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EXPLORATION OF OPPORTUNITIES TO PROMOTE CONDOM
USE IN BROTHELS TO PREVENT THE SPREAD OF AIDS

1. THE CURRENT SITUATION

Infection with HIV is spreading rapidly in certain sub-groups of the Thai
population. Seroprevalence data to be presented at the 6th International Conference
on AIDS in San Francisco show that, as of June 1989, HIV infection had spread to
over 40% of low income prostitutes in Chiang Mai, (Ministry of Public Health,
1989) the capital of the North Region of Thailand. The reason for the rapid spread
in Chiang Mai as opposed to other urban centers such as Bangkok or Pattaya, is not
known. However, subsequent survey data indicate that low income prostitutes in

other provinces are also becoming infected.

Of the different forms of prostitution that exist in Thailand the low-income
prostitutes are the most numerous. Recent data from the Ministry of Public Health
indicate that there might be as many as 80,000 prostitutes of this category
throughout the nation. In the North alone there are over 800 commercial sex
establishments with approximately 7,000 commercial sex workers (CSWs). Since
the acceleration of the spread of HIV in 1988 the number of establishments and
CSWs has declined slightly (Table a).

Table a Number of Commercial Sex Establishments and Employees: in 8
provinces of the North Thailand

June 1989 December 1989
Establishments 867 834
Commercial Sex Workers 7,212 6,895

Source: Venereal Disease Division, Ministry of Public Health 1989.

The low-income CSWs which comprise the majority of prostitutes charge

anywhere from $1.00 to $4.00 per episode of vaginal intercourse and are able to



retain approximately half of the fee. They live and work in houses or small
dormitory-like structures and share their income with the proprietor of the brothel.
The level of condom use is assumed to be low or moderate.

2. THE STUDY

Low-income prostitutes currently represent the top priority for AIDS-
prevention by the Ministry of Public Health. In order to learn more about this
population and their working environment, the Program for Appropriate
Technology in Health commissioned the authors to conduct qualitative research in
two districts of Thailand where there are a large number of brothels. The goal of
the study is to suggest strategies for the promotion of increased condom use in the
brothel setting.

3. THE METHODOLOGY

During January through March, 1990 the investigators conducted focus
groups, in-depth interviews and observation among 61 low-income prostitutes,
their clients and the proprietors of the brothels where the prostitutes worked. The.
sites for the research include one district town in Chiang Mai Porvince, located
approximately 25 kilometers from Chiang Mai City and is characterized by a large
number of brothels and clients, most of whom are Thai. For comparision, a
seaside district in Cholburi Province in the Central Region was chosen. This town
is about 25 kilometers from Pattaya, an international resort although most of the
brothel clients are Thai. (See the accompanying map).

Because prostitution is officially illegal in Thailand, gaining the trust and
cooperation of the brothel owners required a multistep process. First the local
health officials in the district were contacted and informed of the objectives and
methods of the research. Next, an informal leader among brothel owners was
identified. Over a series of visits the investigators gained the trust of the brothel

owner who, in tumn, introduced the investigators to other brothel owners in the



Figure A : Location of study sites and relative prevalence of HIV infection in Thailand in 1989.
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town. With these connections established, the researchers were able to have
discussions with the CSWs and clients in an atmosphere of cooperation and mutual

trust.

A total of 10 focus groups were conducted: 7 with CSWs, 2 with brothel
owners/managers and 1 with clients. In-depth interviews and observation were
conducted ad hoc throughout the duration of the study. The following summarizes
those findings of the research that have direct implication for the brothel

interventions to promote condom use.
4. THE RESULTS
4.1 Types of Brothels

There are two basic types of brothels. It is possible to classify the brothels
based on type of physical structure and this classification has implications for the
implementation of AIDS interventions at the brothel.

The Type A brothel is more common and is characterized by a square
architecture with small bedrooms and a common bathroom on the periphery, a glass
partition "show-room" with benches where the CSWs pose for clients and an open
waiting area with a juke box for clients to sit and ponder their choice, listen to
music or wait for fellow clients to return from the bedrooms. No drinks or food

are offered or sold on the premises.

The Type B brothel is the same as type A with the addition of a cafe annex
where drinks and food are sold. In the Type B brothel, the CSWs also work as the

waitresses.

In both types of brothels the CSWs live in the bedrooms where they work.

The fees are not consistently different between Type A and Type B and average



$2.00 in the Northern district and $4.00 in the Central district. Both regions have
Type A and Type B brothels.

