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Preface 

In June 2009, Soa Aids Nederland (STI-Aids Netherlands (SANL)) started the Move 
Forward Project – career development opportunities for sex workers in Macedonia, 
Uganda Vietnam and Egypt. A new project, new partners and a new paradigm – what is 
career development? 

This project has been made possible by the support of the Dutch Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs. They invited Soa Aids Nederland to design a project that created opportunities for 
sex workers for alternative careers. Soa Aids Nederland asked the Ministry about the 
reasons behind alternative careers and we concluded; the main aim is to empower 
women en men in the sex industry to make informed choices about their future and 
about their career. Instead of alternative careers, Soa Aids Nederland suggested a career 
development programme for sex workers, whether this is in or outside sex work, based 
on their strengths and needs.  

Soa Aids Nederland is grateful to the Ministry that they believed in our vision and 
innovative approach. Along the way, there have been some changes and delays, but it 
was always open for discussion. We experienced an equal partnership with the Ministry 
which is very helpful.  

Secondly, I want to express my gratitude to all our partners. In very short time they 
managed setting up a needs assessment and projects for sex workers. The commitment 
and energy put in this project is overwhelming. We see the initiatives moving forward 
because of your tremendous job. Of course, I want to thank all participants of the needs 
assessment and desk study who have openly shared their dreams, stories and fears.  

Finally I would like to thank Trijntje Kootstra for all her effort and energy put into this 
project. She has been the force behind this report. She managed to formulate clear 
findings and common grounds based on an enormous number of transcriptions, reports 
and research.  

It was a search for all of us setting up such initiatives in the best possible way. And still 
we are learning every day. This report proudly presents the first findings of our desk 
research and the needs assessment.  

We are looking forward to the next phase of the project and hope to present the second 
publication by the end of 2011.  

 

 

Marieke Ridder 
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Executive Summary 

1. Move Forward Project: key objectives and activities 

In June 2009, the Dutch Ministry of Foreign Affairs made a grant available to Soa Aids 
Nederland (STI-Aids Netherlands (SANL)) and its local partner organizations that work 
with sex workers in ‘developing countries’, to enlarge career development opportunities 
for sex workers who voluntarily want to withdraw from sex work.  

 

SANL subsequently developed the Move Forward Project – Career Opportunities for Sex 
Workers, which is implemented in four countries: Macedonia, Egypt, Uganda and 
Vietnam, together with local partner organizations. The project has begun in September 
2009 and will end in December 2011. 

SANL defines ‘career development for sex workers’ as follows: 

 

‘Career development of sex workers aims at empowering sex workers with life skills, 
information and support needed to make informed decisions on their current and future 
life.’ 

 

The Move Forward Project consists of four components: 

1. A thorough assessment of needs and strengths among sex workers in the four 
partner countries; 

2. A desk research regarding good practices on career development for sex 
workers;  

3. Partner projects on career development in all four countries with the help of 
strong existing partner organizations and (international) networks; 

4. A report with the final results of the project. 

 

The leading research question of the desk research was:  

‘What is career development for sex workers and what are the key elements that 

make career development programmes for sex workers successful?’ 

 

Sub questions were:  

‘Which –successful or failed- career development projects have been initiated in 

the past which can provide insight into good practices and promising new 

activities?’ 

‘Which circumstances have contributed to the success or failure of these 

initiatives?’  
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In this report, the outcomes of the needs assessment and the desk research are 
presented. In total 223 sex workers were involved in the needs assessment, 65 in 
individual in-depth interviews and 158 in focus group discussions. The majority of the sex 
workers participating in the needs assessment were female (84%), whereas 12% were 
men and 4% were transgenders. The desk research is based on literature study and 
interviews with experts.  

 

Rights based approach 

Predominant in SANL’s vision is the universality of human rights which should equally 
apply to sex workers. SANL believes that empowerment of sex workers and sex worker-
friendly services are essential to improve their position. Enlarging career development 
opportunities from a rights based approach is a strong way of empowerment. Sex 
workers should not in any way be coerced into ‘rehabilitation programmes’ and forced to 
withdraw from sex work against their will. 

Another essential feature of SANL’s approach is the inclusion of sex workers into project 
development, implementation and evaluation. SANL and its partners therefore began the 
Move Forward Project with a thorough assessment of the needs and strengths of sex 
workers before implementing the partner projects.  

 

Local partner organizations 

The improvement of the social and economic circumstances of sex workers cannot be 
accomplished overnight, but requires long term investment and involvement. Therefore, 
SANL made a well-considered choice to enter into partnerships with local organizations 
that have already an established reputation in the field of working with sex workers and 
who will continue to do so after the project ends. A few exceptions were made, as some 
sex workers organizations only started recently. However, these organizations have great 
potential and therefore qualified for the Move Forward Project. 

In Macedonia SANL works together with Healthy Options Project Skopje (HOPS).  

In Egypt SANL entered into partnership with the Al Shehab Foundation for 
Comprehensive Development, within the Joint Programme of UNFPA.  

In Uganda, SANL works with three organizations: Wonetha, Uydel and War Child 
Holland. Wonetha is a sex workers organization based in the capital, Kampala. Uydel is a 
local NGO that also works in Kampala. War Child Holland works in northern Uganda.  

In Vietnam, SANL works with the sex workers organization Noi Bin Yen Group and the 
Centre for Supporting Community Development Initiatives (SCDI) in Hanoi. In 
partnership with UNAIDS, the Provincial Aids Committee (PAC) in Ho Chi Minh City is 
supported.  
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2. Key findings from the needs assessments 

Working conditions 

� Young starting age. At the time of the needs assessments, 9% of the 
interviewees in the four countries were underage, especially in Uganda and Egypt. 
Most of the respondents were (young) adults, but there was also a considerable 
group older than 35 (23%), especially in Vietnam and Macedonia. When asked 
when they started sex work, another image surfaces, as 39% indicates that they 
started working in the sex sector when they were still underage, especially in 
Uganda and Egypt.  

�  ‘I work for the money’. Financial reasons were mentioned by 91% of all 
respondents when they were asked why they started working in the sex sector. 
Many had children or other family members depending on them and often the sex 
worker was the sole breadwinner in a large, extended family.  

� Long working experience in sex work. The individual interviewees in all four 
countries shared a long working experience in the sex sector. The largest group 
had worked between five and ten years (34%), some even more than ten years 
(17%).  

� Stigmatization, discrimination and clients’ violence main obstacles. Sex 
workers in all four countries named stigmatization and discrimination as well as 
violence from clients as the main obstacles they faced in their daily lives. Client 
non-payment, shame and self-stigmatization were expressed as well. 

� Use of force or coercion. Although a general opinion is that most sex workers 
are exploited, this needs assessment shows that the use of force or coercion was 
hardly mentioned as a means of entry into the sex sector. Of all the 65 individual 
interviewees in the four countries, two indicated they had been forced into the sex 
sector. 63% indicated that friends or acquaintances introduced them to sex work 
and 29% said they took the initiative themselves.  

 

Positive experiences 

� Earning money to provide for the family. In all countries, sex workers 
expressed their pride in being able to take care of their children and other family 
members through sex work. They also pointed out to the income they could earn 
with sex work, which was in most cases much higher than any other job open to 
them.  

� Feeling independent. Some sex workers expressed that they felt strong and 
considered themselves business (wo)men. Most respondents also indicated they 
liked the freedom the work permitted them, not having to get up early in the 
morning and work fixed hours. Moreover, they liked that they got the money into 
their hands right away instead of a monthly salary in a factory or as a housemaid.  

� Good relationships with clients. Despite the number of negative experiences 
with clients, many sex workers mentioned good relationships with clients as a 
positive aspect of sex work as well. Some were involved with the same clients for 
many years; others mentioned the joy and sexual pleasure they had with clients.  

� Solidarity among sex workers. Many sex workers indicated the feeling of 
solidarity among sex workers, despite the high competition that was also there. 
Respondents in all countries shared ‘tips and tricks’ among each other and 
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sometimes they even shared their income, if one had earned almost nothing 
during the night.  

 

Police harassment and violence 

� In all four countries, police harassment and violence were mentioned by a high 
percentage of respondents. In Macedonia 77% of the interviewees mentioned 
police harassment and violence, in Egypt this was 73%, in Vietnam 68% and in 
Uganda 67%. Those who did not indicate trouble with the police had often 
managed to avoid contacts with the police in the first place. Police brutality took 
many different forms, but in all four countries harassment and violence; sexual 
services including rape; bribery and extortion; and arrest and imprisonment were 
mentioned most of all. 

 

Health issues and service providers 

� Access to services. Most sex workers in the four countries had access to health 
and social care, although in many cases this access was limited and often 
respondents had to pay for services themselves.  

� STI and HIV/AIDS risks and condom use. The respondents in all four 
countries considered their risk to catch an STI or HIV/AIDS to be high, with the 
exception of Egypt. 85% in Macedonia felt at risk, 80% in Uganda, 68% in 
Vietnam and 47% in Egypt. Although respondents in Egypt considered themselves 
relatively low at risk, their lack of condom use indicated otherwise.  

� Services most used. The services offered differed in the four countries. Only in 
Uganda there was already a range of vocational training offered to the 
respondents apart from social activities and health services. In the other countries 
the services mainly concentrated on social activities and health services.  

� Health services were appreciated most of all in the four countries. High 
appreciation was also given to social activities such as gatherings in the drop-in 
centres; services of a psychologist; opportunities to meet with other sex workers; 
and, in general, feeling included instead of excluded.  

� Services missed. When asked which services were dearly missed, respondents in 
all countries mentioned high quality vocational skills; support to start businesses; 
saving schemes; language skills and childcare. Moreover, many interviewees 
reported feelings of social isolation and loneliness and called for more 
opportunities to meet socially.  

� Community building. In all countries sex workers expressed the need to come 
and work together, thereby strengthening themselves as a community.  

 

Alternative career choices and empowerment within sex work 

� Most had working experience besides sex work. A large majority of all 
respondents (85%) had working experience beside sex work, generally before 
entering the sex sector. The main reason to give up the alternative employment 
was that it did not provide enough income. 
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� Stepping in and out of sex work many times. More than half of the 
interviewees (52%) indicated they had left the sex sector at least once or several 
times since they started, giving stigmatization, health reasons, psychological or 
physical exhaustion and marriage as the prime reasons to quit. They came back 
to sex work predominantly for financial reasons.  

� Not all want to leave. Although a majority of all interviewed sex workers (63%) 
indicated they definitely wanted to leave the sex sector, there was also a 
significant group that wished to remain in sex work (15%), or only wanted out if 
there would be enough alternative income (22%). Among the male sex workers, 
the percentage that wanted to stay in sex work was much higher than among 
female sex workers. Reasons to stay in sex work were the income earned which 
was relatively much higher than in other occupations open to them; the freedom 
it gave respondents; and the familiarity of the work. 

� Stigmatization, harassment and violence main reasons to quit. Sex 
workers who wanted to leave the sex sector indicated that the stigmatization, 
harassment and violence attached to sex work were the main reasons to quit.  

� Lack of income key barrier to leave sex work. The lack of income was 
mentioned by most respondents as the key barrier to leave sex work for good. 
Respondents also indicated that some career development programmes obliged 
sex workers to quit sex work before they could join the programme. In many 
cases this prevented participation, as respondents had to continue to earn money 
to provide for themselves and their relatives. 

� Alternative jobs close to daily lives and qualities of sex workers. A number 
of alternative jobs were mentioned by sex workers in all four countries. Many job 
preferences were close to their daily lives, such as becoming a hairdresser or 
make-up artist. A large group wanted to start their own businesses, as this would 
give them the same kind of freedom they have in sex work and would lack the 
prejudices they face in other jobs. 

� Needs for alternative employment and empowerment within sex work. 

Sex workers in all four countries expressed that they needed high quality 
vocational training to engage in alternative employment, as well as business skills 
and loans; financial literacy skills; language skills; computer skills and child care 
to be able to attend training. 

 

3. Key findings from the desk research 

The Desk Research looked into different models of career development and compared the 
effects of different perceptions on the development and goals of career development 
programmes. Barriers to leave the sex sector refer to the influence of individual factors 
interplaying with relational, structural and societal factors. Lifting these barriers needs to 
be addressed in a multi pronged approach. But also transferable skills were specified that 
might be useful to sex workers when they decide to leave the sex sector.  

The dilemmas of many present projects aimed at ‘rehabilitation’ of sex workers have 
been displayed, of which the conditionality of access seems to be the largest problem. 
Forcing sex workers to leave sex work before allowing them into ‘rehabilitation’ 
programmes not only stigmatizes them further, but also prevents them from participating 
as the need to earn an income during retraining remains.  
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Based on the literature, interviews with experts in the field and examples of good 
practices, the rights based approach is considered to be the most effective and respectful 
way to address career development of sex workers. Key elements have been defined for 
successful, right based programmes of which the following can be recommended as the 
most crucial. 

 

4. Final remarks 

The first two components of the Move Forward Project have now been completed: the 
needs assessments and the desk research into good practices. The third component of 
the Move Forward Project is now well underway. In all four countries, seven partner 
organizations are implementing rights based projects on career development for sex 
workers. The partner projects have started up in 2010 and most will run until June 2011. 

Consequently, now is not the time to draw general conclusions and make general 
recommendations based on the needs assessments and desk research only. For this, the 
input from the partner projects and the sex workers involved in them will be invaluable. 
In December 2011, the final results of the Move Forward Project will be presented with 
an evaluation of the partner projects, lessons learnt and recommendations for future 
sustainable career development programmes for sex workers.  
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1. Introduction 

1.1 Move Forward Project: key objectives and activities 

This report presents the first outcomes of the Move Forward Project – Career 
Opportunities for Sex Workers. Career development is part of our daily vocabulary. 
However, if we talk about career development of sex workers people start asking 
questions. Every now and then only a sewing machine will be handed out to motivate sex 
workers to withdraw from sex work, instead of looking at their strengths, motivations 
and possibilities. 

Worldwide, sex work is often criminalized and surrounded by stigma and discrimination. 
This places sex workers in a marginalized position, which makes them more vulnerable to 
STIs and HIV, as well as exploitation in many ways. Empowerment of sex workers and 
sex worker-friendly services are considered essential to improve their position. Enlarging 
career development opportunities is a strong way of empowerment – to move forward 
(within or outside the sex sector). Establishing this kind of programmes for sex workers 
is not a simple task and there is no ‘one fits all-solution’. Contextual determinants like 
poverty; lack of alternatives; stigma; and discrimination are deep-rooted factors that 
hinder sex workers to change their careers. 

In June 2009, the Dutch Ministry of Foreign Affairs made a grant available to Soa Aids 
Nederland (STI-Aids Netherlands, SANL) and its local partner organisations that work 
with sex workers in ‘developing countries’, to enlarge career development opportunities 
for sex workers who voluntarily want to withdraw from sex work. 

STI-AIDS Netherlands subsequently developed the Move Forward Project on career 
development opportunities for sex workers. The Move Forward Project is implemented in 
four countries: Macedonia, Egypt, Uganda and Vietnam, together with local partner 
organizations. The project has begun in September 2009 and will end in December 2011. 

SANL defines ‘career development for sex workers’ as follows: 

‘Career development of sex workers aims at empowering sex workers with life skills, 
information and support needed to make informed decisions on their current and future 
life.’ 

 

The key objectives of the Move Forward project are: 

1. To document good practices, contextual determinants and (pre)conditions of 
career development programs for sex workers; 

2. To identify the potential effects (both favourable and adverse) on the position of 
sex workers of the proposed career development programs for sex workers; 

3. To identify needs and strengths of sex workers to enhance empowerment of sex 
workers through career development programmes; 

4. To implement partner projects to improve career development opportunities for 
sex workers. SANL will focus on the empowerment of sex workers and on 
improving sex worker-friendly services in a way that career development 
strategies can be embedded in a good local structure.  
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The Move Forward Project consists of four components: 

1. A thorough assessment of needs and strengths among sex workers; 

2. A desk research regarding good practices on career development for sex workers;  

3. Partner projects on career development in all four countries with the help of 
strong existing partner organizations and (international) networks; 

4. A report with the final results of the project. 

 

Distinctive features of the Move Forward Project are: 

� Inclusion of sex workers at all levels of project preparation, implementation and 
evaluation; 

� Inclusion of local partner organizations to implement the needs assessments and 
carry out the partner projects, in close cooperation with existing (international, 
UN) networks; 

� A methodology that strengthens the local organizations and sex workers 
themselves. 

 

The following outputs can be expected from the project: 

� Improved understanding of local programmes that aim to empower sex workers 
through  career development programmes; 

� Documented good practices and (pre)conditions of career development 
programmes; 

� Strengthened capacity of local NGOs and other relevant institutions to increase 
the success  of career development programmes and sex worker-friendly 
services; 

� Successfully developed and implemented partner projects, through which sex 
workers have  better opportunities to further develop their careers. 

 

1.2 Rights based approach 

Predominant in SANL’s vision is the universality of human rights which should equally 
apply to sex workers. These rights consist among others of the right to health care, social 
services and legal aid; protection against discrimination; as well as the right to free 
choice of employment and safe working conditions. SANL believes that empowerment of 
sex workers and sex worker-friendly services are essential to improve their position. 
Enlarging career development opportunities from a rights based approach is a strong way 
of empowerment. Sex workers should not in any way be coerced into ‘rehabilitation 
programmes’ and forced to withdraw from sex work against their will. 

Another essential feature of SANL’s approach is the inclusion of sex workers into project 
development, implementation and evaluation. Far too often projects are put into practice 
that decide what is best for sex workers over the heads of those involved. Sex workers 
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are only ‘allowed’ into the project as recipients, not decision makers. Activities are 
developed without exploring their effectiveness or whether they meet the needs of sex 
workers. SANL turned things around and began its project with a thorough assessment of 
the needs and strengths of sex workers through individual in-depth interviews and focus 
group discussions. The outcomes of this needs assessment formed the basis for the 
partner projects. 

 

1.3 Local partner organizations 

The improvement of the social and economic circumstances of sex workers cannot be 
accomplished overnight, but requires long term investment and involvement. Therefore, 
SANL made a well-considered choice to enter into partnerships with local organizations 
that have already an established reputation in the field of working with sex workers and 
who will continue to do so after the project ends. A few exceptions were made, as some 
sex workers organizations only started recently. However, these organizations have great 
potential and therefore qualified for the Move Forward Project. 

In Macedonia SANL works together with Healthy Options Project Skopje (HOPS), a local 
NGO that provides services for sex workers in Skopje, Strumica, Gostivar and Ohrid.  

In Egypt SANL entered into partnership with the Al Shehab Foundation for 
Comprehensive Development, within the Joint Programme of UNFPA. Al Shehab is the 
only Egyptian NGO working with and for sex workers and provides different services in 
Cairo.  

In Uganda, SANL works with three organizations: Wonetha, Uydel and War Child 
Holland. Wonetha is a sex workers organization based in the capital, Kampala. Uydel, a 
local NGO also works in Kampala, but mainly in the slum areas. War Child Holland works 
in northern Uganda, a conflict area where they focus mainly on young women.  

In Vietnam, SANL works with the sex workers organization Noi Bin Yen Group and the 
Centre for Supporting Community Development Initiatives (SCDI) in Hanoi. In 
partnership with UNAIDS, the Provincial Aids Committee (PAC) in Ho Chi Minh City is 
supported.  

 

1.4 Methods used 

This report presents the first outcomes of the MOVE Forward Project, which reflects on 
the two key objectives: 

1. To document good practices, contextual determinants and (pre)conditions of 
career development programs for sex workers; 

2. To identify needs and strengths of sex workers to enhance empowerment of sex 
workers through career development programmes; 

Career development for sex workers was a new concept to work with for SANL. We had 
ideas and assumptions based on our expertise, but this was not enough to build set 
interventions. A valid intervention is well designed, based on theory and equally 
important the voices of participants or target population (Bartholomew et al. 2006, 193-
2010). Therefore we did a literature study and a needs assessment to collect theory and 
voices of the target population. 
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1.4.1 Desk research 

To document good practices, contextual determinants and (pre)conditions of career 
development programs for sex workers, SANL designed a desk research. 

 The leading research question of the desk research was:  

‘What is career development for sex workers and what are the key elements that 

make career development programmes for sex workers successful?’ 

Sub questions were:  

‘Which –successful or failed- career development projects have been initiated in 

the past which can provide insight into good practices and promising new 

activities?’ 

‘Which circumstances have contributed to the success or failure of these 

initiatives?’  

Methods used:  

- Literature study 

- In-depth interviews with 14 experts 

The outcomes of the desk research aim to provide a theoretical and practical framework 
for the development of successful career development programmes for sex workers in 
the four partner countries of the Move Forward Project and possibly also in other parts of 
the world.  

 

1.4.2 Assessment of needs and strengths of sex workers 

To identify needs and strengths of sex workers to enhance empowerment of sex workers 
through career development programmes, SANL designed a needs assessment in the 
four countries.  

The leading research question of the needs assessments was:  

‘What (pre)conditions are needed for development and implementation of 

sustainable programmes that aim to support sex workers and their career 

development in Egypt, Uganda, Vietnam & Macedonia?’ 

The needs assessment was carried out in the four partner countries in close cooperation 
with the local partner organizations.  

Methods Used:  

According to Bartholomew et al. (2006, 193-2010), the first step towards a health 
intervention is a thorough needs assessment with the target population. One way of 
setting up a needs assessment is exploring the quality of life of the target population 
(idem). 

We began to gain better understanding of the quality of life of sex work communities in 
Macedonia, Egypt, Vietnam and Uganda. A data collection instrument was developed, 
based on a qualitative method. We choose explicitly for a qualitative method, because we 
wanted to create trust. Trust is a key element working with sex work communities. Story 
telling by sex workers, partners, and important stakeholders created trust and meanwhile 
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we collected valuable information for the needs assessment. Multiple focus groups 
discussions have been organised. Secondly, to collect more structured information, semi-
structured interviews have been conducted. Surveys have not been used, because there 
was the fear of loosing the interest of the target population. In total 223 sex workers 
were involved in the needs assessment, 65 in individual in-depth interviews and 158 in 
focus group discussions. 

Trust and better understanding of each others’ interest was crucial for the overall Move 
Forward project. All partners involved knew each other, but not well. Trust among STI 
AIDS Netherlands and the partner organisations has been enlarged by extensive group 
discussions. The needs assessment provided vital input for the implementation of the 
partner projects. 

The needs assessment was already an intervention, as an enormous energy emerged 
from all discussions. Participants gained new ideas and understanding by discussion work 
related issues. For all participants (SANL, sex workers, NGO staff members, etc) the 
needs assessment opened our eyes in many ways.  

Once we had better understanding of the quality of live, on personal issues as well as 
environmental influences, SANL and her partners were better able to design projects and 
interventions. These projects are currently implemented. Deriving from these projects 
determinants of career development on individual level, family level, social system level 
and the public norm and values will be formulated. Thereafter, we will make overall 
recommendations for career development programmes for sex workers. The 
recommendations will be expected around December 2011. 

 

1.5 Analyzing Data 

All data have been carefully read and analysed on the following themes: 

- Context information 

- Working conditions 

- Positive experiences in your work 

- Violence 

- Health issues 

- Service providers 

- Alternative career opportunities 

The data collected by semi-structured interviews have been placed in a excel overview, 
based on the questionnaire. These generated a great overview about the frequency of 
certain issues raised. All tables and charts are based on this overview. Furthermore, 
several quotes have been used to explain the story behind these data.    

The focus group discussions have also been analysed on the themes mentioned above. 
This was mainly done on phrases of the transcriptions and linked to the outcomes of the 
semi-structured interviews.  
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1.6 Limitations: 

The Move Forward Project has been designed and implemented in a very limited time 
frame. The original project was designed only for one year on request by the Dutch 
Ministry. In 2010 we were very pleased to receive approval of the Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs to extend the project with one more year.  

The original implementation period (one year), limited SANL to make a thorough design 
based on intervention mapping. Therefore not all recommendations could be generalised 
and not all interventions are evidenced based yet. The Move Forward project is however 
an innovative programme and we do hope that it created new opportunities and chances 
working with sex workers’ career opportunities.  

 

1.7 Follow-up: partner projects and final report 

The desk research and the assessments of needs and strengths of sex workers in 
Macedonia, Uganda, Egypt and Vietnam are now completed and will be presented in this 
report. The partner projects have started up and most will run until June 2011. The Move 
Forward Project will end in December 2011 and will conclude with a final report, 
incorporating all the results of the partner projects and recommendations for future 
activities. 

 

1.8 Composition of this report 

In chapter 2 the results of the desk research will be presented, together with conclusions 
and recommendations that may be valuable for the successful implementation of 
(partner) projects on career development for sex workers. 

In chapter 3 the needs assessments will be shortly introduced. 

In the chapters 4 up to 7, the results of the needs and strengths assessments in 
Macedonia, Uganda, Egypt and Vietnam will be presented, giving voice to sex workers 
and the organizations supporting them. 

Chapter 8 provides the common ground found in the needs assessments and desk 
research, as well as a few final remarks. 

In the annexes an overview is given of the partner projects that are presently being 
implemented in Macedonia, Uganda, Egypt and Vietnam, as well as a list of all the 
organizations and experts spoken with and the literature consulted for the desk research. 
The questionnaire used during the needs assessment is included as well. 
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2. Desk Research 

2.1 Introduction  

For the purpose of the desk research, a two-fold approach was used. Firstly, a literature 
research has been implemented into different approaches of career development for sex 
workers and their implications in every day practice. Secondly, the literature research 
was supplemented by interviews with 14 experts in the field who have extensive 
knowledge and expertise on sex work and career development. Some experts 
represented organizations implementing career development programmes themselves 
and were valuable sources for further documents and good practices. The literature and 
interviews combined led to the phrasing of key elements for success of career 
development programmes for sex workers. 

The leading research question of the desk research was:  

‘What is career development for sex workers and what are the key elements that 

make career development programmes for sex workers successful?’ 

Sub questions:  

‘Which –successful or failed- career development projects have been initiated in 

the past which can provide insight into good practices and promising new 

activities?’ 

‘Which circumstances have contributed to the success or failure of these 

initiatives?’  

