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Abstract

There is no research on the timing, sequencinghantber of changes in family environment and th&luences on
sexual and reproductive health outcomes in Affigsing a population-based survey with data on fastilycture at
three points in the life course, this paper examihe influences of these family structure dynaritshe timing of
first sex among unmarried males and females age2dlyears in Cameroon. The number and timing ofilfam
transitions significantly impacted the timing oksal debut for both males and females. The medi@naa first sex
(18.7 years) is higher among young people withamtiliy transition than among those with one traosit{18.2
years) or two transitions (17.7 years). Family $faons occurring during childhood were signifidgrdssociated
with premature sexual initiation for females butt for males. Reproductive health and social devalem
interventions for young people in Africa shouldeigtate the changing contexts and transitions irlyastructure
(Afr J Reprod Healtl2012 (Special Edition); 16[2]: 147-172).

Résumé

Il n'existe pas des recherches sur I'occurrencs, séquences et le nombre de modifications deststes
familiales ainsi que leurs influences sur la s&etéuelle et de reproduction en Afrique. A padis données d’'une
enquéte basée sur la population ayant collectéirdesmations sur les structures familiales a trdifférents
moments au cours de la vie chez les célibatairesddex sexes agés de 12 a 24 ans au Camerounguetee
examine les effets de la dynamique des structwaeslifles sur le début de l'activité sexuelle. hembre de
transitions familiales et leur occurrence sont ificativement associés a I'age au premier rappextsl tant chez
les filles que chez les garcons. L’age moyen aumper rapport sexuel est plus élevé chez les régpuad’ayant
vécue aucune transition familiale (18,7 ans) quexapi ont connu une transition (18,2 ans) ou degawsitions
familiales (17,7 ans). Une transition familialevenue durant I'enfance influence I'entrée en sétudes familles,
mais pas celles des garcons. Les activités dlietegion en santé de reproduction et développenaritlsdes
jeunes en Afriqgue doivent intégrer les changemeets contextes et transitions des structures falesli Afr J
Reprod Healtt?012 (Special Edition); 16[2]: 147-172).
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Introduction interventions are less successful than those which
integrated contextual factors in their design and

Reproductive health (RH, hereafter) activities havémplementatiorf. Among contextual factors, prior
clearly demonstrated that individual orientedresearch evidenced that family environment is of
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paramount importance for interventions targetindnealth outcomes in Africd:*® Family structure
adolescents and young addifs. However, and family changes/transitions are not mutually
research on the linkages between changingxclusive but they are conceptually distinct.
contexts and transitions in family structure and-amily structure captures parental co-residence
sexual behavior and reproductive health outcomesnd considers whether the child/youth resides with
in sub-Saharan Africa (SSA) remains embryonichis/her biological parents or parent-like figurésia
The handful of studies linking family environment specific time. Family changes or transitions are
and adolescent sexual behavior in 88Asuggest dynamic measures of family structure which
similar results to those found in developedmeasure the transitions from one family structure
countries. Compared with neither- or one-parento another over the family life cycle. In general,
families, living in two-parent families are previous studies found that youth who resided in
associated with lower risks of first sexualtwo-parent families, compared with youth residing
intercourse: * ** However, these studies sufferin other family structures, are more likely to retpo
from two main drawbacks which substantivelypositive outcomes in developéd *® and
limit their usefulness for effective RH developing countries.® Theoretically, research
interventions in SSA. First, the majority of based mainly on US data and other developed
previous studies in SSA have relied on crosseountries have identified three main perspectives
sectional data, and have often used currerib explain the relationships between family
individual/familial characteristics to explain paststructure and child outcomes: socialization, social
events such as sexual initiation. While theycontrol, and family instability and changes. A
contribute to some extent to the knowledge bastorough examination of these family-centered
on the relationship between family environmentperspectives, and the possible contingencies that
and sexual behavior, they remain limited forcan be found in SSA, has been discussed
policy and program purposes. They cannot identifglsewher€ ®. These perspectives may be viewed
and explain the mechanisms through which prioas complementary rather than compéfingror
exposure to certain family environments may benstance, family instabilty and changes
detrimental for adolescents and young adultemphasizes the dynamics of family structure on
Second, these studies did not focus on familgexual behavior, including sexual debut; it posits
environment for fostering preventive or acceptabl¢hat changes, disequilibrium, and psychological
RH behaviors. For instance, Babalola adopted thdistress associated with family transitions areamor
ideation approach to understand the effects of peeglevant to explain the relationships between
perceived behavior on the timing of sexualfamily environment and sexual and reproductive
initiation among youth in Rwanda.Djamba health outcomes than does family strucpee se
utilized rational adaptation, social disorganizatio The investigation is carried out using a rich
and patrilineal bias framework to depict the effectdataset from the 2002 Cameroon Family and
of social capital on premarital sexual activity inHealth Survey (2002 CFHS). To our knowledge,
the Democratic Republic of the Conyydlthough the quantity and quality of family living
they do not deny the role of parents, these studiesrangements data collected in the 2002 CFHS
did not integrate the changing family environmentamong young people aged of 10-29 years is
Consequently, previous studies often lack anmatched to date in the Sub-Saharan African
family-oriented theoretical foundation and acontexts. Relevant information collected at three
conceptual framework which depict how family points included parental co-residence and family
environment and child outcomes are related in thprocesses (communication about sexuality, quality
sub-Saharan African context. of parent-child relationships, parental control),
The present study constitutes a continuingouth’s involvement in religious/communities
effort to disentangle the role of changing familyactivities, material advantage or deprivation and
environment underway in Africa -- as measured byime use.
family structure, family transitions and family
processes — in shaping sexual and reproductive
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Family structure dynamics and sexual debut: problem behaviors and lower rates of sexual debut.
What do we know and what should we know? To some extent, the theoretical anchor-point of
socialization in early childhood is built on
An extensive literature from developed countriesattachment theory. This theory emphasizes the role
has documented the association between familyf the primary caregiver and that of the family
environment and premarital intercourse among@nvironment, ideally the nuclear two-parent
youth!® These studies have focused on two norfamilies during early childhootf. The degree of
exclusive areas, including family structure andparent-child closeness, the quality of parent-child
family processes, and provide a valuablaelationships or the levels of parental involvement
knowledge base for researching the influences girovide the child with protection, security, and
family transformations on sexual debut in SSAcomfort to better adapt psychologically and
Although various types of family structures suchemotionally, and to adhere to socially acceptable
as stepfamilies, reconstituted or blended familiebehaviors.
have been considered in developed countries, In sub-Sahara African countries, these
empirical studies are mainly grounded in theassumptions are pertinent. First, although thedchil
idiosyncratic dichotomy between nuclear intacts closer to biological parents in nuclear two-
families and non-intact families. The former parent families than other family configurations,
provides a warm and appropriate environment fothe uneven gender roles among parents between
child socialization and supervision which ismen and women as they relate to family influences
considered protective. The latter is treated as @n child development have been documefted.
risky environment for youth development, leadingThe mother is the primary caregiver in most
to a set of problem behaviors including earlyAfrican contexts like in many other societies. As
sexual initiation. In SSA, family configurationsear such, the mother is the most influential person in
more complex: extended family remains prevalengarly childhood. Fathers tend to be less involved i
and polygamy is still an important component ofday-to-day childcare and childrearing activities
family configurations in many countries. Theseduring early childhood; this is likely to lessereth
dimensions need to be integrated into the measupstential influences of two-parent families in garl
of changes in family structure, in order to provideyears of life. Second, parent-child bonds in
a more complete portrait of the relationshipsextended families in these contexts are affected by
between family environment and sexual initiationthe presence of other adults in the home. The

in the sub-Saharan African context. presence of grandparents or other adult relatives
within the home can largely lessen the role of
Socialization theory biological parents, especially the mother, in

childrearing duties during early childhood which
From socialization, individuals learn how toin turn is likely to lower the levels of parent-tthi
interact in dating relationships through consciougloseness. Third, the socialization theory
and unconscious observations of the relationshipsmphasizes the link between the father’'s absence
around them during early childhood, particularlyin the home and poor outcomes in adolescent boys
those between parents or parent-like figdfe§. and girls®® # The ways in which the father’s
Youth from unmarried households witness theilmbsence operates in most African contexts may
parents’ dating or cohabitation while they aresubstantively differ from the Western countries.
learning to deal with their own romantic The cultural traditions of a long period of
relationships and may model their own patterns gbostpartum abstinence following a birth often
sexual activity after those of pareAfsMost coupled with the presence of extended family
empirical studies have confirmed these conjecturamembers in the household as residents or regular
in developed countriés “and developing visitors often restrict the opportunities for fathe
countrie§ ' ?*#glike. Compared with children to bond with their children. This is especially the
from neither- or one-parent families, childrencase in polygamous families where the father has
living in two-parent families have lower risks of to partition his time among his wives and children
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and the ensuing limited contacts result in lowthis developmental period, parents and family
levels of father-child bonds which in turn reducemembers are critically influential on the decisions
the effects of father's presence during childhoodnade by adolescents and young adults over sexual
and early adolescence. In sum, parent-childhatters’' In SSA, parents, particularly fathers,
closeness per se or the quality of parent-chilglay an important role in disciplinary rules within
relationships during early years of life in suchthe homé&” ** For instance, father-child
environments may be less influential, as a redult aelationships in SSA are often vertical rather than
limited paternal involvement in childrearing. horizontal’ Therefore, father's absence may lead
Finally, parent-child interactions may beto a lesser home discipline, which in turn may
dependent upon the involvement of other adultsesult in a faster transition to sexual initiation
(e.g., grandparents, aunts) within the home. among young peopf&.*

