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Understanding the spread of sexually transmitted infections (STIs) in a population is of great
importance to the planning and delivery of health services globally. The worldwide rise of
HIV since the 1980’s, and the recent increase in common STIs (including HPV and Chlamydia) in many countries, means that there is an urgent need to understand transmission
dynamics in order to better predict the spread of such infections in the population. Unlike
many other infections which can be captured by assumptions of random mixing, STI transmission is intimately linked to the number and pattern of sexual contacts. In fact, it is the
huge variation in the number of new sexual partners that gives rise to the extremes of risk
within populations which need to be captured in predictive models of STI transmission. Such
models are vital in providing the necessary scientific evidence to determine whether a range
of controls (from education to screening to vaccination) are cost-effective.

Method and results
We use probability sample survey data from Britain’s third National Survey of Sexual Attitudes and Lifestyles (Natsal-3) to determine robust distributions for the rate of new partnerships that involve condomless sex and can therefore facilitate the spread of STIs. Different
distributions are defined depending on four individual-level characteristics: age, sex, sexual
orientation, and previous sexual experience. As individual behaviour patterns can change
(e.g. by remaining in a monogamous relationship for a long period) we allow risk-percentiles
to be randomly redrawn, to capture longer term behaviour as measured by Natsal-3. We
demonstrate how this model formulation interacts with the transmission of infection by constructing an individual-based SIS-P (Susceptible—Infected—Susceptible—Protected)
transmission model for the spread of a generic STI, and observing overall population demographics when varying the transmission probability within a partnership, recovery rate and
the level of population protection (e.g. from vaccination where applicable).
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Introduction
Sexually transmitted infections (STIs) affect many hundreds of millions of people globally
every year [1]. HIV has been on the rise since the 1980s, and other infections such as gonorrhoea, chlamydia and the herpes simplex virus (HSV) are present and increasing in many
countries; the vast majority of people are infected with one or more strains of the human papillomavirus (HPV) in their lifetimes [2]. The annual healthcare costs of STIs in the USA alone
has been placed at over $15 billion [3]. For HPV, the world’s most common STI, vaccination
programs exist across the world, including: the UK [4, 5], the Netherlands [6], and many others around the world (e.g. [7]).
Modelling the spread of STIs needs to account for multiple rich heterogeneities in individual-level characteristics. The spread of other transmissible infections such as flu, measles or
pneumococcal infections, which are airborne or spread through fomites, are often successfully
captured by assuming random (homogeneous) mixing within the population [8–10]. Alternative assumptions that replicate more of the biology include: household models which account
for greater transmission risk within family groups [11, 12], age-based mixing patterns which
account for different behaviour [13–15] and to a lesser extent the patterns of social connections [16, 17]. A recent analysis combined data from the contact survey POLYMOD [14], time
use data and serological data from Italy to produce a mixing matrix for frequency and duration
of contacts [18]. In contrast, human sexual behaviour depends strongly upon several compounding factors, including age, sex, sexual preference and social and cultural norms [19], as
well as underlying heterogeneity in the number of sexual partners [20–22] and trends across
time [23, 24]. There is extreme heterogeneity between individuals in the number of sexual
partners [24], partnership networks [25] and scale-free sexual networks [26]; furthermore,
trends shift across time [24, 27]. These heterogeneities lead to different STI prevalences,
including by gender and age group [28].
Modelling sexual partnerships has historically been performed in a variety of ways. Mimicking methods from non-STIs, some researchers have utilised deterministic ordinary differential equation (ODE) models to simplify the complex interaction between individuals [29];
while other have adopted a more complex formulation, subdividing the population based on
characteristics, including: age and sexual activity [30, 31]; or previous sexual experience [32].
However, the majority of available sexual behaviour data are not of sufficient resolution to estimate combined factors of age preference, partnership duration, and changing behaviour with
age.
Unsurprisingly, there have been intense efforts to try to understand the sexual mixing patterns in populations, either focusing on eliciting all the links within one population [33] or
gaining a generic understanding of patterns within the community [34]. Britain’s National
Surveys of Sexual Attitudes and Lifestyles (Natsal) are among the largest and most comprehensive studies of sexual behaviours in the world [24]. Three surveys have been carried out to
date, approximately decennially, in 1990-1991, 1999-2001 and most recently in 2010-2012.
The detailed data from each respondent include: information on demographic characteristics;
the number of partners over a range of time periods (from days up to years); and many other
aspects of sexual behaviours. We use data from the Natsal-3 survey (sampled over 2010-12) to
determine distributions for the rate of new partnerships that involve unprotected sex and can
therefore allow the spread of STIs. In particular, we show that the heterogeneity reported in
the Natsal-3 survey can be captured by parsimonious distributions of stochastic annual rates—
leading to a mixture of Poisson distributions over time. These stochastic rate distributions
depend on four personal characteristics: age (years), sex (male/female), sexual orientation (heterosexual/any other) and previous sexual experience (yes/no). Individuals in the population
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are given a risk-percentile which determines the value extracted from the distribution of rates,
with the distribution used matching the individual’s characteristics (e.g. age, sex, etc). This
means that high risk-percentile individuals will consistently have high rates of new partners
relative to their peers. However, we know that individual behaviour patterns can change (e.g
by starting or ending a long-term relationship), we therefore allow risk-percentiles to be randomly redrawn with a low probability—this allows us to capture longer term (5-year and lifetime) patterns reported in Natsal-3.
As a first use of the partnership characteristics derived from Natsal-3, we construct a simple
individual-based model for STI transmission, and observe patterns of disease prevalence when
altering the probability of transmission upon entering a new partnership, the recovery rate
from infection, and the level of protection for new individuals entering the population. This
last factor could be due to several reasons: more widespread education about protective sex,
including promoting better use of condoms, higher availability of condoms, or level of vaccination (for STIs such as HPV and hepatitis B). We refer to this as “probability of protection”
for the remainder of the paper.

