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Abstract
Background: Gender inequity and the subsequent health impacts disproportionately affect communities in the Global South. However, most gender
equity measures, such as Pulerwitz’ (2000) Sexual Relationship Power Scale (SRPS), are developed and validated in the Global North and then applied
in Global South settings without investigation of context applicability or validity. This study examines the SRPS’ validity evidence, comprehensiveness
and contemporary relevance for young South African women and men.

Methods: Between 2019-2021, 38 cognitive interviews (CIs) were conducted among previous participants of a South African youth cohort study
‘AYAZAZI’ (2015-2017) to explore youth’s perceptions of the SRPS. The SRPS measures women’s perceptions of their partner’s controlling behaviours,
and men’s perceptions of their own controlling behaviours. Using CIs, participants responded to a 13-item South African youth SRPS (Strongly Agree-
Strongly Disagree), and then were asked to think-aloud their reasoning for responses, their understanding and perceived relevance of each item, and
made overall suggestions for scale adaptations. An item appraisal coding process was applied, whereby Cognitive Coding assessed the types of
cognitive problems youth had with understanding the items, and Question Feature Coding assessed which item features caused problems for
participant understandings. Finally, youth recommendations for scale adaptations were summarized.

Results: Overall, 21 women and 17 men aged 21-30 participated in CIs in Durban and Soweto, South Africa. Cognitive Coding revealed 1.
Comprehension issues, and 2. judgements related to items’ applicability to lived experiences and identities (e.g., being unmarried). Question Feature
Coding revealed items’ 1. Lack of clarity or vagueness in wording and 2. logical problems in assumptions leading to multiple interpretations (e.g., item
‘does your partner always need to know where you are’ interpreted as both controlling and caring behaviour). Multiple, overlapping issues revealed how
many items failed to “�t” within the present-day living realities of South African youth. Youth recommended several item adaptations and additions,
including strength-based items, to existing measures of gender equity and power.

Conclusion: Given identi�ed issues, several adaptations including revising items to be more inclusive, contemporary, context speci�c, and strength-
based are needed to validly measure gender equity and power dynamics within the relationships of South African youth.

Introduction
Growing attention has focused on the importance of advancing gender equity to improve global health and development. In 2015, the Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs) were established and focused on 17 key areas for enhancing global peace, prosperity, and global development, including
goal 5: gender equality and empowerment of all women and girls. Achieving and accurately monitoring progress towards SDG 5 requires contemporary
and contextual measures that accurately re�ect the living realities of girls and women in all their diversity (1, 2). While these global targets aim for
gender equality, there is a need to �rst acknowledge and address women’s social disadvantage through efforts aimed at advancing gender equity. Only
with gender equity can gender equality be achieved. While gender inequity and the subsequent health impacts (e.g., experiences of violence, including
intimate partner violence (IPV), and poor sexual and reproductive health [SRH] outcomes) disproportionately affect communities in the Global South,
most measures of gender equity are developed and validated among samples in the Global North and used and applied in diverse global contexts,
without continued investigation into their contextual applicability and validity (3–5). Thus, in order for acceptable and standardised measures to be
used for global monitoring of SDG 5 and other markers of health and wellbeing for girls and young women across their life course, data are needed to
explore population and context-speci�c issues that are grounded in current understandings of gender equity (2).

A driving force being gender inequity and subsequent experiences of violence and negative SRH outcomes, is the unequal division of power held by
women in society and intimate heterosexual relationships (6, 7). Given the importance of power, one widely used measure of gender inequity is the
Sexual Relationship Power Scale (SRPS)(5). The SRPS aims to measure the level of control a male partner has in the relationship, and was originally
developed using two sub-scales assessing controlling behaviours and decision-making dominance within intimate relationships (3). Theory and
previous research have postulated that power inequities in relationships in�uence the level of agency women have in decisions around safer sex
practices, reproductive choice, and the likelihood of experiencing IPV (6–8). The SRPS was originally developed in 2000 among 388 women with a
mean age of 27 in the United States, the majority of whom were married (3). While the original scale had two sub-scales, the relationship control sub-
scale has sound psychometric properties on its own (4), and many studies focused on youth have used adapted versions that include items assessing
male dominance and controlling behaviours in a single scale (5). Since its original development, the SRPS and several modi�ed versions of the scale,
have been used in numerous global settings, as well as with men to measure controlling behaviours towards female partners in relationships. However,
there is little published evidence detailing the contextual and contemporary considerations and relevance of the scale among younger unmarried
groups in settings outside North America (4, 5). There exists vast cultural and contextual differences in relationship power dynamics and gender
relations between North American and other global settings (9), thus researchers need to be more critical of the Western conceptualized scales they use
in their global studies. This is particularly true when using scales that measure constructs, such as sexual relationship power, that are ever evolving.

While numerous quantitative studies have used different adaptations of the SRPS to examine sexual behaviour, and SRH health outcomes among
young women and men in sub-Saharan African settings (5), limited validity evidence exists surrounding youth’s perceptions of the scale items, as well
as the cognitive processes involved in responding to the scale items. In South Africa, researchers have used the SRPS among youth to highlight
associations between SRP inequity and poor mental health (10–13), experiences and perpetration of violence in relationships (14–18), and sexual
health behaviours and outcomes (5, 19–25). Notably, one seminal study found that SRP inequity was associated with increased risk of HIV incidence
among young South African women aged 15-24 (26), who face rates of HIV up to 4x higher than their male counterparts, accounting for approximately
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2,000 new HIV infections every week (27). Given the seemingly important role that SRP inequity plays in the health and well-being of young women in
South Africa, researchers need to ensure measures used to quantify, monitor, and evaluate the impact of SRP inequity continue to have ongoing validity
evidence among young women and men in diverse global contexts. This includes a continual examination of the contemporary relevance of items that
were developed over 20 years. Also, as the scale was originally developed among women, additional research is needed to assess the validity evidence
of the SRPS among young men. Validation is an ongoing process. As such, this study begins to �ll a gap in the literature by providing rich descriptions
of the cognitive processes that young women and men engage in while responding to SRPS items that have been frequently used in studies among
South African youth (5).

The objectives of this study are to; 1) explore cognitive (e.g., comprehension and judgement) and question feature (e.g., clarity in wording and logical
problems in assumptions) issues of the SRPS among participants, and 2) make recommendations for any identi�ed improvements, modi�cations, and
additions to the current SRPS. Results from this study can be used to present construct validity evidence of the SRPS and can help to inform the
development of an adapted scale or scales that reliably and validly measures gender equity and relationship control. Improved scales can then be used
to inform future studies, programs and global targets aimed at improving gender relations and power dynamics in the relationships of young people
disproportionately affected by the global HIV epidemic.

Methods

Study overview
Validity is a principal aspect of research and essential to the development of scales used in quantitative questionnaires (28, 29). This is particularly
vital in health research and program evaluations aiming to understand or alter a construct or behaviour associated with a health outcome of interest
(30). In health and other areas of research, including education and psychology, researchers often claim that scales used within their studies have been
“previously validated”, however the process of developing and validating a scale is ongoing, and requires multiple forms of validity evidence (31, 32). In
measurement science, a fundamental aspect of validity, is construct validity, which assesses the degree to which inferences can be made from the
scale regarding the theoretical construct on which the scale is based (30).

This study uses cognitive interviews (CIs), a common method in assessing construct validity in measurement science, to examine the ways participants
mentally process and respond to survey items, as well as to identify potential measurement error (33). While often used as a means to pretest survey
items, cognitive interviewing can also be used to enhance understanding of how participants answer items in a survey (34).

Between October 2019 and March 2021 CIs were conducted to explore youth’s perceptions of items in the SRPS that have been commonly used within
SRH studies among South African youth (35). Participants were recruited from a cohort of young people who had previously been enrolled in an
interdisciplinary youth-engaged cohort study “AYAZAZI”, details of the study have been published elsewhere (14). In brief, AYAZAZI (‘Zazi’ meaning
knowing themselves in Zulu, and AYA standing for adolescents and young adults) enrolled 425 HIV-negative or unknown young women and men aged
16-24 at baseline from Durban and Soweto, South Africa. Participants were followed up to 12 months in Durban, and 18 months in Soweto between
November 2014 and April 2017. At each visit, participants completed a youth interviewer-administered socio-demographic questionnaire examining
SRH, experiences of violence, mental health, substance use, and technology use. AYAZAZI’s youth engagement approach prioritized youth-friendly
spaces and the meaningful inclusion of youth at all stages of the research process, as well as training in best practices for youth-adult allyship for non-
youth study team members.

