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High-tech sex surveys to coax truth out 

By Chua Kong Ho

WOULD you tell the truth if asked whether you visit prostitutes, engage in extramarital sex, or, if you are a man, sleep with other men?

Probably not.

That is why the Health Promotion Board (HPB) is exploring the use of technology to conduct its upcoming national HIV/Aids survey.

The survey seeks to map Singaporeans' sexual behavioural patterns and level of knowledge about sexual health.

But instead of using the traditional human interviewer to ask questions and record answers, HPB hopes to use a combination of audio recordings and portable computers, personal digital assistants or tablet personal computers to administer the survey, according to tender documents obtained by The Straits Times.

Respondents will listen to, or read, the questions, and key in their responses using the portable devices. The interviewer will pick up the equipment after completion of the survey.

The HPB declined to be interviewed for this report. However, researchers say the board's proposal is largely on the right track. 

They say sexual health surveys are some of the most difficult to administer because of the sensitivity of the questions asked.

Said Action for Aids programme director Roger Winder: 'People lie because they don't want to be judged, especially if you talk about sex.' p> This is especially so for groups such as men having sex with men (MSM), spouses having extramarital affairs or those who visit prostitutes, he said.

The irony, of course, is that these are the very groups most at risk, and most in need of accurate information about their sexual practices and attitudes.

The Health Ministry has identified MSM and men having casual sex overseas as the two groups responsible for an explosion in new Aids cases in the past year.

A sample question in HPB's survey: 'Have you had sexual intercourse with a commercial partner (partners with whom you had sex in exchange for money) in the last 12 months?'

The questions will be audio-recorded in English, Mandarin, Malay, Tamil, as well as Hokkien and Cantonese so that the illiterate can participate in the survey. A stratified random sample of 3,000 Singaporeans and permanent residents aged 18 to 69 years will be surveyed.

ARIA Consulting, which intends to bid for the project, suggested that the survey be conducted away from the home setting. Currently, HPB is proposing the survey be administered at the respondents' households.

Said ARIA Consulting managing director Ambar Agustono: 'It's a very dicey issue. They'll think their responses can be traced because the interviewers know where they live. Will they be truthful with family around?'

Fieldwork for the survey is expected to be completed by June. The data gathered will be used by the HPB to review its Aids public education programme and tailor its messages to the different target groups.

Researchers say the success of the survey rests on how confident the respondent is that his or her privacy will be protected.

Dr Lee Wai Peng, who teaches research methods at the Nanyang Technological University, told The Straits Times: 'If respondents believe their answers can lead to negative consequences, then some may provide untruthful answers or refuse to participate.'
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