FAMILY HEALTH INTERNATIONAL/MALAWI

THE 2004 BEHAVIOURAL SURVEILLANCE SURVEY

Understanding AIDS-related Knowledge,
Attitudes and Behaviours in Malawi

In 2004, Family Health International, the National
AIDS Commission and the National Statistics Office
conducted Malawi’s first Behavioural Surveillance
Survey (BSS) to track trends in HIV/AIDS-related
knowledge, attitudes and behaviours in Malawian pop-
ulations at high risk of infection.

Thirteen target groups in nine districts participated in
the survey: police officers (male and female), primary
and secondary school teachers (male and female), agri-
cultural estate workers (male and female), male ven-
dors, fishermen, male truck drivers, female sex work-
ers and female border traders.

The research team administered standardized, structured
questionnaires to 7,660 respondents, held 20 focus
group sessions and conducted six in-depth interviews.

Key Findings
Knowledge

 Less than half of all target groups had comprehensive
knowledge about HIV transmission and how to pre-
vent it. (“Comprehensive knowledge” is defined as
correctly answering all survey questions about “knowl-
edge” and “beliefs /misconceptions.”)

* With the exception of police officers, approximately 50
percent of all target groups had comprehensive knowl-
edge of the “ABC”s (Abstinence, Be faithful, and
Consistent use of Condoms) of HIV prevention. Only
3 percent of male and 7 percent of female police offi-
cers reported having comprehensive knowledge.

° More than 80 percent of police officers did not think
abstinence could prevent HIV infection.

e Target groups of teachers and police officers with higher
levels of education did not have more complete knowl-
edge of HIV prevention than other groups.

Knowledge of condom use as a prevention method was
considerably lower than expected (66.2 percent).

90 percent of all respondents were aware of confidential
HIV testing places, but only 30 percent had been tested.

* The most common source of HIV/AIDS information
reported was the radio (69.7 percent), followed by
health centers (8.0 percent).

* Written materials (less than 2 percent) and billboards
(less than 1 percent) were the least-reported sources of
HIV/AIDS information.

Attitudes

® 46 percent had accepting attitudes about HIV-positive
people; males were more accepting than females.

* Female and male sex workers were highly stigmatized,
with many respondents reporting that “they reaped
what they sowed.”

Behaviours
° Median age at first sex was 18.5 years.

e 33 percent of respondents who had boyfriends/girl-
friends used condoms.




A Valuahle Glohal Tool

The Behavioural Surveillance Survey is a monitoring and evaluation tool designed by
Family Health International to measure AIDS-related changes in knowledge, attitudes and
behaviours over time. BSS data provide vital information for developing targeted pro-
grammes to mitigate the impact of AIDS. Since 1999, more than 25 countries around
the world have conducted these surveys. In Asia and Africa, they have promoted better
understanding of the pandemic from regional and country-specific perspectives.
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To review the complete BSS report on line:
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* 73 percent of male vendors had multiple non-regular
partners, followed by truck drivers (48 percent) and
fishermen (41 percent).

* Female sex workers had the highest levels of self-report-
cd symptoms of any sexually transmitted infection (15.3
percent), followed by fishermen (11.6 percent).

* Alcohol use was reported as having a significant influ-
ence on risky behaviour.

° Male respondents with regular income found it more
difficult to stay faithful.

¢ Cultural rituals and beliefs about sex exposed people to
the risk of HIV infection.

Misconceptions

85 percent of police officers believed HIV can be
transmitted by sharing a meal.

° Approximately 33 percent of agricultural estate work-
ers, fishermen and female sex workers believed a person
could get HIV from a mosquito bite.

° 18 percent of female agricultural estate workers believed
that a healthy-looking person cannot transmit HIV.

Conclusions

° Misconceptions about HIV transmission persist, risky
behaviours continue and condom use remains low
among regular sex partners.

e Within each target group, socioeconomic status, educa-
tional level and cultural beliefs affect trends in behav-
iour, knowledge and beliefs.

° There is a significant lack of comprehensive under-
standing about HIV and AIDS. As a result, misconcep-
tions cause some groups to have a fatalistic attitude
about risky behaviours and thus dismiss responsibility
for their health and the health of others.

e Higher levels of education do not necessarily correlate
with increased knowledge and less risky behaviour.

Recommendations

* National and local stakeholders in Malawi can use the
results of this report to develop programs and mitiga-
tion strategies that are most appropriate for the target
groups with which they work. This should include pro-
gram reevaluation and improved HIV /AIDS message
development, as well as dissemination campaigns that
address the unique needs of each at-risk subpopulation.

* Ongoing monitoring of target groups through follow-
up Behavioural Surveillance Surveys is essential to eval-
uating behavioural trends and program effectiveness.
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