Description of the SRPS instrument
At the 6- and 12-month follow-up visits, AYAZAZI participants completed a modi�ed 13-item South African youth SRPS, that has been used by other
studies among youth in South Africa (35–37). The SRPS was modi�ed for South African youth in 2002 as part of the evaluation of a gender
transformative intervention ‘Stepping Stones’ (37, 38). Although details of the modi�cation have not been published, 7 of the items in the modi�ed
scale appear to be adapted from the original relationship control sub-scale, while the remaining 6 seem to have been added based on piloting from the
Stepping Stones team (35). We previously examined the psychometric properties of the modi�ed scale in the AYAZAZI study and found low scale
reliability, with many of the items having low factor loading (14). Moreover, associations with known outcomes of IPV were only signi�cant among
young women, and condom use was not signi�cant among young women and men (14). Like the original, the modi�ed SRPS uses a 4-point Likert-type
scale (Strongly Agree-Strongly Disagree) to assess young women’s perceptions of their partner’s controlling behaviours and perceptions of decision-
making dominance in their relationship (e.g., “My partner has more to say about important decision that affect us both”), and was modi�ed to ask
young men about their own controlling behaviours and decision-making dominance (e.g., “I have more to say than my partner about important
decisions that affect us both”). Standardized mean scores were created by summing scores and dividing by number of items, range=1-4, with higher
scores indicating greater SRP equity. Items for both young women and men are listed in Table 3 & 4, respectively.

Cognitive Interview Study

Purpose and theoretical framework
Using cognitive interviewing techniques conducted by youth and adult-allies, this study centres, prioritizes, and incorporates youth voices to broaden
understanding and critiques of gender equity measures in line with AYAZAZI’s youth engagement framework.
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Participant sample and recruitment
During the AYAZAZI study (2014-2017), participants agreed and gave informed consent to be recontacted up to 6 years following the completion of
data collection. Throughout the AYAZAZI study, a detailed list of contact information was maintained for retention purposes. From this contact
information, CI participants were enrolled at both sites telephonically by trained study staff in Durban and Soweto. Contacted participants explained the
study protocol and inquired if they were willing to participate in a follow-up qualitative CIs where they would provide their perceptions of some of the
questions asked during the AYAZAZI study. Interviewers guided interested participants through the informed consent procedure, detailing the purpose of
the study, providing participants with opportunities to ask questions about the procedure, and ensuring that participants were aware that they could
withdraw at any time. Participants then provided informed consent either in person (prior to the COVID-19 pandemic in March 2020) or orally/verbally
over the phone (starting in September 2020, due to the COVID-19 pandemic). Participants were eligible if they had previously participated in the
AYAZAZI study, if they were able to provide written or oral consent, and for the interviews conducted after COVID-19 became a global pandemic, if they
had access to a phone in which they could conduct an interview lasting 30-60 minutes.

The recruitment strategy for the CIs used questionnaire data from the 12-month AYAZAZI questionnaire, participants who responded to the SRPS during
the AYAZAZI study to purposively select participants to get a diversity of perspectives. Interviewers at both sites were provided a call log listing the order
at which to call participants. Purposive sampling criteria was based on previous analyses using questionnaire data that explored factors associated
with the SRPS including age, age of primary partner, type of relationship (e.g., casual vs. regular, long term)(14), and increases or decreases in SRPS
scores between 6- and 12-month study visits. Interviewers called all numbers available for participants by order of the call log, and if there was no
answer or the call went to voicemail, interviews recalled participants up to three times. After attempting to contact all participants listed on the call log,
a random number generator was assigned to the remaining participants to achieve the desired number of interviews. Thus, despite our extensive efforts
to achieve a purposive sample, due to challenges in recontacting participants 3-5 years after the completion of the AYAZAZI study, and further
complicated by COVID-19 restrictions, participants were mainly enrolled through convenience sampling. Participant enrollment took place between
October 2019 and December 2020 in Durban and December 2020 to March 2021 in Soweto. The recruitment period spanned a wide range of time in
Durban due to the global COVID-19 pandemic, in which participant recruitment and interviews were paused for several months, and new telephonic
protocols had to be approved by ethics boards in Canada and South Africa.

Ethical approval

for the AYAZAZI study, and the Cognitive Interview sub-study, including the COVID-19 protocol amendments, were approved by the harmonized research
ethics boards of Simon Fraser University and the University of British Columbia (H19-00762) as well as the University of the Witwatersrand (Ref
140707).

Interviewer training
Two interviewers in Durban were trained in person. Training involved reviewing the AYAZAZI study �les, practicing participant calling, reviewing the
study interview guide, and conducting mock interviews. All study documents were reviewed and piloted with the study staff, and Durban staff
supported the translation and back translation of all interview consent forms and interview guides into isiZulu. This allowed for an iterative revision to
the study documents.

Soweto training began near the end of the data collection procedure in Durban and was done virtually (due to COVID-19 travel restrictions) with lessons
learned from the Durban team. The training consisted of �ve virtual meetings with two interviewers:

1. Informal meeting to introduce team members and overview of the project.
2. Formal presentation detailing the study background, purpose of the study, overview of cognitive interviewing and validity broadly, practicing think

aloud procedure and probing, discussing taking notes and detailing body language and providing interview summaries.
3. Training from local expert in qualitative research Mamakiri Mulaudzi, PhD Candidate and Senior Researcher at the Perinatal HIV Research Unit.

Qualitative research training provided an overview of why and how qualitative data is collected including different types of interviewing, how to
choose a sample size, how to create an interview guide, dos and don’ts of interviewing, and multiple role-plays to practice managing di�cult
situations during the interview. Interviewers were also provided a checklist for conducting in-depth interviews (See Supplementary Material).

4. Online workshop on cognitive interviewing hosted by the University of Cape Town School of Public Health which introduced participants to
cognitive interviewing and provided an overview of methodological considerations (39).

5. Second training presentation and discussing script for contacting participants, call log, and interview tips from one of the interviewers who
conducted interviews in Durban

In between training meetings, interviewers met to practice mock interviews with one another. Interviewers were trained to use �exible interview
techniques and probing to further inquire about areas of interest as they emerged. Interviewers were trained to speci�cally ask the survey item word-for
word and to avoid explaining if the respondent was uncertain what the question was asking.

Data Collection
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After consenting to the study procedure and the audio recording of the interview, a think-aloud procedure in English or isiZulu (participant preference)
was used for the interviews (40, 41). This was followed by a series of probes, which were developed at the start of the study and as they emerged in
ongoing discussion with the interviewers. The think-aloud procedure used SRPS items to facilitate a semi-structured interview centred on participants’
responses to the survey items and ranged from 20-90 minutes in length.

The semi-structured interview guide was developed in collaboration with KC’s supervisory committee (GO, AK, AG), the interview team which consisted
of four South African-based interviewers, South African colleagues (JD, MB), and informed by existing literature on cognitive interviewing and sexual
relationship power (See Appendix). Two of the interviewers working with the Perinatal HIV Research Unit in Soweto were young African scholars who
were instrumental to the data collection, analysis, and interpretation, and are co-authors on this work (CZ- age 27 and MK- age 23). In both sites
interviewers were matched with participants of the same gender.

For each of the 13 scale items, interviewers read the item out loud and then asked the participant to indicate how much they agreed or disagreed with
the item. If a participant indicated they were not currently in a relationship, they were asked to think about their most recent relationship. The interviewer
then asked the participants to think-aloud regarding their reasoning behind their responses, their understanding of each item, and whether participants
felt items were relevant to their relationship. The think-aloud technique encourages participants to verbalize their thoughts while answering questions
(40). The interviewers used several probes to facilitate participants to discuss their cognitive processes when answering items to the scale including
paraphrasing of the participant’s understanding of the item and probing to reveal response strategies (33, 42). After going through each of the 13 items,
interviewers also asked participants if any items were missing from the scale and how they would ask their peers about power dynamics in
relationships and/or gender equality.