Methods
Here we describe the formulation of the transmission model as two distinct processes: the formation of new partnerships; and the probabilistic transmission of infection within the new
partnership. Note that, although information on concurrent partnerships was available from
Natsal-3, the data were not of high enough resolution to use, and hence we consider each partnership chronologically separate. This is a necessary assumption in the model framework, and
is discussed in greater detail in the Discussion.
For the purposes of the analysis carried out here we use three separate pieces of data:
1. Number of new sexual partners (where there was unprotected sex) of all respondents over a
one-year period, a five-year period and lifetime, together with the age, sex, sexual preference (captured by whether they reported ever having had a same-sex partner or partners)
and whether each respondent was a virgin.
2. The age of the three most recent partners and how this relates to the characteristics (sex and
age) of respondents using information on the Natsal-3 survey.
3. The age of first sex (and if this was with an opposite-sex or same-sex partner).
We then aggregate data from individual respondents within 5-year age groups (to increase
the sample size in each), but differentiate by sex, sexual preference and past sexual experience
(i.e. disaggregating virgins from those who have had one or more sexual partners); we use the
parameter c to refer to these individual-level characteristics including the age of the respondent. In the work that follows we will only focus on new sexual partnerships that involve
unprotected sex, but for brevity will often simply refer to these as new (sexual) partnerships.
Condomless sex is a necessary assumption in the model framework, and is discussed in greater
detail in the Discussion.

Data
Full methodological details of Britain’s third National Survey of Sexual Attitudes and Lifestyles
(Natsal-3) have previously been published, and are available from the study’s website: www.
natsal.ac.uk, including the Natsal-3 questionnaire [35, 36]. Briefly, Natsal-3 was a complex
multi-staged survey involving a stratified, clustered probability sample design. Altogether,
15,162 interviews with people aged 16-74 years resident in Britain were completed between
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September 2010 and August 2012. The response rate was 57.7%. Computer-assisted personal
interviewing (CAPI) was used, with computer-assisted self-interview (CASI) for the more sensitive questions, including those about the number and gender of sexual partners, and whether
condoms were used with the partner, and a detailed question module on participants’ three
most recent partners. An anonymised dataset is available to academic researchers from the UK
Data Service, https://discover.ukdataservice.ac.uk/; SN: 7799; persistent identifier: 10.5255/
UKDA-SN-779-2.

