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ONE HUNDRED TEENAGERS IN COPENHAGEN INFECTED
WITH GONORRHOEA*

A SOCIO-PSYCHIATRIC STUDY
BY

KNUD EKSTR0M

From the Psychiatric Clinic of the University Hospital of Copenhagen (Rigshospitalet), Denmark

Genner and Lindhardt (1943) found that 16 1 per
cent. of all the females in Copenhagen found to be
infected with gonorrhoea were teenagers. In a simi-
lar series, Nexmand (1959), in the period 1951-59,
found 29-8 per cent. of teenagers among 829 female
cases of gonorrhoea. Nielsen (1961) found 40 8 per
cent. of teenagers among 3,392 female cases of
gonorrhoea in women in Denmark in 1960. Finally,
Lind (1964) found that, of 1,957 females in Copen-
hagen infected with gonorrhoea in 1962, 742
(37*9 per cent.) were teenagers.

In 1963, according to the weekly lists of the City
Officer of Health, 713 teenagers infected with gonor-
rhoea were notified in Copenhagen (332 males and
381 females). Nearly all were notified through the
public venereological clinics, particularly those
connected with the Rigshospitalet and the Rudolf
Berg Hospital, or by the senior doctor of the ship-
owners' association of Denmark. Only a minority
had been notified through specialists and general
practitioners or through hospitals other than the
two mentioned above.
The aim of this study is to examine the social and

sexual background of this group of patients with a
clinical and psychiatric evaluation.

It is not easy to contact these infected teenagers,
because most of them are treated as out-patients;
they cannot be asked to keep fixed appointments, but
must be sought out when they come for treatment.
The help has been enlisted of venereologists,

nurses, secretaries, and social workers at the various
clinics, who inform the author by telephone when a
patient between 13 and 19 years is found to be in-
fected with gonorrhoea. None of the patients has so
far refused an interview.

Method
The teenagers are questioned in private, using a

questionnaire consisting of 330 questions, each interview
taking 1 to 2 hours. After some neutral questions about
their early home life, work, schooling, and leisure time,
follow questions to determine their knowledge of and
attitude to sexual matters. They are asked about their
first sexual experiences and their subsequent sexual
development. They are then questioned more closely
about the circumstances leading to the present infection,
about earlier infections, use of contraceptives, and homo-
sexuality; the girls are asked about menstruation,
prostitution, and pregnancies. At the end follow further
neutral questions, for instance about marriage, the ideal
age for marriage, and whether they would wish to be
married in church or before a registrar.
The answers are written down as far as possible

word-for-word, but the questionnaire is so designed that
the answers can be both recorded and coded at the same
time.
As it is impracticable to speak personally to all the

nearly six or seven hundred notified persons, a less
extensive questionnaire consisting of about 75 questions
is used by specially-trained social workers, who are
employed at the venereal disease clinics connected with
the Rigshospitalet and the Rudolf Berg Hospital. These
interviews, which also take place in private, last for 15 to
20 minutes.

In an attempt to obtain data from all infected persons,
a yet smaller questionnaire, comprising 13 questions
only, has been devised. Every time an infected teenager
is notified to the City Officer of Health in Copenhagen,
usually by a specialist in venereology or general prac-
titioner, but also by the staff of different hospitals in
Copenhagen, the short questionnaire is sent out with a
note to the doctor concerned. The doctor is asked to
return it to the City Officer of Health, who in turn sends
it to the author. Although it has not been possible to
obtain data about all cases registered, a very high per-
centage of the total number of notifications has been
covered.
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During April and May, 1964, a pilot test was made
(Ekstr0m, 1965) in which thirteen girls and seven boys
were interviewed, and nineteen of these patients are
included in the present study. One was omitted because
she is a Greenlander and has spent all her life in that
country.

Findings
The first 100 interviews (with 63 women and 37

men) are summarized below. The sex distribution is
not representative of all the infected persons in
Copenhagen, because too few seamen are notified
by the chief doctor of the shipowners' association.
These young men are ashore for only a few hours by
day or night, so that it would be difficult to interview
them, but they are mostly registered on the short
questionnaire. In 1963 this was true of one-third of
all the infected male teenagers, that is 110 out of
332. In the present series, eighteen (i.e. about half
of all the 37 male teenagers) were seamen, a number
close to that observed in the pilot test.
The average age of these 100 persons was 18 years

at the time of the notification for both sexes. All
the men were single, one woman was married, and
six women were divorced. The six divorced women
had all given birth to children.

