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2. Title
Behavioural and Social Factors Influencing the Spread of Antibiotic-Resistant Gonorrhoea Among Young Adults in Urban England

3. Prevalence of the Problem
Antibiotic-resistant gonorrhoea (ARG) is a rising public health threat in England, especially among young adults in urban areas. Recent national surveillance shows more than 85,000 cases of gonorrhoea were diagnosed in England in 2023. This is the highest since records began (UKHSA, 2024; BBC, 2024; GOV.UK, 2024). Critically, 17 cases of ceftriaxone-resistant gonorrhoea, a marker of high-level resistance, were reported between January 2024 and March 2025, including cases considered extensively drug-resistant (XDR) (UKHSA, 2025; BMJ, 2025). The most affected individuals are aged 15–24 and reside in large urban centres such as London, Birmingham, and Manchester (UKHSA, 2024).
Gonorrhoea infection, if untreated, can lead to pelvic inflammatory disease, infertility, and increased HIV risk (GOV.UK, 2024; WHO, 2023). Rising antibiotic resistance threatens to render gonorrhoea untreatable, straining health services and jeopardising STI control measures (Unemo et al. 2022; Mason-Jones et al. 2023).

4. Introduction and Literature-Based Background
Sexually transmitted infections (STIs) remain a persistent challenge in public health, with gonorrhea notably increasing in both incidence and drug resistance (Unemo et al. 2022; GOV.UK, 2024). ARG is a WHO-recognised priority and has increased in urban England, characterised by unique behavioural and social dynamics among young adults (UKHSA, 2024; FitzGerald et al. 2021).
Behavioural risk factors of inconsistent condom use, multiple partners, substance misuse, and low testing uptake are common in this group (James et al. 2020; Mohammed et al. 2023; BMJ Public Health, 2025). Young people report embarrassment, lack of knowledge, and stigma as major hurdles to practising safe sex or seeking testing (Brook, 2024). Peer pressure and concern over social judgment are common influences on risk behaviour (Turner et al. 2021; Whitehead et al. 2020). 
Social determinants such as socioeconomic status, ethnicity, access to youth-friendly services, and urban deprivation further compound risk (McGrath and Tilson, 2020; Peters et al. 2022; Wolverhampton JSNA, 2024). Structural barriers, fragmented services, long wait times, lack of confidentiality, and limited digital pathways hinder care-seeking, especially post-pandemic of COVID-19 (Sheffield Healthwatch, 2025; Riabroi et al. 2025).
Even though national campaigns are promoting this reality but reviews identify gaps in effectiveness for urban young adults, calling for peer-led, co-designed, and digital interventions remains a big issue (Smith et al. 2022; Collier et al. 2023). Tailored, behaviour change approaches (including digital and mHealth) are urgently needed and show promise in improving condom use, risk awareness, and STI testing in youth populations (Mason-Jones et al. 2023; Borji-Navan et al. 2024).

5. Rationale, Research Question, Aim(s), and Hypothesis
Rationale
Urban young adults (18–25) face unique behavioural and social risk factors for ARG (FitzGerald et al. 2021; Whitehead et al. 2020). Addressing gaps in engagement and identifying barriers and facilitators that drive transmission is essential for effective, equitable interventions (Smith et al. 2022; Bennett et al. 2022).
Research Question
What behavioural and social factors influence the spread of antibiotic-resistant gonorrhoea among young adults in urban areas of England? This research question is a modification of my previous research question used in my component one, which was“ What are the drivers of antibiotic resistance in gonorrhea and the most effective public health strategies for modification in the UK?” I received a comment from my lecturer on my previous research presentation that the question was too broad. 
Aim
To identify and explore the behavioural and social determinants contributing to the spread of antibiotic-resistant gonorrhoea among young adults (18–25) in selected urban areas of England.
Hypothesis
Young adults in urban England experiencing stigma, service access barriers, and peer influence are at heightened risk of behaviours contributing to ARG transmission (Ward et al. 2019; Turner et al. 2021).
Research Methodology (Research Design)
This study will adopt a systematic literature review (SLR) methodology to critically synthesise current evidence on behavioural and social factors driving the spread of antibiotic-resistant gonorrhoea (ARG) among young adults in urban England. The SLR will follow the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) guidelines to ensure transparency, replicability, and rigour throughout the review process. The review’s framework will be structured around a PEO statement:
· Population (P): Young adults (aged 18–25) in urban areas of England
· Exposure (E): Behavioural and social factors such as condom use, peer influence, stigma, and access to healthcare services)
· Outcome (O): Incidence and transmission of antibiotic-resistant gonorrhoea
Search Strategy and Data Sources
A comprehensive search will be conducted to identify relevant peer-reviewed studies and grey literature published from January 2015 to November 2025 in English. Databases will include MEDLINE (via PubMed), CINAHL, Embase, Scopus, Web of Science, and PsycINFO. Grey literature will be identified through searches of government and agency websites example, UKHSA, WHO, and Public Health England. and key sexual health charities such as Brook, Terrence Higgins Trust. Moreover, 
Search terms will be developed in collaboration with a subject librarian and will include:
· “antibiotic resistant gonorrhoea” OR “antimicrobial resistant Neisseria gonorrhoeae”
· AND (“young adults” OR “youth” OR “adolescents”)
· AND (“behavioural factors” OR “risk behaviour” OR “social determinants” OR “peer influence” OR “condom use” OR “stigma” OR “service access”)
· AND (“urban England” OR “urban UK” OR names of major cities)
Boolean operators, truncation, and MeSH terms will be used as appropriate for each database. Reference lists of included articles will be hand-searched for additional sources.
Selection Criteria
Inclusion criteria:
· Empirical studies, systematic or narrative reviews, and key reports
· Focus on young adults (aged 15–25) in England (urban settings prioritised)
· Examination of behavioural, social, or structural factors in relation to ARG or gonorrhoea transmission
· Published in English between January 2013 to November 2025. 
Exclusion criteria:
· Studies on clinical/biological aspects only (without a behavioural/social component)
· Focus exclusively on non-UK or rural populations
· Not published in English, full text not available, or conference abstracts only
Data Extraction and Management
A standardised data extraction form will be used to chart key details: author, year, study design, setting, population, exposure/behavioural factors, outcomes, and main findings. 
Quality Appraisal
Studies will be rated for methodological quality, relevance, and risk of bias to the information, which is based on gonorrhoea and the targeted population age and health care services management in England. 
Data Analysis and Synthesis
A narrative synthesis will be employed, grouping studies by theme, population, and risk factor. Patterns, agreements and gaps will be highlighted, with sensitivity analysis if significant discrepancy is found. Where sufficient data permits. 
Ethical Considerations
University ethical approval (PG2. Good research practice and integrity, citation, transparency, and avoidance of plagiarism will be strictly upheld.
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