 

SANL defines ‘career development for sex workers’ as follows: 

‘Career development of sex workers aims at empowering sex workers with life 

skills, information and support needed to make informed decisions on their 

current and future life.’ 

The outcomes of the desk research aim to provide a theoretical and practical framework 
for the development of successful career development programmes for sex workers in 
the four partner countries of the Move Forward Project and possibly also in other parts of 
the world.  

It should be noted that some of the literature consulted refers to sex work in ‘developed 
countries’ rather than ‘developing countries.’ Also, some research refers foremost to 
indoor sex workers whereas other documents relate primarily to street based sex 
workers. Naturally, there are many differences between the situation of sex workers in 
‘developed countries’ and those in ‘developing countries’ and research cannot be 
translated directly from one situation to another. Moreover, street based sex workers 
sometimes face other challenges than indoor sex workers. This being said, the desk 
research and the outcomes of the needs assessments in the four partner countries also 
showed many similarities between ‘richer’ and ‘poorer’ countries on one hand and ‘indoor’ 
and ‘outdoor’ sex work on the other hand. Therefore, although generalization should at 
all times be avoided, we do believe that there is common ground between these different 
groups of sex workers and that some themes are universal.  
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2.2 Reasons for entry and stay in the sex sector 

Career development for sex workers is a relatively new paradigm. Much research has 
been carried out into prevention of sex work or the services provided for sex workers. 
However, much less data are available on how sex workers’ careers develop. What 
motivates them within their work? What leads them to leave the sex sector, if at all? And 
what happens afterwards? There is hardly any research available on follow-up of sex 
workers after they have left the sex sector. 

Existing literature also concentrates mainly on exiting strategies and not on 
empowerment or career development within the sex sector. Moreover, one’s view on sex 
work dominates extensively one’s definition of career development. There is much 
discussion on the voluntary or coerced nature of sex work, which highly influences one’s 
perspective on the reasons and ways that sex workers leave the sex sector.  

In a report written for the International Labour Organization (ILO), Lim et al. (1998, v, 1-
10) look into the economic and social bases of sex work in Southeast Asia. They 
distinguish three categories of entry into the sex sector which can also be of importance 
to other geographical regions. These are free personal choice; pressured entry because 
of dire economic circumstances or lack of alternatives; and deception, violence and debt 
bondage.  

Mayhew and Mossman (2007, 14-16) differentiate even more when they describe the 
diversity among sex workers’ entry and stay in the sector: 

1. Sex work as a preferred career; 

2. Sex work as the ‘best occupational option’ which offers high flexibility and a 
reasonable source of income, especially for those with limited education levels; 

3. Sex work as a result of limited choice, e.g. for drug addicted or homeless sex 
workers; 

4. Sex work as a result of no choice, i.e. trafficking and exploitation. 

Lim et al. (1998, 13-17) point out the contrast between those who deny any free choice 
or agency in sex work and those who consider sex work a choice. The first group 
considers all sex work a violation of human rights, whereas the other group only 
considers coercion, violence and deception in sex work as human rights abuses, but not 
the work itself. The latter group calls for sex work to be recognized as work and be 
treated like any other form of labour. 

Weitzer (2010, 17-20) refers to the ‘oppression paradigm’ which strives to abolish the 
entire sex sector and denies choice and agency to sex workers. In this view, sex work is 
done to, not done by the men, women and transgenders active in the sex sector and 
leads to victimization of those involved. Weitzer states that research data are often 
manipulated to support the oppression paradigm, concentrating on the most deprived 
and desperate segments of the sex workers’ population. Data that point in another 
direction are left out or even distorted, he claims. Weitzer furthermore points out to the 
significant influence the oppression paradigm has on public policies, leading to 
‘rehabilitation programmes’ for ex-sex workers throughout the world. 

Mayhew and Mossman (2007, 15) also indicate the ideological underpinnings that highly 
influence the thrust and direction of policies towards sex workers: 

1. Sex work seen as an illegal activity, which leads to coercive interventions, such as 
imprisonment and forced stays in ‘rehabilitation centres’; 
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2. Sex work seen as an immoral activity carried out by ‘fallen women’, leading to 
initiatives like for example in India, where sex workers are ‘married off’ to ex-
delinquents to turn them into ‘decent women’ again; 

3. Sex work seen as violence against women, which leads to victimization of sex 
workers and attempts to ‘repair the victim’;  

4. Sex work seen as a social problem, mostly in legalized or decriminalized legal 
settings, in which sex work can be seen as symptomatic of inadequate social 
support systems that fail to give sex workers alternative choices. 

From a rights based approach a fifth model of intervention could be added to Mayhew 
and Mossman: 

5. Sex work seen as a labour issue, in which provisions need to be made for good 
working conditions, old age and retirement, just like in any other type of work. 

In a report on a meeting between donors and sex workers activists organized by the 
Open Society Institute (2008, 9) ‘agency’ is mentioned as a term beyond the 
‘force/choice’ binary. According to the author neither choice nor coercion describes the 
complexity in which many sex workers operate. Many sex workers express that they 
merely took the best possible option in their circumstances, using their agency.  

 

Economic size and significance of the sex sector 

Regardless of the forced or voluntary nature of sex work, Lim et al. (1998, 1-10) draw 
attention to the size and significance of the sex sector. They illustrate how sex work 
provides a substantial income and employment for many and acts as a survival 
mechanism to cope with poverty and lack of social welfare, despite the stigma attached. 
The sex sector also provides a mechanism for redistributing income between the urban 
and regional areas, according to Lim et al. They conclude that for some sex workers, 
especially the poorly educated and unskilled, working conditions in the sex sector are 
better than in other occupations open to them. The sex sector offers them a higher 
income than in other jobs, flexibility in their working hours and immediate pay.  

In Cape Town, South-Africa, the Sex Worker Education and Advocacy Taskforce (SWEAT, 
Allafrica.com 2008) conducted a research into earnings from sex work as compared to 
other job opportunities. The study was implemented among 164 female sex workers, 
mainly street workers. The research showed that a woman with only primary education 
could earn up to four or five times more doing sex work than in any other job she would 
be eligible for such as waitressing, working in the beauty sector or retail; considering she 
could find a job at all in a country with 25% unemployment. A high school graduate could 
still earn 2.8 times more in sex work than in any other job compatible with her 
qualifications. A woman who has completed tertiary studies could still earn 1.5 times 
more in sex work. 

Lim et al. (1998, 206-210) also conclude that the growth of the sex sector is linked to 
economic growth. If absolute poverty was the sole root cause or major context of sex 
work, economic growth should lead to a decrease of sex workers, Lim et al. say. 
However, they found this was not the case. On the contrary: the absolute poverty 
decreased in the countries researched in Southeast Asia, but the social safety net still 
remains largely absent for a large part of the population, Lim et al. say, whereas the 
income inequalities remain wide. There are fewer job opportunities in the agricultural 
sector, pushing people into migration to the big cities. Women sometimes become the 
sole breadwinner for a large extended family left behind in the countryside. All the 
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country studies Lim et al. implemented within the region of Southeast Asia show that 
earnings from sex work are often much higher than from any alternative employment 
opportunities open to women (or men) with no or little education. The study also showed 
that although sex workers often indicated they wanted to move on to other jobs, they 
were at the same time highly conscious of the income loss they would face. 

 

Positive experiences in sex work 

Murphy and Venkatesh (2006, 19-20) found in their study among 100 indoor sex workers 
in New York City that respondents mentioned many positive sides to sex work. Examples 
they gave were a flexible schedule; decent working conditions in some kinds of sex work; 
appreciation for the power they yield over their clients; independence and autonomy in 
the work. The work-related autonomy and flexible nature of the work gave them a sense 
of freedom, the respondents said. Moreover, a significantly large percentage of workers 
expressed a high degree of enjoyment for the work itself. All in all they constructed their 
identity around sex work in a way that emphasized the positive and advantageous 
aspects of the work, the authors conclude. Furthermore, although many respondents 
expressed a desire to leave sex work eventually, this desire was mitigated by 
psychological and financial attachment to the work. The women expressed an ‘addiction 
to the lifestyle’ belonging to sex work as well, also in comparison to previous jobs.  

Mayhew and Mossman (2007, 16) mention several ‘pull factors’ for entering and 
remaining in the sex sector, both by indoor and outdoor sex workers. They name 
excitement and encouragement by others; seeking affection; freedom to work one’s own 
hours to accompany child care or study responsibilities; and of course financial reward. 

The main reason to stay in sex work is the money, according to the authors. For this, 
they also refer to another study by Woodward et al. (2004) in Australia, in which a study 
among 216 indoor sex workers showed a relatively high income. Besides, two-thirds of 
the interviewees said they would choose sex work again and felt that the future held 
good prospects for them. Consequently, Mayhew and Mossman conclude that sex work 
can be a positive choice, preferable to other alternatives and offering possibilities to 
social mobility, such as home ownership. 

Moreover, a longitudinal study by Ward and Day (2006) followed 130 indoor and outdoor 
female sex workers in Great Britain over a period of 15 years, in which they found that 
59% were still in sex work after all these years. The women chose to remain in sex work, 
despite the fact that during these years 37% had obtained higher levels of education and 
alternative employment opportunities were open to them. Moreover, the researchers 
concluded that there were no significant differences in health outcomes between those 
who had left the sex sector and those who were still working. 

 

2.3 Models to look at career development for sex workers 

The literature shows various models of career development for sex workers, which are in 
most cases restricted to the process of exiting sex work. Also, the models mentioned 
below are highly influenced by their view on sex work as a violation of human rights on 
one hand or as a matter of choice and agency on the other hand. 
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Breaking the Matthew Effect 

Månsson and Hedin (1999) developed an exit-model based on a study of 23 Swedish 
female sex workers, of whom 15 had left the sex sector more than three years before 
and eight were still working. Most of the women had worked on the streets, but a third 
had also indoor experience. The model consists of five stages: drifting into sex work; 
ensnarement in sex work; pre-breakaway; breakaway; and after the breakaway. 
Månsson and Hedin, who consider sex workers victims of exploitation rather than adults 
exercising free choice, describe ‘turning points’ which make sex workers decide to leave 
the sex sector. These turning points may be ‘eye opening events’, ‘traumatic events’, or 
‘positive life events’ (such as falling in love) according to the authors. Another way to 
quit sex work may be ‘more gradual and undramatic’ exits in which sex workers gradually 
limit their sexual services until they drop out.  

According to Månsson and Hedin structural, relational and individual factors influence sex 
workers’ decision to leave the sector, but of all these the emotional commitment of a sex 
worker to leave the sex sector is the determinant factor. With this assumption Månsson 
and Hedin put individual responsibility of the sex worker or ‘responsibilization’ to the 
front. The authors add that ‘after the breakaway’ former sex workers struggle with four 
main issues: coming to terms with their experiences in sex work; dealing with feelings of 
shame; living in a marginal situation; and dealing with intimate and close relationships.  

From a rights based approach, the problem with Månsson and Hedin’s model is that it 
considers all sex workers as victims that have been lured and trapped into the sex 
sector. Consequently, in Månsson and Hedin’s view, sex workers need to be ‘rescued’ 
rather than exercise free choice and agency to make their own decisions. Moreover, 
Månsson and Hedin do not distinguish between exiting strategies of indoor and outdoor 
sex workers. 

Mansson and Hedin’s model is also criticized by Sanders (2007, 76) who points out the 
interplay between individual agency on one hand and structural, cultural and legal 
disadvantages that sex workers face on the other hand. Examples of such structural 
disadvantages may be the lack of appropriate housing or adequate drug treatment; and 
the lack of realistic vocational training and alternative employment. Putting the focus 
most and for all on the sex worker’s individual role emphasizes their victimization and 
does not do justice to the structural disadvantages that make physical and cognitive 
transition out of the sex sector difficult, according to Sanders. 

 

Integration model 

In their model to exit sex work, Baker, Rochelle, Dalla and Williamson (2010, 587-594) 
speak of ‘prostituted women’ who need to be ‘rescued’. The authors, who concentrate on 
female street-level sex workers, distinguish six stages in the exiting process which they 
call the Integration Model: 

1. Immersion: the sex worker has no thoughts of leaving the sex sector and there is 
no conscious awareness of the need to change; 

2. Awareness: the sex worker becomes aware of the needs to change, but there are 
many barriers preventing exit; 

3. Deliberate planning: the sex worker prepares her exit; 

4. Initial exit: the sex worker leaves the sex sector, but there may be many re-
entries;  
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5. Final exit: the sex worker leaves the sex sector for good. However, it is difficult to 
define this last stage, as re-entry is always possible. 

Baker et al. indicate many barriers that prevent sex workers from leaving the sex sector, 
differentiating between individual, relational, structural and societal factors. On the 
individual level there might be self-destructive behaviour or substance abuse; mental 
health problems or lack of knowledge of services available. On the relational level sex 
workers may be obstructed by strained family relations; social isolation and pimps or 
drug dealers that keep them in the sex sector. The structural factors relate to limited job 
skills and employment opportunities; basic needs such as appropriate housing; lack of 
economic self-sufficiency and inadequate services. On the societal level sex workers 
suffer from stigma and discrimination, according to Baker et al. 

Although Baker et al.’s analysis of the barriers that sex workers face can be considered 
correct, from a rights based approach their view on sex workers as ‘prostituted women’ is 
worrisome and reflects their denial of sex workers’ agency or choice. Moreover, just like 
Månsson and Hedin, Baker et al. do not distinguish between exiting strategies of indoor 
and outdoor sex workers. 

 

Typology of Transitions 

Sanders (2007, 81-90) offers an alternative model, based on her study of 30 indoor and 
outdoor sex workers, developing a typology of transitions out of the sex sector. For every 
type of transition, she indicates the triggers both for indoor and outdoor sex workers. 

Sanders, who stresses in her study the agency of sex workers, points out that 
reactionary reasons to leave sex work are usually not permanent, as they are often not 
well thought out and lack a conscious plan on how to earn money outside the sex sector. 

The gradual planning to leave sex work takes longer and is more prepared. Sanders 
found that both indoor and outdoor sex workers indicated increased dangers of sex work 
and a growing difficulty to earn money as reasons to plan their exit. Indoor sex workers 
who choose this strategy often save up money to prepare for a significant reduction in 
income, whereas street workers often gradually work fewer clients and for example start 
drug therapy. 

 

Typology of Transitions 

Teela Sanders, 2007 (reproduced with the author’s permission) 

Type of transition Trigger for street worker Trigger for indoor worker 

Reactionary Violence; ill health; significant life 

events (e.g. pregnancy/ 

child removal, imprisonment) 

New relationship; being 

discovered; violence 

Gradual planning Drug treatment programme; 

rehousing; welfare support; 

therapeutic engagement 

Timed transition alongside 

alternative career and financial 

planning 

Natural progression Desire for a new, safer lifestyle 

that is drug-free; concerned about 

working conditions 

Age; natural career length; 

disillusionment with working 

conditions/lack of regulation 

Yo-yoing Failed drug treatment and support 

package; drift in and out; criminal 

justice involvement 

Unplanned exit; psychological 

strain; working ‘on and off’/ 

’career break’ 
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The natural progression out of sex work often corresponds with that of ‘retirement age’, 
getting older and less clients; or simply, getting ‘fed up’ with the business. Lastly the yo-
yo pattern happens to both indoor and outdoor sex workers and also indicates the 
difficulties to leave the sex sector for good. Sex workers who have left the sex sector for 
a period of time come back due to financial reasons or starting a drug habit again for 
which they need money, according to Sanders. Indoor sex workers in Sanders’ study 
indicated they sometimes needed a ‘time-out’ due to psychological duress in the work. In 
Sanders’ view the lack of sound labour conditions in the sex sector leads to much 
occupational stress and strain, as sex workers generally do not have sick pay or leave; 
no paid holidays; no regulated working conditions; and sometimes suffer from an 
exploitative management. She concludes that yo-yoing is often the upbeat to a final exit 
from the sex sector.  

In the ‘after-phase’ sex workers often still suffer greatly from stigmatization, Sanders 
adds. It is for example difficult to construct one’s CV filling in the gaps of work in the sex 
sector.  

Sanders’ model builds on a rights based approach, as it stresses the agency of sex 
workers without ignoring the barriers that sex workers face if they want to leave the sex 
sector. It also reflects the experiences of many sex workers themselves and experts in 
the field that leaving sex work is not done overnight. Most often it is a lengthy process 
which is far from straightforward. Sanders’ study also withholds a moral condemnation of 
sex work, but rather provides pragmatic tools on how to assist sex workers best if they 
choose to leave sex work. 

 

The Cycle of Change 

The United Kingdom Network of Sex Work Projects (UKNSWP, 2008, 4-7) has adapted 
the model by Prochaska et al. regarding the ‘Cycle of Change’ to the exiting process of 
street level sex workers and indoor workers wishing to leave the sector. UKNSWP 
discerns six stages in the cycle: 

1. Pre-contemplation: the sex worker accepts the current circumstances; 
occasionally uses the services of drop-in or outreach but does not engage further 
with service providers; 

2. Contemplation: the sex worker accesses services more frequently and reports 
dissatisfaction with current circumstances; starts to think about the future; 

3. Decision: the sex worker contacts service providers and requests help to deal with 
specific issues; fully engages with a key worker from the service provider; makes 
intentions to make changes public; 

4. Action: the sex worker attends scheduled meetings and is proactive in making 
changes; 

5. Maintenance: the sex worker regularly attends appointments; is proactive in 
making changes; personal health and hygiene improves; maintains contact with 
support worker, but may also move away from initial intensity of support; 

6. Relapse: the sex worker may report sporadic drug use and occasional sex work 
again; disengages and starts missing appointments; returns to sex work; service 
provider has difficulty contacting the individual. 

UKNSWP stresses the cyclic nature of change, underlining that sex workers may attempt 
exit from the sector various times before leaving sex work behind indefinitely. The model 
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bears some resemblance to the model of Baker et al. who also built their model a/o on 
Prochaska et al. The main difference however is the rights based approach of UKNSWP, 
building the model on the field experiences of many sex work projects throughout the UK 
and recognizing and supporting the rights of individual sex workers to self-determination; 
including the right to remain in sex work or leave it. Moreover, UKNSWP underlines the 
necessity to provide a wide range of holistic services to sex workers, help with exiting 
being only one of the options available. 

 

 

2.4 Barriers and opportunities to exit sex 

work 

Barriers to leave the sex sector 

Various authors and experts in the field indicate that 
there are many reasons why sex workers remain in 
the sex sector, even if given other opportunities. 
Some sex workers choose to stay in sex work 
because the work gives them satisfaction; others 
remain because they would not be able to earn the 
same income in any other job opportunity open to 
them. Others still face structural obstacles that 
prevent them from exiting.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

‘There is no need to ‘fly in’ 

expertise from the West, there is 

more than enough local expertise 

and sex worker organizations can 

access that. Project development 

should be bottom-up and 

developed over a longer period of 

time by sex workers themselves. 

Development of leadership and 

businesses are essential elements. 

Training on financial literacy and 

planning are also very important for 

sex workers to manage their money 

and plan a way to live after they are 

too old for sex work.’  

Ann Jordan, former OSI-SHARP 

Advisory Board, Director of the 

Program on Human Trafficking and 

Forced Labor in the Center on 

Human Rights and Humanitarian 

Law at American’s University’s 

Washington College of Law 
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Based on the literature1 and interviews with the experts in the field, both regarding 
indoor and outdoor sex work, the following main barriers to leave the sex sector can be 
identified: 

Barriers to leave the sex sector 

Individual Satisfaction with sex work and income from sex work; no 

reason to change jobs 

 Lifestyle: used to income and freedom that the work provides 

 Lack of education and skills for other jobs 

 Lack of viable alternative income 

 Debts that have to be paid off first 

 Medical and/or mental health problems, including trauma as a 

result of domestic violence or childhood abuse 

 Criminal records that may be disclosed to potential employers 

 Drug or alcohol abuse 

 Lack of knowledge of available services and/or low trust in 

service providers and authorities 

 Low self-esteem, self-stigmatization and feelings of social 

exclusion 

Relational Social support network built up in sex work, but at the same 

time social isolation as well (loss of social support network 

outside of sex work) 

 Strained family relations that provide no support 

 Pimps or partners preventing leave 

 Social isolation after leaving sex work (cutting ties with former 

colleagues) 

Structural Limited alternative job opportunities that offer viable income 

 Limited access to (good quality) education and vocational skills 

training 

 Limited access to or inadequate services 

 Lack of appropriate housing 

 Lack of cooperation between service providers  

 Job agencies underestimate sex workers’ skills and reckon they 

are hard to mediate, which does not have to be the case if sex 

workers have had extensive work experience in the sex sector  

Societal Stigma and discrimination 

 Oppressive legal circumstances (criminalization of sex work) 

leading to abuse 

                                                           
1
 Crago and Arnott (2009, 11), Mayhew and Mossman (2007, 16), Rickard (2001, 125-126), UKNSWP (2008, 9-16), Sanders 

(2007, 75-76), Baker, Rochelle, Dalla and Williamson (2010, 587-594) 
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Mayhew and Mossman (2007, 16) conclude that 
studies regarding both indoor and outdoor sex work 
show that most sex workers have attempted to leave 
sex work at least once or more often, on an average of 
five or six times before finally making their exit. The 
most significant reason to return to sex work is the 
financial incentive. 

Many sex workers turn to work part-time before they 
finally leave the sex sector, Rickard adds (2001, 125-
126).Once they have left, she found, many ex-sex 
workers do not stay in touch with their old friends still 
in the sector, for fear of being tempted back into the 
work. They cut of their ties, thereby adding to the 
social isolation in their new lives.  

Crago and Arnott (2009, 11) stipulate that the 
disregard for sex workers as workers makes them 
vulnerable to labour abuses such as withheld wages; 
arbitrary fines; restrictions on their mobility; and 
confiscation of their belongings. Moreover, sex workers 
have no recourse if clients refuse to pay them. Still, 
the authors observe that sex workers within the region 
of Southern Africa where their research took place are 
organizing themselves informally for improved living 
and working conditions both individually and on a 
group level. This widespread informal organizing belies 
the image of sex workers as helpless victims, Crago 
and Arnott conclude, rendering them instead into 
powerful agents of change.  

 

Transferrable skills 
Various authors and experts in the field point out the 
skills sex workers have acquired in the sex sector that 
can also be used in alternative employment. Brewis 
and Linstead (2000, 168-177) who did research 
among sex workers, mostly indoors, in Australia found 
that a large group of sex workers considered 
themselves as ‘business people legitimately servicing a 
social need.’ Entrepreneurship was often mentioned, 
with freedom of choice of where and when they work 
and the kind of services offered being the main 
characteristics.  

Rickard (2001, 122-123), who researched both indoor 
and outdoor sex workers, points out that many sex 
workers use ‘alias jobs’ to fill their CV’s, for example that of a masseur, personal trainer 
or sex therapist.  

Of course, there is a great diversity in sex work and not all sex workers possess the 
same skills. Just like not all secretaries have the same typing skills and not all salesmen 
make the same profit. Also, there might be a great difference between a drug addicted 
street level sex worker on one hand and a highly paid escort worker on the other hand. 
Still, all too often sex work is regarded as a low qualifications job in which workers do not 

‘To address the stigma and 

discrimination of sex work, sex 

work needs to be decriminalized. If 

sex workers can speak openly of 

their sex work experience, they can 

also name and put the skills to use 

they have gathered in sex work.  

Moreover, research into sex work 

implemented by sex workers 

themselves should be valued 

equally (and even more) to that of 

academic scholars.  

Peer education is a valuable 

alternative (or additional) income 

to sex work. Becoming a 

professional activist is another 

valuable career choice open to sex 

workers.’  

Marisa Ingleton, Scarlet Alliance, 

Australia  

‘There’s a lack of access to 

appropriate services, lack of 

resources in general for sex 

workers and viable skills 

development programs. The most 

essential thing is a non-judgmental 

attitude towards sex workers. If 

not, sex workers will not respond 

to the initiative and project success 

will be highly unlikely.  

Moreover, a phased-in approach 

should be considered, in which sex 

workers can continue to work 

while developing alternative skills 

over a longer period of time.’  

Heather Doyle, Director Sexual 

Health and Rights Project (SHARP), 

Open Society Institute, New York 
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obtain any skills at all. This does not reflect the daily 
reality of many sex workers who use their skills to do their 
work the best they can and acquire skills along the way 
that might also prove useful outside of the sex sector.  

Keeping the above in account, the following transferrable 
skills from sex work to other job opportunities can be 
identified based on the literature2 and interviews with the 
experts: 

Transferrable skills from sex work to other job opportunities 

Personal skills High self-motivation 

 Ability to adapt to frequent change 

 Representative skills, know how to look good and 

present oneself  

Relational skills Political skills 

 Counselling skills 

 Acting and performance skills 

Business skills Marketing and sales skills, including advertising 

 Accounting and financial skills 

 Planning 

 Property management 

 Entrepreneurship, small business management 

 Knowledge of the law 

 Human resource management 

 

Life after sex work 

There is very little research available on the long-term impact of time spent in sex work, 
or strategies which helped exited sex workers to shape their lives. Benoit and Millar 
(2001, 3-9) from the Canadian Prostitutes Empowerment Education and Resource 
Society (PEERS) provide some insight into this aspect in their study of 201 indoor and 
outdoor sex workers in Canada that had left the sex sector at least two years ago.  

The authors state that much of the research to date on the sex sector and its workforce 
has adopted a social problem orientation, in which sex workers are depicted as street 
walkers only. They allude to the diversity of sex workers and the sex sector and conclude 
that the reality is far more complex and not unlike other types of service work in high 
income countries such as Canada. Their findings may also have relevance to other 
regions, including developing countries.  

The key findings of this research were that in general there is no recognizable ‘career 
ladder’ for sex workers, but rather a variety of places of work. They found that post-
retirement ex-sex workers struggled with mental health and related problems that did 
not end with leaving sex work. Moreover, Benoit and Millar sketched that there are four 
main difficulties sex workers face after leaving the sector: leaving behind the role and 
lifestyle associated with sex work; confronting and working through their experiences as 
sex workers; dealing with new relationships and intimacy; adaption to a new way of 
living. 