4.2 Types of Brothel Proprietors

There are two types of brothel proprietors. Just as there are two types of
brothels, the researchers discovered that there are generally two types of
proprietors. Proprietor Type 1 is usually a man who owns the brothel and lives in a
next-door residence with his wife. With this type of arrangement the atmosphere in
the brothel is that of an extended family. The proprietors take greater interest in
maintaining cleanliness and order, and the welfare services for the CSWs are

generally good.

Proprietor Type 2 is not the owner but a manager who is hired by the owner
to operate the brothel. Although, the manager may enjoy a trusted relationship with
the CSWs the sense of an extended family is not present and the general
environment and care for the CSWs is poorer than in brothels with a Type 1

proprietor.

There are several tiers of staff a given brothel. First comes the owner who
may or may not be the manager. Alongside or below the manager are the cashier
and the tout. The cashier may be the owner's wife in Proprietor Type 1
arrangements. The tout is usually an ex-CSW whose job is to welcome clients and
aid in the selection of a prostitute. All these staff have authority over the prostitutes
but the relationship varies from that of an "uncle"” or "aunt" to that of supervisor or

even "elder sister."”



4.3 Prostitutes
4.3.1 Who are the prostitutes, how do they live?

The CSWs in these brothels are young (half are teenagers) moderately
educated (few have more than primary education) and are highly sexually active
(average of 5 clients per day). Entry into prostitution was either voluntary or semi-
voluntary. In the fonner, the girl approaches the brothel directly for work, usually
through referral by a CSW relative or friend. In this case the CSW will send
payments back to her parents as she accumulates money and may occasionally take

out loans from the brothel owner.

In semi-voluntary entry into prostitution the parents accompany their
daughter to the brothel and receive and financial loan in exchange. In this case the
CSW is indentured but not imprisoned. In all cases the prostitutes are free to go
where they wish during their free time. They cannot move elsewhere to work until
the debt is paid.

Generally, the brothels open at 11.00 a.m. and close at midnight.
Clients are allowed to spend about half and hour with the prostitute for temporary
service but may stay overnight from midnight to 8.00 a.m. for a higher fee. The
objective of the CSW with temporary clients is to assist the man to reach climax as
rapidly as possible and then return to the "show room".

The room where the CSW works is also her bedroom. It may be
decorated with curtains and contain a plastic wardrobe to store clothes. In a number
of rooms, CSWs attach posters to the walls showing scenes of infants, music idols

or movie stars.



4.3.2 Prostitutes perceptions of AIDS and venereal disease.

All prostitutes had heard of AIDS although some may not fully believe
in its existence. At the present, the prostitutes in this study either do not view AIDS
as a separate threat from venereal disease or are repressing the more ominous threat
of HIV. They loathe even the most treatable STDs:

“When I get VD I always wonder-will I get completely
well?"

Or "will it come back again when I'm older?"

This attitude is especially prevalent among the prostitutes who intend
to return to their home districts to marry and have children. (Marriage after
prostitution is a feasible option for northern thailand prostitutes but less so for
prostitutes from other regions.) They are taught to examine men for overt
symptoms of VD, such as discharge of fever. Itis as if they seek some assurance
that they can screen out the more dangerous clients. For this reason, the CSWs
expressed keen interest in the signs and symptoms of HIV infection. When asked
why they want to know the symptoms the CSWs invariably respond that they want
to be more selective of clients.

Their association of HIV with other STDs is also evident from their
response to the question how they intend to prevent AIDS:
"I get examined (pelvic) once a week."
"I know I don't have AIDS because I go for a regular
check-up."

The CSW's confidence in STD screening reflects their experience with
the government VD clinics in which some receive prophylactic injections of anti-
biotics or are treated for bacterial infections as they occur. Although they know that
AIDS is fatal, their response to HIV is as to just another STD that can be screened
and treated much like syphilis or gonorrhea. |



All prostitutes wash their vagina after intercourse in the belief that
cleanliness will protect against venereal disease. There was no indication from the
group discussions that they felt HIV was an exception to this rule. Douching may
offer some protection from bacterial infections and this would reinforce an empirical
belief in hygiene. Ironically, douching may actually increase risk of HIV infection
and thus put Thai CSWs who wash too vigorously at a greater risk.

4.3.3 Prostitutes perceptions and use of condoms.

The condom has been widely available in Thailand for decades. Its
use has been largely confined to commercial sex encounters and thus has a negative
image among monogamous couples. Since the beginning of 1990 all brothels in
Thailand receive a free, unlimited supply of government condoms from the Ministry
of Public Health. All CSWs in this study prefer that the client uses condoms but
this occurs in only about half of episodes.

