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While the partners may be either enablers or barriers, there is a strong sense from the key 

informants that they could be significant enablers. A mobiliser working for one of the 

implementing NGOs sees persistent young female partners as playing an important role: 

Young females in partnerships can often help us to get their partners to the procedure.  

Some of their girlfriends nag them as well. That is what I have observed. They literally 

nag them – “You have to have it done, you have to have it done”.  

 

An employee of one of the implementing partners conducting circumcision also indicated that 

partners were important influencers. He also raised an interesting point that the partners are 

more likely to be barriers at a certain time of the year: 

I think that they facilitate it in my view (laughs). I am laughing because during 

December some guys are like “No! Six weeks without sex in December” and I do that 

that sometimes the partners play a role by saying “No – not in December - you can do 

it some other time”.  

 

The point about the significance of December will be explored further in the section on the 

discussion of the barriers.  

A key informant from an NGO involved in mobilisation sees women generally and mothers in 

particular as being able to play a significant role in encouraging males to present for 

circumcision:  

So let us not only focus on men let us look at women as well as they can play a big role 

in motivating their partners again. They also have got sort of control over the young 

boys as well. So that is the reason that we have realised that in some places the 15, 16, 

17 and 18 year olds are always accompanied by their mothers.  

 

An employee of one of the implementing partners conducting circumcision recounted an 

occasion when a girlfriend of one of the males brought both her boyfriend and her brother to 

the circumcision site.  
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So – and also if I may – there was one case where a girlfriend took the –you know – the 

boyfriend and the brother to circumcision which was quite funny for us. So she was 

holding (laughs) the brother on one side – so this was in Hout Bay – and the boyfriend 

on the other side.  

 

Partners and mothers are not just seen as important in encouraging the young males to come 

forward for the circumcision but also in providing the necessary support and assistance, not 

only for the procedure, but also for the subsequent period of healing.  A senior manager of one 

of the implementing partners conducting circumcision sees this as being one of the key factors: 

What I have noticed with the Coloured community is that they are coming with their 

partners to get it done. They are getting the support from their family – they come with 

their partners, with their parents and with their female relatives sometimes. So they get 

the support and understanding. Supporting them when they get to the facility and post-

operatively.  So the partner can give all the necessary support that a person would 

need.  

 

She goes on to discuss the significant role that mothers can play in the process as they provide 

support to younger males during the period of healing that is necessary after the procedure.  

Mothers are very important. You will get a teen who is so private about their private 

parts. They sign their own consent but now as much as they have signed it becomes a 

problem when it comes to follow ups. They don’t attend to the wounds as they should 

and they come back with AEs. Mothers can instil that in them. So the mother must be 

there listening to the post-operative wound care instructions.  

 

A participant in a focus group for circumcised males gives an interesting account of what 

happened when he told his mother than he had been circumcised. While she was clearly not a 

motivator for him to go for the procedure, it is clear that the experience that her one son had 

will, in all likelihood, lead to her being more involved in the decision of her younger son.  
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I don’t live with them, so they didn’t even know, but when I told my mom, she just 

laughed.  She made a joke.  She said oh, “het jy alles afgesny?” (Did you cut everything 

off?).  She was quite funny about it, but I think she wants to – (pauses) I have a nine 

year old brother, so when I had mine done, she actually showed more interest in having 

him done as well.  But I think she will probably wait until he is a bit older.   

 

4.3.4. Improved Sexual Experience and Performance 

The perceived improved sexual experience and performance was a significant result that came 

out of the focus group discussions. While it was not something that was commented on much 

by key informants many of the males believed that it had significantly improved the sexual 

experience for both partners as well improving the sexual performance of circumcised men.  

A participant in a focus group for circumcised males who has sex with men had felt that reduced 

sensitivity of the penis meant that sex was better after the circumcision than before. 

I was circumcised in 2010, but that was partial.  It was done privately, but I could see 

this was a partial thing because it looked like more foreskin should come off and then 

I came to (name of implementing partner) and the whole thing was done properly.  So 

and it was April this year (2014)… Well, there is a difference, because when I was 

uncircumcised, my penis was much more sensitive and that was one of the reasons why, 

so I can say it is better now. 

 

The reduced sensitivity was mentioned by and number of participants and they all saw this as 

a positive thing as they felt that they were able to continue longer before ejaculating. As one 

of the participants in the circumcised group put it: 

After six weeks, I decided I got really had the urge to have sex.  I called a friend and 

she came over and normally my foreskin, it chokes my penis and when I put in the girl, 

it hurt me. The feeling, it comes quick and you ejaculate, but when I had sex now … I 

lasted longer. It was very much enjoyable and I did it more than once.  That is what’s 

so nice about it and she was actually surprised at how long I lasted.   
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Not only did the circumcised males indicate that the sexual experience was better for them and 

their partners but there was also the indication that their partners were more sexually 

adventurous. A participant in a focus group for circumcised males put it in the following way:  

With one of my partners – she is my ex-girlfriend, but she didn’t know my foreskin was 

removed ... If we meet up, there is only one thing that is going to happen and I told her 

do you know my foreskin is removed, but this is like afterwards - after we had had sex.  

Then she is back on it again.  Now I am thinking like a lot of females prefer penises 

where their foreskins have been removed, because now she is done something that I 

have never seen her done you know. 

 

When clarifying this point with the group, it was apparent that the circumcised men were much 

more likely to receive oral sex from their heterosexual partners now than they were circumcised 

than before. There was also agreement among the group of circumcised men that the 

circumcision resulted in their ability to repeat the sexual act more often and with a quicker 

interval between erections. A participant in a focus group for circumcised males explains it in 

the following way: 

The foreskin has been removed.  It is not wet anymore, it’s drier.  I find like say I have 

had an orgasm, I can get a quicker arousal and the “oomph” to do it again, whereas 

normally prior, I would do it and once I had my orgasm, then I wouldn’t bother.   But 

now like ten minutes later I am ready again. 

 

The whole issue of the improved sexual experience and performance was discussed in the focus 

group discussion for uncircumcised males and one of the participants indicated that what he 

had heard about this had almost motivated him to undertake MMC, particularly because of the 

experience of his son. It is interesting that he notes that his wife is also encouraging him to go 

for these reasons: 

I’ve also heard a lot of guys saying that their sexual experiences are better because of 

being circumcised. For number one they say, the penis is not as sensitive and the 

foreskin is not there, it takes longer for them to ejaculate, they were saying they are 

able to have more events of, sexual events, like you’re having an event now and then 
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very soon after that you’re ready to go again. This is what some guys are saying and 

they’re saying it’s not being like that, when they were not circumcised. I’ve heard this 

and I was tempted quite a few times to say, just go for this thing and maybe that’s the 

case, it might work for you. I must say, my wife has brought this up and said why don’t 

you go for circumcision, you know what I’m saying? My son was circumcised and 

according to him, he’s better off, sexually.  

 

One of the participants in the discussion, who has sex with men also indicated that there were 

benefits for those who had oral sex as well.      

Well, to be honest, if I had to perform oral sex on a guy, if I found there to be some kind 

of residue or smell, I’d be like, okay, go wash yourself beforehand, but I’ve never 

encountered that, maybe because the ones I’ve dealt with always go wash, but I must 

say, with circumcised men, you don’t need to worry about it, it’s just go for it and it’s 

easier and you can see everything.  

 

4.3.5. The Role of Culture and Religion 

One of the factors that emerged very strongly from the focus groups discussion with 

circumcised males as well as the key informant interviews was the importance of culture and  

religion, specifically Islam, as a reason for people being willing to circumcise.  

Muslim males, who for whatever reason, have not undergone circumcision are very willing to 

volunteer for circumcision. A participant in a focus group for circumcised males explains it in 

this way.  

Yes, from an Islamic point of view, it has got to be done.  Mostly for health purposes, 

but it must be done and where the friends is concerned, there is no need for negativity 

about it. 

 

An employee of one of the implementing partners conducting circumcision indicates that it is 

especially common in those who convert to Islam and then need to be circumcised in order to 

fulfil the requirements of the religion: 
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Just to also say – a few of them because they are converting to Islam because it is a 

prerequisite that they circumcise would come to us for those reasons but it is a handful 

of them…From what they tell us it is quite expensive to do it privately so they then come 

to us for circumcision.  

 

In addition there are those men who become involved in relationships with Muslim women. A 

key informant from an NGO involved in mobilisation states: 

In some instances men will be in relationships with Muslim women and that is one of 

the requirements when you are going to marry a Muslim woman - you must be 

circumcised so that is also a driving factor in the Western Cape…So many Coloured 

men have seen MMC as an opportunity because some of them wanted to be circumcised 

but because of the financial implications did not. 

