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Sexual Decision-Making Among High-Risk Men in Urban Vietnam �

Male clients of sex workers play a critical role in the spread of HIV among sex 
workers and further into the general population through their wives and other sex 
partners. Yet their role in HIV prevention is often ignored in favor of focusing on 
prevention programs for sex workers, contributing to the perception that women have 
the most responsibility – and often blame - for HIV transmission.

In December 2004, Family Health International (FHI) Vietnam hosted a meeting with 
external partners to discuss the involvement of men in HIV/AIDS prevention. A key 
result of the meeting was an acknowledgement that a greater understanding of the 
sexual decision-making process of men who purchase commercial sex needs to occur 
in order to develop more effective interventions.

From April to June 2005, a research team comprising FHI staff and consultants as 
well as representatives of non-governmental organizations (NGOs and national 
social research agencies conducted a qualitative study of male clients of sex workers 
and other key informants. Candidates included men at high risk of purchasing 
sex, married women, and entertainment establishment (EE) owners. Researchers 
facilitated eighteen meetings, six each in Hanoi (HN), Haiphong (HP) and Ho Chi 
Minh City (HCMC). In all, 324 candidates participated, including 222 men, 61 
married women, and 41 EE owners. A rapid, participatory method called Community 
Dialogue Meetings (CDM) collected detailed information in a short amount of 
time. The method used larger than normal group interviews based on focus group 
discussions (FGDs). Each meeting lasted three to four hours, much longer than normal 
FGDs. Larger groups and longer meeting times allowed for a more detailed level of 
inquiry, participatory activities, and the ability to include discussion topics thought to 
be relevant by participants.

Key Findings
Male Behavior Patterns and Group Norms

Research participants estimated that 70-90% of men they knew have sex outside of 
marriage (Readers should note that the sample is of high-risk men, not the general 
male population). They based their estimate on their personal experiences and 
knowledge of the habits of friends, colleagues and relatives.

Executive Summary
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Men described belonging to a group of male friends who visit sex workers together. 
They stated they do not go alone, with strangers or with new friends for commercial 
sex, but rather with one or more friends who they know will accept the activity. 
Married and unmarried men said they most often go with good friends, followed by 
bosses, business partners and co-workers. More married men go for sex with business-
related associates than do unmarried men.

Process of Sexual Decision-Making

Four key factors affect male sexual decision-making processes: drinking alcohol, 
financial status, peer acceptance, and the ability to refuse commercial sex.

All men reported that alcohol plays a significant role in heightening sexual desire 
and lowering the ability to control oneself. Men said that 90% of the time they visited 
FSWs, the evening began with drinking alcohol.

Education and money play no role in whether or not a man purchases commercial 
sex. Respondents came from all socio-economic backgrounds. Education ranged 
from primary school to university. Nearly all working class respondents and day 
construction laborers in particular, said money does not influence whether or not one 
goes for commercial sex. Rather, money influences what type of sex and what level 
of sex worker one can afford and the frequency of visiting FSWs. Laborers mentioned 
that if they have little money, they would pool funds and share sex workers. 

Bonding with friends is strong, therefore, refusing to go for sex with friends is very 
difficult. All groups of men in the study described a night out as having a progression 
of events from which it is difficult to break free. Once you accept an invitation to go 
out, you know beforehand that certain groups will eventually end up with sex workers. 
To accept an invitation from the group is to accept the activities of the entire evening. 
Men said they could refuse to go for sex occasionally. They might refuse to go with a 
group of good friends, but they would never refuse to go with a boss or business partner. 
Defectors risk not receiving future invitations, job promotions or business deals. 

reasons for Frequenting Sex Workers

Married and unmarried men frequent sex workers for three reasons: 1) they are 
unhappy with family life, 2) want to try something new, and 3) to strengthen bonds 
with friends, co-workers and bosses. Men and women believed they both have the 
same sexual needs; however, only men can satisfy their needs, women cannot. 
Married men said they feel neglected at home, and that sex workers know how to 
please a man better than their wife does. Women said they feel over-worked with 
jobs or taking care of the household. Men and women stated they do not often talk to 
each other about how to resolve issues.
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Most married men said one of the main reasons they go to sex workers is because they 
do not have a fulfilling sex life with their wife. When asked if they would stay home 
more if their wife could do the same things a sex worker could do, some men thought 
such behaviors were not appropriate for their wife. Others said it would probably 
reduce the amount of times they went out for sex. Some men said they would never 
stop going to FSWs no matter how satisfied they were with their wife.

Men described situations where they felt compelled to go with friends for reasons 
including proving masculinity and maintaining status in their group of friends. They 
stated they had to go in some instances when invited by a boss or business partner. 
All men in all sites confirmed that going to sex workers is a common practice in trying 
to seal a business deal with a partner or if out with the boss. During such evenings, 
it is impossible to refuse going for sex, and some participants reported losing jobs 
or business deals because they had declined sex workers at the end of the evening. 
Some married women accepted their husband visiting sex workers to gain favor with 
bosses or other business reasons.

What Makes a “real” Man?

Men cited factors that make a “real” man, including career, social, health and 
financial success (see “What Makes a “Real” Man?” Page 32). Sexual capacity and 
experience are key factors in evaluating men as manly. The quality of the sexual 
experiences is more important than the quantity. Some men felt that a man who has 
only one woman could not be a real man. The ability to balance family and social 
life, including frequenting sex workers, without damaging family harmony was a 
positive trait in a real man.

The Positive Deviant

Most men had difficulty imagining having sex with only one woman. Men stated 
that being with one partner might be a good role model, but they would not be able 
to follow it. Even if sex were better at home, they would only reduce the number 
of times they went for commercial sex. Many men said that it would be impossible 
to expect the majority of men to be like positive deviants (PDs). PDs did not cite 
difficulty in being monogamous.

Male responsibility

Sex outside of marriage is considered entertainment, and not viewed as irresponsible 
towards the family. Respondents stated their family is most important; they would 
not want to destroy its harmony or reputation. They stated it is important to maintain 
moderation between family and social life.

The men interviewed do not take responsibility for their sexual actions, stating many 
reasons for going out for commercial sex: they blamed visiting sex workers on the 
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influence of alcohol; on wives not being good in bed; on friend’s expectations for 
them to go for sex. They blamed HIV infection on sex workers not requiring condoms. 
Men also provided reasons why they would not be responsible for a friend contracting 
disease if they had invited that friend to visit sex workers. Men in the study were 
concerned about girlfriends’ previous relationships being a risk for them, but not that 
they might be responsible for infecting their girlfriend.

What Men and Women Talk About in a Group

All men and married women discuss sex when they are in same-sex groups. Married 
and unmarried men stated that, particularly at the drinking table, they frequently 
discuss sex. However, there were differences between married and unmarried men’s 
sex discussions. Unmarried men use conversation to learn about sex because they do 
not have access to information on sexuality from parents or school. Each discussion 
varied based on the participant’s experience. Sexually experienced unmarried men 
talk about actual events and inexperienced unmarried men talk about what they 
imagine sex and sex workers to be like. Unmarried men may also discuss the sexual 
abilities, likes and dislikes of a girlfriend. The married men stated they converse about 
sex to discuss types of sex, new sex workers they have found, and what they enjoy 
doing with sex workers. However, they stated they never discuss their own wife in 
a sexual context, not even with close friends. In contrast to married men, married 
women freely discuss marital sexual details with other women, including those with 
whom they are only casually acquainted.

Sexual Dialogue in the Home

Domestic communication is difficult and spouses rarely discuss sex. Men and women 
said that it is extremely difficult to discuss sexual issues with partners. They thought it 
was the man’s job to initiate any discussion on sex. The wife may contribute freely to 
a conversation about sex, but only after the husband has initiated the discussion topic. 
All men and women said they would like to improve their ability to discuss sexuality 
and other domestic issues with their partner, but they did not feel they had enough 
skill or knowledge. 

There is little to no discussion of sexual issues between parents and their children. 
Respondents identified this as a key area lacking in Vietnamese society. Most 
participants said they learn about sexuality, married life and relationships from friends.

Understanding HIV/AIDS

HIV/AIDS transmission and prevention facts were widely understood by respondents. 
Nearly every group understood basic facts surrounding HIV/AIDS transmission and 
prevention. However, misconceptions persist about how people contract HIV, in part 
due to stigma or non-acceptance of some facts. The misconceptions often involve 
transmission occurring through methods not associated with “Social Evils,” which 
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include prostitution, drug use, and gambling. Most men interviewed recognize that 
having multiple sex partners is risky. They described varying levels of risk, depending 
on the type of partner and the frequency of condom use. Most men agree that sex 
workers are high risk because of the volume of sex partners they have. However, men 
felt that girlfriends are an even higher risk because most men do not use condoms 
with girlfriends.

Married women acknowledged risk. Married women knew that there is a good 
chance that their husband may frequent sex workers. Women also felt they have no 
negotiating power in asking their husband to use condoms.

Current Sources of Information on HIV/AIDS

Men interviewed cited a range of potential and preferred passive and active sources 
of information about HIV/AIDS ranging from TV, newspapers, friends and relatives to 
counseling centers, hotlines and the internet. 

For personal advice, men’s preferences were doctors or other experts, counseling 
centers and, for young people in HP, their parents. Since counseling centers and 
hotlines are extremely limited, these may not reflect actual experience. In HP, 
where support of local authorities and government was strong, EE owners/managers 
were also actively providing HIV information.

Awareness & Participation in Community-Based Activities

Men in this study reported little access to, or participation in community-based 
activities. No community represented by the respondents had activities developed 
specifically for adult males. Some men reported having participated in HIV/AIDS 
education and other activities during high school or university, but few reported 
involvement in community-based activities of any kind beyond school years. Most men 
thought that community-based activities are for women and youth, yet stated that they 
would be willing to participate in activities developed by and for men to meet the needs 
of men.

Participant recommendations

Participants gave recommendations for HIV/AIDS prevention communication efforts, 
making suggestions for channels or media to use, content to include, and support 
activities and materials to provide.

Men did not want the typical HIV messages, particularly preaching-style 
advertisements or slogans. They recommended that the tone be light and funny or 
something more substantial. Any media, from TV to posters and banners, needed 
to be attractive so that it would catch attention and stand out in the media and 
public environment. 
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EE owners confirmed the desire for humor and “color” reporting that past and 
existing HIV-related materials have been very monotonous, and neither attractive 
nor interesting to read. Women said that men have low attention span, and anything 
directed at them should be attractive, colorful, and clever.

Men recommended that any messages must reach them everyday; however, 
messages and media need to change frequently to avoid boredom. They cited a range 
of information that would be of interest, from statistics to documentaries on PLWHA.  
As described in recommendations, the content needed to make the issue and risks of 
HIV feel real to them.

Conclusions and recommendations

This research provides important insights into the sexual decision making process of 
urban married and unmarried men recruited from entertainment sites in HN, HP and 
HCMC, both male clients of sex workers as well as those who are not, described in 
this study as PDs. 

The findings from this research were used by FHI and other organizations to design a 
mass media campaign and related interpersonal interventions to promote increased 
responsibility in sexual decision-making. Specific recommendations are as follows:

�. Increase programming aimed at clients of sex workers.
Programming designed specifically for men needs to be increased throughout the 
entire continuum of HIV and AIDS, from prevention to care and treatment. This 
need was recently cited during the 3rd National AIDS Conference held in HMCM in 
November, 2005. Additional quantitative and qualitative evidence on which to base 
this programming is urgently needed if this gap is to be addressed. 

Promoting active support for effective HIV programming by provincial and local 
authorities and government is also essential. The example in HP shows how important 
perceptions of acceptability are to EE owners and others who are in a position to 
provide targeted on-site prevention efforts.

�. Develop and implement a mass media campaign encouraging men to reduce the 
frequency of purchasing commercial sex.
Far more prevention activities specifically targeting men are essential given the 
previous lack of attention to men who are the decision makers in sexual relationships, 
and the apparent lack of perception of risk of personal responsibility expressed by 
these men.  
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The mass media campaign themes include making one’s own decision, the benefits 
of monogamy and the importance of consistent condom use. The authors anticipate a 
phased approach with campaign themes evolving as behavioral patterns of high-risk 
men shift and change, assuming additional funding is available for future campaign 
activities. Mass media is an important approach if adequate coverage is to be 
achieved. Effective design can influence norms and model positive behaviours. 

�. Increase accurate personal sexual risk assessment among male audiences. 
A diverse array of communication channels should be used to promote accurate 
assessments and perceptions of risk along with preventive behavioral norms among 
men. Many of the men interviewed did not appear to have correctly evaluated nor 
internalized the potential risk associated with their sexual choices.  Denial of real 
personal risk appears to be combined with the persistence of common misconceptions 
about HIV transmission. 

Many men seemed to feel that others, not people like themselves, are the people 
at risk of HIV infection.  A first step to increasing personal risk perception, 
recommended by many of the men in this study, is to “make AIDS real”. Use of real 
stories of real people in Vietnam who are living with HIV should be used as much as 
possible. For men who continue to purchase commercial sex, it is imperative that they 
understand that condom use must be correct and consistent in order to be an effective 
prevention measure.  

�. Enable men to make individual decisions about purchasing sex when in the 
company of friends.
Assuming a man does become concerned about personal risk, he will need the ability 
to make his own choices, even in the face of group displeasure. Although many 
men did not feel that they were unduly influenced by peers, it did seem that many 
were more anxious about losing their male group relationships than they were about 
potential HIV infection. Whether they actually feared losing these friends, or were 
actually more concerned about losing the group “permission” to go for commercial sex 
was not clear.  

Communication that models images of real men making positive decisions may help 
men feel refusal is both acceptable and possible. Similar research among men who 
have a male peer group social life that does not include commercial sex activities 
would be valuable. To counter the influence of peer encouragement, men may benefit 
from skills building in assertiveness, identification of personal values, aimed and 
increasing self-confidence and esteem. 
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�. Improve the ability of young, unmarried couples and currently married men and 
women to communicate about sexual issues.
Provide materials and media programming that can act as triggers to assist couples in 
communicating about sex and sexual choices. All of the married men in the study felt 
that improved marital sex could help reduce the number of times a married man goes 
out for sex. There was, however, some inherent conflict in what was felt by both men 
and women to be sexually appropriate for married women. 

Participants said that they would like to be able to communicate more openly with 
partners, but nearly all study participants felt that they had few, if any, skills that 
would enable them to discuss sexual issues with their partner in an open, honest 
manner. Many of the men suggested that media that opened the subject in a general 
way could be used to decrease embarrassment in talking with a partner.  It is 
anticipated that the media campaign can provide such “triggers”.
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Introduction

Male clients of sex workers are a bridge population linking the high-risk group of 
Female Sex Workers (FSWs) to the general population. Their role, however, has been 
overlooked in HIV/AIDS prevention programs in Vietnam. In December 2004, Family 
Health International (FHI) hosted a stakeholder meeting in Hanoi, Vietnam, inviting 
HIV-related national and international non-governmental organizations (NGOs, 
INGOs) and United Nations (UN) agencies to discuss increasing male involvement in 
HIV/AIDS prevention. The discussion focused on accessing and engaging male clients 
of sex workers to become active in preventing HIV transmission to themselves and 
their wives or girlfriends.

Meeting participants discussed issues related to past and current HIV/AIDS 
interventions. Missing from interventions has been addressing underlying issues 
related to how a man makes the decision to have sex outside of his primary 
relationship. Part of the discussion covered the “ABC” approach (Abstinence, Be 
faithful, or use a Condom). The A and B were discussed at length, and the participants 
felt that it was not possible to promote the Be faithful concept without first exploring 
the sexual decision making process of men, particularly why men go to sex workers 
in the first place. Participants felt that the Abstinence approach was appropriate only 
for adolescents and unmarried men. The meeting concluded with FHI committing 
to the implementation of rapid, participatory research to address these issues, and to 
develop a mass media campaign and related support activities.
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A. Study Objectives
The study sought to explore the sexual decision-making process of men in urban 
Vietnam who frequent high-risk entertainment venues. The researchers set out to 
identify key issues and to determine what type of campaign messages and activities 
might be able to support men in reducing or eliminating the number of times they 
go to commercial sex workers.

