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1  |  INTRODUC TION

Adolescence is an important phase of human development that con-
structs a critical foundation for good health. Adolescents account 
for over 16% of the global population, which is approximately 1.2 
billion (World Health Organization, 2021a). The Global Strategy for 
Women, Children and Adolescents' Health (2016– 2030), launched in 
2015, identified adolescents as central to achieving the Sustainable 
Development Goals. It provided a pathway to improve adolescent 

health and respond more effectively to their needs (Every woman 
every child, 2015).

2  |  BACKGROUND

Adolescent sexuality is a transitional developmental process influ-
enced by biological sexual maturation, parents and peers and envi-
ronmental opportunities for engaging in sexual debut (Sessa, 2016). 

Received: 17 June 2022  | Revised: 18 February 2023  | Accepted: 16 May 2023

DOI: 10.1002/nop2.1870  

S Y S T E M A T I C  R E V I E W

A systematic review of social processes and mechanisms in 
the community that influence risky sexual behaviour among 
adolescents and young adults

Youngran Yang1  |   Jieun Jeong2 |   Sung- Heui Bae3

This is an open access article under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivs License, which permits use and distribution in 
any medium, provided the original work is properly cited, the use is non-commercial and no modifications or adaptations are made.
© 2023 The Authors. Nursing Open published by John Wiley & Sons Ltd.

1Research Institute of Nursing Science, 
College of Nursing, Jeonbuk National 
University, Jeonju- si, Republic of Korea
2Graduate School of Clinical and Public 
Health Convergence, Ewha Womans 
University, Seoul, Republic of Korea
3Graduate Program in System Health 
Science and Engineering, College of 
Nursing, Ewha Womans University, Seoul, 
Republic of Korea

Correspondence
Sung- Heui Bae, Graduate Program in 
System Health Science and Engineering, 
College of Nursing, Ewha Womans 
University, Helen Hall #204, 52, 
Ewhayeodae- gil, Seodaemun- gu, Seoul 
03760, Republic of Korea.
Email: sbae@ewha.ac.kr

Funding information
National Research Foundation of 
Korea, Grant/Award Number: NRF- 
2020S1A5A2A03047080

Abstract
Aims: To examine the associations between social processes and mechanisms within 
the community and risky sexual behaviour (RSB) among adolescents and young adults.
Design: Systematic review.
Methods: We used the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta- 
Analyses guidelines and conducted a literature search in August 2020. From 11,216 
identified articles, 605 were for full- text screen. We used 24 articles, 22 after apply-
ing inclusion criteria and 2 manually searched relevant articles.
Results: Social processes and mechanisms within the community included collective 
efficiency and social support, community safety and community norm. Collective 
efficacy and social support and community safety were examined using 10 and 16 
studies, respectively. We found that collective efficiency and social support, and com-
munity norms partially supported the occurrences of RSB among adolescents and 
young adults. Community safety displayed inconclusive relationships with RSB.
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Risky sexual behaviour (RSB), such as early sexual initiation, unpro-
tected sex and sex with multiple partners, is a relatively common oc-
currence among adolescents. For example, 85.9% of the adolescents 
aged 15– 19 in Sierra Leon had engaged in unprotected sex, and al-
most a third (28.8%) of the male adolescents in Congo had multiple 
sexual partners (Ali et al., 2021). Early sexual debut has been linked 
to higher delinquency, lower educational attainment and a higher 
likelihood of engaging in subsequent RSB (Burke et al., 2018).

Sex intercourse and RSBs can result in adverse outcomes, in-
cluding adolescent pregnancy, sexually transmitted diseases (STDs), 
human immunodeficiency virus (HIV) and emotional consequences, 
such as altered self- esteem, depression and inability to form healthy 
relationships (Miller et al., 2004; Scott et al., 2011). Adolescent preg-
nancies can result in adverse consequences such as dropping out of 
school, stigma and the jeopardization of the youth's future education 
and employment opportunities (World Health Organization, 2021b). 
Moreover, adolescents and young adults account for a growing 
share of HIV patients worldwide. In 2020, approximately 1.75 million 
teenagers were infected with HIV, accounting for almost 11% of new 
HIV infections (UNICEF, 2021).

