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Abstract

Under the Thai Family Matters program initiative, this study investigates an association between
neighborhood characteristics and problematic behaviors including alcohol and drug use, and sexual
and delinquent behaviors among Thai adolescents. Data were derived from 420 families whose
children aged 13-14 were selected from 30,471 households enumerated and listed from 245 blocks
in seven districts in Bangkok Metropolis including Min Buri, Pathum Wan, Bangkok Noi, Bang Kho
Laem, Sai Mai, Wang Thonglang and Suan Luang. Probability Proportional to Size method (PPS)
was used in the sample selection process. Interviews were conducted with one parent and one
adolescent in each household. Areal analysis shows that adolescents' problematic behaviors are
significantly related to the districts where they live as well as the bad neighborhood characteristics
that they reported. The study confirmed that any micro - level family program to prevent or correct
problematic behaviors of adolescents need to also take into account the macro - level approach to
manage the difficult neighborhoods as well as to deal with the bad environment in the broader areas
of Bangkok Metropolis where the adolescents live.
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Overview

Thailand is undergoing a period of rapid societal change. There are many indications of this
change across a range of socio-economic factors. Perhaps one of the most telling is that this
year, for the first time in history, Thailand became a country in which over 50 percent of the
population lives in urban settings (Prasartkul, Pramote, Sureeporn Punpuing and Patama
Vapattanavong, 2007). With this shift come a number of implications, especially for families.
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For example, a greater value is now placed on material goods as opposed to relationships.
Young people have more unsupervised time and the influence of peer groups is increased
(Chamratrithirong, et al., 2007). In addition, young people are exposed to a variety of media
channels which present mixed messages about appropriate behaviours. Finally, by moving to
urban settings, families often lose the support of extended families and other informal networks
of support, thus placing a great burden on parents to provide the necessary guidance and
structure to raise their children in a safe and healthy environment. As a result, several major
risk behaviours among adolescents in Bangkok have been recently increasing in prevalence;
and among the various key factors which underlying these risks, parental status and behaviour
as well as peer influences are found to be especially significant (Ruangkanchanasetr, et al.,
2005).

In addition to these broad social changes, two areas of specific - and related - concern are HIV/
AIDS and alcohol/other drug use. In the case of HIV/AIDS, recent reports from Thailand show
that after the early successes of a HIV/AIDS condom campaign, there is increasing evidence
of risky sexual behaviours, declining condom use, and potentially increasing HIV rates
(Crispin, 2004; Allen et al., 2003). In particular, in a time series study from 1996 to 2003,
Thailand Ministry of Public Health (2004) found that among Thais 15 to 20 years old, their
past 12-month sexual experiences have increased 2% to 3% annually since 2000. Additionally,
a cross-sectional study conducted at eight randomly selected schools among 425 youth aged
18 to 22 years in Thailand revealed that 23% were STD-positive; 50% were sexually
experienced, of whom only 6% had used condoms for new sexual partners; and 10% had used
condoms during recent sexual encounters (Thato et al., 2003). Also, in a study of younger
adolescents (aged 12 to 18), the 2001 Bangkok Youth Risk Behaviour Survey found that, of
the 10% reporting ever had sex and 70% had never used a condom (Ruangkanchanasetr et al.,
2005).

With regards to alcohol use The 2001 Bangkok Youth Risk Behaviour Survey found that, of the
37% of adolescents (mean age 15.5 years) who had ever used alcohol, 56.1% were frequent
drinkers (Ruangkanchanasetr et al., 2005). Findings from a behavioural-based sentinel
surveillance conducted among high school and vocational students in 2003 indicated that
76.1% (628) of males and 61.6% (533) of females reported consuming alcohol occasionally
and socially (Keiwkarnka et al., 2003).

Furthermore, evidence suggests an association between alcohol use and risky sexual
behaviours exists (Thato et al., 2003; Allen et al., 2003); yet there are few behavioural-driven
interventions, especially family-based interventions, targeting both alcohol use and risky
sexual behaviours among young Thais (Allen et al., 2003; Thato et al., 2003).