 

Another enabler in this regard is when the culture of one groups of boys is able to influence 

others in their friendship circle. This sort of indirect peer pressure can be very powerful. A key 

informant from an NGO involved in mobilisation explains it further: 

If Coloured boys have good friendships with Muslim boys they get influenced and they 

become very eager to do the circumcision because for Muslims it is more about purity 

as well. He also wants to get it done because my friend is peeled (Circumcised) and I 

also want to be. 

 

 

4.3.6. Perceived Improvement in Appearance of the Penis 

There is a general belief and impression which was apparent among both the circumcised and 

uncircumcised males that the appearance of the circumcised penis is better than that of an 

uncircumcised penis. It is interesting that this is a particularly strongly held belief among 

uncircumcised men.  
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The following exchange during the discussion with a focus group of uncircumcised males 

illustrates this point: 

 

UC FGD P2:  A circumcised penis looks better.  

UC FGD P4:  Okay, to be honest, I’m actually curious how would I look circumcised, 

but then I (would) want to have the foreskin back again.  

UC FGD P7:  I want a situation where you can zip on your foreskin and zip it off.  

UC FGD P1:  Let’s be honest, my son is circumcised, he’s been very arrogant about 

it, braggish about it, walking around in the bathroom in front of me, it 

does look nicer, for me, but that still doesn’t -  you know what I’m 

saying.  

UC FGD P8: Circumcised lyk dit beter as die onge-circumcised is, want jy jou 

foreskin op het. (A circumcised penis looks better than an un-

circumcised one because it has a foreskin on it.) 

 

These sentiments were reinforced later on in the discussion when one of the uncircumcised 

participants noted: 

If I should go ahead with the circumcision, it would probably be just because of (the 

fact that), I admire someone who is circumcised because most of my boyfriends are 

circumcised. So for me it’s weird seeing somebody else who is circumcised, then I just 

look at it as oh, okay, this is the whole thing.  

 

An employee of one of the implementing partners conducting circumcision is also quite clear 

about this as a factor but is not clear as to whether or not this is a significant enabler: 

I do think there it is also a factor because having seen the circumcised penises it does 

look – cosmetically it looks even better than traditional circumcision and 

uncircumcised penises. 
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4.4. Barriers 

Much like the enablers the barriers that prevent people from presenting for circumcision are 

multifaceted and powerful. On the whole the barriers that prevent “Coloured” males from 

presenting for circumcision in the Cape Town Metropolitan Municipality are similar to those 

among other groups in South Africa who do not practice cultural circumcision. 

 

4.4.1. Fear  

Fear is a multi-faceted barrier that prevents males from volunteering for medical male 

circumcisions throughout the country. This is no different among “Coloured” males in the 

Western Cape. This is not surprising considering the nature of the surgery that is under 

discussion here. Many of these fears are very strong and emotive. 

There are a number of things that males fear from a fear of the discomfort and potential 

embarrassment that could arise from exposing oneself to a stranger, to the very real fear of 

complications and adverse events. In addition there is the fear that there could be a negative 

impact on both sexual performance and the sexual experience. But perhaps the most pervasive 

fear of all is the fear of the pain that is associated with the procedure.  

 

Fear of discomfort and embarrassment 

There is a common feeling among many of the uncircumcised men that they would not want 

to have to expose themselves. In fact it was also mentioned in the focus group discussion with 

the circumcised men as being a barrier that some of them needed to overcome before presenting 

for circumcision.  

One of the key informants made this point: 

For some it may be a more general thing of that they don’t want to be touched down 

there – fiddled with. Or operated on down there. There is an embarrassment. I think 

men in general are egotistical when it comes to their penises. They don’t want to feel 

inadequate when it comes to size. 
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A participant in the focus group for uncircumcised men supported this assertion: 

That has come up with me because, so it’s people that, that is a barrier, you know. Who 

is going to say what. People feel like they are totally going to say they have a small 

penis, or feel uncomfortable because they have a big penis.  

 

Fear of complications and adverse events 

Another powerful barrier is the fear of complications and adverse events. This fear is obviously 

amplified because of the fact that the operation is on the penis. This was mentioned by both the 

circumcised and uncircumcised groups as well as many of the key informants.  

A participant in a focus group for circumcised males gives an indication of how he felt on the 

day and what he was worried about.  

Scared.  I thought in my mind if something goes wrong.  You think of all the weird stuff 

in your head, because nothing has been done yet, so it is uncomfortable and somewhere 

in your mind, something is going to happen, they might just cut the wrong part off or 

something.   

 

Fear of an impact on sexual performance  

One of the most powerful fears that was brought up in the discussions was the fear that the 

circumcision would have a negative impact on sexual performance. Considering that this issue 

relates to what most of the participants considered to be an important part of their manhood, 

one can understand how this fear has particular resonance.  

In some ways the fear relates to the fear of complications and adverse events because the belief 

was that this would happened as a result of something going wrong. For many of the 

uncircumcised men there was also the sense that it was unnecessary to change something, 

which had potential impact on one’s manhood and functioning, when everything was working 

fine. The following extract from a circumcised illustrates this:  

My feelings on the day?  Ek was baie bang gewees.  Hoekom is die mense op en af.  Ek 

het mos ander mense wat hier saam gesny het.  Hulle is op en af.  Die een bring my ’n 
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storie van binne af. Ek was ompad om om te draai, maar toe keer hulle my en sê ek 

moet hier inkom.  Toe gaan ek maar weer in.  Maar daar waar hulle die are so en wat 

hulle my inject, ek dink gaan die ding eendag opstaan.  Vroumense hulle kom mos en 

speel met jou penis en dan kan dit nie opstaan nie, niks nie.  Toe dink ek sal die ding 

eendag opstaan en hoe gaan ek maak as dit nie opstaan nie.  Wat gaan my partner sê.  

Maar toe ek klaar was en ek huistoe gaan, die aand, toe staan hy nogals. 

My feelings on the day?  I was very scared. I was wondering why the people were 

walking up and down. I was with other people who came for the circumcision. They are 

up and down. And then one brings me a story from inside. I was about to turn around 

and leave and then they said that I had to go in. So I went in. But I went to where they 

were injected. I thought that I would get and erection. But afterwards the women 

(nurses) come and they play with your thing and it does not get an erection. Nothing. 

Then I worried that I would not be able to get an erection again. What would my partner 

say? But when I was finished I went home, and that evening I had an erection.  

 

The fear and concern about sexual performance are also seen is this extract from a participant 

in a focus group for circumcised males: 

Men think it’s a piece of their body that they let go of.  When they hear the word cut, 

fear immediately pops up and I have been asked so many questions (by) people...  So 

they will ask will I still be able to have kids, not knowing that the circumcision takes 

place at the penis head…There are all those concerns, but I think the most prominent 

one is will they still be able to perform sexually.  They are more concerned about 

whether they will be more or less of a man.  They equate that to their masculinity and 

then there is obviously the pain factor as well.  So it’s a lot of things that people 

consider. 

 

Fear of pain 

The fear of pain mentioned in the previous quotation is all pervasive and is another barrier 

identified by the uncircumcised males, the circumcised males and all the key informants. This 

fear is obviously stronger in some than in others. It is linked to some degree to the fear of pain 
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of the injection particularly because the method use to administer the local anaesthetic requires 

an injection at the bottom of the shaft of the penis. If the person who is administering this 

injection is not skilled it can be a very painful process. 

An employee of one of the implementing partners conducting circumcision indicates that pain 

is a significant factor. This belief is supported by other key informants in similar positions. 

For me, the first that comes to mind is the perceived pain. Believe it or not but guys are 

scared of pain and needles. And once the process is explained that there will be ring 

block and where there is needles involved guys tend to be afraid.  

 

This is supported by another key informant who is involved primarily with circumcision with 

DOH. 

Pain is a barrier even though we tell them that they are going to be anesthetised they 

don’t necessarily understand what this means. And the fact that there is an injection 

involved is a deterrent… It is the injection around this area that they fear – an injection 

around the genitalia. Clients may be deterred by what they hear from others that have 

done it about any pain that is experienced or other discomfort.  

 

When there is a problem with the anaesthetic, particularly related to substance abuse, which is 

a barrier that will be discussed later, there can be situations where the clients feel pain during 

the procedure and their reaction can drive others away. In this quote from a key informant from 

an NGO involved in mobilisation it is clear that some participants had left the circumcision site 

as they were fearful. The reference to the fact that they had “to collect the files” meant that they 

had to collect the patient folders of the clients from the chairs as they had left the venue. Before 

circumcision Males are registered, folders are completed and the males carry there folders from 

station to station.  

I was once in Mitchells Plein and some of these guys are addicts and I have heard from 

other doctors that if you are on drugs when they put in the anaesthetic it is not enough 

and you will feel pain.  And I have heard guys screaming while the procedure is being 
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conducted. I don’t want to lie to you, there was one Saturday in Mitchell’s Plein we had 

to collect the files from the chairs because that guy was screaming so much.  