After each interview, summaries regarding any general impressions of the interview, including participants’ non-verbal reactions to questions, body
language (where applicable), and interactions were created by the interviewers. Each interview was audio-recorded to accurately capture the
descriptions provided by the participant. All identifying features were removed from the interview transcripts to ensure con�dentiality and interview
recordings were stored in locked cabinet at each of the study sites for the duration of the study and will be kept there for 6 years following the study
before they are destroyed. Participants were provided 120ZAR (~$10CAD) for their time and a list of resources were sent to participants who were
activated during the interview. For participants who indicated they would like to speak to a counselor, a social worker at the each of the sites re-
contacted participants to check-in and referred them to a local resource.

The interview team met with the principal investigator (KC), a white PhD candidate from Canada, on a bi-weekly or weekly basis to discuss emerging
codes and themes, and iteratively revise the interview guide, where required. For example, it became clear that one of the probes relating to whether
participants felt that power dynamics impacted their sexual-decision making was confusing to participants, so the study brainstormed ways that
interviewers could further probe about participants’ thoughts on how to accurately measure gender equality in relationships. Also, in some of the early
interviews it became apparent that some of the questions seemed repetitive, therefore the interviewers were continuously encouraged to use the
interview guide at their discretion, not as a script. Interviews were translated (as needed) and transcribed verbatim either by the interviewers themselves
(in Durban) or by an external consultant (in Soweto), then were reviewed by members of the study team. Each transcript was received by the study team
and uploaded into NVivo for data analysis.

Data Analysis
Basic demographics and mean and median SRPS scores of all participants regardless of their current relationship status are presented overall and by
gender in Table 1. Participants’ responses were combined into strongly agree/agree and strongly disagree/disagree and are described in Tables 3
(women) and 4 (men) below.

In order to incorporate perspectives from all team members, and considering a cross-cultural approach to cognitive interviewing, a constant
comparative analysis was undertaken, which allowed for the CI data to be analyzed collaboratively as it was collected (43). Index coding began by
reading all transcripts and creating codes for all elements of the interview protocol including coding responses to each item in the SRPS. This
procedure was done to ensure there was no undue weight on certain participant’s accounts that were particularly vivid, moving, engaging or that �x our
pre-existing beliefs and biases.

Following index coding, a cognitive interviewing coding procedure was created. This consisted of Cognitive Coding, which examined the behaviours
and responses of the participants, and Question Feature Coding, which focused on the behaviour of the survey items (42). Both coding procedures
assess similar trends and issues in survey items using Tourangeau’s four-stage cognitive model of survey response (1. Comprehension 2. Retrieval 3.
Judgement and 4 Response) (44). While retrieval and recall are often examined within cognitive coding schemes, we did not �nd this to be a concern in
the interviews, thus codes related to retrieval were not included. Cognitive Coding asks the question “What type of cognitive problem do people have
with this question?” (42) (pg. 76). Question Feature Coding shifts the focus from the participant’s cognitive problems to issues that the item itself
produces (e.g., wording, whether the question is vague) and logical problems in assumptions (e.g., inappropriate assumptions, assumptions of
constant behaviour, and double-barreled questions) (42). Question Feature Coding asks the question “What features of this question cause people to
have problems?”(42) (pg. 76). Transcripts were further summarized to describe participants’ suggestions for adaptations or additions to the scale.

Index and cognitive interviewing coding procedures were completed initially by KC with data summaries of �ndings being presented to the youth
research staff (CZ & MK) in weekly meetings. Overall �ndings were then summarized and co-presented by KC, CZ, and MK for several diverse
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audiences. During presentations, audience members gave feedback which served as a means to check results and further explore issues with the scale
items beyond the perspectives of the study team (45). Data were shared and discussed with students and academics in the �eld of gender equity and
health in Canada and South Africa (46, 47). The collaborative and cross-cultural presentation development and dissemination of the data with CZ and
MK helped to ensure a diversity of perspectives and meaningful youth engagement at each step of the research process. Priorities to ensure
meaningful youth engagement were further incorporated in data analysis and interpretation through a workshop that was developed and disseminated
by CZ, MK, and KC to a group of youth members of the PHRU’s adolescent community advisory board (ACAB) in Soweto. The workshop used
interactive games, worksheets, and facilitated discussions to create opportunities for ACAB members to provide feedback on the results and allowed
the study team to compare the ACAB’s perceptions of the SRPS with data from the AYAZAZI CI participants. Both activities to present the data provided
opportunity for audience members to discuss their thoughts about the items, including the importance of exploring these issues within measures of
gender equity, and provided further insight into reasoning behind emerging issues with the scale items.

Results

Characteristics of the study sample
Of the total 425 youth included in the baseline AYAZAZI survey, 164/253 young women and 87/172 young men completed the SRPS at 6-month follow-
up when the scale was added to the questionnaire, and 163/239 young women and 73/153 young men responded to the scale at 12-month follow-up.
We were able to recruit 21 young women and 17 young men who had previously participated in AYAZAZI (aged 21-30) to participate in follow-up
qualitative CIs. In Durban, approximately 32% of the 173 participants called (83% of Durban cohort followed up at 12 months) were reached however,
this differed by gender. Only 14% of young men were reached vs. 48% of young women. Of the participants reached 42% of young men and 23% of
young women completed the Cls, 12% of young women relocated (prior to telephonic interviews), 15% of young women and 17% of young men were
unavailable, and 7% of young women scheduled an appointment to be interviewed but then never answered the interviewers calls at the time of
interview. In Soweto, 102 participants were called (55% of Soweto cohort followed up at 12 months) and 31% of called participants were reached. Of
the 32 participants reached, 100% of young women and 33.3% of young men participated in the CIs. Of the 14 young men who were contacted who did
not participate, 57% agreed to participate, but then did not answer when the interviewer called to conduct the interview, 7% refused to participate, and
36% were unavailable to participate.

Table 1 describes basic demographics of CI participants by gender. Overall, median age of participants was 24 (quartile 1, quartile 3 [Q1, Q3] = 23-26),
7.9% Lesbian, gay or bisexual, and 60.5% isiZulu speaking). Of the 38 interviews we have information on the relationship length of 31 participants, of
which 12.9% (n=4) were not in a relationship at the time of interview, 29.0% (n=9) had been in their relationship <2 years, and 58.1% for ≥2 years. All
participants who were not in a relationship at the time of interview were young women, 21.1% of women were in a relationship for less than 2 years vs.
41.7% of men, and a similar proportion of women and men were in a relationship for 2 or more years (57.9% vs. 58.3%, respectively). Of the participants
who discussed the age of their partner (n=26), 57.7% (n=15) were in an age similar relationship (within 5 years of each other), 26.9% (n=7) were in a
relationship with someone ≥5 years older than them, and 15.4% (n=4) were not in a relationship. All young men were in age similar relationships (n=10)
vs. 31.3% of women. A quarter of women were not in a relationship (n=4), and 43.7% were in a relationship with someone ≥5 years older than them
(n=7). Mean (SD) and median (q1, q3) SRPS scores among women were higher than men (women mean = 3.03 (0.55) and median=3.15 (2.92, 3.38);
men mean= 2.62(3.7) and median= 2.50(2.38,2.92)) with higher scores indicating higher relationship power equity.
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Table 1
Demographic Characteristics of Participants in Qualitative SRP overall and by gender (n=38)

  Overall

N (%)

Women (n=21)

N (%)

Men (n=17)

N (%)

Site      

Durban 18 (47.4) 10 (47.6) 10 (58.8)

Soweto 20 (52.6) 11 (52.4) 7 (41.2)

Sexual Orientation      

Heterosexual 35 (92.1) 18 (85.7) 17 (100.0)

Lesbian, gay, or bisexual 3 (7.9) 3 (14.3) 0 (0.0)

Language      

IsiZulu 23 (60.5) 13 (61.9) 10 (58.8)

Other 15 (39.5) 8 (38.1) 7 (41.2)

Relationship Length      

Not in a relationship 4 (12.9) 4 (21.0) 0

<2 years 9 (29.0) 4 (21.1) 5 (41.7)

≥2 years 18 (58.1) 11 (57.9) 7 (58.3)

Missing 7 2 5

Partner age difference      

Not in a relationship 4 (15.4) 4 (25.0) 0 (0.0)

Age similar (within 5 years of age from each other) 15 (57.7) 5 (31.3) 10 (100.0)