Defining partnerships
We first consider the annual number of new sexual partners (where there was unprotected sex,
defined from the data as condomless sex on at least one occasion), for individuals who are
already sexually active. We begin by assuming that the observations can be generated by each
individual having a particular stochastic rate, chosen from a distribution, of acquiring a new
partner—hence the partnership dynamics are Markovian and thus can be readily simulated.
Note that the number of new partnerships, and not partnership duration, is modelled here—
this is discussed further in the discussion.
For a given stochastic rate, the expected number of new sexual partners in a year is therefore
assumed to be Poisson distributed. Hence, if the observed distribution of new partners over
one year is O1(partners|characteristics) we simply seek a set of parameters yci such that:
X c
X
em mp
O1 ðpjcÞ �
ym PðpjmÞ ¼
ycm
ð1Þ
p!
m
m
where PðxjmÞ is the probability of drawing x from a Poisson distribution with mean m. θ (normalised to sum to one) therefore defines the distribution of stochastic rates for each characterised-class c; with the values of θ determined to minimise the difference between the observed
and calculated distributions. Surprisingly, simply using m = 0, . . ., 7 (where m is the mean of
the Poisson distribution) is sufficient to capture the heterogeneity in the number of partnerships. We achieve this fitting to the annual data using a maximum likelihood approach for a
fixed value of m, and assessed the best m using AIC.
This approach works well for a single year—each individual could choose their stochastic
rate from the distribution appropriate for their characteristics. However, over longer timescales this random approach for each year will not work well, repeatedly picking from the distribution would lead to little variation in expected lifetime numbers of partners (as we would
be summing across multiple random samples). An alternative solution is to give each individual (at birth) a percentile, which determines the value selected from the appropriate distribution; those with higher percentiles are continually associated with high rates of acquiring new
sexual partners (relatively for their age, sex and other characteristics). We therefore define the
function Q(P|c) which translates a percentile risk P into a stochastic rate of new sexual partners, for a given set of characteristics. Unfortunately, this fixed percentile approach leads to
too much population heterogeneity, as it cannot account for the potential change in individual
behaviour over time (e.g. entering or leaving a long-term stable relationship).
As a compromise between lifetime risk percentages and random annual risk percentages,
we define an annual probability q of randomly re-drawing a percentile risk (changing sexual
behaviour) which depends on individual characteristics (sex and sexual preference) and is a
piece-wise linear function of age. This parameterisation is performed by observing predicted
numbers of partners over time scales longer than a year (3 years, 5 years and lifetime) and
comparing this to the recorded Natsal-3 data. For example, given data on partnerships over 3
years (which is long enough to illustrate the principles, but not so long that there are too many
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combinations) we predict the following distribution:
X c
2
O3 ðpjcÞ � ð1 qc Þ
ym Pðpj3mÞ
m
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For simplicity of notation we have assumed that the same characteristics, c, hold for each
individual over the entire 3-year period, although in practice they will age. The three terms in
Eq 3 relate respectively to (i) maintaining the same percentile for all three years, (ii) changing
percentile once, and (iii) changing percentile twice so that all three years use different values.
This allows individuals to change partnership formation rates rapidly, as is commonly
observed, at least at younger ages [24].
We infer the parameters that underpin the partnership formation rates (θ) using a maximum likelihood approach, fitting to the annual number of new partners (and new partners
without the protection of a condom) in each age-group as given by the Natsal-3 data. Determining the probability of transitions between risk-percentages (q) is more complex, Eq (3)
shows the number of terms required when predicting the distribution of partnerships over just
3 years, this obviously increases when one considered the number of lifetime partnerships—
especially when the age of first partnership also needs to be taken into account. This restricts
our ability to use a likelihood based approach for q; instead we utilise a simulation-based
approach generating a synthetic population that can be compared to the data. We take the
function q to be a continuous function of age given by a broken-stick model (with 4 free
parameters) and use a different set of parameters for each gender. The parameters within the
function q are inferred through a ABC-type approach [37], minimising the difference between
the observed and simulated distributions of partners over different durations (3 years, 5 years
and lifetime).
Natsal-3 recruited participants aged 16-74, although for the spread of STIs the bulk of relevant sexual activity occurs by the age of 50 [24, 38] and we use this age as an upper bound in
the model. To account for sexual activity below the age of 16, we need to modify our fitting
procedure. The stochastic new partnership formation rates for individuals between 10 and 15
are determined using both the information on age of first sex together with the number of
partners over longer times (3 years, 5 years and lifetime), with the expected rates increasing
non-linearly up to age 16.
For individuals who have engaged (or will engage) in same-sex activity (about 7% of men
report ever having had same-sex sexual experience by the age of 45 [24] the formulation is
slightly more complex, as both the number of opposite-sex and same-sex partners need to be
defined for each percentile. We do this by a similar method to that outlined above, but partition this population into those who only engage in same-sex activity and those who have sex
with both men and women. Thus, for each individual we choose the rate of new partnerships
by whether or not the individual has engaged or will engage in same-sex activity. If not, partnership rates are shown in the Results section. For those who engage in same-sex activity, the
rates and sex of the partner is determined using distributions in the Supplementary Material.
The above detailed model fitting, only determines one part of the network structure—the
degree distribution over time. The other component is to determine who has sex with whom.
In principle, this is a large matrix that gives the probability that someone with characteristics ~c
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and percentile P~ has sex with an individual with characteristics c and percentile P. The characteristics of a partner (in terms of age and sex) are recorded within Natsal-3, in addition we
choose the percentile of the partner using a configuration model [39], such that the probability
that a partnership is made with someone of percentile P is given by: Q(P|c)/∑p Q(p|c), assuming
the characteristics have already been identified. While this is a useful default assumption, and
is consistent with the lack of information on the past behaviour of sexual partners, it could be
argued that there will be some level of assortativity between partnerships, with low-percentile
individuals (looking for long stable relationships) more likely to partner other low-percentile
individuals. However, this element of structure cannot be inferred from the available data (as
it would require detailed information of the number of partners of each partner); instead the
level of assortativity can only be estimated either by matching to the consequences of the partnership network (in terms of the level and distribution of infection) or from having much
more detailed information on the entire partnership network (as seen in small detailed studies
[33]).

Defining transmission
The above formulation has determined the number of new (unprotected) sexual partnerships
an individual engages with over different periods of time. To translate this to the population
scale requires considerable care. Two approaches are feasible. The most intuitive and mechanistic approach would be to explicitly model the full transmission dynamics within partnerships. However, this is fraught with difficulties, most notably that using partnership formation
rates calculated above would lead to double-counting of partnerships—as each individual will
both generate their own partnerships and be involved in partnerships initiated by others.
Hence, to correctly utilise this approach, partnership formation and dissolution at the population level would necessitate a (non-trivial) rescaling of all the parameters defined above. However, if we are prepared to insist that all partnerships occur serially, with no overlapping
(concurrent) partnerships, then a simplification becomes possible. Instead of modelling bidirectional transmission within a partnership, we can take an individual-centric approach and
only model transmission to an individual every time they form a new partnership; with the
rates of partnership formation as specified above. (An alternative way of conceptualising the
individual-centric approach is that we model a focal group who pick partners from another
(larger) population whose infectious status mirrors that found in the focal group. This ensures
that the pattern of partnerships in the focal group matches the Natsal-3 statistics, and that
infection is modelled correctly.) These two approaches of rescaled partnership formation rates
with bi-directional transmission and an individual-centric methodology with one-directional
transmission are identical if concurrent partnerships can be ignored.
We note that our mathematical model makes a number of simplifying assumptions, which
greatly reduce the complexity (and dimensionality) of the model and allow us to exploit the
heterogeneities captured by the Natsal surveys. The main assumptions are:
• Homogeneous partnerships. We have assumed that all partnerships are associated with
equal risk of transmission, however there is considerable heterogeneity between partnerships
both in terms of frequency and type of sexual act, which will influence the transmission
probability.
• Lack of concurrency. Although our model does not explicitly model concurrent partnerships, it does include such concurrent relationships in the calculation of partnership rates;
therefore, the model only fails to capture transmission within the stable partnership due to
infection that comes from a concurrent relationship. We believe that inference of the
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transmission parameter necessary to capture a given level of infection in the population will
counteract much of this bias.
• Instantaneous transmission assumption. We have assumed that transmission of infection
happens as soon as a partnership begins; this is clearly a simplification but will have a minimal effect on the dynamics as further transmission will not occur until a new partnership
has begun. It may however introduce a slight bias in the age dependent level of infection, as
individuals will be infected slightly earlier.
• Perfect protection. For simplicity we have assumed that both condoms and vaccination provide complete protection against infection. Both of these simplifications can be overcome by
a scaling of either the partnership data (including some partnerships that only have condom
protected sex) or the vaccination rate (considering vaccine failure and waning).
• Lack of assortativity. While assortativity appears to be the norm in most social interactions
(those with more contacts generally meet others with more contacts), given that the Natsal
surveys are individual focused there is no method of obtaining such information from these
studies.
• Lack of explicit partnerships. While the lack of explicit partnerships allows our model to be
parsimonious, it also provides some restrictions on its use. For example, interventions (such
as contact tracing or couple-targeted controls) which are targeted at partnerships are not easily incorporated within our framework. Moreover, information from relationship prevalence
data, which is often used to establish transmission probabilities across partnerships, cannot
readily be used within our framework.
However, despite these assumptions, we feel that the limitations are more than compensated for by the parsimonious nature of our model.