The operation of a brothel militates against encouraging clients to use
condoms. Condoms can delay ejaculation and prolong the encounter, thus reducing
client turnover and income. Clients may become belligerent, even violent if pressed
to use condoms. Finally, the business of prostitution is oriented around pleasing
the client, acceding to his will.

Nevertheless clients can be refused under certain circumstances but
these instances are related more to client disruptiveness than to spread of disease.
The CSWs reported that they are allowed to refuse clients during their menstrual
cycle or when they (the CSW) are having an episode of venereal disease. They can
also refuse very drunk clients because they may become abusive or stay in the room
too long. Clients who want to use accessories that may injure the vagina can also
be denied. Finally, clients who have a history of disruptive behavior can be refused

service.



Refusal of clients who do not use condoms was unheard of. Only one
respondent out the 61 participants in the focus groups reported that she was able to
use condoms with all clients. She explained that the brothel owner supported her
all-condom policy on the grounds that she was a new and especially attractive
worker in the brothel and could command a larger fee. Most CSWs however had
no such support from the brothel owners and little bargaining power with clients.
What is more, the CSWs seem complacent about the need to use condoms and will
not force the issue:

"T ask him if he wants to use a condom.

If he says no, that's it, no condoms."

Low-risk sexual services are not a real option for the low-income
prostitutes. Vaginal intercourse is the norm and oral sex is reportedly not
acceptable. Although an increasing number of clients are requesting oral sex the
CSWs said that they find oral sex repugnant. They explained that "the mouth is
where the rice goes". (The brothel CSWs eat their meals together and their saliva
comes into contact with each other when they use common serving bowls with no
serving utensils.) The negative attitude toward oral sex was expressed in a group
setting and may underrepresent the extent of this practice, especially if extra

payment is involved.

The condom is the only real protection from AIDS for those who must
remain in commercial sex work. And at present, the initiative to use a condom rests
primarily with the client.

4.4 Clients and Use of Condoms
44.1 What type of clients use condoms?
The prostitutes were asked to describe what type of clients used

condoms. In general, the motivated condom user is an older man, with good
education, probably has a wife and family who visits the brothel after dark,. Most



of these men bring comdoms with them or ask for them in the bedroom. Their
motivation is not so much from a fear of contracting venereal disease as it is from

the shame of infecting their wife or girlfriend.

4.4.2 What type of clients refuse to use.condoms?

At the other end of the spectrum are the delinquent clients who reject
condoms. These clients are never-married- teenagers, who exude bravado. The
effect of moderate alcohol consumption on these clients acts to multiply their
resistance to condoms. However, the very drunk clients are more compliant

because they are too intoxicated to resist if the CSW puts the condom on for them.

During interviews with clients they were asked to explain why they
did not like to use condoms. The most common reason is that condoms reduce
sensation:

"There's no 'flavor’ with condoms - its like eating plain rice without seasoning"

Others complain that using condoms "isn't natural”. A number of
clients said that they are selective about whom to use a condom with:
"If the girl is attractive I'll use a condom because she is
likelv to have had more clients and thus, might be
infected. If she is plain I won't use a condom because
she is likely to have had few clients.”

The clients also acknowledge that when they are drunk they are
thinking about orgasm, not protecting themselves:
"We go whoring because we're drunk.

We're not thinking about condoms in that state of mind."

A cavalier attitude is reflected by another respondent:
"Sure it's risky. But if we catch VD we'll get it treated.”



4.4.3 How do CSWs motivate clients to use condoms?

In a minority of cases the low-income prostitutes are able to convince
unmotivated clients to wear a condom. Some of the techniques are deceitful and
thus, not likely to be sustained. For example some CSWs lie to clients and tell
them that they have VD. Others make promises they don't intend to deliver: "I'll let
you do it twice if you wear a condom." However, after the first orgasm the client is

told that time has run out.

Other CSWs can convince clients to use condoms by offering to have
intercourse in different positions (e.g., the CSW will sit on the man, lie on the edge
of the bed, stand and bend over, etc.). The above techniques are used as last
resorts mostly with teenagers who tend to approach the prostitutes with

considerable machismo.

There is a special category of clients that are difficult to motivate.
These are adult men who have not been drinking alcohol and prefer to have sex

without condoms. In these cases the CSWs have the least bargaining power.
4.4.4 Shifting the initiative of condom use away from the client.

The varied client profiles coupled with the difficulty of locating clients
before they visit brothels and the effect of alcohol on health behavior suggest that
the initiative to use condoms in brothels should originate from the brothel staff and
CSWs. The focus group discussions explored ways to pursue the goal of 100%

condom use in order to expose barriers to motivation the most resistant clients.