Background and Objectives of the Family Matters Project in Thailand

In order to address these critical issues, a research project was developed and is currently being
implemented in Thailand by a consortium of Thai and US organizations. The project has three
specific aims: (1) to assess the relative importance of a U.S.-derived risk and protective factor
theoretical model to the Thai culture; (2) to adapt Family Matters (a US-based prevention
program that seeks to reduce risky behaviours among youth by improving communications
among parents and adolescents) for use by Thai families with youth 12 to 14 years old; and (3)
to pilot test Family Matters in Thailand using a randomized control group design with a six-
month follow-up assessment. The assessment will also will examine the short-term effects of
the program on alcohol use and risky sexual behaviours.

The Thai Family Matters program consisted of mailing five booklets to parents with subsequent
telephone contacts by a health educator. Each booklet addresses a key aspect of strengthening
families as well as protecting young people from unhealthy behaviours related to drug use and
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sexual activity. Issues addressed include improving family communications; establishing rules;
engaging in family activities; and discussing health-related issues among family members. As
the families complete each booklet, a health educator calls to discuss their experience; provide
additional information; and ensure that they are ready to proceed to the next set of materials.

A Family Survey to Explore the Bad Neighborhood and Prevalence of
Problematic Behaviours

At the start of the Thai Family Matters Project in 2006, a family survey of parents and
adolescents in Thailand was considered an important first step so a baseline survey was
developed during 2006 and the first half of 2007. The survey was titled Family Survey of
Parents and Adolescents in Bangkok Metropolitan Area (2007). The survey was then pre-tested
in May - June 2007 and subsequently carried out during the months of June and July, 2007.
The survey was administered to a household representative sample of parents and adolescents
aged 13-14 in the Bangkok metropolitan area. Bangkok was chosen to be the study site because
of the rapidly changing environments and lifestyles of the city's population. The method of
data collection was direct interview with the parents, and interviews with the help of ACASI
laptops in the cases of the adolescents surveyed. The purpose of the survey was to explore in
the Thai context the prevalence of family traditions and value systems. A particular focus was
placed on family's relations and practices in the area of parenting styles in response to the
threatening neighborhood and the adolescents' problematic behaviours.

Of the many topics explored by the Family Survey of Parents and Adolescents in Bangkok
Metropolitan Area two key areas stood out as the most critical factors to consider at this time.
One was the neighborhood characteristics of the areas around the households; a second was
the prevalence of problematic behaviours related to sexual behaviour and alcohol and drug use
among the adolescents. These subject matters are major concerns of the Thai Family Matters
Project and thus are closely examined here.

The Sampling Design

The sampling frame of Family Survey of Parents and Adolescents in Bangkok Metropolitan
Area (2007) was primarily based on the former Bangkok Metropolitan Administration (BMA)
that divided districts into three areas or zones (inner, middle, and outer zones). The numbers
of BMA Districts distributed by zone are 10, 27 and 13 in the inner, middle and outer zones
respectively.

The population in each BMA District (at the end of 2006) was available from the Central
Registration Bureau of the Department of Provincial Administration, Ministry of Interior, and
was employed as the survey sampling frame. First of all, in order to have the three areas or
zones representing their number of population in proportion to their size, the number of districts
to be sampled from each of the three areas or zones was calculated. Since the population of the
inner zone, the middle zone and the outer zone are 14.7%, 56.1% and 29.2% respectively, one
district was selected from the inner zone; four were selected from middle zone; and two were
selected from the outer zone.

As for the selection of districts from each of the three zones, the probability proportional to
size (PPS) sampling method (with case multiplication technique) was used. As a result, the
seven districts from the three zones are selected as listed below. The “blocks” generated within
the enumeration district (ED), in each of the seven districts being available at the Thailand
National Statistic Office (NSO), were used as the sampling frame. Numbers of blocks in each
of the seven districts are shown in the above table. For each district, 35 blocks were selected
using the PPS method of selection. A total of 245 blocks (35 blocks x 7 districts) was selected.
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As a consequence, about 4,000 households in each district, or a total of 30,471 households in
all seven districts were targeted households. The activity of block sampling selection was
carried out by NSO upon request from Mahidol University research team. The team was also
provided by NSO with 245 ED maps of these 245 blocks. The data collection teams was sent
out to conduct household census and listings in each of those 245 blocks, including identifying
qualified households (with children aged 13-14 years old) as well as making initial interview
and request of household members for their willingness to participate in the study. Percent of
willingness varies by district ranging from 83 percent in Sai Mai to 100 percent in Pathum
Wan.