The media campaign will target urban men. For this reason, site locations included 
Hanoi (HN), Haiphong (HP) and Ho Chi Minh City (HCMC). These are focal 
provinces where the campaign and other men’s interventions will take place. 

B. recruitment
In order to explore male sexual decision making in a holistic and environmental 
context, the study included four different but related groups of participants. The two 
male participant groups were unmarried men aged 18-40 and married men aged 18-
40. The two additional groups were married women and Entertainment Establishment 
(EE) owners. Married women were included because researchers thought any 
promotion of being faithful, or the B in ABC (See INTRODUCTION, Page 9), required 
married women’s perspectives on sexual issues. EE owners were included because 
they manage venues in which men become clients of sex workers, and therefore have 
additional insights on male behavior.

Accessing male clients of sex workers was challenging and required various 
complimentary approaches of recruitment. Active, passive, and peer educator 
recruitment were the principal approaches. Internet site recruiting was the 
auxiliary approach.

�. Active recruitment

The research teams went to urban sidewalk beer bars, bia hôi, over the course of one 
weekend in each site. They distributed flyers at each table of men. Then they sat with 
groups of men and discussed the study. Finally, they signed up interested participants.

research Design
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�. Passive recruitment

EE owners were asked to participate in the study by helping the teams to display 
flyers, accompanied by lock-boxes, in their venues. Customers encountered flyers 
upon visiting the EE and, if interested, could fill out and place a form into the lock-
box for later pick up by the team. Those EE owners were also invited to their own 
discussion, and a few agreed.

�. Peer Educator recruitment

Researchers contacted Peer Educators (PEs) of FHI interventions for FSWs in the three 
sites. The research team asked PEs to recruit male clients of sex workers, customers of 
EE sites and EE owners who they knew through their PE network.

�. Internet site recruitment

This auxiliary method did not yield any participants. The team posted notices on sex-
related sites to recruit men who visit sex workers. The method seemed to have strong 
potential, but it takes time to identify suitable sites, and more time to gain the trust of 
the participants on the site. The team used this approach as an experiment, and did 
not rely on it as a primary option for recruitment.

The team called back candidates who responded positively. The team screened 
candidates for age, marital status, and group qualifications. Then they confirmed each 
for continued interest in participation. Confirmed participants were briefed that they 
would be expected to actively participate in the discussions and would be paid VND 
100,000 (US $6.33) for travel costs and three to four hours of time.

Each participant received a follow-up call two days prior to their meeting to reconfirm 
participation, venue location and time. Out of the three principal recruitment 
methods, the team achieved a 40% attendance rate. 

Participants Hanoi Haiphong HCMC Total

Married Men 16 39 48 103

Unmarried Men 26 32 61 119

Married Women 11 31 19 61

EE Owners 10 17 14 41

TOTAL �� ��� ��� ���

Table �: Status of Participants per Location

The recruitment process yielded different results in each site. There were fewer 
participants in HN than in HP and HCMC since HN was the 1st site to pilot the 
recruitment methods. In HCMC and HP, where the PEs were very active, most 
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of participants came from PE recruitment. Men dropping out during recruitment 
cited conflicting schedules, rather than discomfort with the discussion topic. The 
largest pool of participants came from PE recruitment. Candidates were able to 
aid in recruitment by bringing their friends who also fit the candidate profile. 
The team yielded a satisfactory quantity of participants by using three separate 
recruiting strategies. However, they also learned to expect only a 25% yield actual 
participants out of any quantity of recruited individuals.

C. Data Collection
Researchers used a modified focus group discussion method called Community 
Dialogue Meetings (CDM). CDM is an extended, in-depth group interview technique 
that allows researchers to get maximum information in the shortest time. CDM is 
effective when a study subject has many different contributing factors that affect 
behaviors. Originally designed for use at community level, CDM encourages 
participants to engage each other, along with facilitators, in active discussion and 
debate. The process uses semi-structured facilitation guides, but remains flexible, 
allowing also for participant questions as dialogue progresses naturally.
    

D. Data Analysis
Since the CDM method was originally used for Preventing Mother to Child 
Transmission (PMTCT) programs, it needed to be carefully tested before applying. 
The work in HN was considered a field test for the CDM method. A team meeting 
was held after completing the fieldwork in order to share observations, preliminary 
findings and feedback on method and facilitation guides. The guides were then 
revised accordingly, especially the questions on sensitive subjects.

Content analysis method was used to explore selected data. This method is effective 
in analyzing qualitative data from in-depth interviews, FGD or in this case, CDM. 
This method can be supported by software such as Ethnograph or NVIVO. In this 
study, the researchers decided to analyze data manually since the sample size was 
not too large (18 CDMs).
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A. Male Behavior Patterns and Group Norms
Participants estimated what percent of married and unmarried men had sexual 
partners outside of their permanent partner, meaning their wife or long-term 
girlfriend. Married male respondents estimated that, based on their personal 
experience with friends and family members, 70-90% of men they knew have sex 
outside of marriage. They stated that a much smaller percentage of married men have 
girlfriends. (For exceptions, see “Influences of Education, Economics & Environment,” 
Page 18) They also stated that having multiple sex partners was more common among 
married men. Living near an EE was a factor. Married women also estimated about 
70% of married men visit sex workers at some point.

“Basically, no man doesn’t have sex outside of marriage, but to compare 
relationships and say men have both wives and girlfriends, I don’t think 
there’s a lot of that.”       

- Married Man, HN -

“Baïn chôi” is a Vietnamese name for a group of friends with whom one engages in 
like-minded activities and parties with, including going for sex. If members of your 
baïn chôi invite you out, everybody may eventually go out for sex. In HN the term baïn 
chôi is used; in HP and HCMC the specific terminology was not used, however similar 
descriptions for such groups used terms similar to baïn chôi that alluded to the like-
minded nature of the men in their groups. Baïn chôi may visit venues such as karaoke 
bars, hair salons, or massage parlors. The venues provide sexual relations in addition 
to the other services. Terms used to describe sex services include “happy ending” or 
“special services”. 

Other groups in addition to baïn chôi include business colleagues, partners, and 
bosses. If the man wants to go for sex, it is important for him to invite like-minded 
people. Men stated they will almost never randomly ask someone to accompany 
them, and yet they rarely go to visit sex workers alone. More often than not, men went 
with at least one other person.

Key Findings



Sexual Decision-Making Among High-Risk Men in Urban Vietnam ��

Married men reported that most often, 60-70% of the time, they visit sex workers with 
their baïn chôi. They visit 25%-30% of the time with business partners and a much 
smaller 5%-10% with colleagues and bosses.

“The friend who goes along [is a] school friend, work friend or a baïn chôi. 
There are certain groups of friends who party only. If someone says ‘let’s sing’, 
that means going out, and going out good. There’s a mutual understanding.” 

- Married Man, HN -

“For instance, you and I get along; after a drink, we could get the girls to give 
us massages. But if I go out with another [non-baïn chôi type of friend], I might 
only drink a beer, talk about work and then go home. [If] we’ve been friends 
for a long time, we have the same taste, and can be furtive about it; nobody 
will know. With the same tastes, we head out together.”  

- Married Man, HP -

Unmarried men said that when visiting sex workers, they most often went with baïn 
chôi, 90% of the time; business partners, 8%; bosses, 2%. When going out with 
friends who are not baïn chôi, at the end of the night, everyone understands they will 
go home. When invited out by baïn chôi, it is understood that the evening will likely 
end up in going for sex.

“It depends on the group of friends. If you go with a group of guys who prod 
each other to ‘solve’ their needs, in the end you all have sex. But  if you go 
with a group of guys who have different cultural and educational backgrounds, 
then the way in which you refuse or behave is, I think, more civilized.”

        - Unmarried Man, HN - 

“There are two types of groups. There are those that are keen to go for 
sex after drinking. Just a small proportion of them go home. The majority 

Day trips
Coffee shops
Outdoor beer bars (bia hôi)
Sports (football, volleyball)
Karaoke (with and without female entertainment)
“Bia oâm” (Literally, “Hug-Beer;” a beer drinking establishment with FSWs)
Hair salons (with and without special services)
Massage (with and without special services)
Discotheques
Visiting sex workers

Men reported the following as the most common ways to spend time together:
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continue on. The second type know they’ll go home after eating even if they 
have the taste [for sex].”      

- Unmarried Man, HN -

Unmarried men said that education, economics and common 
interests play a role in how they choose with whom they will go 
to the sex worker (see also “Influences of Education, Economics 
& Environment,” Page 18). In HP, unmarried men said that while 
they easily go for sex with baïn chôi, they would be reserved in the 
company of a new friend. Until they know he is like-minded, they 
would probably not bring up the issue of going to a sex worker.

“You’ve got to understand that drinking is a spontaneous thing. 
When you go out with your buddies, you’ve got to live close. 
There are guys who, when you’re with them, you go for sex, and 
then there are guys, old friends, who drink together and don’t go 
for it all.”

- Unmarried Man, HP -

B. Process of Sexual Decision Making
�. Influence of Alcohol

Men in all sites stated that alcohol plays a pivotal role in whether or not they visit sex 
workers during evenings after bia hôi. Men estimated that 90% of the time alcohol 
consumption occurs prior to visiting sex workers. EE owners estimated 70% of 
customers have been drinking alcohol before they arrive.

“Alcohol makes one decide faster, it’s the stuff that starts the action, it leads the way.”

 - Married Man, HN - 

Male respondents stated that alcohol acts as both a sexual stimulant and that it 
inhibits their ability to control themselves. They also stated that if sexual desire is 
already there, encouraging a visit to a FSW only takes a drop of alcohol.

“... because [the desire] is already there, you only need a drop of water 
[alcohol] and it sprouts immediately.”     

- Married Man, HN -

“Like right now, I’m sitting here without alcohol. If someone were to urge me 
to go, it’s not sure I would. But after a few glasses of alcohol, there’s a good 
chance I’d be nodding yes.”     

- Unmarried Man, HP -

“I feel hesitant to ask a friend 
who is practical to go for 
sex – a friend who is always 
responsible and meticulous, 
that makes me really tentative. 
I have to look for friends who 
have the same needs as I to 
go out. I would never ask the 
practical friend to visit a sex 
worker.” 

- Unmarried Man, HN -
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Unmarried men mentioned they frequent pubs that serve traditional alcohol, called 
“röôïu daân toäc”, which they believe acts as an aphrodisiac, making them more 
sexually aroused.

“... many places... have traditional and medicinal alcohol,... 
they mix in aphrodisiacs such as geckos, birds,... illicit drugs. 
About 75% of the drinks in these places have some sort of 
aphrodisiac in them. Men who drink often usually pass by these 
traditional... places.”    

- Unmarried Man, HN -

This group estimated 100% of all men (ages 18-30) become 
sexually stimulated after drinking, however, whether or not 
they then go for sex depends on their financial status and their 
physical health.

“... I don’t know about other people, but after drinking I always want sex. 
Whether a guy goes for it or not depends. If he doesn’t have enough money 
or has health issues, he goes home. But in terms of desire, everyone desires. 
Those who can follow through are guys from rich families or guys who make 
money. Students who drink and want it go home or at most they go to Karaoke 
and then home.”

- Unmarried Man, HN -

“Vietnamese are usually shy. Going to places like that, they feel ashamed. 
Alcohol allows them to go feeling less uncomfortable. When going out with 
peers, if there’s no alcohol, you don’t go to sex workers but in fact everyone 
wants to go for sex. No one says it’s only cause they’re afraid that... friends or 
family will find out... Really, Vietnamese feel uncomfortable going into those 
places. Someone has a need to fill, it’s OK. But for me, going to those places 
is uncomfortable.” 

- Unmarried Man, HCMC -

Married women thought married men were more likely to go for sex after an evening of 
drinking; however, they believe their husbands use over-drinking as an excuse for why 
they cannot control themselves. Male respondents interviewed supported this theory.

�. Influences of Education, Economics & Environment

a) Education factors
While respondents did not discuss education as a factor directly, there was little 
difference between laborers, businessmen or college-educated men when it came to 
whether or not a man visited sex workers.
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b) Economic factors
Income level is not a factor in deciding whether to purchase sex, but rather contributed 
to the frequency and the level of sex worker they were able to afford. Nearly 50% of 
respondents in HCMC were laborers. They likely earn less than office workers earn, 
but still had disposable income to pay for sex sometimes. If lower income men did not 
have enough money, they sometimes would pool funds to share FSWs. Risks associated 
with sharing sex workers is not the focus of this research, but this issue needs further 
exploration through other studies.

“If you’ve got money, you can get some wild goods. If you don’t have money, 
you get used to the plain stuff.”    

 - Married Man, HCMC -

“If you don’t have the finances, you stay home with your wife. If you’ve got 
the coin, 10 out of 10 men would go out [for sex].”   

- Married Man, HCMC - 

“If you have just a little money, six [men] pay for three [sex workers]. Three 
men go in first. The rest run around until the first three come out and then it’s 
their turn, like a tour of duty.”     

- Married Man, HCMC -

Unmarried men in HP said that one’s income determines the frequency of visiting sex 
workers. Laborers in HP stated they could not afford to visit very often.

“There’s not much happening in the evenings; it averages once a month, 
sometimes twice a month if the conditions are right (smile). But it depends on 
the conditions; going out for fun always depends on finances.”

 - Unmarried Man, HP -

In HN, most married men did not specifically relate going to sex workers to cultural, 
educational or economic factors. However, two participants stated that married office 
workers were more likely to have long-term girlfriends because they can afford it. They 
also added that girlfriends are more discreet than visiting FSWs in EE.

“... a government worker, for instance, or a boss may take the position that he 
needs to be safe and remain faithful to one sex partner, a pretty one, despite 
the fact that he has to pay money, get involved emotionally and spend a lot 
of time... wherever he goes it’s easy to meet people unexpectedly, to be 
exposed by friends. If he goes to only one place, the danger is less likely. 
With government leaders and civil servants, the tendency (for the above) is 
common. With laborers, they can go here and there.”

- Married Man, HN -
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“For laborers, if they feel really anxious or bored, they may ask their 
workmates to go to places with sex workers for a bit with this and that 
woman and then they go home. They can’t afford to have long-term 
girlfriends. Now, under the market economy, it’s not difficult to find a... girl 
to have long term sexual relations with,... for the man who has a bit of an 
elevated economic situation.”

        - Married Man, HP -

EE owners mentioned that the economic status of a man determines where he starts 
his evening drinking. Most men go to bia hôi or to pubs, while only wealthy, more 
established men start their evenings at a bar.

“As far as I can tell, there are more drinking spots than legitimate bars. Only 
high-ranking and classy clients can go to the bars. The common drinking spots 
may not be luxurious but they’re not dumps either and are affordable. Everyone 
can come – big and small. Bars set conditions on class, age, position.”

         - EE Owners, HCMC -

c) Environmental factors
According to women in HP there are now many EE sites, so it is easy for men to 
access to FSWs, hence, they are more likely to go out for sex. 

“Some men have sexual relations with other women, while their wives are 
still healthy and beautiful... that’s from environmental influences. Bars, guest 
houses, hotels create favorable places for men to shelter themselves for a half 
an hour or two to three hours... Men being men are always eager to explore 
new and exotic aspects in other women.”     

- Married Woman, HP -

�. Peer Acceptance and Group Dynamics

Both married & unmarried men in all sites said peer encouragement was more common 
than peer pressure. More often than not, men stated they wanted to go to FSWs already, 
and they just needed a little enticement from friends to act on the desire.

“A few work friends go out drinking and two of them suggest going 
somewhere afterwards. I get excited and go with them.”  

 - Married Man, HCMC -

“When friends call urging you to go out, you’re psyched to go even if you 
don’t really want to.”      

- Unmarried Man, HCMC -
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“You can go alone, you can go in a group, but if you’re invited, then you’re 
even more likely to go.”    

 - Unmarried Man, HCMC -

Married and unmarried men spoke of the progression of an evening 
with baïn chôi as very difficult to resist. They meet at a bia hôi and 
soon peer pressure and alcohol lead them to a brothel. Throughout 
the evening, all the group members contribute to the atmosphere, 
but one or two seem to lead the group. When asked about the idea of 
deciding not to follow, respondents had negative reactions. Breaking 
away from the group was bizarre to participants.