Brewis and Linstead (2000, 168-177) distinguish between a sex worker’s business career 
and her/his ‘moral career’. The business career may involve moving into other kinds of 

                                                           
2
 Rickard (2001, 122-123), Brewis and Linstead (2000, 168-177), Sanders (2007, 92) 

‘Sex work can be compared to a 

professional soccer player’s career 

in a way: you have only a short 

‘peak time’ and need to save and 

prepare in time for your retirement 

and alternative job opportunities. 

Career development programmes 

should respond to these needs.  

There should also be more focus on 

countering stigmatization and 

improvement of sex workers’ 

labour rights. If sex work is more 

accepted in society, it will also be 

easier for sex workers to get out, 

because they won’t have hide their 

past and can openly use the skills 

obtained in sex work.’ 

Marjan Wijers, independent 

researcher on sex work and 

trafficking, the Netherlands 
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sex work; saving up to buy a house or other property; acting as a mentor to other sex 
workers; or a specialization within sex work. The ‘moral career’ indicates how people 
become involved in sex work; how they manage their first clients and come to terms with 
being a sex worker. The authors mention that how sex workers see and shape their 
future is highly influenced by how they come to terms with what they do. Other 
influences are the social and legal context in the country of residence, the authors add. 
Brewis and Linstead conclude that although moral ‘do-gooders’ tend to see sex workers 
as needy, to be saved and protected against themselves, sex workers themselves are 
gaining strength and increasingly object to this approach. 

Westerik (2009, 142-145) researched the experiences of 40 Dutch ex-sex workers that 
had voluntarily entered the sex sector. The author distinguishes three personal 
approaches to sex work which also influence how the women looked back on their time 
spent in the sex sector: the autonomous group, the instrumentalists and the ambivalent 
group. She found that the autonomous group was able to integrate the knowledge and 
skills they had acquired in sex work and use these to their advantage in other jobs. For 
them sex work contributed to their personal growth and/or financial security. This group 
also put the stigma on sex work in perspective and did not let themselves be put down 
by it. The instrumentalist group on the contrary spent little time reflecting on the 
differences in meanings and norms between sex work and other work and merely 
adjusted themselves to what life put in front of them. They used the knowledge and skills 
obtained in and outside the sex sector depending on the situation, simultaneously 
separating both worlds, and distanced themselves from the stigma attached to sex work. 
The last, ambivalent group had difficulties coming to terms with their experiences in sex 
work and found it hard to translate the knowledge and skills gained in sex work into life 
outside of the sex sector. They also identified themselves with the stigma attached to sex 
work. 

Rickard (2001, 125) points out to the time limit generally attached to sex work. In her 
study she found that many sex workers see the age of 40 as a natural boundary to be 
still engaged in the business. Ideally, the retirement age would be between 30 and 35 
years, Rickard found. In developing countries this might be even earlier.  

 

2.5 Existing programmes: the dilemmas of ‘rehabilitation’ 

Lim et al. (1998, 23-25, 210) indicate that there is a lack of coherent and effective 
government policies and programmes to deal with the sex sector. According to the 
authors, this is due to the fact that governments have shied away from dealing with sex 
work as an economic sector. They point out that the development and nature of social 
programmes for sex workers, including career development programmes, depends 
largely on how sex work is viewed. If sex work is considered forced or deviant behaviour, 
the focus will be on ‘recovery’ and ‘reintegration’, encouraging sex workers to leave the 
sector. Packages offered to them may include social, psychological, medical and 
vocational aspects, but will also focus on religious and moral aspects. In some parts of 
the world, sex workers are also admitted to ‘rehabilitation centres’, on a coerced or 
voluntary basis for a fixed period of time.  

Scoular and O’Neill (2007, 764) call attention to the increasing salience of exiting 
programmes. In their eyes, these programmes are an attempt by governments to 
increase social control on the sex sector under the rhetoric of social inclusion of those 
who want to exit. At the same time governments further criminalize and marginalize 
those who want to remain in sex work, Scoular and O’Neil state. Their study addresses 
the situation in the United Kingdom, but their findings are reflected in other countries as 
well, where more and more attention is given to ‘rehabilitation programmes’ or ‘exit 
programmes’ as end goals of social interventions in the sex sector. 
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Murphy and Venkatesh (2006, 27-29) remark that many service providers offer the same 
services to both indoor and outdoor sex workers, which creates a mismatch for example 
when service providers offer drug treatment to indoor workers that do not have a drug 
habit at all.  

For their research in Botswana, Namibia and South-Africa Crago and Arnott (2009, 10) 
spoke with 89 sex workers about their sexual and human rights. They found that most 
interventions in the region aim at ‘rehabilitation’ of sex workers and prevention of HIV 
transmission between sex workers and clients. Evidence-based approaches that protect 
and promote the rights of sex workers are extremely rare in the region, Crago and Arnott 
say, and the few that exist are under resourced.  

Crago and Arnott indicate another worrisome aspect of the above mentioned 
‘rehabilitation programmes’. Most existing programmes in the region of Southern Africa 
combine STI/HIV prevention and treatment with ‘rehabilitation’ programmes, according 
to the authors. In these combined programmes, condoms and STI/HIV treatment are 
accessible for all sex workers; but only those who have withdrawn from sex work can 
participate in the ‘rehabilitation’ programmes. Consequently, sex workers who indicate 
that they have quit sex work will no longer need condoms for their work. However, the 
authors found that sex workers sometimes lie about their continued involvement in sex 
work because they want to participate in the programmes. As a result, they can no 
longer access condoms to use during sex work and thus increase their health risks. 

Crago and Arnott (2009, 69-71) also claim that a significant proportion of funding within 
the HIV/AIDS prevention field is going to ‘rehabilitation’ initiatives, although it is not 
proven that these reduce health risks or decrease 
rights violations. Moreover, Crago and Arnott 
continue to say, there is no evidence that these 
initiatives achieve their stated goals, such as 
lowering the number of sex workers. Crago and 
Arnott’s findings are confirmed by Overs (2009, 
23), who states that donors and public health 
agencies shift HIV/AIDS funds away from 
prevention measures into income generation 
programmes, claiming these will reduce sex 
work. 

Crago and Arnott furthermore point to the 
conditionality of some programmes, requiring sex 
workers to abandon sex work in order to 
participate in the programmes. This conditionality 
is both discriminating and untenable, the authors 
say, as most skills do not bring enough income to 
leave sex work for good. They found that none of 
the respondents in their research who had completed the ‘rehabilitation’ programmes had 
managed to obtain gainful employment from their training. Those who did stop doing sex 
work did so because their partner financially supported them; they switched to formal 
jobs unrelated to the programme training; or they had earned enough savings from sex 
work to pursue formal education or invest in a business on their own. 

Crago and Arnott add that some respondents in their research felt betrayed by 
‘rehabilitation’ projects because they were not supported anymore once they had 
completed the programme. In absence of a steady income they then had no choice but to 
return to sex work and some sex workers were financially worse off than before, the 
authors add. 

‘Demanding sex workers to stop 

working once they enter a career 

development programme prevents 

them from participating because 

they still have to earn a living. It’s 

also discriminating and 

stigmatizing. I mean, you won’t ask 

a waitress or hairdresser to quit 

her job if she wants to retrain as a 

teacher, would you? So why ask a 

sex worker?’ 

Marianne Jonker, SANL the 

Netherlands, former staff worker 

sex workers organization Red 

Thread, the Netherlands 
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Moreover Crago and Arnott add that the ‘rehabilitation’ programmes they researched did 
not appear to reduce the violence against sex workers or improve their working 
conditions, nor the number of active sex workers. 
The only good thing about the programmes, the 
authors conclude, is that they bring together sex 
workers who then informally organize themselves. 
This is also seen in Vietnam where the Noi Binh 
Yen group originated from sex workers who had 
met at an NGO project after their stay in a 
‘rehabilitation’ centre.  

 

Lack of assessment of current programmes 

Lim et al. (1998, 23-24) call for a close observance 
of programmes that provide sex workers with 
alternative employment opportunities. In the 
authors’ opinion assessment needs to be made of 
the coverage of programmes in relation to the 
number who need assistance; whether or not 
programmes address root causes of sex work; and 
who are targeted by the programmes (sex workers 
themselves, their families, etc.). It is also 
important to assess how successful the 
programmes are in enabling sex workers to take 
up alternative employment, the authors continue; 
as well as describe the (dis)advantages of 
residential versus non-residential services. Finally, it is essential to monitor projects 
effectively and provide adequate follow-up care, Lim et al. conclude. 

Mayhew and Mossman (2007, 30) point out the difficulties of ‘best practice’ as opposed 
to ‘what works’, indicating it is difficult to assess what really works due to lack of trustful 
information. They indicate that in most researches there is a lack of baseline measures to 
see what for example the exiting rate would have been without interventions. Moreover, 
there is a lack of control groups and lack of knowledge whether exit is a result of a 
natural process or an extraneous event. Also, it is difficult to follow-up on sex workers 
due to their high mobility and wish to distance themselves from the sex sector once they 
have left. Last but not least there is the principal question: is this exit or rather a time-
out from sex work?  

 

‘Some fundamentalist Christian 

organizations work from what I call 

the ‘Salvation Model’. According to 

adherents of this model, sex 

workers have to be rescued no 

matter what the cost. A project is 

successful even if only one sex 

worker is ‘rescued.’  

However, more and more 

questions are asked by 

accountants about the cost-

effectiveness of such projects. 

They have no emotional ties to the 

subject, but are merely asking 

questions about the way money is 

spent, which is good. I hope this 

will lead to a higher focus on the 

outcomes of projects.’  

Cheryl Overs, sex work activist,  

Co-founder Global Network of Sex 

Work Projects (NSWP) 
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2.6 Key elements for successful career 
development programmes for sex workers: a 

rights based approach 

Apart from career development projects focusing on 
‘rehabilitation’, there is also an increasing number of 
rights based career development programmes in the 
field, that take into account the voices of sex workers 
themselves.  

The UK Network of Sex Work Project (2008, 1) points 
out several key elements for success of services helping 
sex workers to leave the sector. They state: ‘This is not 
a linear, one-off process but rather a journey which can 
yo-yo, often over many years. … Having a coherent 
‘exiting’ strategy is useful in focusing resources; 
identifying gaps in resources; and in having a cohesive 
service response to those who want to move away from 
selling sex. Exiting services should be provided as part 
of a holistic needs-based approach along with prevention 
and harm reduction.’ 

Sex work projects can play an important role, UKNSWP 
(2004, 80) adds, in supporting sex workers to make 
informed choices rather than focusing exclusively on 
exiting sex work. UKNSWP presses the need for a client-
centred approach, building trust on a one-to-one basis 
and with ongoing contact. If a sex worker is then ready 
to make a career change, all the connections are already 
there.  

Lim et al. (1998, 210) recommend to take into account 
the diversity and complexity of the sex sector and to 
address the needs of different groups of sex workers 
accordingly, making a distinction between voluntary and 
coerced sex work. For those coerced into the sex sector, 
the focus should be on rescue, ‘rehabilitation’ and re-
integration into society. For other sex workers social 
support, facilities, skills and means should be provided 
to take up alternative employment for those who want to leave the sector. To be most 
effective, Lim et al. add, this should be done with a non-moralistic view and with great 
emphasis on the community instead of merely the individual.  

Lim et al. (1998, 218-221) conclude that for high efficacy of programmes a strong 
political commitment is necessary, as well as a multi-disciplinary approach by GOs, NGOs 
and the private sector. The authors add that a real sustainable alternative has to be 
offered, as most sex workers are motivated by strong economic factors and can earn 
much more in the sex sector than in previous or alternative jobs. Lim et al. state it is 
highly unlikely that basic vocational skills in home economics and handicrafts, or 
grooming them to be good housewives, will provide access to economically viable 
alternatives. Viable job retraining has to be accompanied by effective job development 
and activities building the self-esteem of sex workers. This is confirmed by other authors 
and experts and also came up in the needs assessments, for example in Uganda, where 
participants to a focus group discussion protested against the low quality of the 
vocational skills offered. 

New Futures Project 

With the help of career guidance 

instruments such as ‘personal 

development plans’ sex workers 

were able to map out their future 

alternative or supplementary 

livelihoods. Information on the 

project was distributed together 

with other info among outdoor and 

indoor sex workers in Edinburgh, 

Scotland. Staff helped with college 

applications and CVs for jobs. 

Good Practice, SCOTPEP, Scotland  

‘In order to work optimally, career 

development projects should be 

embedded in other services of 

organizations and should not be the 

main and solely goal. Many women 

first came just to talk to us and 

make use of other services. Once 

they trusted us, they showed 

interest for other services, such as 

the New Futures Project. Moreover, 

focus should be on community 

development. Of course 

organizations should work with 

individuals, but to be most effective 

it is better to focus on 

strengthening the whole 

community, not just the individual.’  

Ruth Morgan Thomas, co-founder 

SCOTPEP 
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Seshu and Bhandhopadhyay (2009, 13-17) indicate that 
some sex workers would like to leave the sex sector, 
especially when they get older, but that sex workers 
themselves should be involved in planning and 
implementing career development programmes for sex 
workers.  

UKNSWP (2008, 9-18) identifies a number of ‘gold 
standard services’ in assisting sex workers to leave the 
sector, apart from providing holistic services. One key 
element is the development of strategic partnerships with 
other actors in the field. Another key component is to 
have a range of specialist professionals available to deal 
with issues such as domestic violence; childhood abuse; 
financial and debts management; and restoring of strained 
family relations. Yet another key factor is to provide for 
good staff care, including good quality workload 
supervision to prevent burn-out and safeguard retention 
of staff. 

Hester and Westmarland (2004) name the ‘restructuring 
of everyday life’ as the key concern for services. They see 
structural factors (work, housing, education) interplay 
with relational factors (social support network) and 
individual factors (skills and resilience) and point out that 
service providers need to take account of all three. 

Based on the literature3, interviews with the experts and 
existing good practices in the field, the following key 
elements for successful, rights based career development 
programmes for sex workers can be identified: 

Key elements for successful career development programmes for sex 

workers 

Service providers Respectful attitude towards sex workers. Support 

sex workers’ choices, also to remain in sex work 

 Address sex workers’ strengths, not the barriers 

they face. Prioritize needs and concerns expressed 

by sex workers themselves. Support sex worker-led 

initiatives and interventions 

 Recognize the diversity among sex workers and 

adapt services accordingly. Client-centred services 

instead of ‘institution-centred’ 

 Projects should be developed bottom-up over a 

longer period of time with direct involvement of 

sex workers in all stages 

                                                           
3
 UKNSWP (2008, 1, 9-18), Lim et al. (1998, 25, 210, 218-221), (UKNSWP, 2004, 80), Seshu and Bhandhopadhyay (2009, 13-

17), Hester and Westmarland (2004), Benoit and Millar (2001, 3-9), Mayhew and Mossman (2007, 26-30), Crago and Arnott 

(2009, 72-74) 

Self financing and creative 

messaging 

To cover funds lost due to an 

increasingly conservative funding 

climate, Davida created Daspu, a 

clothing line, with the help of a 

volunteer fashion designer. Profits 

from Daspu help to fund the 

group’s activities. The first fashion 

show, in 2005, modelled by sex 

workers from one of Rio’s red-light 

districts, garnered so much 

attention that the shows are now a 

staple on the runways at fashion 

week in Rio and São Paulo. 

Good Practice, Davida, Brazil 

Career Switch Project 

Indoor sex workers are approached 

during outreach with info on 

general services and career 

development. If interested, sex 

workers can take career tests and 

get help with practical 

arrangements for housing and 

securing of income. On a one-to-

one basis sex workers are assisted 

in finding jobs. The project builds 

on the individual experiences of sex 

workers to develop ‘routes out’, 

including info on legal issues, key 

institutions, etc. which can also be 

of use to other sex workers. 

Good Practice, SHOP, the 

Netherlands 
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Key elements for successful career development programmes for sex 

workers 

Service providers Continuum of services as leaving sex work is a 

gradual process. Be aware of and respect cyclic 

nature of leaving sex work temporarily, coming 

back, leaving again, etc. 

 Employ specialist professionals such as 

psychologists and medical doctors, but also 

workers specializing in financial management. 

 Enable access to career development programmes 

without prior conditions that sex workers have to 

leave sex work. Career development programmes 

can also offer additional income, not necessarily 

replace sex work 

 Drop-in centres with variety of services, of which 

career development is one of the options available 

 Location of services: close, but not too close to 

work area to prevent stigmatization. Or consider 

accommodating services for sex workers in larger 

buildings also geared to other target groups 

 Brokerage on behalf of sex workers to assess main 

stream services 

 Market research on viability of employment and 

skills training before implementing programmes 

 Provide job opportunities for sex workers, such as 

peer education 

 Provide good quality workload supervision for 

retention of staff and prevent burn-out 

Sex workers Orientation on other job perspectives or education 

possibilities-while still in sex work- 

 Involvement on all levels of project development, 

implementation and evaluation 

 Free choice is essential. Give voice and agency to 

sex workers to make their own -informed- 

decisions 

 Training of leadership and community 

development 

Contents of programmes Holistic services: career development as one of the 

options available, not the main goal. First build 

trusting relationships with other services before 

focusing on exiting 

 Goal of programme is to support sex workers in 

making an informed decision, not to push for 

exiting 

 Provide outreach to maximize access to sex 

workers 

 Apart from career development programmes 

greater focus on skills training within sex work, 

such as negotiation skills, prevention of burn-out. 

These skills can also be used for other professions. 

 Personal development plans as starting point for 

tailor-made projects on career development: 

assessments of strengths and needs on three 

levels: personal, professional, practical. 

‘It is essential that sex workers take 

control and make their own 

choices. Career development 

programmes won’t work otherwise. 

Sometimes women start the 

programme because they want to 

leave their negative experiences in 

the sex sector behind, but without a 

clear perspective on their future. 

Sometimes, but not always, this 

negative choice is turned into a 

positive move forward to other job 

opportunities, simultaneously 

improving the self-confidence of 

the woman.’  

Ineke Punt, Scarlet Cord, the 

Netherlands 

New Perspective Project 

The project consists of a 

psychosocial and a practical part. 

Participants start with the practical 

part because issues like income, 

housing, taking care of debts have 

to be taken care of first before 

participants can focus to take a step 

further. The psychosocial 

programme consists of defensibility 

group training, both physical and 

mental, as well as individual 

sessions coping with past 

experiences. Moreover, contacts 

have been established with a 

specialist job agency that guides 

women towards other job 

opportunities, including job 

interview training, job seeking and 

coaching on the job. 

Good Practice, Scarlet Cord, the 

Netherlands 
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Key elements for successful career development programmes for sex 

workers 

Contents of programmes Multidisciplinary approach:  

� Education, vocational skills training and 

business skills training;  

� Social activities (self-esteem building, 

development of social support network);  

� Practical support (housing; debts; financial 

literacy);  

� Employment strategies (assessment of 

strengths; job interview training; building 

CVs; contacts with employers; providing 

opportunities for voluntary work to gain 

experience or paid jobs as peer educators);  

� Medical and mental health services 

 Intensive, one-on-one coaching by key workers 

 Safeguard high quality of skills training. Provide 

viable skills training leading to increase of self-

esteem and viable employment opportunities 

 If applicable: safe houses for homeless sex workers 

who want to leave the sector 

 Childcare and parenting support during retraining 

 Opportunities to meet peers during training to 

exchange experiences, including workers who have 

already left the sex sector and can help build up a 

new social network 

 After-care upon completion of the programme 

Environment Value-chain approach: close co-operation between 

key organizations involved in career development, 

such as (if applicable in the local context) 

employment agencies; local employers; local 

benefit offices; housing departments; medical and 

mental health service providers; drug treatment 

centres.  

 Use local knowledge and expertise! 

 Advocacy to reduce stigma and discrimination of 

sex workers 

 Strive for decriminalization to improve working 

conditions and human rights of sex workers 

 Public education to raise support and funds 

Sustainability Leaving sex work is a gradual process, for which 

sustainable funding is necessary 

 Political commitment to rights based approach of 

career development programmes 

 Support for development of sex workers 

organizations so that more sex workers can 

collectively advocate their own rights and work 

with NGOs and GOs on topics relevant to them 

 

 

Restaurant Ashodaya 

The sex workers organization 

Ashodaya Samithi (‘Dawn of Hope’) 

has established its own restaurant, 

run by sex workers. With a grant 

from the World Bank the innovative 

small-scale business provides 

income for both the organization 

and the workers and at the same 

time seeks to fight the social stigma 

and discrimination attached to 

former sex workers. Profits from 

the restaurant further fund a 

hospice for those terminally ill with 

AIDS. And when unclaimed bodies 

are found in the city, it is this group 

that pays for the last rites. 

Good Practice, Ashodaya Samithi, 

Mysore, India 

National Training Project 

To recognise the skills gained in 

being a peer educator, the 

Australian sex workers’ organization 

Scarlet Alliance developed a 

training project whereby peer 

educators can achieve a Diploma of 

Community Education after 

undertaking a peer assessment 

process. The competencies have 

been grouped into five ‘work 

function areas’ that relate to the 

many tasks carried out by Sex 

Worker Peer Educators. These work 

functions areas include: 

Communication, Community 

Development, Project 

Management, Public and 

Community Education and Working 

with sex workers. 

The diploma will allow peer 

educators to go in to other forms of 

community work if they wish to do 

so. 

Good Practice, Scarlet Alliance, 

Australia 
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2.7 Conclusions and recommendations 

There are many reasons why women, men and 
transgenders enter and remain in the sex sector. 
They may be coerced or deceived into sex work, or it 
may be their free choice or the best opportunity open 
to them. The economic size of the sex sector points 
out the significant earnings and the way many sex 
workers provide for their families as core 
breadwinners.  

The Desk Research looked into different models of 
career development and compared the effects of 
different perceptions on the development and goals 
of career development programmes. Perspectives 
ranged from forced stays in ‘rehabilitation centres’, 
via arranged marriages of former sex workers to ex-
delinquents and ‘rescuing of victims’ towards a rights 
based approach that focuses on the choice and 
agency of sex workers themselves.  

Barriers to leave the sex sector refer to the influence 
of individual factors interplaying with relational, 
structural and societal factors. The lifting of these 
barriers needs to be addressed in a multi pronged 
approach. But also transferable skills were specified 
that might be useful to sex workers when they decide 
to leave the sex sector.  

The dilemmas of many present projects aimed at 
‘rehabilitation’ of sex workers have been displayed, 
of which the conditionality of access seems to be the 
largest problem. Forcing sex workers to leave sex 
work before allowing them into ‘rehabilitation’ 
programmes not only stigmatizes them further, but 
also prevents them from participating as the need to 
earn an income during retraining remains. 
Furthermore, this conditionality of access might 
jeopardize sex workers’ health if they have to conceal 
from the programme leaders that they continue to 
work in the sex sector, thereby cutting off their 
access to condoms, lubricants, STI prevention and 
treatment. 

Based on the literature, interviews with experts in 
the field and examples of good practices, the rights 
based approach is considered to be the most 
effective and respectful way to address career 
development of sex workers. Key elements have 
been defined for successful, right based programmes 
of which the following can be recommended as the 
most crucial: 

Sanghamitra sex worker collective 

The Sanghamitra sex worker 

collective has more than 3,500 

members and is located in India’s 

largest brothel area in Mumbai. 

Sanghamitra is an example of a 

democratic, empowering collective 

that enables sex workers to 

demand their rights. The collective 

has set up his own bank, thereby 

forming powerful and professional 

alliances with for example the Bank 

of India that provided them with 

technical support and special 

software to use.  

The collective workers have very 

direct contacts with their 

colleagues and are trusted by them, 

because they are sex workers too. 

They go into the brothels to collect 

money from their colleagues which 

is then put into saving schemes at 

the bank. 

Good Practice, Sanghamitra sex 

worker collective, Mumbai, India 

Vital Power Project  

Vital Power addresses female street 

level sex workers that are often 

homeless and addicted to drugs. 

Project participants work with an 

individual coach in a multiple 

approach addressing housing 

needs, income and health care. 

There is intensive cooperation with 

local government and other service 

providers. Moreover, the 

methodology is being researched by 

an Academy of Social Work, to look 

into communication methods of the 

Vital Power coaches. 

Good Practice, Salvation Army, the 

Netherlands 



 

   26

For service providers 

� A respectful attitude towards sex workers. 
Support of sex workers’ choices, also to remain 
in sex work; 

� Address sex workers’ strengths, not the 
barriers they face. Prioritize needs and 
concerns expressed by sex workers themselves. 
Support sex worker-led initiatives and 
interventions; 

� Projects should be developed bottom-up over a 
longer period of time with direct involvement of 
sex workers in all stages. 

 

For sex workers themselves 

� Orientation on other job perspectives or 
education possibilities-while still in sex work; 

� Training of leadership and community 
development. 

 

For the contents of rights based career development 
programmes for sex workers 

� Multidisciplinary approach:  

o Education, vocational skills training and 
business skills training;  

o Social activities (self-esteem building, 
development of social support network);  

o Practical support (housing; debts; 
financial literacy);  

o Employment strategies (assessment of 
strengths; job interview training; 
building CVs; contacts with employers; 
providing opportunities for voluntary 
work to gain experience or paid jobs as 
peer educators);  

o Medical and mental health services. 

� Holistic services: career development as one of 
the options available, not the main goal. First 
build trusting relationships with other services 
before focusing on exiting. 

 

Union of Entertainment Workers, 

Shristi and Sex Workers’ Bank 

The Durbar Mahila Samanwaya 

Committee (DMSC), representing 

65,000 sex workers in West Bengal 

created its own labour union and 

sex workers’ bank. The Union calls 

for workers’ rights and the bank 

provides sex workers with a safe 

place to save their money and a 

means to get low-interest credit. 

The cooperative bank is managed 

entirely by sex workers and is 

designed to provide financial 

support to fall back upon in times of 

crisis. 

Moreover, DMSC has created the 

Shristi project, ‘Creation’, a training 

cum production unit in which older 

sex workers produce various 

marketable goods and services. 