≥5 years older 7 (26.9) 7 (43.7) 0 (0.0)

Missing 12 5 7

SRPS mean (SD) - 3.03(0.55) 2.62(0.37)

SRPS median, Q1, Q3 - 3.15(2.92, 3.38) 2.50(2.38, 2.92)

Table 2 compares differences between the SRPS scores during the cognitive interviews and at the 12-month AYAZAZI follow-up by gender. Women had
SRPS scores higher (p=0.04), while men had scores lower (p=0.08), than those measured during the 12-month AYAZAZI questionnaire (14). SRPS
scores from this study were similar to other studies investigating SRP among youth in South Africa (48, 49), and scores among women in our study
were higher than a study done among young women in Kenya (50).
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Table 2
Comparing SRPS scores from cognitive interviews with scores from the 12-month AYAZAZI questionnaire

Females Cognitive Interview Participant
(n=21)

All AYAZAZI females with 12-month SRPS scores (n=163) P-
value

SRPS mean score, SD,
95%CI

3.03(0.55): 2.78-3.28 2.77(0.24): 2.74-2.81 0.04

Males Cognitive Interview Participant
(n=17)

All AYAZAZI males with 12-month SRPS scores (n=73)  

SRPS mean score, SD,
95%CI

2.62(0.37): 2.43-2.81 2.80(0.33): 2.72-2.88 0.08

Females Cognitive Interview Participant
(n=21)

All Cognitive Interview females with 12-month SRPS scores
(n=18)

P-
value

SRPS mean score, SD,
95%CI

3.03(0.55): 2.78-3.28 2.71(0.22): 2.60-2.81 0.02

Males Cognitive Interview Participant
(n=17)

All Cognitive Interview males with 12-month SRPS scores (n=7)  

SRPS mean score, SD,
95%CI

2.62(0.37): 2.43-2.81 2.92(0.31): 2.64-3.21 0.06

*Note: Cognitive Interviews took place from October 2019 to March 2021 and 12-month survey took place from October 2015-March 2017

p-value calculated using two-sample t test with unequal variances

Item Appraisal Results
While most young women and men understood the items in the scale and felt that they accurately capture power dynamics in relationships, several
important issues regarding the scale were identi�ed. Issues for each item are presented for women and men respectively in Tables 3 and 4. Below we
highlight some examples of issues with items in the SRPS, noting that for many items there were both cognitive and question feature problems.
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Table 3
Item appraisal among females who participated in the cognitive interviews and recommendations for adaptations for the use of the SRPS among

South African young women (n=21)
SRPS Scale
Item

Response
breakdown

Cognitive Process Coding Question Feature Coding Recommendations
for adaptation

  Comprehension Response
Process

Judgements
related to
items

Clarity of
items
(wording,
vague)

Logical
problems in
assumptions
(inappropriate
assumptions,
double-
barreled
questions)

 

1. My
partner is
quite
comfortable
when I greet
men I know

70% Strongly
agreed/Agreed

30% Strongly
Disagreed/Disagreed

        Item assumes
heterosexuality
and that it
would be only
an issue if
participant
was greeting
men on the
street

Revise wording in
order to be more
gender neutral so
as to allow for the
inclusion of
gender diverse
individuals and
participants in
non-heterosexual
relationships

2. My
partner
expects me
to be at
home when
he comes to
check on
me

50% Strongly
agreed/Agreed

50% Strongly
Disagreed/Disagreed

At times was
interpreted as if
the participant
and her partner
made plans
�rst

    Unclear
whether the
to interpret
based on
whether
participants
made plans,
called in
advance, or if
their partner
was just
showing up
unannounced

  Clarify whether
plans have been
made in advance,
or consider
revising to be
more
contemporary
understanding
that young people
are more
connected than
when the scale
was originally
developed

3. My
partner
becomes
jealous
when I wear
things that
make me
look too
beautiful

50% Strongly
agreed/Agreed

50% Strongly
Disagreed/Disagreed

  Participants
at times
responded
‘sometimes’
to this item

The term
beautiful
was left up
for
interpretation

This item
was also a
bit unclear
what “too
beautiful”
meant

Often
interpreted
both as beauty
in whichever
way the
participant
interpreted
beauty to
mean, but also
interpreted as
wearing
revealing
clothing

Revise item so
that there is less
ambiguity to what
the item is asking.
Could be revised
to ask about
whether partner
ever gets jealous
when you dress in
certain clothing

4. My
partner has
more to say
than I do
about
important
decisions
that affect
us

35% Strongly
agreed/Agreed

65% Strongly
Disagreed/Disagreed

  Participants
at times
indicated “it
depends”
and
seemingly
wanted an
option to
acknowledge
equal
decision-
making

      The response
options for this
item could be
revised so that
they can re�ect
and allow
participants to
distinguish
between partner
having more
control, them
having more
control, or having
equal control

5. My
partner
never tells
me who I
can spend
time with

90% Strongly
agreed/Agreed

10% Strongly
Disagreed/Disagreed

At times the
word never was
not considered
in the
participants’
responses

  Some
participants
spoke of
how they felt
the item was
not
applicable to
them as they
chose not to
have friends

    Negatively worded
items should be
removed as they
tend to confuse
participants



Page 10/24

SRPS Scale
Item

Response
breakdown

Cognitive Process Coding Question Feature Coding Recommendations
for adaptation

  Comprehension Response
Process

Judgements
related to
items

Clarity of
items
(wording,
vague)

Logical
problems in
assumptions
(inappropriate
assumptions,
double-
barreled
questions)

 

6. I could
leave our
relationship
any time I
wanted to.

80% Strongly
agreed/Agreed

20% Strongly
Disagreed/Disagreed

           

7. My
partner
does what
he wants,
even if I
don’t want
him to

35% Strongly
agreed/Agreed

65% Strongly
Disagreed/Disagreed

    Participants
thought this
item could
have been
worded in a
simpler
manner

  Potentially two
interpretations
about one’s
partner going
out and doing
things you
don’t want as
well as doing
things to you
(e.g. sexually)
that are
unwanted

Revising item so
that it is more
speci�c

8. When my
partner and
I disagree,
he gets his
way most
of the time

25% Strongly
agreed/Agreed

75% Strongly
Disagreed/Disagreed

  Some
participants
wanted to
respond “it
depends”
and often
highlighted
how they
both get their
way

      Some items could
potentially have
different response
options that allow
for a wider range
in responses. For
example having
response options
of Always,
frequently,
sometimes, rarely,
and never

9. My
partner
always
wants to
know where
I am

65% Strongly
agreed/Agreed

35% Strongly
Disagreed/Disagreed

Item was often
interpreted as a
sign of caring
and that this
was quite
common and
desired in the
context of high
rates of
violence
against women

      Measuring
both the level
of care partner
has for safety
and
heightened
surveillance of
whereabouts

Revising item to
be more speci�c in
order to capture an
unhealthy level of
surveillance
versus general
concern for safety

10. My
partner
expects me
to do
everything
for him

21% Strongly
agreed/Agreed

79% Strongly
Disagreed/Disagreed

    Some
judgements
about this
item being
for married
people

“everything”
was vague
and many
young
women
asked what
was meant
by this

  Revise item to be
more speci�c.
Consider
modifying item so
that it re�ects the
common ways in
which young
women and men
in South Africa
have relationships

11. Because
my partner
buys me
things, he
expects me
to please
him

5% Strongly
agreed/Agreed

95% Strongly
Disagreed/Disagreed

      Lack of
clarity in
what was
meant by
“please him”

  Revise item to be
more speci�c

Given the lack of
agreement to this
item, future scales
may want to revise
this item so it is
not interpreted as
participating in
transactional sex
or sex work as
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SRPS Scale
Item

Response
breakdown

Cognitive Process Coding Question Feature Coding Recommendations
for adaptation

  Comprehension Response
Process

Judgements
related to
items

Clarity of
items
(wording,
vague)

Logical
problems in
assumptions
(inappropriate
assumptions,
double-
barreled
questions)

 

12. My
partner lets
me know
that I am
not his only
girlfriend

15% Strongly
agreed/Agreed

85% Strongly
Disagreed/Disagreed

This item was
often
interpreted as
‘does your
partner cheat
on you’ and
participants
spoke of
�nding out their
partner cheated
through seeing
messages on
his phone

      This item
assumes
monogamy,
and some
participants
talked about
being in an
open
relationship

Consider removing
or modifying in
order to ensure the
item is more
understandable
and inclusive of
different types of
relationships

13. My
partner
expects me
to sleep
over
whenever
he chooses

30% Strongly
agreed/Agreed

70% Strongly
Disagreed/Disagreed

        Item assumes
that
participants
have started
sleeping
together and
are able to
have sleep
overs

Consider adding
some clarity
regarding whether
participants are
able to have sleep
overs
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Table 4
Item appraisal among young men participating in Cognitive interviews (n=17)

  Response
breakdown

Cognitive Process Coding Question Feature Coding Recommendations
for adaptations

    Comprehension Response
Process

Judgements
related to
items

Clarity of
items
(wording,
vague)

Logical
problems in
assumptions
(inappropriate
assumptions,
double-barreled
questions)

 

1. I am
quite
comfortable
when my
partner
greets men,
she knows

81% Strongly
agreed/Agreed

19% Strongly
Disagreed/Disagreed

Why would she
only ever be
greeting men?