Although somewhat inconsistent across The role of social control processes in the
studies, higher levels of  parent-child effects of family environment on premarital sex in
communication about sexuality is another factolSSA may differ from that of Western societies in
found to be associated with lower rates of riskyseveral points. First, the negative effects of one-
behaviors in Western countri&sin SSA, studies parent families on early sexual debut in developed
on the content, time and frequency of parent-childountries are partly explained by the family
communication about sexuality are quite limited innuclearization. Parental absence (referred toas th
quality and quantity. Existing literature identgie absence of one parent) may increase the burden of
the culture of silence as a strong barrier to garenchildrearing for the other parent in Western
child communication about sexuality topics incontext, especially when he/she is working out-of-
many African societi€s and west Cameroon in home. In SSA, members of the extended family
particular’” Indeed, biological parents in African may shield the child against potentially deletesiou
societies generally feel uncomfortable talking tceffects of parental absence because other adult
their children about sexuality topics. The role ofmembers in the home can supervise and monitor
sexuality educators is much more fulfilled byyouth in lieu of biological parents, then decregsin
grandparents, and peerd! Strictly speaking, the risk of premarital intercourse. Hence, the
parent-child  communication during early presence of viable surrogate fathers can limit the
childhood is expected to be low, but likely highernegative effects of father's absence. Indeed, adult
in extended families (one or two-parent) wherégn many African societies mean “parents”. These
youth may have the opportunities to interact withparent-like figures have the social power to rebuke
other adults, compared with nuclear familiesany youth’'s misbehaviours or report any behaviors
Empirical evidence showed that associationsvhich break social rules to biological parents who
between parent-child communication and sexuakill undertake disciplinary actions to retrieve
activity in SSA are decidedly inconclusive. Somenormative behaviours, thus reducing the negative
researchers found a weak relation$hipy, while effects of parental absence. The longer the child
others have found no effetThe cross-sectional remains in the same family structure, the more
nature of data used in these studies likely limitknowledgeable he/she is about parental values and
their capacity to adequately determine the timehome discipline. Frequent changes in family
order of parent-child communication and sexuastructure often lead to a lower internalization of

debut®’ home discipline, family values, and parents’
attitudes about premarital sexual activity. Such
Social control thesis lack may negatively affect the timing of sexual

debut among adolescents and youth. Empirically,
The social control thesis posits that adolescentsigher levels of parental monitoring were also
from two-parent families have fewer opportunitiessignificantly and negatively associated with sexual
to engage in sexual activity due to higher levéls oactivity among Ghanaian youth.
parental supervision and monitoring compared Second, the protective role of two-parent
with neither- and one-parent famili#s”? During  families found in developed countries deserves
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scrutiny in SSA, especially in the context ofthan divorce. Previous research indicates that
polygamy where marital relationship involvesparental death is a strong, traumatic and stressful
multiple wives and multiple parents. Polygamousvent associated with negative outcomes such as
fathers may not have enough time to equallpchool dropout§™ or risky sexual behavidf: *®
supervise the higher number of their childrenOrphans may be particularly vulnerable to sexual
almost leaving each mother as the main paremtitiation because they lack role models or closer
overseeing her children. This situation is simitar supervision compared with non-orphans. Early
neither- or one-parent households. Indeed, isexual debut among orphans can be seen as an
African societies where polygamous wivesalternative to the lack of love and affection at
maintain geographically separate household$jome®’ Empirical evidence revealed that South
fathers may be only present sporadically in youth’&frican orphans, both females and males, reported
lives so that the burden of youth supervision fallearly sexual initiatiod? A study among Kenyan
disproportionately on the shoulders of polygamouschoolgirls mentioned that orphaned females were
mothers® Third, higher levels of family conflict looking for parental love, which may explain their
within polygamous families may explain why potential sexual relationship’. Finally, the
youth from those families exhibit poor outcomesdistress following parental death may lead to poor
including early sexual debtft.Fourth, youth from decision-making on sexual mattéfs®® A study
polygamous families are more likely to reportconducted in Zimbabwe showed that maternal and
psychological adjustment problems compared witldouble orphans were more likely to initiate first
those from monogamous famili&s® Polygamy sex at an early age, and have multiple sexual
may negatively affect household’s socioeconomipartners® Besides parental death, SSA has a
status and interpersonal relationships due to highstrong tradition of redistributing children across
levels of family conflicts within the home. This households within the extended familfésFor
may impair a child’s psychological and socialmany reasons including schoolfigor parental
adjustment which is likely to increase the risk ofdeath, biological parents or other adults in the
premarital intercourse. extended families can send children to be reared
Finally, the effects of parental control mayby other relatives. Although one might argue that
vary by gender. Most African societies havefostered children keep regular contacts with
different expectations for males and females abodtiological parents, child fostering has long been
sexuality, whereby premarital sexual intercourse isecognized as a risk coping mechanism used in
strictly prohibited for females whereas it isSSA to offset economic hardship, to take
sometimes encouraged or not sanctioned fardvantage of the available resources through the

boys>! extended kin networks, and to redistribute the
costs and benefits of childrearing across the
Family instability and changes extended familie§"®® Although the mechanisms

through which fostering leads to poor outcomes
The thesis is that sexual initiation amongremain unclear, empirical evidence showed that
adolescents and young adults is driven by familjostered children have lower school attendance
instability and changes that occur after a divorceand poor academic performanté&” ® reported an
remarriage, or parental death. Studies showed thaarly age at sexual debut in Kefyaor more
youths raised in non-intact families are more kel likely reported paid work either full-time or part-
to experience multiple family transitions andtime®® The finding about paid work offers two
conflicts due to stressful events, which tend tgossible explanations for why those youth can
hasten their sexual initiatidi. °> The increasing exhibit early sexual debut. First, paid work can
rates of divorce in developed countries ledead to more autonomy even though it is also
researchers to focus primarily on the negativ@lausible that the minor-youth may have to report
effects of marital disruptions on sexual oréet! to the household head how the money from the job
In contrast, single-parent households in Africarwas spent. Second, paid work may lead to
settings more often result from parental deathfnancial freedom that allows youth to escape
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parental control through the support that couldthildren, fathers likely provide more disciplinary
have been provided. Another important factor thagnvironments which in turn are associated with
needs to be considered for assessing thesmwer rates of sexual initiation.
conjectures should be the respondent’s age at
fostering. Whether the respondent was fostereBamily dynamics and sexual debut: Possible
before or after first sex can improve ourexplanations and contingencies
understanding of the effects of fostering on youth
sexual behavior. These factors can explain earlyhe diverse changes in family structures over time
sexual debut among youth raised in neither-paremtre all important aspects that deserve consideratio
families compared with those who grew up in oneto augment our understanding of the effects of
or two-biological parents. family influences on child outcomes. There are
As previous research has notéd!® these germane reasons to think dynamically of family
explanations often overlap and complement onenvironments by considering demographic events
another, and the specific mechanisms througbccurring within families over time including
which family structures affect the timing of sexualmarriage, divorce, remarriage, and death. Such
debut may be relevant to more than one theoreticavents do not contrive families in the same
perspective. For instance, demographic events likmagnitude in SSA as in developed countries.
divorce or parental death are associated with For instance, the increasing rates of
family instability and changé$. * " These cohabitation, divorce and remarriages in the mid-
changes subsequently lead to stressful events fto-late 1980s in the United Stattsand other
both parents and children, and thereafter affeateveloped countries fuelled a growing body of
parent-child interactions. In fact, frequent changeresearch on the effects of family dynamics on RH
of family environments may decrease theand child outcomes in western contexts.
effectiveness of social control due to the decreaddnsurprisingly, researchers and practitioners have
in number and types of parents present in thadopted the marital transition approaches in those
home. A new family environment requires newcountries to explain how family changes can affect
adaptations emotionally, psychologically orchild outcomes. The prevalence of family
economically, thereby hindering socializationinstability is rising in African countries and is
processes. Likewise, social control andexpected to have deleterious consequences on
socialization processes may be linked in severalhild well-being and adjustment in his life course.
ways!® Strong social networks among parentdn SSA, the causes of family instability are dieers
found to be operating in SSA may offerand somewhat different from those of developing
opportunities for collective child socializatiéh. countries. Divorce, cohabitation and remarriages
Likewise, the quality of parent-child relationshipshave driven family instability in developed
leads to more effective control of children; whencountries. Besides those factors, the increasing
parents provide a stable and warm environmentates of AIDS mortality in SSA have significantly
children likely internalize familial values and increased the proportion of children living without
attitudes about sexuality. Thus youth may choosene or both of their biological pareritsLlyod and
to delay sexual debut in adherence to familiaDesai showed that children in many Sub-Saharan
values and normative sexual attitudes. In AfricarAfrican countries spend substantial proportions of
societies, parent-child relationships also vantheir childhood years apart from one or both
depending upon parents’ gender. Father-chilgparent®’, for many reasons including parental
relationships, especially for daughters, are mostlgeath or fosterage practices. Empirical evidence
vertical ones; whereas mother-child relationshipshowed that at least 10% of children aged 0-14
are rather horizontal and characterized byears lived in households without their biological
companionship, confidentiality, and flexibility parents® Family instability has received limited
with respect to the acceptance or rejection ofheoretical and empirical development. The
normative behavior.*? In this context, although existing voluminous literature investigating the
mothers exercise more effective control oveeeffects of orphanhood on child outcomes is mainly
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motivated by the increasing adult AIDS mortalitygeneralized material deprivation. Inequalities
rate in SSA. Yet, parental death-oriented studiesbserved in developed countries between two-
represent only one facet of family instability. parent families and other types of family structure
Therefore, other aspects need to be integrated mway be less pronounced to explain the stress in
broaden our understanding of the effects of familghose families. According to time resources,
transitions on sexual behavior and reproductiv@revious research found that paternal presence has
health outcomes in Africa. a protective effect on adverse RH outcomes in

