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Abstract
Adolescent girls and young women (AGYW) in sub-Saharan Africa face a disproportionate burden of HIV risk. Of women living with HIV worldwide, 15% are aged 15–24. Of these, 80% live in sub-Saharan Africa. Transactional sex could explain the increased AGYW risk. However, there is a lack of clarity on the practice of transactional sex and its association with HIV is necessary. This is important in order to intervene effectively to improve prevention and treatment for this population. 
Methods: A comprehensive systematic review of epidemiological and social science evidence for studies on women and men who engage in transactional sex published up through 2014 was conducted.
Results:
Transactional sex is distinct from sex work and can be defined as non-marital, non-commercial sexual relationships or encounters motivated by an implicit assumption that sex will be exchanged for material support or other benefits. Transactional sex is associated with HIV in different ways. Women who had ever practiced transactional sex were on average 50% more likely to be HIV positive than women who had never engaged in the practice according to a systematic review of epidemiological studies. Transactional sex is associated with HIV risk behaviours (although the evidence varies) such as experience of partner violence and abuse, use of alcohol and multiple sexual partners. Important facts about the practice are: a) transactional sex is not sex work and conflating transactional sex and sex work in intervention design and funding is counter-productive.; b) Not all sexual relationships characterized by or involving exchange are inherently risky. The emphasis should not be placed on eradicating transactional sex, but rather on identifying the conditions and circumstances in which transactional sex imparts risk; c) transactional sex is not synonymous with age-disparate sex. 
Women’s motivation for engaging in transactional sex has been described from three different perspectives, each with different implications for policy and programming: 1) Women are poor victims who exchange sex for basic needs (‘survival sex’); 2) Women actively seek out men to exchange sex for improved social status; 3) Women are expected to receive material items as expressions of love from their male partners. In reality, most transactional sex relationships cannot be explained by any one perspective alone. 
Conclusions
TS matters for HIV prevention because of its high prevalence as a sexual practice and its established association with HIV in a region and population with the highest rates of transmission. Programmatic approaches should not always assume AGYW who practice TS think of themselves as ‘vulnerable victims,’ as AGYW practice transactional sex across a range of economic conditions and perceived levels of control over their relationships.  In addition, these relationships vary in the level of intimacy shared between partners.  

