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ABSTRACT
Access to education has been shown to strongly influence adoles-
cent health across the world, and strong relationships with tea-
chers has been found to lead to better academic and psychosocial
outcomes for students. In many low-income countries where ado-
lescents have less access to education and are more likely to
experience poor health outcomes, risky sexual behaviors can
exacerbate these challenges by increasing the risk of unintended
pregnancy and sexually transmitted infections. This study sought
to examine risky behaviors, such as substance use and risky sexual
practices, of in-school youth in Liberia, a country in West Africa.
Nine focus groups were conducted with public school students in
Monrovia, Liberia in April 2012 using a semi-structured guide. The
sessions took place in three public schools with n = 72 participants
aged 12–20 years old. Following thematic content analysis, a
pattern emerged of transactional sex between female students
and male teachers, which often led to contrived and coercive
relationships for the students. Conversely, participants reported
that educators were not disciplined for having sex with students.
Interventions to reduce the prevalence of transactional sex within
the academic environment would likely protect the well being of
school-going youth, particularly female youth, and support stu-
dents’ academic pursuits in Liberia.
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Introduction

Liberia is a post-conflict country in West Africa that weathered two civil wars between
1989 and 2003. The conflicts decimated the country’s health and education systems, and
had an enormous social and economic impact on its people (Lee et al., 2011; Levey
et al., 2013). In 2012, much of Liberia’s population remained in severe poverty, which
disproportionally affected women due to unequal employment opportunities, unequal
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pay and sexual harassment (World Bank, 2012). The 2014 Ebola outbreak further
highlighted and exacerbated these challenges (Chan, 2014).

Research with adolescents has shown that access to education is a key social determinant
of health worldwide, and that positive relationships with teachers improve adolescents’
academic and psychosocial outcomes and reduce their engagement in risky behaviors
(Jennings & Greenberg, 2009; Viner et al., 2012). Adolescent girls’ risky sexual behaviors
in low- and middle-income countries (LMICs) are particularly significant because wider
gender disparities in many of these countries increase girls’ risk for poor sexual health
outcomes (Santhya & Jejeebhoy, 2014). One concerning risky sexual behavior for adoles-
cent girls in LMICs is transactional sex. Research in sub-Saharan Africa has documented
transactional sexual relationships beyond the Western notion of ‘prostitution,’ which
includes sexual acts between adolescent girls and older men in exchange for money, gifts
and/or services which may not be directly tied to specific sexual acts (Atwood et al., 2011;
Atwood et al., 2012; Dominguez et al., 2013; Jones & Norton, 2007; Luke, 2003).

Though studies in Liberia and other sub-Saharan African countries have documen-
ted the negative effects of transactional sex between adolescent girls and older men,
including girls’ diminished negotiation power regarding condom use, which increases
risk for unintended pregnancy and sexually transmitted infections (Atwood et al., 2011;
Hunter, 2002; Wamoyi, Wight, Plummer, Mshana, & Ross, 2010), only one study to
date has examined transactional sex between teachers and students and the resulting
impact on girls’ health and academic achievement (Postmus et al., 2015).

This study’s primary purpose was to explore Liberian students’ thoughts and beliefs
about substance use and sexual behaviors; however, transactional sex with teachers emerged
upon analysis. Though these data constituted a small portion of the data set, we believe the
findings can help elucidate youth attitudes about transactional sex in Liberia, and raise
awareness about this practice to encourage school reform in Liberia to protect students.

Methods

Study design and sample

This study consisted of nine focus groups with public school students in Monrovia,
Liberia, in April 2012. Focus group questions were generated based on a literature
search of similar studies, then adapted by a Liberian psychiatrist for cultural relevancy
and appropriateness. Three focus groups of seven to nine students each were conducted
at each of three schools with an all-female, an all-male and a mixed-gender focus group.
Participants were recruited and enrolled in the study through announcements made by
staff at participating schools using purposive sampling. For more details on the methods
and data analysis, refer to Pullen et al. (2016).