Stochastic simulations
We simulate the partnership dynamics and transmission of a generic STI using an individualbased stochastic simulation, taking the stochastic rates and probabilities as given above. A
fixed population size of 20,000 individuals is used in simulations, which allows rapid simulation without stochastic fluctuations dominating behaviour; this population size is suitable for
the parameter ranges used here, although in practice may need to be increased to simulate
STIs with very short infectious periods. There are approximately equal numbers in each age
class, which is representative of the British population in the age range considered [40]. Individuals are sampled from the population distribution in Natsal-3, and are aged 10-50 (note
that Natsal-3 sampled those from age 16, and we infer distributions for those aged 10-15 using
the methods above); and as they age through time during simulations, an individual reaching
51 is immediately replaced by one aged 10—thus keeping the population size constant.
Upon an individual forming a partnership, if the partner is infected, then there is a probability of the individual becoming infected instantaneously. We choose a generic STI rather
than focusing on a particular STI such as chlamydia, or a particular type such as bacterial or
viral STIs. There are reason for this: (i) to allow for basic conclusions to be drawn from this
simple example, and (ii) to allow the model framework to easily be adapted for simulating specific STIs. We assume SIS-P (Susceptible—Infected—Susceptible—Protected) dynamics,
which is typical for several STIs (particularly bacterial STIs), meaning that after the natural
recovery from an infection (or following treatment) that individual is immediately able to be
reinfected. Individuals are also able to be protected from birth, meaning they cannot be
infected at any time. Again, considering the time-scales involved with many STIs, this is a
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reasonable and parsimonious assumption as any recovery period is relatively short. We keep
the model simple by assuming a fixed probability of transmission when an infected individual
partners with a susceptible individual (β, default value 0.7), a fixed recovery rate, the inverse of
the infectious period (γ, default value 1 per years), and a fixed rate of protection of individuals
ν as they enter the model, which for simplicity we assume offers lifetime protection at 100%
efficacy. We vary β, γ and ν in simulations, to observe the effect of disease prevalence both at
the population level and within age groups.
Simulations run for 100 years to allow the system to attain the endemic equilibrium.
Throughout we use a discrete time step of Δt = 20 days (hence a stochastic rate R is replaced by
a probability 1 − exp(−Rδt) that an event occurs within the time step); sensitivity analysis has
shown that results are insensitive to a time step of this duration.

Results
Partnership characteristics
For brevity, we here present the results for men and women with only opposite-sex partners;
corresponding plots for same-sex individuals are given in the supplementary material, along
with the rate by age of opposite-sex partnership formation. These latter distributions are
important as STI rates are often higher in groups such as men who have sex with men (MSM)
[41], and thus these groups form an important source of infection to the population which
models need to capture. Fig 1 shows the parameters that are obtained by matching to Natsal-3
responses. Graphs 1a and 1b show the distributions of the stochastic rate of new sexual partners, Q(P|c), for each percentile risk P and for c being heterosexual males and females. Fig 1c
shows the probability that an individual changes their risk percentile (i.e rate of new partnerships) in a given year—low values (at around 28 years old) correspond to consistent individual
behaviour (i.e. people tend to remain within their risk group), which in turn maximises heterogeneity at the population level.
Using these partnership parameters Fig 2 shows a comparison of Natsal-3 survey data
(blue) and model simulation (red), displaying both the annual number of new sexual partners
without condoms (columns 1 and 3), and the total lifetime number for seven age groups (columns 2 and 4). As expected due to the simple fitting procedure used, the agreement at the
annual scale is extremely high; most age-groups rarely form new partnerships and this trend
increases with age. The life-time fits are less accurate which may in part reflect participant

Fig 1. How partnership formation rates change with age. Plots (a) and (b) show distributions for men and women respectively. Plot (c) shows how the probability of
changing the risk percentile for men and women as both age.
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0206501.g001
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Fig 2. Comparing Natsal-3 data (blue) and the output from model fitting (red). Data separated into men (left two columns)
and women (right two columns). Shown are the annual number of sexual partners without condoms (columns 1 and 3) and total
lifetime number of partners (columns 2 and 4).
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0206501.g002
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recall bias or digit preference, with many respondents reporting partnerships that are multiples
of five.