The CSWs: The CSWs were asked if they could be more assertive
about condom use and treat the condom as part and parcel of sex with clients. As
one step in this direction almost all the CSWs in this study prefer to put the condom
on the man. This is because of concern that the man's hands are dirty or that he

may put the condom on incorrectly and cause the condom to break during



intercourse. Nevertheless the disadvantages of condoms keep emerging as a barrier
to greater CSW initiative to condom promotion. To repeat, the key disadvantages
of condoms are that it slows client orgasm, it is painful, it can cause vaginal sores
and some brands break easily. Despite the threat of AIDS and other STDS, these
disadvantages outweigh the three main advantages that CSWs site in support of
condoms:

(1) Condoms prevent the spread of VD;

(2) Condoms prevent pregnancy; and

(3) Condoms keep the vagina-cleaner and easier to wash.

The clients: The clients were asked what might motivate men to use
condoms in all commercial sex encounters. The men suggested that the prostitutes
should be in less of a hurry to finish with a client. She should be more friendly to
the man, speak sweetly, and engage in casual conversation so that the man feels
more like he is with a girlfriend rather than a prostitute.

"She should talk nicely to the client; not just quickly get
the clothes off and push the client to finish without
delay.”

Small, extra services might be added such as a cool towel to wash the
client's face or pouring a cup of tea for the client. The clients agreed that if 100%
condom use is the goal then the prostitute will have to put the condom on the man.
They also suggested that the CSWs should tell clients that they have VD and this
will help motivate the men to have a condom put on:
"The girl should lie and tell the man she has VD. The

guy will get scared and agree to use a condom."

The clients did not seem to consider it a paradox that if all clients use
condoms then almost all CSWs should not have VD. This may reflect the
unimaginable scenario of 100% condom use or the belief that condoms are not very

effective in preventing STD.



The brothel proprietors: The group reaction of brothel owners and
managers to the idea of an all-condom policy was interesting and unexpected in the
two district settings. In the Central region district the brothel proprietors felt such a
policy was feasible only if there was solidarity among the CSWs and among
brothels. In other words, a 100% condom use policy will not work if some girls
in a brothel do not comply or if some brothels in a town do not comply; it must be

all or none.

The reaction among the Northern brothel managers was nervous
silence and then skepticism. This attitude could have been in response to a recent
initiative by the Governor of that province to create condom-only brothels in the city
of that province. The owners complained that there is no way to control what
happens in the bedroom:

"Ultimately it is up to the prostitute and her client
whether to use a condom or not. If the policy is too
strict then violence may result".

"In one case the CSW told the client to wear a condom
but the client refused and slapped the girl. Other times
the girls are subject to curses when they try to promote

condoms.”

Some brothel owners and mangers already feel they are doing enough
to prevent STD and AIDS by sending their workers to the government VD clinic for
routine exams and blood checks. They also feel that the publicity about AIDS has
had an effect on client behavior to increase condom use and that no special effort is

needed to push condoms any more than this.

At the same time the owners recognized the advantage of total condom
use for their business:
"The girls won't be sick as often and this will increase our income and reduce

expenditures for the girls."



The brothel proprietors were also very agreeable to displaying posters
and other condom promotion materials in the brothel. they acknowledge that the
brothel exists solely for sexual intercourse and, thus, they have nothing to be
discreet about (as opposed to massage parlors and cocktail lounges).

S. MEDIA AND MESSAGES FOR CONDOM PROMOTION IN
THE BROTHEL.

It is clear from the foregoing that the low-income prostitutes will not be able
to adopt a all-condom use position unless (1) all CSWs join together; and (2) all
CSWs are backed by management to use condoms with all clients. Because these
conditions are not likely to be realized in the near future, interim measures need to

be adopted which are directed to clients, CSWs and brothel proprietors.

Motivational support: First there is a need for motivational support for the
clients and the CSWs. For the CSWs the content should be messages of hope not
fear. The girls need to be encouraged to extend their "future horizon"; to aspire
toward marriage or remarriage and the possibility of having children in a family
setting. Many of the prostitutes already display posters of infants and handsome
men on their walls. Visual messages such as these should be linked with condom
use so that a desireable future is associated with STD prevention. The simplest
media for these messages could be posters which should be displayed in the
bedroom of the prostitute to both decorate the wall, inspire the prostitute to think of
the future and remind her to use condoms. These messages could also be

incorporated into highly pictorial novellas or video at considerably greater cost.