Zone Districts Total Blocks
Inner Zone Pathum Wan 148
Middle Zone Bangkok Noi 364
Bang Kho Laem 265
Wang Thonglang 541
Suan Luang 522
Outer Zone Sai Mai 426
Min Buri 331

Number
of
Blocks
Selected

35
35
35
35
35
35
35

Sixty households per district (420 households total) were randomly sampled to be interviewed.
In most instances, mothers were the family member who was interviewed, for the parent
interview, except for some households where fathers were interviewed. Only one child per
household who was 13-14 years old was interviewed. In the case of households that had more
than one child of this specific age range, the one having his/her birthday closest to the date of
interview was selected.

As a consequence of the sample design mentioned above, seven districts in BMA are selected
namely, Pathum Wan from the inner zone or nucleus of BMA where population density is the
highest, Bangkok Noi, Bang Kho Laem, Suan Luang and Wang Thonglang from the middle
zone of BMA where population density is moderate, and Min Buri and Sai Mai from the outer
zone of BMA, where the population is the most sparsely distributed.

The seven districts selected also truly represent Bangkok where people are relatively not very
poor. The sample covers the areas where percent poor people are under three percent in the
cases of Min Buri, Sai Mai, Suan Luang and Bang Kho Laem, and where percent poor people
ranges only from three to less than six percent as in the cases of Pathum Wan, Bangkok Noi
and Wang Thonglang. No districts selected have percentage of poor people of six percent or
more. The study sampled population therefore truly reflects the majority of BMA's population
where the probably very poor areas are only the minority.

From the observation of the field workers or the interviewers of the family survey, the seven
districts are considered to be consistently diverse in their environment status. Pathum Wan
District, being in the inner zone of BMA, is unsurprisingly characterized by commercial
buildings or shops and stores. Slum areas are only sparsely seen. For the four districts in the
middle zone, all of them are mixture of slum areas and other housing style including either
predominantly commercial shops, single houses or townhouses. In Suan Laung, some land
plots are still vacant or brush areas. For the outer zone, the two districts included in the survey
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are different. Min Buri was observed to be most predominantly having a slum area
environment. Other land areas in Min Buri are mostly canals, or brush areas and are only
sparsely populated. But in Sai Mai, the majority of areas are single house and townhouses.
Only some slum area housing is found scarcely along the canal. As for the community
collaboration with the interview team, in general, the data collection process was notably
collaborative in the slum areas while the opposite is true for the single houses or townhouses.

Bad Neighborhood: Perception of the Parents

In this study, a series of questions were asked to the respondents to better understand their
perspectives and judgments regarding the characteristics of their neighborhood. Slightly 30
questions on neighborhood problems were cited to respondents who then review the severity
or seriousness of those problems in their neighborhood, rating each on a scale of 1 to 4. For
example, questions were asked regarding the magnitude of rundown or abandoned areas; the
safety of the neighborhood; the prevalence of major and minor crimes; and the impact of drug
use and sexual activity related problems.

According to factor analysis of these neighborhood questions, it was revealed that, as far as
parents are concerned, five factors are distinctively important in assessing the neighborhood
problems in their areas of residence (Table 1). These factors include:

1. The threat of unsafe neighborhood

This factor includes the assessment of the bad neighborhoods related to the issue of police not
caring about their problems; polices not being available; or city officials ignoring problems.
Other issues are that were cited included neighborhoods being unsafe to be alone at night;
groups of teenagers hanging out in public places making a nuisance of themselves; prevalence
of pickpockets and being accosted on the street for money; incidence of drive-by shootings;
having poor schools; transport not being available; prevalence of unsupervised children; and
occurrence of people fighting.

2. The extent of abandon, rundown and gang areas

This factor includes the assessment of issues regarding the prevalence of rundown and poorly
kept building and yards; abandoned houses and buildings; having organized crime or “mafia”;
prevalence of prostitution and sex workers; incidence of sexual assaults; and rapes. Other issues
are prevalence of selling of stolen goods; people living on the street; and the existing of gangs.