Prevalences from stochastic simulations
Fig 3 displays the effects of varying characteristics of the generic STI on the equilibrium level
of infection; specifically, the probability of transmission within a partnership β, the average
infectious period (1/γ) and the proportion of individuals that are protected ν. For comparison,
we first outline the expected results from a simple (homogeneous) SIS-P (Susceptible—
Infected—Susceptible—Protected) model, which are based on coupled ODEs:
dS
¼
dt

ð1

dI
dt

^
bSI

¼

nÞm

^ þ gI
bSI

mS
)

gI

mI

�

I ¼ max 0; 1

!
^þgþm
nb
^
b

ð3Þ

where γ is the recovery rate, ν is the proportion of individuals that are protected before becoming sexually active, μ is the rate that individuals enter or leave the sexually active population
^ is a modified transmission rate which accounts for both partnership forma(birth rate) and b
tion and transmission within the partnership. We assume that γ, ν and μ take the same values
^ to obtain the same
in both the stochastic simulations and the ODE model, but modify b
^ � 1:16; we therefore
endemic prevalence of infection at the default parameters. This leads to b
^ � 1:65 � b (which gives equal prevalence at the default parameters) to
use the relationship b
compare the two models (i.e. I� from the ODE model (3) to the equilibrium prevalence in the
stochastic simulations) as the parameters are varied (Fig 3). We find that the realistic heterogeneities within the simulation model makes the endemic prevalence of infection far less sensitive to the parameter values compared to the simple ODE model.
We note (although do not show results here) that at the default parameters the ODE model
has a much slower growth-rate that the stochastic simulation, despite both having the same
equilibrium prevalence; we attribute this to the considerable heterogeneity with the simulations such that a small high-risk group can rapidly transmit infection when it initially invades.
In addition, using a more complex ODE model that is homogeneous in terms of risk, but recognises partnership formation [42] does not change the qualitative results of this comparison.
In addition, Fig 3 shows the age-distribution of infection from the simulation model. As
might be expected the highest prevalences of infection are in individuals aged 16-25, which is a
direct consequence of the Natsal-3 data, as partnership formation rates tend to be highest in
this age group [24].