The clients on the other hand need a different type of message that
concentrates on STD and HIV. Here the strategy should be to inform and raise
concern without appealing to a fear response. The messages should display facts
neutrally, for example, by explaining that HIV is spread by asymptomatic carriers
and that most infections are asymptomatic until the last year. The messages should
also prescribe action that could lead to more effective education, for example, by



advising all men who had any STD in the past year to go for an HIV blood test at a
local clinic. The messages should be limited to posters using reflector paint and be
placed on walls near the "show-room" and on the door to the bedroom. The printed
text should be large and concise. Photographs of eye-catching women should be
added to the poster to draw attention.

Where brothel managers want to promote a 100% condom use policy, they
should advertise this both visually and verbally. An effective location to announce
the condom use policy is the glass partition of the "show-room", The touts should
also be instructed to explain to each client that the house policy is condoms only. A

corollary message should be that condoms are available for free in each bedroom.
6. EDUCATION AND INFORMATION

Target the "mamasan”: In the brothel setting there are only a few possible
strategies that hold promise of having a sustained impact on condom use. This
research identifies a type of individual in the brothel who could become an effective
motivator educator for the prostitutes. In almost all the low-income brothels there is
an older women who is respected and trusted as an aunt or elder sister might be.
This woman is occasionally the wife of the owner, the wife of the manager, or the
manager of the brothel. Through observation and in-depth interview with CSWs it
became clear that this woman or "mamasan" has the closest relationship with the
CSWs of all the brothel staff and that her opinions and advice are respected.
Conversely, the research also found that prostitutes would not be effective as peer
educators because of their equal status with the target population. In the brothel
setting, someone with sympathetic authority should be the focus of intensive
eduation on prevention of HIV. This strategy might be more effective and efficient
than trying to reach all CSWs with detailed messages.

Target the drinking annexes: As described above, a large number of
brothels have drinking annexes or cafes where clients meet and drink before having

commercial sex. Although drinking circles are not the optimal locations for condom



promotion, these annexes allow a convenient way to identify potential clients and to
provide "point-of-purchase" education. From the observation of these drinking
annexes, the researchers concluded that the only brothel employees who could
provide education on HIV and STD prevention in this setting are the CSW-
waitresses. Printed messages could be appended to the menu and these would be
supplemented by verbal message from the waitress. ‘Complimentary condoms
could be provided when the customers arrive and serve as a basis for opening
discussion.

Organize brothel owners/managers: The need for solidarity among brothel
owners has already been stated. This process can be promoted by holding
luncheons or study tours to educated the proprietors and to encourage joint action
on reducing the spread of HIV. If conducted properly these meetings would serve
as a constructive forum for exchange between local health and medical officials and
the brothel management. Study tours to brothels which can achieve and maintain
100% condom use rates would provide an incentive and reassurance to other
brothels that they can promote condoms without going out of business.

7. CONCLUSIONS

In this research, two districts in separate regions were studies in order to see
whether the brothel setting and opportunities for educational interventions were
different. Indeed, the low-income brothels were quite similar between regions
within certain categories.

Brothels with drinking annexes have more access points for intervention but
may have a more inebriated clientele. Brothels with resident mamasans and
managers have a more extended family relationship with the commercial sex
workers and, in this setting, the mamasan is an appropriate candidate to serve as a
brothel-based educator.



The most difficult clients to motivate to use condoms are moderately drunk
teenagers. Their confrontational manner and bravado is intimidating to the CSWs,
yet managers do not want to impose an all-condom policy because this is contrary
to the goal of servicing the maximum number of clients. In any event, brothel
proprietors recognize that the final decision to use a condom is determined in the

bedroom and out of their domain.

It is clear that a narrow strategy which targets only prostitutes, or clients or
brothel owners will not succeed. The findings of this research clearly prescribe a
broad-based approach which simultaneously delivers motivational messages to
CSWs and clients and education for mamasans, waitresses and brothel proprietors.
While a variety of media may be used, the messages to CSWs must stress hope
while, for clients, the messages should stress facts and action. Education of
resident mamasans should promote a leadership role in prevention and promotion
reinforced by periodic contacts from sympathetic health authorities. Brothel
proprietors need to be organized in order to promote solidarity on brothel policy
related to prevention of HIV.

Finally, although prostitution and, hence, brothels are illegal in Thailand
they are tolerated and monitored by the governmental authorities. In some
unfortunate cases, the monitoring takes the form of extortion. Educational
strategies that are pursued in the brothel setting are not likely to succeeed unless the
government removes barriers to trust and collaboration. The researchers were
favorably impressed by the number of brothels that were operated by educated
married couples. These establishments can easily be recruited into the anti-AIDS
campaign through an approach of mutual trust and understanding.
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