Mechanisms put forth for linking family Keny&, and Rwanda Such findings are not
instability and children’s social and psychologicalnecessarily due to time resources available from
adjustment in the developmental stage of life argathers. Rather, disciplinary rules due to paternal
articulated in thesocial controltheory as discussed presence within home may explain such effects. In
above and in thstress theoryWe now present the fact, resident fathers in SSA are not caring like i
stress theory. developed countries.

The stress theorgosits that changes in family Finally, parent-child relationships, parent-
configurations following divorce, remarriage orchild communication, and parental supervision are
parental death may explain the relationshippart of family processes that need to be integrated
between family structure and children’'sto understand the effects of family structures on
outcomes> ** According to this theory, new child outcomes® The quality of parent-child
family environments often require many relationships is often considered an important
adaptations and adjustments for both parents amdeasure of parental warmth within the home
children. Whether a new adult is added omssociated with lower rates of risky behaviors,
subtracted from the family entity implies that #er including sexual debdf. Likewise, parent-child
may be changes in parental roles and the quantippmmunication in general, and that about sexuality
and quality of parent/adult-child interactions ands an indication of how parents and children
relationships. In this context, one might expeat th connect each other regarding various domains of
changes in family structure over time, oftenlife, including the sensitive field of sexuality.
associated with stress, undermine parent-childfouth who think that parents are aware of their
bonds due to new adaptations and adjustmentahereabouts are less likely to engage in risky
The events that originate or perpetuate theseehaviors.
transitions likely differ between SSA countries and
developed countries. Whereas divorce, separatidBender differences in the effects of family
or remarriage are the leading causes of familynfluences on sexual initiation
changes in developed countrfieparental death is
the foremost cause of family instability in S&A. Prior research has provided conflicting findings
%5 7L Mpresumably, the effects of family instability regarding gender differences in the age at first se
in SSA may be dependent upon the original sourc€or instance, some researchers reported earlier
of stress even though parental death is alsgexual initiation for male than female youth in
considered a traumatic event in an individual'sSSA’® Ghanaian male youth experienced first sex
life. In developed countries, the stress theorat a median age of 18.4 years while females have a
pointed out that economic, time, and parentamedian age of 16.9 years. Likewise, males and
resources brought up by family transitions placdemales aged 12-25 years in a rural South African
stress on families, and thus negatively affectdchil setting reported a median age at first of 19.2g/ear
outcomes? "™ ®The main assumption about theand 18.5 years, respectivéfyln other countries
mediating effects of economic resources relies olike Kenya and Zambia, male youth reported lower
income inequality: two-parent families are moremedian age at first sex compared with female
likely to be economically advantaged than neitheryouth®® The same trend has been observed in
or one-parent families. In SSA, such anAmerica and Caribbean. In Great Britain and the
explanation may be less relevant for young peopl&nited States, the age at first sex was lower for
growing up in a homogeneous context ofmales than females, with a males-female
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difference in age at first sex reaching almost Zonsidered risky, positive parent-child bonds may
years. buffer the negative effects associated with at-risk

These differences may be attributable tdamilies such as one-parent families or neither-
respondents’ background characteridtiosr the parent families.
dominant discourse about first sex in the settings Second, the number of family transitions is
under observatioff. For example, females may positively associated with a higher probability of
feel uncomfortable to report exact timing of firstpremarital sexual debut. Children who often move
sex, and therefore underreport their true sexuah or out of certain family structures are more
activity status. With regard to family influences,likely to engage in sexual initiation. We will be
parental attitudes about youth’'s premaritalable to test this hypothesis because of the
sexuality can partly explain why male youth carsequencing of exposure and outcome variables in
experience sexual initiation at early age comparedur dataset, unlike cross-sectional data for which
with female youth. In fact, the double standardhe relationship between family transitions and
surrounding sexual initiation suggests thasexual debut may exist because a change in family
premarital sexuality is sometimes encouraged foenvironment is in response to an early sexual
boys whereas it is strictly prohibited for femalés. activity viewed as a problem behavior socially
The double standard strongly influences disciplinestigmatized. Third, the timing of family change
rules for females and males within homes antdias differential effects on sexual initiation,
communities. Besides the double standard, thedepending on the stage of life at which the change
stress associated with family transitions may beccurred: the effects are expected to be strorfiger i
interpreted differently for boys and girls. Amatothe change is later than earlier in the individifal
found that divorce does not appear to weakenourse because at this stage, the parent-childsbond
father-son or mother-daughter bonds if it occurredre still evolving”® In contrast, if the changes
during late adolescenééThe economic hardship occurred during adolescence, they are expected to
following family changes may affect differently be strong enough; therefore, the negative effdcts o
boys and girl§* % family changes are lowét.  Fourth, the effects

of family changes on sexual initiation differ by
Situating the effects of family structure gender. The literature on gender-specific effetts o
dynamics on sexual debut in an African context family instability on sexual debut indicated that
girls living in unstable families were more likely

Following the review and theoretical frameworksto be sexually experienced than those living with
above, this paper considers four hypotheses: biological parents. For boys, those living with

First, family transitions or changes lead tobiological parents and other types of families were
premature sexual debut through its deterioratingqually sexually experienc®d In African
effects on the quality of parenting. Children whocontexts, the generalized poverty can worsen girls’
reside in the same family structure are more likelyulnerability through less parental control, poor
to report higher levels of parent-child parent-child communication, and lower quality of
relationships, parent-child communication abouparent-child relationships; and therefore hastening
sexuality, and parental supervision, irrespectiive csexual debut.
parental co-residence. Indeed, parent-child bonds
are a long-lasting process. “Stable” familyData and Methods
structures lead to more comfort and confidence for
both children and parents. Additionally, childrenThis paper utilizes data from a population-based
feel more secure in a well-known environment angurvey drawn from a random and representative
social interactions. Therefore, children in “stdble sample of the Cameroon Family and Health
family structure are less likely to report sexualSurvey carried out 2002 (CFHS-2002), under the
initiation compared with those who experiencedauspices of the Population Observatory in Socio-
family changes. A recent studyhas shown that clinical Epidemiology (POSE) in Bandjoun, a
even within family structures which are oftensemi-urban zone in the province of west Cameroon