Previous studies emphasized the importance of studying the 
features of the regional, local, social and physical environments to 
improve the health of individuals on an individual level (Duncan 
et al., 1993). The community and environment in which individuals 
are born, raised, live and work potentially influence their behaviour 
(Hosseini Shokouh et al., 2017). Adolescents spend less time at 
home, peer relationships are influential, and there is less monitor-
ing by parents (Smetana, 2008). Social disorganization theory can be 
applied to the study of adolescent sexuality. Shaw & McKay's (1969) 
social disorganization theory posits that socioeconomic status, racial 
and ethnic heterogeneity and residential stability provide an expla-
nation for social disorganization and hence informal social control. 
In addition, social disorganization is not regarded as an inevitable 
feature of communities, but as a variable based on circumstances 
(Bellair, 2017). Perceived social disorganization was associated 
with American adolescents' number of sexual partners (Tewksbury 
et al., 2013). Community disorganization affects informal social 
control, which either fosters or inhibits the ability to control ado-
lescent risk behaviour (Maimon & Browning, 2010). Forms of social 
organization that facilitate residents' interactions in the community 
and neighbourhoods with a significant degree of cohesion and sta-
bility show a greater capacity to impact adolescents' RSB (Kalolo 
et al., 2019; Tewksbury et al., 2013). Greater collective efficacy and 
control reduced the prevalence of early sexual initiation, inconsis-
tent condom use and multiple sexual partners (Orihuela et al., 2020). 
Parents' perception of the safety and quality of the neighbourhood 
determine the level of solidarity, mutual trust and shared values 
within the family and the degree of control they exert over their chil-
dren's outdoor activities (Browning et al., 2005; Chen et al., 2010).

Community characteristics were largely classified into social 
processes and mechanisms within the community and structural fac-
tors and conditions of the community (Decker et al., 2018; Sampson 
et al., 2002). In a recent review, Decker et al. (2018) included 

collective efficacy and social support, safety and norms as social pro-
cesses and mechanisms within the community. Their review focused 
on social processes and mechanisms related to reproductive health 
outcomes, such as contraceptive use, adolescent pregnancy and 
birthrate. Alimoradi et al. (2017) reviewed the influence of cultural 
and social changes in the community on RSB for Iranian adolescent 
girls. Lee et al. (2018) examined the community domain contribut-
ing to early sexual debut and coerced sex. However, these previous 
reviews have yet to synthesize evidence of RSB of adolescents and 
young adults and its relationships with social processes and mecha-
nisms within the community. Therefore, this review aimed to exam-
ine how the community shapes the sexual behaviour of adolescents 
and young adults in a community and systematically review the roles 
of collective efficacy, neighbourhood disorder and other social pro-
cesses and mechanism within a community on their RSB.

3  |  METHODS

3.1  |  Design

We conducted a systematic literature review in accordance with 
the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta- 
Analyses (PRISMA) guidelines (Moher et al., 2009). While different 
review methods exist, a systematic review may be appropriate for 
synthesis and provide more reliable and meaningful findings by using 
explicit, rigorous systematic methods. For instance, scoping reviews 
are useful in identifying knowledge gaps and evaluating the cover-
age of a body of literature on a particular topic (Munn et al., 2018), 
while narrative reviews are valuable in providing a summary of exist-
ing knowledge, highlighting new perspectives or eliciting unresolved 
issues (Saracci et al., 2019).

The search strategy, selection, quality appraisal, data extraction 
and synthesis are presented in the following section. This study did 
not require approval from an Institutional Review Board as it did not 
use human patients.

3.2  |  Search methods

Various resources published between January 2000 and July 2020 
were consulted for this review. As the community's influence on ad-
olescent sexuality changes over time, evidence that is too old may be 
difficult to apply today. After discussion among the research team, 
we limited the year of publications to the last 20 years.