“Once you’ve stepped up... once men start partying, they party to the hilt.”

        - Married Man, HN

“We’re talking good friends sitting with each other. If you say you know each 
other, you coax each other on, no breaks, you party to the end.”

         - Married Man, HN -

All the men report going out to bond with friends. However, there were motivational 
differences between married and unmarried men. Married men stated they go to satisfy 
sexual desires. Unmarried men stated they went out for sex to prove masculinity. Men 
stated that their participation in the progression of the evening was voluntary, but fear of 
peer rejection was a decision-making factor.

“It’s true. If it’s just you, you might not go, but if you add other people, the 
chances of going are very high.”    

- Married Man, HN -

“If you go home, [friends] say nothing, but they don’t like it because you can 
discourage others from going out. If you refuse several times, they may not 
invite you in the future.”     

  - Unmarried Man, HP -

In all sites, married men said that sometimes they go for sex because they do not 
want to show a lack of courage in front of their friends. Some men said that their 
friends would judge them as unmanly if they refused sex. Others said that they feared 
judgment from the EE owners, who would think they were not real men if their 
friends went, but they did not (see also, “What Makes a “Real” Man?” Page 32).

“I think sometimes the group provokes; [calling you] a water gun [using the 
penis only to urinate], or they’ll say you can’t handle more than your wife.” 

         - Unmarried Man, HN -

“You’re already there and 
everyone goes in but you alone 
don’t, you become a duck in 
the middle of the field.” 

 - Unmarried Man, HP -
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“If you don’t go, of course you’ll get [harassed]... others will hold you up to a 
microscope and say this guy is not a man... So you’d better have a reason to 
protect your image.”      

- Unmarried Man, HN -

Men in HCMC were not as concerned about the issue of peer rejection. Most stated 
they always want to go for sex; there is no need to refuse. Some felt that men go to sex 
workers in a group so they feel less guilt.

“Yup, if you go alone, you could think you’re doing something wrong, but if 
four guys go, you think they’re the same as you, and you go.” 

- Married Man, HN -

�. Ability to refuse

Respondents in all groups confirmed that they could refuse going for sex; many had 
previously refused several times. However, the ability to refuse sex depended on 
which group they were with, and whether or not they had refused many times before. 
For example, they stated they could not refuse when with the boss or a business 
partner. When a man invites and pays for another man or men, it is illogical to opt 
out. If man invites you and he pays for the sex worker, it was also impossible to 
refuse. Men found it easier to refuse in the company of baïn chôi than any other group 
because they are on the same social level. Nevertheless, if they refuse often, they may 
no longer get invitations to join their baïn chôi. If a man refuses too many times, he 
fears being judged by his friends as too cheap or weak in sexual capacity.

“If I’ve gone with my boss, it means that I’ve got a fairly tight 
relationship with him. In other words, the boss likes me enough 
to invite me. So I can’t refuse.” 

     - Unmarried Man, HP -

“It’s hardest with business partners. Most of the time you’ve got 
to [go for sex], to facilitate the business at all. Many times, to 
gain the business, we’re proactive about [going for sex].”     
 

  - Unmarried Man, HCMC -

“If you refuse with friends you haven’t seen for a long time, they’ll think 
you’re: one, afraid of your wife; or two, don’t have the money. So, yeah, it’s 
hard to refuse. With friends you haven’t seen in awhile you’ve got to go. It’s 
about saving face.” 

- Married Man, HCMC -

“Sure, it’s possible [to refuse]. 
There are plenty of men who 
think, ‘whatever, say what you 
want. It’s not like I’m scared of 
my wife; there’s nothing to be 
ashamed of. I’m going home.’”

- EE Owner, HCMC -
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When asked what reasons they could use to get out of going for sex, most men said that 
the best excuse to use was health-related. They could say they are tired or not physically 
up for it on that day, or that they wanted to preserve their health. Some married men 
said that the easiest excuse to use was that one has to go home and provide sex to their 
wife, also known as “traœ baøi”, which means “homework” in Vietnamese.

Other reasons men use to excuse themselves:

“Just mention your wife and you’re good to go home.” 

- Married Man, HP -

“It‘s up to me to refuse or not. It’s not hard to come up with 
excuses. I can lie and say that my wife will complain or I that 
have family business.”

 - Married Man, HCMC -

Some men report that it is possible to go with one’s group to the 
EE site and still sometimes find ways of excusing themselves 
from going for sex. 

“So you go in, but your friends don’t know anything because they’re not going 
in the same room as you. You still rent the room, you still pay, you get called 
in and you talk to the hostess.”    

 - Unmarried Man, HP -

Women understood the difficulties a man faces if he refuses going for sex with baïn 
chôi. Women said they thought if a man refused to go with his friends for sex, they 
might judge him negatively. One woman characterized the scenario as follows:

Too drunk
Family responsibility to attend to
Not in the mood
No money
Unfinished business elsewhere
Traœ baøi (sex at home with wife)
Work-related issue to attend to 
Ask a friend to call and pretend you have an urgent matter to attend to 
(unmarried men)
Fear of returning home so late at night; this upsets the wife
Just had sex
Do not like sex workers
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“One suggests going to Karaoke or for a drink, for example, five in the group 
agree to go and just one disagrees. It’s not easy for him. The others will say 
he’s scared of his wife or that he’s chicken or... some ugly characteristic so 
they can embarrass him into it... [The display of] masculinity... influences the 
bad behavior...”       

- Married Woman, HN -

Married women had a variety of strategies to assist their husbands in refusing to go out 
for sex, including calling him at a pre-determined time, having sex before he goes out 
for the evening, and in a few cases, giving him condoms on his way out.

“Get it on before he goes out.”     

- Married Woman, HP -

“I call him to find out where [he is], and ask about what time he’ll be home. If 
he says he’s coming home at 9 pm, for instance, but at 9 pm he’s not home, I 
might go look for him...”      

- Married Woman, HP -

One married man in HP said that the real issue is not peer pressure or peer 
encouragement, but rather, whether or not one wants to deny himself an evening of 
pleasure with the sex worker.

“Generally, it’s only difficult to say no to oneself. To say no to friends is not 
hard. Say I refuse today and go home. If my friends invite me out drinking 
tomorrow I’ll go, I won’t be able to deny myself again.” 

- Married Man, HP -

Some positive deviants (PDs) (see “The Positive Deviant,” Page 34), men who do not 
have sex outside of marriage, reported different thought processes. One PD talked 
about a man’s ability to regulate himself. Another PD did not seem to be as affected 
by peer pressure as other men. 

“It depends on one’s perspective, if one’s stance is solid or not. You say no, 
so it’s no. But each time you’re regulating yourself and if you want it, it’s 
hard [to refuse].”

- Unmarried Man, HP -

“Generally speaking, when friends urge each other to go out, if you don’t 
want to go, they’re not going to force you. If you’re not into it, you go home. 
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They’ll go anyway. It’s not because you feel like you’ve got to go because 
your friends want you to. If you want to, go, if not, go home. It’s not like there 
are friends who would force you to do things.” 

  - Unmarried Man, HP -

In summary, the process of sexual decision-making is complicated; alcohol, 
socio-economic factors, co-workers, peers, family, and personal choice are all 
influential factors.

C. reasons for Frequenting Sex Workers
Men stated they visit sex workers for reasons including personal satisfaction, peer 
influence, marital problems, or the environment they live in. Specific reasons include:

Want to have something new and different
Want to have fun
Want to fulfill sexual needs or desires
Need sexual fulfillment but want to save girlfriend for marriage
Want to keep a place within the social group
To build or sustain work relationships
Through encouragement of friends
A rite of passage, “getting poisoned” unmarried men invited by married friends
A bet or challenge made by a friend (unmarried)
Need to prove their sexual capacity and masculinity (unmarried)
Wife is pregnant or is menstruating
Mad at wife (married)
Bored with wife and/or sex life with wife (married)
Sexual incompatibility (married)
Mobile jobs (sailors, truck drivers, dock workers, migrant labor)

Many men stated they were unhappy with family life, including sex with their wife. 
Many also stated they wanted to bond with male friends and keep a place in their 
social circle. Some men said that the real reason men go to sex workers is mainly 
because they want something new and different, and that any other reason is just an 
excuse. Married women stated that men went out for sex for reasons like not seeing 
their wife as beautiful or being able to get better satisfaction from sex workers.

“For us unmarried men in looking for the new and different, there are two factors. 
One is based on need and the other is about keeping credit with the group... ”

- Unmarried Man, HN -
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“[Men visit FSW] because of the reality of society today, [sex] is easy [to 
access]. And there’s a problem... in the marriage bed, and... it’s hard to talk 
about; so maybe that person looks... for something new and different. The 
wife... may have flaws in pleasing her husband sexually, for instance. But 
she doesn’t know, and the husband... doesn’t tell her and instead looks for 
something new.”        

- Married Woman, HN -

Few men stated that going to a sex worker became more 
common because it was not seen as an issue of morality. They 
cited changes in social and economic situations as reasons 
leading to changes in the way men view purchasing sex. Some 
men in HP stated that men with newly improved economic 
status had more leisure time to think about and try things that 
they would not have been able to consider previously.

“Sexuality is not a part of morality. If it were... then why would 
teachers of great learning... still fool around? Sexuality is... to 
satisfy human beings; you can’t lose your morality from it.”  
   

- Married Man, HP -

�. Sexual Needs of Men and Women

In general, men and women thought that they both had the same sexual needs; however, 
men have the power and choice to satisfy their needs, whereas women do not. Men 
also felt that it was culturally inappropriate for women to express their sexual needs and 
desires. Most men felt that having multiple sex partners is acceptable only for men.

“The sexual needs of men and women do not differ in amount but they do 
differ in nature, in the handling and expression of the need.”

- Married Man, HN -

“We’re balanced and equal. If you’re talking needs, everyone is the same. If 
there’s an imbalance, you won’t be happy.”    

- Married Woman, HCMC -

Some men and women stated that men had a higher need for sex. One man thought 
that married women in the home were sexually weak and unable to satisfy a husband’s 
needs; whereas FSWs had very high sexual desire and capacity.

“Living conditions today are 
different. In the past, one 
was absorbed in work all day, 
came home and slept without 
thinking [about sex]. But if 
life is now more satisfying, 
people demand new and 
different things... that will 
fulfill their needs.”

- Unmarried Man, HP -
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“... in terms of sexuality, most women are weak. One has to be clear that I’m 
talking about housewives not sex workers. Housewives’ sexuality is weak 
but their husbands’ is still strong. So they can’t satisfy him. And the power [of 
sexual needs] of men aged 18-40 is big, not something that can be evaded.”

         - Married Man, HCMC -

Men also reported that sexual needs of a man declined with age or in times of poor 
health. Unmarried men also said that women could only live out their sexual desires 
with specific people who stimulate their feelings, while men can be sexual with 
anyone, without needing to feel emotion. Described as a “male continuum”, unmarried 
men also said that men could feel sexually aroused continuously, whereas women’s 
sexual urges were disconnected, and not continuous. One respondent likened male/
female sexual needs to the animal world:

“I usually watch the program Animal World on TV. I’ve noticed similarities 
between human and animal societies; it’s especially clear with instincts. Male 
animals often have sex with many females but a female only selects one male 
from the group fighting for her.”   

- Unmarried Man, HN -

When asked how to resolve sexual needs before marriage, unmarried men came 
up with different strategies. Some unmarried men in HN and HP said that erotica, 
along with masturbation, were acceptable ways to meet one’s sexual needs. Other 
unmarried men said that it was acceptable to satisfy sexual needs with girlfriends. 
However, the majority of unmarried men felt this was inappropriate because keeping 
one’s girlfriend a virgin until marriage is still an important cultural practice.

“It might be that male teenagers learn from books and newspapers and 
masturbate. I think it happens.” 

- Unmarried Man, HP -

“Going to sex workers when you have sexual needs is, especially in Hai 
Phong, common. When men lack something or want to lower their stress 
levels sexually, they go to sex workers. You get a few friends to go with. 
That’s mainly the way it works. Looking for girlfriends; that’s rare.” 

  - Unmarried Man, HP -

�. Married Men’s Perceptions on Marital Sex

Domestic issues were a factor in a man’s decision to seek sex outside of the home. 
Married men stated that married life, while new and different at first, over time 
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became unsatisfying. Men reported going outside the home for 
sex to escape home life. Unmarried men had similar perceptions 
on why married men would go out of the home for sex.

“There are times that after drinking with friends, a husband 
wants to go home to his family, happy and cozy. But husband 
and wife aren’t [getting along]. Each of them has a different 
way of living based on their character or values. Their ways 
of living or their attitudes are not in harmony; they don’t 
understand each other. After a long, tiring day, if you go home 
and your wife takes care of you emotionally, you can get over 
the difficulties. But if your wife doesn’t do this, you just get 
more bummed. Men, they think about going home and it’s just 
wearisome, so they keep going – you consume more alcohol or 
drink coffee. You find a way to forget about going home. You 
keep going but not to satisfy your sexual needs.”  

     - Married Man, HCMC -

Gender issues were not the focus of this research, but the researchers did find this 
noteworthy: men said they go out for sex because they are dissatisfied with their home 
life and wife. Men did not claim responsibility for home life happiness. Men did not 
discuss having a role in helping with household tasks or in solving family problems. 

“The house is small, often the bedroom stinks with various odors. You go to 
the girls and it’s clean, sweet-smelling, they’re beautiful with big breasts and 
they know how to make love better than your wife.”  

- Unmarried Man, HCMC - 

Some married women said that they were at fault because they were not good 
homemakers, or because children distracted them from their husbands.

“In some cases, the wife demands more sexually. But many times, the husband 
comes home and wants to share something with his wife but she doesn’t pay 
attention, she doesn’t care. She’s thinking about the kids and not her husband 
anymore. I’ve witnessed this; they [husband and wife] don’t have sex but they’ll 
still meet up, drink a cup of coffee and sit with each other for a few hours.”

         - Married Woman, HP -

Domestic stresses, ranging from anger towards their wife to unequal education 
levels between married people, also contribute to men going outside the home for 
sex. Some married men also said that they went to sex workers when their wife was 
menstruating, pregnant or had just delivered a baby. 

“If you have a happy family, 
a good sex life at home, your 
wife knows her stuff then 
there’s no reason to leave 
the house [for sex]. But if you 
come home and dinner isn’t 
ready, she leaves the clothes 
in a pile for days and doesn’t 
feel like washing them, how is 
a husband and a father not to 
be bummed? You wheel your 
motorcycle out the door and 
hit the road.” 

- Married Man, Hanoi -
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“[When] my wife is sick or ‘furling the red flag’ (menstruating), or she doesn’t 
give it up because I come home from work and don’t give her money. There 
are other reasons too that lead a husband and wife to be mad at each other.” 

        - Married Man, HCMC -

Nearly all married men stated that they were not satisfied with sex in the home. 
When asked what they got outside that they couldnot get at home, men stated they 
got something new, such as the ability to try different types of sex. They also stated 
they got an improved ego by visiting FSWs.

“The guys who keep going, they can direct you to ‘go to that place where 
there are certain girls who do it really well, with technique you’ll dig.’ And 
your wife doesn’t watch a lot of films, she thinks those films are disgusting and 
horny. From her point of view, that stuff is horrendous and violates morality 
and one’s way of life. And then you go out to the girls and they’ve got 
technique and experience.”      

- Married Man, HCMC -

When asked whether they would still go out for sex if their wife could satisfy their 
sexual needs in terms of frequency of sex and willingness to try different types of sex, 
few men said that they would stay home. Others said they would stay home more 
often, but would not completely stop going to sex workers. Men seem to contradict 

themselves with this reasoning. Dissatisfaction with domestic life 
was a reason to lead them to seek FSWs. Nevertheless, even if 
home life were totally satisfactory they stated they would still visit 
FSWs.

“Even if it’s sufficient at home, you still look for something new 
and different. There are men with two wives and they still like to 
go. He lives with two wives but still goes.”   