 

A participant in a focus group for circumcised males who went to a circumcision site in Delft 

told of a similar experience on the day that he was circumcised,  

C FGD P5:   It was a weird day, but it was a good day, maar baie anders (but very 

different).  Party mense het omgedraai en uitgeloop.  Ek het maar net so 

gekyk. (Some people turned around and walked out of the room. I just 

watched.) 

INTERVIEWER:  Hoekom het hulle uitgegaan? (Why did they go outside?) 

C FGD P5:   Want hier binne as hulle ingaan, dan hoor hulle hoe skree hulle.  

(Because when they went into the room they heard how the others were 

screaming). So I thought I am also going to go now.  But this guy that 

was with me, he won’t go in first.  I was in first.  

 

A participant in a focus group for uncircumcised males illustrates how the accounts from 

recently circumcised men about the pain involved have influenced his decision and have 

stopped him from presenting for a circumcision 

They just told me, I was asking them how was it to go for a circumcise and they told me 

it’s very painful, the pain is very sore and such stuff, so I think no, I won’t go now, 

maybe later on, to there. 

 

The power of this fear is illustrated by one of the participants in the uncircumcised groups who 

indicates that even though his wife is encouraging him and there is the perceived potential of 

an improved libido and sexual performance, the fear of the pain is so strong it is stopping him 

from presenting for a circumcision.  

Ja, I’ve got about 5 kids, but my wife, she actually wanted me to go for this because at 

the moment I’ve got a very low sex drive. She thinks maybe I go for that, maybe it will 
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be better for me and the sex drive will be better because at my age, it’s going a bit low 

now, maybe come once, I take about an hour before I can, how can I say, do the second, 

so if I must say, I would like to do it, but just the pain, just the pain.  

 

A key informant who is uncircumcised indicates how the fear of pain outweighs the benefits 

and causes him to rationalise his decision not to circumcise.  

Pain is one of the issues that concerns me, that also worries me, but I think I’ve been 

quite fine with my penis for quite a long time now and I just felt, why, why must I go, 

even though I heard it reduces HIV, it makes you cleaner, I just felt that, you know, I’ve 

been fine with my penis, so I don’t want any changes to my penis. I’ve been fine, 

everything has been great up until so far.  

 

4.4.2. Health Services 

Another barrier to the uptake of circumcision is the experience of the patients of the health 

services and the health staff. Accounts of the experiences of those that have been circumcised 

have the potential to negatively influence those who may be thinking about accessing these 

services.  

Circumcision site 

One of the issues is the experience of the clients at the circumcision sites. This can include 

waiting times and poor site organisation  

A key informant from an NGO involved in mobilisation sees it as being a significant factor: 

In the Western Cape we have mobilised big numbers. People say “Yes, I want to go” 

according to our stats. But if you look at the conversion rate it is very low. One of the 

reasons why people don’t end up being snipped is because the guys will go and when 

they get to the facility most of them become impatient to wait for it – they discover that 

they are waiting too long and they become very frustrated and they leave. This is going 

to influence the others as well.  

 

 

 

 



 

41 

 

The clients become very confused. They don’t know which side to go for their folder 

and so on. People become frustrated and they leave. 

 

An employee for one of the implementing partners who is tasked exclusively with social 

mobilisation of clients agrees that the long waiting times are a factor in deterring potential 

clients for circumcision services.  

I think also being in a hospital or being in a clinic, sitting and waiting. That 

environment could deter clients whereas if they were going to be circumcised using one 

of our mobile clinics in a remote area that would play a huge role.  

 

Follow-ups 

Males who have been circumcised need to return to the clinics after 48 hours, 7 days and 21 

days in order to undergo want is known as a “follow-up”. During these follow-ups the clients 

are examined by nurses and their wounds are cared for. These experience of these follow-ups 

can be very negative.  

An employee for one of the implementing partners who is tasked exclusively with social 

mobilisation of clients explains it in the following way: 

I do hear reports that –as far as follow ups are concerned – that’s the biggest 

deterrent because if clients don’t take care of themselves and they come into the 

facility sometimes they have to wait long hours because I mean the facility is busy and 

their primary focus is not follow ups unless they have a dedicated nurse that is 

dealing with follow ups. Then they are seen instantly. So for the most part it is clients 

complaining that it is after the procedure that they experience discomfort and they 

experience a bit of pain.  

 

The negative experiences of the follow-ups were also mentioned by two participants in the 

focus group discussion with circumcised males. 
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C FGD P7: Yes a follow up yes and she presses like this and I said no, you don’t 

feel the pain.  She don’t do it gently.  She just take it and work with it.  

I thought to myself this is my most precious part and look at the way 

she work with it.   

C FGD P1:   They tell you, you must squeeze it to reduce the swelling, but I didn’t 

and when I went for my second follow up, it was swollen.  She took the 

bandage off and it was still a bit painful and she grabbed it, her whole 

hand and she was squeezing and I was laughing.  I asked her are you 

finished hurting me, so she said yes I am.  I said to her, “Look here 

thank you man, the pain is joyful”. I don’t actually have fear, so I 

laughed.  I am laughing so I don’t feel any pain.   

Role of staff 

As illustrated by the previous extract, the problems with follow ups are, to a degree, linked to 

the role of the staff. This is illustrated by a participant in a focus group for circumcised males 

who recounted how he felt somewhat mistreated during a follow up.  

I had a fear.  While she was busy with it, she treated it like it was an instrument.  I 

thought it would be better for a man, knowing, he knows you must be careful because 

it is the only thing that we have, but the lady was just treating it like a piece of meat.  

 

Another issue with regard to health staff can include the impact, as illustrated in the extract 

from a key informant from an NGO involved in mobilisation, of doctors who are not as skilled 

as they could be. This reputational problem can impact on the uptake of clients who are unable 

to access services elsewhere.  

The other thing is when the procedure was not done correctly because sometimes 

there is mistakes – to such an extent that there are patients that say no because if I am 

going to that facility – (pause). This is because they know mostly the Doctor that is 

working here. I am not going there because Dr X is doing MMC there. Therefore I 

would rather prefer to go somewhere else. (So) because people don’t want to go to 

Heideveldt, for example, they would rather go to Grassy Park but because they don’t 
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have the means they say that they rather just don’t go.  This is because of the Doctor 

and the clinic staff.  

 

 

4.4.3. The Six Week Healing Period Post Circumcision 

 

All men who undergo circumcision are instructed not have sex for a least six weeks after the 

circumcision to allow for the complete healing of the penis. If there are adverse events then 

this period may be extended. This six week healing period post circumcision looms large in the 

minds of the uncircumcised and the circumcised  

In fact when the issue of the six week healing period was raised in a focus group for circumcised 

males, a general discussion took place.  

C FGD P3:  My friend was worried about that six weeks about not being intimate 

with his wife.  He was worried she was going to go off with someone 

else.   

C FGD P8:   I thought about that, but I am a very sexually active person.  I think 

about sex all the time. Without sex for six weeks was hard. 

C FGD P5:   In my situation, I had to resort to other things to satisfy us, so it wasn’t 

a problem.  But during that period, when you are with her, if it comes 

awake down there it hurts.  

 

A senior manager of one of the implementing partners conducting circumcision feels that the 

period of sexual activity is an issue.  

The period of 6 weeks without sexual activity is a big barrier. So somebody was 

saying why we are not mobilising in maternity wards because a women who gives 

birth will be out of action for six weeks (laughs). 
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4.4.4. Comfortable with body as is  

One of the barriers to the uptake of circumcision is the strongly held belief of many of the 

uncircumcised men that they are happy with their bodies and penises as they are. For some 

people this has a religious element as well – the belief that God made males with foreskins and 

that is the way it should be. This is illustrated by a participant in a focus group for circumcised 

males who recounted a conversation that he had with friend who was uncircumcised. 

I was speaking to a friend who hasn’t been circumcised and he asked me why must I 

remove it if I was born like this.  Then I just walked away, because I can’t debate with 

that, because even though you removing it, what he is trying to tell me why do you think 

God is seeing imperfection with it, He made it like that.   

 

A key informant who is uncircumcised summarises these beliefs in a coherent way. 

No, with me it’s not religious, it’s not cultural, I just feel that you know, even with the 

foreskin on I can keep it clean., if I’m washing I can retract my foreskin and then keep 

it clean there, and ja, in fact I like the foreskin. I wouldn’t like to change the appearance 

of my penis. There’s this thing that people say, you already have so little, so why take 

more away, so I’d leave what I have.  

 

 

4.4.5. Partners and Family 

In the section on enablers, one of the findings of this study was that partners and family 

members can be an important motivator for male to be circumcised. But it is also clear that 

they can also influence their partners and male family members not to undergo circumcision.   

