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    ABSTRACT

    Objective: To map the scientific evidence related to adherence to antiretroviral therapy among adolescents and young people living with HIV. Method: This is a protocol for a scoping review developed according to the methodological guidelines of the JBI. The guiding research question is: “What scientific evidence exists regarding adherence to antiretroviral therapy among adolescents and young people living with HIV?”. Eligible sources will include analytical and descriptive observational studies, qualitative studies, experimental and quasi-experimental studies, systematic reviews, and meta-analyses. Grey literature, such as theses, dissertations, book chapters, and conference abstracts, will also be included. There will be no restrictions regarding publication date or language. Studies that do not meet the objective, are unavailable in full text, or are duplicates will be excluded. A total of 21 databases will be searched. Results will be presented using flowcharts and summary tables. This protocol is registered in the Open Science Framework under registry number 10.17605/OSF.IO/EM5TB.
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    INTRODUCTION

    In 2022, approximately 39 million people worldwide were living with the Human Immunodeficiency Virus (HIV), with about 1.5 million of these cases occurring in children aged 0 to 14 years. Of the total, roughly 1.3 million new infections were recorded in that year alone, reaffirming HIV as a major global public health concern(1).

    Early initiation of sexual activity significantly increases the risk of HIV infection due to high-risk behaviors such as having multiple sexual partners and inconsistent condom use(2). A study conducted in Spain found that the most frequent modes of HIV transmission among adolescents and young people were sexual transmission, followed by vertical transmission, transfusion of blood products, and injectable drug use(3). HIV infection has a profound emotional impact on adolescents and young adults, often leading to psychological distress and difficulties in social relationships(4).

    Stigma and discrimination related to HIV persist both in society and within healthcare settings, contributing to delays in seeking treatment and inadequate adherence to therapy(5). Antiretroviral therapy aims to suppress viral replication to undetectable levels, restore immune function, and improve quality of life(6). Poor adherence to antiretroviral therapy not only increases morbidity and mortality risks in this population but also facilitates ongoing transmission of the virus, leading to new infections(7).

    Although some studies have already addressed the topic, literature still lacks a comprehensive mapping of evidence using multiple databases. Identifying research that addresses antiretroviral therapy adherence among adolescents and young people across different healthcare settings allows for the recognition of associated factors and a broader understanding of the scale of this global public health issue. Accordingly, this study aims to map scientific evidence related to adherence to antiretroviral therapy among adolescents and young people living with HIV.

     

    METHOD

    Study design

    This is a protocol for a scoping review, to be conducted following the methodological recommendations of the JBI(8).

     

    Search strategy

    The review question was developed using the Population, Concept, and Context (PCC) framework: P (Population) – adolescents and young people; C (Concept) – adherence to antiretroviral therapy; C (Context) – HIV.

    Based on this framework, the following guiding question was defined: “What scientific evidence exists regarding adherence to antiretroviral therapy among adolescents and young people living with HIV?”.

     

    Eligibility criteria

    The review will include publications focusing on antiretroviral therapy adherence among adolescents and young people aged 10 to 24 years living with HIV. Eligible sources will include analytical and descriptive observational studies, qualitative studies, experimental and quasi-experimental studies, systematic reviews, and meta-analyses. Relevant gray literature, such as theses, dissertations, book chapters, and conference abstracts, will also be included.

    No restrictions will be applied regarding publication date or language. Studies will be excluded if they do not meet the objective based on title and abstract screening, are unavailable in full even after contacting the corresponding author, or are duplicate entries.

     

    Study selection

    The search will be conducted in three stages to capture both published and unpublished studies, including grey literature. The first stage involved an initial search in PubMed and Web of Science to identify relevant studies and extract keywords and indexed terms from titles, abstracts, MeSH (Medical Subject Headings), DeCS (Health Sciences Descriptors), and Emtree vocabularies to build the final search strategy(9).

    The second stage consisted of a pilot test of the finalized search strategy in two databases — PubMed/MEDLINE and Embase. An example of the search terms used includes: (((((“Adolescent”) OR (“Young Adult”)) AND ((“adherence to antiretroviral therapy”) OR (“Medication Adherence”) OR (“Cooperation and Adherence to Treatment”) OR (“Patient Cooperation”) OR (“antiretroviral therapy highly active”))) AND ((“HIV Infections”) OR (“HIV”) OR (“acquired immunodeficiency syndrome”)))))

    The final search will be conducted by two independent reviewers across the following databases: Web of Science, PubMed, ScienceDirect, Scopus, Excerpta Medica Database (Embase), Scientific Electronic Library Online (SciELO), Cochrane Library, Latin American and Caribbean Health Sciences Literature (LILACS), Spanish Health Sciences Bibliographic Index (IBECS), Nursing Database (BDENF), Western Pacific Region Index Medicus (WPRIM), Peruvian Health Sciences Literature (LIPECS), WHO IRIS, and Brazilian Dentistry Bibliography (BBO), via the Virtual Health Library.

    To identify grey literature, the following platforms will be consulted: Cybertesis, Open Thesis, PeerJ Preprints, MedRxiv, OpenGrey, bioRxiv Preprints, and the Catalog of Theses and Dissertations. Data collection and extraction are scheduled to begin in July 2024.

     

    Data extraction and synthesis

    Citations retrieved will be exported to Rayyan software for study selection(10). Two independent review authors will assess the scientific evidence based on the previously defined inclusion criteria. In case of disagreement, a third review author will be consulted to solve the conflict.

    Subsequently, the full texts of the selected studies will be thoroughly reviewed, with eligibility criteria maintained throughout. After finalizing the list of included articles, the reference lists of these studies will be examined to identify additional relevant publications and ensure comprehensive literature coverage. All reasons for study exclusion will be documented in detail.

    To extract data from the studies included in the final sample of the scoping review, a data extraction tool will be developed in Microsoft Excel, adapted in accordance with JBI methodology(8). This tool will include the following fields: authors, title, year, language, journal, source of information, country, objective, institution responsible for the study, methodology, population (age range), adherence measurement, and main findings — categorized as facilitators and barriers to adherence to antiretroviral therapy. This stage will enable the identification of literature’s contributions as well as its limitations, gaps, emerging trends, and implications for health practices related to antiretroviral treatment adherence among adolescents and young people(11).

    For data analysis, basic qualitative content analysis will be employed — a method recognized and widely used in scoping reviews. Extracted data will be presented descriptively and organized into summary tables, in accordance with JBI guidelines(9).

    The presentation of results will follow the recommendations of the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses extension for Scoping Reviews (PRISMA-ScR), including detailed reporting of the search strategy and the study selection process using the PRISMA-ScR flow diagram(12).

    This protocol has been registered on the Open Science Framework under registry number 10.17605/OSF.IO/EM5TB.

     

    Expected limitations

    The main anticipated limitation is the heterogeneity among the included studies, particularly regarding the sociocultural contexts that influence adherence — or lack thereof — to antiretroviral therapy among adolescents and young people living with HIV. These variations may pose challenges to comparing and synthesizing the findings across studies.
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