Data collection procedures

Data was collected during 90-minute focus groups which consisted of open-ended
questions and discussion topics, and which were conducted in private rooms at
students’ schools. A psychiatry resident from Harvard Medical School and Liberian
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medical students from A.M. Dogliotti College of Medicine conducted the interviews in
English, all of which were digitally audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim.

The University of Liberia Institutional Review Board (IRB) and the Partners Human
Research Committee granted ethical approval for this study. All study participants aged
18 and above provided written informed consent. All participants under 18 years of age
gave written assent and received written informed consent from a parent or legal
guardian. Participants were explicitly given the right to refuse participation or to stop
at any time. Subjects were compensated with a phone card worth $5 USD. A local
psychiatrist was available in the event of a psychiatric or medical emergency.

Data analysis

Following transcription, five coders, who were trained in thematic content analysis
(Hennink, Hutter, & Bailey, 2010), independently read the first three focus groups and
identified topics in the narrative, which they used to draft individual codebooks. Coders
then discussed codes and developed a draft codebook using NVivo software (QSR
International (Producer), 2012). Categories were clustered together, from broad topics
such as ‘sexual behavior,’ to increasingly specific subcategories, including ‘transactional
sex in schools,’ and ‘consequences for girls involved in transactional sex in schools.’

Results

Demographics

Of the 72 focus group participants, 37 (51.4%) were male. Participants ranged from
4th to 11th grade and from 12 to 20 years (mean age: 16.67 years [SD: 2.50]). See
Table 1 for more details.

Qualitative data

Students described male teachers as soliciting sex from female students in exchange for
better grades. Participants reported that female students often obliged teachers’
advances in order to pass to the next grade or prevent teachers from retaliating by
giving poor grades. Students described sexual relationships initiated by their teachers
and other school officials as leading to negative consequences for the girls involved,
including pregnancy and inconsistent and coercive relationships with school figures,
and detrimental effects on other students.

Students described girls who had become pregnant with teachers, which led to
dropping out of school and becoming single mothers.

Table 1. Demographics of public school student participants in focus groups in Monrovia, Liberia
(focus group n = 9).

School
Number of

focus groups (n)
Total

students (n) Female n (%) Male n (%)
Mean

age (SD)
Age
range

Grade
range

Public school 1 3 24 12 (50%) 12 (50%) 14.00 (1.89) 12–18 4th-6th

Public school 2 3 24 11 (46%) 13 (54%) 17.38 (1.69) 13–20 7th- 8th

Public school 3 3 24 12 (50%) 12 (50%) 18.63 (0.92) 17–20 10th-11th
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There was a girl in my class who was going out with a teacher . . . Eventually she got
pregnant and dropped out after the second period test.

I know a girl in my school. She very beautiful and all of the teachers wanted her. Now she’s
pregnant, but doesn’t know which teacher got her pregnant.

In several instances, participants shared that if a girl refused the teacher’s advances,
he would retaliate by convincing other teachers to give her a failing grade, ignoring her
in class when she raised her hand or punishing her for behavior he would normally
disregard.

Sometimes when a teacher asks you out and you refuse, they tell their friends you were
rude to them and they all start giving you a failing grade.

A teacher asked me out and I told him I was twelve years old. He said I was lying, and that
I just didn’t want to date him. He teaches in my class but he doesn’t speak to me like
before. I’m usually the top of my class, but he no longer asks me to answer question or
read like he used to.

In addition, the participants reported that when a teacher and student were sexually
involved, the behavior impacted the classroom culture. Both male and female partici-
pants shared that teachers would treat girls they were in relationships with more
favorably than other students or ignore other students’ complaints if the girl was
disruptive in class.

I am the president in my class, and there’s a girl who’s always disturbing in class. She ignores
it when we ask her to stop disturbing because she’s going out with the head teacher. She’d
sometimes tell you to go and report her, and when you do, nothing comes out of it.