Eight databases, including the Cumulative Index to Nursing 
and Allied Health Literature (CINAHL), Cochrane Library, EBSCO, 
PubMed, PsycINFO, Web of Science, DataBase Periodical 
Information Academic (DBpia, Korea) and Research Information 
Sharing Service (RISS, Korea), were accessed to conduct a literature 
search in August 2020. To identify relevant articles, we searched the 
title, keywords and abstracts of studies using a combination of the 
following keywords: ‘factor (s)’ and ‘sexual behavior(s) or risky sexual 
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behavior(s)’ and ‘adolescent(s) or young adult(s)’. Each author inde-
pendently screened and reviewed the title, abstract and full- text ar-
ticles according to the pre- specified inclusion and exclusion criteria. 
If there was disagreement in the inclusion of articles, we discussed it 
to reach a consensus. Furthermore, we manually reviewed the refer-
ence list in the included articles and found two eligible articles based 
on the inclusion criteria (Decker et al., 2018).

3.3  |  Inclusion and exclusion criteria

The included studies were Korean or English language articles that 
reported original research and were published in peer- reviewed 
journals. They were quantitative studies that focused on the re-
lationship between social processes and mechanisms within the 
community and RSB among adolescents aged 10– 19 years old or un-
married young adults aged 20– 25 years.

Previous studies classified community variables within the fol-
lowing two domains: (a) social processes and mechanisms within the 
community or (b) structural factors and conditions of the commu-
nity (Decker et al., 2018; Sampson et al., 2002). Social processes and 
mechanisms within the community included: informal social control, 
community bonding, mutual trust, community resources, community 
disorder, community safety and community norms. Structural fac-
tors of the community included social disadvantages, employment 
status, education status, household composition, racial or ethnic 
composition, residential stability and physical environment (Decker 
et al., 2018). This systematic review examined the association be-
tween social processes and mechanisms within the community and 
RSB among adolescents and young adults.

We classified RSBs as three items for this systematic review 
study based on the definition of ‘high- risk sexual behavior’ by 
Chawla and Sarkar (2019): (a) early sexual debut, (b) intercourse with 
multiple partners and (c) unprotected sexual intercourse (or incon-
sistent condom use). Each RSB category was assigned a value, which 
values were summed to produce the dependent variable ‘risky sex-
ual behavior’. However, in addition to the above three, some studies 
also included other risky behaviours. These were classified as ‘other 
RSBs’ in this study. Studies could include differing time frames of 
recall (e.g., the recent intercourse, the last 3 or 6 months or last year) 
to measure RSB.

Previous studies (Greene et al., 2018; Kaye et al., 2009) catego-
rized sexual engagement between the ages of 11– 16 years as an early 
sexual debut. We defined early sexual debut as sexual engagement 
before age 16. If a study did not include an age range or an average 
age, it was excluded. In this study, unprotected sex was defined as 
not wearing condoms during sexual intercourse. Condom use among 
teenagers remains the most popularly used contraceptive method 
(Eaton et al., 2012) and also protects them from STDs, including HIV. 
Therefore, if a study examined both condom and contraceptive use 
(e.g., birth control pill, patch, injection, intrauterine device), it was 
excluded.

The participants of the studies were adolescents or young adults 
who generally lived in a community. If the participants of a study 
were slum- inhabitants, homeless, incarcerated or military youth, 
it was excluded to avoid heterogeneity of the study population. 
Moreover, we excluded studies that included participants who be-
longed to a sexual minority group, had been diagnosed with HIV, 
STDs or had other health problems. In addition, we excluded studies 
if their outcome variables were non- consensual sex, which included 
sexual violence, sexual abuse or transactional sex.

3.4  |  Search outcomes

In accordance with the PRISMA guidelines (Moher et al., 2009), 
from 11,216 searched articles, we included 2855 articles in this 
review (Figure 1). We further screened these articles and, with the 
use of the title and abstract screening, had a total of 605 articles. 
Thereafter, we conducted a full- text review of 605 articles twice and 
excluded 79 articles wherein the outcomes were not adolescents' or 
young adults' RSBs. Additionally, we excluded 178 articles whose 
participants did not fit the inclusion criteria of this systematic re-
view. Based on the focus of the systematic review to examine the 
association between community variables and RSBs, we further ex-
cluded 277 articles from the remaining 348 articles, leaving 71 arti-
cles. During the second full- text review of 71 articles, we excluded 
39 studies that measured only community- related variables on the 
residential status of the participants. We excluded further seven 
studies that did not examine social processes or mechanisms within 
the community and three with insufficient information on the meas-
urement of community variables. This process yielded 22 total stud-
ies. Subsequently, the reference list of these studies was reviewed 
to consider all relevant studies that may not be located by the online 
database search. As a result, two additional studies were included 
in this review.