Education.-In Denmark schooling starts when
the child is 7 years old. In a normal population
sample, a larger percentage would have had 8-9
years schooling, for normally 10 per cent. go to
school for 12 years, but none of the 100 persons
studied had attended school for more than 10 years
(Table I). It is remarkable that one-third of all those
examined had attended special auxiliary schools or
had not been moved up with their age group, the
percentage being higher for boys than for girls.

TABLE I
SCHOOL ATTENDANCE

Sex
Years of Schooling Total

Female Male

7 or less 37 29 66
8-9 18 3 21
10 ... 8 5 13

Total .. 63 37 100

No. not moved up with age
group 18

14
32

As will be seen later, in the clinical examination of
the patient's intelligence, there are no other marked
differences between the sexes.

Relatively more boys had failed to be moved up or
had attended auxiliary schools, because boys tend
to be more idle and inattentive during their school-
days.

As for the eight girls who had attended school for
10 years, four were "American girls", a particular
kind of Danish prostitute, of which there were
eleven in the whole series.

Training.-Table IL shows that only 10 per cent.
had completed vocational training, and this per-
centage is probably artificially high, as four of the
"'skilled" women were "bookbinders". This does
not require specialized training; they were so-called
"bookbinder-virgins", who fixed "Donald Duck"
comics and other weekly papers. As they had never
sewn a book or had never perhaps even held one in
their hands, they cannot be regarded as educated
"craftswomen".

TABLE II
EMPLOYMENT AND TRAINING

Sex.Female Male Total

Vocational Training
Completed.6 4 10
Started.16 18 34

Unskilled.41 15 56

Total 63 37 100

Out of work when interviewed 18 4 22

One in five of the whole series was unemployed,
but for the girls this amounted to one in three or
four, because of the many prostitutes in the group.

Family Background.-During the pilot study it
had become clear, that these young persons came
from abnormal homes. Table III shows that about
60 per cent. came from broken homes; one in four
had at least one stepfather or stepmother, and a few
had lost both natural parents.

TABLE III
FAMILY BACKGROUND

Sex.Female Male Total

Biological Parents
Never Married .. .. 11 4 15
Divorced or dead .. 25 18 43

Stepfather or mother .. 18 7 25

Several of the patients in Table III also figure in
Table IV especially among the 39 per cent. who had
grown up in an institution. Only half of the 100

TABLE IV
HOME BACKGROUND

Sex .Female Male Total

Institution (whole or part) 24 15 39
At home 27 21 48
Moved from home and back

again 11 10 21
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patients lived at home at the time of the study,
which is a small proportion considering that their
average age was 18 years. 73 per cent. had moved
permanently from home or had been away from
home and returned, the men in this group being
mostly seamen. 60 per cent. of the mothers of the
100 patients had been working outside the home.
Sexual Experience.-Table V shows the age at

which each patient first experienced coitus, which
was before the 17th year in nearly 90 per cent., the
average age being 15 5 years for the girls and 15
years for the boys.

TABLE V
AGE AT FIRST COITUS

Sex
Age (yrs) Total

Female Male

9 2 3
12 2 1 3
13 6 6 12
14 12 5 17
15 16 10 26
16 16 1 1 27
17 8 2 10
18 2 2

Total 63 37 100

In three cases coitus first took place when the
patient was only 9 years old. When one girl of this
group was about 11 to 12 years old, she had been
admitted to hospital in Copenhagen for observation
of suspected acute appendicitis, and when appendi-
cectomy was performed bilateral gonorrhoeal
salpingitis was found. At the time of the study she
was 14 years old and again infected with gonorrhoea.
Her father at that time was 72 years old.
The two boys in this group had precocious sexual

development with regular coitus at an early age.
Only two girls did not experience coitus until they

were 18-19 years old, although 60 per cent. of the
whole group were 18-19 years old at the time of study.