 - Married Man, HP –

�. Unmarried Men’s Perceptions on Pre-marital Sex

There were several reasons why unmarried men with serious girlfriends also 
frequented sex workers. Some reported that their girlfriend refused to have sex 
with them before marriage. Others said that if they were sexually active with their 
girlfriend, the frequency of sex was insufficient because they were afraid of someone 
catching them at home. Others said that if they were too drunk, it was better to go to a 
sex worker so they did not injure their girlfriend with rough sex.

“If my girlfriends knew how 
to do it like the girls outside, 
knew how to ‘fence’ [oral sex 
and hand jobs], that would be 
great. I’d go out less for sure.”

- Unmarried Man, HCMC -
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“Many times you’re frustrated. You’ve got a girlfriend but you can’t do 
anything [with her], you get angry. Or you have a wife and she doesn’t want to 
do it, they get pissed off too.”

     - Unmarried Man, HP -

�. Married Women’s Perceptions on Marital Sex

Women in HCMC and HN estimated that only 30-40% of women would try new 
types of sex if it meant keeping their husband from visiting sex workers or having 
other sex partners. Women interviewed in these two cities stated they would not try 
new types of sex.

“You watch a film and maybe you know that stuff but you watch them do it 
and you can’t accept it. Really, often you say to yourself you can’t accept it, I 
just can’t accept it. You fight it. It’s not like you don’t fight it.”  

         - Married Woman, HN -

Some women in HP said that they could try new types of sex to better satisfy their 
husband, but only if it was not too strange or too rough. These women were open to 
exploring new types of sex with their husbands, both for their own satisfaction and 
that of their husband. They said emotional connection and good communication 
provided the foundation for marital harmony, including a satisfying sex life.

“To keep my family happy, I should try new moves with my husband. If you’re 
not feeling it with your husband, say to him ‘that doesn’t arouse me or that’s 
not working.’ He’ll understand and won’t do it that way again.”

         - Married Woman, HP -

“Often we’ll mention this or that way; whatever feels good we’ll try. If he 
does something good for a long time, he’ll still get bored. So you’ve got to 
have change to make both husband and wife happy. I think we women aren’t 
different than men at all. If something feels good, for instance, we show it.” 

        - Married Woman, HP -

�. Boss and Business Partner Factors

Men stated that an invitation to a party followed by visiting FSWs was a common gift to 
one’s boss or business partner, such as in the case of signing a contract or closing a deal.  

“Especially if he’s in construction, seeing to it that party A and party B sign 
a contract. Or if a builder invites the authorities and doesn’t cover them [for 
sex], it’s odd. Even if he gives money, that envelope is not enough.”

       - Married Man, HN -
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As mentioned previously (see “Ability to Refuse,” Page 22), it was almost impossible 
to refuse sex when being invited for boss-related or business reasons. Some men saw 

career related benefits in accompanying his boss or business partner 
to go out for sex. Some stated if they agreed to go out with the boss, 
they would gain favor at work; they might receive a bonus, promotion, 
or business opportunity.

“I invite you... Do you want to help me out or not? To help you’ve 
got to go for sex. That’s the deal. I help you with a  million dong 
project. Now are you going to help me? You say yes. OK, I’m 
inviting you now. You coming or what? If you’re not coming, 
you’re not helping me.”   

     - Unmarried Man, HN -

“Just like the saying ‘lose shrimp but get lobster.’ The boss gets to go where 
he wants. You lose 500,000 but gain 5 million, so you go, you please the 
boss. Later you can go home and deal with your wife.”

         - EE Owner, HCMC -

Some men reported that they lost opportunities because they declined going for sex 
with their business partners or bosses.

“... Because I wouldn’t accept it, I was cut off and couldn’t make a living. 
Before, I had a lot of work... They invited me to places to party... I went 
along, pretending, and I don’t know how those guys, all drunk, could have 
known [that I was pretending], but they did and, in the end, I wasn’t a part of 
the system anymore.”

 - EE Owner, HCMC -

Many women stated their husbands had to preserve a relationship with the boss and 
maintain a professional position, which meant going out for commercial sex. These 
women stated they would accept it, but wanted their husbands to use condoms to 
protect the family.

“I think if a man is [in] one of the [top positions] in government, it would be 
difficult for him to refuse. So the only way to deal with it is to advise your 
husband or those close to you to be safe sexually and use a condom. To 
refuse once with the excuse that your wife or kid is sick is OK, but if you 
refuse every time, that’s unacceptable.”  

    - Woman, HP -
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�. Cultural Beliefs related to Commercial Sex and Multiple Partners
Some men reported that businessmen sometimes did not go to sex workers at the 
beginning of the lunar month because they think it might bring bad luck to their 
business. 

“Businessmen who tend toward the superstitious won’t engage [in sex] at the 
beginning of the month...”    

- Married Man, HN - 

Some men reported going for sex to cancel out bad luck. If something bad happens to 
them, they might go for sex to cancel out the bad thing.

“After gambling, we went out. If you lose in gambling, you can cancel it out. 
The goal, in the end, is to find that place [with sex workers]. Nowadays, this is 
high proportion of men.”     

- Married Man, HN -

In HP, some women said that if a couple does not have a son, he might look for a 
girlfriend and try to have a son outside the marriage.

D. What Makes a “real” Man?
The intention of asking this question was to discover what men thought a real 
man should be, especially in terms of sexuality. Married and unmarried men 
both stated that success in work and finances are factors that make a man manly. 
Among unmarried men, all locations mentioned sexuality, but among married men, 
only those in HCMC mentioned sexuality. Married men in HP and HN required 
prompting in order to discuss sexuality.

“The majority of people don’t rank sexuality as number one, but consider 
money, talent or other things as the priorities. For us it’s normally the brainy 
ones who are more respected, while other people consider a man with 
money and a luxury motorbike as more worthy.”  

- Unmarried Man, HN -

“Characteristics that sum up a man: Career, economics, his position in 
society, family and children... health, the husband-wife relationship, and 
sexual relations...”

- Married Man, HN -
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Married men mentioned several factors when asked what makes a real man:

In HP and HN, the research team had to ask men specifically to discuss sexuality as a 
determinant of manliness (see also “Peer Acceptance and Group Dynamics” Page 20). 
In these cities, participants stated that the sexual capacity of other people was difficult 
to gauge because it is a private act between a man and his sex partners. Responses 
ranged from stating that the frequency of visiting sex workers was not a factor, to stating 
that diminished sexual capacity would be distressing.

“I think a real man shouldn’t focus too heavily on [sexuality] because... it’s for 
him and his partner... not for the whole society to know.” 

- Married Man, HP -

“I don’t agree that you can judge whether someone is cooler than others 
based on if he has many lovers or not.”    

- Married Man, HN -

“Oh, yeah, this guy can last a half an hour, and I can last only 15 minutes. I 
have to see a doctor and get some medicine. Whatever remarkable medicine 
you can find, you collect. Being second rate is distressing.”

- Married Man, HCMC -

Unmarried men listed the following determinants of manliness:

Career success and skill
Financial success
Assertiveness in work and relationships
Intelligence 
Sexual capacity

Career success
Good social network
Good social position
Financial success
Good health (including sexual capacity) 

The unmarried participants in HN had differing opinions related to the importance of 
sexual capacity in judging other men. Some felt that a man’s sexual capacity plays an 
important role in peer perception, others did not agree. In HCMC, all unmarried men 
agreed that sexual capacity is important consideration when judging men. They cited 
the quality of sex, not the number of partners, as important.
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“In judging... a man... on his masculinity, sexual capacity is of course an 
essential consideration. For example, if we know a man is sexually weak 
or impotent, we don’t dislike him. We feel sorry for him. But other people 
might look down on him or might not consider him a man or consider him 
something else. It depends on the intellect and culture of those judging. I 
consider [sexual capacity] as the first indicator when judging a man.”  

- Unmarried Man, HN -

“I use a man’s sexual ability as one factor in judging him. I don’t necessarily 
admire men who have sex with a lot of women. If you ask me, the real men 
are those who have an art to their lovemaking.”  

- Unmarried Man, HCMC -

When being asked, “What makes a good husband?”, married 
women had the same perspective that a good husband is one 
that is faithful to his wife, takes care of his family financially, 
shares responsibility, and understands his spouse’s needs. A good 
husband would not engage in behaviors like gambling, drug use, 
drinking in excess, domestic violence and extra-marital affairs. 

“A good husband should first be faithful to his wife and kids and 
care for his family,... trust his wife,... be generous,... responsible 
financially... And he should share social and familial issues 
with his wife. He should create conditions for his wife in her 
profession and in other areas.”   

- Married Woman, HN -

Although women did not like behaviors such as unfaithfulness, violence, and drinking, 
they seem to tolerate them if they are infrequent. Because the most important aspect 
of married life was the happiness and stability of the family, many women are willing 
to endure their husband’s behavior.

“I think many women accept that their husband have relationships with other 
women...They persuade and remind their husbands about the children and 
the family, and the husbands return. But there are many women who can’t 
accept it because they’re narrow minded and selfish. They don’t think of the 
family’s happiness, they don’t think of their children.” 

  - Married Woman, HP -

E. The Positive Deviant
In this study, a man who does not have sex outside of marriage or a permanent 
relationship is a “positive deviant” (PD). This study identified only a few PDs because 
the sampling methodology focused on the identification and recruitment of at-risk 
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men who are clients of FSW. According to the men interviewed, PDs exist, but are 
rare. When asked about PDs in HCMC and HP, participants became animated, and 
freely commented. One respondent stated, “It’s the first time I hear about someone 
like this.” Another said, “I’ve never met such a man before.” Some men claimed 
they did not think such PDs exist.

“... You can only limit [sex with FSWs]. The situation where no 
one goes [to FSWs] doesn’t exist.”     

- Married Man, HN -

However, when asked if they knew any PDs, a few men stated their 
fathers, older brothers, friends or teachers might be. When asked 
what they could learn from PDs, respondents indicated this type of 
role model might contribute to reducing the frequency of visiting 
sex workers, but it would be difficult, and they would never become 
a PD themselves. 

“I was studying at the College, there was a teacher... [at] an outing to the 
beach. Some sex workers approached him. He was all worried. My teacher... 
always lives the good example. [His] ability to control is supreme... He had to 
set a standard for his students and his family to follow.” 

 - Unmarried Man, HN -

“I have had a friend who goes home after drinking. He always refuses frankly 
and says he doesn’t like to go to sex workers. If he doesn’t like it, he tells you 
he doesn’t like it.”     

 - Unmarried Man, HCMC -

“I think if anyone claims they can follow [the PD] example, they’re lying to 
themselves. In my opinion, you could look at that example and reduce [the 
frequency of visiting FSWs]. But it’ll take time; it can’t happen right away.”

        - Married Man, HN -

Unmarried men said that being a PD might be a good example, but it would be 
difficult to apply the model to society. Among unmarried students, men and women 
often live as couples.

“Students today live together as couples, making it harder to say. Although this 
model was passed down from good Vietnamese’s traditions, it’s hard for it to have 
much reach. You can’t extend it because it’s an individual thing. Each individual 
has his own character and way of living. You can’t impose the example.”

- Unmarried Man, HN -

“I’ve never heard anyone 
say they’ve never had sex 
outside [of marriage], that 
they only have sex with their 
wife. We’re talking a lot of 
friends and I’ve never heard 
[of that].”

 - Married Man, HP -
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PDs who revealed themselves in the discussions had different thought processes than 
non-PD respondents. They did not accept the proposal of going out for sex with friends; 
they had strong convictions preventing them from joining the final stages of an evening 
out. A married man in HN, presumably a PD, explained that friends proposed going for 
sex, but it was not accepted (see “Ability to Refuse,” Page 22).

“I go out drinking with my work mates a lot. Nearly everyone talks about 
work. When we’re done drinking... we all go home and not anywhere else. 
There are times when I go drinking with social friends who all have wives and 
so we can’t usually stay out late. So we go to karaoke and then home and no 
place else. There have been one or two people who have mentioned [going 
for sex] but they didn’t get agreement. Slowly it’s become habit: after drinking 
we go home and no one mentions any other idea.”   

- Married Man, HN -

“As far as men are concerned, every man likes women, 100% of them, 
except those who suffer from sickness. But there are men who want to 
preserve themselves. Like me, I have nothing to hide, like we’re talking 
together today. Surely there are comrades like me here; there are at least 
18 behaviors prohibited by the Party [to keep in mind]... We like it too, but 
morally we can’t do it. Our way does not allow us; we can’t do it. The guys 
ask us out and, absolutely, we’d, like to go. It’s true.”

- Married Man, HP -

Of the few men interviewed who were PDs, both married and unmarried, some stated 
that while they currently do not visit sex workers, they do not know how long they 
can maintain such behaviors. 

“For me, at this moment I can say resolutely that I can follow the example of 
my teacher [and be monogamous]. However, things are changing and I can’t 
know if at some point what I do will contradict with what I’m saying now.”

         - Unmarried Man, HN -

“I have a sweetheart but she is living far away. Right now, we only talk 
on the phone. Our relationship has not gone too far yet. If it progresses to 
marriage and my wife is not faithful, I’ll have to see [if I’d go to sex workers]. 
For now, I don’t know.”       

- Unmarried Man, HP -

When PDs revealed themselves during discussions, for the most part, the group 
reaction was neither positive nor supportive. The concept of not going to sex workers 
seemed bizarre; respondents thought it was crazy not to go with the crowd.
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“The society is so developed that if I can’t keep up with [going to visit FSWs], 
I’ll be called ‘nhaø queâ’ (a country person) or even crazy.”

        - Unmarried Man, HP -

“Maybe... someone... has never gone out for sex; I can admit that sets a good 
example. But I can’t be like that guy because maybe there are a lot of good 
examples..., but I can’t follow them. I can see it as a good example, but I 
cannot follow it.”       

- Married Man, HP -

F. Male responsibility
The research team asked male and female respondents to discuss opinions, thoughts, 
and feelings about male responsibility in preventing HIV and STIs in the following 
contexts: with family in general, for a man who is HIV-positive with his family or 
girlfriend, with friends, and finally with EE owners.

When asked how one could take personal responsibility in preventing infection with 
HIV, men mentioned consistent condom use and not sharing syringes or needles. 
Nobody in any site mentioned anything related to abstinence, being faithful, or 
reducing the number of sex partners one had. Respondents mentioned only condom 
usage and health checkups.

�. responsibility of man with family

Married men perceived sex outside of marriage as primarily entertainment. 
Respondents did not think purchasing sex outside the home was irresponsible towards 
their family or a sign of loving one’s wife less. They felt that family was such an 
important thing that they advised each other to care for and preserve what they have 

at home. They would not want to destroy the harmony or reputation 
of their family, and it was most important to maintain moderation 
between family and social life.

“Your wife and children form the ties that bind you. Go ahead, 
play around, but the family comes first.”     
 

- Married Man, HN -

Married women thought that the husband had a responsibility to 
protect his family from disease, although they did not mention  
HIV/AIDS directly.

“I think that men can’t avoid 
playing around, and it’s OK 
as long as you can figure out 
how do so without affecting 
the happiness of your family, 
your work, your life. Practice 
safe sex, don’t impinge on 
your wife and kids and the 
happiness of your family.” 

- Married Man, HP -
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“I think the man is pillar of the family and the most powerful. Therefore, 
whatever he does, he protects the health of his wife and children. Because 
he’s the initiator, he will protect his wife and children from disease.”

 - Married Woman, HP -

�. responsibility of HIV-positive man with family or girlfriend

When asked if a man who is HIV-positive has responsibility towards his family or 
girlfriend, respondents mentioned that such men should protect his partner by not 
spreading HIV and, in some cases, that he should not have any more children. When 
asked how he might prevent the spread of HIV, responses included informing his wife 
of his infection and using multiple condoms.

“For example, don’t have another child: that’s a given. And if your wife and 
children haven’t been [infected by HIV], then protect your wife by using a 
condom.”

- Married Man, HN -

“I thought he should hide it from his wife. But if dares not to have sex with his 
wife cause he’s afraid she’ll find out he’s got to wear two or three condoms 
when having sex with her.”    