A total of 24 articles were analysed. During the screening of the 
finally selected articles, each researcher reviewed the titles, ab-
stracts and full text of these articles and discussed the discrepancies 
in the review until all researchers' consensus was reached.

3.5  |  Quality appraisal

We performed a quality appraisal using a nine- point assessment 
scale (Mori et al., 2019) to verify the quality and validity of the 
included articles. This quality appraisal scale was from a previous 
meta- analysis (Madigan et al., 2018) and was revised for this study. 
The scale consisted of nine items: defined sample, representative 
sample, controls in analysis, predictors measured, completion rate, 
demographic information, the definition of RSB, details of RSB and 
publication status (peer- reviewed journal or book). Adhering to 
the adapted scale (Madigan et al., 2018), studies were allocated a 
score of 0 (no) or 1 (yes) for each criterion, which were subsequently 
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summed to a total score of nine. Studies were subsequently ranked 
as low (<2), moderate (from 3 to 5) or high quality (>6). We rated all 
24 articles as high quality. Table 1 presents the quality appraisal of 
the included studies.

3.6  |  Data extraction and synthesis

This systematic review illustrates the findings of each study based 
on the examined adolescent RSB outcomes and relevant com-
munity categories. The findings were categorized within one of 
the following three domains referred from the previous review 
(Decker et al., 2018): (a) collective efficacy and control, (b) com-
munity safety and (c) community norms. Table 2 describes the 
characteristics of all reviewed studies, including author names, 
year of publication, country of study, study type, study analysis, 
study sample, sources of primary data, theoretical frameworks, 
RSB outcome and community variables. We categorized results on 

the observed significant positive and negative relationships and 
non- significant relationships.

4  |  RESULTS

4.1  |  Study characteristics

Of the 24 studies that were reviewed, most (n = 17) were conducted 
in the United States. One study was conducted in each of the follow-
ing countries: Cambodia, Ireland, Puerto Rico, South Africa, Tanzania 
and Thailand. Most studies were longitudinal (n = 14), and the re-
maining were cross- sectional (n = 10). The sample sizes of the stud-
ies ranged from 292 to 2448. The studies included both women and 
men. However, some studies only focused on men (n = 2) or women 
groups (n = 1).

Seven studies employed extensive administrative datasets, 
such as the following US- based datasets: Adolescent Health (Add 

F I G U R E  1  Flowchart of systematic 
review.
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Health is called ‘The National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent 
to Adult Health’), the US National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 
(NLSY) and the Project in Human Development in Chicago 
Neighbourhoods Community Survey (PHDCN). Add Health is a 
nationally representative sample of over 20,000 adolescents in 
grades 7– 12 during the 1994– 1995 school year. It has been fol-
lowed for five waves to date, most recently in 2016– 2017. Add 
Health is a school- based probability sample that is representative 
of schools in the United States with regard to region, urbanicity, 
school size and school type. The study focuses on adolescents' 
various social environments, including schools, neighbourhoods 
and peer networks (Greene et al., 2018). The NLSY cohort is a na-
tionally representative sample of 8209 adolescents aged 12– 16 in 
1997. NLSY examined school progress, labor force behaviour and 
the transitions from school to work in the US (Kaye et al., 2009). 
The PHDCN is an interdisciplinary study of how families, schools 
and neighbourhoods affect child and adolescent development in 
the United States (Earls et al., 2007).

4.2  |  Concept and measurements of social 
processes and mechanisms within the community

The different community variables with the same meaning were 
merged into one term to prevent confusion in this study. Based on 
Decker et al. (2018), social processes and mechanisms within the 
community variables were categorized into collective efficacy and 
control, community safety and community norms, each with subcat-
egories (Table 2). Table 3 summarizes the results by outcomes. The 
measures of social processes and mechanisms within a community 
were not much different from the countries or studies.

4.3  |  Collective efficacy and social support

Protective social processes were assessed in varying ways in 10 
studies. Collective efficacy and control measured informal social 
control within the neighbourhood and social cohesion. Informal 
social control was defined as the method of intervention of the 
neighbours if they witnessed adolescents skipping school or fight-
ing. Social cohesion was defined as the degree to which members 
of the community cared for, recognized, helped or got along with 
each other.