Partners 

A key informant from an NGO involved in mobilisation explains why female partners are 

sometimes strongly against the idea of their male partners being circumcised: 

In some instances the clients also get demotivated by their partners as well. Because I 

have seen they say “Jy gaan jou piel afsny” (You are going to cut your penis off). So 
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they will say to us my wife does not want it. Number one, they feel that there will be 

sexual changes because they don’t really know what to expect. Number two, I think 

that they don’t really want to support the whole process because they think their 

husband or partner maybe wants to sleep around. I think that they have not been 

educated enough to see how they benefit as well.  

 

A participant in a focus group for circumcised males indicates that his partner was very much 

against his decision to get the circumcision. He had it done anyway.  

No my girl was otherwise.  She said you really mad, why do you want to do that and I 

said no I went.  Every time when she phoned, then I put the phone off and I thought 

no, she is making me nervous now.  But afterwards, she is quite fine with it. 

 

An employee of one of the implementing partners conducting circumcision indicated that the 

six week period can be problem for partners as well.  

The six weeks for some guys to wait for sex is quite an issue. I know that when we 

mobilise they go “Six weeks!” but it is only a month and two weeks. This can also be 

a problem for the partners.  

 

Family 

Family members can also be important in putting pressure on males not to be circumcised. This 

seems to be very dependent on the personal beliefs of the different family members.  

A participant in a focus group for uncircumcised males indicates how his mother has played a 

role in ensuring that he and his brother have remained uncircumcised even though it is common 

practice in the extended family for males to be circumcised.  

It’s been discussed on a regular basis in our family because most of the guys are 

circumcised and it’s just myself and my brother because my mom doesn’t, so she and 

my dad always had an argument, ja, and he’s got a beautiful penis.  
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4.4.6.  Gang violence 

Depending on the area and the position of the circumcision sites, gang violence, and the clearly 

defined areas that each gang controls, can have an impact on inhibiting males from going to a 

particular site to access a male medical circumcision. This issue was raised by two of the key 

informants.   

The first, an employee for one of the implementing partners who is tasked exclusively with 

social mobilisation of clients, sees it as being a particular problem in parts of Delft.  

I will refer to Delft south as an example – some clients will not want to go into that 

area. Like they want to undergo the procedure but only if we can offer that they get 

circumcised elsewhere then they will gladly undergo the procedure. What we have done 

now is with Blikkiesdorp which is in that area…we will take our mobile theatre and we 

will circumcise them there. Because it is turf wars – it’s turf wars.  

 

Another key informant from an NGO involved in mobilisation agrees that these turf wars can 

be significant.  

Another possible barrier is gangsterism. Because now if you mobilise in this area here 

for example and the clinic is over the road there. Then the guys on this side cannot go 

to that side. Therefore they can’t access the service. Therefore that is one of the reasons 

why we will pick people up and take them to another site. To avoid the conflict between 

this gang and that gang. This is a lot of the Coloured townships.  

 

4.4.7. Substance Abuse 

A barrier of a different sort is substance abuse. This has an impact in two ways. Firstly, people 

who have volunteered to be circumcised do not arrive because they would rather be drinking 

or taking drugs than presenting for circumcision. Secondly, if people do arrive under the 

influence of drugs or alcohol they cannot be circumcised.   

A Department of Health nurse working in circumcision stated: 
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Alcohol consumption and all sorts of drugs are a problem. If (circumcisions are) 

scheduled for a particular day like at the end of the month there is a huge possibility 

that the clients will not show up because they would rather go and buy alcohol than to 

go come to the clinic to undergo a procedure that they consider to be very painful. Also 

if they arrive under the influence we can’t do anything with them – can’t circumcise 

them. And that has happened often.  

 

A senior manager of one of the implementing partners conducting circumcision explains what 

the impact is of the drugs and alcohol and why it is not possible to circumcise males who are 

under the influence.  

We had few cases that were deferring because they as said would scream they would 

give maximum dosage (of anaesthetic) but because of the tolerance due to whatever 

they are using on the side they don’t respond well. So the screams would put people off.  

 

In the next chapter the implications of these findings are discussed.  
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CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION 

 

5.1. Introduction 

The nature of the procedure makes it a challenging intervention to deliver as it involves 

healthy men, who generally have low health seeking behaviours, undergoing an elective 

surgical procedure with cultural, ethnic, political, and religious dimensions (Ledikwe 

et al., 2014: 144) 

 

In a recent study that looked at the behaviour of men and their partners after voluntary medical 

male circumcision, Toefy et al. (2015) indicated that the motivations for the “Coloured” male 

participants from the Cape Town Metropolitan Municipality to volunteer for circumcision were 

primarily hygiene, religious injunction and the desire to reduce the risk of contracting STIs 

other than HIV.  These factors were also identified as enablers in this study as well although 

the role of religious injunction was not as significant as in the study by Toefy et al (2015). This 

was as a result of the fact that the proportion of Moslem men in their study was significantly 

higher than the proportion of Moslem men in this study. 

Enablers that were identified in this study which were not identified in Toefy et al. (2015) 

included the role of partners and family members as motivators, the influence of the perceived 

improvement in sexual experience and performance as well as the belief that the appearance of 

a circumcised penis is better than an uncircumcised one.   

While there are as yet no studies which look at the barriers to uptake of VMMC among 

“Coloured” males in the Cape Town Metropolitan Municipality, it is clear that many of the 

barriers that exist elsewhere in the country and the region are the same as among this group in 

the Western Cape. The main barriers that have been identified include the fear of pain, concern 

about possible complications, concern over sexual performance as well as the unwillingness to 

go without sex for 6 weeks. These have been identified in a number of studies (George et al., 

2014; Hatzold et al., 2014; Scott et al., 2005). 
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 In addition to these barriers factors which emerged as additional barriers in this study included 

the impact of the experiences of the health services, the role of partners and family as well as 

the impact of substance abuse and gang violence. 

 

5.2. Enablers 

The drive to circumcise males across South Africa is clearly a bio-medical HIV prevention 

methodology as numerous studies have shown its effectiveness as a means to reduce the 

transmission of HIV from females to males (Auvert et al., 2005; Bailey et al., 2007; Gray et 

al., 2007).  

Acceptability studies from elsewhere in the country indicate that the desire to reduce HIV risk 

is the primary motivator for boys and men who are presenting for circumcision (Peltzer et al., 

2014; George et al., 2014). However, the findings of this study show that this is not the case 

among “Coloured” males between the ages of 15 and 49 years in the Cape Town Metropolitan 

Municipality. While the reduction of the risk of contracting HIV is still one of the factors it is 

not the dominant enabler. The findings of this study indicate that hygiene is the most significant 

factor. It would be fair to say that this is followed by the desire to reduce the risk of contracting 

other STIs and then by the desire to reduce the risk of contracting HIV.  

Hygiene is a factor in most of the acceptability studies and other studies that focus on the 

enablers or facilitators for VMMC in South and Southern Africa (Lagarde et al., 2005; Hatzold 

et al., 2014; George et al., 2015). However, it tends to be one of the less important motivators 

especially in areas where HIV prevalence is high.  

In a recent study conducted by Toefy et al. (2015) which looks at the behaviour of “Coloured” 

men and their partners after voluntary medical male circumcision the male participants were 

asked to give an indication as to the motivation for their uptake of circumcision. The 

researchers found that one of the primary motivations was the desire to get it done for hygiene 

reasons. This was borne out in both the focus group discussions as well as the key informant 

interviews in this study.  
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However there were some contrary views, which, while acknowledging that hygiene was an 

issue for uncircumcised men, did not see it as a big enough issue to drive one to be circumcised.  

Therefore while hygiene is clearly a proven and acknowledged enabler it is not a powerful 

enough motivator to convince many men to undergo this surgery.   

For many of the men who volunteered for circumcision this motivator was the desire to reduce 

the risk of contracting STIs including HIV. The moisture beneath the foreskin provides an 

excellent niche for STI pathogens and cuts, abrasions and tears of the foreskin put 

uncircumcised men at increased risk of acquiring STIs and HIV (Jayathunge et al., 2014). 

Most of the acceptability studies and the studies that focussed on the motivating factors that 

led to men presenting for circumcision came to the conclusion that the reduction of the risk of 

contracting HIV was the most important motivator of all. These include the studies by Lagard 

et al. (2003), Scott et al. (2005), George et al. (2014) and Hatzold et al. (2014). It is worth 

noting that these studies were all conducted in areas where the HIV incidence was high.  

Among “Coloured” males in the Western Cape the situation is more complex and the role of 

other STIs is more significant as an enabler although HIV remains a factor.  

In many respect these sentiment reflect those of participants in other studies from other parts 

of Africa where older married men also do not consider themselves to be at risk of acquiring 

HIV (Sgaier et al., 2014; Macintyre et al., 2014). 