Good Practice, Durbar Mahila 

Samanwaya Committee, West 

Bengal, India 

Elements Program 

Elements is a six month programme 

developed through focus groups 

with PEERS participants and is 

continuously revised based on 

participants input. Elements 

consists of six ‘building blocks’: 

� ‘Think straight’: focusing on 

recognizing barriers to 

potential; 

� ‘Dare to dream’: focusing on 

employability and computer 

skills; 

� ‘Take your power back’: 

recognizing abuse and how to 

deal with it; 

� ‘Employability and computer 

skills group’: skills and tools; 

� ‘Counselling and one to one 

support’: on individual basis; 

� ‘Weekly Beauty Day’: offering 

free haircuts, massage and 

manicures 

Good Practice, Prostitutes 

Empowerment Education and 

Resource Society (PEERS), Canada 
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For the key organizations involved in the 
programmes: 

� Value-chain approach: close co-operation 
between key organizations involved in career 
development, such as employment agencies; 
local employers; local benefit offices; housing 
departments; medical and mental health 
service providers; drug treatment centres. 

 

On societal level: 

� Leaving sex work is a gradual process, for 
which sustainable funding is necessary. 

� Political commitment to rights based approach 
of career development programmes. 

 

Nikat Ethiopia: Winner of the 

2010 Red Ribbon Award 

Established in 2006 by a group of 

sex workers, Nikat Women’s 

Association aims to improve the 

living conditions of low-income 

women and commercial sex 

workers in Addis Ababa in an 

effort to fight poverty and protect 

their health. Members share 

information about protecting 

themselves from HIV and violence 

through skills-building and other 

empowerment activities, such as 

income-generating projects. Nikat 

builds the economic and social 

development capacity of its 

members by increasing their 

confidence and employability.  

Good Practice, Nikat, Ethiopia 
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3. Introduction to the Assessment of Needs and 
 Strengths of Sex Workers in Macedonia, 
 Uganda, Egypt and Vietnam 

The leading research question of the needs assessments was:  

‘What (pre)conditions are needed for development and implementation of 

sustainable programmes that aim to support sex workers and their career 

development in Macedonia, Uganda, Egypt and Vietnam?’ 

 

In answering this question, the needs assessments aimed to clarify the following issues: 

1. Are there initiatives in place addressing the needs of sex workers?  

2. Are these existing initiatives successful? If so, what are the indicators for success? 
If not, why not? 

3. What (else) do sex workers want to improve in their daily working live? What do 
they need to accomplish this? 

4. How can they improve their working conditions in the sex sector and how can 
those who would like to withdraw from sex work be supported? 

5. How can this be realized?  

 

The needs assessments took place between November 2009 and June 2010. A qualitative 
methodology has been used by conducting individual in-depth interviews, focus group 
discussions and observations. Data have been collected by the partner organizations, 
consultants and the SANL team. All interviews were recorded with explicit permission 
from the respondents and due observance of privacy (code numbers were used to grant 
anonymity). The individual interviews were semi-structured and could be described as 
‘guided conversations’. A questionnaire was used as a reminder, but effort was made to 
shape the meetings into real conversations in which the interviewee could take the lead 
for the subjects he or she wanted to tackle most of all. In the focus group discussions 
much emphasis was laid on creating a trusting atmosphere and empowerment of the 
participants. 

In Macedonia, Egypt and Vietnam, SANL and the partner organisation began the needs 
assessment with a “kick off week”. After the field visit by SANL, the local partner 
organizations carried on with the needs assessments, thereby strengthening themselves 
and their contacts with the sex workers involved in the interviews. Only in Uganda the 
needs assessment was totally carried out by a local consultant, in close cooperation with 
SANL and the local partner organizations. 

Through the assessment of needs and strengths the voices of sex workers were heard. In 
total SANL and its partners spoke with 223 sex workers in Macedonia, Egypt, Uganda and 
Vietnam, 65 during in-depth individual interviews and 158 in focus group discussions. 
The majority of the sex workers participating in the needs assessment were female 
(84%), whereas 12% were men and 4% were transgenders. 
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 Individual interviews Focus Group Discussions  

 Female Male Transgender Subtotal Female Male Transgender Subtotal Total 

Macedonia 10 3   13 14 7 6 27 40 

Egypt 15     15 36     36 51 

Uganda 13 1 1 15 62 5  67 82 

Vietnam Hanoi 8     8 15     15 23 

Vietnam HCM 8 5 1 14 7 5 1 13 27 

Total 54 9 2 65 134 17 7 158 223 

 

Apart from interviews with sex workers, stakeholders were also included in the needs 
assessments, such as local NGOs and GOs, international organizations, individual human 
rights activists, medical doctors and lawyers. Moreover, in Macedonia, eight family 
members of sex workers were interviewed. 

Throughout the needs assessments, sex workers played a vital role. Before starting the 
interview process, the questionnaire was first addressed and changed accordingly to the 
local circumstances and feedback from sex workers. In Hanoi, Vietnam for example, the 
Noi Bin Yen group (‘The peaceful place’), is a blossoming sex workers’ organization 
whose presence at all the interviews created a trusting atmosphere and made it possible 
to talk about issues that were never discussed before. The fact that questions were being 
asked by sex workers themselves with no moral judgment attached enabled the 
participants to talk freely and also to mention positive aspects of sex work and the 
dilemmas they deal with on a daily basis. This non-judgmental approach was also 
implemented in the other countries. As a result, a mere interview often changed into an 
empowering intervention that contributed to the self-esteem of those involved. 

The qualitative character of the methodology used and the limited number of sex workers 
spoken with surely have their limitations. We do not pretend that the conclusions drawn 
in this needs assessment are universal for all sex workers in Macedonia, Uganda, Egypt 
and Vietnam. Still, we do believe that this needs assessment presents valuable 
information and a strong incentive to develop rights based career development 
programmes for sex workers. 
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 4.  Needs Assessment Macedonia 

4.1 General background  

In Macedonia, sex work itself is considered ‘a violation against the public peace and 
order’ and is punishable by fines. Some other activities regarding sex work (procuring, 
encouragement, earning by facilitating the provision of sexual services) are treated and 
penalized as criminal offences. Sex workers work both on the streets (‘open scene’), as 
well as indoors (private apartments, clubs, pubs and diners) and in escort agencies. 

 

Services in place 

NGOs are the main actors in the field of rendering services to sex workers. The Healthy 
Options Project Skopje (HOPS) provides outreach work and drop in centre services in 
Skopje, Strumica, Gostivar and Ohrid, in close cooperation with local organizations such 
as Izbor in Strumica, HELP in Gostivar and OPCIJA in Ohrid. Besides, there are two Youth 
Friendly Clinics in Skopje for general medical services that are also open to sex workers. 
These clinics are operated by the Health Education and Research Association (Hera) in 
cooperation with a local medical institution. Moreover, there is Open Gate/La Strada 
Macedonia who focuses on victims of human trafficking, but also cooperates with HOPS 
and Hera on individual cases. Furthermore, there are also a small number of individual 
human rights activists involved in advocating sex workers’ human rights in Macedonia.  

STAR-STAR, the self-organization of sex workers in Macedonia, was established 
informally in 2007 by a small group of young male sex workers and officially registered 
as an NGO in 2010. They were already involved with HOPS and wanted to contribute to 
the human rights and STI/HIV prevention among sex workers.  

There is no police unit focusing on sex work only in Macedonia, but it is dealt with as part 
of juvenile delinquency and organized crime (human trafficking). The police unit for 
human trafficking does not distinguish between trafficking and voluntary sex work, as it 
sees all sex work as a form of organized crime in which it is almost impossible to work on 
a voluntary basis. 

Both the Ministry of Social Affairs and the Ministry of Health emphasized the need and 
willingness for cooperation with non-governmental organizations such as HOPS to work 
on the issue of sex work(ers). 

The Open Society Institute (OSI) in Macedonia has supported sex work projects in 
Macedonia since 2000, when HOPS was first funded. OSI also funds STAR-STAR’s 
capacity building. 

International NGOs who are active in Macedonia on the issue of sex work are UNFPA, 
UNICEF and UNAIDS. UNAIDS mentioned that the sex workers scene in Macedonia is 
very difficult to reach, which is a main obstacle for NGOs providing services. UNAIDS has 
therefore supported a research into mapping and estimating the scale of sex work, IUD 
and MSM in Macedonia. 
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4.2 Data collection 

Although HOPS has already worked with sex workers for a considerable time, there was a 
limited knowledge of sex workers’ needs regarding career development. Therefore, a 
needs assessment has been conducted prior to implementation of the partner project in 
Macedonia. 

For the purpose of the needs assessment, a total number of 13 sex workers were 
interviewed individually. The individual interviews were supplemented by six focus group 
discussions with in total 27 sex workers. In total 40 sex workers took part in the needs 
assessment both in Macedonia’s capital Skopje and the south-eastern city of Strumica. 
Most of them were female (24); but there were also 10 men interviewed, of which three 
in the individual interviews; and six transgender sex workers. Apart from sex workers 
themselves, eight interviews were held with their partners and families. Moreover, 17 
stakeholders granted an interview, representing the Ministries of Health and Labour and 
Social Policy, (international) NGOs, the sex workers organization STAR-STAR, individual 
human rights activists, the police, a politician and a gynaecologist. 

 

 Number of 

interviews 

Female sex 

workers 

Male sex 

workers 

Transgender 

sex workers 

Individual interviews with sex workers 13 10 3  

Focus group discussions with sex workers 27 14 7 6 

Partners/families of sex workers 8    

NGOs, including sex workers organization 

STAR-STAR 

5    

International NGOs 3    

Individual human rights activists 3    

Ministry of Health and Ministry of Labour 

and Social Policy 

2    

Political party  1    

Police 1    

Gynaecologist 1    

Donor 1    

Total 65 24 10 6 

 

Demographics 

Ten of the individually interviewed sex workers were female, three were male. Ten were 
of Macedonian ethnicity, whereas two had a Roma background and one was Turkish. The 
level of education varied. Five had finished secondary school and three had been to 
university (but not all graduated). Four interviewees only completed primary school and 
one not even that. It must be noted however that the average level of education in the 
focus group discussions was much lower compared to the individual interviewees. 

The interviewees lived mostly with their partner and other family members, including 
parents and children. Only two were living alone. 

At the moment of the needs assessment, all the interviewees were of age, mostly young 
adults up to 34 years old (69%). Four respondents (31%) were older than 35. Five 
respondents started doing sex work when they were still underage. Six interviewees 
started when they were between 18 and 34 years old and two when they were over 35. 
Most interviewees had a long working experience in the sex sector. Eight respondents 
had worked between five and eight years; and one woman longer than 10 years. The 
other four interviewees had worked up to five years in the sex sector.  
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Almost half of the respondents (46%) said they got into sex work of their own initiative, 
whereas the other half (46%) was introduced by friends or acquaintances. Only one 
woman indicated that she had been forced into sex work. When asked why they got into 
sex work, apart from the woman who was forced, almost everybody (10 out of 13) 
answered ‘For the money’. Two also said they started because they enjoyed the sex.  

 

4.3 Working conditions 

Places of work 

Five interviewees predominantly had working 
experience on the streets, whereas seven mostly 
worked indoors. One male sex worker worked chiefly 
as an escort. Quite a few people had working 
experience in different locations. A male sex worker 
had for example both worked as an escort, in a 
private house and in hotels. Two women from Skopje 
had worked on the streets, but also indoors, in 
private houses and hotels. One woman from 
Strumica said she picked up her clients in the diner 
where she worked and then had sex with them in 
their car. 

 

Income 

When asked with whom they shared their income from sex work, only two interviewees 
said that they kept all the money for themselves. One of them lived on his own, the other 
with her parents. All the others shared their income with their parents, partner and 
children, often indicating that their families were depending on them. Two indicated that 
they shared part of their income with pimps and the police as well. 

Only three interviewees (23%) stated that the income from sex work was enough for 
them, of whom two were male without any children depending on them. One of the men 
worked abroad sometimes where he could earn much better than in Macedonia. Three 
others (23%) also claimed the income was enough to cover their basic costs, but it was 
not enough for all their needs. Seven interviewees (54%) said that the income was not 
enough in any way. 

Six respondents said they had no other income besides sex work. Four indicated that 
they had an alternative income. One respondent worked at a diner; another was 
employed in a state institute; one was renting out an apartment; and one respondent 
received state welfare. A woman from Skopje used to have her own food store at home. 
However, she had to give this up after her drug addicted son demolished her apartment 
and all her storage. A young man from Skopje indicated that he sometimes worked as an 
artist, but at present was solely depending on his income as a sex worker. 

‘I worked from a bar when I was 

younger. I got to keep 50% of my 

earnings; the other half went to the 

owner of the bar. I was angry about 

that, because it was my money, not 

his. The owner of the bar also 

worked with minor girls. Some of 

them were forced without 

knowledge of their parents. When 

the police found out, the owner 

was thrown in jail. This man also 

tried to sell me, but he didn’t 

succeed.’  

Female sex worker Strumica  
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Obstacles 

When asked for the obstacles they faced, 77% of 
the sex workers interviewed individually mentioned 
stigma, closely followed by harassment and violence 
from clients (62%). The respondents with a Roma 
background indicated they faced double stigma, as 
sex workers and as Roma. Stress (46%), 
harassment and violence from others (31%), 
psychological problems in general (31%) and non 
paying clients (15%) were mentioned as well. Two 
interviewees (15%) said they did not encounter any 
obstacles at all. 

Obstacles in working conditions  

 

N = 13, but some respondents provided multiple answers 

Male sex workers within the focus group discussions 
said they had to deal with double stigmatization, 
first being homosexual, and then being sex workers. 
They also expressed it was harder for them to find 
clients, as they could not be as open on the streets. 
Furthermore they faced harassment and violence 
from clients. 

 

 

Family interviews 

Apart from sex workers themselves, eight family members of female sex workers were 
interviewed for the needs assessment in Macedonia, four men and four women. Two men 
had a sister who worked in the sex sector, while the other two men had a partner 
engaged in sex work. Of the female family members, two had a daughter in sex work 
and two a sister or sister-in-law. 

 

‘Personally I don’t have many bad 

experiences, but I know other sex 

workers suffer from physical and 

sexual abuse from clients. Clients 

sometimes refuse to pay, threaten 

women with weapons in order to 

have sex free of charge and force 

drugs upon them so that they will 

relax and be more compliant. I also 

know about pimps taking money 

from us.’  

Young female sex worker Skopje 

‘I once met a client and his friends 

who attacked me afterwards. They 

beat me up, stole my mobile phone 

and then tied me to the train rails. 

Luckily I escaped. Another situation 

was that someone told my mother, 

she is dead now, that I was gay and 

that the money I gave her came 

from selling sex. She was so hurt.’ 

Male sex worker Skopje 



 

   35

The HOPS staff remarked it was quite hard to find 
family members to interview. Many sex workers 
keep their work a secret and they do not want their 
families to know. In other families people know 
where the income comes from, but it is too much a 
taboo issue to discuss it openly. Sometimes the 
families are also afraid that the sons or daughters 
will be exposed or that there will be a security risk. 
HOPS staff furthermore observed that the two 
mothers they interviewed about their daughters 
expressed great guilt and shame. Up to a certain 
degree this feeling is genuine, according to HOPS, 
but there seems to be also some political 
correctness in this. It seems that the respondents 
assumed that they had to show guilt in front of the 
interviewers, whereas the guilt was less visibly 
expressed during field visits. There were also some 
other ‘politically correct’ answers, for example 
when asked when the daughters started working. 
Both mothers denied knowing that their children 
started working while still underage. Also, the 
mothers mentioned that their daughters stopped 
working after they got married, while the interviewers had information from the field 
that they still continued to work in the sex sector after marriage. 

All family members indicated their relative started working for financial reasons, to take 
care of her children after divorce or because the other family members had lost their 
jobs. All the families depended on the income provided by the sex worker. In five 
families it was the only source of income. In the other three families other family 
members worked as well, but the income was not enough to cover all costs. Six (75%) 
of the family members supported the sex worker, even though some of them did find it 
hard to accept. The other two condemned what their family member was doing for a 
living. 

Family members also spoke of prejudice and harassment by clients, police and their 
neighbours and acquaintances. Sometimes the moral judgment would be aimed at the 
whole family, not only at the sex worker. In one of the families, the man interviewed was 
a sex worker too and he accompanied his sister to her clients. In another family, where 
the mother was interviewed, there were two 
daughters working in the sex sector. Both had 
started at a very young age (around 13). The 
husband had died and the daughters had never 
gone to school. One man, whose partner had been 
a sex worker for 23 years, said he did not mind at 
all, as he understood she had to take care of her 
children who had no income of their own. 

We can’t speak openly about it. Of 

course we don’t approve and we 

don’t support her. It’s not all right; 

she’s my brother’s wife after all.’   

Woman whose sister-in-law is a sex 

worker 

‘I don’t blame her; I know she 

does it for the children. When she 

still worked in a tailor shop, she 

had never time for them. Now, 

she can be at home and play with 

them when she doesn’t work.’ 

Woman whose sister is a sex 

worker 

‘Everyone for himself, that’s the 

motto. What else can I say? She is 

who she is.’ 

Man whose sister is a sex worker 
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Stakeholders 

The stakeholders interviewed underlined the difficult working conditions of sex workers in 
Macedonia. The representative of the political party considered Macedonia a conservative 
country in which it is difficult to raise awareness on the rights of sex workers. The 
interviewee from the Center for Human Rights and Conflict Resolution confirmed this and 
added ‘We need to take a step further and recognize sex work as work, so that women 
and men can make a real choice whether they want to be involved in sex work or not.’ 
According to this interviewee there is now abundant discrimination, stigmatization and 
pressure on sex workers, which makes it hard for them to make a real choice. The 
representative of the political party also suggested that the public debate on legalization 
of sex work should be started. He mentioned: ‘Nobody benefits from the present 
situation in which sex work is a hidden problem. We should be taking concrete steps and 
face the double moral standards that we hold.’ 

One of the human rights activists remarked that although prostitution is not a criminal 
offence in Macedonia but merely a misdemeanour punished by a fine, the perception of 
sex work by the general public and the authorities is that of a criminal offence, leading to 
much stigmatization and isolation of sex workers. 

The representative of the Open Society Institute Macedonia indicated a general lack of 
observance of human rights in Macedonia. As an example she mentioned the new anti-
discrimination law, which has been postponed for the past three years. This has been due 
to the fact that NGOs wanted to explicitly include marginalized groups such as sexual 
minorities and sex workers. So far this has not been accepted by the authorities. She 
added that sex workers are among the most marginalized groups in Macedonia and that 
the general tendency is to criminalize them.  

This interviewee further observed that only HOPS, Izbor and some human rights activists 
are willing to work on the issue. In her opinion, the society at large is simply neither 
aware of nor interested in the situation of sex workers in Macedonia. For example, she 
said, general women’s organizations do not want to be involved on behalf of sex workers 
and they take a morally condemning view on the issue. Besides, governmental 
institutions that should provide social protection and health care to sex workers also 
condemn sex work and often refuse to deliver their services to them, according to the 
interviewee. 

The representative of the Ministry of Health indicated that sex workers in general are ill-
informed about their human rights and that they should be encouraged to stand up for 
their rights. She added that the general public and governmental institutions should be 
educated on the issue of human rights for sex workers. 

The interviewee from the Ministry of Labour and Social Policy stipulated that there is a 
need for a special program on awareness raising. Such a program should be 
implemented both among the general public as well as among NGOs and GOs that come 
across the issue of sex work. Sex work is still surrounded by stigma and taboo, according 
to the interviewee. She added that there is a large intolerance towards sex workers 
among the general public, comparable to the intolerance towards drug users. ‘There is a 
need to break the silence and discuss the issue of sex work in public,’ she said. 
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4.4 Positive experiences 

When asked for positive experiences in sex work, three 
things stood out. The interviewees mentioned the contacts 
and friendships with some of the clients (62%); the 
money earned which enabled the interviewees to take 
care of themselves and their dear ones (46%); and the 
friendship and solidarity with other sex workers, despite 

the competition that was there as well (38%).  

When asked what would make things better still, almost 
half of the individual interviewees stated that ‘People 
should see sex work as a profession’, or ‘at least to treat 
us like human beings’. Decriminalization of sex work was 
mentioned as a means to obtain this. 

 

Positive experiences in sex work  

 

N = 13, but some respondents provided multiple answers 

 

Focus group discussions 

Several positive experiences in sex work were also 
mentioned within the focus group discussions, ranging 
from the money earned; feeling proud to care for 
themselves and their families; to travelling and meeting 
many new people. The freedom the job gave them was 
also highly appreciated, not having to work on fixed 
hours. Moreover some participants mentioned they 
preferred sex work to working long hours in a factory or 
shop with a considerable lower income at the end of the 
month. Another participant remarked how sex work 
opened doors for her, as she met many influential people 
who were willing to support her. 

A remark was also made about the differences between 
the open scene (streets) and closed scene (indoors) by 
sex workers who had experience in both. Participants to 

‘I gained much self-confidence 

from sex work, as I’ve noticed that 

I can satisfy my clients and I get 

many compliments. In the long 

run, I want to leave sex work and 

go into show business or work in 

an organization that advocates sex 

workers’ rights. 

Male sex worker Skopje  

‘If one of us hasn’t earned anything 

all night, at the end of the night, 

the others will give her a bit of their 

earnings to take home, so that she 

doesn’t end up with nothing at all.’ 

Elderly female sex worker Skopje  

A woman who came originally 

from Bosnia indicated the support 

for each other and that it’s nice to 

go home with money in your 

pocket. She added: ‘I have a lot of 

regular clients and it’s nice to chat 

to each other afterwards.’ She 

continued: ‘I have good clients 

who support me when I need 

something. For example, when my 

mother died in Bosnia, one of my 

clients gave me € 300 to get my 

passport and a flight ticket to 

attend the funeral.’  

‘You know, you meet all sorts of 

people on the open scene, 

directors, known faces, 

parliamentarians, they're all 

educated people. I am telling you, 

you can make very good 

acquaintances, many doors open 

to you and they offer to help you if 

you ever want to leave the 

business. You just have to be 

smart enough to assess who will 

be good to his promises.’ 

Female sex worker Skopje 
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the FGD remarked that they looked more after each other 
on the closed scene. They were sending over clients and 
warned each other about bad clients. They also shared 
their working spaces sometimes. This kind of cooperation 
is rare on the open scene, the participants felt; although 
on some occasions women do warn each other at the open 
scene about violent clients as well. 

 

Self-organizing and increased self-awareness of sex 

workers 

The STAR-STAR members emphasized that they are all 
working on a voluntary basis. Also, they would like to 
spread a more balanced image of sex work to the media, 
which now mainly regards sex workers as victims who 
need to be rescued from the sex sector. To this end they 
would like to cooperate with various media. STAR-STAR 
itself publishes an irregular newsletter ‘From us to us’, for 
and by sex workers, which is distributed through the 
Internet, peer networks and HOPS drop-in centres.  

Moreover, STAR-STAR organized a few special events together with HOPS and would like 
to continue this: 

� A street action of sex workers in 2007 with red umbrellas in front of the national 
parliament (together with HOPS). In 2008, a red umbrella march was organized at 
the street sex workers open scene in solidarity with the sex workers arrested 
during the police raid a month before at the very same place. 

� A photo exhibition in 2008 on the occasion of ‘Stop Violence against Sex Workers 
Day’ (17 December). The exhibition showed different forms of sex work in a 
positive way. The exhibition was held in an official art gallery in Skopje.  

� A song on sex workers: ‘We’re the sex workers army, we’re not following any stupid 
rules’. The song was published on a website and performed at a big party on the 
occasion of 17 December. 

� For 17 December 2009 STAR-STAR made a calendar with pictures of the exhibition 
of last year and a message per month, including poems. Also, the traditional red 
umbrellas march was organized at the street sex workers open scene. 

 

4.5 Police harassment and violence 

When asked about their experiences with the police, 
only two respondents said they did not have any 
negative experiences, mainly because they had 
managed to keep out of the police’s way. All other 
respondents (85%) expressed some kind of negative 
experiences in relation with the police, ranging from 
harassment and bribery to violence, rape, sexual 
services, arrest and imprisonment. 

‘Generally, you are not tied with 

time as a sex worker, right? Many 

people of our community want to 

live such a life, not to be limited by 

time, to have the money, to have 

clients from time to time, when 

they are free, to agree, to have a 

great time, and earn some dinars. If 

we would work in some other 

profession, there would be an 

obligation to get up early and be 

there at that and that hour. And 

then you have to stay there 8 hours 

a day, 30 days per month and at the 

end you will earn some miserable 

250 Euro’s. With my work now I 

earn much more without this 

hassle! ‘ 

Female sex worker Skopje 

‘Three or four days ago I saw with 

my own two eyes how the chief of 

police came into the club where a 

few sex workers were being 

harassed by their boss. But he 

didn’t do anything; he was acting as 

if he was somebody else, not the 

police. He didn’t care because he is 

taking briberies from the club 

owner. 

Male sex worker Skopje 
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Police harassment and violence  

 

 

N = 11, but some respondents provided multiple answers 

In November 2008, the Macedonian police by order 
of the Ministry of Interior raided the area where sex 
workers worked on the streets in Skopje. They 
arrested more than 30 female sex workers, partners, 
clients, pimps and one HOPS outreach worker. 
Clients and other parties were released shortly after 
arrest. However, 23 sex workers were held for two 
days without access to legal services. Also, they 
were publicly exposed to the media before being 
brought to a clinic for forced STI testing. Pictures 
taken of the women at the police station were 
published on the website of the Ministry of Interior 
and were distributed among the media. Within one of 
the focus group discussions in Skopje, this police raid 
was discussed in detail, as three of the participants 
were among those arrested. The women shared it 
was a very traumatic experience for them.  
 
Various human rights organizations protested to the Macedonian government about the 
police raid. Moreover, a group of individual sex workers has taken the government to 
court for violating their human rights. 
 
Experiences with police harassment and violence were confirmed by the focus group 
discussions, both in Skopje and Strumica. They talked about policemen wanting sex for 
free; turning the blind eye to harassment by club owners because they were taking 
briberies; or simply not being able to press charges at the police station. 
 

