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OBJECTIVES: Since 2004, availability of resources for preventing sexually transmitted diseases in Korean
female sex workers (FSWs) has decreased because of strict application of a law against prostitution. This
study is to evaluate the condom use and prevalence of Chlamydia trachomatis among FSWs in Korea.

METHODS: We performed a cross-sectional study of FSWs from 15 major sex work sites in Korea from June
to November 2008, using convenience sampling. Self-administered questionnaires and urine samples were
collected after all participants’ written informed consent. Urine samples were analyzed with PCR at a single
central laboratory.

RESULTS: Among 1,086 FSWs who consented to study participation, data from 999 FSWs were appro-
priate for analysis. C. trachomatis prevalence was 12.8% (95% CI: 10.7-14.9%). Younger age increased
risk for C. trachmatis. Whereas majority of FSWs (71.0%) answered high self confidence in condom nego-
tiation, the proportion of FSWs who always used condoms last month was only 23.7%. However, practic-
ing regular condom use showed significant protection against chlamydia infection, not self confidence in
condom negotiation.

CONCLUSION: In Korea, FSWs were not practicing enough self-protection at work with a high preva-
lence of C. trachomatis. Education for constant practice of protection against sexually transmitted diseases

is needed, especially for younger FSWs.

KEY WORDS: Chlamydia trachomatis, Condom use, Sex worker

INTRODUCTION

Chlamydia trachomatis is the most common pathogen of
human genitourinary system infection, annual number of new
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cases was estimated as 92 million [1]; a large proportion of
the patients are asymptomatic and stay untreated. However,
untreated C. trachomatis infection can cause chronic inflam-
mation in the genital organs, which results in serious health
problems like pelvic inflammatory disease (PID) and infertili-
ty [2].

It is not feasible to approach a study on female sex workers
(FSWs) academically and produce reliable statistics, for that
reason epidemiologic data are very limited regarding the pre-
valence of sexually transmitted diseases (STDs) among FSWs
in developing countries, especially in those where the prosti-
tution is illegal like Korea. In September 2004, the Act on the
Prevention of Sexual Traffic and Protection, etc. of Victims
Thereof became effective, and the police clamped down on
traditional sex work venues. The budget for the healthcare
of FSWs was cut, and it became more difficult for non-gov-
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ernmental organizations (NGOs) to provide services for FSWs.
Therefore, individual FSW have been in decreased supply of
condoms and contraceptives after 2004 which would induce
an increased risk of STDs for FSWs. Thus we urgently need-
ed to evaluate the current status of condom use and STD con-
trol among FSWs.

We performed a cross-sectional study to evaluate the con-
dom use and C. trachomatis prevalence in FSWs.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

We conducted a cross-sectional study from June to Novem-
ber 2008 with the collaboration of an NGO, the Korea Fed-
eration for HIV/AIDS Prevention. The NGO contacted every
representative business owners of 39 sex work venues identi-
fied in a nationwide economic survey of the sex industry in
2003. Total 24 out of 39 representatives responded positive-
ly to our request to participate. We excluded 9 small venues
considering efficiency, convenience of sampling by site. Sam-
ple size calculation was done assuming that the size of the tar-
get population would be 6,009, which was an estimation from
the Korean Ministry of Gender Equality report of 2003. Assu-
ming that estimate, the calculated sample size was 1,063 with
a C. trachomatis prevalence of 30% and a precision of 2.5%
[3]. Questionnaire was developed through cultural adaptation
of previously validated questionnaires for sexual behavior in-
cluding condom use [4].

After the informed consent, a self-administered question-
naire on sexual behavior, and random urine samples were
obtained. On completion of the survey, a card was given in
which the telephone number of an information center and a
10-digit individual code were printed to assure participants’
access to their test results. We provided those who had posi-
tive results with a sincere recommendation for receiving pro-
mpt and adequate treatment.

After the manual review of questionnaires, data were input
via double entry. Urine samples were analyzed at a central
laboratory with a commercial PCR kit (BDProbTecET, BD
Diagnostic Systems).

Condom use, general characteristics were presented with
proportion of each characteristic, and prevalence of C. tracho-
matis was calculated with 95% confidence interval.

Univariate logistic regression was performed to evaluate
the relationship between general characteristics, condom use
and C. trachomatis prevalence. Variables with a p-value<0.2
were selected as covariates for the multiple logistic regression
model to calculate the adjusted prevalence odds ratios (PORs)
and 95% confidence intervals (Cls). SPSS version 17.0 (SPSS
INc., Chicago, IL, USA) was used for analysis.

