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More teenage boys
paying for sex: Study

About 2 in 5 polled after visiting
STl clinic had used prostitutes;
concern over spread of infection

Theresa Tan

The number of teenage boys who
have visited prostitutes is on the
rise, a trend that has researchers
worried as some do not use con-
doms consistently, may catch sexu-
ally transmitted diseases and go on
toinfect their girlfriends.

In the first-ever study of Singa-
pore youth who have had sex with
prostitutes, it was found that about
two in five of the teens surveyed
had paid for sex. The interviews
were conducted with some 300 het-
erosexual boys aged between 16
and 19 who went to a government
specialist clinic that treats sexually
transmitted infections (STIs), be-
tween 2009 and 2014.

In earlier cohorts of boys who
went to the Department of Sexually
Transmitted Infections Control
(DSC) Clinic between 2006 and
2009 and were interviewed, only 15
per cent said they had intercourse
with prostitutes.

Associate Professor Wong Mee
Lian - working with Adjunct Profes-
sor Roy Chan and Dr Martin Chio at
the clinic - invited new teenage pa-

tients at the clinic each year since
2006 tobe part of their research.

The doctors wanted to under-
stand their background and behav-
iour which could put them at risk of
contracting an STI, and find ways to
reduce infection rates among the
young.

Prof Wong, who is with the Saw
Swee Hock School of Public Health
at the National University of Singa-
pore, said the jump in the propor-
tion of teens who visited prosti-
tutes is significant.

While the findings cannot be gen-
eralised to represent the popula-
tion of teens who are sexually ac-
tive, she said they do suggest that it
has become more common recent-
ly for teenage boys to pay for sex.

This is a public health concern as
sex workers are a major source of in-
fection — and 30 per cent of the
boys she polled between 2009 and
2014 who visited prostitutes said
they did not use a condom each
time they had paid sex.

The worry is that they could in-
fect their girlfriends or others they
sleep with, she said, as they had a
median of 4.5 sexual partners, in-
cluding their girlfriends, by the
time they were polled. “Many of
those infected with an STI show no
symptoms and they could have sex
with others without knowing they
areinfected,” she said.

Her study was published in the
science and medical journal PLOS

One in January. PhD student Junice
Ng was the co-author.

Another worrying finding is that
of those who had paid for sex, their
median age was only 16 and 38 per
cent had their first sexual encoun-
ter with a sex worker.

Doctors and social workers say
two main factors account for why
more teens visit prostitutes. The
first is the easy access to pornogra-
phy online. There has also been a
proliferation of vice websites adver-
tising sexual services here.

Dr Lin Kai Wei of Nuffield Medi-
cal Siglap clinic said his young pa-
tients go online to seek sexual ser-
vices as they find it less daunting
than going to the red light districts
where others can see what they are
up to. “There are all these websites
where there are pictures of the girls
and their vital statistics. So the boys
are tempted,” he said.

Singapore Children’s Society
chief executive Alfred Tan, a father
of two, including a 21-year-old son,
said the study’s findings are worry-
ing, especially as youth are more ex-
posed now to all sorts of vice online.

“We have to start talking about
sexuality issues with our children,
to let them know what’s right and
what’s wrong, when they are as
young as possible,” he said.

theresat@sph.com.sg
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Not having a girlfriend and watching porn often
are key reasons for turning to prostitutes: Study

TheresaTan

Never having had a girlfriend, or
one who is sexually active, and
watching pornography frequently
are the two strongest reasons why
teenage boys turn to prostitutes, ac-
cording to the first study here on
teenswho pay for sex.

Other reasons that some boys are
more likely than others to visit pros-
titutes include the fact that they
started having sex before the age of
16, said Associate Professor Wong
Mee Lian of the Saw Swee Hock
School of Public Health at the Na-
tional University of Singapore, who
led the study.,

They could have reached puberty
earlier and tend to have older
friends who exposed them to behav-
iour that included smoking, drinking
and sex with prostitutes, she said.

Another factor is that these teens
have lower self-esteem.

“These boys want to feel accept-
ed and want to boost their ego.
They may not have a girlfriend to
boast of, but they can pay to
‘conquer’ a prostitute,” she added.

Her study found that educational
background or the type of home the
family lived in was not a factor in
whether a boy was more likely to go
toa prostitute.

Prof Wong and PhD student Ju-
nice Ng studied 300 heterosexual
boys aged between 16 and 19 who
visited the Department of Sexually
Transmitted Infections Control
(DSC) Clinic between 2009 and
2014. The government clinic focus-
es on the treatment of sexually
transmitted infections (STI).

The researchers noticed that
more young patients at the DSC clin-

ic said that they have had sex witha
prostitute in recent years.

So, they decided to find out more.

Their research, published in the
science and medical journal PLOS
One in January, found that 39 per
cent of the boys polled said they
had sex with prostitutes - a figure
that Prof Wong described as high.

According to the study, of the
boys who visited prostitutes:

» The median age was 16.

» Itwas the first sexual
experience for 38 per cent of
them.

+ They had amedian number of
4.5sexual partners, including
girlfriends or casual friends they
slept with, by the time they were
interviewed by Prof Wong’s
team.