  Participants
expressed
being
comfortable
with partner
greeting
men as long
as she is
not �irting

Lacking
clarity in
what
“greets” was
referring to.

Not speci�c
enough
about which
men she is
greeting

  Include more
speci�c language
so as to avoid
confusion

2. I like my
partner to
be at home
when I
come to
check her, it
bothers me
if she is not
there

69% Strongly
agreed/Agreed

31% Strongly
Disagreed/Disagreed

Often item was
interpreted as
participants
had already
made plans in
advance

At times
participants
responded “it
depends” to
this question

  Young men
often
assumed
this was in
the context
of them
having had
made plans
with their
partner and
feeling that
they would
be upset
based on
wasting
time, thus
more context
was needed

  Include more
speci�c language
so as to avoid
confusion

3. I become
jealous
when my
partner
wears
things that
make her
look too
beautiful

31% Strongly
agreed/Agreed

69% Strongly
Disagreed/Disagreed

Some young
men were
unable to
comprehend
how someone
could get
jealous if their
partner looked
beautiful

Some
participants
responded
“somewhat
agree”

    Young men
sometimes felt
that the item
was asking
both about
beauty and how
this beauty
represented
them, which
they
appreciated but
also that
wearing
revealing
clothes was
different and
would make
them jealous

Include more
speci�c language
so as to avoid
confusion. For
example specify
whether
participant is
jealous of partner
wearing revealing
clothes versus the
broad concept of
beauty

4. I have
more to say
than my
partner
does about
important
decisions
that affect
us.

60% Strongly
agreed/Agreed

40% Strongly
Disagreed/Disagreed

  “No, she has
more.”

“I am”

      Responses for this
item should
consider whether it
would be better to
understand who in
the relationship
makes most of the
decisions and then
providing
response options
of you, your
partner, or both
equally

5. I never
tell my
partner who
she can see
or spend
time with.

69% Strongly
agreed/Agreed

31% Strongly
Disagreed/Disagreed

“never” was
often
overlooked in
the
comprehension
of this item

        Avoid using
negatively worded
items that create
complicated
double negative
cognitive
processes
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  Response
breakdown

Cognitive Process Coding Question Feature Coding Recommendations
for adaptations

6. It might
make me
sad but my
partner is
free to leave
our
relationship
any time
she wants
to

79% Strongly
agreed/Agreed

21% Strongly
Disagreed/Disagreed

Interpretation
was often
based on
young men’s
desire to not
breakup more
than forcing
partner to stay
in relationship

Some
participants
responded
they weren’t
sure not
because they
wanted to
force their
partner to
stay in the
relationship
but because
they have
tried to
breakup and
it hasn’t
worked

      Make item more
speci�c to ensure
the scale is
capturing control
and being forced
to stay

Future scales may
want to consider
adding items
related to love and
building healthy
relationships

7. I like to
do what I
want, even
if my
partner
doesn’t
want me to.

31% Strongly
agreed/Agreed

69% Strongly
Disagreed/Disagreed

           

8. When my
partner and
I disagree, I
get my way
most of the
time.

31% Strongly
agreed/Agreed

69% Strongly
Disagreed/Disagreed

  Participants
often wanted
to answer
items with
yes or no

       

9. I like to
know where
my partner
is most of
the time

87% Strongly
agreed/Agreed

13% Strongly
Disagreed/Disagreed

This item was
often
interpreted as
showing care in
the context of
high rates of
violence
against women

      Both about
safety and
making sure
partner wasn’t
with other men

Revising item to
be more speci�c in
order to capture an
unhealthy level of
surveillance
versus general
concern for safety

10. I expect
my partner
to do things
for me like
my ironing
and
cooking

62% Strongly
agreed/Agreed

38% Strongly
Disagreed/Disagreed

  Participants
often wanted
to answer
items with
yes or no

This item
was often
stated by
participants
as not
applicable
because the
participant
was not
married or
hadn’t paid
lobolo

    Specifying
whether asking
about current
situation in young
men’s relationship
or expectations in
the future if they
get married

11. Because
I buy my
partner
things, I
expect her
to please
me

25% Strongly
agreed/Agreed

75% Strongly
Disagreed/

Disagreed

Some young
men interpreted
this item as
whether they
are able to
provide for their
partners

        Future scales may
want to consider
adding items
about young men’s
perceived
obligation to
provide for their
partners

12. I let my
partner
know that
she is not
the only
girlfriend I
have or
could have

19% Strongly
agreed/Agreed

81% Strongly
Disagreed/

Disagreed

For some this
item seemed
implausible
(because it
would surely
end the
relationship)

Item was
interpreted as
being honest or
that by not
telling their
partner they
have “side
chicks” they are
protecting her

      Assumes that
participant is in
a monogamous
relationship and
does not
consider
potential for
open
relationships

Item should be
revised to better
capture whether or
not young men are
using threats of
relationships with
other woman as a
means to cont
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  Response
breakdown

Cognitive Process Coding Question Feature Coding Recommendations
for adaptations

13. When I
want my
partner to
sleep over, I
expect her
to agree

40% Strongly
agreed/Agreed

60% Strongly
Disagreed/

Disagreed

Some young
men interpreted
this item as
wanting to
spend quality
bonding time
with their
partner and
thus having the
expectation

      Item assumes
that
participants
have started
sleeping
together and are
able to have
sleep overs

Future scales
should consider
adding items
about
expectations for
quality time as
well as sex with
their partners

Cognitive processes coding
Comprehension

Many participants lacked comprehension regarding scale item 5. This was particularly prevalent among young men who seemed to overlook the word
‘never’ in the phrase ‘I never tell my partner who she can spend time with’.

This item was the only item in the scale that was negatively worded. Agreeing to this item would have resulted in greater SRPS scores, as the scale was
coded so that higher scores re�ected greater SRP equity. While negative items are often placed in scales in order to avoid automatic processing (51),
critics of this approach have raised concern about whether or not positively and negatively worded items are measuring the same construct (52). In our
prior work with the SRPS (14), factor analyses among young men found that this item loaded negatively on the factor. At the time this seemed counter
intuitive, however cognitive interview results highlight how this was likely due to confusion and oversight of the negative wording of this item,
especially for young men.

Some items were seen as so implausible in young people’s relationships that participants felt they could not even answer the question. For example, in
relation to item; “I let my partner know are not the only partner I have or could have” one young man from Durban stated:

“Eeeh, it is the one that you asked me that if I cheat on her, will I tell her that. It does not make any sense at all. That is why I couldn’t answer that one.”
– Participant 41

Some items were not interpreted as originally intended. For example, although most young men agreed to item 6 “Although it might make me sad, my
partner is free to leave the relationship anytime she wants”– those that disagreed described wanting to �gure out why their partner wants to leave
instead of just letting the relationship fall apart. For example, one young man in Soweto stated:

“No, I have not come across that, that one of breaking up, to break up, [no] it would just be con�icts and we would solve them solve, you see? […] I will
not just let her, I need to ask why she is leaving, what happened to [us].” -Participant 48

These differences in interpretation by young people highlight the lack of research, particularly in contexts where HIV and gender-based violence is high,
focused on how young people perceive and enact love and problem solving within their relationships (53).