The Institutional Review Board of Seoul National Univer-
sity Hospital and the Seoul National University College of Me-
dicine reviewed and approved the study protocol.

RESULTS

We obtained written consent from 1,083 FSWs. However,
18 FSWs refused to provide questionnaires or samples during
the survey. After exclusion of the 22 incomplete or low qual-
ity questionnaires and 44 inappropriate samples, we used the
data from 999 FSW for statistical analysis.

We found that 128 samples were positive for C. trachoma-
tis out of 999 samples; the proportion with a positive test was
12.8% (95% CI: 10.7-14.9%). Distribution of general charac-
teristics was described in Table 1. Older age (p<0.01), smoking
more than 1 pack/day (p=0.14), previous STD history (p=
0.06), anxiety for STDs (p=0.10) and low educational level (p=
0.18) were included in the multiple logistic regression model.

When asked about the frequency of condom use, only
23.7% of participants answered 100% condom use during
last month, and 36.0% reported 100% use of condom on the
day before the survey. However 71.0% of participants ans-
wered that they have high self confidence in condom negoti-
ation (Table 2). The higher the inconsistency of the condom
use, the higher the prevalence of C. trachomatis (p for trend
<0.01). This tendency appeared in both condom use at last
night and during last month, and remained significant after
adjustment of potential confounding variables. However, in-
creasing level of self confidence in condom negotiation did not
show decreasing trend of C. trachomatis prevalence (Table 2).

DISCUSSION

In this study results, not self confidence, but consistent con-
dom use practice was strongly associated with low prevalence
of C. trachomatis. Condom use has been shown to have pro-
tective effect against STDs including C. trachomatis [5, 6],
which was reproduced in our study, but proportion of partici-
pant who always used condom was smaller than previous
studies which had been conducted in Cambodia by Wong et
al. [7] and in China by Pingmin et al. [8] Wong et al. inter-
viewed 140 direct FSWs and reported that 78% of FSWs
used condom always with client [7]. Pingmin et al. reported
58.8% of ‘every time’ condom use during 1 month period
before the survey [8]. What we found during the literature
review brought about a hypothesis that the minor difference
in the questionnaire item for condom use frequency could
bring about a difficulty in direct comparison of the result ex-
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Table 1. Characteristics of study participants and prevalence odds ratio (POR) of C. trachomatis

. C. trachomatis

Characteristics n ST p-value POR 95% CI
Age <25 199 39(19.6) <0.01 1.00

25-34 679 74(10.9) 050 033 - 0.75

>35 120 12(10.0) 0.44 022 - 0.88
Age of sexual debut <19 504 64 (12.7) 0.90 1.00

>19 500 57 (12.4) 0.98 068 - 1.42
Education level >High school 811 96 (11.8) 0.18 1.00

<High school 174 27 (15.5) 1.41 0.90 - 2.21
Number of people with regular social contact 0-4 Family 712 94 (13.2) 0.27 1.00

>5 Family 247 26 (10.5) 0.80 052 - 1.22

0-4 Friend 599 76 (12.7) 0.88 1.00

>5 Friend 364 45(12.4) 0.94 065 - 1.37
Smoking > 1 packs No 890 115(12.9) 0.14 1.00

Yes 102 8(7.8) 057 0.27 - 1.21
Alcohol use Almost everyday 112 15(13.4) 0.96 1.00

Occasional 557 69 (12.4) 0.84 0.47 - 150

Never 326 41(12.6) 0.91 049 - 1.69
Drunken state during coitus Almost everyday 34 6(17.6) 0.67 1.00

Occasional 212 27 (12.7) 0.76 0.29 - 1.98

Never 739 92 (12.4) 0.72 029 - 1.77
Suicidal ideation No 711 86 (12.1) 0.44 1.00

Yes 283 39(13.8) 114 0.76 - 1.69
Level of self-measured health Good 411 49 (11.9) 0.47 1.00

Intermediate 474 65(13.7) 1.10 0.75 - 162

Bad 112 11(9.8) 0.74 037 - 146
Previous STD History No 691 78(11.3) 0.06 1.00

Yes 258 41(15.9) 1.49 098 - 223
Anxiety for STDs Yes 536 60(11.2) 0.10 1.00

Neutral 375 57(15.2) 1.42 096 - 2.10

No 83 7(84) 0.73 032 - 1.66
Regular screening during last year No 551 76(13.8) 0.22 1.00

Yes 439 49(11.2) 0.82 057 - 1.20
Number of customers per week 1-14 318 43(13.5) 0.66 1.00