 - Married Man, HP -

Men in HP said that if they discovered they had any STI other than HIV, they would 
not tell their wife, and would try to treat the problem before having sex with her 
again. If infected by HIV, only half the participants said they would inform their wife; 
the other half said they would not.

“If he avoids [announcing his HIV-positive status] and doesn’t say anything 
until she figures it out, she’ll be resentful. If you’ve got the disease, you need 
to tell your family. Try to get your wife to sympathize.”  

- Married Man, HP -

Married women stated a husband infected with HIV/AIDS should reveal his HIV 
results to his wife, and if having sex, must use a condom.

Unmarried men in HN and HP said that they have a responsibility to protect their 
girlfriend from STIs or HIV. If they became HIV-positive, they should stop having 
sex with her or, if they are too afraid to tell her the truth, they should use a condom. 
Another way cited by respondents to protect her was to end the relationship.
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“If I get HIV, I’m responsible because I’ve been schooled. If I get HIV I 
shouldn’t continue having sex with my girlfriend. And if I’m afraid she’ll leave 
me and I keep having sex with her, I should use a condom. It is best to think 
about protecting her or else to separate from her.”  

- Unmarried Man, HN -

�. responsibility among friends

When asked if men had the ability to convince their baïn chôi to go home instead 
of going for sex, most men said that theoretically, if a large enough percentage of 
the group was inclined to go home, they could convince others to follow. Just one or 
two people in a large group stood no chance of convincing the others. However, in 
practice, once an evening had progressed, and going for sex was evident, all men 
agreed that one would not want to advise or interfere with the choices of friends. If 
an individual makes a decision to go home, he wants to go quickly, and does not feel 
responsible for preventing his friends from going for sex. 

“It’s a delicate subject. Even if one has advice to give, one can’t give it at 
that point.”

- Married Man, HN -

Men explained that the dynamic of being able to persuade a group 
whether to go home depended on how many people are in the 
group and which option was voiced first, either going home or going 
for sex. Some men stated that if the leader of the group decided to 
go home, then the rest of the group would follow him.

“In a group of three, if one man goes home, the other two would probably 
follow. Because there are only three of them and if one guy goes home that 
leaves just two and the momentum is lost. However, the ratio for a group of 
five or more... if one guy goes home, it has no affect. Four guys is like five 
guys, you can still go.”      

 - Married Man, HP -

Respondents discussed whether they would feel responsible if they encouraged a friend 
to go for sex and, as a result, the friend became infected with HIV. It is worth noting 
that no one felt responsible for leading a friend to participate in sex with a FSW that 
resulted in infection. Men said each person is responsible for protecting himself.

“A lot of remorse, yes, responsibility, no. The person encouraged to go was 
aware of the risk; because if you go, you go voluntarily.” 

- Married Man, HN -

“No. It’s hard enough for me 
to refuse. Let the others go if 
they want to. What’s the use 
in getting them to go home?”

- Unmarried Man, HCMC -
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“Information can be shared, but getting HIV is an individual matter. Before 
going out and looking for sex workers, you’ve got to be aware of what you’re 
doing and what you’re going to do. The person who gets HIV - it’s mostly their 
responsibility.”       

- Unmarried Man, HN -

“I think you deserve what you get. At that moment, there is no more 
responsibility... Manage yourself. Otherwise, what, the person who invites 
you is responsible? If you’re stupid, you deal with it.”  

- Married Man, HCMC -

A few men stated that they would feel responsible or guilty if a friend with whom 
they had gone for sex together became infected. Nearly all men said that if the friend 
became HIV positive, they would feel responsible for supporting him as a friend, 
but would not feel responsible or guilty that he became infected. Participants had 
several ideas on the type of support they would offer an infected friend, ranging from 
emotional to financial support.

“I think the group should be partly responsible. Because if we hadn’t urged 
him to go that time, he may not have gotten HIV.”  

- Unmarried Man, HN -

“I think the responsibility lay primarily with oneself for what happened, but 
friends in the group are also responsible. For instance if a group member 
catches a disease, the rest of the group should comfort and help him, give 
him financial support, take him for treatment or to the doctor. But the primary 
responsibility rests with oneself since one decided to go and wasn’t careful. 
You have to be responsible for your own actions.”   

- Unmarried Man, HP -

While believing in supporting an HIV-positive friend was the norm among 
participants, a few men expressed stigmatizing attitudes and concerns towards 
persons living with HIV/AIDS (PLWHA). Some men stated they would get an HIV test 
themselves if they found out one of their friends had HIV.

“I think I would keep away from them for fear of catching [HIV]. That’s the 
way we Vietnamese think. When you hear about it, you’re scared even 
though you know you can only catch the disease through three routes; you’re 
still scared.” 

 - Unmarried Man, HCMC -
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“First friends won’t hang out with [the HIV positive man] anymore; secondly if 
there are kids, people will talk about the family being infected.” 

        - Married Man, HP -

“If one of the group members got sick, first I’d check myself, go to a doctor 
and see if I had the disease.”    

 - Unmarried Man, HCMC -

�. responsibility of EE owners

Some EE owners in HP said that to encourage male clients not to use sex workers 
was to undermine their business and they would not be willing to do that. They 
acknowledged some responsibility towards protecting clients through the provision of 
information and condoms.

“Sometimes I encourage customers to play (have sex), but also how to play. 
I should be able show them how. They should recognize the consequences 
and see that playing safely is fine. But I tell them you should use condoms to 
be safe. If this condom is no good, use other condoms.”  

 - EE Owner, HP –

G. What Men and Women Talk About in a Group
Depending on the group they were socializing with, married men reported talking 
about different subjects. With friends, topics include work, family, sports, news, traffic 
accidents, and relationships with females other than their wives. Conversations also 
include maintaining one’s family and health. Co-workers normally discuss office 
issues, but sometimes conversation includes sex as a topic. Men discuss the subject 
of sex most often, and in the most detail, with baïn chôi. Respondents cited alcohol 
as a contributing factor in encouraging sex-related discussions. Men reported that 

discussions with their baïn chôi covered topics such as how to 
choose the best sex workers, sexual techniques, girlfriends, and 
preserving their family. Men did not cite HIV/AIDS as a topic 
discussed when with baïn chôi.

“At the drinking table, it’s totally cool to talk about that stuff. 
Sitting with the guys, the subject of [sexual] technique is fine. 
It’s part of the atmosphere; it’s cool. Basically it’s the partner we 
talk about; it’s good talk. We talk about various relationships, 
then partners in these relationships. When discussing this stuff, 
we remind [ourselves] of a lot of things like how to manage 
relationships, to keep [wife and family].”

  - Married Man, HN -

“When men get together 
they talk about health and all 
other diseases except HIV; 
men don’t ever talk about 
it. I think that if I had HIV, 
there wouldn’t be anything 
left to say. Non HIV infected 
men don’t mention it; they 
don’t feel comfortable 
talking about it.” 

- Married Man, HP -
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Unmarried men discuss topics similar to those of married men including work, family, 
and sports. They also talk about love, relationships, and girlfriends. The level of sexual 
discussion among this group depends on their level of sexual experience. Those with 
no experience will likely not discuss sex in detail. Sexually active men may discuss 
details of their experiences including how to please girlfriends and where to go for 
new sex workers.

“I think it varies, for example a group of men who often party together and 
who encourage each other to go for that [sex] business, I mean they’ve had 
certain experiences, they can talk about sex openly, even blatantly. But those 
who have never experienced sex workers but yet are sexually active–it’s just 
a matter of not having time–they talk about sex but mostly in terms of their 
imaginations. I think this kind of talk is interesting and could help people get 
over their anxieties in dealing with the issue.”   

 - Unmarried Man, HN -

Only in HP did unmarried men discuss at length issues related to reproductive health 
and physical fitness. Participants there said their conversations often include issues 
related to safe sex, family planning, child health care, alcohol and smoking.

“For me, talking about reproductive health means not getting married too 
early; not having kids too quickly, not having too many or not spacing them.”

         - Unmarried Man, HP -

Both married and unmarried men in HCMC reported talking in greater detail about 
sexual issues when they got together, including sex toys, new sex workers, new 
positions, new EE, and different types of condoms. HCMC men revealed more to their 
friends about their family life and relationship than they discussed with their wife.

Women interviewed stated that they discussed everything related to their lives when 
conversing with other women. Sex is not a taboo subject among women. They said 
that they even talked about sex with people who are not close friends, such as with 
work colleagues.

“Some of my friends who’ve just gotten married, they don’t know a thing. 
They asked me, ‘What’s it like?’ I said their husbands should know. I asked 
them, ‘What do you do with your hands when you’re having sex?’ One said 
‘I lie there like this’ (puts hands up in the air). I told her that she had to do 
some things differently, ‘If you lie like that, your husband will think you’re 
a plank of wood.’ She asked me, ‘What do you do with your hands?’ I said, 
‘Move your hands, you’ve got to make him excited; our hands can create real 
sensation.’ We talk about it all. There’s nothing to hide.” 

  - Married Women, HP -
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H. Sexual Dialogue in the Home
�. Married couples

All married men and married women said that it was difficult to discuss sexual issues 
between husband and wife. They felt bringing up such issues is the role of the man.

“Usually the husband asks what the wife is thinking, then the wife can open 
up and let her feelings out. In many cases, we women dare not speak first. 
Our thinking is very Vietnamese. The husband should speak first, even a 
single sentence, and then his wife can go ahead and speak at length. It’s like 
that. But if he doesn’t say something first, we don’t ever dare speak. We’re 
still hesitant.”

         - Married Woman, HN - 

“Sometimes a woman prefers to remain passive, even though she could 
be active. This thinking is firmly rooted from many years ago. So we keep 
thinking that maybe it’s better to be passive. You can call it an entrenched 
attribute of Vietnamese women. At times it’s not the way you want it but 
because it’s tradition, it’s been like that, so naturally you take it as correct 
and you think that if you behave that way it’s better.” 

       - Married Woman, HN -

Nearly all married men said that they need basic knowledge about such topics first, 
and then they need some type of discussion starter in order to initiate a conversation 
with their wife on sexual issues. Some examples given that would help create a 
supportive home environment for discussing sex included:

Newspaper articles
New stories
Videos
Special TV dramas/presentations
Informational books
Attending separate male and female workshops or clubs 

“I think it also depends on ones’ knowledge. If you have it, only then are you 
brave enough to bring the issue [of sex] up for discussion.”

         - Married Man, HN -

“I’ll look into it more at home and pose questions based on those you’ve 
raised here. I’ll also ask my wife her perspective. There’s no problem. It has 
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to be equal for husbands and wives; they have got to trust each other. I’ll 
go home and I’ll tell her candidly that I went to a meeting today and was 
interviewed about these issues. What’s to avoid and what’s to study; it’s not a 
problem. I’ll go home and talk to my wife right away.”   

- Married Man, HP -

“Husbands and wives should talk about sexual issues. The wife could say, 
for instance, last night you were so drunk, came home and crashed when I 
wanted to have sex. In an instance like that, the wife says something. Or the 
husband could say that he wanted it from her last night but she was frigid 
and turned her back on him. Like that – husbands and wives have to say 
something to preserve the happiness of the family.”  

  - Married Man, HCMC -

Married men in HP said that they could talk about sex with their wife easily, but 
the actual discussion depended on different factors: age, surrounding environment. 
Compared to older couples, young couples find it easier to discuss sexual issues. In 
addition, if a couple does not live with the extended family, such conversation can 
come up at any time.

“I think it depends on the environment and age; If a husband and wife have 
a... private room, they can talk or have sex... but the house that’s cramped 
with grandparents and children makes it difficult to have opportunities... to 
talk. Even if you want to talk you can’t.”    

- Married Man, HP -

Married men and women in HP agreed that talking about sex is 
most appropriate when the couple is in bed, most often just after 
having sex. At this time, they do not find difficulty discussing 
sensitive topics.

“Generally speaking, it’s not difficult for husbands and wives. 
You don’t discuss it during the day. It’s convenient to talk about 
it before, during or after sleeping together, when husband and 
wife are feeling close to each other.”

     - Married Man, HP -

“When I lie with my wife and open my heart to her, it’s easy for us to confide 
in one another... There’s nothing to be embarrassed about. Jeez you’re 
husband and wife; there’s absolutely nothing to be embarrassed about. When 
you’re going to sleep, you confide in each other.”

- Married Man, HP -
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“If a husband and wife want to talk, I think they have opportunities to do so 
comfortably. When going to bed, for example you can talk about it before 
or pick a day when both husband and wife are cheerful; that’s even more 
comfortable. If one side doesn’t feel comfortable the other side shouldn’t 
push or force it.”      

- Married Woman, HP -

It is important to note, however, that some men said that while they could potentially 
discuss such topics with the aid of a discussion starter, it was ultimately easier to just 
go to a sex worker and not bother with working on their relationship with the wife.

�. Parents and children

Unmarried men said it was very difficult to discuss issues related to sex with their 
parents. They thought it might be possible, in some cases, with the right discussion 
starters or if the parents initiate the discussion. They added that it would help if the 
parent had a close relationship with the child. Nobody mentioned having any actual 
experience talking with their parents about sex, and no parents mentioned having any 
experience talking about sex with their children. Discussing issues related to HIV/

AIDS alone, not in a sexual context, is sometimes 
easier. However, the right discussion starter, such as 
newspaper or TV news program, would be required.

“Generally, I think that spouses can talk 
comfortably with each other whereas they can’t 
with their children. We don’t have experience 
in talking with our children. And for parents with 
teenage daughters, how are parents to advise them 
to set limits and behave properly with their friends? 
I mean, you can’t prohibit them from falling in 
love with this or that boy. Boys are the same; you 
can’t prohibit them from loving either. Basically, 
we don’t have experience in teaching our children 
about sex.”   

- Married Man, HP -

�. Friends

Unmarried men said that it was possible to discuss sexual issues with their unmarried 
male friends. To discuss sensitive topics, one must be with close friends or those who 
share similar interest in discussing such things. Through these discussions, they are 
able to share information and increase their own knowledge. However, they said that 
they would like access to more information on sex, sexuality and reproductive health. 
They felt that such information would give them the skills to make better decisions 

“It’s Asian culture, a father doesn’t sit and 
talk with his children about sex. So this being 
the case, a father must find a way in which 
he and his child can sit and talk candidly. 
For example, my dad and my brother talk 
with each other in a very close way. My 
dad serves as a friend and a dad. But if my 
dad always assumed the ‘Bolshevik’ mode 
forbidding his children to do this or that or 
to watch this/that film, then I’m sure they 
couldn’t talk to each other like that.”

    - Unmarried Man, HN -
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related to their sexual health. Men in HP reported that talking about sex among 
friends is not only easier, but also more frequent than in other settings.

“Surely creating such an environment will provide many benefits because 
the more knowledge one acquires about this issue the more proactive one 
can be. The more one knows about sex and reproductive health, the more 
proactive one can be in controlling his/her sexual behaviors.” 

  - Unmarried Man, HN -

“I think it’s easy. When drinking beer or alcohol, everything gushes out. 
These topics are even called ‘blood topics’. Through these topics, men get 
to know each other most easily. Sitting there is natural; one guy simply talks 
while the other listens.”      

- Unmarried Man, HP -

�. Unmarried men with girlfriends

Participants said although sex was a sensitive subject, it was sometimes possible to talk 
about sexual issues with their girlfriend, but only if they were alone together and if the 
relationship was serious. They felt that if the girlfriend had a sense of humor, and they 
had a humorous discussion starter to use, it would make the conversation easier.

“It’s much easier if two people can be alone to talk privately. My girlfriend is 
humorous and so it’s easier for me to start talking about the issue. I could start 
talking about indirect issues to make her understand what’s going on and then 
find ways to talk directly. It’s simple if there’s just two people.”

        - Unmarried Man, HCMC -

“When girls and boys are watching a TV program, for instance, these issues 
can be mentioned jokingly. In a situation like that, we’re able to bring up 
reproductive health or HIV easily. Or when reading an article about the issue, 
it’s much easier to talk about it. But to call each other out just to talk about 
this or that issue is difficult.”     