Judgements Related to the items

One common judgement towards scale items raised by young women and young men was regarding how some items were not applicable to their
current relationships as they seemed to be for married couples. For example, when responding to item 10 “My partner expects me to do everything for
him”, one young woman from Durban stated

“We are not married people, married people do that. He has not even paid for lobolo, so no. […] No, he must not expect me to…Yo! I have a lot of things
to do and now I must leave them and attend to his needs? […] No, ha, never. He is not my husband. I do all of that if I want to.”- Participant 165

Even among the 38% who disagreed to this item, discussions of future expectations after paying lobola (bride price) were common.

Finally, several young women discussed how they felt item 7 “my partner never tells me who I can spend time with” was not applicable to their lives
because they chose to not have friends and thus their partner telling them who to spend time with was not an issue. Future research should explore the
implications and potential consequences of young women having few to no connections with peers outside of their relationship with their partner.

Question feature coding
Clarity of the items (e.g., wording, whether the question is vague)

Numerous items lacked clarity. For example, item one “I am quite comfortable when my partner greets men she knows” raised discussion among some
young men regarding the interpretability of the word “comfortable”, with some young men suggesting the item could be worded as “ok” instead of
comfortable. For example, one young man in Durban described some of the issues he found with this item



Page 15/24

“Ahhh, okay, it is not that clear because it just mentions “greet”, it does not mention uhm, “talking to”, because greeting and talking to someone is two
different things. When she greets someone and does not talk to them, it makes me a bit suspicious. So, it is better if you phrase this question like this
rather than saying “talking to” someone because if she talked to someone, she would have an explanation for talking to them, expect for just greeting
them, she could make just any excuse and just be like “No, it is a friend”, when it is actually a side person or someone else.” – Participant 13

Issues with this item highlight the subtle differences that are important to understand as they could have different interpretations.

Item 2 which for young men stated “I like my partner to be home when I come to check her, it bothers me if she is not there” lacked clarity, which is well
explained by one young man from Durban who stated:

“Eeh, this one I, my understanding with it is that, It want to know how I feel when I alerted my partner that I will meet her at her place, and then when I do
come and then she is not there, uhhhm then my thought about the question is, yes I agree with the question because I will like my partner to be at her
place when I come to check her, because if, because I only come to visit her when I have informed her that on a particular day and time I will come and
check you at your place, and then when o eventually do come and then she is not there, then it became problematic for me, because now she is wasting
my time, wasted money to travel from my place to her place, only for me not to �nd her at her place, so that become problematic.” – Participant 67

Young women also were confused by this question and would at times ask the interviewer for more context. Thus, while 69% of young men and 50% of
young women agreed to this item, the majority agreed because they felt their partner would be upset if they had made plans and then they were not at
home when they came to follow through with prior plans. The lack of clarity in this item raises important consideration regarding the ways in which
young people communicate through social media and using smart phones and location sharing. This should be considered in more contemporary
versions of this scale for use among young people.

For women, item 10 stated; “my partner expects me to do everything for him”, which led to a lack of clarity for example one young woman from Soweto
questioned:

“When you say everything, you mean like house chores eh, laundry, �nancially?”- Participant 135

Another item which lacked clarity for some young women was item 11; “because your partner buys you things, he expects you to please him”.
Participants were at times unclear what was meant by “pleasing him”. Suggesting that this and many other items in the SRPS could be revised to be
more speci�c to avoid confusion and improve comprehensiveness.

Logical problems in assumptions (e.g., inappropriate assumptions, assumptions of constant behaviour, and double-barreled questions)

Inappropriate Assumptions And Assumptions Of Constant Behaviour:
Most of the items in the scale were heteronormative, asking young women about their male partners and young men about their female partners. While
only one participant described how this raised some issues in responding to the scale, being that she was in a same-sex relationship, future research is
needed to understand how power and control functions in non-heterosexual relationships, and how the SRPS could be adapted to better capture
diversity in the relationships of young people.

Item 13 which for young woman stated, “my partner expects me to sleep over whenever he chooses”, assumes that young people can have sleep overs,
or that they have started having sex. Some of the young women discussed how they hadn’t started having sleepovers or that they aren’t able to have
sleep overs because of family dynamics whereby at least one person in the relationship may still be living with their parents, thus making sleepovers
challenging to navigate. For example, one young woman in Durban stated:

“No, I cannot be, I live with my parents and I cannot sleep over. […] He knows that my parents are very strict parents and so, he knows that I cannot sleep
over whenever he wants me to.” – Participant 195

Future studies may want to consider adapting this item to re�ect differing family dynamics, abilities for young people to navigate sleepovers while
staying at home with their parents, and for sexually active and inactive youth.

Double-barreled Questions:
A few of the items seemed to be capturing multiple important elements in young people’s relationships and thus were left to interpretation. For example,
item 3 which for young men stated “I get jealous if my partner wears clothes that make her look too beautiful” was at times understood to be that the
men’s partners dressed nice and represented them which they appreciated, while some young men interpreted this item to mean that their partner wore
revealing clothing and this brought attention from other men, which led to jealousy. One young man from Durban expressed:

“So, in my understanding, if she wears something that make her look beautiful, I am okay with it, but if she wears something that exposes her. I am not
quite happy with that. So, I answered this question based on my understanding of beautiful rather than the society’s.” -Participant 13
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Discussions raised from this item, brought insight into different interpretations of beauty and the role and importance of female beauty, and how young
women must navigate the �ne line between being beautiful and attractive to their partners while at the same time ensuring they aren’t dressing too
provocatively as to upset their male partners. For example, one young woman from Soweto describes her interpretations of what beautiful means to her
in the context of the scale and what the item is trying to measure:

“Not really, ehm, I guess it’s something it’s an issue that I always had like from growing up, I never liked short things [revealing clothes], so I feel like they
are uncomfortable, so that’s why I always avoid wearing them, like if you appear wearing short things it can mean a lot of things, like putting a lot of
makeup, your weaves on like, from being simple, from having like a natural hair to relaxing your hair which will make you maybe more beautiful or
wearing wigs, so ja, no, but in this question mostly, I would say maybe it’s wearing short, for me, it’s wearing short [clothing] ‘cause I don’t apply as well
a lot of make-up.” – Participant 11

For this young woman, even though the issue of her partner being jealous if she looks “too beautiful” was not relevant in her relationship, it clearly
shows how there are multiple societal pressures for young Black women in South Africa to look and dress a certain way to be perceived as beautiful.
The importance of beauty and attractiveness has not been widely investigated within the relationships of young people, thus future research is needed
to explore the role of beauty and beauty standards in the relationships of young South African.

Young women also raised concerns around multiple interpretations of item 7 “My partner does what he wants even if I don’t want him to”. For example,
one young woman from Soweto stated:

“Are you saying that’s what he wants, in which sense, like him maybe going out to watch soccer or is it when I say, I don’t want you to touch me when he
touches me or do you mean?” – Participant 116

This highlights the potential dual interpretation of this item that could be about one’s partner going out and doing things that you don’t want them to do
or that they are doing sexual things to you that you don’t want them to do. These are two distinct and important relationship issues, that future scales
may wish to measure both concepts as separate items.

Finally, as highlighted in the title of this paper, both young men and women felt that item 9 which for young women stated, “My partner always wants to
know where I am”, captured both elements of caring and over-surveying or controlling behaviour. One young woman from Durban captured this issue
with double-barreled interpretations when she stated:

“Uhm…Jah, I feel like there is a twist somewhere, somehow […] I feel like it is asking if he is a stalker… […] But I also feel like it is asking if he cares.”-
Participant 129

Young men from both sites also discussed how in the context of South Africa where there are high rates of violence this item could be interpreted as
caring and trying to protect partner from violence. For example, one young man from Soweto stated:

“If I know where she is and I am not with her, I become so free to say, okay, my partner is at a certain place, she is doing 1, 2, 3, even though I don’t see
her […] but I have peace that I mustn’t worry too much about her. If she does not tell me where she went, I will be worried, worse, if I call and she does not
take my call, then I will think that eish since these days, there is human tra�cking.” -Participant 49

In South Africa, a woman is killed every 3 hours, and femicide rates are 5 times higher than the global average (54). Under this backdrop, it is no
surprise that 65% of young women and 87% of young men agreed to this item, which although originally aimed to capture surveillance and controlling
behaviour by male partners in relationships, was interpreted by many young women and men, not as sign of control, but one of care, concern, and
protection.