Four studies examined the association between collective effi-
cacy and adolescents' RSB. Collective efficacy was measured using 
a scale consisting of community trust, willingness to help each other 
and willingness to get along (Browning et al., 2004, 2005). Their 
studies found a significant relationship between collective efficacy 
and early sexual debut (Browning et al., 2004, 2005). Another study 
found that collective efficacy had a significant relationship with the 
early sexual debut but not with multiple sexual partners (Orihuela 
et al., 2020). There was no significant association between collective 
efficacy and adolescents' RSB (Settheekul et al., 2019).

Three studies examined the association between social cohesion 
and adolescents' RSB. Social trust and participation were included as 
aspects of social cohesion (Kalolo et al., 2019) were included. Social 
trust and compliance measured participants' agreement or disagree-
ment with statements related to trust and compliance with others, 
including peers, parents, teachers and religious leaders. Social par-
ticipation measured the activity of groups that promoted safe sex 
within and outside the school environment. Medium social cohesion 
was associated with condom use but not with age at sexual debut 
and multiple sexual partners (Kalolo et al., 2019). Medium social trust 
was associated with multiple sexual partners but not with age at sex-
ual debut and condom use. Social participation had no significant 
impact on adolescents' RSB (Kalolo et al., 2019). Two of the three 
studies reported no significant association between social cohesion 
and adolescents' RSB (Fleming et al., 2019; Settheekul et al., 2019).

Two studies examined the association between community in-
volvement and adolescents' RSB. One of them found that an increase 
in sports participation at the community level was associated with a 
decrease in the odds of males' condom use (Kaufman et al., 2004). 
The other study reported no significant association between social 
participation and adolescents' RSB (Kalolo et al., 2019).

Two studies examined the association between a sense of com-
munity and adolescents. The prevalence of greater community 
satisfaction and the early sexual debut was observed among white 
American women but not with multiple sexual partners (Lee, 2012). 
An association was found between positive feelings about one's 
neighbours and multiple sexual partners (Ritchwood et al., 2014).

Two studies examined the association between community as-
sets or resources and adolescents' RSB. Neighbourhood connected-
ness and caring adults were identified as community assets (Greene 
et al., 2018). Their study found an association between commu-
nity assets and RSBs, including early sexual debut, multiple sexual 
partners and condom use. Social resources were measured using a 
scale that calculated how frequently neighbours visited each other 
(Orihuela et al., 2020). The study found no significant association 
between community resources and adolescents' RSB.

4.4  |  Community safety

Sixteen studies measured neighbourhood safety variables by exam-
ining neighbourhood disorder (disorganization), community violence, 
positive or negative environment, perception of community safety 
and quality and community problems. Neighbourhood disorder (dis-
organization) measured the prevalence of vandalism, drugs and drug 
dealing, gangs, violent crimes, theft or muggings, sexual assaults or 
rapes or adolescents getting in trouble. Four studies examined the 
association between neighbourhood disorder and adolescents' RSB. 
Two of them found that neighbourhood disorganization was associ-
ated with adolescents' RSB (Epstein et al., 2014; Fleming et al., 2019). 
However, the other two found that neighbourhood disorganization 
had no significant impact on adolescents' RSB (Atwood et al., 2012; 
Settheekul et al., 2019).
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An exposure scale to community violence was employed, as 
community violence scores were derived from survey data that 
measured witnessing or being a victim of such violence. Three stud-
ies examined the association between community violence and 
adolescents' RSB. Higher community violence was correlated with 
high- risk behaviours among African American males, but it was not 
significant for Puerto Rican males (Voisin, 2002). Witnessing com-
munity violence had a significant relationship with the RSB of ado-
lescent females but not that of adolescent males (Yi et al., 2010). The 
frequency of crime and gang violence in the neighbourhood had no 
significant association with adolescents' RSB (Roberts et al., 2012).

Four studies examined the relationship between negative neigh-
bourhood environments and adolescents' RSB. The neighbourhood 
environment was associated with adolescents' RSB but not with 
multiple sexual partners (Chen et al., 2010). Another study found 
that neighbourhood environment was significantly associated with 
increased odds of RSB among males only (Kaye et al., 2009). Two 
studies found that a negative neighbourhood environment had no 
significant impact on adolescents' RSB (Lohman & Billings, 2008; 
Manlove et al., 2008). In addition, Burke et al. (2018) found that a 
positive neighbourhood environment and community problems had 
no significant association with adolescents' RSB.

