
The Lingha Boys of Siem Reap
A Baseline Study of Sexually-Exploited Young Men in 

Siem Reap, Cambodia

Jarrett Davis, MA
Glenn Miles, PhD



Male Sexual Exploitation: 
the Current Perspective
● “Male victims are largely neglected by a predominantly feminist 

perspective... as a result, there is a relative lack of empirical 
information...” 

● Men are more likely to be the victims of violent crimes...and yet 
resist the label of “victim”.

● Men are often conceptualized as sexual aggressors.

(Graham, 2006)



“Prostitution: what is it? It is the use of a 
woman's body for sex by a man, he pays money, 

he does what he wants. The minute you move 
away from what it really is, you move away 
from prostitution into the world of ideas."

(Dworkin,  1992)



Male Sexual Exploitation: 
Neglect in Research

● In a review of 166 scholarly articles on the global sex industry, 
84% exclusively discussed female sex workers and made no 
mention of males. (Dennis, 2008) 

● Research often views males in the sex industry as liabilities for 
sexual health, rather than vulnerable human beings that can be 
damaged. 



Male Sexual Exploitation: 
Southeast Asia

● The existence of male sexual abuse and even male-to-male 
sexuality is often ignored or denied (Miles & Blanch 2011)

● Police and judicial system often stigmatize boys who report 
abuse (V. Jones, 2010)

● Prevalent concept that males are “stronger” and thus more 
psychologically resilient, able to readily protect themselves, and 
more easily recover from trauma than adolescent girls.
(Frederick, 2010, p. 15)



“Women are like cloth and Men 
are like gold.” 



● Provide a baseline of data on sexually exploited young men in 
Siem Reap, Cambodia

● Uncover potential needs and vulnerabilities
● Provide a basis for understanding, program development, and 

future research

Purpose



Methodology:

● Questionnaire-based survey adapted to Cambodian Context 
from a similar survey developed by Jasmir Thakur. 

● “Snowball” sampling method, drawing from 21 different massage 
parlors within a 1km radius of the Siem Reap Town Center:

● “Male to Male” massage (22 or 44%)
● “Mixed Gender” massage (28 or 56%)



Demographics:

● Reported age range: 18-
32 years

● 16% had begun work 
before the age of 18. 

● 75% had were migrants, 
largely from provincial 
areas. 

● 78.4% of these 
immigrated for the 
purpose of work.



         

Demographics:

● 68% had not finished 
high school (50% in 
Phnom Penh).

● 40% had between 7th 
and 10th grade 
education.

● 2 had up to fourth grade 
education

● 2 had no education



Entering the industry:

● 47% state they entered the 
industry due to lack of 
skill/education

● 29% entered the industry due to 
perception that they could earn 
more money--several citing tips.  



Financial Implications:
● 3-months incomes range from $25 to $3000 with a median 

income of $300. 
● This large range seems to be due to a few respondents who 

reported significantly higher incomes than others. 
● About 50% indicated coming from families that owed debt.



Social Relationships

50% indicate their 
families/villages are 
unaware of their 
professions.



“People do not like male 
masseurs. They are associated 

with prostitutes.”



“I don’t tell my family, or even my 
roommates because I don't want 

them to talk badly about me.” 



Sexual Identity 

● The sexual identity of a man 
in Cambodian society is 
(often) not based upon sexual 
behavior, but rather on his 
having a masculine or 
feminine character. 
(UNESCO, 2008)

■ “MSM Long Hair”
■ “MSM Short Hair”



Sexual Experiences with Clients

● Range = 0-20 clients within 
the past week.  

● Median = 1.2 clients
● Sex implies penetrative 

intercourse.  
● It is assumed that these 

numbers do not include 
masturbation or “happy 
endings”.



Sexual Experiences with Clients 

● 16% indicate having sex 
with multiple clients at the 
same time. 

● 6% state that they do this 
often. 

● One estimates doing this 
about 45 times within the 
past three months.



Sexual Health
● 25% of respondents report never having used a condom.
● 58% have never received any sexual health services. 



Experiences of Violence
Nearly half (47%) 
report being forced to 
have sex.



Experiences of Violence

● Nearly half of these report attempts to reject sexual advances.

● Several report anger or additional aggression from clients upon 

rejecting their advances. 

● A few indicate other forms of physical violence, including 

pulling of hair, and being stripped of clothing.



“I was forced to have sex. He got angry but 
I disagreed. Usually customers never tell us 

upfront that they want sex."

22 years old, from Kampong Cham



“Sometimes they ask me, sometimes 
they force me. If I disagree they 

become angry with me.”

20 years old, from Siem Reap



“I was stripped and kissed all over, 
then sucked on my penis”

20 years old, from Siem Reap



Experiences of Violence

● 1 in 5 are aware of others 
being forced to have sex

● Nearly 1 in 2 have been 
forced to have sex as a 
masseur.



● Male Only Venues: 
○ Usually hidden from public view
○ “Sexualized” environment, Phallic symbols (Implied 

Sexual Services)
○ Masseurs presented to clients behind glass showcase, 

shirtless
○ Advertised within local and international gay bars, 

hotels/resorts
● Mixed Gender Venues: 

○ Very public, masseurs stand on street to advertise.
○ Simple massage services provided in front.
○ Other services (body, back, oil massages) provided in 

private room in back (or upstairs).

Analysis
Divergent Markets
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Analysis
Divergent Markets



● Sex work seems more unregulated
● Sexual services neither acknowledged or openly implied. 
● Masseurs unsure of client’s intentions: 

“Customers never say up front that they want sex.”
● Management turns a blind eye.
● Could establishments such as these serve as meeting point for 

male sex work, similar to KTV bars for females?  

Analysis
Mixed Gender Massage



● A number of respondents indicate discrimination or an active 
fear of discrimination from their families and communities.

● Stronger indication in Male to Male Establishments
● Association with MSM:

■ Cambodian MSM were found to be subjected to, 
“threats from community members, beatings within the 
family, and inability to find employment if they are 
known to be MSM” (UNESCO, 2004, 17).

Analysis
Shame / Discrimination



● 78.4% immigrated to Siem Reap in search of income
● 68% had not completed an 11th grade education
● Nearly half indicate entering the massage industry due to a 

lack of education and/or skills
● One-third cite entering the massage industry for quick 

money--a number citing the ability to earn ‘tips’.

Analysis
Lack of Skill / Lack of Job Alternatives



Recommendations:
● Further qualitative research would be useful to better 

understand the individual narratives and developments of men 
in this industry.

● Ethnographic research would be useful to better understand 
additional markets for male sex work in SE Asia

● Free or low-cost vocational and life skills training programs 
provided by NGO’s or local churches would be greatly 
beneficial  for young men working in this industry.