Suggestions For Revisions And Adaptions
Young women and men had lots of suggestions for how to improve the scale, including advice on being more speci�c, rewording items, adding
additional questions about power and control, including questions that were more general about relationship dynamics and questions about health,
sexual behaviour and violence and abuse.

To address some of the issues raised by participants about items in the SRPS, participants brought up suggestions for making items more speci�c. For
example, one young woman from Soweto stated:

“Maybe if we can just…, when you ask the question, maybe add more details so that I know that when I respond I will give you the answer that is
appropriate ‘cause now it’s open-ended you know I can say yes, I agree with just everything but then you �nd that another person perceives it differently,
so ja” – Participant 11

One speci�c example from another young woman in Soweto regarding item 1 “My partner is comfortable when I greet men I know”:

“I think that’s how it should be, like more speci�c whether in public or in private space.”-Participant 111
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Also, given that the scale was asked about young women’s partner’s behaviour, some young women suggested that items be added to also assess their
own behaviours.

Both young women and men brought up several suggestions for items that they felt would be important to include to measure power and control in
relationships. This included asking participants if they believe in gender equality, if you go out with friends, and if you allow your partner to have a say
about decisions in the relationship. For example, one young man from Durban stated:

“I will speak in a manner we usually speak with the guys here in Durban, I will say hey my brother how do you feel about the 50/50 thing?”- Participant
41

This also highlights how some of the items could be reworded to better re�ect the ways in which young people talk about gender equality and
relationships in South Africa.

Speci�c questions about relationship dynamics were of interest to participants including whether your partner takes you on dates, questions about
intimacy, and plans to have children together in the future, as well as emotional wellbeing in your relationship, for example one young woman from
Durban stated,

“The emotional wellbeing of a person in that relationship. How are you �tting in emotionally? Because some people can be like. Yes, he understands me
but there is that emotional part of them where they are breaking. Where they are not happy emotionally. But in other things they can defend their partner
and say yesss he is a good person but emotionally the soul is the important thing,” – Participant 123

These suggestions call for increased attention to strength-based measures of gender equity that focus on positive assets of relationships and deeper
connections that young people have with each other in relationships.

This desire to explore in greater detail the intricacies of young people’s relationships came up through suggestions to ask more about the details of
young people’s sexual relationships as a marker for relationship satisfactions. For example, one young man from Durban stated:

“Like how, how often do you have sex with your partner or how much sex should one have with her partner per month or per week or, ya, those kinds of
questions. […] Well, it also depends on how active, how sexually active you are. If you are very sexually active and your partner is not around, the
chances are high that you will �nd sexual pleasure from someone else, other than your partner.” – Participant 67

Several suggestions came up around sexual health and sexual violence and abuse such as whether you would ever force your partner to have sex with
you, if your partner was abusing you, and asking about who in the relationship might have more physical power. Concerns about cheating and the
consequences of cheating were important for understanding power dynamics in young people’s relationships. This included suggestions to ask
questions about whether participants ever got an “infection” (STI or HIV) from a partner and what they did about it. Other questions about health were
suggested including asking whether participants ever went to get tested for HIV with their partner.

Questions about employment and how economic inequities and societal gender roles may impact relationships were also suggested by participants.
For example, one young man from Durban stated:

“Maybe what can it be, ooh maybe it can be a job. Maybe if someone have a better job, does that affect the relationship. If I as a male work better and
earn better, would it make me not to respect my partner during that period.” – Participant 58

This recommendation highlights the intersecting nature of sexual relationship power inequities and ‘gender role strain/stress’ or men’s stress related to
inability to achieve hegemonic forms of masculinity including the ability to provide for one’s family through work (55–57). This construct has been
measured and explored among South African men using the gender role scale to better understand how multiple forms of masculine identities are
formed in response to gender role strain, and how in turn these identities and beliefs about gender roles in�uence import sexual and relationship
behaviours and outcomes (58–60). While quantitative validity evidence has been established among young men in South Africa, future research
should consider how both young men and young women perceive existing measures of gender role strain (60).

Finally, both young men and women spoke about adding questions about technology and looking at each other’s phones in relationships.

Discussion, Recommendation, And Re�ections
The results from this study highlight multiple issues surrounding items that have been used in youth sexual and reproductive health studies in South
Africa. Given that the SRPS was originally developed among women in the US in the year 2000, it is not overly surprising that many of the �ndings
highlighted how the scale may not be contemporary for youth in present-day South Africa. This included that items did not acknowledge the current
ways in which youth communicate, particularly when it comes to technology, cellphone use, and social media. Another key �nding from this study was
that the scale is extremely heteronormative and the wording of most of the items was problematic for youth who were in same-sex or open
relationships. The lack of applicability of scale items was also discussed in conversations surrounding youth’s perceptions that many of the scale
items seemed to be for married people. Scale items were also limited in their ability to measure equitable relationship dynamics, including intimacy and
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love. Given these issues, there are many recommendations made by participants that could help to make the scale more contemporary and relevant for
understanding power dynamics within youth’s relationships.

The use of technology and communication through social media is an important area for future research. For young people in today’s society,
relationship formation, sex and love most often begins and is sustained online and through social media and other dating apps (61). Thus, the results
from this study further highlight the critical need for measures, such as the SRPS, to be adapted to re�ect the increasingly virtual ways in which young
people form and perform relationships. This should include further investigation into different modalities that youth use to communicate with each
other and seek supports for relationship challenges is warranted given that mobile technology infrastructure is highly developed and used by
populations of youth people in South Africa who may otherwise have limited available options to discuss challenging issues related to gender
inequities (62–65).

Many participants brought up that the items in the scale seemed to be for married couples and weren’t relevant as most participants were unmarried.
Previous research has highlighted that even young men who are not yet married have perceived entitlement to any woman who they will have to pay
lobola to marry her (66). This is concerning as previous research has found that this entitlement can lead to increased demands for unsafe sex in
relationships (67). In the context of South Africa, where many young people are not married, or do not get married until later in life (68), items that
focused on importance of decision-making, household duties, and breakups may be less relevant or thought of differently for young people who are in
more casual relationships or not cohabitating with their partners. For example, youth in more casual non-cohabitating relationships may feel that it is
easier to leave relationships or breakup with their partner over the phone than youth in more serious cohabitating relationships. As such, measures
should consider the seriousness of youth’s relationships and distinguish between current expectations and future relationship expectations.

In contexts like South Africa, where HIV is endemic, youth relationships are rarely discussed through a strength-based lens, instead researchers and
program and policy makers have mostly focused on de�cit-based narratives of youth sexual relationships as inherently risky (69). While there is
increased attention to strength-based research and measurement development with Indigenous communities globally (70), and in the �eld of mental
health (71), strength-based measures for gender equity and SRH are not widely available. Many of the discussions and recommendations made by
young women and men in our study centered on the lack of focus on positive sexuality. This included recommendations for the addition of items which
ask about partner communication regarding sexual health, HIV testing, and sexual behaviour more generally. Partner noti�cation is an important aspect
of sexual health and STI/HIV prevention and control, especially in contexts like South Africa where STI care is done through syndromic management
(72). Power and control in�uence the ability and level of comfort in disclosing HIV and STI testing, thus scales should include items that explore young
people’s ability to get tested with their partners, as well as items exploring young people’s comfort and preference for STI and HIV disclosure in
relationships. Measures and efforts need to move away from de�cit-oriented narrative to better understand the ways in which programs and policies
can be implemented to build healthier relationships and more positive and open conversations about sexuality between young women and men as a
pathway to achieve gender equity, SRH outcomes, and the overall wellbeing of young South African women and men across the life course.

Issues raised by participants were not equal across the items or genders. Overall, data indicated that young men raised more comprehension issues
with the scale items, which is not overly surprising given that the scale was originally developed to measure women’s perceptions of their male partners
controlling behaviours and dominance in relationships (3). For women, the item “I could leave our relationship anytime I wanted to” and for men the
item “I like to do what I want, even if my partner doesn’t want me to” did not raise any speci�c issues. Issues relating to response processes only did not
seem to affect the overall interpretation and ability to measure SRP equity. For example, item 8 “When my partner and I disagree, he gets his way most
of the time” both young women and men often stated ‘it depends’ or used a yes or no response, but the item itself was overall well understood. Whereas
issues in double barreled interpretations and comprehension affected the validity of the item, resulting in some items not accurately capturing sexual
relationship power dynamics. For example, young women and men interpreted item 9 “I like to know where my partner is most of the time” most often
as a caring and positive behaviour and not as a sign of control or dominance.

