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Abstract

Background: It is assumed that knowing what puts young women at risk of poor sexual health outcomes and, in
turn, what protects them against these outcomes, will enable greater targeted protection as well as help in designing
more effective programmes. Accordingly, efforts have been directed towards mapping risk and protective factors onto
general ecological frameworks, but these currently do not take into account the context of modern armed conflict. A
literature overview approach was used to identify SRH related risk and protective factors specifically for young women
affected by modern armed conflict.
Processes of risk and protection: A range of keywords were used to identify academic articles which explored the
sexual and reproductive health needs of young women affected by modern armed conflict. Selected articles were read
to identify risk and protective factors in relation to sexual and reproductive health. While no articles explicitly identified
‘risk’ or ‘protective’ factors, we were able to extrapolate these through a thorough engagement with the text. However,
we found that it was difficult to identify factors as either ‘risky’ or ‘protective’, with many having the capacity to be
both risky and protective (i.e. refugee camps or family). Therefore, using an ecological model, six environments that
impact upon young women’s lives in contexts of modern armed conflict are used to illustrate the dynamic and complex
operation of risk and protection – highlighting processes of protection and the ‘trade-offs’ between risks.
Conclusion: We conclude that there are no simple formulaic risk/protection patterns to be applied in every conflict and
post-conflict context. Instead, there needs to be greater recognition of the ‘processes’ of protection, including the role of
‘trade-offs’ (what we term as ‘protection at a price’), in order to further effective policy and practical responses to improve
sexual and reproductive health outcomes during or following armed conflict. Focus on specific ‘factors’ (such as ‘female
headed household’) takes attention away from the processes through which factors manifest themselves and which often
determine whether the factor will later be considered ‘risk inducing’ or protective.
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Background
Blum and Mmari (2005) propose a conceptual frame-
work which locates risk and protective factors associated
with the sexual and reproductive health (SRH) of young
people in developing countries in an ecological model
[1]. This assumes that knowing what factors are likely to
increase poor SRH outcomes for young women (includ-
ing early first sex or early first birth), and how they oper-
ate, will help target young women at risk of negative
health outcomes and help to design more effective pro-
grammes. The framework views young people as living
in multiple milieus (macro/institutional, community,
school, family, peers and individual), each of which may
be a source of both risk and protection. This model is
presented as functioning across developing contexts.
Predominately, work on SRH has taken a population ap-
proach, with limited consideration of its suitability for
application to specific contexts, such as conflict. How-
ever, a small body of emerging evidence suggests that pro-
cesses of risk and protection are, to a large extent,
contextually determined and need to be understood in rela-
tion to distinct groups of people in specific contexts [2–4].
While there has been some exploration of specific risk and
protective factors in relation to conflict and the short or
long term impacts upon some aspects of health [5–7],
based on this literature overview, there appears to be little
that has been specific to SRH and young women.

The inter-agency field manual on reproductive health
in humanitarian settings highlights the importance of
identifying protective factors within initial assessments;
however, little is known as to how conflict may under-
mine protective processes or increase the ‘trade-off ’ be-
tween risks that may be undertaken to increase
protection [8]. Conflict is likely to have a powerful im-
pact on the ecology of young people and an ecological
model enables a more comprehensive exploration of
protective processes, with socio-cultural contexts be-
coming the focus of attention rather than individual at-
tributes [7].

Risk and risk factors are often used and understood as
notions of statistical risk, and commonly associated with
increasing the likelihoods of negative outcomes or prob-
lem behaviours. Protective factors operate in the context
of risk and may be understood as the resources that sup-
port and assist an individual, family or community to
manage, restrict and/ or overcome difficulties and adver-
sity, and reduce risk [9]. Such conceptualisations of risk
and protective factors suggest that they are static and
generalisable factors. However, the dynamic nature of a
factor, and whether or how it serves to protect or increase
risk, can only be understood when wider processes of risk
and protection are identified (i.e. how it came to be that
certain choices were made or that a particular context oc-
curred). This may involve several dynamic factors, as well

as combinations of risk and protective factors (or a trade-
off between them), each of which can produce different
outcomes for any individual.

Adopting this position, and building upon Blum and
Mmari’s (2005) ecological framework [1], an overview of
the risk and protective factors highlighted by the litera-
ture on the young women’s SRH in conflict is presented.
Yet rather than describing a neat set of risk and protect-
ive factors that can be used to underpin policy and prac-
tice responses, we present the complex processes of
protection that often dictate whether a context or choice
is risk inducing or protective. Through this work, we
argue that we need to better understand and pay more
attention to these processes, the trade-offs which occur
and the price often paid by young women through it.

Methods
This paper adopts a literature overview approach (Grant
and Booth 2009), providing a narrative of the relevant
literature [10]. A search of the literature was performed
using Web of Knowledge, limited to the title and ab-
stract. The search period was from 2000 to 2013, and
only papers in English were included. The search was
driven by the overarching question ‘What are the risk
and protective factors associated with the sexual and re-
productive health of young women in contexts of armed
conflict?’ The search strategy combined terms according
to four broad themes:

� Conflict: conflict OR conflict affected OR fragile
states OR war OR trauma OR violence

� Age: child* OR youth OR adolescen* OR teen OR
young person*

� Conflict affected countries: Afghanistan OR Angola
OR Burundi OR Central African Republic OR Chad
OR DRC OR Congo OR Cote d’Ivoire OR Eritrea
OR Guinea OR Guinea-Bissau OR Liberia OR Mali
OR Myanmar OR Burma OR Nepal OR Sierra
Leone OR Sri Lanka OR Somalia OR Sudan OR
South Sudan OR Timer-Leste OR Togo OR West
Bank OR Gaza OR Iraq OR Libya OR Syria

� Sexual and reproductive health: sexual and
reproductive health OR childbearing OR pregnancy
OR sexual activity OR early marriage

The search also involved hand searches of relevant
journals, and the following up of citations, appropriate
grey literature and key authors. Different types of litera-
ture (quantitative, qualitative, conceptual and discussion
pieces, and grey literature) were included. The initial in-
clusion criteria focused on literature that explicatively
discussed conflict, and sexual and reproductive health in
relation to this. In addition, we restricted our focus to
literature concerned with females and included those of
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