4.6 Health issues 

All the sex workers interviewed individually stated that they had access to some kind of 
medical care. Some (3) went to their family doctor, but most (8) went to state health 
institutions. Two went to private clinics only. In most cases, experiences with the medical 
services were positive, although they had to pay for most services themselves, as most 
had no medical insurance. Three interviewees mentioned negative experiences, mostly 
stigmatization. 

A young woman shared her 

experiences during the police raid in 

November 2008: ‘My mother brought 

my son for breastfeeding, but the 

police refused to let me see him. 

When I complained later on about the 

police taking pictures and publishing 

them, they told me ‘If you can’t face 

it, kill yourself.’  

Another woman added: ‘When they 

brought us to the clinic for forced 

testing, they told us beforehand that 
we were going for group sex. We were 

so terrified.’ 

We need support from the 

Government to give us permission 

to do this work. I want to have the 

right to go into the police station 

and report if someone has attacked 

me. I don’t want to hide myself 

because I am a sex worker. Now, if I 

want to press charges, I have to lie 

that someone has attacked me just 

like that, without mentioning the 

reason. 

Male sex worker Skopje 
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When asked for health problems, physical or psychological, nine interviewees indicated 
that they had problems, mostly trauma occurring from violence, sexual health problems, 
depression and stress. 

Five interviewees indicated they did not use alcohol or drugs. Another five used alcohol, 
whereas the remaining three used drugs in some kind of way. 

Almost all interviewees (11 out of 13) considered themselves at risk for STI and 
HIV/AIDS. Lack of condom use, both in the past and present was mentioned as the main 
reason, together with fearing that a condom might tear. One of the two interviewees who 
did not consider themselves at risk claimed she always used condoms with clients. One 
respondent added she only had regular clients anyway. The other interview mentioned 
she knew the risk, but considered herself safe. 

To give an impression of the risks taken, only four respondents answered that they 
always used a condom with clients. Eight interviewees used them ‘most of the times’ and 
one sometimes. With their partners, six interviewees never or rarely used a condom, 
whereas two said ‘sometimes’ or ‘most times’. Only three indicated that they always used 
a condom in private circumstances. Two respondents did not have a partner. 

Stakeholders 

The stakeholders interviewed stressed the right to equal access to the health system. 
According to the representative of the political party, this is important for prevention of 
STI and other diseases. Moreover, access to the health system should also provide sex 
workers with psychological assistance, he said. Access to the health system is however a 
problem at large in Macedonia, he added, not just for sex workers, but for the public in 
general. 

One of the human rights activists remarked that the law on protection of patients lacks 
effective monitoring mechanisms. ‘There is much discrimination against sex workers and 
other marginalized group in hospitals, but the law does not provide adequate protection,’ 
he said. As an example he mentioned the introduction of cameras in hospitals, for 
example STI clinics or methadone clinics, officially to protect the workers there. As a 
result, sex workers do not dare to go there anymore in fear of being recognized on 
camera as a sex worker or drug addict, according to this interviewee. 

The representative of the Ministry of Health stipulated that the issue of sex work is met 
with hypocrisy in Macedonia. In theory, sex workers have access to medical health and 
social help, just like all Macedonian citizens, whether they are insured or not. In practice, 
this right proves to be harder to access, she said, and sex workers are stigmatized on a 
large scale.  

A gynaecologist, who cooperates with HOPS on medical services for sex workers, 
remarked that a mobile medical unit would be ideal to effectively address the lack of 
access to medical care that many sex workers face. He added this might also help to deal 
with the stigmatization sex workers meet with in other venues and their high mobility. 
The gynaecologist gained good experience with such a unit in Kosovo and Serbia. Apart 
from gynaecological services, the mobile unit could also be used for testing and 
treatment for HIV and other STI’s, he added. 

The interviewee from UNICEF mentioned as a good practice that, in 2006, UNICEF 
established a youth health clinic in Skopje in the Roma area of town, together with Hera. 
This clinic provides medical services and tests for adolescents at risk. Another best 
practice which he mentioned is the introduction of Roma health mediators and the Youth 
Friendly Centre in which adolescents can access various medical services. A precondition 
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for sex workers is that these kinds of services should not be recognizable as explicitly for 
sex workers, for fear of stigmatization, he concluded.  

 

4.7 Service providers 

All the individually interviewed sex workers were in 
touch with a service provider, mostly HOPS (9) and 
Izbor in Strumica (4). Good services and absence of 
stigmatization were given as the main reasons why 
the interviewees felt at ease at the drop-in centres of 
both HOPS and Izbor. Two respondents were also in 
touch with Hera, especially for referral for medical 
services. Two respondents indicated they did not use 
the services regularly due to lack of time.  

 

Most popular services  

 

 

N = 11, but some respondents provided multiple answers 

The most popular services were the health services, such as distribution of condoms and 
lubricants; seeing a gynaecologist; and information on STI and HIV/AIDS. This was 
followed by counselling and legal advice, as well as various social activities. Vocational 
training was only mentioned once by the individual interviewees as this was not often 
provided yet. 

When asked what was still missing, a variety of answers came up, although 31% of the 
individual interviewees indicated that they appreciated the services just the way they 
were. Most respondents mentioned they would like a place to meet and work together as 
a group. Other things mentioned were advocacy for decriminalizing sex work, as well as 
establishing contacts with similar organizations in the West that could help Macedonian 
sex workers advocate for their rights. 

‘The people at HOPS help and 

approach everybody. They take our 

problems into account. On 

outreach they also have problems 

with the clients and the police, just 

like us. I feel guilty about that. The 

outreach workers also helped me 

with a very difficult client. 

Female sex worker Skopje 

 

´The drop-in centre is good. Many 

people have no such facility as a 

toilet, shower or washing machine 

at home. Some people also do not 

have enough food and they can get 

a meal at the drop-in centre. There 

is also a beauty salon. But most of 

all I like the friendship that I find 

here.’  

Female sex worker Skopje 
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Focus group discussions 

During the focus group discussions the need for community strengthening by sex workers 
themselves was also stressed. The participants to one group in Skopje indicated they 
would very much like to go on a training seminar outside of Skopje. The seminar could 
include peer education, health matters and counselling issues. What these women 
especially liked about the services of HOPS was that HOPS sometimes organized social 
events, like a party or a parade on the streets of Skopje. The women very much enjoyed 
these laid-back activities, as they often were socially isolated. This feeling of social 
isolation was also confirmed in other FGD, both by male, transgender and female sex 
workers.  

One of the FGD in Strumica came up with a number of creative plans for activities. 
Examples were drawing classes; learning how to make and sell jewellery; and designing 
the garden. But also very practical needs were expressed for the drop-in centre, such as 
a washing machine, a computer and a TV. 

In Skopje, participants to an FGD pointed to the special needs of young, homeless girls 
living on the streets and surviving on sex work. They suggested renting an apartment to 
provide shelter for the most urgent cases. Also a need was expressed for day care for 
young children while their mothers were out working. 
The day care could be playful, but also educating and 
even used for counselling of the children. It could be 
run by HOPS workers together with sex workers 
themselves, according to the participants. 

The participants to a few FGD also expressed some 
critical remarks. As one woman said: ‘I think the 
organization should not be so visible, that everybody 
knows this is a drop-in centre for sex workers. In other 
countries organizations like this are not that visible.’ 
Another interviewee added: ‘The people at Izbor try to 
help with questions, but the problems remain the 
same and the abuse goes on. In other countries there 
is more concrete support for sex workers.’ 

 

4.8 Alternative career choices and 
empowerment within sex work 

Most of the respondents in the individual interviews 
and the focus group discussions had working 
experience besides sex work. Out of the 13 individual 
interviewees, 11 had such experience and of the other 
two respondents this remained unknown. Among the 
work mentioned was being a waitress or a secretary; 
running a food store from home; working in the fields; 
working as a stylist or hairdresser. One woman had 
worked as an interpreter and another one as a peer 
educator. Everyone indicated that they liked this 
alternative job, but most did not stick with it, as it did 
not provide them enough income. 

Ten out of 13 respondents (77%) quit sex work once 
or several times since they started working. Multiple 
reasons were given, such as health reasons; 

‘I have stopped before and then I 

was collecting iron to sell it. I didn’t 

do sex work for two years back then 

and was better able to save money. 

When you are in sex work, you 

never know when the money will 

come and if you have money, you 

spend it right away. When I was in 
that other job, I did save and was 

also in better health.’ 

Female sex worker Skopje 

‘I had a shop until a week ago, 

selling bread, chocolate and other 

little items from a room in my 

apartment, but my son, who is a 

drug addict, ruined my business and 

stole my money. Now I’m back to 

zero and I fear more violence from 

my son. I need some financial help 

to start my business all over again 

and then I would be fine. I have 

completed secondary school, but 

due to my illnesses, I have to have a 

quiet working environment and 

work from home.’ 

Elderly female sex worker Skopje 
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stigmatization; getting married; needing more time 
for the family; as well as a mix of emotional and 
physical problems. One woman indicated she was 
getting too old for sex work. 

When asked whether they would like to leave sex 
work now, three respondents (24%) said ‘Yes, 
absolutely’. Five others (38%) responded ‘Yes, if I 
could find alternative employment with a comparable 
income to sex work.’ This illustrates one of the big 
dilemmas of leaving sex work: where are you going 
to find another job that pays as well? The five 
remaining interviewees (38%) indicated they did not 
want to leave sex work.  

Of the eight respondents that indicated they wanted to quit sex work, five would like to 
leave permanently, whereas the other three would like to keep working part-time until at 
least enough alternative income was secured. 

Why leave sex work?  

 

N = 8, but some respondents provided multiple answers 

Multiple reasons were given for wanting to leave, such as getting older and having fewer 
clients; sex work being a tough job both physically and emotionally; stigmatization and 
discrimination; as well as the safety risks connected to the work.  

As mentioned above, five respondents (38%) indicated they did not want to quit, at least 
not now. Notably, all three male sex workers that were interviewed individually said they 
did not want to quit. Three (two men, one woman) said they liked what they were doing 
and were enjoying the sex with clients. One male and one female sex worker simply said 
‘This is what I do, I am a sex worker.’ Other reasons given for not leaving sex work right 
now was the need for money as well as the feeling that retiring was for older people, just 
like in any other job. 

‘I want to leave it for good, because 

I don’t want to depend on sex work, 

above all. I don’t want my children 

to accuse me of this and I don’t 

want this to destroy my marriage 

only because I wanted to help my 

family. I am 1,000% sure that my 

husband will not understand it. So 

he will not justify it and this will 

without any doubt end our 

marriage.  

Female sex worker Strumica 
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Why stay in sex work?  

 

N = 5, but some respondents provided multiple answers 

When asked for possible alternatives for sex work, a variety of answers was given, also 
by respondents who did not want to quit sex work now, but might want to leave in the 
future. Entrepreneurship ranked high on the wish list. Seven interviewees (54%) said 
they would like to open a shop of some kind, for example as a make-up artist; a 
hairdresser; running a solarium, a beauty salon, a food store, a clothing or shoe store; 
or simply renting a kiosk on the streets selling cigarettes and drinks. The most favourite 
profession was that of a hairdresser. Five respondents would really be interested in that 
and some of them already had some experience in this field, grooming their friends and 
relatives. Being a tailor appealed to two respondents, just like holding an office job as a 
secretary or finding a job where she could use foreign languages. 

Alternatives to sex work  

 

N = 13, but some respondents provided multiple answers 

The answer to what was preventing them from putting their wishes into practice was 
simple: the lack of money (11 out of 13 respondents, 85%). Two other interviewees 
(15%) stated that they would not be able to find time to attend vocational training or 
lacked money for travel and training fees. 

Other needs expressed that would contribute to realizing an alternative income were 
vocational training, among others computer skills, language skills, someone to coach 
them or a place to start the business. 

‘I would like to be an outreach 

worker or peer educator with 

HOPS for a modest salary. I 

already followed their training. 

If I can do this, I will stop 
working as a sex worker 

completely.’  

Elderly female sex worker 

Skopje 
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The individual interviews also dealt with what sex workers would need in sex work itself 
to improve their working conditions. This brought forward a variety of answers, ranging 
from money again to respect and protection. 

Needs to improve working conditions  

 

N = 13, but some respondents provided multiple answers 

When asked what other sex workers could contribute to their decision whether or not to 
stay in sex work, five interviewees did not answer this question at all. Of those who did, 
most (4) said ‘nothing’ or that their decision would not depend on what others said or 
did. Emotional support was mentioned the most (3) by those who did think their 
colleagues could influence them, as well as financial support (1). 

When asked what they could do for other sex workers, both within the work as 
otherwise, emotional support was again mentioned most often. Some respondents also 
referred to financial support and solidarity, ‘the realization that we are all human beings.’ 
Sharing information about bad clients and child care were also mentioned. 

Regardless of whether they would like to leave sex work or not, the interviewees 
indicated that they would like to attain the following new skills: 

Needs regardless of exiting sex work 

 

N = 13, but some respondents provided multiple answers 
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Focus group discussions 

The issue of career development was also discussed within the focus groups and with the 
family members of sex workers, both in Skopje and Strumica. Several participants to the 
FGD had tried other jobs, for example a store for sexy underwear or working as a 
hairdresser or peer educator. As the male sex worker who wanted to start the underwear 
shop phrased it, ‘bureaucracy, lack of money and personal insecurity’ prevented many 
from realizing an alternative income. Moreover, several participants expressed that they 
did not want to end their sex work at all, or at least continue to work part-time until the 
alternative would prove successful. Moreover, in most cases, their income from sex work 
was higher than any other job would offer them. Still, they expressed a need for 
vocational training and coaching to help them make their choices. 

 

Family interviews 

Most family members expressed their willingness to support their relatives if they would 
want to leave sex work. At the same time the families were depending on the income and 
there were not many alternatives. As one –highly disapproving- family member pointed 
out about her sister-in-law, ‘She thinks she likes what she’s doing and she has already 
refused other jobs, because they didn’t pay enough.’ Another woman added about her 
sister: ‘She wants to continue, because everyone now knows anyway that she’s a sex 
worker. Even if she stops, they will still consider her a sex worker. As there is no other 
job for any of us out here, we have simply stopped quarrelling about this.’ 

 

Stakeholders 

One of the topics that came up during the interviews with stakeholders was whether 
career development projects for sex workers are possible under the present political and 
social circumstances in Macedonia. The representative of the Open Society Institute 
Macedonia answered positively: ‘Yes, [...] we need to advocate sex workers’ rights next 
to career development projects at the same time. It is essential for sex workers to make 
an informed choice whether or not they want to stay in the business. Career 
development projects can contribute to taking that decision.’ 

According to the representative of the Ministry of Health, it is very important to provide 
vocational training for sex workers who want to leave the sex sector. Education is free of 
charge in Macedonia and thought should be given to how to include sex workers into the 
main stream education curriculum, this interviewee said. She added that this was 
especially important for the young people who might still be able to catch up with their 
education backlog. An action plan should be made to tackle this and high schools should 
be approached to develop vocational training for this group, she concluded.  

The interviewee from the Ministry of Labour emphasized that there should be special 
programs for career opportunities for sex workers. The Ministry of Labour should take the 
lead in this with the assistance of employment agencies and NGOs, she said. This 
interviewee also emphasized that cooperation among different partners, both 
governmental and non-governmental, is essential in tackling the issue of sex work. She 
added that there is no ‘one fits all’ solution, but that tailor-made measures are 
necessary. ‘The implementation of activities takes time. We need best practices, 
examples of what works and what does not,’ she added. She also remarked that often 
sex workers do not trust governmental institutions but they do contact NGOs. Therefore, 
cooperation between GOs and NGOs is very important according to this interviewee. 
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Izbor in Strumica has reached partnerships with several important business companies 
that provide funds for activities, but also run a therapeutical community for drug users. 
The community involves a complex methodology for support and recovery of drug users 
in abstinence. For clients it requires spending several months up to a year in the 
community. Work therapy is an important part of the methodology used, so partnerships 
with factories and businesses involved within the therapeutical community are essential. 
The representative from Izbor’s mentioned that in the future sex workers might also be 
employed by these factories.  

 

4.9 Conclusions and recommendations 

As a result of the Needs Assessment in Macedonia with individual sex workers, 
participants to focus group discussions, meetings with family members and interviews 
with stakeholders, the following main conclusions may be drawn: 

 

Working conditions 

� Most sex workers individually interviewed were young adults between 18 and 34 
years (69%). 38% started sex work when they were still underage. 46% started 
working on their own initiative, whereas another 46% were introduced to sex 
work by friends and acquaintances. Only one woman (8%) was forced into sex 
work. 

� Money is the deciding factor to start working in the sex sector. Almost all sex 
workers interviewed (77%) started working for financial reasons, often 
mentioning family members depending on them, especially young children. 

� 54% of the individual interviewees worked mainly indoors, whereas 38% worked 
chiefly on the streets and one (8%) worked most often as an escort. 

� Most individual interviewees were well educated, ranging from completed high 
school (5) to university (3). Four completed only primary school and one not even 
that. In the FGD the level of education was much lower with some sex workers 
being illiterate and many having unfinished education.  

� Violence and fear of violence were the biggest concerns of most sex workers 
interviewed as 85% mentioned harassment and violence during work. 
Stigmatization, violent clients, stress, psychological problems and non-paying 
clients were mentioned most of all. 

� Harassment and violence by the police were very common and mentioned by 77% 
of the respondents. Most incidents related to violence, obligatory sexual services 
and bribery. 

� On the other hand favourable aspects of sex work were mentioned as well. 
Pleasant contacts with clients were mentioned most of all (62%), followed by 
earning money and being able to take care of relatives (46%). 38% also 
mentioned good relations with other sex workers. In the FGD the freedom of the 
job was accentuated as well. 
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Health and service providers 

� All individual interviewees indicated access to health services and service 
providers such as Hops and Izbor. 62% went to state institutions, 23% to family 
doctors and 15% to private clinics. Health services were most appreciated, 
followed by counselling, legal advice and social activities. 

� In general both the individual interviewees and the participants to the FGD were 
satisfied with the services, but critical notes were heard as well, notably that 
service providers for sex workers should not be recognizable as such, for fear of 
stigmatization. 

� 69% mentioned physical and/or psychological problems, mostly trauma from 
violence, sexual health problems, depression and stress. On the other hand, one 
third (31%) indicated they did not suffer from any medical or psychological 
problems related to sex work. 85% considered themselves at risk for STI and 
HIV/AIDS. 

� Most family members interviewed (75%) accepted and supported their relatives in 
sex work. Families suffered from stigmatization and harassment as well because 
of their relative’s work. 

� Many sex workers interviewed expressed a great loneliness and explicitly 
expressed the need to socialize more often. Both the individual interviewees and 
the participants to the FGD indicated they would like to meet more and work 
together. Other respondents wanted to engage in advocacy for decriminalization 
of sex work or to devote time to community strengthening. 

� Sex workers who have children indicated the need of support for their children 
when they are working. An observation from the HOPS research team is that 
children also need supportive activities of their own, since usually they live under 
the same socially isolated and stigmatized circumstances as their mothers. 

 

Alternative career choices and empowerment within sex work 

� Almost all individual interviewees (85%) had other working experience besides 
sex work. 77% quit sex work once or more often. They came back to sex work for 
financial reasons, the alternative job not being sustainable enough. 

� When asked whether they would like to leave sex work now, three respondents 
(24%) said ‘Yes, absolutely’. Five others (38%) responded ‘Yes, if I could find 
alternative employment with a comparable income to sex work.’ 38% did not 
want to quit sex work. Reasons to quit were getting older and having fewer 
clients; sex work being a tough job with high safety risks; stigmatization and 
discrimination. Those who wanted to continue to work in the sex sector (38%) 
indicated they liked the job, needed the money or wanted to retire later. 

� There was a significant difference between the wishes of male sex workers and 
female sex workers regarding career development. Whereas most female sex 
workers expressed their wish to leave sex work, most of the male sex workers 
wanted to continue. Further research should be done to look into the underlying 
reasons for this difference.  

� The majority of the interviewed sex workers (54%) wanted to start their own 
business, stating it would give them the same kind of freedom they have in sex 
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work and would lack the prejudice they face in other jobs. Other preferred jobs 
were becoming a hairdresser, tailor or a secretary. 

� To help them in their career, interviewees indicated the need for vocational 
training such as computer and language skills, but also business skills.  

� Many sex workers furthermore expressed the need for having a safe place in a 
crisis situation (homelessness, violence) which will offer overnight stay. A special 
need was expressed to provide shelter for young girls surviving on the streets by 
engaging in sex work. 

� Although not many interviewees mentioned self-defence classes as a potential 
empowerment activity, the HOPS team felt this could help build both their self 
confidence and lower their risk to experience violence. 

 

Based on the above conclusions, the following recommendations can be made for 
alternative and supplementary career options for sex workers in Macedonia. 

1. Economic empowerment: provide opportunities to complete formal education for 
some and vocational skills for most others. Moreover, financial and business skills are 
essential, among others financial literacy training and saving schemes. Stimulating 
self employment through handicraft and creative workshops will furthermore 
contribute to income generation. 

2. Psychosocial services: maintain and expand the activities of the drop-in centres as 
important meeting places for sex workers to share their experiences and counter their 
social isolation; continue to provide services of a psychologist to deal with trauma. 
Stimulate personal skills such as relaxation techniques and self defence classes to 
help building the self esteem of sex workers. Child care carried out by professionals 
and sex workers together will provide a supportive environment and may also 
contribute to sex workers’ empowerment. 

3. Health services: continuation of present activities, supplemented by a mobile unit to 
reach a greater number of sex workers throughout Macedonia and an emergency 
shelter for homeless underage sex workers. Establishing services for sex workers 
within larger buildings with services for the general public may lead to better access 
and less stigmatization. Last but not least, professional supervision for staff at NGOs 
working with sex workers is considered very important to prevent burn-out. 

4. Sex workers rights: community strengthening of sex workers can be enhanced 
through external training seminars and social activities. Provide skills training on how 
to communicate and negotiate with clients; document human rights violations and 
use these case studies for advocacy on a national and international level; stimulate 
leadership development within the sex workers community by supporting sex workers 
organizations such as STAR-STAR. 



 

   50



 

   51

5. Needs Assessment Uganda 

5.1 General background  

Sex work is illegal in Uganda, as well as procuring, encouragement of sex work and 
earning by facilitating sex work. Sex work and related activities are treated and penalized 
as a criminal offence.  

Different types of sex work can be distinguished in Uganda: 

� Elite services which involve escort, ‘marriage’ and hospitality to the wealthy, well-
to-do families and foreign dignitaries (both resident and visiting for tourism); 

� Organized sex work through a variety of establishments (usually around 
entertainment centres) where lodge/bar owners, former sex workers or pimps 
control the business and sex workers pay a fee for working there or are paid a 
salary by the owners. The latter is more common outside Kampala where young 
girls are recruited to work as attendants in bars, hostels etc.; 

� Individual sex work by individuals on a day to day basis as a survival strategy 
with any available willing clients. Negotiation is directly between the sex worker 
and client for a “short” or overnight. Depending on the terms the sex worker or 
client will pay for the venue, usually in a lodge or local room hired out on an 
hourly basis. It is in this category that growth is most evident.  

At present due to the illegal nature of sex work in Uganda, the only possible entry points 
for programme implementation are through the HIV and human rights sectors. In 2007, 
the Uganda AIDS Commission developed a National HIV Strategic Plan (NSP) which 
identified sex workers as part of the ‘behavioural socio-cultural and economic drivers of 
the HIV and AIDS epidemic in Uganda’. As part of this most at risk populations (MARPS) 
category, the NSP recommended targeted interventions with sex workers to minimize 
HIV risks within this group. The national focal point has been the STI clinic at Mulago 
Hospital under the Ministry of Health’s AIDS Control Program (ACP). Their mandate is to 
provide screening and treatment services, conduct formal research among sex workers 
and other MARPS, and act as the national referral point for STI treatment. A two year 
programme was sponsored by UNFPA called MARPi (Most At Risk Populations initiative) to 
recruit and monitor sex workers in five districts of Kampala to use the services of the 
clinic. In 2008 a formal MARPS network was established to act as an umbrella 
organization for stakeholders working with MARPS.  

Other NGOs have also been involved in linking sex workers to health services, for 
example PACE, UYDEL, AMREF, UHMG and the sex workers organization Wonetha whilst 
advocating for safer sexual practices like consistent condom use; seeking health services 
such as regular HIV testing, care and treatment; and STI screening and treatment. 

Most focus in the human rights area has been on removal or ‘rescue’ from sex work 
through ‘rehabilitation’ of vulnerable or sexually exploited children and youth 
programmes. Many of these have involved voluntary removal from commercial sex work 
into vocational training ventures to lead into alternative employment. Success rates have 
not been as expected due to lack of access to capital or inadequate business training 
skills, resulting in many participants going back into sex work. UYDEL has attributed this 
to the lack of capital resources available to finance start-up businesses in a realistic way. 

In the women’s movement there has been a growing recognition that sex workers are a 
marginalized group facing discrimination, and are not able to access services as other 
women. Some attempts have been made to assist sex workers to organize themselves to 
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campaign for their rights and provide forums for their voices to be heard. A few have 
recognized that sex workers are key stakeholders who need to be directly involved in 
policy making and reporting mechanisms. The Kampala based sex workers organization 
Wonetha has started outreach and advocacy activities. Wonetha is calling for sex work to 
be decriminalized and sex workers to be treated with respect and be given their human 
rights as other citizens. 

 

5.2 Data collection 

For the purpose of the needs assessment, a total number of 15 sex workers were 
interviewed individually4, 13 of whom were female, one male and one transgender. The 
individual interviews were supplemented by seven focus group discussions with in total 
67 participants (62 female and five male), making a total of 82 sex workers involved in 
the needs assessment in Uganda.  

Demographics 

The geographical areas for the individual interviews and the FGD were selected to 
provide an accurate picture of the situation in the field: 

� Northern Uganda 

A special situation exists there due to the history of insurgency and rehabilitation of 
internally displaced people within the Acholi sub region. Sex for food and survival sex 
work is very prevalent in this area. One of the Move Forward partner organizations, 
War Child Holland, is located in this region. Therefore, it was deemed essential to 
carry out the needs assessment there (five individual interviews, two FGD) to obtain 
information which can be directly integrated into the implementation of their project 
activities.  
 