Future research wishing to use the SRPS in their research with youth globally should consider the recommendations and suggestions for adapting the
scale as mentioned by the participants and outlined in Tables 3 and 4:

In general, some recommendations for revising the scale include:

1. Revising the scale language to be more inclusive of gender and sexual diversity as well as different types of relationships (e.g., open relationships or
non-cohabitating relationships that may involve children).

2. Modifying items so that they have contemporary relevance. This could include ensuring translations of the scale match the age and group context.
Also, to re�ect youth’s realities, we recommend modifying items about one another’s whereabouts to capture how young people are more connected via
technology than they were when the scale was developed. Also revising items that may not make sense for youth in South Africa who generally aren’t
married or living with their partners.
3. Revising items to be more strength-based, to accurately capture equitable relationship power dynamics and shift the focus away from de�cit-based
narratives of inequity and risky youth sexuality.
4. Revising some of the items to be more speci�c to avoid differing and multiple interpretations
5. Exploring whether different response options would make more sense for certain items. Also, if response items should have the option for
participants to respond don’t know/unsure. For example, providing the options of: Always, often, sometimes, rarely, and never. This could also include
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exploring how having more than 4 response options and having a neutral option might affect the responses and overall scale scores.

Strengths and limitations
Participants for this qualitative study were recruited from a larger sample of youth who participated in a longitudinal study ‘AYAZAZI’ from 2015-2017.
Participants, however, had not been in contact with the study for several years. While many participants were unreachable, there were no major
differences between participants who we were and were not included in this sub-study (Supplementary Material), a moderate number of participants
were still able to be contacted years after they’re original participation. This study further solidi�es the massive return on investment that youth
engagement can have in the research process. By providing youth friendly spaces, training research staff to be youth allies and allowing youth to
discuss important issues in their lives makes an impact and allows for greater opportunity to reconnect with young people for follow-up research and
engagement.

Success in recontacting participants several years following the end of the AYAZAZI study is likely attributable to the youth engagement approach
undertaken by the study, and high retention rate during the cohort follow-up which was facilitated by ongoing youth-friendly efforts to reconnect with
participants. These included knowledge translation and exchange events, follow-up studies and social media engagement. Recruitment �ndings
highlight important gendered considerations for recontacting youth in follow-up research. Overall, it was more challenging to reach young men and in
Durban young women were more likely to decline participation, while in Soweto, where all interviews were conducted telephonically, young men were
more likely to decline to participate or were unreachable after agreeing to participate. The timing of the calls in relation to the COVID-19 pandemic may
have also in�uenced the response rates differently for young women and men. For example, every contacted woman in Soweto agreed to participate in
CIs versus only 23% of young women in Durban. This provides potential indication that young women may have been more likely to be at home during
the pandemic and potentially more likely to participate in research if they are able to do so in the comfort of their homes. Whereas while young men
may be willing and agreeable to participating in research, other competing demands may keep them from participating at the scheduled time. Given
that challenges in scheduling were more common among young men in Soweto, may be indicative of job insecurity and disruptions in routine and
scheduling faced by many young South African due to the COVID-19 pandemic (73).

Our results found that since the 12-month AYAZAZI questionnaire was completed, young women had greater SRPS scores, and young men had lower
SRPS scores. Differences across study visits were unlikely to be because of the sample recruited. When comparing responses among the participants
who answered the SRPS scale at the 12-month AYAZAZI questionnaire and who participated in the CIs, the effects of the change were greater (Table 2).
Thus, differences in scores may have been due to changes in relationships, a function of older age, shifts in gender norms by participants, or changes
in the interpretation of the scale items over time. Issues with measurement invariance as participants age and mature has been recently discussed
using the gender equity men’s scale in a cohort of young women in South Africa (74). Other issues affecting the scores could have been due to the
response options provided whereby for several items participants did not respond with the given response options of Strongly agree to Strongly
disagree. Instead, some participants responded just with yes or no answers, and other times, due to other issues with the items, responded with
sometimes, it depends, etc.… Table 3 and 4 presents additional response option issues for all applicable items. Future studies utilizing and adapting the
SRPS for use among youth may want to explore different response options to the items including Likert-Type Scales that range from always to never
instead of strongly agree to strongly disagree.

Improvements in SRP among young women in our study is different than prior research among young women in Kenya, highlighting reductions in SRP
with age (50). This, however, could be partially explained by the fact that this study included young women only up to the age of 24, and did not look at
changes in SRP among the same women over time. While no study to our knowledge has examined changes in SRP equity overtime among young
women or men in sub-Saharan African contexts, a study among young women and men in Uganda found that younger adolescents (aged 10-14) had
more gender inequitable beliefs than their older peers, highlighting that young people may become more gender equitable with age (75). Findings were
in line with prior research from our study suggesting as young men get older they may form and exert more controlling and dominant behaviours in
their relationships (76), however little is known about shifting gender equitable beliefs, norms, and behaviours overtime, thus requiring further research
(74).

The use of cognitive interviewing in our study provided an opportunity to establish a youth-engaged process for appraising items of a well-established
measure of gender equity that provided insight, evidence, and recommendations for scale adaptation strategies for the use of the SRPS in South
African youth studies, and speci�cally how the SRPS may function differently for young women and men. However, due to limitations in recontacting
participants several years after last contact with our study team, we were unable to fully follow the intended purposeful sampling approach. Our data
collection took place over a period of 15 months due to the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic causing interruptions in data collection and requiring the
study team to re-submit ethical approval to continue interviews telephonically. Interviews that were conducted telephonically may have differed from
those done in-person pre-COVID, however the interviewers felt that they were able to have meaningful conversations with participants despite not being
face-to-face. In fact, the female interviewer in Soweto (MK) felt that young women may have been able to be more open about their relationships than
would have been possible in person. Telephonic interviews also allowed participants who may have moved out of the area to participate, and thus may
have been why all the young women who were contacted in Soweto participated in the cognitive interviews. Moreover, our results present a
disproportionate number of quotes from young men in Durban, which was re�ective of young men residing in Durban, the majority of whom completed
the CI in person, having more to say about the items in the scales than young men in Soweto, all of whom conducted the survey telephonically. These
�ndings raise important gendered considerations for data collection and the importance of exploring youth preference for differing modalities for
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collecting survey and interview data (e.g., in person vs. mobile/telephonic) in future youth studies focused on topics related to sexuality, relationships,
and gender norms and roles.

Finally, our team spent an extensive amount of time reviewing the data, co-coding, and double coding transcripts; however, this cannot prevent our own
world views and values from impacting the interpretation of the data. Because members of the team spoke different languages, and interviews were
conducted in multiple languages, they had to be translated into English in order to be discussed as a group, which may in itself pose issues in cross-
cultural interpretation of the data (34). As this project progresses, we intend to continuously share and incorporate the views of multiple audiences into
future �ndings and will continue to support youth capacity building in our research program.

Conclusions
Given the wide use of the SRPS in research centered on youth’s SRH, this study �lls an important gap in unpacking the validity evidence of the scale
and provides insights into the gendered comprehensiveness and contemporary relevance of the SRPS in the lives and relationships of young women
and men in South Africa. While many of the participants felt that the scale adequately captured SRP and were relevant to their relationships and the
relationships of their peers, this differed by gender, and there were several items which were interpreted differently than the original scale intended.
Moreover, even when reminded of the response options many participants chose to answer the items using their own responses, raising potential
issues in validity evidence surrounding scale content as well as response consistencies. Numerous recommendations for additional and more
contemporary and relevant measures of sexual relationship power were suggested by participants, providing opportunity for researchers to adapt youth
recommendations into future use of the SRPS in their research and program evaluations by, with and for youth. To address gender equity and improve
the health and well-being of youth across the life course, the validity evidence of measures used within youth research needs to be evaluated on an
ongoing basis to ensure measures remain contemporary and re�ect the living realities of young people. As such, the methods used in this study could
be applied across a range of disciplines and settings to support the meaningful engagement and participation of affected communities to improve
measurement development, adaptation, and appraisal.
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