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CONCLUSION
Prevention remains germane in the fight against HIV and AIDS given the 
continued vulnerability of young women, female university students included. 
While the FC is undeniably the only women-oriented HIV prevention technology, 
it remains under-utilised because if its incompatibility with the attainment of 
sexual pleasure which is the main motivation for sexual engagement for young 
women as study findings espoused. The paper, therefore, recommends the 
re-design and modification of the FC features which interfere with the 
attainment of sexual pleasure and balance it with risk aversion to increase FC 
uptake and use.  
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BACKGROUND
Global HIV and AIDS trends show that Sub-Saharan Africa is the hardest-hit region, with women disproportionately affected and infected by the 
epidemic. South Africa is among the worst affected countries with adolescent girls and young women (AGYW), bearing the burden of HIV infection. 
Conventional responses to HIV and AIDS which were male-centered played a role in exacerbating women’s vulnerability to the epidemic. The introduction of 
the female condom (FC) in 1998 by the South African government however signifies a more gendered response to HIV prevention with the potential to reduce 
women’s vulnerability. The rolling out of the FC is a major initiative towards empowering women to take charge of their sexual and reproductive health rights (SRHR). The 
major gap in the promotion of the FC is the over-emphasis on risk aversion while ignoring the pleasure dimension of sex. This gap informs why this paper sought to establish 
how female students at a selected rural university navigate the quest for pleasure attainment and safety during their sexual encounters. 

FINDINGS
The study findings revealed designed-based concerns about the FC that cause the conundrum of balancing between pleasure and safety 
when female students engage in sex. Below are the major study findings deduced from the thematic analysis:

Experiences of pain and discomfort: The inner and outer rings of the FC were reported to cause pain and discomfort during sexual activity, leading 
to the experience of unpleasurable sex.
Material too thick: The material (polyurethane and synthetic nitrile latex) used to make the FC was reported to be too thick and therefore reduces 
sensation, making sex unpleasurable 
Forbids foreplay: The outer ring of the FC interrupts/prohibits foreplay and as such, this interference leads to its undesirability for use as it becomes a 
barrier to the attainment of full sexual pleasure. 
Noisy: Most study participants reported experiencing some noises during sex using the FC. They find it very embarrassing as it caused an insinuation by 
their male partners that their vaginas were loose because of sleeping with too many men. Such a stigma discourages the use of FC. 
Shifting during sex: The FC was said to be too big and too long as it does not tightly fit and settle into the vagina and the constant shift during sex acts 
as a turn off which kills the mood during sex.
Male partner resistance: Young women’s sex partners complained that the FC has ‘too much admin’ and is complex to wear which removes the 
spontaneity of sex. As such, their male sex partners become impatient with the process, and this takes away the fun and enjoyment of their sexual 
encounters.

DISCUSSION
The study confirmed earlier postulations of literature that the FC remains the only female-initiated 
technology that provides dual protection against unwanted pregnancy and sexually transmitted 
infections (STIs), HIV included (Beksinska et al. 2020; 2019 and 2017 Hoffman et al. 2004). However, 
the conundrum of balancing between risk aversion and the desire for pleasurable sex by young 
women emerged as the major barrier to FC utilisation. Study participants cited the attainment of 
sexual pleasure as the main motivation for engaging in sexual intercourse. The underutilization of the 
FC is thus exacerbated by the design of the female condom which was reported to be incompatible 
with the attainment of pleasurable sex. The major deduction, therefore, is that their pursuit of 
pleasurable sex and fun obscures the HIV prevention benefits associated with FC use. 

METHODOLOGY
A qualitative research design 
with a phenomenological 
approach was utilised. Data 
was collected using in-depth 
interviews with 20 purposively 
sampled female university 
students. The data was 
analysed inductively using a 
thematic approach which 
involved summarising, 
categorising, and identifying 
patterns or critical themes that 
emerged from the study 
findings.