Two studies examined the association between perceived com-
munity safety or quality and adolescents' RSB (Lee, 2012; Miller 
et al., 2000). Higher neighbourhood quality was associated with a 
higher number of sexual partners but not with adolescents' age of 
sexual debut and condom use (Miller et al., 2000). There was no 
significant association between community safety and adolescents' 
RSB (Lee, 2012).

A scale that rated 13 problems in the community, such as drug use, 
social isolation and unemployment, was used (Kogan et al., 2010). 
The study found no significant association between community 
problems and unprotected intercourse among adolescents (Kogan 
et al., 2010). According to Swenson et al. (2010), Neighbourhood 
stress was measured using a scale consisting of multiple statements 
about neighbourhood disorder and exposure to violence committed 
by family or friends. The study found that higher levels of neigh-
bourhood stress were associated with inconsistent condom use 
(Swenson et al., 2010).

4.5  |  Community norms

Four studies examined the association between community norms 
and adolescents' RSB. Two of them measured participants' percep-
tions of discrimination (Fleming et al., 2019; Kogan et al., 2010). One 
revealed that perceived discrimination and unprotected sex were 
associated only with males (Kogan et al., 2010). The other found no 
significant association between discrimination and adolescents' RSB 
(Fleming et al., 2019). In one of two remaining studies concerning 
the perception of community members' sexual attitudes, neighbour-
hood normative climate was associated with early sexual debut and 
multiple sexual partners (Warner et al., 2011). The other found that 

community norms had no significant impact on adolescents' RSB 
(Settheekul et al., 2019).

5  |  DISCUSSION

This review examined the relationships between the social pro-
cesses and mechanisms within the community and the RSB of ado-
lescents and young adults. The social processes and mechanisms 
within a community that was reviewed included collective efficacy 
and social support, community safety and community norms. A con-
siderable number of studies examined collective efficacy and social 
support (10 studies) and community safety (16 studies). They often 
used instruments to measure these variables, which are heterogene-
ous across studies. This might make the findings of this review less 
robust. Several studies used secondary datasets. Especially in the 
United States, secondary datasets are available at the community 
level and are widely used for research in the United States, including 
Add Health, NLSY and PHDCN. These large- scale studies were pri-
marily from the United States; and therefore, literature review that 
includes these results may bias the results because it is not repre-
sentative of adolescents' and young adults' sexual behaviour in other 
countries.

The concept of collective efficacy comprised collective effi-
cacy and control, social cohesion, community involvement, a sense 
of community, social trust and community assets and resources. 
A majority of these variables did not have significant relation-
ships with the RSB of adolescents and young adults. Among these 
constructs, only collective efficacy and control displayed the 
expected relationships with adolescents' and young adults' RSB. 
Greater collective efficacy and control in the community were as-
sociated with lower early sexual initiation (Browning et al., 2004, 
2005; Orihuela et al., 2020). Some relationships were even oppo-
sitional to what they were expected to be (e.g., the association 
between a positive sense of community and greater early sexual 
initiation). High levels of collective efficacy and control in a com-
munity could facilitate the reinforcement of social norms, which 
can lead to a reduction in adolescents' RSB (Browning et al., 2005). 
Non- parental adults in the community who know and can inter-
act with the community's adolescents may provide indirect mon-
itoring outside the home and enable the reinforcement of norms 
(Orihuela et al., 2020). Because forms of social organization can 
facilitate residents' interactions within the community and neigh-
bourhoods, community cohesion and stability can affect adoles-
cents' RSB (Kalolo et al., 2019; Tewksbury et al., 2013). This can be 
the mechanism through which collective efficacy and control can 
reduce early sexual initiation.

