
 

 

WOMEN AND RISK OF HIV/AIDS 

INFECTION 

 

WOMEN ARE HIGHLY VULNERABLE TO HIV/AIDS  

■ Since 1995, women have constituted approximately half of all adults living with HIV 

globally. Today, women account for 15.4 of the 30.8 million adults (ages 15+) currently 

living with HIV.
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■ In many of the world’s most affected regions, women are increasingly at risk.  The number of 

women living with HIV globally increased by 1.6 million from 2001 to 2007.
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In 2007, an 

estimated 2,900 new HIV infections occurred each day among women (ages 15+).
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■ Biologically, women are two to eight times more likely than men to contract HIV during 

vaginal intercourse.
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■ In sub-Saharan Africa, 61 percent of adults (ages 15+) living with HIV/AIDS are female.
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■ In the Caribbean, 43 percent of adults (ages 15+) living with HIV are women, up from 30 

percent in 1995.
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■ In the United States, women represent 27 percent of AIDS diagnoses, up from eight percent 

in 1985. Of new AIDS diagnoses among women (ages 13 and older), African Americans 

account for 66 percent, Caucasian women 17 percent, and Latinas 16 percent.
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■ In China, women constituted 39 percent of reported HIV cases in 2004, up from 25 

percent two years earlier.
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YOUNG PEOPLE, ESPECIALLY YOUNG WOMEN, ARE 

DISPROPORTIONATELY AT RISK 

   
■ There are 5.4 million young women and men (ages 15-24) who are HIV- positive, and 34 

percent of all new HIV infections occur in young people (ages 15-24).
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■ In Lesotho, fewer than 10 percent of girls ages 18 and 19 are living with HIV, by age 24, 

almost 40 percent of them will be HIV-positive.
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■ Forty-three percent of reported AIDS cases in U.S. teens ages 13-19 are among young 

women.
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■ Among young people (ages 15-24) worldwide, women are 1.6 times more likely than men to 

be HIV-positive.
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 In Cambodia, three times as many young women (ages 15-24) are living 

with HIV as their male counterparts.
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■ In sub-Saharan Africa, three young women are infected for every young man among 15-24 

year-olds; in some countries in the Caribbean, young women (ages 15-24) are more than 

twice as likely to be infected with HIV than their male counterparts.
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■ Among young people (ages 15-24) in South Africa, 14.8 percent of young women are living 

with HIV/AIDS, compared to 4.5 percent of young men.
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MANY WOMEN AND YOUNG PEOPLE DO NOT HAVE ACCESS TO THE INFORMATION AND 

SERVICES THEY NEED TO PROTECT THEMSELVES FROM HIV INFECTION  

■ Eighty percent of young women (ages 15-24) in low- and middle- income countries cannot correctly identify ways of 

preventing HIV transmission.
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■ Eighty-two percent of young South Africans (ages 15-24) said they would like to have more information about how to 

protect themselves from sexually transmitted infections, including HIV. Sixty-nine percent said they would like more 

information on how to discuss using a condom with a partner.
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THE BIGGEST HIV/AIDS RISK FOR MANY WOMEN AND GIRLS IS MARRIAGE  

■ More than four-fifths of new infections in women occur in marriage or in long-term relationships with primary 

partners.
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■ In India, some 90 percent of women living with HIV said they were virgins when they married and had remained 

faithful to their husbands.
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■ In Ghana, married women are almost three times more likely to be living with HIV than women who have never been 

married.
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■ In Africa and Latin America, more than 80 percent of young women ages 15-19 who have had unprotected sex in the 

last week are married.
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SEX WORK, INJECTING DRUG USE OR BEING A PARTNER OF AN INJECTING DRUG USER, 

AND BEING A STUDENT CAN ALSO PUT GIRLS AND WOMEN AT HIGH RISK OF INFECTION 

■ Commercial sex without condom use carries a high rate of HIV transmission. Unprotected sex between sex workers 

and clients is a leading mode of HIV transmission in the Caribbean. HIV prevalence among female sex workers 

ranges from 3.5 percent in the Dominican Republic to 9 percent in Jamaica and 31 percent in Guyana.
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■ In Thailand, 43 percent of new HIV infections in 2005 were among women, most of whom are believed to have 

acquired HIV from their husbands or partners who had been infected during unsafe paid sex or through injecting drug 

use, which leads to the infection of 30 to 50 percent of injecting drug users in the country.
1
   

 

■ Among primary school students in Malawi, more than 80 percent of students ages 9 to 13 and more than 30 percent of 

students ages 14 and older said they knew someone who had been sexually victimized by a teacher in return for good 

grades. Among students ages 14 and older, girls were more likely to know someone who had been sexually abused by 

a teacher than boys.
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VIOLENT OR COERCIVE SEX MAKES WOMEN MORE VULNERABLE TO HIV  

■ One in three women around the world will be raped, beaten, coerced into sex, or otherwise abused in her lifetime.
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■ Fearing violence or rejection, 58 percent of South African girls avoid discussing condom use with their partners.
15

 Yet 

in couples where only one partner is infected with HIV, consistent and correct condom use provides the HIV negative 

person with a near-zero risk of infection.
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■ A study among high school students in Swaziland found that almost one in five of the sexually active females had 

been coerced into their first sexual experience;
6
 a study in South Africa found that close to half of sexually 

experienced young women had been coerced into their first sexual encounter.
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■ Violence can be both a cause and a consequence of HIV infection. Women in some studies report not obtaining an 

HIV test, not disclosing test results, or not requesting that their partner be tested, use condoms, or remain faithful 

because of a fear of being beaten or abandoned by their partner.
18
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