Transactional sexual relationships also created a corrupt and unsafe school environ-
ment. Teachers were described as a group who protected each other from consequences
of these relationships because they all engaged in them.

All the instructors in the school have a close relationship, and they remind us daily that
they can tell their friends to fail you . . . they have the power to make you fail. This makes
us afraid to talk.

Students said school administrators and principals knew about sex between teachers
and students and were in relationships with students themselves. Subsequently, students
did not feel they could report these relationships to school officials.

Discussion

These data describe negative consequences that transactional sex between teachers and
students causes for public school students in Liberia, and highlight the need to inter-
vene to protect students’ well-being and academic achievement. Transactional sex,
which was described in all focus groups, appears to be a normative and often encour-
aged method for girls to obtain resources in this setting. During data collection, these
findings were reported to a local psychiatrist, as per the IRB protocol.

Transactional sex between students and teachers was an important secondary finding
of this study. This was not the primary topic of study, thus limiting the extent to which
this particular issue was probed by interviewers, and only provided a student
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perspective about others engaging in these acts. The scarcity of data on this topic,
however, makes this an important public health issue to report. Further research is
needed to better understand the social and cultural determinants of this problem.

Conclusion

Our preliminary research has established a pattern of transactional sex between teachers
and pupils in Monrovia, which can be harmful to students directly involved and to
other students. The findings warrant additional research with school officials, parents
and guardians, and government agencies, and a larger investigation into teacher–
student transactional sex in Liberia. Ultimately, interventions need to be developed to
stem this practice and make school a safe place for all students to pursue their academic
goals.

Acknowledgements

We would like to thank the Liberian students who participated in these interviews without whom
this work would not have been possible. We would also like to thank Siede P. Slopadoe,
Veronique C. Diandy, Arthur J. Payne and the team at Christ Jubilee International Ministries
for their assistance with the transcription of the focus groups. This research was supported by
funding from the Massachusetts General Hospital Chester M. Pierce, MD Division of Global
Psychiatry. The corresponding author is additionally supported by the National Institute of
Mental Health under Grant K01MH100428.

Disclosure statement

No potential conflict of interest was reported by the authors.

Funding

This research was supported by funding from the Massachusetts General Hospital Chester M.
Pierce, MD Division of Global Psychiatry. The corresponding author is additionally supported by
the National Institute of Mental Health under Grant K01MH100428.

References

Atwood, K. A., Kennedy, S. B., Barbu, E. M., Nagbe, W., Seekey, W., Sirleaf, P., . . . Sosu, F.
(2011). Transactional sex among youths in post-conflict Liberia. Journal of Health, Population,
and Nutrition, 29(2), 113. doi:10.3329/jhpn.v29i2.7853

Atwood, K. A., Kennedy, S. B., Shamblen, S., Taylor, C. H., Quaqua, M., Bee, E. M., . . . Dennis, B.
(2012). Reducing sexual risk taking behaviors among adolescents who engage in transactional
sex in post-conflict Liberia. Vulnerable Children and Youth Studies, 7(1), 55–65. doi:10.1080/
17450128.2011.647773

Chan, M. (2014). Ebola virus disease in West Africa—No early end to the outbreak. New England
Journal of Medicine, 371(13), 1183–1185. doi:10.1056/NEJMp1409859

Dominguez, S., Borba, C. P., Fatima, B., Gray, D. A., Stinehart, C., Murphy, G., . . . Henderson, D.
C. (2013). Mental health and adaptation of young Liberians in post-conflict Liberia: A key
informant’s perspective. International Journal of Culture and Mental Health, 6(3), 208–224.
doi:10.1080/17542863.2012.683158

VULNERABLE CHILDREN AND YOUTH STUDIES 5

http://dx.doi.org/10.3329/jhpn.v29i2.7853
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/17450128.2011.647773
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/17450128.2011.647773
http://dx.doi.org/10.1056/NEJMp1409859
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/17542863.2012.683158