Sexual Partners.-It appears that the boys-as
expected-chose girls of the same age, while the
girls had their first coitus with men older than them-
selves by some 2 or 3 years (Table VI).

TABLE VI
AGE OF PARTNER AT PATIENT'S FIRST COITUS

Age (yrs) of Sex of Patient

Partner Total
~Female Male

13 or less 3 3
14-16 12 22 34
17-19 31 5 36
20-25 18 3 21

More than 25 2 2 4
Not known 2

Total .. .. 63 37 100

Table VII shows the numbers of heterosexual
partners. One male who had had no heterosexual
partners was a homosexual, who had on many
previous occasions been notified as the source of
infection. This he had certainly been, but it had not
been possible to prove that he had rectal gonorrhoea.
He had now for the first time tried to be the active
partner in homosexual relationship, and had prompt-
ly developed gonococcal urethritis.

TABLE VII
NUMBERS OF HETEROSEXUAL PARTNERS

Sex of Patient
No. of Partners Total

Female Male

0 I
2 66 3 9
2 6 -6
3 5 3 8

4-10 28 13 41
11-30 6 1 1 17
31-100 7 4 1 1
100+ 5 2 7

Total .. .. 63 37 100

The five women who had had more than 100
partners were all prostitutes. As for the two men who
had had more than 100 partners, one was a homo-
sexual prostitute and the other a "Beatles-musician"
-five such being included in this series.
Taking the series as a whole, 35 per cent. had had

more than ten different partners, 50 per cent. from
three to ten, and 15 per cent. only one or two.

Pregnancies.-Table VIII shows that 27 of the
women had been pregnant 37 times; this is a very
large number for a group whose average age at the
time of the study was 18 years.

TABLE VIII
PREGNANCIES

No. of Patients No. of Pregnancies

19x 1 19
6x2 12
2x3 6

27 37

Table IX (opposite) shows the outcome of the
pregnancies: fourteen patients gave birth, fourteen
of the pregnancies ended in miscarriage, and eight
girls were pregnant at the time of the study. One had
been operated on for extra-uterine pregnancy.

Patients with legal, illegal, and spontaneous mis-
carriages will be more fully described when a more
extensive series has been examined; it will be inter-
esting to see if it is the poorly endowed and badly
integrated patients who request that legal abortions
shall be performed.
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TABLE IX
HOW PREGNANCIES ENDED

Normal birth 14
Pregnant at time ofstudy.8
Legal abortion I
Illegal + ?illegal abortion.8 (6+2)
Spontaneous + ?spontaneous abortion .. 5 (3+2)
Extra-uterine. I

Total 37

Previous Infections.-Table X shows that 22
women, that is one-third, had previously been in-
fected 43 times, that is on the average twice for each
patient. Eleven, that is one-third of the men, had
previously had 26 gonococcal infections.

TABLE X
PREVIOUS INFECTIONS WITH GONORRHOEA

Sex
Number of Infections Total

Female Male

Patients 22 11 33
Infections .. ...-

Notifications 43 26 69

Re-infections within 6 Patients 14 4 18
months .. .

Notifications 18 4 22

Prostitution and Semi-prostitution.-24 of the 63
girls were classified as prostitutes, nine being true
prostitutes, that is persons who ask for money from
men unknown to them in payment for sexual
intercourse. This type of prostitute is found all
over the world in towns and especially in sea-ports.
Most of them served clients with cars, coitus taking
place in the car.
The other fifteen girls could be characterized as

only semi-prostitutes, although several of them had
no other occupation; they were paid for sexual
intercourse not by money but by gifts in the form of
food, clothing, cigarettes, alcoholic liquor, or board
and lodging. These patients and their clients use
a name, new to the Danish language, which may be
translated as "table-prostitute".

This group of fifteen, nearly one-quarter of the 63
female patients, fell into two sections: the prosti-
tutes from the harbour district and the so-called
"American girls". There are still a great number of
American soldiers stationed in Germany who spend
their 2 or 3 weeks' leave in Copenhagen. While
there they live with an "American girl", who at the
same time acts as a guide. When the soldier returns
to Germany, he recommends the girl to his friends.
Homosexuality.-Two girls were classified as

homosexuals, and there were six male homo-
sexuals, two of whom were prostitutes.