- Unmarried Man, HP -

�. EE owners with clients

In HP, many EE owners said they communicated with their clients about the risk 
of HIV transmission, the importance of condom use and the risk of transmitting HIV 
to their wives. EE owners also asked their girls to talk to the clients about the same 
issues when they are alone in the rooms. EE owners also reported using materials 
as a discussion starter with clients, reinforcing the information through interpersonal 
communication.
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“For example the men who usually come in and play [have sex], if I sit with 
them, I can say, ‘Don’t worry, if you need condoms, just ask me.’ I just say 
if you don’t use condoms, you’ll get a disease. And then you’ll go home and 
give it to your wife and kids.”     

 - EE Owner, HP -

In HCMC, EE owners said the only thing they could do was advise their clients to 
use condoms. However, they did not feel they could discuss anything in more detail 
without the aid of a discussion starter.

“Talk between employer and employee is easier than with clients. You 
should create a funny drawing to draw clients’ attention. Using the drawing, 
I can then start a conversation with  clients. If clients ask me about things, I 
can respond to them without a problem but if they don’t ask, I feel ridiculous 
bringing it up.”

         - EE Owner, HCMC -

EE owners in HN were reluctant to admit that they have FSWs at their establishments. 
They said they rarely talk to their clients due to the legal issues surrounding condoms 
and FSWs. They were asked, hypothetically, what they could do if they did have girls 
available. They said they could perhaps discuss HIV issues with long-term clients, 
not new clients. The reason given was that sexual issues were sensitive. They would 
discuss them only with a client with whom they had a long-term relationship. EE 
owners were wary of discussing HIV issues with clients they did not know because of a 
lack of trust and fear of retribution from authorities.

“Only with a very regular client after he’s been drinking and is looking for sex 
am I able to hang out with him and say, ‘Watch out for HIV/AIDS; remember 
to wear a condom’. With my employees, it’s simple. During a staff meeting, I 
can say, ‘You’re adults; remember to use condoms.’”  

- EE Owner, HCMC -

I. Understanding HIV/AIDS
�. Correct knowledge versus misconceptions

Overall, men and women interviewed in HN and HCMC had an accurate 
understanding of basic HIV/AIDS transmission and prevention facts. EE owners 
in HP, because of their exposure to HIV-related education programs, had an 
understanding of HIV/AIDS facts. Despite generally good knowledge of HIV/AIDS, 
there were a few misconceptions mentioned in all sites. These misconceptions, 
among both men and women, included the belief that withdrawal before ejaculation 
prevents HIV transmission. Respondents also cited the following as high risk: shared 
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haircut and manicure equipment, touching someone with exposed wounds, and 
contact with blood spilled in accidents. 

“That happened to a friend of mine. We told him he got it [HIV] because he 
was weak [physically].”     

 - Married Man, HP -

“Married women into beautifying themselves get manicures and pedicures. 
If they bring their own nail equipment then there’s no problem. But if they 
use equipment that’s been used on other clients, they risk getting others’ 
blood on them.”

- Married Woman, HP -

“Three men sat chatting. One said he had been having sex for some ten years, 
and when he was about to ejaculate, he’d withdraw. If he let the sperm spray 
on the outside, he wouldn’t get infected. I heard the other guy say ‘Wait, if 
you have sex without wearing a condom, you can get infected; why would 
you think you couldn’t?’ The first guy answered that when he took it out, it 
didn’t absorb anything. It absorbed air only, so he couldn’t get infected.” 

        - EE Owner, HCMC -

�. Personal risk perceptions of men and women

a) Married and unmarried men
Married and unmarried men were most concerned about HIV or other STI infections 
coming from partners to themselves. Most men recognized that frequenting sex 
workers was risky. The level of risk depended on whether or not one used a 
condom. Men thought sex workers were high risk because they have many clients. 
Men cited girlfriends and even wives as potential sources of infection. Neither 
married nor unmarried men were concerned about the male role in introducing 
disease into a relationship.

“I am sure [the risk] is much higher for those who don‘t use condoms. Getting 
infected or not depends on what you call safe sex.”  

- Unmarried Man, HN - 

“If a woman knows I have a girlfriend or I am married and she still has sex 
with me, she’s easy. And if she’s easy with me, she’s certainly easy with 
others and thus it’s more risky.”     

- Unmarried Man, HCMC -
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Unmarried men in HP said that they felt they were at less risk 
of HIV infection from FSWs. They used IDU infection rates as a 
comparison, saying they were not as much at risk as an IDU. They 
still seemed to think that using condoms with FSWs was advisable, 
but because they drink alcohol before visiting sex workers, they 
stated it was difficult to remember to use a condom.

“I also think that the rate of transmission through sexual 
intercourse is lower than the rate through blood. The blood route 
is the primary route. Transmission through sex is low because, 

basically, everyone knows about it. So if you’ve decided to go for sex, you’ve 
got to understand what it’s about and use prevention methods. For men, the 
rate of women transmitting diseases to men via sex is low, not high.” 

     - Unmarried Man, HP -

Both married and unmarried men suggested that sex with girlfriends was more risky 
than sex with sex workers, since men are less likely to use condoms with girlfriends. 
Men also thought wives were a potential source of infection. Unmarried men in HP 
mentioned that they were at more risk with their girlfriends because they have no way 
of knowing whom the girlfriend was with before them, and they know that men are 
less likely to use condoms with their girlfriends. Again, nobody thought of the risks 
that their wives or girlfriends had from them. 

“There was risk because when my girlfriend and I fell in love, we didn’t know 
what relationships each had had before. Then it became clear that you don’t 
use condoms with your girlfriend even though it’s normal [otherwise] to use 
them now. So there was risk.”     

- Unmarried Man, HP -

“With girlfriends I think there’s a risk. It’s not like there’s not. You assume 
she’s the daughter of a good family, but who knows if she’s had previous 
relationships with boys? It takes only once, and that one time could reap 
consequences later, not just for her but for me.”  

- Unmarried Man, HP -

b) With girlfriend of married men
Some men argued girlfriends of married men posed a higher threat of infecting 
others because men were less likely to use condoms with them, and they might 
not know with whom their girlfriends previously had sex in previous relationships. 
There was less concern among both married and unmarried men about their own 
role in introducing HIV or other STI infection into the relationship than on that of 
the girlfriend. 

“It happened because they 
didn’t use condoms. Secondly, 
bar girls have sex with many 
men and various kinds of men. 
So if you have sex with bar 
girls, the risk is high.”

 - Married Man, HP -
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“How are you supposed to know who she’s had sex with? Sometimes you 
think about it subjectively when having sex with her; it’s riskier than having 
sex with a sex worker.”      

- Married Man, HP -

“In short, having sex outside of marriage is highly risky because if your 
girlfriend is daring enough to check out on her husband and have sex with 
you, then she’s having sex with other people too.”  

- Married Man, HP -

“I think, basically, if I trust that my girlfriend has not had relations with 
anybody else, I may not use condoms. But if I don’t trust her, I’d have to 
use them.” 

 - Married Man, HP -

c) With wives
Because they are in a long-term relationship, nearly all men felt almost no risk of HIV 
infection from their wife. However, a few men said that marital relationships could be 
risky because the husband or wife may have extra-marital relations with other men.

“If my wife is not faithful to me, she may have formed something with another 
man. This man may have diseases and my wife may then get them from him. 
And if she’s diseased and I have sex with her, I could get sick too. Or I could 
have sex with someone else who’s diseased and bring it home to my wife. 
She’d then have it.”       

- Married Man, HP -

d) Married woman’s perspective
Women in HN and HCMC said that were at risk but they felt unable to ask their 
husband to use a condom, even if they knew or suspected he frequented sex workers. 
For married women in HP, the idea of infection from their husband did not come up 
immediately in the conversation, but they said that they had no problem giving their 
husband condoms if they knew he was going out for sex.

“If the wife got used to do so, she herself would put condoms into her 
husband’s pocket, rather than let him buy it outside. I think, the wife would 
be better to initiatively buy condoms for her husband.”   

- Married Woman, HP -

e) EE owners perspective
EE owners in HP acknowledged that clients of sex workers were at high risk of HIV 
infection if they did not use condoms with sex workers. EE owners in HN and HCMC 
did not have much to say on this subject.
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f) Condom use with wives, girlfriends and sex workers
Married men stated that condom use was most common with sex workers, less common 
with girlfriends, and rare with their spouse. They said that if they used condoms with 
girlfriends, it was because it is a temporary relationship, and they had to protect their 
family.

“Men usually use condoms with sex workers. And with girlfriends, it’s more 
subjective. Reason: the trust is higher. You know the relationship between 
your girlfriend and yourself and you know the relationship between your 
girlfriend and other people. With sex workers, you can’t manage all that.”

        - Married Man, Hanoi -

“No. I must use condoms. I don’t know what’s up with my girlfriend. To 
assure a happy life with my wife and children, I have to protect myself.”

        - Married Man, HP -

Unmarried men said that if they used condoms with sex workers, it was for disease 
prevention. If they used condoms with their girlfriend, it was for pregnancy prevention, 
and they said they would not use condoms if their girlfriend were already using oral or 
other contraceptives.

“We’ve talked about two different purposes for using condoms: with sex 
workers to prevent disease and with girlfriends to prevent pregnancy and 
[other] consequences. The possibility of using condoms with girlfriends is 
lower. If the girlfriend is proactive in using a different contraceptive method, 
she may ask not to use condoms.”     

- Unmarried Man, HCMC -

“Men think if they have sex with a woman and she gets pregnant, then they 
have to marry her and make her their wife. While men who have sex for 
pleasure, they think of [condoms in terms of pregnancy]... the use of condoms 
to prevent HIV is small. 

       - Unmarried Man, HP -

Although men recognized the risk of an HIV infection when not using a condom, 
there were times that they did not use them. Situations where men did not wear 
condoms include:

When men were drunk
Wanting more sensation during sex
Received guarantee from EE owner that a FSW was safe
FSW look beautiful and clean
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“Everyone who doesn’t use a condom knows it’s very risky. Yet when you’ve 
had alcohol, your head is no longer clear and you’re afraid that using a 
condom will affect the pleasure.”     

- Married Man, HN -

“No, there are usually two types. With one type condom use is compulsory 
with the other you can go ‘barefoot’ (condom-less). With the guaranteed 
goods [a sex worker who is said to be clean], you can go barefoot. The bar or 
restaurant owners can provide the guarantee.”   

 - Unmarried Man, HN -

“Many men avoid using condoms if they think the bar-girls are clean or pretty-
pretty. Cause condoms decrease the attraction and the sensation. So a lot of 
people avoid them.”      

- Married Man, HP -

HP EE owners estimated one or two percent of male clients did not use condoms 
regularly because they did not like the brand of condom being provided. Other 
reasons cited included skin sensitivity to condoms, and being too old or too drugged to 
maintain an erection while wearing a condom.

“The clients who refuse to use condoms are the drug users, the 
middle-aged or the really old. It’s because of the ability and 
strength of these guys... by the time they get it [the condom] on, 
they’ve gone from 12:00 (erection) to 6:00 (no erection).” 

- EE Owner, HP -

g) Ability of married women to use condoms with husband
Married women said that if they wanted their husband to use a 
condom, the final decision would be up to him. Most men said 
they were less likely to use condoms with their wife; using a 
condom would only be for family planning.

“No, no, my husband never uses them... they rip all the time, they take 
forever to get on and off. So if we use them, it would be only to prevent 
pregnancy and not for any other reason. I trust my husband completely; 
there’s no issue of him going out to those places.”     

- Married Woman, HN -

While the women in HP did not often use condoms with their husbands, they said 
they were able to give their husband condoms if they suspected or knew he might end 
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up having sex with a FSW at the end of an evening. When asked what they thought 
about married couples using condoms, unmarried men in HP said it was not necessary 
to use them.

h) Trust and condom use
A few men said that they would not want to use condoms with their girlfriend. They 
said she might become upset and suspicious about with whom else he has been. 
She may feel that he is accusing her of promiscuity. Respondents also cited similar 
examples of reluctance to insist on condom use with sex workers.

“At times the sex worker forces me to use condoms. If I don’t want to wear one, 
she gets angry and suspicious [that I think she has a disease]. And if I want to 
wear a condom but the woman doesn’t, then I follow along and we don’t use 
one. If I were to use one, she’d think I was suspicious of and degrading her.”

       - Married Man, HCMC -

“Assuming, for instance, I’m having sex with a lover or girlfriend and I 
produce a condom to wear, [she will say], ‘My god, you’re afraid I have some 
disease? I’ve told you already I’m your lover, not a prostitute; you don’t have 
to use a condom with me. You think I have a disease, huh? Well, forget us.’”

        - EE Owner, HCMC -

One unmarried man in HN said that after developing a long-term relationship with 
the same sex worker, he stopped using condoms because he trusted her. EE owners 
also confirmed this practice.

“Maybe at first I didn’t trust this person and so I wore a condom. But after 
some time, I got to know her, and even though she’s a sex worker, I know 
she’s careful. So I can have [sex without a condom].” 

- Unmarried Man, HN -

i) Condom accessibility
Men did not mention difficulty in accessing condoms. In fact, men said that they were 
available everywhere. If the man did not have a condom, the sex worker usually had 
them. Men said condoms are available in guesthouses, pharmacies, teashops, and 
cigarette shops.

“Sex workers have condoms. Man, they’re the ones pushing to use them. 
They’ve been taught about HIV.”   

- Married Man, HN -
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EE owners in HN said they would discreetly provide condoms to their clients, but 
only if it were legal. EE owners in HCMC said that clients find condoms easily at 
EEs. Most the EE owners in HP said that they provide condoms and informational 
materials to their clients in the rooms. HP has many condom distribution programs 
that local authorities support. EE owners in HP find it to be easier to take 
responsibility in promoting condom use among clients and sex workers.

“As far as I know, basically all guest-houses have condoms but they’re not for the 
general public. Regular clients receive them. If new clients come in and ask for 
condoms, the guesthouses don’t want to give them to them. That’s the reality.” 

- EE Owner, HN -

J. Current sources of information on HIV/AIDS
People get information about HIV/AIDS either passively or actively. Passive 
information is that which one gets by chance, through the communications efforts of 
prevention campaigns and other general population HIV communication activities, or 
through reportage in popular media. Active information is that which one seeks when 
personally researching HIV/AIDS. The following are most common places people 
either passively receive or actively look for information.

�. Common sources of passive information

TV (the most popular)
Newspapers
Loudspeakers in community (basic information)
Radio (for unmarried men)
Women’s Union (for women or other committees)

Sources mentioned, but less popular:

Barber shops (HIV info provided)
Bia hôi or bars (condom distribution in restrooms)
Workplace – trade unions (organized meetings to discuss HIV and safe sex)
Banners, billboards & posters (only mentioned in HP)

�. Common sources for active information

Of the sources for specific advice on HIV/AIDS listed below, unmarried men in HCMC 
said counseling centers were the most trusted places. These men said the centers 
were professional and offered direct interaction.
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�. Common sources for specific advice

Newspaper
Relatives and friends
Counseling centers (married women & unmarried men)
Books
Hotlines
Internet

�. Other

When asked if they felt they could be a good source of information for their clients, 
EE owners in HN said that most of the time, customers tried to keep the duration of 
EE visitations short, so there was not much time to share information. Researchers did 
not find strong support for HIV prevention communication at EE where there was not 
clear backing from local authorities such as was described in HP.

“I think this is a very difficult issue because they are our clients and, generally, 
want to get in and out quickly. If we start teaching them this or that, it would be 
hard. In our country, man is still rather touchy and paternalistic. It’s difficult.”

 

- EE Owner, HN -

EE owners in HP, who have support from local 
authorities and INGOs, said they are already actively 
engaged in providing HIV/AIDS information to their 
clients. They cited no issues or problems with these 
activities. 

Participants also cited sources from which they could 
actively seek general information and specific advice 
on HIV/AIDS and sexuality.

K. Awareness and Participation in Community - Based Activities
�. Community-based activities

Community-based activities can be an entry point for HIV/AIDS related interventions. 
However, few married men in HN and HCMC knew about community-based 

Doctor or other expert
Counseling Center 
Parents (for young people, and only in HP)
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activities. Of those who were aware, they reported that most activities are for women, 
youth or teens. In HP, married men were aware of community-based activities 
including poverty reduction, youth and elderly, community security, clean water, and 
family planning.