� Western Uganda 

Much documentation and research has been undertaken along the Uganda transport 
corridors with hot spot mapping of commercial sex work and truck stops, particularly 
east-west routes from Kenya through Uganda and central-north routes to Sudan.5 It 
was therefore decided to collect information from another active border area, namely 
Congo/Uganda, in the Western region. A large mining town, Kasese, is also located 
nearby and is an active area for sex workers serving migrant mine workers. Three 
individual interviews and one FGD were held here. Women at Work International 
(WAWI), an NGO undertaking peer education and awareness training programmes 
with sex workers holds activities at both these locations so it was decided the border 
area would provide additional insight into the sex work context in Uganda. 
 
� Kampala 

As the capital city with an increasing population of sex workers, and the location for 
most NGOs and government agencies, most of the research was undertaken there 
(seven individual interviews, four FGD). Two partner organization of the Move 
Forward Project are based in Kampala, namely UYDEL and Wonetha. 
 
 

                                                           
4
 20 individual interviews were held, but five were withdrawn from the analysis due to a lack of information 

5 IOM/MOH: A Response Analysis of HIV/AIDS Programming along Transport Corridors in Uganda, July 2009 
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Apart from the sex workers themselves, 12 stakeholders granted an interview, 
representing the MARPi (Most At Risk Populations initiative), the police, two international 
organizations and eight NGOs working with sex workers.  

 Number of 

interviewees 

Female sex 

workers 

Male sex 

workers 

Transgender 

sex workers 

Individual interviews with sex workers 15 13 1 1 

Focus group discussions with sex workers 67 62 5  

Non-governmental organizations 8    

Governmental organizations 2    

International organizations 2    

Total 94 75 6 1 

 

Thirteen of the individually interviewed sex workers were female, one was male and one 
was transgender. Seven lived in Kampala, five in Gulu and the remaining three in 
Kasese. Fourteen had the Ugandan nationality; one woman who was interviewed in 
Kasese was Congolese. 

Three were underage at the time of the interview, whereas seven were between 18 and 
24 years old. Four others were between 25 and 34 and one woman was over 45. When 
asked when they first started in sex work, 40% (6 interviewees) started as young adults 
(18 – 24 years), but 60% (9 interviewees) had been underage, some as young as 12 or 
13. 

Geographical area Age now Age at start 

of sex work 

Years of experience in sex work 

Kasese, female  15  13 2 years 

Kasese, female 16 13 2 years 

Gulu, female 17 14 3 years 

Kampala, female 18 15 1 – 3 years 

Gulu, female 18 – 24  14 5 – 10 years 

Kampala, male 18 – 24 16 1 - 3 years 

Gulu, female 18 – 24 17 5 – 10 years 

Kampala, transgender 25 - 34 17 7 years 

Kampala, female 50 12 More than 20 years with breaks in 

between 

 

The working experience in the sex sector of all interviewees ranged from 1 – 3 years (8 
respondents), 3- 5 years (2), 5 – 10 years (4) and up to more than 10 years (1). 

Of all the interviewees, two had completed their secondary school. Six others did go to 
secondary school, but never graduated, whereas three 
were educated up to primary school. Three respondents 
never completed primary school and one never went to 
school at all. 

Almost half of the interviewees (7 respondents) lived 
with their children and sometimes also with other family 
members, even though they were sometimes still very 
young themselves. Four lived with colleagues, among 
whom the male and the transgender sex worker. Three 
lived on their own and one with family members without 
children. 

Most interviewees were introduced to sex work by friends or acquaintances (12 out of 
15), two started of her own initiative and one via a family member. None of the 

‘I was working in a lodge, but 

earned very little. When my 

mother died my troubles 

worsened. I turned to sex work to 

pay for my brother’s studies; he 

wants to be a mechanic. I also 

support my sister who dropped out 

of school after she got pregnant.’ 

Female sex worker, 24 years, 

Kasese 
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interviewees indicated that they had been forced by others into the sex sector. When 
asked for their reasons to start sex work, all indicated financial needs. 

 

5.3 Working conditions 

 

Places of work 

Places of work varied: many worked mainly from bars 
(6 respondents), others mainly on the streets (4). Two 
worked both indoors and outdoors, and two in a lodge 
or hotel. One simply stated ‘in my neighbourhood’, 
without indicating whether this was indoors or 
outdoors. 

 

Income 

More than half of the interviewees (10 out of 15) said 
that their children plus other family members were 
depending on their income as a sex worker. One 
mentioned sharing with her partner only, two with 
their parents only. The male and the transgender sex 
worker indicated that their income was solely theirs. 
None mentioned sharing income with pimps. 

Almost all interviewees (13) indicated that their 
income from sex work was not enough to cover all 
their costs, whereas only two said the money was 
enough. Still, most (10) did not have an additional 
income. Of the four who had, one worked as a waitress while the others ran a restaurant, 
played pool for money or washed clothes for others. 

 

Obstacles 

The sex workers interviewed individually met with 
different obstacles in their working conditions. Non 
paying clients (10 interviewees) and harassment and 
violence from clients (8) were mentioned as the 
largest problems. Other obstacles referred to were 
stigma; robbery; and clients that did not want to use 
condoms. One interviewee reported she had been 
raped. 

‘My husband left me for South-

Africa and sold the house before 

he went. My children and I were 

thrown out. I started to rent, but 

couldn’t afford it, so we were 

thrown out again. We slept outside 

for two days. A friend who was 

doing sex work advised me to do 

the same. Within a week I was able 

to pay off my debt and get a new 

place to rent.’ 

Female sex worker, 24 years, 

Kampala 

‘Some clients do not want to pay 

and say to me: ‘What have you 

sold? Do you have a license to 

operate? God gave you these 

things free of charge and yet you 

want me to pay for them.’ 

Female sex worker, FGD, Kampala 

‘Sometimes we get raped and 

others trick us into having sex with 

them while they have put pepper 

on the condoms.’ 

Female sex worker, early twenties, 

Gulu 

‘My husband died when I was still 

very young and I had to take care 

of the children. I failed to get a man 

to marry me and take care of the 

children. My only available option 

was to go into sex work.’ 

Female sex worker, 30 years, 

Kampala 
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Obstacles in working conditions  

 

N = 15, but some respondents provided multiple answers 

 

Focus group discussions 

The obstacles in the working conditions mentioned above by the individual interviewees 
were confirmed by the focus group discussions (FGD) which took place in Kampala (4), 
Kasese (1) and Gulu (2). One FGD in Kampala was attended by male sex workers, 
whereas the other meetings included female sex workers only.  

Client non-payment was confirmed in almost all FGD, as well as stigmatization, 
harassment and violence, both from clients, the general public and the police. The male 
FGD especially mentioned media campaigns against them and psychosocial problems due 
to living a double life as homosexual sex workers. Homosexuality is currently illegal in 
Uganda and in 2009 a severe Anti-Homosexuality Bill was proposed. The new law would 
further criminalize homosexuality, including the possibility of the death penalty for same 
sex acts with people under the age of 18. The law met with much opposition from human 
rights organizations and has been dropped. 

Gang rape and forced anal or oral sex were mentioned as well, by the FGD in Bwaise, 
Kampala. The Congolese women interviewed in Gulu also mentioned that they had been 
brought to Uganda as brides by soldiers who later on left them, leaving them no choice 
but to engage in sex work. 

 

Stakeholders 

The stakeholders interviewed confirmed the difficult working conditions for sex workers in 
Uganda, stating it is hard for them to access services due to the criminalization of sex 
work and stigmatization of those involved. Moreover, organizations that want to support 
sex workers face difficulties if they do so openly. The representative from the NGO PACE 
stated: ‘If there were no legal implications open involvement would be much easier.’ 

Still, the debate on decriminalization of sex work in Uganda will be put on the table, 
according to the representative of the MARPs (Most At Risk Populations) Network. He 
pointed out to the recent UNFPA draft report on commercial sex work which indicates the 
growth of the sex sector in Uganda, especially for economic survival. The report 
underlines the need to discuss sex work with relevant stakeholders, including sex 
workers organizations. 

‘The main obstacle I endure is 

harassment from the police, 

religious leaders and the general 

community. People always 

misjudge, there is so much 

discrimination here. Once I was 

arrested by the police and 

undressed by them in public. The 

police then encouraged passersby 

to look at me and laugh. They then 

beat me up and tortured me.’ 

Transgender sex worker, Kampala 
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The two police officers interviewed in Gulu stressed the illegality of sex work, stating that 
sex workers should be encouraged to leave the sex sector. They added that the police 
engaged in school visits to warn young girls about the dangers of sex work.  

The representative from FIDA, a women’s rights NGO set up by lawyers, stated that sex 
workers are a marginalized group that should be provided with legal advice, shelter and 
moral support. Moreover, sex workers should be included as important stakeholders in 
the debate on sex work, FIDA added. FIDA actively supports Wonetha: ‘Our concept is of 
human rights. So what is important is offering the support that sex workers or their 
organizations ask from us.’ 

The representatives from Wonetha, the Ugandan sex workers organization, outlined 
several key barriers for sex workers in Uganda, starting with the criminalization of their 
work and the stigmatization attached. Moreover, according to Wonetha, secrecy among 
sex workers is very high as most are not willing to come out and share their experiences 
for fear of problems and identification by families or communities. Also, child care and 
support care for the extended family place a big strain on sex workers, Wonetha said, as 
well as the fact that many sex workers are illiterate and lack educational opportunities. 

 

5.4 Positive experiences 

Money (9 respondents) and being able to take care of 
relatives (4) were most often mentioned as the 
positive aspects of sex work. Friendship and contacts 
with clients were also indicated by three interviewees. 
A woman from Gulu mentioned running her own 
business as a sex worker and a woman from Kampala 
said doing sex work meant that she did not need any 
investments to do the work. 

Positive experiences in sex work  

  

N = 15, but some respondents provided multiple answers 

When asked what would improve matters legalisation of sex work was mentioned, as well 
as more money and that sex workers should be treated as human beings. 

‘Sex work enabled me to start a 

business and buy land to build a 

house. It also helped my children 

through school.’ 

Female sex worker, 30 years, 

Kampala 

‘This job does not require startup 

capital and it is on a free entry, free 

exit basis.’ 

Female sex worker, 23 years, 

Kampala 

‘I like to go out dancing with clients, 

it’s fun. With my sex work I’m able 

to get food for myself and the 

whole family.’ 

Female sex worker, 24 years, Gulu 
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Focus group discussions 

Within the FGD positive experiences in sex work were 
discussed as well. The participants of the FGD 
organised at Wonetha in Kampala mentioned having 
good negotiation skills; access to health check-ups; 
being members in a saving scheme; and giving 
support to children of deceased colleagues. They also 
expressed confidentiality and awareness of their own 
sexuality. Moreover they were proud that they earned 
money to support their children, buy plots and build 
houses, as well as pay their medical bills. 

The participants of the male FGD in Kampala 
mentioned that they felt accepted by their female 
colleagues who sometimes also referred clients to 
them. Besides, this group had also managed to set up 
businesses for themselves with their profits from sex 
work. Furthermore, they saved enough money for 
school fees and their living costs. One participant 
mentioned that a client had helped him with capital to 
start his own restaurant. 

The participants of the FGD in Kasese reported high condom use, little violence from 
clients, a reasonable self esteem and good support from the NGO WAWI. 

Stakeholders 

The representatives from Wonetha pointed out some of their best practices, such as the 
‘Creative Space’ workshops. In these workshops they focus on dance and drama role 
playing regarding work environments; negotiations with clients; the importance of first 
aid networks; and how to persuade clients to do what sex workers want. Wonetha has 
also instigated so-called ‘body mapping’ exercises with sex workers, in which they 
declare love for all parts of the body and discuss the importance of self value. According 
to Wonetha, this has contributed to build sex workers’ self love and self esteem.  

Last but not least, Wonetha is currently working on a book with the testimonies of 
hundreds of sex workers to break the silence and the stigma surrounding them. 

 

5.5 Police harassment and violence 

Only two interviewees, female sex workers from 
Gulu, indicated helpful services from the police, for 
example prevention messages broadcasted through 
the radio. Three other respondents, two from Kasese 
and one from Gulu, did not have any contacts with 
the police. Everyone else (10 respondents or 67%) 
reported –sometimes multiple- negative experiences. 
Six had to provide sexual services to policemen; four 
had to bribe the police on different occasions; four experienced different forms of 
harassment in general or even violence; three were arrested and two received warnings 
to get off the streets. 

‘In the early days when I started, I 

would go to fancy hotels and escort 

men on trips, which were good fun. 

Nowadays I’m older and don’t earn 

that much anymore, but I saved up. 

Through sex work, I have been able 

to make money, help myself and 

those who depend on me. I have 

bought land in my home area and 

built three houses on it, one for my 

mother, one for another relative 

and one for myself.’  

Female sex worker, 50 years, 

Kampala 

‘A client beat me up and stole my 

phone. When I went to the police, I 

found out that he was a policeman. 

They were all laughing at me and I 

never got my phone back.’ 

Female sex worker, FGD Kampala 
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Police harassment and violence 

 

N = 10, but some respondents provided multiple answers 

 

Focus group discussions 

Within the FGD police harassment was mentioned as well, sharing experiences of 
violence by the police; arrest and imprisonment; robbery; bribery and extortion. A few 
indicated they had been raped by policemen. In one of the Kampala FGD participants 
stated that as a rule they were forced to have sex or pay money when they were 
arrested by the police. One young woman from Kampala indicated she was gang raped 
by policemen and got pregnant as a result. 

 

Stakeholders 

The representatives from Wonetha said they had established links with the police in some 
districts in Kampala, known as ‘key contacts’ who they can call when they face problems. 
However, problems still exist with many other police stations, both in Kampala and 
elsewhere. 

 

5.6 Health issues 

Thirteen out of 15 individual interviewees (87%) said they had access to health care in 
one way or another, whereas two indicated they had no access at all. Of those who had 
access, five went to private clinics; four to STI clinics; and two to state health 
institutions. The others mentioned institutions by name, such as Wonetha, Moonlight 
Stars, UYDEL, Kawempe health centres, Gulu Referral Hospital and Marie Stopes. 

No one mentioned bad experiences, although four interviewees did not answer this 
question and one indicated ‘neutral’ experiences. The remaining nine reported good 
experiences with health care providers. 

When asked for physical or psychological problems, four interviewees said they did not 
have any problems at all, whereas 11 reported various problems. Seven mentioned 
psychological problems, such as depression, stigmatization and schizophrenia. Among 
the physical problems were sexual health problems and abdominal pain after sex. 

‘The police always ask for free sex, 

but I refuse. One day somebody 

stole my money, but the policeman 

refused to help because I wouldn’t 

sleep with him.’ 

Female sex worker, 24 years, Kasese 
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The possibility of contracting an STI was considered a major risk by 12 respondents 
(80%), whereas three interviewees (20%) indicated they did not consider themselves at 
risk, as they claimed they always used condoms with clients.  

Even though most respondents considered themselves at risk, ten indicated that they 
always used a condom with clients (67%), whereas two used condoms ‘most of the 
times’ (13%) and three ‘sometimes’ (20%). With their partners five interviewees never 
used condoms (33%), one ‘rarely’, one sometimes and only one ‘always’. Seven 
interviewees did not have a partner at the time of the interview. 

 

Stakeholders 

According to Wonetha, in some health facilities doctors are directing compulsory health 
check-ups and treatment (HCT) for sex workers without their consent or knowledge, 
even when going for a malaria check-up. Moreover, the representative from MARPS 
expressed his concern about the stigma being demonstrated to sex workers by health 
care providers which has been reported in several research studies. This is especially the 
case if service providers have not been trained on the issue or are not specifically 
targeting sex workers with health services. 

 

5.7 Service providers 

Most (12 out of 15) of the respondents were in touch 
with a service provider. Often more than one service 
provider was mentioned. Four respondents mentioned 
Wonetha, three WAWI and three UYDEL. PACE, Marie 
Stopes, the Red Cross, the Family Planning Association 
of Uganda, the Kampala City Council Health Clinic and 
the Gulu Youth Centre were all mentioned once. The 
main reason given to use these services was that they 
were of good quality.  

The interviewees mostly used the health services 
provided, such as STI testing, distribution of condoms 
and lubricants, as well as information on how to avoid 
and treat STIs. Vocational training and social activities, 
including the drop-in centres and counselling were also 
popular. 

‘Wonetha gives me new hope. I 

participate in their drama, 

education and counseling activities 

and I go with them together on 

outreach. Wonetha has sensitized 

the police to respect sex workers 

as people and the government is 

now aware that sex workers too 

can advocate for their rights. For 

me, I’ve learnt through Wonetha 

that we can take care of each other 

by visits and support.’ 

Female sex worker, 50 years, 

Kampala 
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Most popular services 

 

N = 12, but some respondents provided multiple answers 

When asked what they found missing in the services 
provided, vocational skills and setting up saving 
schemes were mentioned most often, followed by 
counselling, especially with regard to taking care of 
their children. 

 

Focus group discussions 

Within the FGD some critical voices were heard as 
well regarding service providers. The participants to 
an FGD in Kampala stated: ‘We are not satisfied with 
the present quality of vocational training. We don’t 
want second-rate training that brings us nothing, we 
need professionals who know their business and who 
understand our needs!’ 

 

Stakeholders 

The need for quality in services was confirmed by the representative of the Uganda 
Health Marketing Group (UHMG), who said that in order to be successful both training 
and start-up capital for sex workers should be realistic and supervised by properly 
qualified personnel. He added that skills development is now relying too much on offsite 
trainers and suggested reducing the number of courses to be able to focus on the quality 
of each course. He concluded that skills development should be followed by facilities and 
equipment to use the skills afterwards. Moreover, counselling and peer support initiatives 
could contribute to a successful implementation. 

‘I think we should have a loan 

scheme that can be used by sex 

workers in case they badly need 

money for instance when they are 

sick or when they need to rest.’ 

Female sex worker, 24 years, Kasese 

‘We need a clinic from where we 

can access proper medical care at 

all times of the day and week. We 

also need support for our children 

to put them through school.’ 

Female sex worker, 24 years, 

Kampala 

‘I’m in touch with WAWI and their 

peer educators encouraged me to 

take an HIV-test. They also provide 

condoms and counseling. I 

especially like their activities on 

tailoring and hair dressing.’ 

Female sex worker, 24 years, Kasese 
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5.8 Alternative career choices and 
empowerment within sex work 

All interviewees except one (a sixteen year old girl 
from Kasese who had started sex work when she was 
13) indicated that they had other working experience 
besides sex work. Most of them (9) had working 
experience previous to sex work; the other five after 
they started working in the sex sector. Four had 
worked as a waitress, three had been housemaids, two 
had had their own businesses, one had been a teacher 
and one a receptionist. The other three had been 
labourers, such as working in the market, making 
chapatti or working as a tailor. 

Eight out of the 14 who had other working experience, 
said they liked this alternative work, but they still 
ended it. Three said they did not like it and three did 
not answer this question. Various reasons were given 
why the interviewees ended this alternative job. Four 
of the 14 indicated that the income was not enough 
and they could make more money with sex work; 
three said they were being harassed in these other 
jobs; two gave health reasons or that they got sacked. 
One woman mentioned that the sewing machine she 
bought broke down.  

When asked whether they had ever quit sex work for a 
period of time, nine (60%) said ‘no’ and six (40%) 
said ‘yes’. Those who continued to work without 
interruptions said they could not afford to stop for 
financial reasons. The respondents who stopped for 
some time indicated various reasons, such as health 
reasons; a partner who would not allow her to work; 
the severe competition in sex work; non paying 
clients; and having an alternative income. 

When asked whether they would like to leave sex work 
now, 13 respondents said ‘Yes, absolutely’, whereas 
two other interviewees (13%) indicated ’Yes, but only 
if I could find another job that pays the same or more.’ 
Ten respondents indicated their reasons for wanting to 

leave the sex sector. Six indicated the physical and 
emotional toughness of the job; another sex worker 
pointed out the job risks; one said she was getting 
older and had fewer clients; two respondents 
mentioned the stigmatization and discrimination 
attached to the work as a reason to quit.  

‘I worked as a barman and liked it 

for a while, but in the end the 

attitude of the customers made me 

leave. They usually insulted me, 

some even beat me up and one 

night they poured alcohol on me, 

which made me feel so humiliated 

and bad. Besides, the money was 

not enough.’ 

Transgender sex worker, 30 years, 

Kampala 

 

‘I finished high school and I would 

now like to go on for higher 

studies. That would help me to 

give up sex work completely.’ 

Female sex worker, early twenties, 

Gulu 

‘Before I started sex work I used to 

be a receptionist at a lodge and I 

liked it very much, because they 

paid me high wages. Still I left after 

they changed the manager and the 

new one was very harsh and 

discriminative towards me.’  

Female sex worker, 24 years, 

Kampala 

 

‘I would like to leave sex work 

because I have severe abdominal 

problems and I had surgery 

recently, but the pain still persists. 

Besides, now that I’m aging, men 

no longer come to look for my 

sexual services as they look for 

younger girls. I would like to start a 

restaurant or a bar.’ 

Female sex worker, 30 years, 

Kampala 
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Why leave sex work?  

  

N = 10, but some respondents provided multiple answers 

More than half of the respondents (8) indicated that they 
wanted to start their own business if they were to leave 
sex work, for example opening a restaurant or a hair 
salon. Others were interested in becoming a hairdresser; 
wanted to go into tailoring; or wished to sell fish or other 
food in the streets and markets. Two respondents wanted 
to continue their education. 

Alternatives to sex work  

 

N = 15, but some respondents provided multiple answers 

Capital was mentioned by 93% (14 respondents) as the 
key factor to make an alternative job possible. Vocational 
training (3 respondents) and a place to start with 
equipment (3) were also expressed as needs. Lack of 
money; bad health; old age; lack of transport to attend 
training; and lack of education were mentioned as the 
main obstacles to achieving their goals. 

‘I’m still strong enough to work, but 

my age is quite an obstacle as 

clients look for younger women. If 

they stop coming entirely, I will 

quit. Also my health is not good. 

What I would like to do after sex 

work is to open a wholesale 

business, but I need capital for that. 

Also I’m in debt because of my 

medical bills.’ 

Female sex worker, 50 years, 

Kampala 

‘I’ve already built a house and want 

to build one more to rent out. Then 

I could leave sex work and live from 

the income of the house, but I still 

would continue to work part-time 

to cover all costs. But I can’t get a 

loan because I have nothing to 

deposit. And if this doesn’t work 

out, I want to start a salon.’ 

Female sex worker, early thirties, 

Gulu 

‘I used to be a tailor and would like 

to go back to that. My children are 

grown up now and I’m tired. I 

would need a new sewing machine 

as the old one got broken, which 

made me start sex work in the first 

place.’ 

Female sex worker, early thirties, 

Gulu 

‘UYDEL has accepted me into the 

Masooli Vocational Centre to study 

electronics, but I have no funds for 

transport or pocket money, so I 

haven’t started yet.’ 

Male sex worker, early twenties, 

Kampala 
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When asked what they would need to empower 
themselves in sex work, only half of the respondents 
answered. Those who did answer mentioned needing 
more money, respect and less violence. 

40% of the sex workers individually interviewed 
stated that other sex workers could not contribute to 
their decision to quit or to stay in sex work. The 
others mentioned stimulation to quit (3 
respondents); emotional support (2); friendship 
among colleagues (2); and advice in general (1). 
One sex worker indicated that her colleagues would 
only prevent her from exiting.  

When asked what they could do for other sex 
workers, various things were mentioned, such as 
financial and emotional support, as well as 
information regarding protection, drugs and alcohol. 

The interviewees were also asked what they would need regardless of whether they 
would like to leave sex work or not. Not everyone found this question easy to answer: 
three refrained from answering at all. Among the needs expressed by the other 12 were 
vocational training (6 respondents), business skills (3), computer skills (2), saving skills 
(1) and skills for sex work (1).  

 

Needs regardless of exiting sex work 

 

N = 13, but some respondents provided multiple answers 

 

Focus group discussions 

Within the focus group discussions there was more variety between those who wanted to 
leave the sex sector and those who did not. Within the FGD held at Wonetha in Kampala, 
only six participants wanted to quit. Nine other participants in this group wanted to 
continue while accomplishing small businesses on the side to provide an extra income, so 
that they could reduce their dependency on sex work.  

‘I used to sell maize and liked it, 

because it was not stressful and I 

had a daily profit. I quit sex work for 

a time, because my boyfriend 

wouldn’t let me. But then he left 

me and I got back into sex work to 

provide for myself. However, I am 

HIV positive now and continuing to 

work is not good for my health. 

Besides, I don’t earn as much 

anymore as I did before.  

When I would quit, I would like to 

operate a fruit stall, but I can’t save 

enough to start.’ 

Female sex worker, 17 years, Gulu 
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The same goes for the male FGD whose five 
participants did not want to quit sex work right now, 
but all wanted to expand their already existing 
businesses. In the other FGD most participants 
wanted to leave sex work, preferably starting their 
own businesses. 

Needs expressed within the FGD could be divided in 
health needs, economic needs and psychosocial 
needs. Regarding health needs, access to health care and free condoms and lubricants 
ranked high. The participants to the male FGD mentioned being involved in a project by 
MARPi forming Health Action Groups within their own communities. They provided 
information on STI and HIV/AIDS and access to health services to their peers and other 
members of their local communities.  

Regarding economic needs, on top of the wish list were the expansion of saving 
schemes; basic education for those who were illiterate; school fees for their children; 
access to capital; and vocational training of good quality. With regard to psychosocial 
needs self defence classes were mentioned, but also training on how to organise 
themselves including raising their self esteem. 

 

Stakeholders 

According to the stakeholders interviewed, with the exception of the police, the agency of 
sex workers themselves is crucial to decide their future and their needs. But even the 
police acknowledged the importance of active involvement of sex workers into developing 
services and activities. 