Psychiatric Treatment.-Table XI shows these
patients tend to be psychiatrically abnormal. Nine

women and three men (12 per cent.) had been
admitted to psychiatric wards on a total of 22
occasions, in comparison with about 1 *5 per
thousand unselected persons of their age group.
Reasons for admission included intellectual back-
wardness, attempted suicide, abnormalities of
character, and behavioural difficulties.

Furthermore, six had been admitted to a somatic
ward or sanatorium for psychiatric reasons only.

TABLE XI
PATIENTS ADMITTED TO PSYCHIATRIC AND

GYNAECOLOGICAL WARDS

Sex
Admissions Total

Female Male

Psychiatric ward .. 9 3 12

Somatic ward at sanatorium for psychi-
atric complaints.5 1 6

Gynaecological ward.18 - 18

Gynaecological Treatment.-Eighteen of the 63
women had been admitted to gynaecological
wards, mostly because of salpingitis. This number
does not include admissions to hospital for normal
confinements.

Intelligence.-Table XII, compiled by clinical
judgement, shows that half the patients were
mentally normal, 30 per cent. were registered as
normal but were of rather low intelligence, and 8
per cent. were mentally retarded.

TABLE XII
INTELLIGENCE

Sex
Assessment of Intelligence Total

Female Male

Mentally retarded 6 2 8

Normal (lower range).18 12 30
Normal. 31 19 50
Normal (top range) .4 2 6

Intelligent .4 2 6

Total.63 37 100

Maturity.-Table XIII shows that half the patients
were less mature than normal for their age. The

TABLE XIII
MATURITY

Sex
Degree of Maturity Total

Female Male

Less than corresponding to age .. 37 12 49
Corresponding to age.26 25 51

Total.63 37 100
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difference between the men and women can be
explained by the high proportion of seamen, who
tend to be more grown-up than usual for their age.

This collection of information was completed in
October, 1965, but further particulars are to be
collected from the schools, and also from social
institutions where pregnant girls and women are
examined by psychiatrists, and from the social
police who have compiled extensive information
about many of the infected persons.

Summary
This investigation indicates that young persons

infected with gonorrhoea do not come from a good
social milieu, have left school early, and have had
less vocational training than the average.

Sexual activity starts early and its volume is
apparent from the many brief sexual liaisons and
the great number of previous infections. The female
patients had had many pregnancies and many were
prostitutes or semi-prostitutes.
Many patients had shown disturbances in be-

haviour at school and at home, 12 per cent. having
been admitted to psychiatric wards. Many are of
poor intellect and half are immature.

There is no doubt that gonorrhoea among teen-
agers must be looked upon not only as an infection
but as a social disease. The aim of this study was to
examine and describe the socio-psychiatric aspects
more closely, so that more efficient treatment can
be given.
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100 jeunes personnes (de 13 a 19 ans) souffrant de
blennorragie a Copenhague. Etude socio-psychiatrique

RESUMm

Cette enquete montre que les jeunes personnes souffrant
de blennorragie ne viennent pas d'un bon milieu social, et
qu'elles ont quitt6 l'ecole de bonne heure et ont eu moins
d'entrainement vers l'orientation professionelle que la
moyenne.

Les fonctions sexuelles commencent de bonne heure et
leur ampleur est apparente par les nombreuses breves
liaisons et le grand nombre d'infections anterieures. Les
patientes avaient eu plusieurs grossesses et beaucoup
etaient des prostitu6es, professionelles ou amateurs.
Beaucoup de patientes avaient montr' -fes troubles de

conduite a 1'ecole et a la maison, 12 poui cent ayant ete
admises dans les salles de psychiatr: 'lusieurs sont
d'intelligence mediocre et la moitie i. pas atteint la
maturite.

II n'y a pas de doute que la blennorragie parmi ces
jeunes personnes doit etre consideree non seulement
comme une infection mais aussi comme une maladie
sociale. Le but de cette 6tude a ete d'examiner et de
d6crire de plus pres les aspects socio-psychiatriques afin
qu'un traitement plus efficace puisse etre donne.
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