African Journal of Reproductive Health June 2012¢@al Edition); 16(2):154



Kuate Defo & Tsala Dimbuene Family Transitions and Sexual Debut

among individuals aged 10 years and older in 78tercourse or the waiting time to sexual debut is
localities®® Each locality used probability samplessubject to debate. Previous studies reported that
in which all households have a nonzero chance oheasurement of age at sexual debut is
inclusion. When selected, all individuals aged 1@onsiderably problematic, especially for older
years and above in the household wergouths®® Many studies have questioned the
interviewed. A total of 4,950 men and womenconsistency and reliability of self-reported age at
were interviewed using structured questionnairefirst sex in survey results from developing
and face-to-face technique in each selectedountries® # ® For instance, findings indicate
household. The survey response rates were vetlyat age at first sex varies by interview modes and
high (> 90%). over time®® Likewise, underreporting appears to
The present study used a sub-sample of 1,81% more prevalent among girls thanb&m SSA,

adolescents and young adults of both sexes, agéte social context likely undermines to an
12-24 years. The CFHS gathered retrospectivenknown extent, the accuracy of self-reported age
information on famlly hiSt(?rieS at three momentS:at first sex: for boysl having sex has been often
6 years, 12 years and at time of survey. This stuq¥ported as representing a prestige among peers
has been restricted to unmarried youth aged 12-3gyjje it has been reported that it is shameful for

years because family structure is no longefemgles to be sexually active in societies where
significant for those who were married at the t'm%irginity is rewarded® ® These shortcomings

of the survey. Likewise, family structure at age 1 hould be kept in mind when analyzing self-

is not meaningful for youth aged less than 1 !
years. The choice of ages 6 and 12 are of particul{iﬁt%?gsetd age at sexual debut as the variable of

importance in youth’s life course in Cameroon. hi | debut i d
The primary school attendance usually starts at 6 N this paper, age at sexual debut is measure

years; 12 years of age represents the transition &y the respondents’ self-reported age at first sex
high school, and often coincides with the(recorded in years_). Th_e occurrence of sexual
beginning of puberty. Because recall biases affe€€ebut at each age is defined as a single event and
retrospective data, choosing the two markers limithe nonoccurrence of first sexual initiation is
the shortcomings inherent in retrospective surveyslefined as censoring in the last interval (e.g.,
Indeed, it should be harder to reconstitute, whatoung people who are not sexually experienced at
would be ideal, the family structures at each agéhe time of interview but might experience
before the survey. It is easier for each respondettansition to sexual initiation in the future). In

to remember the parental co-residence whepractice, the probability of sexual debut in each
he/she started the primary school and when he/slygerval of time (a year) is estimated using a hina
was entering high school. Additionally, due to theyariable taking the values 1 if the sexual debut
sensitivity of sexuality topics, a statement aboupccyrred and 0 otherwise. Respondents were asked
the _cpnfldentlallty of the responses was reaq tthe questions “Have you ever had sexual
participants, and an oral consent was obtainegercourse?” and, if so, “How old were you when
before  each interview. —To ensure the ., paq first sexual intercourse?”
confidentiality of respondents, trained interviesver

were requested to ensure that nobody in the home .

was ovgrhearing the interviews. Th?a/ study W(,Endependent Variables

approved by the University of Montreal's Ethics _ . . -
Committee and the National Ethics Committee of @Mily structure and family transition®efining

Cameroon. and/or measuring family structure has been a
subject of debate, and the resulting ambiguity in

Measures terminology has nurtured confusions about its
effects on young people’s sexual behavidBue

Dependent variable to the relative importance of polygamy in SSA,

family structures were built by combining
Timing of sexual debut The validity of information about two main components that

respondents’ self-reported age at first sexudeflect the complexity of family situations:
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parental co-residence and parental marital statuand father-only) were collapsed into one category
Data about parental co-residence in SSA mainlas well due to few cases, so it was done for “other
use the variable/question “relationship to theelatives or neither-parent families”.
household head” collected in censuses and many Finally, it was possible to build the family
surveys. This variable does not allow determiningrajectories using the measures of family strusture
if the child is living with his/her biological pames  at these three times. For instance, young people
in the same household. Aware of these limitationsyho resided in nuclear two-parent families have
the Demographic and Health Surveys Prograrthe following family trajectory: nuclear two-
(DHS) introduced additional questions to capturgarent -> nuclear two-parent -> nuclear two-
father/mother co-residence. In the 2002 CFHSparent and they have experiencezkro family
detailed information is available about householdransition over time. In contrast, those who were
members. Family structures here emphasize tHwing in nuclear two-parent families at age 6¢liv
co-residence with biological parents which differin nuclear one-parent families at age 12 and fnall
from other aspects of family structure such asived in neither-parent families at time of the
family size, number of siblings or the number ofsurvey have the following trajectonyuclear two-
generations within the household. The chieparent -> nuclear one-parent -> neither-parent,
rationale is that these aspects are not easy &md they experienced in total two family
reconstitute due to recall biases when usingransitions, and so on.
respondent’s self-reported information about
family living arrangements when he/she wad~amily processes and other correlates
younger. Although family configurations at ages 6
and 12 may be subject of recall problemsFamily processes, including the quality of parent-
especially for older respondents, it is worthy tochild relationships, parent-child communication
note that changes in family structure are not thand parental control, are complex and
common patterns in Cameroonian societymultidimensional concepfé. Together, these
especially in a semi-urban area like Bandjounfactors are all important components of an
Using these markers did not completely eliminateffective family environment but they still are
the recall biases but significantly limited them. poorly documented in SSA where context-specific
A total of 10 dichotomous questions were usednstruments to capture these processes are lacking.
to capture family structures at a given agdeges For instance, parent-child relationships and
6, 12, and time of survey) about members of @arental control are measured with a single item
typical African family: “With whom did you live on 1-5 scale. In contrast, parent-child
at [age t]?” Responses included members ofcommunication about sex topics is measured with
nuclear family (father, mother, brother/sister),five yes/no items; yet Likert scales could provide
extended family (cousins, uncle/aunt,much wider variation between respondents.
grandfather/grandmother), non-relatives (friendFamily processes identified as mediators of the
playmate), and other atypical situations (living ineffects of family structure on sexual initiatiorear
institution or alone). There were only few casas fodescribed below.
some items (e.g., friend, playmate, in institution, Quality of parent-child relationships at age t
and alone). Six items were retained to build fivewas captured through the question “How did you
mutually exclusive categories of familiawiclear see the quality of your relationships with your
one-parent extended one-parentnuclear two- parents/guardian at ag®” Reponses ranged from
parent extended two-parenand neither-parent 1 =very goodto 5 =difficult or bad This variable
families This last category included was reversely recorded.
brother/sisters, uncles/aunts, and grandparents. In Parent-child communication.Five yes/no
theory, this category should be disentangled iguestions captured parent/guardian-communi-
sub-categories; however, models performed witleation: “Did you ever have conversations with
these subcategories were numerically unstable dyeur parents/guardians about puberty, sexual
to few cases. One-parent families (mother-onleducation, STls and HIV/AIDS, pregnancies, and
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alcohols or drugs at age®” These items were age 12 and the time of survey as “adolescence”;
summed; the score ranged from O to 5 with higheaind thus estimating the effects of the time of
scores indicating higher levels of parent-childchange on sexual debuHypothesis B Finally,
communication about sexuality (Cronbachk .66; the influences of the three dimensions are
.72, and .82 at ages 6, 12, and time of survegstimated separately for males and females to
respectively). capture the gender-specific effects of family
Parental control. This study used direct changesHypothesis #
measures of parental supervision at fgehich
captured whether parents were aware of thEstimation Techniques
youths’ whereabouts through the question “Were
your parents or guardians controlling your leisurBivariate and multivariate analyses were
at aget?” Responses ranged from ladotto 5 = performed. Kaplan-Meier life tables were used to
not at all Responses were reversed to obtain determine the median age at sexual debut. For
gradient, higher scores indicating higher levels ofmultivariate analyses, discrete-time hazard
parental control. modeling was used because the timing of sexual
Economic deprivationis proxied with three debut can be viewed as an age-dependent process.
variables. First, “What was the lighting type thatUsing the person-age observation as the unit of
you were using in the home at af¢ Responses analysis, multivariate discrete-time models using
were electricity, lamp, candle and other. Thidogistic function were fitted to capture the effect
variable was coded 1 if the lighting mode wasof family structure, parental marital status and
electricity and 0 otherwise. Second, the presendamily processes during childhood and
of radio or television at home captured by theadolescence on the risk of sexual debut. The log-
guestion “Did you have a radio or a television abdds of sexual debut can be parameterized with a
home at age¢?” coded 1 =yesand 0 =otherwise general formulation as follows:
Third, the  educational attainment  of
parents/guardians measured by the followinggg (&) =agy +BFT +0* Xy +&* 2
question: “What was the education level of the = 1~ P()
person in charge of you at atjeResponses were
recorded as follow: O mone 1 =primary, 2 = where p(t) represents the probability that an
high school or university These variables individual has sexual debut at aiggiven that that
represent different aspects of socioeconomic statiisdividual has not yet experienced first sex before
within the household and are introduced separatebge t; f is a vector of the effect of family
in the estimations. transitions (FT) or number of transition$,is a
Other variablesthat have been found to bevector of parameters corresponding to time-
associated with sexual onset include age (in yearsjarying covariatesX which are referred to as
gender (male vs. female), educational experiencgmtential mechanisms that mediate the effects of
(in years), and place of residence (rural vs. urban family configurations, referred to as family
The paper considers three dimensions oprocesses; { is a vector of parameters
family changes. First, the types of family changegorresponding to time-invariant covariatésand
which track the youth’s family trajectory by o represents the specific effect of being in a given
comparing the family structure in which he/sheage interval. The logit coefficients represent the
lived at each time Hypothesis 1 Second, the effects that being in the estimated variable
number of major transitions early in life which iscategory has on the odds of having sexual debut
expected to a maximum of two because threeelative to remaining virgin. This analytic strayeg
moments are used in the survey to capture the appropriate because the events occurred in
family structures over timeHypothesis 2 Third, discrete time intervals, and sexual debut was
the time of change by assuming that the change taptured in whole years.
family structure that occurred between age 6 and Another important methodological issue in
12 as “early childhood” and that occurred betweethis paper hinges on the nature of data. Becalse al
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individuals aged 10 years and more in theare kept, an arbitrary logic was used. First, the
household were interviewed in the 2002 CFHSoriginal types of family structures were kept