Most stakeholders referred to the need for a combination of psychosocial support, health 
services and income generating training and activities. Much emphasis was laid on 
psychosocial support for children of sex workers as well as they are highly stigmatized 
and sometimes traumatized. Moreover, supervision for staff within their own 
organizations was considered important in order to deal with the sometimes traumatic 
stories sex workers share with them. Wonetha also referred to the importance of 
mentorship, whereby staff members are supported by older, more experienced 
colleagues. Moreover, Wonetha supports new groups of sex workers in other regions that 
are being set up. 

With regard to the special needs of children, Wonetha added that sex workers cannot 
always provide education for their children and that their child care practices are 
sometimes poor, resulting in neglect and abuse. This finding is being backed up by other 
NGOs such as UYDEL, War Child Holland and WAWI. 

The staff members interviewed at the Gulu War Child Holland offices pointed out the 
importance of an integrated approach of psychosocial help such as life skills training with 
small business training, one reinforcing the other. Special attention should also be given 
to post conflict trauma. Due to the conflict in Northern Uganda violence levels are much 
higher than in other parts of the country. 

According to the representatives from WAWI, a sustainable income as well as good 
health are the most important needs expressed by sex workers. WAWI tries to meet 
these needs by implementing income generating activities; as well as voluntary 
counselling and testing, followed by treatment for those infected. 

‘When you’re older, you get fewer 

clients and then it’s time to think of 

the future and retirement, not 

now.’ 

Male sex worker, early twenties, 

FGD Kampala 
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The representative from PACE explicitly pointed to the Congolese women stranded in 
Uganda who need help in repatriation.  

The staff members interviewed at the UYDEL office in Kampala distinguished four basic 
needs of sex workers. These incorporated protection from stigma including legal aid; 
livelihood and skills training; start-up capital after vocational training; and diagnosis and 
treatment of STIs including HIV.  

 

5.9 Conclusions and recommendations 

Based on the result of the assessment of needs and strengths implemented in Uganda, 
the following main conclusions can be drawn: 

Working conditions 

� The sex workers interviewed both in the individual interviews and in the focus 
group discussions were on average young, in the 18 – 24 age group or even 
younger. 60% of the individual interviewees were underage when they started sex 
work.  

� 80% was introduced to sex work by friends or acquaintances, whereas 20% were 
initiated into sex work by themselves or were introduced by family members. 
None of the interviewees claimed they were forced into sex work. For all, financial 
problems were their main reason to start. 

� 53% worked mainly indoors, 27% mainly outdoors and 13% both indoors and 
outdoors. 

� The respondents in the individual interviews had received very little education; 
many had not finished elementary school or never attended school at all. Only 
13% had finished high school. This also limited their access to alternative 
employment. 

� 87% of the respondents indicated that their family, including partners, children 
and parents, depended on their income, but at the same time stated their income 
was not enough to cover all their costs.  

� Sex workers in Uganda face difficult working conditions with harassment and 
violence on a large scale. 67% of the individual interviewees mentioned several 
obstacles, such as non-paying clients, harassment and violence from clients, as 
well as police brutality. Respondents indicated bribery and compulsory sexual 
services as the main problems with the police. 

� At the same time, the interviewees indicated positive experiences in sex work as 
well, notably the income generation (60%); feeling proud to be able to care of 
their children and other relatives (27%); and the positive contacts with clients 
(20%). Moreover, the participants to the FGD at the Wonetha office showed high 
self-confidence, with good negotiation skills and great solidarity among 
themselves by taking care of children of deceased colleagues. 
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Health and services providers 

� All respondents in the individual interviews had access to medical services, 
sometimes through state institutions, private clinics or via NGOs. 

� Various health problems were indicated, both physical and psychological, although 
more than a quarter stated they had no health problems at all. Among the health 
issues mentioned were depression, stigmatization and sexual health problems. 
80% considered themselves at risk of STIs and HIV/AIDS. 

� 80% of the respondents were in touch with a service provider, such as Wonetha, 
UYDEL, WAWI, MARPi or others. In general respondents were satisfied with the 
services provided, but they were critical about the quality of the vocational skills 
training, saying these should be more professional. 

� Most appreciated were the health services, followed by the vocational training and 
social activities. Among services most missed were vocational skills training of 
good quality; saving schemes; financial literacy; and activities and counselling for 
children. 

 

Alternative career choices and empowerment within sex work 

� All except one had other working experience besides sex work. The main reasons 
to leave this alternative job were lack of sufficient income and harassment on the 
job.  

� Most interviewees (60%) had never left sex work since they had started, giving 
financial circumstances as the main reason to continue to work. Those who left for 
some time all came back to sex work eventually. 

� When asked whether they would like to leave sex work now, 13 respondents 
(87%) said ‘Yes, absolutely’, whereas two other interviewees (13%) indicated 
’Yes, but only if I could find another job that pays the same or more.’ The main 
reasons to want to leave were the toughness of the work and job risks. Within the 
FGD there was more variety between those who wanted to leave and those who 
wanted to continue. Especially the male sex workers indicated they would not 
leave now, but rather expand their side businesses to reduce their dependency on 
sex work. 

� Most respondents (54%) in the individual interviewees wanted to start their own 
businesses, as a logical follow-up to sex work and also to counter stigmatization 
and harassment that face them in other jobs. Other jobs wished for were that of a 
hairdresser, tailor or making and selling food. Two respondents wanted to 
continue their education. 

� Needs expressed whilst in sex work and if they were to leave included saving 
schemes and access to capital; business skills; basic education opportunities; 
services for children; counselling; and good vocational training. 

 

The findings clearly indicate that an integrated approach which addresses all needs would 
provide the necessary prerequisites for alternative and supplementary career options for 
sex workers in Uganda. 
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Based on the conclusions above, viable career development opportunities for sex workers 
in Uganda should incorporate the following key elements: 

1. Economic empowerment: access to capital; business skills training; savings 
schemes; and vocational training of good quality provided by professionals. Basic 
literacy and numeracy skills are required by some groups who have not accessed 
formal education. 

2. Psychosocial services: self esteem building and sexuality awareness; how to 
identify needs; client negotiation skills; and support strategies for coping with 
violence, isolation and victimization. 

3. Health services: HIV prevention, care and support services integrated with sexual 
and reproductive health services (HCT/PMTCT, FP, condom distribution) which follow 
a ‘rights based’ approach for access. Moreover, health services should be non-
discriminatory but proactive in approach to encourage full participation and real 
access for sex workers. 

4. Sex workers rights: support older or more experienced sex workers to mentor their 
younger peers; document human rights violations and use these case studies for 
advocacy on a national and international level; support sex workers organizations 
such as Wonetha to reinforce community building of sex workers and stimulate 
leadership development within the sex workers community.  

 

Of course the services may vary regionally and differ where programme implementation 
has already focused on successful health service delivery. Moreover, implementing 
agencies currently working with sex workers include government and development 
partners, NGOS and civil society organizations. Consequently, harmonization between 
these agencies with sex workers themselves is critical for their active participation and to 
engage their long term support to meet their own needs and prevent rights violations. 

Last but certainly not least, the basic principles of freedom to organize and the right of 
representation in local structures are crucial for empowering sex workers in Uganda in 
the future. Sex workers need to have forums for themselves to share their experiences 
and provide direct support systems which address their needs as they arise. Advocacy 
and human rights NGOs should play a part in building the capacity of sex worker led 
groups and organizations to understand self management of groups; generation and 
accountability of funds; planning and reporting activities and case documentation. These 
groups should ensure that they are represented in the MARPS network and other decision 
making structures to ensure their voices are heard. 
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6  Needs Assessment Egypt 

6.1 General background  

Up to 1951 sex work was legal in Egypt. Different legal, medical and social aspects of sex 
work within the Egyptian society were organized according to a bylaw dating from 1905. 
Sex workers used to work with a license and were subject to routine medical exams to 
control STIs.  

Nowadays sex work is a criminal offence, as well as procuring, encouragement of sex 
work and earning by facilitating sex work. Sex workers are subject to imprisonment 
and/or a fine. There is an open scene on the streets, as well as a closed scene indoors 
and escort services. With the increasing conservative climate in Egypt, the social 
phenomenon is increasingly hidden and not easily observed. At the top of the market sex 
workers catering to travelling Western businessmen are known to operate out of private 
apartments. Other sex workers frequent the large hotels with a high percentage of 
Western guests. Sex workers with a lower income work on the streets or from private 
apartments as well. 

There is only one NGO in Egypt working explicitly with and for sex workers: the Al 
Shehab Foundation for Comprehensive Development. Since 2005 Al Shehab commits 
itself to work with female sex workers in Egypt to empower them and improve their living 
conditions. The first project initiating ‘outreach to vulnerable women for health promotion 
in Cairo, Egypt’ was developed under a joint UN program (UNAIDS, UNIFEM and UNDP). 
The overall goal of the project was to reduce the vulnerability of female sex workers to 
HIV and provide them with support to improve their general standard of living. The 
project aimed to increase the knowledge regarding the living conditions of women with a 
high risk of exposure to HIV/AIDS. The project also focused on changing risk behaviour 
that makes women vulnerable to HIV. Moreover, it aimed to provide social, medical and 
legal support services and to strengthen life skills (self confidence, negotiation skills, and 
self esteem). Apart from outreach work, the first drop-in centre in Egypt for sex workers 
was established in Nasr City, Cairo. This centre provided free medical services including 
condom distribution, treatment and referral; legal counselling; and capacity building, 
including training sessions on negotiations skills and condom use. 

The program was scaled up through a follow-up project in partnership with UNFPA, 
UNAIDS, UNIFEM and UNICEF. Services were provided through a second drop-in centre 
in the downtown area of Cairo. Also additional services were offered such as psycho-
social support via an in-house psychologist; outreach to clients of sex workers via male 
outreach work; and the provision of some vocational training.  

Al Shehab is the partner organization for STI Aids Netherlands in Egypt. At present, Al 
Shehab provides different services, mainly to vulnerable women in Cairo. One 
programme concentrates chiefly on female sex workers from the poorer areas. This is 
also the reason why the Move Forward Project in Egypt is focusing on Cairo only, as Al 
Shehab does not (yet) work in other cities.  

Apart from Al Shehab, a number of other NGOs work indirectly on behalf of sex workers 
or are willing to do so in the near future. The Egyptian Initiative for Personal Rights for 
example focuses on lobby and advocacy with regard to health and discrimination of 
marginalized groups. Besides, the Program Freedom focuses merely on drug addicts, but 
is willing to share its expertise with Al Shehab. 

Moreover, Al Shehab cooperates with a number of medical doctors providing health 
services to sex workers. Furthermore, factory owners are contacted who might be willing 
to provide training and jobs for sex workers that want to leave the sex sector. 
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6.2 Data collection 

For the purpose of the needs assessment, a total number of 15 female sex workers were 
interviewed individually. The individual interviews were supplemented by six focus group 
discussions with in total 36 female participants. In total 51 female sex workers were 
involved in the needs assessment in Egypt.  

Apart from the sex workers themselves, 33 stakeholders granted an interview. They 
represented women’s shelters, health and social NGO’s, legal NGOs, lawyers, medical 
doctors, factory owners and the police. 

 

 Number of 

interviewees 

Female sex 

workers 

Individual interviews with sex workers 15 15 

Focus group discussions with sex workers 36 36 

Women’s shelters 7  

Health and social services NGOs 6  

Medical doctors 4  

Legal NGOs 4  

Lawyers 8  

Police 1  

Factory owners 3  

Total 84 51 

 

Demographics 

All the sex workers interviewed were female, both in the 
individual interviews and the focus group discussions (FGD). 
Two respondents were underage at the time of the 
interview. Five interviewees were young adults up to 24 and 
eight were over 25 years old. Almost half of the 
interviewees (7) started working in the sex sector when 
they were underage. Five respondents started as young 
adults up to 24; two entered the sex sector when they were 
between 25 and 34 years old and of one respondent this 
remained unclear.  

The level of education of the individual interviewees was 
low: 40% never went to school at all; 13% went to primary 
school only; 20% went on to secondary school (but only one 
of them graduated); and 13% finished a university degree. 
The remaining respondents did not indicate their level of 
education. 

Seven respondents lived with their children and/or partners. 
Six other interviewees lived with their parents or other 
family members without any children. Two women lived 
with their partners only.  

‘There was this guy whom I slept 

with. The more I slept with him, the 

more money he gave me. So I 

became aware of the fact that sex 

brings money.’ 

Female sex worker, late twenties, 

Cairo 

‘My neighbour helped me because I 

was in need of some money and 

she sent me to a client. The client 

took pity of me because I was 

pregnant and he refused to sleep 

with me. He then gave me money 

to pay for the birth giving. After 

that I continued to work. 

Female sex worker, early twenties, 

Cairo 
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6.3 Working conditions 

Money was the main reason to get into sex work for 
most respondents (12 out of 15). Ten interviewees 
were introduced to sex work by friends or 
acquaintances, whereas three took the initiative 
themselves. One woman was introduced by family 
members and the last respondent was a street girl 
who was raped at the age of ten. The man who raped 
her subsequently kept exploiting her for food and 
shelter. She was also the only one who said that she 
had been forced into sex work. 

The individual interviewees shared quite a long 
working experience in the sex sector: 40% had worked 
between five and ten years and 20% had even worked 
for more than 10 years. The other 40% had worked 
between one and five years.  

Three women worked mainly on the streets, seven 
mostly indoors. The other five respondents worked 
both indoors and outdoors.  

 

Income 

All the respondents indicated that they shared their income with their children, partners 
and other family members. For only 40% the income was enough to cover their needs. 
Unfortunately, 80% of the respondents did not have any additional income. The few who 
had extra money earned this by begging or selling tissues in the streets. One respondent 
sometimes worked as an assistant at an editing company. Another woman was also a 
pimp.  

 

Obstacles 

When asked what obstacles the interviewees faced in 
sex work, harassment and violence from clients were 
mentioned most of all, by 11 respondents. 
Stigmatization was explicitly mentioned by seven 
interviewees, followed by non-paying clients (5), 
robbery (4) and harassment and violence from others 
besides clients and the police (3). 

‘I cannot look my father into the 

eyes and have little contact with my 

family, because of the shame that I 

feel doing this work. On the other 

hand, I do it to provide for my 

family and I pay for all the medical 

bills for my father who’s been ill for 

a long time.’ 

Female sex worker, early twenties, 

Cairo 

‘My husband is a labourer who 

doesn’t work regularly and I used to 

work for some people as a servant. 

They paid me little, just 20 Egyptian 

pounds for a whole day. But while I 

was walking down the street, there 

were so many cars calling me and 

whenever I got into one I could get 

50 or 100 pounds just like that. 

What do you think is better? 

Working a whole day for just 20 

pounds? I found this much easier.’ 

Female sex worker, mid-twenties, 

Cairo 
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Obstacles in working conditions  

 

N= 15, but some respondents provide multiple answers 

 

Focus group discussions 

In the focus group discussions stigma, feelings of self-degradation, discrimination and 
violence were also mentioned as the major problems that female sex workers faced in 
their everyday life and work. Economic abuse and harassment were indicated as well. 
Some participants said they were beaten up or robbed of their money and valuables. 
Others were forced to have sex with multiple clients and some participants were coerced 
to have sex without condom or payment.  

Several FGD participants referred to the money they 
earned with sex work as ‘haram’, meaning ‘shameful’. 
They said that, as the money was earned quickly, it was 
also spent quickly, whereas income from other sources 
was spent more wisely or saved up. 

The Al Shehab staff further observed in the FGD that 
family constituted another possible source of violence. 
Some interviewed women mentioned that they suffered 
from different forms of sexual harassment and rape by 
family members. Sometimes they were also forced by 
their families to work in the sex sector. Moreover, some 
respondents reported violence and maltreatment from 
pimps and criminal groups, such as domination over 
their financial resources, forced sex and injury. 

Furthermore, feelings of loneliness and lack of family 
care were expressed by the FGD participants. As one 
woman phrased it: ‘No one is asking me where the 
money is coming from, they just don’t care.’ 

In one of the FGD a comparison was made between the 
working conditions in sex work and in domestic services, 
stating that working conditions for housemaids were not 
much better than those for sex workers.  

‘I feel I cannot discipline my own 

children because of the work that I 

do. How can I tell my daughter of 

13 to dress decently, if I go out 

dressed the way I am? Also, my 

children are getting older and more 

aware of what I do. So I want to 

stop before they find out.’ 

Female sex worker, early thirties, 

Cairo 

‘Some of my clients humiliate me 

during sex. One man stubbed out 

his cigarettes in my body. I also had 

problems with the police. Even if I 

go out for fun, not work, I still have 

the risk to be arrested. 

Female sex worker, late twenties, 

Cairo 

‘Working in people’s homes is as 

humiliating as sex work, the way 

people would look at me and treat 

me badly. Besides, there is sexual 

harassment almost everywhere I 

worked. Working indoors as a 

housemaid ended up being similar 

to working outdoors as a sex 

worker.’ 

Female sex worker, early twenties, 

Cairo 
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Stakeholders 

The stakeholders interviewed confirmed the difficult working conditions for sex workers in 
Egypt, including stigmatization, discrimination and violence. As one of the medical 
doctors Al Shehab cooperates with expressed: ‘Sex work is a hidden phenomenon in 
Egypt, it’s a secret.’ The representative from the Program Freedom, an NGO addressing 
the issue of drug abuse and AIDS, pointed out the large stigma on sex work as well. He 
stated that advocacy should focus on reducing this stigmatization. This interviewee added 
that to stay in sex work is the woman’s choice, but that access to medical services and 
safe working circumstances should be guaranteed. From his experience with drug addicts 
he learned that real change is hard to achieve, so in his opinion the focus should be more 
on harm reduction. 

The representative from the Centre for Egyptian Women’s Legal Assistance stipulated 
that sex workers need legal protection instead of being prosecuted for breaking the law. 
The Centre recommended an awareness raising campaign among the general population 
to shed light on the difficult position of sex workers, in close cooperation with the media 
and religious organizations.  

Although there are initiatives and stakeholders that would like to see sex work 
decriminalized, it is not expected there will be a change in policy in the near future. 
Stakeholders concluded that civil society initiatives are needed to advocate the rights of 
sex workers and stimulate private projects to access medical, social and legal services. 

 

6.4 Positive experiences 

Money was mentioned by 73% of the individual interviewees as the most positive aspect 
of sex work, being able to provide for themselves and those depending on them. 
Friendship and contacts with clients were mentioned 
by 20%. 

 

Positive experiences in sex work  

 

N= 15, but some respondents provide multiple answers 

‘I’m very self-confident and have a 

strong will, I do what I want. I 

decide what happens, not the 

client. 

Female sex worker, late twenties, 

‘Through sex work I can raise my 

children in good standards. They are 

deprived of nothing.’ 

Female sex worker, early thirties, 

Cairo 

‘Sex work provides me with funds to 

continue to go to college and get 

my degree.’ 

Female sex worker, mid-twenties, 

Cairo 
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The participants to the FGD confirmed that being able 
to gain money out of sex work is the most significant 
positive experience they have. Also, many 
respondents mentioned that they are proud of being 
the sole provider for their families. With the money 
earned they are able to assist their relatives and help 
their children to continue their education.  

Some respondents mentioned that the positive aspect 
of sex work is that it allowed them to widen their 
social networks and meet new people. Others 
affirmed that sex work enhanced their sense of 
independency and increased their self-esteem. 
Interviewees also mentioned the sense of freedom, 
like running their own business.  

Yet other interviewees indicated that they liked the 
flexibility sex work offered them. They did not have 
to keep to strict working hours like they would have 
to if they would work in a factory or as a housemaid. 
Besides, the pay was much better and instant. 
Moreover, one respondent added that she would 
rather earn good money in sex work than work for a 
meagre salary as a secretary and be sexually 
exploited by her boss on the side. 

 

6.5 Police harassment and violence 

Four individual interviewees (27%) did not have any contacts with the police. The 11 
respondents (73%) who did all indicated experiences with police harassment and 
violence. Eight respondents mentioned harassment in general whereas two gave 
examples of police violence. Four interviewees had suffered harassment during arrest 
and were sometimes imprisoned as well. Three women stated they had been extorted by 
the police or had to pay bribes. Finally, two respondents had been forced to provide 
sexual services to the police.  

Police harassment and violence  

  

N = 11, but some respondents provided multiple answers 

 

‘This is my opportunity to get out of 

the home. As simple as that!’ 

Female sex worker, early twenties, 

Cairo 

 

‘Policemen stole from me, beat me 

up and forced me to sleep with 

them for no money. Sometimes 

they are in groups.’ 

Female sex worker, early twenties, 

Cairo 

 

‘I’m in it for the money and 

sometimes I enjoy the sex with 

clients too.’ 

Female sex worker, mid-twenties, 

Cairo 

‘I am proud that I provide for the 

family. Not my brothers or sisters, 

but me, and with my income the 

family has a better living.’ 

Female sex worker, early twenties, 

Cairo 
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Police brutality was mentioned as a common source 
of violence in the FGD as well. Interviewed sex 
workers stated that they were threatened and 
harassed by police officers, including extortion and 
rape. One of the incidents reported was that 
sometimes false cases are foisted upon them if the 
police do not have enough cases registered in the 
police station. 

According to the participants of the FGD, the 
harassment and violence female sex workers faced 
by the police increased their fears. Consequently, this 
fear hindered them to approach the police and seek 
protection when they faced violence from other 
actors.  

The stakeholders interviewed also mentioned police 
harassment towards sex workers as one of the most 
difficult issues sex workers in Egypt have to deal 
with. The Egyptian Initiative for Personal Rights 
implemented a project on police violence in which 
case studies were collected, although not specifically 
focusing on sex workers. This stakeholder suggested 
to Al Shehab to forward to them cases of police 
harassment of sex workers. 

 

6.6 Health issues 

Nine individual respondents (60%) indicated that they had some kind of access to health 
services, mostly through state clinics. Four (27%) stated they could not call upon any 
health services whatsoever and two (13%) did not answer this question. The respondents 
did not indicate whether or not they were satisfied with the health services provided. In 
the FGD some sex workers reported different discriminatory behaviours from medical 
staff.  

Six women in the individual interviews said they had health problems, but not related to 
sex work specifically (for example high blood pressure and asthma). Four interviewees 
(27%) stated they had no health problems related to sex work at all. The five other 
respondents did not answer this question.  

47% of the interviewees stipulated they did not use any drugs or alcohol, whereas 53% 
smoked drugs, mostly marihuana. 27% drank alcohol as well.  

Almost half of the interviewees (47%) believed they were at risk of contracting an STI, 
due to lack of condom use in the past and/or present. Six women (40%) did not consider 
themselves at risk, although only two of them indicated they always used a condom with 
clients. Two respondents did not answer this question. 

Condom use was very low in general among the individual respondents. Only 20% of the 
interviewees said they always used a condom with clients, whereas almost half (47%) 
indicated they never used a condom, not with clients nor with partners. The other 
respondents used condoms ‘most times’ (6%) or ‘sometimes’ (27%). With their partners, 
condom use was even lower. Only 7% always used a condom, whereas 60% never did 
and 20% some of the times. The other two respondents did not have a partner.  

‘When clients beat me up or rob 

me, I cannot file a complaint in the 

police station, as they will arrest me 

and maybe rape me.’ 

Female sex worker, early twenties, 

Cairo 

 

‘It’s either money or violence with 

the police. They stop you in the 

streets and bother you. However, I 

prefer to pay because all what 

really matters to them is money. 

They would let you do whatever 

you want, as long as you pay.’ 

Female sex worker, late twenties, 

Cairo 
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One of the medical doctors with whom Al Shehab cooperates, confirmed from experience 
within his medical practice that Egyptian men in general refuse to use condoms. He 
stated that the Egyptian government unsuccessfully tried to stimulate condom use to 
prevent HIV and AIDS, but that the campaign failed. According to this stakeholder 
Islamic authorities criticized condom use as a stimulus for extra-marital sex and sex 
work. He stipulated that Egypt lacks the infrastructure for STI prevention and treatment. 
He added that it is essential to provide sex workers with information and training on STIs 
and HIV/AIDS prevention as well as negotiation skills on how to have safe sex with 
clients.  

This stakeholder’s findings were confirmed by the other three medical doctors that were 
interviewed. All indicated a complete lack of awareness of the hazards of STIs in Egypt in 
general. Providing medical care to sex workers, raising their awareness on STIs and 
providing means of protection should therefore be a top priority, according to the medical 
doctors.  

 

6.7 Service providers 

As indicated before, Al Shehab is the only 
organization in Egypt working specifically for and 
with sex workers. There is an enormous lack of 
services in all areas (social, medical, economic and 
legal) to improve the situation of sex workers in 
Egypt. 

87% of the individual respondents were in contact 
with Al Shehab, whereas 7% was introduced to Al 
Shehab for the first time and 6% had never been 
in touch with any service provider.  

Eleven of the 15 respondents (73%) used the 
services of Al Shehab regularly, giving good quality 
of the services and stigmatization by other 
institutions as the main reasons. They liked the 
drop-in centre and the opportunity it provides to 
meet with other people most of all. Counselling and 
social activities were highly appreciated as well. 
The interviewees also indicated they liked the 
health services that Al Shehab provides, such as 
the distribution of condoms and lubricants, STI 
testing, the gynaecologist and the information on 
STI and HIV/AIDS.  

‘Al Shehab is the only organization I 

know that takes care of sex workers. 

There’s no one else for us. I speak to 

their psychologist and gynaecologist 

and I also like to go join the 

activities.  

Female sex worker, late twenties, 

Cairo 

‘I feel comfortable with Al Shehab, I 

trust them. The outreach workers 

talk to us and don’t call us names 

like so many other people do. They 

also give me condoms.’ 

Female sex worker, late teens, Cairo 

‘What I like most about the people 

at Al Shehab is that they listen to 

us. They also provide medical care 

for free and I’ve met with the 

doctor, she gave me medicines.’ 

Female sex worker, late twenties, 

Cairo 
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Most popular services  

  

N= 11, but some respondents provide multiple answers 

 

Stakeholders 

Various stakeholders that do not yet provide direct services to sex workers showed their 
willingness to cooperate with Al Shehab in the future. One group interview was held with 
representatives of seven women’s shelters. Six of them run were by the government and 
one with private funding. The shelters focus on victims of domestic violence and victims 
of sexual harassment, including rape victims. The admission of rape victims is quite 
recent and due to a change in policy by the government. Apart from a safe house and 
psycho-social support, the shelters also provide income generation projects, vocational 
skills, medical and legal support. 