Community safety also showed inconclusive relationships with 
adolescents' and young adults' RSB. Most relationships were not sig-
nificant. However, higher neighbourhood disorder, increased com-
munity violence and a negative neighbourhood environment were 
associated with greater levels of RSB among adolescents and young 
adults. Based on such partially supported findings in this review, we 
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can consider that adolescents and young adults in communities with 
lower levels of safety are at risk of engaging in RSB. Community dis-
organization influences informal social control, which can foster or 
hinder the capacity to control any risky behaviours of adolescents 
(Maimon & Browning, 2010). A previous study explained that young 
women in unsafe environments might attempt to gain the protection 
of a male through sexual activity (Choby et al., 2012). Approximately 
20% of their African American adolescent female respondents re-
ported neighbourhood violence as a reason they engaged in sexual 
activity (Choby et al., 2012). Other researchers posited that when 
adolescents are exposed to high levels of community violence, they 
might lack supportive structures to help them cope with stressful 
community risks. In this case, their vulnerability to displaying risk 
behaviours might increase, including RSB (Voisin et al., 2018). Thus, 
community intervention and public policies to reduce neighbour-
hood disorder and community violence can be developed and imple-
mented to prevent RSB among adolescents and young adults.

Although few studies examined the association between com-
munity norms and the RSB of adolescents and young adults, they 
show specific, insightful findings. For instance, a normative climate 
that favoured sexual activity was related to early sexual initiation 
among adolescents and young adults (Warner et al., 2011). Such 
normative climate can emerge, maintain and transmit social norms 
that influence the meaning of sexual debut, which can create fur-
ther sexually permissive normative climate such as engaging in 
casual sex and a more significant number of sex partners (Warner 
et al., 2011). Perceived racial discrimination was positively related to 
RSB among male adolescents and young adults (Kogan et al., 2010). 
Discrimination may be conducted differently for men compared 
to women because men could experience discrimination from pol-
icies and the judicial system (Kogan et al., 2010). These findings 
demonstrate the potential impact of community norms on the RSB 
of adolescents and young adults, which should be more thoroughly 
investigated in future studies.

Social processes and mechanisms within the community are 
intangible assets and risks of the community. From this review, we 
found that a decent number of studies examined these social pro-
cesses and mechanisms within the community and their relation-
ship with the RSB of adolescents and young adults. Furthermore, 
we found that social processes and mechanisms within the commu-
nity partially support the prevalence of RSB among adolescents and 
young adults. A previous study (Decker et al., 2018) examined the 
relationship between social processes and adolescent reproductive 
health outcomes. However, it found insufficient evidence to deter-
mine the role of social processes and mechanisms within the com-
munity. The findings of this review are relatively aligned with these 
findings. However, the partially supported evidence elucidates the 
importance of social processes and mechanisms within the commu-
nity, such as collective efficacy, community safety and community 
norms. All of these can prevent and reduce RSB among adolescents 
and young adults. To prevent adverse reproductive health out-
comes like STDs or unintended pregnancies, these social processes 
and mechanisms within the community need to be emphasized. 

Additionally, policies that specifically address adolescents and 
young adults need to be developed and consolidated to provide a 
safe environment for them.

5.1  |  Limitations

This review has several limitations. As most reviewed studies were 
observational and more than a third were cross- sectional studies, 
causal inferences between social processes and mechanisms within 
the community and the RSB of adolescents and young adults could 
not be drawn. To measure social processes and mechanisms, most 
studies used self- report questionnaires, which can introduce recall 
and social- desirability biases into the results. This review is part of 
the leading research project to understand the risky and protective 
factors affecting RSB at individual, parent, peer, school and commu-
nity levels in adolescents and young adults. Thus, we may not have 
included every relevant study due to the search strategy employed. 
There may be more studies on the relationship between the social 
process and mechanism within the community and RSB. We could 
not perform a meta- analysis due to the heterogeneity of the vari-
ables and measures.

6  |  CONCLUSION

In this review, we found that quite a few studies examined the rela-
tionship between social processes and mechanisms within the com-
munity and the RSB of adolescents and young adults. Although many 
of these relationships were not significant, the social processes and 
mechanisms partially support the occurrence of RSB among adoles-
cents and young adults. Community efficacy and social support were 
critical variables in their association with RSB. Additionally, commu-
nity safety and norms further elucidated the RSB of adolescents and 
young adults. Community- based programs to improve community 
efficacy and safety would be effective strategies to diminish such 
RSB, which can lead to better reproductive health among adoles-
cents and young adults.
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