30 per centdidnotusea
condom consistently, that is,
each time they had sex witha
prostitute.

» 42 per cent were diagnosed
withan STI, but none was
infected with the Human
Immunodeficiency Virus (HIV)
that causes Aids.

« Those who did not use condoms
consistentlywere alotmore
likely to be diagnosed withan
STI

Prof Wong said the teens’ multi-
ple partners and inconsistent con-
dom use are a concern. They could
be infected with an ST1 and pass it
on to their girlfriends or others they
have sex with.

Doctors and social workers said
peer influence and pressure, plus
curiosity about sex or a desire to be
seen as sexually experienced, are al-
so reasons why the teens turn to

- OF PAID S
ENAG

paid ﬁex. Prof \g’l)‘lilg said: “The l]a:)ys
say their friends dare or urge them : .
i The boys say their
: friends dare orurge
: themtogotoasex
paid sex by their more sexually ex- worker toinitiate

i theminto manhood.

9
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about their sexual experiences and :
visiting prostitutes. And if you have :
nothing to share, they tease you,” :
the 19-year-old said. “Iwas abitem- !

i The holidaysare to
i chilland todrink,

mates took him to Geylang and his :
sexjaunts continued until he was di- :

to go to a sex worker to initiate
theminto manhood.”

Those interviewed said national
service is one stage in life where
many young men get introduced to

perienced mates. Take, for exam-
ple, full-time national serviceman
Raymond (not his real name), who
had his first sexual encounter witha
prostitute last year when he was18.

“My army mates talk openly

barrassed (about being a virgin)
and I wanted to fit in.” His army

agnosed with gonorrhoearecently.
viewed are concerned by the high

proportion of teens who went to

sexsitesand forums.

Besides Singapore, some boys al-
so visited prostitutes in neighbour-
ing Johor Baru, Batam and Bang-
kok, the study found.

21-year-old, has had sex with prosti-

encounter when he was 14 or 15.

He has friends who go to Johor
Baru regularly to “have fun, as :
everything from food to prosti- :

tutes”is cheaper there,

Adrian, whois waiting to enter pol- :
ytechnicand says he has stopped vis-
iting prostitutes, added: “The holi- :
daysare to chilland to drink, not spe- :
cifically to have sex. But when it'sall :
boys going on holiday, sexsomehow :

becomes part of the package.”
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Doctors and social workers are concerned by the high proportion of teenagers who went to prostitutes, especially the boys’ multiple partners and inconsistent condom use,
They believe the reason for the prostitution trend is because of the proliferation of online sex sites and forums. ST PHOTO ILLUSTRATION, AGENCE FRANCE-PRESSE

Sexuality education ‘helps cut infection rate’

The number of teenagers diagnosed
with a sexually transmitted infec-
tion (STI) has plunged, as more
young people know how to protect
themselves against such diseases.

In 2014, there were 391 young-
sters aged between 10 and 19 who
were diagnosed withanSTIL.

This is fewer than half the 887 di-
agnosed in 2008 when the number
of teen infectionswas at its peak.

The data for last year is not availa-
ble yet, said the Department of Sex-
ually Transmitted Infections Con-
trol (DSC) Clinic, which collates the
number of infections in Singapore.

The DSC Clinic is run by the Na-
tional Skin Centre’s Department of
STI Control and is a specialist clinic
for STIs.

Its spokesman attributed the fall

to youth being more aware of how
toprotect themselves from being in-
fected. This is due to sexuality edu-
cation programmes in schools.

Doctors and social workers say
teens are also more aware of using
condoms.

The Health Promotion Board and
Education Ministry came up with
an STI and Human Immunodefi-
ciency Virus (HIV) prevention pro-
gramme called eTeens.

While the key message is that ab-
stinence before marriage is the best
course of action, “it provides accu-
rate information on STI, HIV and
protection from a health perspec-
tive to enable them to make in-
formed and sensible decisions”, the
DSCClinic spokesman said.

The mostcommon STIs diagnosed

among teenagers are gonorrhoea
and chlamydia infection. And al-
most twice as many girls, compared
with boys, were diagnosed as having
an STI, the spokesman said.

One reason is that teenage girls
are biologically more susceptible to
infectionslike chlamydia.

Dr Tan Kok Kuan of the private
clinic Dr Tan & Partners said that
young girls are also more likely to
have older and more sexually active
partners, and this increases their
chancesof catchingan STI.

Doctors interviewed say teens
who get tested for an STI usually
have at least a few sexual partners.

For girls, their partners are boy-
friends or even casual friends. For
boys, besides girlfriends, they also
could be having sex witha prostitute.

For example, Dr Tan said he re-
cently saw a 17-year-old boy who
caught chlamydia from a prostitute
in Geylang, It was the student’s first
sexual encounter.

Social workers and doctors inter-
viewed also shared another observa-
tion: More teens they see these
days have multiple sexual partners.
Some even change a few partnersin
justayear,

“1 find that teens’ attitudes to-
wards sex these days are a lot more
blase. Some are even having sex
with casual friends whom they are
not in a relationship with,” said Dr
Tan. “It’s like meeting up to have
sex these days is almost as casual as
meeting up for agame of tennis.”

Theresa Tan
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