youth within the same household are nobecause most adolescents and youth remained in
independent observations. Instead, they are same family structure across the three
correlated and share the same househoffoments of interest. Second, major family

characteristics. It is, therefore, necessary t§€dquences were identified using a cut-off of 3% of
account for that correlation so as to derivec@ses. All other family sequences were labelled as

unbiased estimates of standard errors and othef!Verse trajectories”. The reader may keep in
associated values including p-value an ind that five family structures were defined:

! . nuclear one-parent, extended one-parent, nuclear
confidence intervals. The analyses controlled fo b P

. : {wo-parent extended two-parent, and neither-
the correlation of observations on youths from thﬁarent families.

same household by using the appropriate options | jowing this delineation, it appears that

in STATA softwareg.e‘_' > This yields robust 4 204 of participants resided at all times in nuclea
standard errors obtained via the Huber-Whitgyne parent families; females being more likely to
sandwich estimator of variance. Should there exisixperience that sequence (4.4%) than males
intra-household correlation, the robust standarg4.0%). A marginal proportion of 1.5% lived in
errors are better indicators of the sample-to-sampkxtended one-parent families. About one-fifth of
variability of the parameter estimates and theeeforparticipants (19.2%) continuously resided in
produce more accurate tests of the effects of theuclear two-parent families (20.2% males vs.

covariates® 18.4% females). Likewise, 19.1% of them were
living in extended two-parent families (17.7%
Descriptive Results males vs. 20.1% females). Almost one-tenth of

respondents was living within neither-parent

amilies at age 6 and remained in those families at
A total of 1,815 adolescents and youth aged of 12- e 12 and at time of survey (7.2% males vs.

24 years were analyzed. On average, they we .7% females). In terms of changes, two major

aged of 16.6 years (SD = 3.18). Females WerSatternsa ; -
. B , _ ppeared. First, a substantial propoaion
slightly older than males (M = 16.7; SD = 3.12 VS'participants (8.8%) resided in nuclear two-parent

M = 16.5; SD = 3.25) (see Table 1). Most;_  _: L
participants were adolescents (79.3%: 80.2‘Jamllles at ages 6 and 12 and moved to neither

o o o
Males vs. 78.7% Females) while youth represente%aerent families (9.9% males vs. 7.9% females).

almost one-fifth of the sample. The sample cond, a similar pattern was observed for

consisted of 55.6% of females. Participants wer articipants who resided in extended two-parent
. -070 ) P Tfamilies at ages 6 and 12andwent to live in neither
highly educated with an average of 8.3 years (M =

. . arent families. They constitute 5.2% of the
8.25; SD = 2.70). The corresponding figures fof? 0 o
males and females were M = 8.16: SD = 2.85 an mple (4.6% males vs. 5.8% females). All other

M = 8.32: SD = 2.56, respectively. In other words mily transitions considered together, represent

-thi 0 i
respondents completed at least primary schooﬁne third of the sample (32.8%). Conceming the

A : umber of transitions, more than a half (53.2%)
That was not surprising in a setting where parente, =~ oy harienced family transitions. That
have a longer tr_adltlon _of child education. In fact roportion is higher for females (55.5%) than
parents usually invest time and money for yout's, /o< 50 394) "Of those who experienced family
education in Bandjoun (west Cameroon). Only, ' ‘

5 o . ) . transitions, most of them transitioned once from
16.8% of participants resided in urban residence ("¢, i structure to another, whatever the time
the time of survey. Turning now to family ’

instability measures in the sample, it is importan f the transition Is. In fact, 43.1% of males and
y Pe, P 7.9% of females moved from one family

f/(\?ep eOtiEé e?]tfﬁé%l ]9 cIr Stﬁ ep%srse'gIemgarrr?élzt;_rarjgssgcgfstructure to another (a total of 40.2%). There were
1 0 .
most of them represented less that 1% of cases. %Zn/o of young people who experienced two

. . : ily transitions. With regard to the timing ofth
such, it was not statistically possible to anafyes ansition, findings indicate that the family chang

. . I
effects of each family sequence on the risk o o
sexual debut. To decide which family sequenceisnOStly appeared at adolescence (35.6%) compared
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Table 1: Description of the sample

VARIABLES Males Females Total
N % N % N %
PANEL 1 : FAMILY INSTABILITY
VARIABLES
Family Trajectories over time
Nuclear One> Nuclear One> Nuclear 32 3.97 76 4.19
One 44 4.36
Extended One> Extended One> 9 1.12 28 1.54
Extended One 19 1.88
Nuclear Two=> Nuclear Two-=> Nuclear 163  20.22 349 19.23
Two 186 18.43
Nuclear Two> Nuclear Two-> Neither- 80 9.93 80 7.93 160 8.82
Extended 2> Extended 2 > Extended 2 143 17.74 203 20.12 346  19.06
Extended Two> Extended Two> 37 4,59 95 5.23
Neither- 58 5.75
Neither- > Neither-> Neither- 58 7.20 108 10.70 166  9.15
Diverse Trajectories 284  35.24 311 30.82 595 32.78
Number of Transitions
0 405 50.25 560 55.50 965 53.17
1 347  43.05 382 37.86 729  40.17
2 54 6.70 67 6.64 121  6.67
Time of family the transition
Childhood (% of YES) 145  17.99 175 17.34 320 17.63
Adolescence (% of YES) 310 38.46 341 33.80 651 35.87
PANEL 2 : DEMOGRAPHICS
Age cohort
12-19 years 646  80.15 794 78.69 1,440 79.34
20-24 years 160 19.85 215 21.31 375 20.66
(16.5+ (16.7 £ (16.8 £
Age (Mean £ SD) 3.25) 3.12) 3.18)
(8.16 (8.25+2.70)
Education in years (Mean * SD) +2.86) (8.33+£2.56)
Urban Residence 134  16.63 171 16.95 305 16.80
Total 806 44.41 1,009 55.59 1,815 100.0

Source: 2002 CFHS

with childhood (17.6%). This is understandable icommunication between parents, and parental
the context of semi-urban context. Most likely,supervision. Table 2 attempts to illustrate the
these changes occurred in the context of passamsue. In fact, it can be assumed that if “stayds”
from primary to high school whereby youth maybetter than “movers” then it is obvious that
have left their biological parents in one locatton moving from a family structure to another have
attend high school in far away location. brought some changes in family functioning

Research on the topic of the influences ofariables. However, findings presented in Table 2
family instability on sexual debut indicated thatdid not show a clear indication on whether staying
changes in family structures undermine familyor moving have altered parent-child interactions.
functioning. In fact, required adaptations andnstances of that contention are that youth who
stress brought by residential mobility can hamperesided in nuclear two-parent families scored 3.7
the quality of parent-child relationships,
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Table 2: Description of family transitions, and family pesses over the life course

Parent-Child
Quality of Parent-Child Communication about Parental
VARIABLES Relationships sexuality supervision _
Time
Age Time of Time of Age of