Discussion
We believe we have generated two main conclusions from our modelling approach, which we
now highlight in the discussion. Firstly a relatively simple partnership-formation model can be
formulated that captures much of the complexity observed in the Natsal-3 data. In essence, differential partnership formation rates (as shown in Fig 1a and 1b), together with occasion
switching to a different risk percentile, is sufficient to capture the heterogeneity distribution of
the number of new partners over both short and long time-scales (Fig 2). We would suggest
that this model structure could be readily applied to a range of sexually transmitted diseases,
although the probability of transmission across a partnership would need to be inferred for
each. As an example of this, we focus of human papillomavirus infection which is ubiquitous
in the general population. By comparing the results of the simulated heterogeneous population
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Fig 3. How prevalence of a generic STI varies, both at the population level and by age, at the end of simulations, when varying model parameters. Plots (a), (c)
and (e) show the effect of varying transmission probability β, recovery rate γ, and protection rate ν respectively. Dashed lines show the equivalent prevalences using the
ODE model given by (3). Confidence intervals are shown by bars. Plots (b), (d) and (f) show prevalence broken down by age at different values of β, γ and ν, with the
colour of lines corresponding to particular parameter values in plots (a), (c) and (e). For example, the red line in plot (b) shows prevalence by age when β = 0.3 in plot
(a), the yellow line corresponds to β = 0.4, and so on. (Default values are β = 0.7, γ = 1 per year and ν = 0; these are linked to the deterministic model by assuming
^ � 1:65 � b).
b
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0206501.g003
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with the predictions of a homogeneous ODE model, we are able to highlight the dramatic
impact of the heterogeneities observed in Natsal-3. Most notably, the presence of high-risk
(multiple-partner) individuals leads to far less sensitivity to parameter values, even large
changes in the transmission and infectious periods leads to relatively small changes in the
prevalence of infection. In a similar manner, large proportions (> 60%) of the heterogeneous
population need to be successfully protected in order to eliminate the infection, whereas this
can be achieved with values above 12% in the homogenous model. These basic results echo
more detailed findings in follow-up work which looks at the public-health implications of
HPV transmission and vaccination [43].
Previous attempts to simulate STI transmission have either focused on deterministic models, where individuals are divided into subgroups who act identically (e.g. [29, 44–46]), or individual-based microsimulation models that attempt to account for individual-level
heterogeneity such as age and sexual preference (e.g. [31, 32]). For the latter, either infection
prevalence data [31] or population survey data [32] were incorporated to simulate individuallevel behaviour. Other work used STDSIM, an established individual-level stochastic epidemiological model, and input both demographic and prevalence data from different locations to
compare epidemic behaviour [47, 48]. With our approach we aimed to use high-resolution
data on sexual behaviour in the UK to produce a generic modelling tool that can be adapted to
a range of STIs and used to investigate the importance of individual-level heterogeneities in
behaviour, in determining the dynamics of the spread of particular STIs. By combining accurate, age-dependent partnership rates with dynamic behaviour switching to capture long-term
behaviour in the data, we believe the model framework is a reliable tool for capturing sexual
behaviour. It is hoped that future work will build upon the foundation presented here, to add
further necessary complexity to better represent the spread of STIs in a realistic way.
Sexual partner change rates determine individuals’ risk for STI acquisition, and the rate of
acquiring new partners is correlated with several factors. Here we looked at the effects of age,
sex, sexual preference, and partner change rates, known to be important factors in the spread
of STIs, using Natsal-3 as our input dataset [28]. As observed in empirical data, for both sexes,
sexual activity rises sharply to a peak around 20, before decreasing gradually as age increases,
as fewer new partnerships are made (Fig 1a and 1b). Identical trends are observed in men who
have sex with men (MSM) and women who have sex with women (WSW) (S1 Fig). The chance
of changing new partner rates decreases with age, reaching a minimum around 28, before
increasing again. This has the effect of maximising population-level heterogeneity at this age,
as individuals tend to retain their risk status. The fitting between Natsal-3 and our model gives
tight agreement (Fig 2), validating the use of the distributions for modelling sexual partnership
formation in Britain, and likely for countries with similar social structures [14].
We have assumed 100% protection with a condom, so only looked at condomless partnerships. in practice, factors such as delayed application and / or early removal of condoms are
likely to reduce condom effectiveness in preventing STI transmission. In addition, condom
consistency varies greatly between and within relationships and estimates of condom efficacy
are remarkably far from 100%. An estimated 56% on Natsal-3 participants (aged 16-74 yrs,
although 90% were under 45 years old) reported that they had used condoms on the first occasion with their most recent partner (of those who reported new partner(s) within the past year.
A recent study showed that, where condoms are used at first sex with a partner, then use
quickly wanes, typically within 21 days of first sex together (in most cases because other forms
of long-acting reversal contraception are used instead, e.g. the pill) [49]. Further work would
look at the impact of these heterogeneities on infection transmission and control.
Adding a generic STI with simple SIS-P dynamics to the mixing model, results in disease
prevalences that correlate with the new partnership formation rates from Fig 1; namely, age
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groups with higher partnership formation rates have increased prevalences of infection (inset
plots of Fig 3). High population prevalences are associated with a higher probability of transmitting infection, longer infectious period and lower level of population protection, as is
expected intuitively. Interestingly, while increasing β and decreasing ν increased prevalence
linearly across all age groups, increasing the infectious period 1/γ broadened the age range of
those infected, such that older age groups were increasingly infected. This is a result of people
beginning to form sexual partnerships at the same times, but taking longer to recover from
infection and thus remaining infected until later in life.
Comparing the basic ODE formulation of the SIS-P model (Eq (3)), with the individualbased stochastic simulations, reveals the differences that heterogeneity in partner selection can
make to prevalence within a population. Although default parameters were suitably chosen to
give identical baseline prevalences, the ODE approach is far more sensitive to changes in the
three model parameters. This heterogeneity can be particularly important when assessing control through vaccination; in the ODE model the infection can be eradicated by vaccinating
about 13% of the population, whereas in the simulation in excess of 50% is required—although
interestingly we still obtain a linear relationship.
A necessarily simple epidemiological approach has been taken here, to exemplify the uses of
the partnership formation rates derived from Natsal-3, and to compare the ODE and stochastic model approaches. SIS-P dynamics were selected to reduce the number of parameters necessary, while allowing infection to persist in the population for large regions of parameter
space. More complex dynamics such as SIRS (Susceptible—Infected—Recovered—Susceptible), incorporating a temporary immune period, are also possible using the modelling framework [43]; further follow-up work should likewise alter infection dynamics as necessary so that
they represent the realistic acquisition and clearing of the STI of interest. The ODE model presented here had homogeneous individuals for analytical convenience and to illustrate the
impact of heterogeneity on equilibrium behaviour; in reality, in an ODE model approach factors such as age, sex, sexual activity and partner change rates should be included, similar to the
stochastic simulations shown here [31]. Additional factors such as alcohol consumption [50],
smoking [51] and socioeconomic status [19] are observed to have an influence on partnership
formation rates, and including these in future models will also increase the robustness of
results. While it would in theory be possible to generate an ODE version of the underlying heterogeneous dynamics that form the simulation model, this is impractical do to the exceedingly
high dimension of the system, which requires both age and risk structure, as well as epidemiological status. We therefore use a stochastic individual based model which allows us to more
carefully follow the temporal dynamics of individuals.
Concurrency is a potentially important source of infection transmission. Theoretical studies
have shown their impact on epidemic size (e.g. [52], and along with high-risk behaviour, an
important factor in the establishment of infection [25]. In particular, it is thought that understanding of concurrency is key in controlling epidemic sizes of HIV [53], and correlations
have subsequently been found between concurrency and HIV levels [54]. The accurate modelling of concurrency will provide more robust results about STI transmission rates [27, 55]. In
particular, one such aim would be correctly modelling partnerships which are not behaviourally concurrent (as individuals may be behaviourally serially monogamous) but biologically
concurrent, if the gap in time between partners is less than the infectious period of an STI [56].
In the work shown here, our model does include the ‘new partnership’ caused by any form of
concurrency (but not the impact this might have within the ‘stable’ partnership). However,
recently published work motivated by this concern clearly shows that in a well-fitted model
the general effect of concurrency is limited [57]. On a related topic, future work should focus
on the role of partnership duration and casual partnerships on STI transmission; an analysis
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on Natsal-2 data showed that a substantial minority of partnerships in the UK were casual
[58], and failing to account for this could lead to underestimating STI risk in the population.
As a simplification in the stochastic simulations, individuals were chosen at random to be
protected against infection. If we take protection to mean vaccination here, there is evidence at
the individual level of a relationship between vaccination and risk behaviour [59, 60]. When
this risk is highly clustered to particular groups, for example for hepatitis-B, then the ability to
target these groups can be critical to the decision to vaccinate [61]. To test this effect in the
model, additional stochastic simulations were run where the most risk-prone individuals were
protected (rather than selecting individuals at random) when they entered the population. it
was found that there was no difference in the overall prevalence of infection when protecting
in this way. This is because both low- and high-risk individuals were able to change their risk
status throughout their lifetime (mirroring changing sexual behaviours over time), and so the
risk status upon entering the population at age 10 was not correlated with the lifetime number
of partners. To expand upon the simple framework presented here, one should assess the
importance of risk groups and their relative likelihood of vaccination, the mixing between the
groups, and the effectiveness of vaccination given the relative coverage in different groups.