3. The problems of drug and gambling areas

This factor focuses on drug and gambling and included the assessment of neighborhoods that
shelter people and young people who are using drugs or who are drunk; drug use or drug dealing
in open; or houses known for selling drugs or using drugs. Other issues considered for this
component were the incidence of illegal gambling as well as burglaries and thefts.

4. The prevalence of sexual behaviour related problems

This factor addresses the topics of particular neighborhoods in which groups of young people
hang around and/or visiting bars and discos. It also took into account the prevalence of pregnant
teenagers.

5. The magnitude of theft areas

The last factor or component reflects the neighborhood where there are high unemployment
and many people being out of work, where there is vandalism, and where building and personal
belongings being broken or torn up. The factor also includes the fact that in the neighborhood
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there are little respect for rules, laws and authority and that it is unsafe being on the streets
even during the day.

From this factor analysis (Table 1), the five factors which emerged from the study were
conceptualized into two groups of components related to this study. The first grouping deals
with the three neighborhood threats considered as external from the point of view of the parents.
These three related environment pressures which caused parents concern related to heath and
safety of their adolescents are components 1, 2 and 5. These include the threat of unsafe
neighborhood; the extent of abandon, rundown and gang surroundings; and the magnitude of
theft quarters. Regarding second grouping of factors, in this study it was revealed that parents
are worried about key internal factors which also impact their teens' behaviours regarding drug
and sexual behaviour. In this regard, factors 3 and 4 are concerned. In factor 3, the
environmental problems of drug and gambling areas were cited; parents also expressed concern
regarding young people and others who are using drugs or who are drunk; drug use or drug
dealer in open; houses known for selling drug or drug sales or use; illegal gambling; and
burglaries and thefts. Regarding the prevalence of sexual activity related problems, component
4 is extremely relevant. Parents focus on the extent to which group of young people who are
hanging around and/or visiting bars and discos as well as the magnitude of teenager pregnancy
in the neighborhood.

From these empirical evidences, it is important to note that parents make clear distinctions
between the issues of external neighborhood safety, and drug and sex problem. Whether or not
parents are aware of the probably of potential problems of their teens related to drugs and sex
is unclear. It is clears that this is an area that needs more investigated. It is encouraging that at
least parents can identify and single out these five neighborhood problems. As a consequence,
they may be more prepared to respond to these threats effectively.

Bad Neighborhood Characteristics across the Seven Districts under Study

The five factors of bad neighborhood characteristics identified by the study's parent participants
(using the full 31 question instrument) were further investigated across the seven districts under
this study. Table 2 presents the means of the five factors resulted from the factor analysis
presented in Table 1, across the seven districts. The distinct high scores reflecting the severity
of the neighborhood problems among the seven districts are highlighted in the Table.

Itis revealed that Pratum Wan which is situated in the inner zone is characterized by the highest
problem of abandoned, rundown and gang areas. Sexual behavioural problem are also among
the highest of the seven districts. Among the four districts in the middle zone, Suan Laung is
characterized by high levels, if not the highest levels, of unsafe neighborhoods and prevalence
of drug problems. To a certain extent, Wang Thonglang also appears to be a theft area. As for
the outer zone, it is striking to observe that Min Buri is probably the worst district. The district
ranks the highest in up to four dimensions of bad neighborhoods. Min Buri is the most unsafe
place; the worst drug and gambling area; distinctively theft quarters; and neighborhood with
highest sexual behaviour related problems. The other three districts not mentioned here are
revealed to be, in general, good neighborhood localities.

It should be noted that the consistency of the neighborhood data relating to the five factors

revealed from the empirical evidences here is very impressive. The further study of these five
factors will probably be very logical. The constant pattern of bad neighborhood in Min Buri,
for example, will be further investigated here in relation to subsequent adolescents' behaviour.
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Problematic Behaviours of the Adolescents

Inthis section the problematic behaviours related to sexual related issues and drug use problems
will be investigated. The data are collected from the adolescents who were instructed to use
ACASI laptop computer to answer these sensitive questions. Table 3 shows the problematic
behaviours of the adolescents related to sexual behaviour and drug use, across the seven
districts. The information on sexual behaviour include measure of intention of sexual
relationship, and the score of pre-sexual behaviour which is derived from 9 questions related
to activities that may reflect the adolescents' propensity to have sex. As for drug use and
delinguency, the adolescents were asked whether they have used alcohol, tobacco or other
drugs, and whether they have been involved in serious delinquency.