 

In fact even older married men who recognise the protective benefits of circumcision and 

acknowledge that they may be unfaithful do not see the threat of acquiring HIV or other STIs 

a being strong enough to warrant presenting for circumcision.  

 

Partners and significant influential family members can also provide motivation for the males 

to present for circumcision. They can be key enablers. This is not unique to Coloured males in 

the Cape Town Metropolitan Municipality but was also noted in the study by George et al. 

(2014) which looked at the facilitators and barriers among adolescent boys in KwaZulu-Natal. 

In the study by George et al. (2014) it was the mothers who played a key role.  
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As a result of the fact that the majority of the participants in this study were not adolescents the 

influence of wives and girlfriends was undoubtedly stronger.  

Among the circumcised men there is a genuine belief that their sexual performance improved 

after circumcision and that the sexual experience was better after the circumcision than before. 

This finding is similar to those of Hatzold et al. (2014) who studied the facilitators and barriers 

to circumcision in Zimbabwe. 

 

These findings are supported by the findings of George et al. (2014: 184) in their study 

referenced earlier where they noted that “The perceived increase in sexual pleasure for boys 

having undergone circumcision also mustered support for the procedure”.   

 

It is very hard to judge whether or not there is an increase in sexual pleasure and performance 

for circumcised males. There are no definitive studies that conform this and it seems to be a 

very subjective matter. However, what was clear from the focus group discussions is that this 

is a very strongly held belief among those that were circumcised and even among those who 

were not. Thus one can confidently say that it is an enabling factor whether it is verifiable fact 

or not.  

In a similarly subjective vein, many of the participants of this study indicated that they preferred 

the appearance of the circumcised penis. As illustrated in the results section, this was the case 

in both of the circumcised and uncircumcised groups and it was also noted in some of the key 

informant interviews. In other studies looking at enablers and barriers to circumcision in 

Southern Africa, there is no indication that appearance was a factor. It would be interesting to 

take this forward with a targeted study that focuses in more depth on this issue with a focus on 

both the relevant men and their partners.  

The significance of the role of culture and religious injunction must not be underestimated as 

an enablers. Culture is a key element on many of the accessibility studies such as those by 

Lagarde et al. (2003), Scott et al. (2005) and many more. In fact there is strong feeling that 
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“cultural consideration should be a key consideration when developing demand creation 

strategies to encourage and, indeed, maximise uptake of VMMC” (Ledikwe et al., 2014: 142). 

However, most of this focus on culture looks at traditional cultural beliefs and actions around 

reaching manhood. In the case of “Coloured” males it is different. The cultural aspect here is 

primarily a matter of religious injunction. As noted by Toefy et al. (2015) men who convert to 

Islam or wish to marry Islamic women have to be circumcised. Prior to the national 

circumcision drive, these circumcisions were done privately and often at a prohibitively high 

cost for many.  

Apart from the religious injunction, which cannot be ignored, culture has an influence in other 

ways. This is through a form of peer pressure or, more accurately, the desire to conform to the 

norms of the groups with which one associates. Peer pressure is also seen as a key factor in the 

study by George et al. (2014) among adolescent boys in KwaZulu-Natal.  
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5.3. Barriers 

On the whole the barriers that prevent “Coloured” males from presenting for circumcision in 

the Cape Town Metropolitan Municipality are similar to those among other groups in South 

Africa who do not practice cultural circumcision. These are the fear of pain, concern about 

possible complications, concern over sexual performance as well as the unwillingness to go 

without sex for 6 weeks. 

In addition to these barriers, other issues were identified by participants in this study. These 

additional barriers included the impact of the experiences of the health services, the 

unwillingness to change the body that they were born with, the role of partners and family as 

well as the impact of substance abuse and gangsterism. 

Fear is undoubtedly the key barrier inhibiting the uptake of VMMC services. The fear of pain 

is without a doubt the most powerful fear and therefore the most powerful barrier identified in 

this study.  

It is clear from the results that the fear of pain was identified by all the participants in the focus 

groups discussions as well as the key informants. These findings are supported by all the 

literature that looks at barriers to circumcision throughout South Africa and Africa. In a recent 

study by George et al. (2014) looking at the barriers to uptake among adolescent boys in 

KwaZulu-Natal, fear of pain during or post the procedure was the most significant barrier of 

all.  These findings are supported by Scott et al. (2005) and Lagarde et al. (2003) in their studies 

looking at acceptability in higher HIV transmission areas as well as the study by Hatzold et al. 

(2014) looking at the barriers and facilitators to uptake in Zimbabwe.  

 

To a certain degree the fear of complications and adverse events is not unfounded. While this 

this fear is more general in nature, there are a number of adverse events that do occur. These 

range are mild, moderate and severe and even on very rare occasions ultra-severe. The norm is 

an adverse event rate of 4% which includes 1% severe adverse events and 3% moderate adverse 

events (WHO, 2011).   
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These fears are not uncommon. In fact similar fears were identified in the study by George et 

al. (2014) referenced earlier and well as by Hatzold (2014) among men in Zimbabwe. 

Obviously when these adverse events do occur they have a negative impact on perceptions of 

circumcision among those who know the client who was circumcised. If one is living in a part 

of South Africa when the prevalence of HIV is very high then males are more likely to accept 

the risks associated with the procedure than in  

Another fear that has been identified in most of the other studies that look at acceptability and 

barriers and facilitators to the uptake of VMMC is the fear of having to undergo an HIV test 

(George et al., 2014; Hatzold et al., 2014; Lagarde et al., 2003; Scott et al., 2005).  

 

However, none of the other key informants or any of the focus group participants identified 

this as an issue. This is most likely the case because of the fact that the recent HSRC survey 

indicates that HIV prevalence among “Coloureds” between the ages of 15 and 49 years is 4.6% 

(Shisana et al., 2014: 44). As a result there is less fear associated with HIV tests as the 

likelihood of being positive is so low. In the focus group discussions there was no mention of 

the fear of an HIV test.  

The health services and the patient’s experiences of the health services can also be a powerful 

barrier. This is also noted by Ledikwe et al. (2014) in their study where they note that the 

treatment of clients in the health services is one of the keys to a successful VMMC programme. 

A number of the participants in this study made mention of the way that patients are treated.  

 

After circumcision males are prohibited from having sex for six weeks in order to allow for the 

complete healing of the wound. For many of the prospective males and there partners this can 

be a significant barrier. It is also noted in a barrier in almost all of the relevant literature, 

including in the studies by Lagarde et al. (2003), Scott et al. (2005) and Ledikwe et al. (2004).  

 

This concern about partners looking for sex elsewhere also arose in the study by George et al. 

(2014) among adolescent boys in KwaZulu-Natal and the study by Macintyre et al. (2014) 

which focused on the barriers to circumcision among older men in Kenya.  
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This unwillingness to undergo the procedure because of the six week healing period appears to 

be even more prevalent at the end of the year during the traditional South African holiday 

period.  

 

One of the key elements that was spoken about in the focus groups was the unwillingness of 

some uncircumcised men to alter their bodies by removing a part of it. This belief in the 

unwillingness to remove a part of the body that they were born with does not arise in other 

studies. 

However, the role of partners and family member has been mentioned in other studies. Just as 

partners and family member can be important motivators for the uptake of VMMC services, 

they can also be powerful agents advising against the decision to be circumcised. This appears 

to be the case in two situations. The wives and partners of older men see it as being unnecessary.  

 

Mackintyre et al. (2014) also note in their study of older men in Kenya that wives and partners 

could influence the decision negatively as they believe that older men are less likely to have 

multiple partners. In fact in the responses of older men from the focus groups it appeared that 

the wives and partners were somewhat suspicious of the desire to be circumcised.   

 

Other barriers that were identified in this study were substance abuse and gangsterism. 

Substance abuse has an impact in two ways. Firstly, if males have made a decision to go for 

circumcision they may change their minds under the influence of drugs and alcohol. Secondly, 

if they arrive at the site under the influence of drugs and alcohol they will be deferred as there 

are good medical reasons as to why males should not undergo VMMC if they are under the 

influence.  

The other issue of gangsterism was raised by two key informants only. Males are unwilling to 

attend a clinic in an area that is on a different gang’s turf. They will actively seek out a site that 

is outside of the area and that is not situated in a specific gang’s area.  
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Limitations 

The sample size (23) may be considered to be too small to achieve the aim. However the 

richness and complexity of the data is sufficient for what is describes. Another limitation relates 

to the saturation of data (Pope & Mays, 2000) and adequate coverage. However, the researcher 

is limited by time, budgetary constraints as well as the guidelines of the MPH programme.  