“In the past few years people participate regularly in activities. I’ve seen even 
youth... taking part in environmental health, clean water, and maternal health 
and HIV/AIDS prevention activities. Groups distribute leaflets and [are] more 
knowledgeable about HIV.”    

 - Married Man, HP -

Unmarried men in HN and HCMC knew of community-based activities related to the 
Youth Union, and other high profile events such as voting-related activities, signing 
petitions and participating in marathons to support victims of Agent Orange. In HP, 
unmarried men only knew about environment-related activities. When asked what 
other kinds of activities draw men together, responses from all men included sports, 
particularly football, and social drinking.

Women in all sites said they knew of several different types of community-based 
activities. Women in HN and HP mentioned knowing about clubs and activities 
related to family planning, empowerment of women, poverty reduction and health. 
However, they were not aware of any activities specifically for men’s issues. 

“We organize women and advise them not to have a third child by using 
condoms, pills or with an IUD insertion.”  

 - Married Woman, HP -

“At my workplace, we also organize, for example, donations for the poor; 
each worker donates a certain amount of money to help the poorer workers. 
We review their situations and we might for instance take money from our 
own pockets to build a house for them.”    

- Married Women, HP -

�. HIV/AIDS Activities

When asked specifically about awareness of HIV/AIDS activities, some men mentioned 
that loudspeakers broadcasted basic HIV/AIDS information in their community. Other 
activities mentioned were World AIDS Day, barbershop-based information and condom 
distribution activities. Communication at the workplace included HIV/AIDS issues. A 
few men mentioned that they participated in HIV-related activities when they were 
students. In HP, where many HIV/AIDS programs operate, married men knew about 
several HIV/AIDS-related activities. However, participants mentioned that some of the 
HIV-related activities were not pro-active.
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“Usually in my neighborhood, information comes through the loudspeaker, 
which is rather cursory, so nothing in depth.”  

- Married Man, HN -

“In Hai Phong, I have seen some activities on HIV prevention and education. 
However, it seems to me that only a small proportion of people access the 
information. For example, in the street where there are barbers with HIV 
Prevention Barber Group signs. The barbers, are actually really hesitant to talk 
about HIV. If the clients don’t ask the barbers about HIV, the barbers won’t 
say a thing. It’s the same with the motorbike drivers. They’re really hesitant to 
talk about HIV. If they’re not asked by clients, they’ll never mention it.”

         - Married Man, HP -

Unmarried men in HP were aware of and reported more involvement in HIV/AIDS - 
related activities. Some unmarried men mentioned participating in condom distribution 
activities during their student days. They also knew about the “Haœi AÂu Club” (Seagull 
Club), which was an FHI-supported drop-in center for IDUs in HP. They also mentioned 
participating in activities like HIV communication campaigns, fighting Social Evils, 
youth volunteering, leaflet distribution, and condom use demonstration.

“Where I live... youth mobilize to drive back Social Evils: primarily 
gambling... drug use and... other social problems. The youth organize field 
trip discussions; [create] posters on... commercial sex, HIV/AIDS prevention, 
illicit drug use, and many more things.”    

- Unmarried Man, HP -

Women were not aware of many HIV-related activities in their communities, but they 
thought HIV/AIDS was one of the most pressing problems at the community level, 
along with other Social Evils. In HP, where there are many HIV/AIDS programs, some 
women said they participated in HIV programs by distributing condoms, needles and 
syringes. However, participants did not claim to be recipients of the interventions.

“Practically every afternoon, I take condoms to EE sites where there are 
FSWs. The FSWs can provide condoms to their clients whether they have 
them already or not. We need to be involved in this activity.”  

 - Married Woman, HP -

“Once I participated in a daily distribution of clean needles and syringes to 
IDUs. We delivered the message that people should use their own syringe 
and needle. They shouldn’t share.”    

 - Married Woman, HP -
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EE owners in HP mentioned that they were aware of and participated in community-
based HIV/AIDS activities including condom distribution, meetings for EE owners, 
and locally implemented programs for INGOs, STI prevention, and drug control.

“This ward has had a program for two years, to educate bar and hotel owners 
on how to communicate with their clients and guests on ways to prevent 
HIV transmission and infection. Within this program, condoms have been 
provided, and basically every woman has taken part. Some women go out, 
sell condoms and do communication while others just sell condoms for the 
health sector.”

        - EE Owner, HP -

“Before, I was involved in [a] program. They provided us with materials such 
as booklets on HIV prevention and condom use. I would leave the booklets 
in the rooms, and in general, clients read them enthusiastically. Some clients 
would look at the booklets and understand the information while others 
wouldn’t and were hesitant to ask.”      

- EE Owner, HP -

In HCMC, EE owners had little awareness of community-based HIV-related activities. 
They only mentioned that local authorities sometimes gather youth together to provide 
them with HIV/AIDS information, but that was the extent of their awareness. 

L. Participant recommendations
Participants gave recommendations for HIV/AIDS prevention communication efforts. 
They made suggestions for channels or media to use, content to include, and support 
activities and materials to provide.

�. Message Channels

Participants made suggestions for using commercial mass media, local print 
campaigns such as banners, posters & billboards, and interpersonal communication.

a) Mass media
Most men said television is the most effective way to reach male audiences. They 
said what time of day messages appear is critical. They did not think HIV/AIDS 
information should be shown during the dinner hour or when family would be 
watching together. Men and married women suggested that programmers ought to air 
TV spots later in the evening, during the news or sports programs. 
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Mass media suggestions included:

“I’ve noticed that there are a lot of telephone numbers available for sending 
messages to compete for rewards. A lot. You could use some of these numbers 
to send messages on HIV/AIDS, or set up a separate telephone line for it.”

        - Married Man, HP -

“I think that this programming could be very useful if it’s broadcast late at 
night, and includes the art and methods of sexual relations in the home. Such 
a program would definitely be followed closely by teenagers.”

         

- Married Man, HP -

Men suggested that happy hour, 5:00 PM to 6:30 PM, would 
be a good time to air TV spots because men would be at the 
bia hôi during this time. They also suggested developing a 
filler show modeled after the traffic show “I Love Vietnam.” 
The show posts questions, and viewers answer via mobile 
phone text messaging. Then the show reveals a tally of the 
responses during the show.

Some men said they would like something similar to daily morning traffic updates 
shown during Channel VTV1 news, with updates on HIV-related issues. Others had 
the idea of using a new show, “Dr. at Home”, and incorporating HIV and sexual 
related issues into it. Another thought was, during a TV program, to use scrolling text 
in a frame at the bottom of the TV screen.

“I watch the TV program ‘Healthy Everyday’ and it’s the greatest. They discuss 
diseases, prevention and treatment. We could create an HIV program on 
TV that shows prevention and home based care HIV. Or sex in the home for 
example, but that’s very difficult, impossible to show on TV.” 

- Married Man, HP -

Television
Newspaper (sports, security, police, football)
Hotlines
Books
SMS (text messaging)
Internet
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Continuing the discussion of the potential of television, men said they would like to 
learn about good models of HIV prevention going on in other provinces. However, they 
do not want the typical HIV messages, particularly preaching-style advertisements. 
They wanted something light and funny or something more substantial. One thought 
was to use a cartoon format message during football half-time. Someone said, “You must 
get us every day,” meaning repetition from different channels is essential.

“You could mention this province or that city’s successful HIV prevention 
programs so other provinces could learn from them.” 

- Married Man, HP -

“I think that the program should change regularly. If the form and content 
are always the same, audiences will get bored. The contents of the program 
changes, but the time of the program should be fixed.” 

- Unmarried Man, HP -

b) Print: banners, posters and billboards
Respondents said that if posters, banners or billboards were used, they must be very 
attractive to look at. Such things are usually unattractive, and men said they usually do 
not pay much attention to them.

c) Interpersonal
In this category, suggestions included individuals distributing information door-to-
door, or in the form of discussion starter pamphlets at bia hôi. They thought the 
content must be interesting and catch the recipient’s attention.

�. Message content

Men said the messages should change so they do not get bored. Many suggested 
that HIV-related messages should scare them into changing their behaviors, making 
them feel like the epidemic is very close to them, not somewhere else. They thought 
statistics indicating the prevalence of HIV, and detailed facts and photos would serve 
to alarm people into changing their behavior. Women said that men have low attention 
span, and anything directed at them should be attractive, colorful, and clever.

The type of information they want includes:

Regular updates on the number of new cases of HIV infections in Vietnam,      
at each of the national, provincial and district levels 
Prevalence of HIV amongst sex workers
Documentaries on PLWHAs, their families and friends
HIV/AIDS facts and consequences, in graphic detail
Internet
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When asked what existing ad they most admired, nearly all men in HN and HCMC 
said they liked a Heineken beer advertisement. Many felt this was one of the best ads 
on television because it was clever and funny.

“You need to give messages, for example messages that tell people how 
perilous this disease is, and currently in Haiphong how many are infected, 
how many have died. You then increase the number. People who hear this 
will be scared and [the disease incidence] will recede.”  

- Married Man, HP -

“Pictures should be drawn with different kinds of diseases, HIV transmission 
routes, deaths, incurable diseases or certain striking dangers.”

        - Married Man, HP -

“You should create an image of ‘fighting and appeasing’. The fighting part 
would be the number of HIV deaths in Vietnam through this and that way, 
said chillingly. Then switch to a softer tone: how to find solutions, how to 
prevent [the disease]... that would play well.”  

 - EE Owner, HCMC -

�. Support activities and materials

EE owners suggested that some of the support materials and messages should be 
funny. They report that past and existing HIV-related materials have been very 
monotonous, and neither attractive nor interesting to read.

“Leaflets are already available. I think it should be that way because every 
time a guest leaves I see that the leaflets are out from the drawer, where I 
put them neatly, and they’ve been read. Before I used materials provided 
by World Vision, but guests had seen them over and over and they were 
redundant. There should be new stories and different materials for guests to 
look at.” 

         - EE Owner, HP -

They said it was important for men to have something new that will attract and keep 
their attention. The following are communication activities participants suggested:

Clubs or classes, separate for men and women, improve sexual and 
reproductive health of married and unmarried men & women
Workshops on sexual health issues, to improve home sex life and reduce 
frequency men go out for sex
Discussion starters
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Some of the detailed suggestions from participants follow:

“Actually, teaching [sex] in clubs would be the most standard way of doing 
it. Like the women union’s club... in the programming, the club could raise 
the issue of sex in detail, clearly, with videos, recordings, and vocabulary so 
that women could get involved in it easily, even pass it on to their husbands. 
Men don’t have those organizations so they’ve found a way to figure it out 
themselves, but one still can’t be sure that 100% of men understand the 
subject of sex.”

 - Married Man, HN -

“People who like to play around are people with money, and people with 
money these days have cell phones. I see that the cell phone system now 
displays the weather. So we should include the number of HIV positive 
people. For instance, once a week, that number could appear. The people 
who receive the information may or may not pay attention, say there’s a 50% 
chance they will. And if they do pay attention, it’s like I have a phone, my 
friend has a phone and we’re sitting drinking beer or tea, chatting, and there’s 
someone acting like he knows his stuff, you turn on your phone and retrieve 
the number - you tease your friend and steal his thunder. You could show the 
number of HIV positive people and the ways HIV is transmitted.” 

   - Married Man, HN -

“People or organizations could conduct training courses for women to learn 
about men, and what men need [to know about women] in order to please 
them. There could be courses for wives and for women to understand the 
demands of men. That would be great for married couples.”  

- Married Man, HCMC -

Sexual education incorporated into school curriculums, a long term solution 
suggested by unmarried men
Leaflets
Sports events, such as marathons, to raise awareness
Uniformed peer educators to discuss person to person
IPC on the street
Workplace meetings to share and receive information
Guest speakers at events
IPC between friends
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A. Potential for Male Focused Programming
Married and unmarried men represent a large portion of society at risk of HIV. They 
are the main decision-makers in the home in relation to sex, and in commercial sex 
encounters; yet men are not currently a recognized audience for HIV prevention 
interventions. As a result, men typically are not included when planning for 
community-based or mass media HIV programs or related activities. In general, men 
do not regularly participate in such activities. However, while this study focused on a 
specific segment of men, it appears there is opportunity to increase male involvement 
in HIV-related activities if programming were designed specifically for men - taking 
into account the needs and interests of men, such as timing, content, and venue 
of activities. In all sites, a number of men indicated an interest and willingness to 
continue participating in community dialogue for men, and requested that such 
activities continue after the initial research was finished. Men in this study seemed 
ambiguous about their own responsibility in sexual relationships.

B. Socially Acceptable Peer Group Discussions about Sex 
and Sexual Practices
While men and women talked about many topics when socializing, both sexes 
discuss sex on some level. Women indicated that they speak rather openly about sex, 
including sex with their husbands, when they are in the company of other women. 
Among men, discussions related to sex were common. With the exception of HCMC-
based respondents, married men rarely discuss their wives in a sexual context among 
friends. Unmarried men who are not sexually experienced said they would usually 
not discuss sex, but sexually experienced unmarried men said they talk about sex 
often. It appears that talking about sex is not as taboo as previously thought, and 
there is room for creating dialogue related to HIV/AIDS and sex, particularly among 
same -sex groups.

C. Importance of Supportive Environment
It is important to note that when looking objectively at all three research sites, HP 
stands out as achieving much success in increasing HIV awareness and participation 
in community-based prevention activities. HP’s success is the result of strong 
support of local authorities and government. The local government and NGOs have 

Conclusions 
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provided many HIV programs over the past years. The willingness of EE owners 
to promote safer sex and to provide condoms is evidence of the importance of this 
kind of support. It appears that this layered and coordinated approach has been 
successful in mobilizing the community. It also has increased public understanding 
of HIV prevention.

D. Perceived Threats to Marriage
Men reported the practice of going to sex workers is common among men. Having 
a steady girlfriend outside of marriage is less common. Men stated that girlfriends 
are costly to maintain.  In addition, it appears that emotional ties that come with a 
girlfriend are most threatening to the wife and family, and nearly all men stated that 
they would never want to destroy their family over another woman.
Commercial sex was not reported as either an important moral issue or a threat 
to marriage, as long as a man continued to fulfill his expected role according to 
Vietnamese cultural perceptions, as described in “What Makes a “Real” Man?” 
(Page 32). The government campaign aimed at decreasing Social Evils, including 
prostitution, may be a more important reason behind men’s need for social support 
when going for commercial sex. However, this research did not explore men’s 
perceptions of Social Evils.

E. Male Social Norms and Peer Support
Most men reported that they will not go alone to sex workers, and will always choose 
like-minded friends to accompany them. As long as they bring a friend along, they are 
not doing anything wrong because their friends are doing the same.

F. What Leads to Commercial Sex
Men described the same scenarios when explaining the progression of a night out that 
ends in sex. For example, when a man goes out drinking with his friends, the evening 
likely will progress to an entertainment establishment of some sort such as massage 
parlor or karaoke bar. The evening culminates with the group going for sex. When 
asked what factors affect a decision to go for sex, alcohol was the most common 
reason given.

G. Factors Influencing Decision Making
The ability to refuse was another issue that had several layers to it. On the surface, 
most men felt that they had the ability to refuse going for sex, but it was contingent 
upon whom they were with at the time and the importance of maintaining that social 
or economic relationship.

One question for further exploration is the possibility that men choose peer groups 
they know will enable them to go for commercial sex, in somewhat the same way as 
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men may choose to drink to the point where they can disown responsibility. It was 
difficult to determine whether the reasons linked to sexual dissatisfaction at home 
given by married men for frequenting sex workers were pretext or had a legitimate 
basis. The men in this study reiterated many times that no matter how well their 
wives satisfied them sexually, they would most likely continue to go to sex workers, 
even if only occasionally.

Education appeared to have little influence on whether or not a man frequented 
sex workers. Finances had a role in determining the frequency and level of sex 
worker one can afford. Even the poorest men accessed commercial sex by sharing 
sex workers.

