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BACKGROUND



Current Issues Facing Adolescents and Young People in 
Sub-Saharan Africa

Large youth population in Sub-Saharan 
Africa, with high levels of poverty and 
unemployment 
Only region in the world with rising 

mortality among adolescent and young 
adults aged 16 – 24 years old (GBD 2019 
Adolescent Collaborators et al., 2021)
Substance use during this critical stage is a 

prevalent coping mechanism (Olawole-Isaac 
et al., 2018) which increases the risk of 
mortality and morbidity across the lifespan 
(Bryazka et al., 2022)
Internalization of traditional gender norms 

tends to co-occur alongside substance use 
(Jumbe et al., 2025) and is similarly 

Global rank for mortality rate in 15-19 
olds



METHODS



Description of Pilot Test

Work with selected vocational 
training programmes
Train potential interventionists on 

PEGISUS intervention
Pilot test intervention with N~15 AYA 

peer groups (n~5 per country: South 
Africa, Zambia, Zimbabwe)
Determine pre- and post-

intervention changes in substance 
use and gender equity beliefs
Determine feasibility and 

acceptability of intervention
Final intervention; training materials 

adapted



Participant
s

Youth 16-24 years old ≥ weekly AOD use with peers

Moderate or severe risk of 
unhealthy AOD use

Eligibility Criteria



 Involvement of Adolescents and Young Adults
Question: Is this new intervention culturally-appropriate, feasible and acceptable?

• 12 FGDs (4 per country)

• N=120 participants

• Current substance use

• Not Research 
Participants

• 2 Youth Advisory Boards  
per country

Suggested 

Activity Change 
and Length

Study Logo

Intervention 
Delivery



Evidence-based substance use 
reduction for AYAs

Evidence-based gender equity 
beliefs components



PEGISUS Intervention Overview
Focus on challenges that are specifically pertinent to 
Southern African context

Consist of eight workshops

Manualized with handbook

Aimed at peers who use substances supporting each 
other

Covers substance use and gender norms and how 
these interact

Includes short-term and long-term goals for 
adolescents and young people



RESULTS



Sociodemographic and Clinical Descriptive Statistics 
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Overall sample 
(n=57)

South Africa 
(n=17) Zambia (n=16) Zimbabwe (n=24)

Female, % (n) 30 (53%) 13 (76%) 3 (19%) 14 (58%)
Age, M (SD) 19.6 (2.2) 18.4 (1.5) 21.2 (2.0) 19.3 (2.2)
Education level, % (n)

Did not complete high school 40 (70%) 17 (100%) 10 (63%) 13 (54%)
Completed high school 14 (25%) 0 (0%) 3 (19%) 11 (46%)
Tertiary education 3 (5%) 0 (0%) 3 (19%) 0 (0%)

Household SES
Employment status, % (n)

Student 22 (39%) 16 (94%) 6 (38%) 0 (0%)
Employed 6 (11%) 0 (0%) 3 (19%) 3 (13%)
Unemployed 29 (51%) 1 (6%) 7 (44%) 21 (88%)

Ever referred for substance use 
treatment, % (n) 2 (3.5%) 0 (0%) 0 (0%) 2 (8.3%)

Depression and anxiety 
symptoms (K10), M (SD) 26.6 (7.4) 28.4 (5.9) 24.7 (8.2) 26.8 (7.7)

Total # of peer groups 18 8 5 5
Members per peer group, M (SD) 3.17 (1.20) 2.13 (0.35) 3.20 (0.45) 4.80 (0.45)



Overall ASSIST Scores

Enrolled N=57 participants, 18 peer groups total (2 – 5 peers/ group)
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Substance Use by Country
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Gender Equity Beliefs
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Linear Mixed Effects Model 
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Alcohol Cannabis Other drugs 

Number of individuals (clusters) 57 (18 clusters) 45 (18 clusters) 26 (13 clusters)
Mean change 2.5 (p<0.01*) 0.2 (p=0.94) 1.3 (p=0.74)
Individual variability 21.55 43.82 386.04
Contribution from clusters 12.34 0.00 0.00
Age 1.18 (p<0.01*) 0.05 (p=0.72) 0.67 (p=0.72)
Gender 2.11 (p=0.31) 2.72 (p=0.46) 6.44 (p=0.46)
Country difference 
Zambia 7.19 (p<0.01*) 3.09 (p=0.80) 8.49 (p=0.47)
Zimbabwe 2.15 (p<0.01*) 2.89 (p=0.98) 17.76 (p=0.15)



Acceptability and Feasibility of PEGISUS Intervention

Overall
N=56

South Africa
N=17 (1 missing)

Zambia
N=16

Zimbabwe
N=23

Acceptability, M (SD) 43.6 (2.5) 42.9 (3.4) 42.5 (2.5) 44.8 (0.6)

Feasibility, M (SD) 37.3 (6.5) 40.3 (2.7) 29.8 (5.3) 40.4 (4.5)

Appropriateness, M 
(SD) 36.6 (3.3) 34.2 (3.8) 36.5 (3.3) 38.3 (1.2)



NEXT STEPS



Aim 1: ADAPT 
INTERVENTION

Aim 2: TEST 
INTERVENTION

Aim 3: PREPARE 
FOR SCALE-UP 

Evidence-based 
interventions, 

adapted for AYA 
peer groups

Randomised 
controlled trial

Identify sites for 
successful scale-

up

Vocational training 
institutions

AYA improved 
health & quality of 

life

Substance use and 
gender equity beliefs 
intervention in peer 

groups
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