There is a potential risk for a ‘selection bias’ as the interviewees were not recruited in person 

by the researcher and even though the recruiters were briefed there is a chance that some 

participants were favoured. There was also a risk of  ‘interviewer bias’ however the researched 

endeavoured to be neutral and avoid any use of leading questions.  
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CHAPTER 6: CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS  

 

6.1  Conclusions 

It is clear from this research as well as the other studies such as the HSRC survey (2014) that 

currently among the “Coloured” community, the powerful barriers to circumcision largely 

outweigh the enablers.  

The most powerful of these barriers that emerged out of this study was undoubtedly fear. This 

fear was dominated by the fear of pain which was mentioned by the vast majority of the 

respondents in the focus group discussions as well as by all the key informants. It is clear that 

this was also the case in other acceptability studies which have been discussed at length 

previously. In addition to the fear of pain the other powerful fears that were noted included, in 

the order of importance, the very real fear of complications and adverse events which remain 

a real concern for those who are uncircumcised. In addition, there is the fear that the 

circumcision could impact on sexual performance and finally the fear of embarrassment and 

discomfort the whole process would potentially bring.  

These fears are very real and cannot be underestimated especially when combined with the 

next most significant barrier which is the health services. The circumcision site and the 

experiences of the males at the site is one of the most important factors here. Badly organised 

sites where, for whatever reason, other males are making noises indicating that pain or 

discomfort are part of the procedure, have a negative impact on potential clients. In addition, 

the males’ treatment at the required follow ups is key to creating a good reputation for the 

circumcision programme.  Poor and disrespectful treatment of males by health staff is another 

factor as this can have a negative impact as males are much less likely to recommend the 

circumcision services.  

The third most significant barrier is the six-week long healing period. For many males and their 

partners this period of healing is considered to be too long to be without sex. This is especially 

the case when the six-week period would fall over the annual holiday over December and 

January.  

The next most significant barrier to emerge was expressed and explained as an unwillingness 

to change one’s body. This is an interesting idea which essentially revolves around the idea 
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that it is largely unnecessary unless faced with imminent medical reasons. Factors such as 

hygiene and the risk of contracting STI’s and HIV can be managed by adjusting one’s 

behaviour and do not necessitate the removal of a part of one’s body to which one is and has 

become attached.  

In addition to the barriers listed above in certain circumstances, partners and family members 

(especially mothers) can be powerful forces which discourage males from accessing 

circumcisions and many also noted the role of substance abuse and gangsterism as well.  

A key factor here is the fact HIV is not considered to be a significant threat among the 

“Coloured” populations. In the recent household survey conducted in 2012 they found that the 

prevalence among “Coloureds” between the ages of 15 and 49 years was 4.6% and that the 

overall prevalence in this age group in the Western Cape was 7.8% (Shisana et al., 2014: 44).  

When compared with the prevalence for instance in KwaZulu-Natal of 16.1% (Shisana et al., 

2014: xxvi) it is clear that the fact that circumcision partially protects from HIV is far less of a 

motivator for “Coloured” males than for males in KwaZulu-Natal, for instance. Especially 

when one considers that the HSRC survey shows that that black Africans have a “HIV 

prevalence 7.6 times higher than that of Coloureds” (Shisana et al., 2014: 40).  In order to 

undergo an invasive and fear inducing operation a strong motivating factor like a real fear of 

contracting HIV would be a genuine enabler.  

The most powerful enabler identified in this study, and the study of Toefy et al. (2015), is 

hygiene. This was clearly a key motivator and facilitator among “Coloured” males. This is 

followed in importance by the protective value of VMMC, firstly, against the transmission of 

other STIs and, secondly, against the transmission of HIV.  It is interest to note that in the 

formative research done by McCann referenced earlier in this study the researchers felt that the 

order of importance of the enablers in the Western Cape was HIV prevention, followed by 

other STI prevention and then only Hygiene (McCann, 2015). This is most likely because this 

research was not limited to “Coloured” males but included all the demographic groups in the 

Western Cape.  

Just as the role of family and partners can be a barrier, they can also be enablers for some males. 

This depends largely on the particular views of the family and partners. Those in favour of 

VMMC certainly do exert pressure on their partners and male family members. However, it is 

worth noting that a number of the males who took part in the focus groups in this study had 
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steadfastly ignored their partners and family members who were trying to influence them either 

to have or not to have a circumcision.  

What did come through strongly in the focus groups was the perception that circumcision 

brings about significant improvements in the sexual experience for circumcised men. This was 

due to the perception of improved sexual performance and also fact that the perception was 

that partners preferred circumcised penises and, in some cases, there was a strong belief that 

this made partners more sexually adventurous and, in particular, much more likely to engage 

in oral sex.  

The role culture is also significant enabler. Non-Moslem men who convert to Islam or marry 

Moslem women are obliged to be circumcised. This is a cultural factor to a degree although it 

is a clear religious injunction that has to be obeyed in these circumstances. While it is a strong 

enabler to those for whom it is relevant, it does not apply to the majority of the population of 

“Coloured” males between the ages of 15 and 49 years.  

The final enabler was the fact that there was consensus that the appearance of the circumcised 

penis was better than that of the uncircumcised penis, this was not necessarily a strong enough 

enabler to influence males to undertake circumcision.  

As a result of the conclusions outlined above there are a number of recommendations that can 

be made to increase to uptake of VMMC among Coloured males between the ages of 15 and 

49 years in the Cape Metropolitan Municipality. These recommendations essentially involve 

the need to break down the barriers and to accentuate the enablers. 

 

6.2  Recommendations  

The recommendations in this study focus largely on the need to expand the coverage of VMMC 

in the Cape Town Metropolitan Municipality and to increase the uptake among “Coloured” 

males between the ages of 15 and 49 years. To this end these recommendations address ways 

in which the enablers can be enhanced and accentuated. Obviously, these recommendations 

also focus on the way in which the barriers can be engaged with and their power and impact 

diminished.  
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This need to focus on the enablers and barriers is common to many of the provinces of South 

Africa, and, indeed, to many of the countries where VMMC is being advocated and 

implemented. As Ledikwe et al. (2014: 144) put it in their review: 

Currently, the main barrier to the rapid scale-up of VMMC in the majority of the 

priority countries is demand creation.  

In fact the authors go further and, in some respects, endorse the need for the studies such as 

this one when they say:  

Understanding the contextual barriers and facilitators of VMMC for the …target 

population in each priority country is important in generating demand 

(Ledikwe et al., 2014: 144). 

 

Recommendations of ways in which to enhance the enablers 

With regard to accentuating and enhancing the enablers, the first recommendation would focus 

on the ways in which any social mobilisation campaigns are designed. Clearly the findings 

from this study indicate that the focus of these campaigns should not be solely on HIV 

prevention which has been the norm in the majority national and local campaigns that have 

been conducted on a national and more local level.  

There would be greater benefits, if one is trying to encourage Coloured males between the ages 

of 15 and 49 years to volunteer for VMMC, in focussing on other aspects. Hygiene is clearly a 

factor that has to be accentuated in any campaigns or other efforts to mobilise among this group. 

Other more innovative and unorthodox campaigns could focus on the perceived improved 

sexual experience and the perceived improved appearance to the penis. These elements could 

be foregrounded and the benefits related to HIV prevention could be held up as additional 

benefits. There is no doubt would bring re-energise and re-invigorate mobilisation activities in 

the Cape Town Metropolitan Municipality among “Coloured” males between the ages of 15 

and 49 years.  

The second recommendation as to how to accentuate the enablers of uptake for VMMC would 

be to focus on the cultural and religious aspect. As indicated previously Ledikwe et al. in their 

article on how to scale up demand creation for VMMC indicate that cultural considerations are 

essential: 
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In fact there is strong feeling that cultural consideration should be a key consideration 

when developing demand creation strategies to encourage and, indeed, maximise 

uptake of VMMC (2014: 142). 

This was also apparent in the study by Toefy et al. (2014) and indeed in this one. As a result it 

is a recommendation that any campaign attempting to mobilise men for VMMC actively focus 

on the Islamic community. Campaigns would need to make it clear that there was easy 

availability of free and safe circumcision services for Islamic men who have yet to be 

circumcised, for those who have converted to Islam and for men who are not Islamic but wish 

to marry Islamic women. In this way one could make sure that this cultural group is well served.  

This strategy would be in line with the findings of Ledikwe et al. (2014) who emphasise the 

importance of targeting demand creation activities to specific segments of the population. 

  

Recommendations of ways in which to break down the barriers to the uptake of circumcision  

It is very clear that any recommendations that relate to the barriers to circumcision need to 

engage with fear – in particular, the fear of pain that is associated with a surgical intervention. 

To this end the first recommendation in this regard revolves are the introduction of the 

PrePex™ device, which is ne potential method of dealing with the barrier of fear, especially 

the fear of pain and possible complication. 