Age6 12 survey Age6 Agel2survey Age6 12 survey

Family Trajectories
Nuclear One> Nuclear

One-> Nuclear One 3.67 3.93 3.71 0.36 0.58 1.12 3.96 82 3. 3.39
Extended One>

Extended One> Extended

One 3.93 3.82 3.89 0.21 0.75 1.61 3.50 3.39 2.71
Nuclear Two=> Nuclear

Two- > Nuclear Two 3.91 3.86 3.66 0.21 0.41 1.31 3.70 .693 3.32
Nuclear Two=> Nuclear

Two- > Neither- 4.01 3.93 3.67 0.21 0.34 1.21 3.98 3.98 .083
Extended 2~ Extended

2-> Extended 2 412 4.08 3.92 0.18 0.32 1.24 418 4,183.64

Extended Two>
Extended Two> Neither-  4.20 4.05 3.66 0.14 0.29 1.25 4.27 4.24 373
Neither- > Neither->

Neither- 3.77 3.79 3.71 0.17 0.33 1.15 3.53 3.43 .053
Diverse Trajectories 3.98 3.86 3.65 0.21 0.44 291. 3.83 3.76 3.21
Number of Transitions
0 3.95 3.93 3.77 0.21 0.38 1.25 3.86 3.81 3.38
1 3.99 3.90 3.64 0.20 0.37 1.23 3.91 3.84 13.2
2 4.15 3.88 3.72 0.19 0.60 1.47 3.86 3.97 3.19
Time of Transitions
Childhood
NO 3.96 3.93 3.74 0.21 0.38 1.26 3.88 3.83 3.30
YES 4.05 3.85 3.63 0.16 0.45 1.27 3.89 3.843.27
Adolescence
NO 3.95 3.91 3.74 0.19 0.38 1.23 3.87 3.80 3.37
YES 4.02 3.92 3.68 0.22 0.42 1.30 3.90 3.88 173.
Total 3.98 3.91 3.72 0.20 0.39 1.26 3.88 3.83 3.30

Source: 2002 CFHS

on the quality of parent-child relationshipsTiming of sexual debut among unmarried youth
whereas those who moved from nuclear two-

parent to neither-parent families also scored 8.7 &he median age at first sex in this sample was 18
time of survey. Likewise, stayers (or participantsyears. Because the effects of family changes are of
with no transition) scored only 0.05 point higherparamount interest in this paper, first and
than movers on the quality of parent-childforemost, it is enlightening to see how the number
relationships at the time of the survey. In thisof transitions affects sexual initiation (Figure. 1)
sample, there are no clear indications that chang@&sgure 1shows that the number of transitions is
in family structures have impacted parent-childstrongly associated with age at sexual debut.
interactions although some marginal variationdndeed, the higher the number of transitions, the
have been observed. earlier the age at sexual debut. Participavite
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Probability of remaining virgin at age t

T T T
5 10 15 20 25
Exposure duration to first sex (in years)
— Number of Transition: 0
------- Number of Transition: 1

—-— Number of Transition: 2

Source: 2002 CFHS
Figure 1: Probability of remaining virgin at age t among 12-24 year-old in Bandjoun

experienced no family transitions had the highedhe associations remained of the same magnitude
median age at sexual debut (18.5 years) comparedd statistical significance. An increase of one-
with those who moved once (17.7 years) or twicgoint in the levels of parent-child communication

(17.2 years). about sexuality and parental supervision decreased
somewhat the risks of sexual debut by 8% and 6%,
Multivariate results respectively. The pattern was similar for both

males and females although the levels of statistica

This paper considers three research questions asignificance differed slightly. Models 1-2 from
four hypotheses. First, it addresses whetheéfable 4 and 5 showed that the risks of sexual
moving into or out of certain family structuresdebut was somewhat lower for male and female
affected entry in sexual activity. Model 1 displaysparticipants who resided all the time in nuclear
unadjusted odds ratio whereas Model 2 includesvo-, and extended two-parent families. For males,
family functioning variables (e,g., quality of parental supervision operated in the expected
parent-child relationships, parent-child direction in lowering the risks of sexual debut. In
communication about sexuality, and parentatontrast, any family functioning variables reached
supervision), and control variables (age cohortstatistical significance among females.
gender, place of residence, parental education, and The second research question pertained to the
household assets --radio/TV at home andcumulative” effects of family transitions: do
electricity at home as the lighting mode). frequent changes in family structure impact the

Living within two-parent families all the time, entry in sexual debut? In this case, instead of
either nuclear or extended, is strongly associatefdmily trajectories, the number of transitions fs o
with lower rates of sexual debut in the entiregreat interest. Descriptive results showed that the
sample (Models 1-2 from Table 3). Living in number of moves was strongly associated with
nuclear two- or extended two-parent families ovesexual debut. Multivariate results clearly indichte
time decreased the risks of sexual debut by 37%at moving into or out of family structures of
and 28%, respectively. Even when familyorigin at any time were associated with higher
functioning variables are included in the modelsrisks of sexual debut. For instance, the risks of
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sexual initiation increased by 32% and 66% foiout of certain family structures impacted sexual
adolescents and youth who experienced one amitiation. Findings indicated that family strucésr
two family transitions in the entire sample,of origin and destination has marginal effects on
respectively (Models 3-4 from Table 3). Thesexual debut. However, living all the time with
effects remained significant after controlling forbiological parents either in nuclear or extended
family processes and other variables. For male$wo-parent families was significantly associated
the increase in the risks of sexual debut was dlmowith lower rates of first sex, after controllingrfo
62% (Models 3-4 from Table 4). Although thefamily functioning variables (e.g., quality of
number of transitions was also associated witparent-child relationships, parent-child
higher risks of first sex, only two family communication, and parental supervision). These
transitions drastically increased these risksresults corroborate previous findings with US data
increasing by 88% for females who reported twar other developed countrigs. **  Similar
family transitions. protective effects of two-parent families had also
Finally, does the timing of family change been found in developing countries with cross-
matter? Our study distinguished changes thatectional data in KenyaRwanda, or Cameroori®
occurred in childhood from those occurring during  Adolescents and youth who resided in the
adolescence. Findings indicated a strong anslame family structures over time are most likely
statistically significant effect of the timing of well connected with parents or parent-like
family change on sexual debut for the entirdigures’’ The longer the period shared with adult
sample. When the sample was divided by gendefigures, the higher the connectedness with those
the effects of the timing of family changes wereadult figures: better quality of parent-child
marginally significant. The risks of sexual debutrelationships, higher levels of parent-child
increased by almost 25% and 40% when familgommunication, and better internalization of
changes occurred during childhood (Models 5-8amilial values that result with a good acceptance
from Table 3) or adolescence (Models 7-8 fromof parental supervision. All these family
Table 3). For males, the effects of family changdunctioning variables are inextricably linked with
that occurred during childhood were notlower rates of sexual initiation. Nevertheless,
statistically significant (Models 5-6 from Table. 4) descriptive results conducted at the three moments
In contrast, the risks of sexual debut increased byf the life course showed that there are no clear
almost 60% when the changes in family structuremdications of the effects of family changes (@n
occurred during adolescence (Models 7-8 fronthe quality of parent-child relationship§i) the
Table 4). For females, both family changedevels of parent-child communication about
occurring during childhood (Models 5-6 from sexuality, and (iii) parental supervision. In a
Table 5) or adolescence (Models 7-8 from Tableontext where sexual initiation is strongly
5) were marginally significant. For instance, theprohibited, it is possible that other factors not
risks of first sex increased by 32% (Model 6 fromincluded in these analyses (e.g., attitudes about
Table 5) when changes occurred during childhoogremarital sexual activity, sexual permissiveness)
Likewise, the risks of first sex marginally are more important than family functioning
increased by 27% (Model 8 from Table 5) whernvariables. Instances of the caveats about parent-
the changes in family structures occurred duringhild communication about sexuallity include the

adolescence. discomfort for both parents and youth to engage a
dialogue about sexuality, even in developed
Discussion countries, where findings remain incon-clusive.