15-28 264 35(13.3) 115 0.70 - 1.89

>29 313 43(137) 1.1 0.70 - 1.78

*Numbers may not add up because of missing values in each variable.
STD, sexually transmitted disease; Cl, confidence interval.

cept for the 100% use. A survey of 7 major venues that a
congress member’s bill was based on reported that 60.5%
out of 1,000 FSWs ‘always’ used condom at work in 2006
[9]. Although no other published Korean data from compara-
ble population before the law was available, our study results
suggested decreased prevalence of consistent condom use.
Several interpretations can be raised for increase of incon-
sistent condom use. Selection of low utilization group by the
emigration is one of them; The sex industry in South Korea,
like other Asian developing countries, had been reorienting
itself from direct prostitution to indirect prostitution [10], and

this change was anticipated to be accelerated by the law. More-
over, it was believed that this law had brought the so-called
‘balloon effect’ causing the change in structure and visibility
of prostitution, and migration of FSWs to neighboring coun-
tries or indirect sex work via informal regional linkages in the
sex industry. During this process if the most adaptive FSWs
to this environment were selected, selection bias can be a pos-
sible explanation to our findings.

Confidence in condom negotiation was not related to the
C. trachomatis prevalence. However, all the participants of
this study were direct FSW. Even though some of participants



Epidemiology and Health 2010;32:2010008

Table 2. Characteristics of condom use and impact of condom use on the prevalence of C. trachomatis in 930 participants by adjust-

ed prevalence odds ratio and p for trend

Characteristics n(e) CfEchomais p- - oopgsecl apoRt es%cl P
positivity (%) value trend
Condom use last night All 335(36.0) 87 0.06 Ref Ref <0.01
Most 544 (58.5) 134 0.03 1.64 104 - 257 1.64 1.03 - 262
Some 51(5.5) 235 <0.01 3.25 153 - 6.88 3.39 154 -7.46
Self confidence in condom negotiation High 660 (71.0) 11.8 0.80 Ref Ref 0.52
Moderate 253 (27.2) 134 0.50 116 075-178 1.07 0.69 - 1.66
Low 17 (1.8) 11.8 0.99 099 022 - 443 0.87 0.19 - 4.00
Condom use during the last month 100% 220(23.7) 7.7 0.04 Ref Ref <0.01
90-100% 275 (29.6) 1.3 0.19 152 082 - 282 1.39 0.74 - 2.62
50-90% 376 (40.4) 146 0.01 2.05 1.16 - 3.62 192 1.06 - 347
<50% 59(6.3) 18.6 0.02 2.74 1.20 - 6.22 291 1.25 - 6.81

* Adjusted for age, education, previous sexually transmitted disease history, anxiety for the sexually transmitted disease,

smoking more than 1 pack/day.

cPOR, crude prevalence odds ratio; Cl, confidence interval; aPOR, adjusted prevalence odds ratio.

have high condom negotiation skill, they were at high risk of
C. trachomatis infection when they use condom less than 90%
of coitus.

We included 5 variables (age, education, smoking, STD his-
tory, and anxiety for STD) as potential confounders, but only
age was significant after the adjustment in the final model,
which was consistent with previous reports that younger age
was a risk factor for C. trachomatis infection [11]. Although
the peak prevalent age range of STD (16-19 years old) was
not covered in this study, linear trend for the risk increase
along age was significant (p for trend<0.01).

A C. trachomatis prevalence of 12.8% (95% CI: 10.7-
14.9%) seems higher than those observed in studies for the
general population of Korea. The Korean Center for Disease
Control and Prevention (KCDC) reported a 4.7% C. tracho-
matis prevalence in 959 females from 4 major cities in 2007
[12], and Lee et al. reported 3.1% in 420 female college stu-
dents from the Seoul metropolitan area [13]. In addition, we
could find studies with similar prevalence among FSW in
Bangladesh and Cambodia [14, 15], while recent FSW stud-
ies conducted in Spain and San Francisco showed relatively
smaller values in prevalence than our study [16, 17]. Howev-
er, without standardization for the age structure of the popu-
lation, a simple comparison may not be appropriate.

A large study population, which was obtained by covering
most of the major sex work sites in Korea, is merit of this study.
But limited availability of information on the size and distri-
bution of FSWs made it impossible for us to perform proba-
bility sampling, which may put limitation on external validi-
ty. We found that FSWs were not practicing enough self-pro-
tection at work with a high prevalence of C. trachomatis. Edu-
cation for constant practice of protection against STDs is need-

ed, especially for younger FSWs.
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