This PrePex™ device is a non-surgical method of circumcision which involves the placement 

of a device which cuts off the blood flow to the foreskin. The necrotic foreskin and the device 

are removed after 7 days. There is some mild pain on the removal of the device and many find 

that having the device attached for 7 days is uncomfortable (Lebina et al.: 2014). 

This device will come into use in the Cape Town Metropolitan Municipality from the 1st 

November 2015 and it will be interesting to see if this has an impact on the uptake of VMMC. 

It is recommended that when advocating for its use, mobilisers focus on the fact the both pain 

and the potential for complications is significantly reduced.  

The second recommendation in this regard is that there be further research done on the 

acceptability of the device among Coloured males between the ages of 15 and 49 years in the 

Cape Town Metropolitan Municipality. This will enable informed choices to be made about 

the roll out of the device.  
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General Recommendations 

The final recommendation of this study is a more general one that relates to both the enablers 

of and to the barriers to the uptake of VMMC. This recommendation is that the author will 

convene a meeting to which he will invite the relevant representatives of the Provincial 

Department of Health, the implementing partner NGOs as well as the partners tasked with 

social mobilisation for VMMC in the province. The intention behind this meeting will be to 

share the insights gained from this study as well as the recommendations that have been made 

above.  

The intended outcome of the meeting will be that these role-players will then be able to adapt 

their approaches, where and if necessary. Ultimately, it is anticipated that this would lead to 

greater demand and an increase in the numbers of circumcisions in the Western Cape.  

To this end it is also the intention of the researcher to produce a policy brief summarising the 

findings, conclusions and recommendations of this study. This policy brief will be 

disseminated at the meeting of the role-players, as well as uploaded on the Community Media 

Trust website and the Circumcision Clearing House website, which is dedicated to providing a 

forum for sharing information, policies and research that relates to VMMC. 

  

It is clear from this research as well as the other studies such as the HSRC survey (2014) that 

currently among the “Coloured” community, the powerful barriers to circumcision largely 

outweigh the enablers.  

The most powerful of these barriers that emerged out of this study was undoubtedly fear. This 

fear was dominated by the fear of pain which was mentioned by the vast majority of the 

respondents in the focus group discussions as well as by all the key informants. It is clear that 

this was also the case in other acceptability studies which have been discussed at length 

previously. In addition to the fear of pain the other powerful fears that were noted included, in 

the order of importance, the very real fear of complications and adverse events which remain 

a real concern for those who are uncircumcised. In addition, there is the fear that the 

circumcision could impact on sexual performance and finally the fear of embarrassment and 

discomfort the whole process would potentially bring.  

 

 

 

 



 

63 

 

These fears are very real and cannot be underestimated especially when combined with the 

next most significant barrier which is the health services. The circumcision site and the 

experiences of the males at the site is one of the most important factors here. Badly organised 

sites where, for whatever reason, other males are making noises indicating that pain or 

discomfort are part of the procedure, have a negative impact on potential clients. In addition, 

the males’ treatment at the required follow ups is key to creating a good reputation for the 

circumcision programme.  In addition, poor and disrespectful treatment of males by health staff 

can have a negative impact as males are much less likely to recommend the circumcision 

services.  

The third most significant barrier is the six-week long healing period. For many males and their 

partners this period of healing is considered to be too long to be without sex. This is especially 

the case when the six-week period would fall over the annual holiday over December and 

January.  

The next most significant barrier to emerge was expressed and explained as an unwillingness 

to change one’s body. This is an interesting idea which essentially revolves around the idea 

that it is largely unnecessary unless faced with imminent medical reasons. Factors such as 

hygiene and the risk of contracting STI’s and HIV can be managed by adjusting one’s 

behaviour and do not necessitate the removal of a part of one’s body to which one is and has 

become attached.  

In addition to the barriers listed above in certain circumstances, partners and family members 

(especially mothers) can be powerful forces which discourage males from accessing 

circumcisions and many also noted the role of substance abuse and gangsterism as well.  

A key factor here is the fact HIV is not considered to be a significant threat among the 

“Coloured” populations. In the recent household survey conducted in 2012 they found that the 

prevalence among “Coloureds” between the ages of 15 and 49 years was 4.6% and that the 

overall prevalence in this age group in the Western Cape was 7.8% (Shisana et al., 2014: 44).  

When compared with the prevalence for instance in KwaZulu-Natal of 16.1% (Shisana et al., 

2014: xxvi) it is clear that the fact that circumcision partially protects from HIV is far less of a 

motivator for “Coloured” males than for males in KwaZulu-Natal, for instance. Especially 

when one considers that the HSRC survey shows that that black Africans have a “HIV 
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prevalence 7.6 times higher than that of Coloureds” (Shisana et al., 2014: 40).  In order to 

undergo an invasive and fear inducing operation a strong motivating factor like a real fear of 

contracting HIV would be a genuine enabler.  

The most powerful enabler identified in this study, and the study of Toefy et al. (2015), is 

hygiene. This in clearly a key motivator and facilitator among “Coloured” males. This is 

followed in importance by the protective value of VMMC, firstly, against the transmission of 

other STIs and, secondly, against the transmission of HIV.  It is interest to note that in the 

formative research done by McCann referenced earlier in this study the researchers felt that the 

order of importance of the enablers in the Western Cape was HIV prevention, followed by 

other STI prevention and then only Hygiene (McCann, 2015). This is most likely because this 

research was not limited to “Coloured” males but included all the demographic groups in the 

Western Cape.  

Just as the role of family and partners can be a barrier, they can also be enablers for some males. 

This depends largely on the particular views of the family and partners. Those in favour of 

VMMC certainly do exert pressure on their partners and male family members. However, it is 

worth noting that a number of the males who took part in the focus groups in this study had 

steadfastly ignored their partners and family members who were trying to influence them either 

to have or not to have a circumcision.  

What did come through strongly in the focus groups was the perception that circumcision 

brings about significant improvements in the sexual experience for circumcised men. This was 

due to the perception of improved sexual performance and also fact that the perception was 

that partners preferred circumcised penises and, in some cases, there was a strong belief that 

this made partners more sexually adventurous and, in particular, much more likely to engage 

in oral sex.  

The role culture is also significant enabler. Non-Moslem men who convert to Islam or marry 

Moslem are obliged to be circumcised. This is a cultural factor to a degree although it is a clear 

religious injunction that has to be obeyed in these circumstances. While it is a strong enabler 

to those for whom it is relevant, it does not apply to the majority of the population of 

“Coloured” males between the ages of 15 and 49 years.  

 

 

 

 



 

65 

 

The final enabler was the fact that there was consensus that the appearance of the circumcised 

penis was better than that of the uncircumcised penis, this was not necessarily a strong enough 

enabler to influence males to undertake circumcision.  

As a result of the conclusions outlined above there are a number of recommendations that can 

be made to increase to uptake of VMMC among Coloured males between the ages of 15 and 

49 years in the Cape Metropolitan Municipality. These recommendations essentially involve 

the need to break down the barriers and to accentuate the enablers. 
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Appendix 1 

Attached below is the interview guide for the focus group of circumcised males.  

Focus Group Discussion Guide – Circumcised Males 

Introduction - interviewer and participants 

Informed Consent 

Ground rules 

 

1. How did you hear about circumcision? 

  Prompts: 

  From whom? 

  What did they say? 

  

2. What did you feel like on the day of the procedure? 

Prompts: 

What were your strongest emotions? 

How did the other guys react? 

  

3. What did your family think of your decision to circumcise? 

Prompts: 

  Were there any people who were strongly against it? 

  Were there people in your family who encouraged you to do it? 

 

4. What did you friends think of your decision to circumcise? 

 

5. What about your partner? 

Prompts: 

Was she/he in favour? 

Did she/he influence you? 

 

  

6. How was the whole experience for you? 
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Prompts: 

How were you treated? 

How did you feel? 

Did you have to wait long? 

What was your experience of the follow ups? 

 

7. What are the benefits of circumcision? 

Prompts: 

Did you know these benefits when you decided to circumcise?  

 

8. What were the reasons behind your decision to circumcise? 

 

Prompts: 

Where did you hear about it? 

What did you hear about it? 

What are the benefits of circumcising?  

 

9. What do you think are the reasons that people are willing to come forward for 

circumcisions? 

 

 Possible Prompts: 

 

  Is HIV prevention a factor? 

  What about STI’s? 

  Is hygiene a factor?  

  Appearance? 

  Sexual Performance?  

 

10. What do you think the things are that are stopping people from volunteering for 

circumcisions? 

 

 Possible Prompts: 
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 Is pain a factor? 

 What about blood/injections? 

 

 What about the way people are treated? 

 Role of family and partners? 

  

 

 

 

 



 

77 

 

Appendix 2 

Attached below is the interview guide for the focus group of uncircumcised males.  