It is revealed in Table 3 that in relation to problematic sexual behaviour, adolescents in the
seven districts are quite diverse. The extent of adolescents who had sex intention early on (in
the next 6 months) are higher in certain districts than the others. Sai Mai, Bang Kho Laem,
Pathum Wan and Suan Laung rank among the highest. Pre-sexual behaviour index also vary
across these districts. Prathum Wan, Suan Laung, Wang Thonglang and Sai Mai had the
distinctively highest scores of sexual inclination. The rest of the districts are characterized by
a clearly lower level of problematic sexual behaviour.

As for drug use, which include the consumption of alcohol, tobacco and/or other drug (ATOD),
unfortunately, as high as slightly over one-fourth of the adolescents had experienced these
behaviours (Table 3). Wang Thonglang, Sai Mai and Prathum Wan are the districts that have
the highest percentage of ATOD use. Other districts are characterized by lower incidence of
ATOD. Regarding the prevalence of delinquency, again over slightly one-fourth of the
adolescents surveyed were involved in serious delinquency. The highest prevalence was in
Suanluang distinctively (40%). The second highest magnitude of delinquency is in Pathumwan
(32%).

In general, it should be noted that the districts of problematic behaviour consistently repeat
themselves among Pathum Wan, Wang Thonglang, Suan Luang and Sai Mai. Except for Bang
Kho Laem, the other two districts seem to be relatively clean and consistently in all respects.
Although not totally consistent for all districts, the threatening sexual behaviour and drug
problems seem to be inter-related. The districts with sexual behaviour problems seem to be
also the districts with drug concerns or higher delinquency rates. Although not totally
surprising, the nature of the inter-relation needs to be further investigated.

The Impact of Bad Neighborhoods on Problematic Sexual Behaviour, Drug
Use and Delinquency

In order to gain insights into the impact of bad neighborhoods on problematic adolescent
behaviour, presentation of the seven districts and the indicators on difficult neighborhood and
problematic behaviours is also provided in Table 3. It can be observed that districts of bad
neighborhood are, to a certain extent, related to problematic behaviours of the adolescents. The
clean districts of Bangkok Noi are clean not only in terms of the neighborhood but also the
problematic behaviours of the adolescents. Bang Kho Laem has clean neighborhood but
adolescents there seem to intend to have sex early on. On the other extreme, the bad
neighborhoods at Pathum Wan, Wang Thonglang and Suan Luang are related to the
adolescents' problematic behaviour. This is with the exception of Min Buri where there is
evidence of being unsafe; full of thefts; faced with drug dealers and users; and showing sex
related problems. Nonetheless, despite the presence of these factors, in Min Buri these factors
apparently are not related to adolescents' reports of problematic behaviour. Exception is also
seen in the comparatively clean district of Sai Mai, unfortunately, ATOD and pre-sexual
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activities are evident. In conclusion, with the main exceptions of Min Buri and probably also
Sai Mai, the strong relationship of the bad neighborhood and problematic behaviours is clear.
Further study of this issue is certainly necessary and worthwhile.

Results from Selected Extreme Case Studies

As stated earlier, Min Buri is an intriguing case of a bad neighborhood where the report of
problematic behaviours from the adolescents is unexpectedly low; this situation warrants
further investigation. From the census data in 2000 (not shown here) it can be noted that
percentage of Thai-Muslim in Min Buri is distinctively the highest (21%) of all seven districts
under study. It is evident that Thai-Muslim communities are very traditional and family values
are strong. The adolescents of 13-14 years old are probably closely monitored by their parents
and protected by religious practices. These may provide important factors that may shield them
from the bad neighborhood quite effectively. Although further investigation into this
hypothesis is worthwhile and needed, the findings here perhaps can point to the fact that family
responses to the threatening environments may be also best attached to religions.

On the contrary, in the case of Sai Mai, bad environments are found to be not at all significant
and the district seems to be relatively clean, yet adolescents reported problematic sexual and
drug use behaviour. The finding of this extreme or contradictory case points to the fact that the
bad environments under investigation here may not be all inclusive. There may also be other
threats to the adolescents that are not evident here. The paradox is also that among all seven
districts under study, Sai Mai ranks the highest in terms of the education of parents (data not
shown here). The threats to the adolescents may be linked to this dimension of the environment.
One of the threats may be the use or misuse of the Internet, the school environment or the
business or shopping areas where adolescents may be accessed to the hidden bad environments.
These issues need to be further investigated and should be incorporated into the Thai Family
Matters project elements as well.