Conclusion
What has been presented here is a general framework for allowing individuals to partner other
individuals at realistic rates given one’s sex, sexual preference and age. It is hoped that the partnership formation rates described will be a reliable modelling tool in the future (much in the
same way as [14] for describing general contact patterns) for simulating the spread of STIs in
countries like Britain, and assessing the potential impact that prevention measures such as vaccination can have.

Supporting information
S1 Fig. How partnership formation rates for MSM and WSW change with age. Plot (a)
shows the partnership formation rate distributions for MSMs, and plot (b) shows how the
probability of picking a female partner changes with age among MSM. Likewise, plot (c)
shows the partnership formation rate distributions for WSWs, and plot (d) shows how the
probability of picking a male partner changes with age. We define men who have sex with men
(MSM) as males who have had one or more same-sex partners in the past, or who will have
one in the future. Note that some MSM will have one or more opposite-sex partners while others will not. (Similarly for women who have sex with women (WSW).) The partnership formation rates for MSM and WSW of different ages are shown (analogous to Fig 1), as well as
probabilities of picking female (male for WSW) partners with age.
(EPS)
S1 Table. Mixing matrices. The attached Excel file contains sheets with all the data needed to
recreate the sexual mixing patterns presented in this article. The sheets show, in order: (1)
female age mixing matrix, (2) male age mixing matrix, (3) change of risk group with age, (4)
female partnership formation rate percentiles with age if virgin; (5) female partnership formation rate percentiles with age without a condom (no longer virgin); (6) male partnership formation rate percentiles with age if virgin; (7) male partnership formation rate percentiles with
age without a condom (no longer virgin); (8) MSM partnership formation rate percentiles
with age; (9) WSW partnership formation rate percentiles with age.
(CSV)
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S1 File. Code for statistical fitting. Alongside the anonymised dataset, the Natsal-3 codebook,
giving details of all variables in the dataset, is also available to academic researchers from the
UK Data Service, https://discover.ukdataservice.ac.uk/; SN: 7799; persistent identifier: http://
doi.org/10.5255/UKDA-SN-779-2. Code is provided to analyse the Natsal-3 data as a Matlab
file [62]. The data (as a txt file) and the code should be placed in the same directory; the code
should be called as a Matlab script that will read in the data, fit the annual pattern of new partners, calculate the age-structured mixing and infer the changes in risk-percentile with age, it
will also generate the set of figures as seen in the paper.
(M)

Acknowledgments
The work was supported by the UK Department of Health [grant number 027/0089]. Natsal-3
is a collaboration between University College London, London School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine, National Centre for Social Research, Public Health England, and the University
of Manchester. The study was supported by grants from the Medical Research Council
[G0701757]; and the Wellcome Trust [084840]; with contributions from the Economic and
Social Research Council and Department of Health. We thank the study participants, the team
of interviewers from NatCen Social Research, and operations and computing staff from NatCen Social Research. The Natsal-3 study was approved by the Oxfordshire Research Ethics
Committee A [Ref: 10/H0604/27]. We thank Soazig Clifton for assistance in acquiring and
understanding the Natsal-3 data. We would also like to extend our thanks to the referees who
provided detailed feedback on a previous draft of this manuscript.

Author Contributions
Conceptualization: Samik Datta, Matt J. Keeling.
Data curation: Samik Datta, Catherine H. Mercer, Matt J. Keeling.
Formal analysis: Samik Datta, Matt J. Keeling.
Funding acquisition: Matt J. Keeling.
Investigation: Samik Datta, Matt J. Keeling.
Methodology: Samik Datta, Catherine H. Mercer, Matt J. Keeling.
Project administration: Samik Datta, Matt J. Keeling.
Resources: Matt J. Keeling.
Software: Samik Datta, Matt J. Keeling.
Supervision: Matt J. Keeling.
Validation: Samik Datta, Matt J. Keeling.
Visualization: Samik Datta, Matt J. Keeling.
Writing – original draft: Samik Datta, Catherine H. Mercer, Matt J. Keeling.
Writing – review & editing: Samik Datta, Catherine H. Mercer, Matt J. Keeling.

References
1.

World Health Organization and others. Global incidence and prevalence of selected curable sexually
transmitted infections—2008. World Health Organization; 2012.

PLOS ONE | https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0206501 November 1, 2018

15 / 18

Capturing sexual contact patterns in modelling the spread of sexually transmitted infections

2.

Koutsky L. Epidemiology of genital human papillomavirus infection. The American Journal of Medicine.
1997; 102(5):3–8. https://doi.org/10.1016/S0002-9343(97)00177-0

3.

Owusu-Edusei K Jr, Chesson HW, Gift TL, Tao G, Mahajan R, Ocfemia MCB, et al. The estimated
direct medical cost of selected sexually transmitted infections in the United States, 2008. Sexually
Transmitted Diseases. 2013; 40(3):197–201. https://doi.org/10.1097/OLQ.0b013e318285c6d2

4.

Jit M, Choi YH, Edmunds WJ. Economic evaluation of human papillomavirus vaccination in the United
Kingdom. BMJ. 2008; 337:a769. https://doi.org/10.1136/bmj.a769

5.

King E, Gilson R, Beddows S, Soldan K, Panwar K, Young C, et al. Human papillomavirus DNA in men
who have sex with men: type-specific prevalence, risk factors and implications for vaccination strategies. British Journal of Cancer. 2015; 112(9):1585–1593. https://doi.org/10.1038/bjc.2015.90

6.

Mollers M, Hein JB, Henrike JV, Audrey JK, van den Broek Ingrid V, van Bergen Jan E, et al. Prevalence, incidence and persistence of genital HPV infections in a large cohort of sexually active young
women in the Netherlands. Vaccine. 2013; 31(2):394–401. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.vaccine.2012.10.
087

7.

