Summary

This report presents new findings on the prevalence of sale of sexual favours among youth in Oslo and describes young individuals who have either had in fact such experiences or have had other sexual experiences which can be regarded as exchange of sexual favours. Previous knowledge on youths selling sexual favours in a Norwegian context is sparse, and existing research has mostly been based on small selected samples, where the respon​dents tend to be either social clients, users of various social favours, home​less or otherwise different from the normal population of youth. The popu​lation based study Young in Oslo partly supports the findings from studies of selected samples, but contributes to the field with suggestive and surprising new results. The seven stories presented contribute to a broader picture of, and an opportunity for reflection on, the problems connected to this issue.

Studies of adult female prostitutes show that a considerable percen​tage had their debut as prostitutes before they turned 18 years of age. This does not seem to be true of women selling sexual favours from massage parlours. Women with street prostitution experience tended to have a social background from the working class, unstable family backgrounds, contact with youth welfare services and often periods in residential care for youth during adolescence. Many of the women had their sexual debut extremely early and/or had experienced child sexual abuse during childhood. Prostitute boys and men seem to display varying degrees of problems depending on arena and ways of prostitution, but also many parallels to the female street prostitutes and their adolescence: difficult family relationships, experiences with illegal drugs, early sexual debut. Studies of young adult drug addicts in Oslo show that a considerable percentage of these also reported having an income from prostitution. 

The more comprehensive term survival sex appears to be more suitable for studies of youths, and refers to sale or exchange of sexual favours for drugs, money to buy drugs, food, shelter or other goods to survive or manage a difficult situation. Studies of homeless youths in large US cities show that a considerable percentage of them have experiences of survival sex.
The Ung i Oslo study, a representative study of approx. 12 000 youths in Oslo, showed that 2.1 percent of the boys and 0.6 percent of the girls had given sexual favours for payment. The mean age for first time sex selling experience was 13.5 years for boys and 14.1 years for girls. Of the youths with experiences of selling sex during the last 12 months, one in three had done this 1-3 times, while one half had sold sex more than 10 times. These results correspond with results from the Norwegian Institute of Public Health's studies on adult sexual behaviour, as well as youth studies in Trondheim and in Iceland. We have reason to assume that the buyers of sexual favours from young boys and girls in both cases are predominantly men.

The youths with sex-selling experiences in the Ung i Oslo-study are different from the rest of the sample in several aspects. The experience of selling sex was evenly distributed between youths from different socio-economic strata and low-/high-economy neighbourhoods of Oslo, but family break-up and a high level of alcohol consumption among parents were more frequent in the sex-selling group. Still, there were no differences in degrees of parental monitoring and control, or in respondents' school results. The boys with sex-selling experiences reported more anxiety and depression related symptoms than the other boys in the sample.

The Oslo-study showed a strong relationship between the number of sexual partners and sex-selling experiences, and also between low age of coital debut and sex sale. In some cases, the coital debut is timed to pre-puberty, which may indicate experiences of child sexual abuse or incest. Almost one in four of the youths with sex-selling experiences had not had their coital debut. The boys with sex-selling experiences reported a far more positive attitude towards homosexual people than other boys in the sample, something which may be related to a possible homosexual orientation on their own part.

What mostly distinguished youths with experiences of sex sale from other youths in the study, was their conduct problems and use of alcohol and drugs. They were more often perpetrators of minor criminal acts, more often victims of violence and violent threats, they reported a higher level of alcohol related problems and use of drugs, heroin in particular. Many of them used much of their spare time in the city streets of Oslo by night. 

Compared to what we previously knew about youths selling sexual favours, the Ung i Oslo-study describes a group of youths recruited from more diverse social backgrounds and with a greater number of boys. It is also worth noticing that a significant percentage of the youths with experiences of selling sex does not report problems like substance abuse, alcohol or conduct problems: Twenty percent of the boys and 25 percent of the girls. A considerable percentage of the youths did also not know of, or had not been in contact with, the social services for troubled youth.

The seven case-stories presented contribute to highlight the blurred boundaries between sale of sexual favours, exchange of sexual favours for goods and sexual relationships which could be interpreted as an exchange relation where other elements than sexuality form a part. Most often, there is a conflict between the ways in which youth social workers interpret the cases they describe, and the evaluation of the situation the young people themselves seemed to make. This discrepancy calls on a critical discussion of where the boundaries of prostitution and sale of sex should go and of who should define these boundaries.

In the stories we see how sexual favours can be sold or traded for money, drugs, clothing, food, accommodation, emotional security, care and contact with adults, as well as how these transactional aspects are often veiled and masked. The youths themselves may interpret the situation as e.g. acts of friendship or a love relationship. Correspondingly, the transactional aspect may be veiled by the fact that it is not only the need for money or goods that are sought covered by the sex, but also emotional needs. The degree of genuine force and coercion, imperative circumstances and independence /mastering does also vary between youths. In some cases we may describe the incidence in terms of sexual abuse. In other cases distress or necessity represents a force, as in the cases where the adolescent has run away from a youth care institution and have no place to sleep for the night. Even when the need is not so evident as in this example, there may well be forceful circumstances or social structures reducing alternatives for action, and where selling sex appears to be a possible solution. At the same time, the presented cases give a good account of the youths' own wilful rationality and mastering of difficult situations.

The sale of sexual favours by young people is probably not frequently practised on established arenas for adult prostitution. Nevertheless, publicly visible arenas for prostitution are believed to contribute to early prostitution debut. The Internet and the central city streets may be seen as representing two parallel public arenas with patches of condensed risk for sex sale. Heightening the awareness of youth present in these patches of risk seems to be of importance.

The interviews with the youth social workers show that there is a need for more precise knowledge on the sale of sexual favours among youth. Youth social workers, with their broad competence on youth in general as well as young individuals, and Pro-sentret with their competence on the field of prostitution, should have mutual benefit from each other on this issue.