Results from the Areal Analysis

Because of the significant implications of the characteristics of the seven districts, multivariate
analysis of the areal effect on the behaviour of adolescents was carried out; the result of this
analysis is shown in Table 4. The four dependent variables discussed earlier (including
problematic sexual intention and behaviour and drug use and delinquency among the
adolescents) are investigated across the six districts with Bangkok Noi serving as a reference
group. In addition, as discussed earlier, social values, religion, and other characteristic of
parents reflected in the district's characteristics, seem to be important to children behaviour.
As asummary indicator of parents' influence, the problematic behaviour of father's alcohol use
is also examined across the seven districts. The results of the areal study here seem to be
consistent with the descriptive case study conducted earlier in this paper.

Table 4 shows that adolescent's problematic behaviours are significantly related to certain
districts where these adolescents live. Sai Mai, Bang Kho Laem, Pathum Wan and, to a lesser
extent, Wang Thonglang and Suan Laung are associated with problematic early sexual
intention and behaviour. Although ATOD use is not found to be area specific, serious
delinquency is clearly characterized by Pathum Wan and Suan Laung. These findings are
consistent with previous presentation of the high level of the problematic behaviour among
these districts. In addition, fathers' behaviour is also related to the districts they live. The
districts including Bang Kho Laem, Wang Thonglang, Suan Laung and Sai Mai are
characterized by higher level of father's problematic behaviours from alcohol use. In a majority
of districts, father's negative characteristics coincided with adolescent's problematic
behaviours (Sai Mai, Bang Kho Laem, Suan Laung and Wang Thonglang).
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These areal variations tend to suggest that although there are clear consistency in areas where
problematic behaviours of adolescents and their parents are prevalent, certain discrepancy still
exists in other areas. Family's influence on adolescents is important but may be only partial;
other factors related to adolescents' behaviours in the different areas need to also be
investigated. Thai Family Matters project designs are required to consider including these
various social and contextual features.

Discussion

Avreal analysis of the problematic behaviour of adolescents and perhaps also, their family,
together with parental perception of the bad neighborhoods among communities in Bangkok,
seems to suggest that the phenomena can be considered as an epidemic which, as this paper
has attempted to demonstrate, is area based. The need for the remedy of the epidemic is urgent.
Tothisend, it will be necessary to develop new program materials which provide direct support
to Thai families at the family level. Furthermore, it is essential for such products to strike the
proper balance of reflecting local Thai wisdom with a strong understanding of the technology
and best practice programs successfully implemented in other countries throughout the world.

The Thai Family Matters project attempts to address this need by working in a collaborative
and scientific fashion to adapt, test, implement and bring to scale a set of program materials to
support parents in talking with their children about alcohol, other drugs and appropriate
behaviours related to relationships and sexuality. But as this study shows, programs which aim
to strengthen families' abilities to look after adolescents' behaviour must also be area specific
and responsive to the level of severity of the problem as well as take into account the diverse
demographic, socioeconomic and perhaps also cultural and religious characteristics, which
vary across communities and geographical areas.

At the micro or family level, such programs to prevent or correct the problematic behaviors of
adolescents should be comprehensively and continuously developed, revised and implemented.
At the same time, the macro - level approaches and measures at the larger community levels
need to be even more rigorous to manage the difficult neighborhood issues as well as to deal
with the bad environment in the broader areas of Bangkok Metropolis where the adolescents
live. Unless the two approaches are seriously followed and supplementary to each other,
adolescents' problems will still be continuing major concerns.

The challenge as we go forward collectively is to consider these many ways in which we can
augment programs which support individuals and families with a comprehensive and
sustainable set of policy and other program initiatives of all levels. Such inclusive programs
can serve to foster the creation of safe and healthy communities which promote the norms and
conditions amenable to raising a generation of healthy, productive and well-balanced Thai
youth. Our young people deserve this opportunity; and in turn, our country will benefit greatly
as a result.
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