Hennink, M., Hutter, I., & Bailey, A. (2010). Qualitative research methods. London: Sage.
Hunter, M. (2002). The materiality of everyday sex: Thinking beyond’prostitution’. African

Studies, 61(1), 99–120. doi:10.1080/00020180220140091
Jennings, P. A., & Greenberg, M. T. (2009). The prosocial classroom: Teacher social and

emotional competence in relation to student and classroom outcomes. Review of
Educational Research, 79(1), 491–525. doi:10.3102/0034654308325693

Jones, S., & Norton, B. (2007). On the limits of sexual health literacy: Insights from Ugandan
schoolgirls. Diaspora, Indigenous, and Minority Education, 1(4), 285–305. doi:10.1080/
15595690701563998

Lee, P. T., Kruse, G. R., Chan, B. T., Massaquoi, M. B., Panjabi, R. R., Dahn, B. T., & Gwenigale,
W. T. (2011). An analysis of Liberia’s 2007 national health policy: Lessons for health systems
strengthening and chronic disease care in poor, post-conflict countries. Globalization and
Health, 7(1), 37.

Levey, E., Borba, C., Harris, B., Carney, J., Domínguez, S., Wang, E., . . . Henderson, D. (2013).
Assessment of the needs of vulnerable youth populations in post-conflict Liberia. African
Journal of Psychiatry, 16(5), 349–355.

Luke, N. (2003). Age and economic asymmetries in the sexual relationships of adolescent girls in
sub-Saharan Africa. Studies in Family Planning, 34(2), 67–86. doi:10.1111/j.1728-
4465.2003.00067.x

Postmus, J. L., Hoge, G. L., Davis, R., Johnson, L., Koechlein, E., & Winter, S. (2015). Examining
gender based violence and abuse among Liberian school students in four counties: An
exploratory study. Child Abuse & Neglect, 44, 76–86. doi:10.1016/j.chiabu.2014.11.012

Pullen, S. J., Petruzzi, L., Lange, B. C., Parnarouskis, L., Dominguez, S., Harris, B., . . . Manobah,
B. (2016). A qualitative analysis of substance use among Liberian youth: Understanding
behaviors, consequences, and protective factors involving school youth and the school
Milieu. International Journal of Mental Health & Psychiatry, 2(1). doi:10.4172/2471-
4372.1000116

QSR International Pty Ltd. (Producer). (2012). NVivo, Version 10.
Santhya, K., & Jejeebhoy, S. J. (2014). Sexual and reproductive health and rights of adolescent

girls: Evidence from low-and middle-income countries. Global Public Health, 10(2), 189-221.
1–33.

Viner, R. M., Ozer, E. M., Denny, S., Marmot, M., Resnick, M., Fatusi, A., & Currie, C. (2012).
Adolescence and the social determinants of health. The Lancet, 379(9826), 1641–1652.
doi:10.1016/S0140-6736(12)60149-4

Wamoyi, J., Wight, D., Plummer, M., Mshana, G. H., & Ross, D. (2010). Research Transactional
sex amongst young people in rural northern Tanzania: An ethnography of young women’s
motivations and negotiation. Reproductive Health, 7(1), 2.

World Bank. (2012). Liberia - Tracking the dimensions of poverty: Poverty note. Washington,
DC: World Bank.

6 L. PARNAROUSKIS ET AL.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/00020180220140091
http://dx.doi.org/10.3102/0034654308325693
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/15595690701563998
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/15595690701563998
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1728-4465.2003.00067.x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1728-4465.2003.00067.x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.chiabu.2014.11.012
http://dx.doi.org/10.4172/2471-4372.1000116
http://dx.doi.org/10.4172/2471-4372.1000116
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(12)60149-4

	Abstract
	Introduction
	Methods
	Study design and sample
	Data collection procedures
	Data analysis

	Results
	Demographics
	Qualitative data

	Discussion
	Conclusion
	Acknowledgements
	Disclosure statement
	Funding
	References