Researchers found contradiction in whether or not peer rejection or peer pressure 
was a contributing factor in a man’s decision to go for commercial sex. Nearly all 
men said that they were in control of their own sexual decisions, but fear of peer 
rejection appeared to lead many to engage in commercial sex. Nobody wanted to 
admit that his friend’s influence could influence him to go, or not go for sex, possibly 
because this would be admitting weakness on some level. Most men want to go for 
commercial sex already, and they need only a little encouragement from friends 
to go. Respondents were clear that almost nobody goes to visit a sex worker alone. 
Therefore, the study results suggest most respondents do not appear to be in complete 
control of their sexual decision-making, even though they said they were. 

There seemed to be little concern for the effect of extra-marital sexual activities 
on marriage.  Men in the study stated that even if wives satisfied them sexually, 
they would likely continue to go to sex workers, even if only occasionally. There 
is little marital consequence for men who frequent sex workers because most 
married women stated they themselves were often to blame. Men reported similar 
perceptions. Citing bad housekeeping skills or inability to satisfy their husband’s 
sexual needs, wives took the responsibility. When a husband is caught going to sex 
workers, he knows the repercussions will not be serious. Women are socialized to 
consider keeping the family together as a top priority, even if it means the husband 
may visit FSW. Nearly all men said the most important thing to them is family. It 
is possible if men could envision the potential consequences of unprotected extra-
marital sex, and thought they actually could lose their wife and children or social 
standing, they would reduce the frequency of visiting sex workers. 

Most married respondents said that they were not satisfied with their sex life at 
home, and this was one of the most frequently cited reasons for their frequenting sex 
workers. Not one respondent mentioned teaching his wife about sex, so that they 
could improve their sexual relationship; the opposite was proposed– that a wife learn 
and teach her husband. In fact, some men said it is just easier to go to a sex worker, 
spend an hour there, and then come home, rather than work on their relationship 
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with their wife. Some misconceptions may have contributed to dissatisfaction. Many 
men reported learning about sex on videos, and wondered why their wife did not 
respond to them in the same way as what they saw in the videos. In addition, many 
of the men also thought that sex workers had high sex drives, which accounted 
for their professional choices. The notion that sex workers were pretending with 
clients seemed incomprehensible to respondents. Overall, it appears that most of the 
participants in this study, from a variety of social levels, have limited understanding 
of human sexuality. They lack communication and other skills and understanding 
to build a better sex-life at home. While this might seem like an unrelated issue to 
the topic of male sexual decision making, when put into the context of promoting a 
“be faithful” message, it is clear that unless the husbands and wives improve their 
understanding and skills, men will continue to use this as a key excuse for frequenting 
sex workers.

H. Perceptions of Masculinity and Good Husbands
Men disagreed on whether sexual experience is an important criterion in judging other 
men. Most felt sexual capacity was one of many ways to judge a man. In this context, 
most important to men was the frequency and types of sex in which one is experienced. 
Men in HN and HP stated that while some sexually-related criteria exist, having many 
sexual partners was not viewed as a positive characteristic, and was in fact, referred to 
negatively. When discussing what traits make a good husband, women did not all agree. 
All said that fidelity was important; they agreed that sometimes a husband could not say 
no to commercial sex. Women usually blamed themselves for their husband wandering, 
saying they cannot satisfy male sexual needs. In the end, the most important thing to 
married women was that the husband continued to bring money into the home to take 
care of the family. As long as it was not happening on a regular basis, women were 
willing to overlook their behavior. The worst trait a husband could have was gambling, 
because it took money out of the family. Social status, including financial success, 
and perceptions of living within social norms, were reportedly more important than 
monogamy, therefore, if a husband had to go to sex workers for the sake of business, it 
was understood to be necessary.

I. Positive Deviants: Monogamous or Abstinent Men
The presence of Positive Deviants was limited within this study due to the selection 
process. It was difficult for most respondents to believe that any man could practice 
monogamy. When reviewing the study data, we found that the way men viewed 
PDs supports the analysis that men use sex as criteria to judge one another. Sexual 
capacity was a key factor in determining masculinity, as were sexual experiences 
with more than one partner. To them, a PD will never qualify as a real man. Most 
participants felt it would be nearly impossible to live the life of a PD. Those who 
claimed they were monogamous seemed to feel it was not difficult, once one made 
the decision. This study was not able to explore more deeply whether these men, who 
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reported choosing to opt out of commercial sex, were active members of the groups 
being interviewed, or whether their closer male social relationships tended to be with 
groups that did not frequent sex workers. 

J. Perceived responsibility
Men almost never took responsibility for problems related to frequenting sex workers 
and unprotected sex. If they took a friend for sex and the friend became infected, it 
would only be the fault of their friend. A sense of responsibility for sexual satisfaction 
within their marriage was also largely missing. Men described their close friends as a 
very important part of their life, and clearly valued the relationships. Most participants 
felt responsible to help a friend or partner who became HIV-positive. Yet, when asked 
about advising a friend on being safe in commercial sex situations, nearly all men said 
that they would never interfere with, discuss safe sex, or refuse commercial sex with 
friends. This is in contrast to the willingness to drop a friend for not going along, and 
the reports that men frequently and comfortably discussed and advised each other 
about sex and sexual services. The prevailing thought is that one is responsible for 
one’s self. In protection and prevention of HIV in friends, nobody felt responsible to 
encourage friends to use condoms, or decline sex.

In general, this study found that talking about sex between people of the same sex 
is easier than in mixed-sex groups, even between husband and wife or with other 
sexual partners. When communication about sex-related topics happens, nearly all 
participants agreed that, culturally and traditionally, the man should be the person 
initiating the discussion. A discussion starter, such as a newspaper article or a TV 
spot, is necessary for a man to open the topic and to involve his partner in the 
conversation.

An examination of marital dissatisfaction as the reason why men frequent sex 
workers and the lack of sexual communication in the home may reveal an 
underlying correlation. Married men overwhelmingly stated that they went to sex 
workers because they were dissatisfied with their home life in general, and sex 
life in particular. Women also felt bored with their sex life. However, neither side 
had a practical solution to resolve the problem. They even felt unable to initiate 
conversations about those issues, partly because they do not have skills. Instead, some 
men found it easier to go out for sex. Frequenting FSWs was considered not only for 
replacing sex at home, but also for relaxing when men were having domestic stress 
(see “Sexual Dialogue in the Home” Page 43)

While a correlation between the improvement of communication in the home and the 
decrease in purchasing sex among men is still unclear, the lack of open discussion 
about domestic issues in general, and sexual issues in particular, can contribute to 
men’s commercial sex activities. More studies are needed to further explore this link 
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and to inform interventions. Although they lack necessary communication skills, both 
men and women expressed a desire to improve their ability and change the situation.

K. HIV/AIDS Knowledge and Awareness; risk Perception 
and Choices
In general, men in this study had good knowledge about basic HIV/AIDS facts, such as 
three modes of transmission and prevention through using condoms and not injecting 
drugs. They also understood well the link between the level of risk and the frequency 
of condom use, as well as the type of partner. They knew the importance of using 
condoms with extra-marital sex partners. However, men reported they do not use 
condoms consistently, especially when sex involved a girlfriend or sex worker they 
frequent, and with whom a relationship of trust had developed 

Ultimately, despite high levels of knowledge, men do not appear to believe becoming 
infected with HIV is something that could happen to them. This may be because most 
men do not currently know anyone who is HIV-positive and because reported data 
on HIV and AIDS cases focuses on young male IDU and FSW. Some men suggested 
that since they were not drug users or having sex with drug users, they were not really 
at risk. Information about the increasing numbers of FSW who are injecting drugs 
and male IDU who have both FSW and other sex partners is not yet widely known 
or understood. Research in Vietnam has shown that drug users are less likely to use 
condoms with partners.

In general, HIV/AIDS does not yet have a public face in Vietnam. Many men said that 
maybe they do not feel afraid of HIV because it is something seemingly removed from 
their daily reality: they wanted to hear stories from PLWHA, strongly suggesting ‘you 
need to make it real’. In order to increase the risk perception, programs targeting men 
need to make use of stories that make HIV real to them, and in which their lives and 
experiences are reflected.

L. Preferred Information Sources
Most participants said information regarding HIV/AIDS comes from a variety of 
sources, depending on whether or not they are passively receiving information 
or actively seeking out information. Mass media was the top government choice 
for getting information out to the public. However, if one is actively looking for 
information on HIV/AIDS, preferred sources included newspapers, hotlines, internet, 
relatives, and friends. Finally, if they needed specific advice, all respondents said 
they would prefer to go to an expert such as a doctor or to a counseling center. 
However, since hotlines and counseling centers are very limited in Vietnam, this 
preference may not reflect actual experience.
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M. Preferred Messages and Content
All participants said that messages could reach men most easily through mass media, 
television in particular. Male and female respondents both said that the timing of such 
messages is crucial, with the best times being 5:00 PM and 6:00 PM as this is the time 
men are in bia hôi where TVs play programs popular with male customers. Later in the 
evening was also proposed, with messages being aired during football matches, the 
news, or after children were asleep.

Respondents also said they liked the format of two TV shows: “I Love Vietnam”, 
which focuses on traffic, and “Healthy Everyday”, which provides medical advice. 
They stated they would like to see a show like “I Love Vietnam”, but with a focus on 
HIV/AIDS or sexuality, or to see HIV/AIDS and sexuality issues incorporated into the 
“Healthy Everyday” show.

Nearly all participants said that it is easy to access HIV/AIDS information. They 
agreed that the message contents should be designed so that they attracted audience 
attention, especially that of men. They suggested two styles of messages, one style 
should be serious and make men feel the epidemic is close to them and is real. 
The other style would be a humorous approach presenting messages in a funny yet 
clever manner.
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This research provides important insights into the sexual decision making process 
of urban married and unmarried men recruited from entertainment sites in HN, HP 
and HCMC, and includes responses from both male clients of sex workers as well 
as positive deviants. The findings highlight factors contributing to men’s decisions 
to purchase sex or not. The study explored how marriage, family, career, social and 
economic elements influence the decision to purchase sex.

The findings from this research have been used by FHI to design a mass media 
campaign to promote increased responsibility in sexual decision-making. Findings are 
also being used in interventions for presumed male client groups linked to the mass 
media campaign. Specific recommendations are as follows:

A. Increase programming aimed at clients of sex workers.
Programming designed specifically for men needs to be increased throughout the 
entire continuum of HIV and AIDS; from prevention to care and treatment. This 
need was recently cited during the 3rd National AIDS Conference held in HMCM in 
November, 2005.  

There is also a need for both quantitative and qualitative information on which to 
base programming. While this study provides insights into decision making of men 
who do purchase commercial sex, it does not provide many insights into those 
identified as positive deviants in this study. In fact, the deviants could well be the 
majority of male population. As cited earlier, the actual prevalence or frequency of 
commercial sex activities among men is not known: that is, we do not know how 
large a proportion of the young adult/adult male population uses commercial sex 
services.  From what FSWs report in other published and unpublished studies, male 
clients come from a cross-section of Vietnamese society.  In fact, given the difficulty 
in targeting male clients, more extensive use of mass media would be beneficial to 
ensure appropriate coverage. 

Programming for men in addition to prevention is also needed. For example, the 
role of men in prevention of mother to child transmission (PMTCT) has not yet been 
addressed in government programs.  

 
recommendations
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Additional recommendations include promoting active support for effective HIV 
programming by provincial and local authorities and government. The example in 
Hai Phong shows how important perceptions of acceptability are to EE owners and 
others who are in a position to provide targeted on-site prevention efforts. Examples 
from other sites showed that EE owners and managers are reluctant to provide any 
information that might suggest that their business could be linked to commercial sex.

B. Develop and implement a mass media campaign 
encouraging men to reduce the frequency of purchasing 
commercial sex.
Far more prevention activities specifically targeting men are essential given the 
previous lack of attention to men, who are the decision makers in sexual relationships, 
and the apparent lack of perception of risk expressed by these men.  

The mass media campaign will have several layers, with some messages related to 
reducing the purchasing of sex and reinforcing benefits in having one sexual partner 
aimed at the general population. Additional messages will target men who continue 
to purchase commercial sex. Themes may include making one’s own decision, the 
benefits of monogamy and the importance of consistent condom use. The authors 
anticipate a phased approach with campaign themes evolving as behavioral patterns 
of high-risk men shift and change, assuming additional funding is available for future 
campaign activities.

Mass media is an important approach if adequate coverage is to be achieved. 
Effective design can influence norms and model positive behaviours. 

C. Increase accurate personal sexual risk assessment 
among male audiences. 
A diverse array of communication channels should be used to promote accurate 
assessment and perception of risk along with preventive behavioral norms among men. 

Many of the men interviewed did not appear to have correctly evaluated nor 
internalized the potential risk associated with their sexual choices.  Denial of real 
personal risk appears to be combined with the persistence of common misconceptions 
about HIV transmission. 

The history of HIV prevention programming in Vietnam, which has focused on 
injecting drug users and “prostitutes” as the “at risk” groups, is an important 
contextual factor that appears to contribute to denial and misconceptions. These men 
seemed to feel that others, not people like themselves, are the people at risk of HIV 
infection.  A first step to increasing personal risk perception, recommended by many 
of the men in this study, is to “make AIDS real”.
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Communication programs need to bring the realities of HIV closer to men’s own lives. 
In addition to communication programming that models men making positive choices, 
HIV prevention communication can benefit from using real stories of real people in 
Vietnam who are neither young [male] injection drug users nor [female] sex workers.  
As more HIV-positive people in Vietnam are joining networks and gaining support, 
skills and confidence to share their experiences, this approach is becoming more 
feasible.   Such an approach has also been shown in Vietnam and in other countries 
to contribute to decreasing the stigma of talking about HIV and of PLWHA.  

Other misconceptions to be dispelled include those that focus on transmission modes 
that could be considered “non-stigmatizing,” such as through equipment used by 
barbers or manicurists, and through contact with superficial skin wounds and blood in 
road accidents. All of these turn attention away from more important consideration of 
sexual transmission risks. 

For men who continue to purchase commercial sex, it is imperative that they 
understand that condom use must be correct and consistent in order to be an effective 
prevention measure.  

D. Enable men to make individual decisions about 
purchasing sex when in the company of friends.
Assuming a man does become concerned about personal risk, he will need the ability 
to make his own choices, even in the face of group displeasure. Although many 
men did not feel that they were unduly influenced by peers, it did seem that many 
were more anxious about losing their male group relationships than they were about 
potential HIV infection.  Whether they actually feared losing these friends, or were 
actually more concerned about losing the group “permission” to go for commercial sex 
was not clear.  

Communication that models images of real men making positive decisions may help 
men feel refusal is both acceptable and possible. 

Many men said they would not stop going for commercial sex altogether, but 
appeared to be willing to reduce the frequency.  The few Positive Deviants who did 
participate, apparently part of other social groups that did not include purchasing 
sex as part of the evening out, described going out with male friends for drinks and 
then simply going home. To counter the influence of peer encouragement, men may 
benefit from skills building in assertiveness support for identification of personal 
values, aimed at increasing self-confidence and esteem. Once a man makes the 
decision, choosing different friends who support such choices appears to be possible. 
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Similar research among men who have a male peer group social life that does not 
include commercial sex activities could be valuable.  The decision-making processes 
of these men may provide additional insight that can be used to challenge men who 
believe all males visit FSWs. 

In fact, how widespread the feelings and practices of these men may be among the 
general adult male population is not known. Quantitative data to indicate the overall 
prevalence of commercial sex activities among urban general male populations is 
needed.  

E. Improve the ability of young, unmarried couples and 
currently married men and women to communicate about 
sexual issues.
Provide materials that can act as triggers to assist couples in communicating about sex 
and sexual choices. All of the married men felt that improved marital sex could help 
reduce the number of times a man goes out for sex. 

Nearly all study participants felt that they had few, if any, skills that would enable 
them to discuss sexual issues with their partner in an open, honest manner. 
Participants said that they would like to be able to communicate more openly 
with partners.  Many of the men suggested that media that opened the subject in a 
general way could be used to decrease embarrassment in talking with a partner.  It is 
anticipated that the media campaign can provide such triggers.
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