Markowitz LE, Tsu V, Deeks SL, Cubie H, Wang SA, Vicari AS, et al. Human papillomavirus vaccine
introduction–the first five years. Vaccine. 2012; 30:F139–F148. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.vaccine.2012.
05.039

8.

Anderson RM, May RM, Anderson B. Infectious diseases of humans: dynamics and control. vol. 28.
Wiley Online Library; 1992.

9.

Earn DJ, Rohani P, Bolker BM, Grenfell BT. A simple model for complex dynamical transitions in epidemics. Science. 2000; 287(5453):667–670. https://doi.org/10.1126/science.287.5453.667

10.

Keeling MJ, Rohani P. Modeling infectious diseases in humans and animals. Princeton University
Press; 2008.

11.

House T, Keeling MJ. Household structure and infectious disease transmission. Epidemiology and
infection. 2009; 137(05):654–661. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0950268808001416

12.

Pellis L, Ferguson N, Fraser C. Threshold parameters for a model of epidemic spread among households and workplaces. Journal of the Royal Society Interface. 2009; 6(40):979–987. https://doi.org/10.
1098/rsif.2008.0493

13.

Schenzle D. An age-structured model of pre-and post-vaccination measles transmission. Mathematical
Medicine and Biology. 1984; 1(2):169–191. https://doi.org/10.1093/imammb/1.2.169

14.

Mossong J, Hens N, Jit M, Beutels P, Auranen K, Mikolajczyk R, et al. Social contacts and mixing patterns relevant to the spread of infectious diseases. PLoS Med. 2008; 5(3):e74. https://doi.org/10.1371/
journal.pmed.0050074

15.

Baguelin M, Flasche S, Camacho A, Demiris N, Miller E, Edmunds WJ. Assessing optimal target populations for influenza vaccination programmes: an evidence synthesis and modelling study. PLoS Med.
2013; 10(10):e1001527. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pmed.1001527

16.

Read JM, Eames KT, Edmunds WJ. Dynamic social networks and the implications for the spread of
infectious disease. Journal of The Royal Society Interface. 2008; 5(26):1001–1007. https://doi.org/10.
1098/rsif.2008.0013

17.

Danon L, House TA, Read JM, Keeling MJ. Social encounter networks: collective properties and disease transmission. Journal of the Royal Society Interface. 2012; 9:2826–2833. https://doi.org/10.1098/
rsif.2012.0357

18.

De Cao E, Zagheni E, Manfredi P, Melegaro A. The relative importance of frequency of contacts and
duration of exposure for the spread of directly transmitted infections. Biostatistics. 2014; 15(3):
470–483. https://doi.org/10.1093/biostatistics/kxu008

19.

Adimora AA, Schoenbach VJ. Social context, sexual networks, and racial disparities in rates of sexually
transmitted infections. Journal of Infectious Diseases. 2005; 191:S115–S122. https://doi.org/10.1086/
425280

20.

May RM, Anderson RM. Commentary: Transmission dynamics of HIV infection. Nature. 1987; 326:137.

21.

Garnett GP, Swinton J, Brunham RC, Anderson RM. Gonococcal infection, infertility, and population
growth: II. The influence of heterogeneity in sexual behaviour. Mathematical Medicine and Biology.
1992; 9(2):127–144. https://doi.org/10.1093/imammb/9.2.127

22.

Garnett GP, Gregson S. Monitoring the course of the HIV-1 epidemic: The influence of patterns of fertility on HIV-1 prevalence estimates. Mathematical Population Studies. 2000; 8(3):251–277. https://doi.
org/10.1080/08898480009525485

23.

Haavio-Mannila E. Trends in sexual life: Measured by national sex surveys in Finland in 1971, 1992 and
1999, and a comparison to a sex survey in St. Petersburg in 1996. (STAKES, Services for Independent
Living); 2001.

PLOS ONE | https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0206501 November 1, 2018

16 / 18

Capturing sexual contact patterns in modelling the spread of sexually transmitted infections

24.

Mercer CH, Tanton C, Prah P, Erens B, Sonnenberg P, Clifton S, et al. Changes in sexual attitudes and
lifestyles in Britain through the life course and over time: findings from the National Surveys of Sexual
Attitudes and Lifestyles (Natsal). The Lancet. 2013; 382(9907):1781–1794. https://doi.org/10.1016/
S0140-6736(13)62035-8

25.

Ghani AC, Swinton J, Garnett GP. The role of sexual partnership networks in the epidemiology of gonorrhea. Sexually Transmitted Diseases. 1997; 24(1):45–56. https://doi.org/10.1097/00007435199701000-00009

26.

Liljeros F, Edling CR, Amaral LAN, Stanley HE, Åberg Y. The web of human sexual contacts. Nature.
2001; 411(6840):907–908. https://doi.org/10.1038/35082140

27.

Johnson AM, Mercer CH, Erens B, Copas AJ, McManus S, Wellings K, et al. Sexual behaviour in Britain: partnerships, practices, and HIV risk behaviours. The Lancet. 2001; 358(9296):1835–1842. https://
doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(01)06883-0

28.

Sonnenberg P, Clifton S, Beddows S, Field N, Soldan K, Tanton C, et al. Prevalence, risk factors, and
uptake of interventions for sexually transmitted infections in Britain: findings from the National Surveys
of Sexual Attitudes and Lifestyles (Natsal). The Lancet. 2013; 382(9907):1795–1806. https://doi.org/10.
1016/S0140-6736(13)61947-9

29.
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