Second, the paper was interested in the effects of
This paper set out to document the effects othe number of transitions on sexual debut. Some
family structure dynamics on premarital sexualscholars have posited that rather than family
debut among unmarried adolescents and youth insdructureper se the number of transitions may be
semi-urban area in Bandjoun (west Cameroon)nore salient’ Besides the economic resources
First, the study assessed whether moving into ahilution brought on by family changes, family
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Table 3: Entire Sample: Discrete-time hazards coefficiaemtd standard errors (in parentheses) of the efédcts
family environment on sexual debut in Cameroon

MODELS
VARIABLES (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8)
Family trajectories
Nuclear One> Nuclear 0.927 1.049
One-> Nuclear One
(0.214) (0.242)
Extended One> 0.663 0.833
Extended One>
Extended One
(0.286) (0.349)
Nuclear Two-=> Nuclear 0.588***
Two- > Nuclear Two 0.629***
(0.0850) (0.0816)
Nuclear Two=> Nuclear 1.049 0.986
Two- > Neither-
(0.156)  (0.149)
Extended 2> Extended 0.720** 0.662***
2-> Extended 2
(0.0967) (0.0914)
Extended Two> 1.046 1.002
Extended Two> Neither-
(0.207)  (0.209)
Neither- > Neither-> 0.975 1.011
Neither-
(0.169) (0.178)
Communication about 0.915* 0.921* 0.927* 0.927
sexuality
(0.0430) (0.0421) (0.0422) (0.0428)
Quality of Parent-Child 1.051 1.054 1.051 1.050
Relationships
(0.0413) (0.0413) (0.0407) (0.0408)
Parental supervision 0.937* 0.934* 0.937* ®93
(0.0336) (0.0331) (0.0331) (0.0333)
1 Transition 1.323** 1,339***
(0.125) (0.129)
2 Transitions 1.661*** 1.767***
(0.243) (0.268)
Family change at 1.206* 1.245*

childhood
(0.132) (0.138)

Family change at 1.387** 1.406***

adolescence
(0.124) (0.128)

Observations (person- 17,623 17,623 17,623 17,623 17,6237,623 17,623 17,623

years)

Log likelihood -1,853 -1,840 -1,856 -1,844  -1,8621,850 -1,856 -1,845
Degrees of Freedom 13 22 8 17 7 16 7 16
Chi2 778.3 842.5 764.0 822.3 7635 822.3 763.7 822,

Robust standard errors. *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p£0
Control variables in Models 2, 4, 6, and 8 inclulge cohort, Gender, Place of residence, parentatagibn, household assets
(Radio/TV at home, Electricity at home). Parentaliedion and household assets are used as timeigapgvariates
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Table 4: Males: Discrete-time hazards coefficients anddsath errors (in parentheses) of the effects of lfami
environment on sexual debut in Cameroon

MODELS
VARIABLES (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8)
Family trajectories
Nuclear One> Nuclear 0.533 0.595
One-> Nuclear One
(0.252) (0.281)
Extended One> Extended 0.188* 0.266
One-> Extended One
(0.162) (0.242)
Nuclear Two-> Nuclear 0.668* 0.668*
Two- > Nuclear Two
(0.140) (0.144)
Nuclear Two-> Nuclear 1.133 1.096
Two- > Neither-
(0.253) (0.246)
Extended 2> Extended 2> 0.657* 0.611**
Extended 2
(0.144) (0.139)
Extended Two> Extended 1.428 1.477
Two-> Neither-
(0.347) (0.379)
Neither- > Neither-> 0.830 0.845
Neither-
(0.233) (0.251)
Communication about 0.956 0.950 0.946 0.951
sexuality
(0.0671) (0.0676) (0.0656) (0.0658)
Quality of Parent-Child 1.062 1.066 1.070 1.068
Relationships
(0.0647) (0.0645) (0.0640) (0.0642)
Parental supervision 0.877** 0.870** 0.871** .869**
(0.0497) (0.0485) (0.0486) (0.0479)
1 Transition 1.616%** 1.625***
(0.237) (0.243)
2 Transitions 1.611** 1.568*
(0.384) (0.401)
Family change at childhood 1.129 1.108
(0.190) (0.193)
Family change at 1.594*+* 1 5Q5***

adolescence
(0.217)  (0.221)
Observations (person-years},690 7,690 7,690 7,690 7,690 7,690 7,690 7,690

Log likelihood -811.8 -803.4 -814.4 -805.5 -819.81:.0 -814.5 -805.6
Degrees of Freedom 13 21 8 16 7 15 7 15
Chi2 333.8 371.9 322.2 362.4 3229 363.2 319.9 1362.

Robust standard errors in parentheses

*** pn<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1

Control variables in Models 2, 4, 6, and 8 includge cohort, Place of residence, parental educationsehold
assets (Radio/TV at home, Electricity at home).eRt education and household assets are usethesdirying
covariates.
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Table 5: Females: Discrete-time hazards coefficients aaadstrd errors (in parentheses) of the effectsrofiya
environment on sexual debut in Cameroon

MODELS
VARIABLES (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8)
Family Trajectories
Nuclear One> Nuclear 1.294 1.458
One-> Nuclear One
(0.322) (0.368)
Extended One> Extended 1.226 1.601
One-> Extended One
(0.652) (0.775)
Nuclear Two-> Nuclear 0.596*** (0.539***
Two- > Nuclear Two
(0.108) (0.100)
Nuclear Two-> Nuclear 0.979 0.891
Two- > Neither-
(0.187) (0.177)
Extended 2> Extended 2> 0.763 0.696**
Extended 2
(0.133) (0.124)
Extended Two> Extended 0.776 0.707
Two-> Neither-
(0.240) (0.226)
Neither- > Neither-> 1.085 1.149
Neither-
(0.247)  (0.267)
Communication about 0.906 0.924 0.929 0.928
sexuality
(0.0594) (0.0575) (0.0579) (0.0586)
Quality of Parent-Child 1.042 1.058 1.049 1.046
Relationships
(0.0544) (0.0553) (0.0539) (0.0535)
Parental supervision 0.991 0.984 0.991 0.992
(0.0480) (0.0466) (0.0467) (0.0470)
1 Transition 1.135 1.155
(0.144) (0.148)
2 Transitions 1.721%* 1.880***
(0.318) (0.351)
Family change at childhood 1.267* 1.324*
(0.182) (0.189)
Family change at 1.247* 1.271*

adolescence
(0.150) (0.158)
Observations (person-year) 9,914 9,914 9,914 9,9149,914 9,914 9,914 9,914

Log likelihood -1,022 -1,013 -1,026 -1,020 -1,0281,022  -1,027 -1,022
Degrees of Freedom 12 20 7 15 6 14 6 14
Chi2 440.2 456.5 432.3 447.6 424.6 438.2 4275 6442,

Robust standard errors

*** pn<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1

Control variables in Models 2, 4, 6, and 8 includge cohort, Place of residence, parental educationsehold
assets (Radio/TV at home, Electricity at home).eRt education and household assets are usethesdirying
covariates.
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changes have been associated with residenti@lhe first gene-ration of HIV/AIDS interventions

mobility which thereafter influences the timing of was individually-based and sought to explain
sexual debut due to lower levels of connectednesadividuals’ knowledge and behaviors by personal
with adult figures within homes and communitiescharacteristics. These interventions produced
in the new environments. Findings indicated thakensational findings concerning the increase of RH

higher number of family transitions is strongly ynowledge about AIDS facts. In contrast, they
associated with sexual debut. This is in line wWithgjleq 10 boost individual's protective sexual

previous research from developed countfeSIn oo Subsequently,  campaigns  of

developing countries, only one study to our e . X
knowledge has established that changes in famisEnsitization were carried out locally or natiopall

structures was significantly associated with higheﬁ6 Increase the awareness of the entire populations
rates of premarital sexual intercouf8e. about the danger that represents the AIDS

Our third target of investigation was thePandemic to over-come the limitations = of
timing of family changes. It has been suggesteH‘d'V'df’a”y'centered AIDS  studies. Today,
that early family changes as a result of separatigR€ople’s awareness of AIDS has significantly
or divorce in developed countries may underminéncreased at national and community levels in
the development of solid attachment to adulmany SSA countries. In SSA countries, at least
figures. Hence, adolescents and youth ma$0% of people interviewed in many surveys have
disengage from families in search of affectionheard of AIDS. However, there is still no robust
which is missing within home which in turn leadsevidence of changes in sexual behaviours among
to non-normative behaviors, such as early sexugbuth in SSA. A recent study showed that only
debut® To our knowledge, our study is the first t041% of youth in the sample were fully
provide empirical evidence in SSA about theknowledgeable of the six items about HIV
effects of the timing of family changes on RHtransmission routes; this proportion felt to 7%
outcomes. As aforementioned, the causes may Rghen measuring their knowledge about eight HIV
different (e.g., divorce and separation in devedbpeé)revention strategies.

