% of men in these regions did so.” 
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VERSION 2 – REVIEW 

REVIEWER Todd Koppenhaver 
USAID Southern Africa  
South Africa 

REVIEW RETURNED 21-Nov-2013 

 

- The reviewer completed the checklist  but made no further comments 

REVIEWER Laurie Abler 
Duke University  
United States of America 

REVIEW RETURNED 09-Dec-2013 

 

GENERAL COMMENTS The authors have done a nice job at revising the manuscript in 
response to the reviewer comments and have updated the paper to 
address my major concerns. For instance, the editing on better 
integrating the Social Exchange Theory into the paper is much 
improved. 
 
I have some minor comments that, if addressed, would further 
improve the paper: 
 
-In the methods, the authors state (p 11, lines 39-46) that they 
exclude data related to polygynous relationships. However, in the 
results (p 22, lines 12-29) the authors present data regarding men’s 
sexual unavailability when they have multiple wives. The authors 
should be consistent throughout the paper, deciding one way or the 
other to present results related to polygynous relationships. 
 
- p.8, line 20: consider changing “endure a relationship” to “continue 
in a relationship”, as it seems that the argument the authors make is 
one where relationships with such asymmetrical exchanges may be 
preferable, rather than a hardship to endure. 
 
-Again, check the ages that are reported throughout. It looks like 
most of the ages now are consistently reported and explained, 
however I found at least one exception where upper age was stated 
as 48 rather than 49 (p. 15, line 34). 
 
-p. 25-26, lines 57, 4-6: clarify the gendered nature of barriers to CP 
based on infidelity. It is unclear how male participants in Mbeya 
mention it most frequently, yet it was evident that women face a 
larger share of the consequences -- these two sentences (the 
second and third in the paragraph) could be read as contradicting 
each other. 
 
-p. 27, lines 53-58: I'm not sure that the conclusion is supported in 
the results that CP barriers are weakening (which suggests a 
change over time that does not seem to have been a focus of the 
study), especially for men. Consider adding more evidence in the 
results to back this up or backing off from this conclusion. 
 
-I found a sprinkling of minor grammar/editing mistakes throughout. 
Please proofread carefully. 
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VERSION 2 – AUTHOR RESPONSE 

Reviewer(s)' Comments to Author:  

 

Reviewer Name Todd Koppenhaver  

Institution and Country USAID Southern Africa  

South Africa  

Please state any competing interests or state ‘None declared’: none declared  

 

No further comments  

 

Reviewer Name Laurie Abler  

Institution and Country Duke University  

United States of America  

Please state any competing interests or state ‘None declared’: None declared  

 

The authors have done a nice job at revising the manuscript in response to the reviewer comments 

and have updated the paper to address my major concerns. For instance, the editing on better 

integrating the Social Exchange Theory into the paper is much improved.  

 

I have some minor comments that, if addressed, would further improve the paper:  

 

1. -In the methods, the authors state (p 11, lines 39-46) that they exclude data related to polygynous 

relationships. However, in the results (p 22, lines 12-29) the authors present data regarding men’s 

sexual unavailability when they have multiple wives. The authors should be consistent throughout the 

paper, deciding one way or the other to present results related to polygynous relationships.  

 

RESPONSE: Thank you for pointing this out, we included data on polygynous relationships in a very 

early draft and then decided to exclude it but must have overlooked the section that you cited above. 

We have now removed the text and quote noted above so that we are not presenting data on 

polygynous relationships.  

 

2. - p.8, line 20: consider changing “endure a relationship” to “continue in a relationship”, as it seems 

that the argument the authors make is one where relationships with such asymmetrical exchanges 

may be preferable, rather than a hardship to endure.  

 

RESPONSE: We have changed “endure a relationship” to “continue in a relationship.”  

 

3. -Again, check the ages that are reported throughout. It looks like most of the ages now are 

consistently reported and explained, however I found at least one exception where upper age was 

stated as 48 rather than 49 (p. 15, line 34).  

 

RESPONSE: Our apologies for not getting this correct in the first round of revisions. We have 

adjusted the age from 48 to 49 on page 15. We also checked to make sure all of the ages are 

consistent throughout the manuscript.  

 

4. -p. 25-26, lines 57, 4-6: clarify the gendered nature of barriers to CP based on infidelity. It is unclear 

how male participants in Mbeya mention it most frequently, yet it was evident that women face a 

larger share of the consequences -- these two sentences (the second and third in the paragraph) 

could be read as contradicting each other.  

 

REPSONSE: We revised this section to more clearly describe that both men and women explained in 

the FGDs that women face a larger share of consequences. The text now states:  
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“In both the male and female FGDs, participants explained that the consequences for engaging in CP 

are much greater for women than men.”  

 

5. -p. 27, lines 53-58: I'm not sure that the conclusion is supported in the results that CP barriers are 

weakening (which suggests a change over time that does not seem to have been a focus of the 

study), especially for men. Consider adding more evidence in the results to back this up or backing off 

from this conclusion.  

 

RESPONSE: We felt that your observation was correct and that the conclusion made on page 27, 

lines 53-58 was not well supported in the results. To address this issue, we backed off from this 

conclusion and highlighted an important gender difference instead. The text now reads as follows:  

 

“Furthermore, potential barriers to engaging in CP were discussed and there was evidence that some 

barriers are more significant for women than men, such as consequences from one’s partner and 

community disapproval of CP.”  

 

6. -I found a sprinkling of minor grammar/editing mistakes throughout. Please proofread carefully.  

 

RESPONSE: We have carefully proofread the manuscript and corrected minor grammer/editing 

mistakes. 
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