Focus Group Discussion Guide – Uncircumcised Males 

Introduction - interviewer and participants 

Brief discussion of purpose of research 

Informed Consent 

Ground rules 

 

1. What have you heard about Medical Male Circumcision? 

  Prompts: 

  From whom? 

  What did they say? 

 

2. What are the benefits of circumcision? 

Prompts: 

Are there other benefits? 

  

3. Considering these benefits, why have you decided not to be circumcised? 

Prompts: 

Let’s discuss: 

Pain? 

Other fears? 

  

4. What do your family think of your decision not to circumcise? 

Prompts: 

  Were there any people who were strongly against it? 

  Were there people in your family who encouraged you to do it? 

 

5. Have any of your friends been circumcised? 

Prompts: 

If so what are they saying about it? 
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6. What do you friends think of your decision not to circumcise? 

 

 

7. Has your partner tried to influence you to get a circumcision? 

Prompts: 

What did she/ he say? 

 

8. What do you think are the reasons that people are willing to come forward for 

circumcisions? 

 

 Possible Prompts: 

 

  Is HIV prevention a factor? 

  What about STI’s? 

  Is hygiene a factor?  

  Appearance? 

  Sexual Performance?  

 

9. What would have to change for you to want to get a circumcision? 

Prompts: 

Higher risk of contracting HIV? 

Other medical reasons? 

 

10. What could people do to convince uncircumcised people like yourselves to get 

circumcised?  

 

 Possible Prompts: 

 Is pain a factor? 

 What about blood/injections? 

 What about the way people are treated? 

 Any other factors? 
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Appendix 3 

Attached below is the interview guide for the key informants 

Interview Guide – Key Informants 

Introduction – brief discussion of purpose of research 

Informed Consent 

   

1. Who do you work for and what is your job title? 

Prompts: 

How does your job relate to MMC? 

 

2. What does your job entail? 

Possible prompts: 

 What are you day to day tasks? 

 How do   

3. How does your job relate to Medical Male Circumcision? 

Possible prompts: 

 How long have you been involved with MMC? 

4. What are some of the challenges that you face in your job? 

   Possible prompts: 

  

How is the MMC program different from other ones? 

5.  

 

6. What did your partner think?  

 

Possible prompts: 

Did your partner encourage you to get a circumcision? 

 

 

 

 



 

80 

 

Was your partner pleased or not pleased with the results? 

 

7. How was the whole experience for you? 

 

Possible prompts: 

 

Would you recommend the experience to friends and family? Can you explain why or 

why not? 

Did you feel that you were treated with respect? 

Was the procedure pain free? 

 

8. What do you think are the reasons that people are willing to come forward for 

circumcisions? 

 

 Possible Prompts: 

 

  Is HIV prevention a factor? 

  What about STI’s? 

  Was hygiene a factor?  

  Appearance? 

  Sexual Performance?  

 

9. What do you think the things are that are stopping people from volunteering for 

circumcisions? 
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 Possible Prompts: 

   

 Are there any cultural reasons? 

 Would it be fair to say that fear is a real factor?  
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Appendix 4 

PARTICIPANT INFORMATION SHEET  

Project Title:  

Barriers and enabling factors for the uptake of Voluntary Medical Male Circumcision among 

“Coloured” males between the ages of 15 and 49 years years in the Cape Town Metropolitan 

Municipality. 

What is this study about?  

This is a research project being conducted by Jonathan Cockburn at the University of the 

Western Cape.  We are inviting you to participate in this research project because you are a 

“Coloured” male who has presented for or has not presented for Voluntary Medical Male 

Circumcision (VMMC) The purpose of this research project is to improve the understanding 

of why “Coloured” men are or are not volunteering for Medical Male Circumcision.  

What will I be asked to do if I agree to participate? 

You will be asked to take part in a focus group discussion which will look at the reasons why 

“Coloured” male are willing to be medically circumcised or why they are not willing to be 

circumcised. You will be expected to take part in one focus group discussion at the offices of 

the SACTWU Worker Health Program in Salt River. After the focus group discussion you 

may be asked to take part in a more in depth interview.  

Would my participation in this study be kept confidential? 
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Your personal information will be kept confidential.  To help protect your confidentiality all 

study materials, including participant information forms, consent forms, tapes and transcribed 

materials will be kept in a secure environment that will only be accessed by the researcher. 

Transcribed material will not include your proper names but your chosen pseudonyms. All 

those involved in assisting the researcher with will be informed of the importance of ensuring 

privacy of personal information. At the end of the study, and after a reasonable period 

following the completion of the researcher’s mini-thesis, the consent forms and tapes will be 

destroyed. 

If we write a report or article about this research project, your identity will be protected to the 

maximum extent possible.   

In accordance with legal requirements and/or professional standards, we will disclose to the 

appropriate individuals and/or authorities information that comes to our attention concerning 

child abuse or neglect or potential harm to you or others.    

What are the risks of this research? 

There may be some risks from participating in this research study.  

During the focus group discussions or interviews, you will be asked to give your personal 

opinions about things that may make you feel uncomfortable or embarrassed. If this happens 

please feel free to ask me to stop questioning or probing at any time. If you have these 

feelings during an interview you may choose to pause the interview session for a while and 
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we will start again at your convenience. You can also choose not to respond to one or more of 

the questions.  

I assure you that whatever you will say will be confidential. The records of all interviews will 

be kept safely and there will be no judgement passed based on your decision to be medically 

circumcised or not to be medically circumcised.  

What are the benefits of this research? 

This research is not designed to help you personally, but the results may help the investigator 

learn more about why people are or are not volunteering for Medical Male Circumcision. 

This will help to inform the provincial Department of Health and its designated MMC 

partners to make decisions about ways in which to improve uptake of MMC. This can be 

done by identifying the barriers to uptake and also by identifying common reasons for men 

coming forward for the service. In this case it will be possible to tailor messaging and 

demand creation activities to best reflect the situation in the Western Cape. Currently 

mobilisation campaigns are national and are not targeted on any specific group. Information 

gathered through a study of this sort will enable role-players to take a more considered 

approach to resource allocation in different settings and among different groups.  

Do I have to be in this research and may I stop participating at any time?   

Your participation in this research is completely voluntary.  You may choose not to take part 

at all.  If you decide to participate in this research, you may stop participating at any time.  If 

you decide not to participate in this study or if you stop participating at any time, you will not 

be penalized or lose any benefits to which you otherwise qualify.  
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Is any assistance available if I am negatively affected by participating in this study? 

Whilst no harmful impact is anticipated, any issues that emerge from the interview that 

require intervention will be referred to the bargaining council health care facilities which are 

also staffed by counsellors and by a social worker. 

What if I have questions? 

This research is being conducted by Jonathan Cockburn at the University of the Western 

Cape.  If you have any questions about the research study itself, please contact Jonathan at: 

+2783 256 4052 jont5172@gmail.com 

Should you have any questions regarding this study and your rights as a research participant 

or if you wish to report any problems you have experienced related to the study, please 

contact:   

Director: 

Prof Helene Schneider 

School of Public Health 

University of the Western Cape 

Private Bag X17 

Bellville 7535         

hschneider@uwc.ac.za  

Dean of the Faculty of Community and Health Sciences:  

Prof Jose Frantz 

University of the Western Cape 
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This research has been approved by the University of the Western Cape’s Senate 

Research Committee and Ethics Committee. 

Appendix 5 

CONSENT FORM 

Title of Research Project: Barriers and enabling factors for the uptake of Voluntary Medical 

Male Circumcision among “Coloured” males between the ages of 15 and 49 years in the 

Cape Town Metropolitan Municipality.  

The study has been described to me in language that I understand and I freely and voluntarily 

agree to participate.  

My questions about the study have been answered. I understand that my identity will not be 

disclosed and that I may withdraw from the study without giving a reason at any time and this 

will not negatively affect me in any way.   

Participant’s name  ………………………...…….. 

Participant’s signature   ……………………………….            

Witness   ……………………………….            

Date    ……………………… 
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Appendix 6 

FOCUS GROUP CONFIDENTIALITY BINDING FORM 

Title of Research Project:  Barriers and enabling factors for the uptake of Voluntary 

Medical Male Circumcision among “Coloured” males between the ages of 15 and 49 years in 

the Cape Town Metropolitan Municipality.  

The study has been described to me in language that I understand and I freely and voluntarily 

agree to participate. My questions about the study have been answered. I understand that my 

identity will not be disclosed and that I may withdraw from the study without giving a reason 

at any time and this will not negatively affect me in any way. I agree to be audio-taped during 

my participation in the study.  

I also agree not to disclose any information that was discussed during the group discussion.  

Participant’s name  ……………………………………….. 

Participant’s signature  ………………………………………..             

Witness’s name             ………………………………………..                       

Witness’s signature  ………………………………………..  

Date    ……………………… 
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