countries vs. parental death in SSA). But th Until recently, the family environment was

outcomes may be similar; for instance, it is Ofte}gnored Recent efforts have been directed at

reported that orphans have early sexual onsel - . .
: . mily-based interventions to complement the
compared with non-orphans. However, previous . y 4 P
icro-level and macro-level onés? However,

research has not addressed the timing of family ™. N : :
changes. Our paper expands our understanding |Iy-centered studies in the field of RH in .SSA
this dimension of family changes on sexual debuf€mMain scanty. Although there has been a universal

Findings showed that changes that occurred durif§cognition of what would be the genesis of the
childhood and adolescence have negative effectdmily, namely two biological parents, there are
on the timing of sexual debut. Indeed, those familynany specific traits of African families which
changes were associated significantly with highefemain understudied to date. These include
risks of first sex in the entire sample. Finally,polygamy, extended families, and the specificities
although findings went in the expected direction®f neither-parent families in SSA. Polygamous
for both males and females, only change$amilies have been found to be detrimental for
occurring at adolescence had a strong negatiy®wuth development and adjust-méht. % 8
effect on sexual debut for males, whereas botRowever, the mechanisms through  which
changes were marginally significant for femalespolygamous families affect the higher likelihood
Further research is needed to examine in thgf non-normative behaviors are unknown in SSA.
African context the gender dlfferences_ whenan  effort of linking polygamous families to
changes in family structure occurred during the,qyerse RH outcomes was done in this paper on a
life course. conceptual view. However, why and how youth
from polygamous families tend to report negative
RH outcomes remains unclear. A plausible
literature has focused on RI_Fxplanation is that family processes differ across

Implications for theory and practice

An abundant
outcomes among adolescents and youth in SSA.
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family structures; polygamous families fare worsestudy and previous research is whether parents or
compared with monogamous famili¥s. broadly family environment is tremendously
The vast literature on the linkages betweemelevant for RH interventions. The response to this
family structures and child outcomes suggests thafuestion unfortunately shouldn’'t provide new
a thorough analysis must include family processessights. Indeed, the research community and
as the intervening variables that explain at leagiolicymakers around the world agree that family
partly the observed effect$In fact, prior research environment must be an import-ant part of the
suggested that the effects of family structures argesign and implementation of RH interventions
often reduced or eliminated when family processetargeting adolescents and yodth. * Our study
are included in the estimation equations. In aystudsubstantiates that despite enormous diversity
designed to tease out some of the strengths amadhong families, families are the most central and
weaknesses with each type of family it was founeénduring influence in children’s lives. We find tha
that the quality of parent-child relationships weregamily structure dynamics is varied and changing
negatively associated with risky behavior amongn Africa and is one factor that can explain the
youth Back to the theoretical need tovulnerability that exposes adolescents to higher
conceptualizing family processes --defined asisks of adverse sexual and reproductive health
parent-child interactions-- their mechanisms ofutcomes. In particular, our study establishes tha
operation to affect adolescent RH are poorlyfamily transition occurring during childhood is
understood in SSA: * Family processes often significantly associated with premature sexual
include connectedness, communication, parentatitiation, especially in females. What are policy
control or supervision. What do these constructsecommendations that emerge from this study?
mean for parents and youth in SSA? Finally, th&Vhat interventions might be proposed at country
literature reports that the lower the parentalevels to address this problem?  Are there
supervision, the greater the risks of engaging igountries already undertaking similar interventions
non-normative behaviors. That is true, but parentahat can provide lessons to guide the development
super-vision may carry a slightly different of such interventions? These are important
meaning in SSA compared with Westernquestions emerging from this paper, and their
countries. In a context of collective child answers are of great policy relevance in Africa.
socialization like in most African societies, the It is unrealistic to assume that involving
presence of kin in the homes and communitieparents or parent-like figures in RH interventions
(aunts, uncles, grandparents) may mitigate thaimed at improving their effectiveness is an easy
negative effects of the parental absence. task. In our experience over the last two decades
In sum, efforts should be directed at family-or so especially in the sub-Saharan African
based interventions in sub-Saharan Africarcontexts’ only recent efforts have been made to
countries where only limited effectiveness wereget a better understanding of the roles of parants
found in terms of accurate knowledge about RHostering positive RH outcomes. From our
issues, and effective changes of sexual behavifieldwork experiences in Africa, at least three
among youth. One limitation of previousissues of interest in this area are poorly
interventions is the limited emphasis placed omlocumented in SSA and therefore inadequately
family environment in RH programs and integrated in policies and programs for adolescent
interventions targeted at youth? Our study and youth reproductive health. First, what are the
substantiates that parents’ involvement in thattributes of a truly protective family
design and implementation of RH interventions irenvironment? Second, what does it take to have an
SSA is one of the most promising venues foeffective involvement of parents? Third, are
combating RH problems and HIV/AIDS in Africa. parents knowledgeable enough about RH matters
to act as sexuality educators for adolescents and
Policy implications and recommendations youth in the changing socio-cultural environments
embedded in their social development? Answering
The question of chief importance arising from this these three questions poses another avenue of
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investigation: are sub-Saharan countries equippetistinguishes between parent-based interventions
to understand the content of families, theirand family-based interventions. Parent-based
formation and functioning? Most sub-Sahararinterventions are designed for parents only,
African countries do not have family-orientedwhereas family-based interventions include both
research capacities and social support institutiorgarents and youth. Although geographically
devoted to deeply understand the relevance ambalanced and the results are still stammering,
families, notwithstanding the claim that family isthese approaches have been used in African
the essence of each society. Cross-culturallyethrecountries. This has been the case mostly in Eastern
parental roles -- connectedness between parer{fBanzania, Kenya, and Uganda), Western (Burkina
and youth, parental supervision, and provision oFaso, Senegal, and Sierra Leone) and Southern
needed resources -- have been found tMalawi and South Africa) Africa. In Central
significantly impact RH outcomes. Clearly, Africa, we have been using these approaches since
communication between parents and youth ar&995, by carrying out a series of documentation
ineluctable to enhance family functioning, and toand quasi-experimental intervention research
equip families with skills to manage RH mattersactivities within a multilevel framework in
However, cultural barriers (e.g., sexuality is tapo Cameroon, which are simultaneously individual-
and the extent to which caregiving is mainly aoriented, family-centered, school-based and
mother’s task may impinge father's involvementcommunity-based® ® Such activites have
in RH interventions. Likewise, the increasingsuccessfully addressed a number of issues required
access to Information and Communicationfor successful transitions to adulthood of
Technologies (ICT) for youth who are highly adolescent and young people in the changing
educated compared to their parents may put thenontexts typical of most African societies. Given
in a weak position to think that they cannot assisthe present state of knowledge in social science
their youth. and biomedical research, we have been conducting
Programmatically, a first step towardssuch activities in two ethnically and culturally
effective integration of family environment in a diverse regions of Cameroon, with 75 localities
very promising way in RH interventions shouldforming the treatment site and 66 localities
consist of gathering evidence about the content afonstituting the control/comparison site. We argue
family structures and family functioning within that employing such experimental control is
their local contexts, and developing functionalgenerally superior to relying on substantive
supporting institutions at the regional and nationaknowledge, because it is usually more difficult to
levels that are aligned with other resources andpecify an appropriate causal model of the post-
institutions mandated to promoting the well-beingest as it has been the case in most
of families and children nationwide. For instance previous/existing intervention research on
it has been shown that highly connected youtheproductive health in developing countries. Our
either within families or communities are lessresearch design specifies an appropriate analysis
likely to report problem behaviors, including earlyfor the selection cohort design which has been

sexual initiation. Constructs  such ascarefully controlled to make the cohorts as alike a
“connectedness”, “parent-child communication”,possible both in the treatment and comparison
“parental control/supervision”, “parental sites.

modeling” need to be disentangled within the We have learned in the course of our RH
national and supra-national contexts to build moreesearch and intervention activities in a richly
comprehensive RH content. Such constructs cagiverse country like Cameroon for over 15 years
then be translated correctly into policies direcéd that when including family environment in RH
families and are more likely to increase theinterventions, it is important to distinguish
effectiveness of RH interventions in SSA. Abetween family factors which can be improved
second step should be the design andith RH interventions, and those which are
implementation of evidence-based interventioneyond the family control. One of these factors is
using information gathered in step one. Literatur¢he structural family povertyin many African
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countries. Due to poverty, parents are often unabldiffer for each specific type of family. African

to meet youth’s needs (e.g., school fees, foodountries should strive to provide some form of
clothes, participation in social skills developmentwelfare support to indigent families and needy
activities). Hence, the family environment may bechildren as they develop socially as well as social
“at-risk” even though it should theoretically besupport/protection mechanisms to relevant
protective, regardless of whether parents or othenstitutions nationwide, so as to significantly

family members are physically present. In fact, theeduce rampant social and health inequalities.

health and well-being of children and their
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