Due to the criminalization of sex work, state run shelters are not allowed to admit sex 
workers. Still, they were willing to gain more understanding of the issue of sex work by 
attending training courses organized by Al Shehab. They were also prepared to share 
their expertise on income generation and vocational skills. The private shelter could 
admit sex workers on condition that they are homeless and victims of violence. This 
shelter confirmed to Al Shehab that it was willing to open its doors for this group. 

Two other group interviews with stakeholders were held, one with representatives of 
NGOs providing legal services, and one with NGOs offering different health, social and 
economic services with particular emphasis on women and marginalized groups. Both 
groups showed their willingness to cooperate with Al Shehab, for example in the mutual 
referral of clients, sharing expertise on vocational training and willingness to attend 
training courses organized by Al Shehab. 

Finally, three interviews were held with factory owners who all showed their willingness 
to train and employ sex workers seeking alternative employment. The factory owners 
explained that it was very hard for them to recruit and keep personnel in general. 
However, one of them put forward the condition that he would only employ sex workers 
if they would keep a low profile, not telling the other workers of their past. Otherwise, 
this stakeholder feared that other female employees would be forced to leave by their 
families if they knew. 

 

‘After I got to know Al Shehab, the 

outreach workers began to provide 

me with health education, to warn 

me against venereal diseases. They 

also showed me how to use 

condoms to be safe with clients.’ 

Female sex worker, late twenties, 

Cairo 

 



 

   78

6.8 Alternative career choices and empowerment within sex work 

Ten out of 15 respondents (67%) had other working 
experience besides sex work. They indicated they quit 
sex work once or several times since they started, but 
always came back to the sex sector. Most interviewees 
lacked the formal education or skills to join the formal 
market. Therefore they were confined to working in the 
so called informal sector that provided them with only a 
modest or low income. Some worked as housemaids, 
were selling or begging in the streets, or worked as 
labourers in a factory. Two women who were higher 
educated got better qualified jobs, one as an assistant in 
an editing company, whereas the other one operated a 
gym. This last woman had to close down her business for 
lack of a proper license.  

Half of the individual interviewees who had worked 
outside the sex sector liked this alternative job. The 
other half indicated that the alternative job required long 
working hours, did not provide enough income or they 
suffered from harassment on the job.  

When asked whether they would like to leave sex work 
now, 60% (nine individual respondents) said ‘Yes, 
definitely’. Another 20% (three interviewees) said ‘Only if 
I could find another job that would provide me a similar 
or higher income.’ The remaining 20% (three women) 
did not want to quit, also saying they needed the income 
from sex work. 

The nine respondents who definitely wanted to leave sex 
work gave multiple reasons such as feelings of self-
degradation (67%); followed by the stigma and 
discrimination attached to sex work (56%); the physical 
and emotional toughness of the job (33%); the job risks 
(22%); and the fear that their children would be 
humiliated as a result of their mothers’ jobs (22%). 

Why leave sex work?  

  

N= 9, but some respondents provide multiple answers 

‘I used to take my daughter to the 

house that I was cleaning. 

Sometimes she was crying and the 

lady couldn’t stand it. All the people 

I worked for were that harsh, so I 

got back to sex work.’ 

Female sex worker, early twenties, 

Cairo 

‘Frankly, every job I tried, the 

income was insufficient. When I 

tried to work in a boutique, I 

couldn’t continue. How am I 

supposed to live on such a small 

amount of money? I have to 

support my brothers and get their 

needs satisfied like other kids.’ 

Female sex worker, late twenties, 

Cairo 

‘I quit for five years and was 

married. But my husband spent 

everything and got himself into 

debt. Then I got back into sex work 

to pay for everything.’ 

Female sex worker, late thirties, 

Cairo 

‘I want to leave sex work and I 

already have my own project, I cook 

for other families. But I still need 

some licenses to be allowed to go 

to the bigger and richer places as 

well.’ 

Female sex worker, early twenties, 

Cairo 
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Several alternatives for sex work were indicated by the interviewees. Starting their own 
businesses (58%) or becoming a hairdresser (25%) were the most popular choices. The 
woman with the law degree stated she wanted to start her own law firm specializing on 
assisting sex workers and divorcees. Other job choices were working in a clothes factory 
as a tailor, or holding an office job as a secretary. 

 

Alternatives to sex work  

 

N= 12, but some respondents provide multiple answers 

Most of the interviewees that wanted to leave sex work indicated they needed funds to 
turn alternative job opportunities into a real possibility (83%), but when asked what else 
they would need, vocational training (33%); literacy courses; computer skills; and 
learning foreign languages were mentioned as well. 

 

Needs expressed to exit sex work  

 

N= 12, but some respondents provide multiple answers 

 

‘I would like to open a nursery for 

my own children and those of other 

women.’ 

Female sex worker, mid-twenties, 

Cairo 

‘I would like to work as a tour guide 

for Arab tourists, as I don’t speak 

any English. Or I would like to work 

in a restaurant. 

Female sex worker, early twenties, 

Cairo 
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When asked what would empower their position in 
sex work, respect was mentioned, as well as support 
programs, job skills and money.  

Most respondents did not answer the question what 
other sex workers could contribute to their decision 
whether or not to stay in the sex sector. Those who 
did answer indicated emotional support foremost. 
Some respondents also said that other sex workers 
would only prevent them from exiting the sex sector. When asked what they could do for 
other sex workers, 40% indicated emotional support and 27% would encourage their 
colleagues to quit. 

 

Focus group discussions 

In the focus group discussions the alternatives to sex 
work were discussed as well. Unlike the individual 
interviewees, the majority of the participants to the 
FGD did not want to leave sex work. 53% indicated 
they wanted to continue to work in the sex sector, 
whereas 43% stated they wanted to quit. This is a 
significant difference compared to the individual 
interviewees where 60% wanted to quit, 20% if 
enough alternatives would be available and 20% 
chose not to quit at all.  

The difference between the individual interviews and 
the FGD might be a mere coincidence. Or perhaps, 
given the taboo on sex work, respondents in an 
individual interview might feel reluctant to admit 
their preference to continue in sex work. On the 
other hand, participants in a group might feel shy to 
admit that they would like to quit sex work in front 
of others. Further research might provide more 
insight into the underlying reasons for the 
differences between the individual interviews and the 
FGD. 

Like in the individual interviews, the participants to 
the FGD had a great preference for starting small 
income generation enterprises to have alternative 
income sources. Other projects mentioned were to learn sewing and organizing 
handicraft workshops, opening a hair-dressing shop or a small restaurant. 

Female sex workers in the FGD expressed several needs for career development and 
decent working conditions. Most mentioned was capital to start their projects. Vocational 
skills were mentioned as well, such as sewing, English lessons, computer skills, literacy 
classes for those who did not go to school and the continuation of formal education. 
Other needs expressed were legal support for sex workers and the need for emergency 
shelter for homeless girls surviving on sex work. 

‘I am used to earning a lot of 

money. When I quit, the money was 

simply not enough. My sisters 

started to tease me when I 

borrowed money from them, 

because before I was always the 

one with large funds. Then I got 

back into sex work.’ 

Female sex worker, early twenties, 

Cairo 

‘When I tried another job, I had a 

lot of harassment. I’d rather be 

harassed in sex work with more 

money than being harassed in 

another job with only a little bit of 

money.’ 

Female sex worker, late thirties, 

Cairo 

 

‘We need a place for girls who are 

homeless and work in the sex 

sector. We also need good lawyers 

for the women in sex work.’  

Female sex worker, mid-twenties, 

Cairo 
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6.9 Conclusions and recommendations 

As a result of the Needs Assessment in Egypt with individual sex workers, participants to 
focus group discussions and interviews with stakeholders, the following main conclusions 
may be drawn: 

 

Working conditions 

� Most interviewees were young (two were underage and five were up to 24 years 
old) and on average low educated. Money was the main stimulus to enter sex 
work. Apart from one interviewee, no force was used. Despite their relatively 
young age, most had extensive working experience in the sex sector. 47% started 
working when they were still underage. Most interviewees were excluded from 
access to the formal market economy because of their low level of education and 
the stigma attached to sex work. 

� Social stigma, discrimination and fear of abuse undermined the interviewed sex 
workers’ ability to seek services or support to improve their situation.  

� The level of police and clients violence against sex workers was significantly high 
(73%), taking different forms of verbal, physical and sexual abuse. The ensuing 
fear of (reporting to) the police systematically increases the vulnerability of 
female sex workers to different forms of violence and abuse in the society.  

� Sex workers gained positive experiences from sex work such as being able to 
provide for their families and children. This lead to an improved sense of 
independency and self-esteem.  

� The stigmatization the interviewed sex workers reported is fuelled by the illegal 
situation of sex work in Egypt. Furthermore, stigma and discrimination hindered 
sex workers to access medical, social and legal services to improve their situation. 

 

Health and service providers 

� The use of condoms was low among the respondents, contributing to significant 
STI and HIV/AIDS risks. This finding was confirmed by the medical doctors 
interviewed and should be a top priority to address. 

� Although 60% of the individual interviewees indicated that they had some kind of 
access to medical services, there is still a lack of infrastructure of social, medical, 
economic and/or legal services for sex workers in Egypt. The only service provider 
that all participants are aware of is the drop-in centre of Al Shehab. The 
willingness of other stakeholders to enter into cooperation with Al Shehab should 
be seized upon. 

� The high appreciation of the social activities provided by Al Shehab illustrates the 
great social isolation of sex workers in Egypt. Most interviewees indicated that Al 
Shehab was the only organization they could turn to and feel accepted by. The 
drop-in centres played a vital role in this and provided a safe haven for the sex 
workers involved in the needs assessment. 

� Several respondents stressed the importance of public awareness campaigns to 
create more understanding of the situation of sex workers and decrease their 
stigmatization. 
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Alternative career choices and empowerment within sex work 

� 60% of the individual interviewees indicated they wanted to leave the sex sector 
for sure. Another 20% wanted to exit if they could find another job with the same 
or higher income. The remaining 20% did not want to quit, also saying they 
needed the income from sex work. There was a significant difference between the 
individual interviews and the focus groups here, as the majority of the participants 
to the FGD did not want to leave sex work. 53% in the FGD indicated they wanted 
to continue to work in the sex sector, whereas 43% stated they wanted to quit.  

� Most respondents (58%) would like to start their own business to have better 
career opportunities. Acquiring enough capital was mentioned as the first priority 
to start their business. In addition vocational training, English classes and 
computer skills, as well as literacy courses were mentioned.  

� Cooperation between Al Shehab and other key players is essential to improve the 
situation of female sex workers and enable them to have alternative 
opportunities. 

 

Based on the above conclusions, the following recommendations can be made for 
alternative and supplementary career options for sex workers in Egypt: 

1. Economic empowerment: provision of business skills and saving skills; 
implementation of literacy classes for those who cannot read or write; provision of 
vocational training for example in hairdressing; enter into cooperation with factory 
owners willing to train and employ sex workers. 

2. Psychosocial services: expand the social activities of the drop-in centres to counter 
the social isolation of sex workers; organize creative workshops including 
performance classes with dancing and singing to empower participants; provide 
counselling to tackle the stigmatization and feelings of self-degradation of sex 
workers; seek further cooperation with shelters and social NGOs; explore the 
possibilities to establish a shelter for homeless girls surviving on sex work. 

3. Health services: STI/HIV prevention through promotion of safe sex skills including 
negotiation skills with clients; build up the health infrastructure through further 
cooperation with medical doctors to provide STI diagnosis and treatment. 

4. Sex workers rights: train stakeholders on the issue of sex work and sex workers’ 
rights; provide advocacy for sex workers’ right of access to social, health and legal 
services. 
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7. Needs Assessment Vietnam 

7.1 General background 

Sex work is illegal in Vietnam, as well as procuring, encouragement, protection, 
organizing sex work and earning by facilitating sex work. According to the Ordinance on 
Prevention and Control of Prostitution (2003), sex work itself is considered an 
administrative violation while organizing sex work is considered a criminal offence. Sex 
workers are subjected to administrative punishment, educative measures or institutional 
treatment, the so-called ‘rehabilitation centres’. Institutional treatment can last up to 18 
months. Arrested sex workers are usually mixed with female drug users in the same 
social education and labour centres. 

Sex workers in Vietnam work on the streets, but also in private houses and through 
escort agencies. Interventions and support for sex workers are still limited and at a small 
scale. Support comes from NGOs and from state institutions such as the Ho Chi Minh City 
Provincial AIDS Committee (PAC). Common interventions are peer education; referral to 
voluntary counselling and testing (VCT); HIV and STI prevention; testing and treatment. 

The Ho Chi Minh City Provincial AIDS Committee (PAC), which is one of the partners in 
the Move Forward Project, has established a large peer educators network for its 
outreach work. PAC provides condoms and lubricants; but also testing and treatment; 
health information; and monthly meetings on health issues for sex workers, both male 
and female. The needs assessment in HCMC was carried out under the auspices of PAC 
by a professional research company, in close cooperation with STI Aids NL and UNAIDS 
in Vietnam. 

Besides, in Ho Chi Minh City, the Blue Sky Club focuses on services for MSM and the 
Centre for Quality of Life Improvement (LIFE) carried out a career development project 
for male sex workers. Moreover, Médécins du Monde provides interventions in two 
districts for MSM and female sex workers. Furthermore, the Sunlight Centre in HCMC that 
is connected to the Women’s Union in Vietnam, provides peer education and HIV/AIDS 
prevention activities for female sex workers. 

In Hanoi, the Noi Binh Yen group (NBY, meaning ‘The Peaceful Place’ in Vietnamese) is a 
sex workers group, founded by a group of former and current sex workers. The Noi Binh 
Yen group aims to reduce the vulnerability and improve the quality of life of sex workers. 
Founded in March 2009, NBY has now nearly 300 members, most of whom are street-
based sex workers in Hanoi. The Noi Binh Yen group will be financed by the Move 
Forward Project to expand its outreach work and the activities in its drop-in centre in 
Hanoi. 

The other Hanoi based MFP partner is the Centre for Supporting Community 
Development Initiatives (SCDI) which supports the Noi Binh Yen Group in its activities. 
SCDI has also carried out the needs assessment in Hanoi, in close cooperation with the 
Noi Binh Yen group and STI Aids Netherlands. 

Another actor in Hanoi is the Medical Committee Netherlands – Vietnam (MCNV). MCNV 
has supported sex workers after they get released from the ‘rehabilitation centres’ 
through the Cactus Blossom support group. Cactus Blossom is an organization consisting 
of former sex workers, hosted by the National Red Cross Organization. Yet other 
stakeholders in Hanoi are the Women’s Health Centre which provides health services and 
career development programmes for sex workers and the Green Pine organization 
working with and for male sex workers. 
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7.2 Data collection 

For the purpose of the needs assessment in Vietnam, a total number of 22 sex workers 
have been individually interviewed6, eight in Hanoi and 14 in Ho Chi Minh City. Of the 
individual interviewees 16 were female; five were male and one transgender. The 
individual interviews were supplemented by five focus group discussions7, three in Hanoi 
and two in HCMC with in total 28 participants (22 female, five male and one 
transgender), making a total of 50 sex workers involved in the needs assessment in 
Vietnam.  

Apart from the individual interviews and FGD there were nine interviews with 
stakeholders incorporated in the needs assessment, three in Hanoi and six in HCMC8.  

 Number of 

interviews 

Female sex 

workers 

Male sex 

workers 

Transgender 

sex workers 

Individual interviews with sex workers 22 16 5 1 

Focus group discussions with sex workers 28 22 5 1 

Stakeholders 9    

Total 59 38 10 2 

 

Demographics 

All eight individual interviewees in Hanoi were 
female, whereas in Ho Chi Minh City the individual 
respondents consisted of eight women, five men 
and one transgender. One respondent was 
underage, a young girl from HCMC. Twelve 
respondents were young adults, up to 34 years old. 
Six were between the age of 35 and 44, whereas 
three were over 45 years old. In Hanoi the 
interviewees were on average younger than in 
HCMC. 

The average level of education was low: 41% had 
not finished primary education, whereas 23% did 
go to secondary school, but did not graduate. 9% 
finished their secondary school and another 14% 
had studied at university, but not (yet) obtained a 
degree. Three respondents did not answer this 
question. 

Half of the women lived with their children, whereas three out of the five men 
interviewed lived with their colleagues or friends. Four other interviewees lived on their 
own and the others lived with their partner and/or family members.  

                                                           
6
 In total 25 individual interviews were held, but three interviews from HCMC were withdrawn from the analysis due to a 

lack of relevant information. 

7
 There were two more FGD in Hanoi and four more FGD in HCMC, but as there were no English translations available of 

these meetings, unfortunately they could not be incorporated in the analysis. The local organizations will use this 

information though for their future work. 

8
 There was one more interview with a stakeholder in Hanoi, but as there were no English translations available of this 

meeting, unfortunately it could not be incorporated in the analysis. The local organizations will use this information though 

for their future work. 

‘At first, I worked in a beer shop as 

a shop assistant. But the income 

was very low and the shop had very 

few clients. Then I moved to a 

dancing bar. My friends in the bar 

told me that ‘di khach’ (selling sex) 

would earn much more than just 

being a waitress. They said one day 

of sex work would earn me more 

than a whole month hard work. So 

they introduced me and that’s how 

I started. After that I moved from 

place to place for the past five 

years.’ 

Female sex worker, late twenties, 

Ho Chi Minh City 
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Four interviewees, all from HCMC, entered the sex 
sector when they were still underage, but most (11) 
were in their late teens or early twenties. Another five 
respondents were between 25 and 34 when they 
started as sex workers and two were between 35 and 
45 years old. 

Most interviewees were introduced to sex work by 
friends and acquaintances (14 out of 22). Seven 
indicated they had taken the initiative themselves. Only 
one interviewee, a woman from Hanoi, had been 
trafficked to China and forced there into the sex sector. 
After she managed to escape, she came back to 
Vietnam and continued working in the sex sector for 
lack of alternatives. None of the other respondents 
mentioned they had been coerced into sex work. 

All got into sex work for financial reasons. Three 
respondents also indicated they had no skills for other 
jobs and one said he started working for sexual 
pleasure. Almost half of the respondents had a long 
working experience in the sex sector: between five and 
ten years (19%) or more than 10 years (27%). Another 
27% worked between three and five years, whereas the 
remaining 27% had a working experience less than 
three years. 

 

Male sex workers 

The male sex workers involved in the needs assessment 
in Ho Chi Minh City, both in the individual interviews 
and in the focus group discussions, can be divided in 
two groups. The first group consisted mainly of 
homosexual men who had on average a long working 
experience. The other group consisted of mainly 
university students, not always MSM, who became sex 
workers to cover their tuition fees. Most of them had 
only recently taken up sex work.  

 

7.3 Working conditions 

Places of work 

Most of the respondents (77%) worked on the streets, 
soliciting clients predominantly from parks. Their 
income varied greatly, among others due to the 
weather circumstances. In the rain period the income 
was much less. 

In Hanoi, all the women worked on the streets, 
although one also did some escort work and another 
worked in a private house as well. In HCMC nine out of 
14 respondents worked on the streets, but three of 

‘I started when I was 20. A sailor 

picked me up and I had sex with 

him and three other men. They paid 

me well and I often came back to 

the port after that. When I grew up, 

I was very handsome and in full 

shape. I worked as a butcher, but 

the work was too hard. Sex work 

suited me better. I have done it 

ever since.’ 

Male sex worker, mid-thirties, Ho 

Chi Minh City 

‘I left my home when I was 15. First 

I lived with my aunt, but then I ran 

away again. Going out without any 

money, I was afraid of sleeping 

outside. I rented a room, but I had 

to work and pay for that. I started 

working as a waitress in a café and 

after a while, if customers asked 

me, I would go with them for sex. I 

have been doing this since I was 17 

and I don’t have any other income, I 

have to do this job. Poor me, now 

‘lower mouth’ has to feed ‘upper 

mouth’. 

Female sex worker, early forties, Ho 

Chi Minh City 

‘I had many problems in my 

marriage and then we split up. 

After my divorce, I came to Hanoi 

living with some of my friends, to 

find a job. However, without any 

qualifications, I couldn’t find a job 

and then my friends introduced me 

to sex work, which I have been 

doing since.’ 

Female sex worker, late twenties, 

Hanoi 

‘There was no specific first time for 

me, it just happened very naturally. 

This guy approached me in the 

streets and I went with him. 

Afterwards he gave me some 

money and that’s how I started sex 

work. It wasn’t planned or anything. 

Female sex worker, early twenties, 

FGD Hanoi 
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them sometimes worked indoors as well. Five others worked only indoors.  

Some of the male sex workers in Ho Chi Minh City indicated they worked ‘in cave’, 
meaning at an indoor location, where they had a stable income but had to share half with 
the managers of the ‘caves’. Other male sex workers worked on the streets. 

Income 

Two women and three of the five men that were interviewed individually stated they 
spent all their money just on themselves. All other interviewees shared their income with 
their children and other relatives. One woman sent money back to the orphanage she 
grew up in, two women indicated they had to pay off money loaners and four 
interviewees shared their income with pimps or the police. 

Almost half of the respondents (10 out of 22) stated their income earned with sex work 
was not enough to cover their costs, whereas six claimed it was enough. Another six said 
sometimes it was enough, sometimes not, depending on the circumstances. Loan sharks 
were often mentioned as a problem, forcing interviewees to pay off their debts with high 
interests. Other interviewees said their income decreased as they had fewer clients with 
aging. Nine respondents had an additional income besides sex work, for example selling 
drinks or cigarettes in the streets or as a driver.  

Obstacles 

When asked what obstacles they faced in their work, stigma (82%), non-paying clients 
(64%), violence from clients (59%) and stress (59%) 
were mentioned most of all. Shame (41%) and 
psychological problems (27%) were mentioned too, as 
well as the toughness of the job; discrimination of 
their children; the competition among the sex 
workers; fear of HIV and other STIs; financial and 
medical problems.  

‘I’ve had unprotected sex twice. In 

those cases, the clients were drunk 

and because they were fat and 

strong, I couldn’t stop them. They 

just did what they liked.’ 

Female sex worker, early thirties, 

Hanoi 
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Obstacles in working conditions  

 

Note: n = 22, but some respondents provided multiple answers 

Focus group discussions 

The working conditions were also discussed in the focus group discussions. Participants 
to the FGD in Hanoi mentioned non paying clients; clients who took their condoms off 
especially when they were drunk; stigmatization; and discrimination by family and 
neighbours, leading to social isolation of sex workers.  

In Ho Chi Minh City, participants to the FGD mentioned forced group sex without extra 
payment, and sometimes also control by pimps and high debts. In the FGD in both Hanoi 
and Ho Chi Minh City sex workers expressed that working during the nighttimes was 
much more dangerous than during the day due to the clients, the police and the higher 
risk of being robbed. 

 

Stakeholders 

In general, all stakeholders, in Hanoi as well as in Ho Chi Minh City, pointed out the 
difficult working conditions of sex workers in Vietnam. They mentioned the stigmatization 
and discrimination, from the society at large, but specifically from clients, the police and 
sex workers’ own families and acquaintances. This leads to major social isolation of sex 
workers and their children, stakeholders said. 

The Noi Binh Yen group, the sex workers group in Hanoi, started their outreach work in 
2009 with 16 women. At first, sex workers were weary, they said, but gradually trust was 
built and now they have nearly 300 members. All are female sex workers, mostly 
working on the streets. They come to the monthly meetings and the community activities 
on location. The women talk about their experiences, warn each other about violent 
clients and learn about health issues. The Noi Binh Yen group added that many sex 
workers also experience feelings of self-stigmatization, whereby some think they deserve 
to be maltreated. In their activities, the Noi Binh Yen group addresses these issues, 
adding to the empowerment of its members. 

Apart from stigmatization and discrimination, the Noi Binh Yen group named the fear of 
arrest and clients violence as the main obstacles for sex workers in Vietnam. As an 

‘One time I had a client who 

wanted me to come to his house. 

When I arrived there were three 

more men waiting and they all had 

their turn with me without paying. 

They beat me up and I hit them 

back, but they were too strong for 

me. Afterwards, I couldn’t go to the 

police because of fear what they 

would do to me as well.’ 

Transgender sex worker, early 

thirties, FGD Ho Chi Minh City 
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example of discrimination they pointed out the difficulties sex workers endure when they 
try to rent an apartment: ‘If the house owner knows she is a sex worker, she is often 
refused.’ They also referred to an example of hairdressers who put on gloves when they 
cut sex workers’ hair, for fear of STIs. 

The Hanoi Women’s Health Center, who runs a project on health care and career 
development, also indicated domestic violence; sexual violence from clients; fear of 
arrest; and difficult access to services as the main obstacles sex workers face.  

 

7.4 Positive experiences 

73% of the respondents mentioned money as the best 
side of sex work, followed by friendship with other sex 
workers (32%) and clients (27%). Being able to take 
care of their relatives was also something respondents 
were very proud of, as 23% mentioned this as a positive 
effect of their sex work. Some other respondents also 
mentioned the sex with clients as a positive experience. 

Positive experiences in sex work  

 

Note: n = 22, but some respondents provided multiple answers 

Within the focus group discussions, the income, as well 
the friendly contacts between sex workers and with 
clients were emphasized as well. Moreover, the freedom 
the work gave them was mentioned as an important plus 
to sex work. Some respondents, especially the male sex 
workers, also talked about the sexual pleasure. In one of 
the female FGD in Hanoi, the participants stated that 
they felt good because of their appearances and the 
compliments they received from clients. The fact that 
sex work allowed them to go out on the streets and 
socialize was seen as added value. One female sex 
worker in an FGD in Ho Chi Minh City shared her 
previous experience as a high paid escort, but preferred 

‘I like being out on the streets, it 

helps me forget the hardships of a 

difficult life. When I put on my 

make-up and go out to meet clients, 

I feel better, I feel free.’ 

Female sex worker, mid-twenties, 

FGD Hanoi 

 

‘What’s good is that I sometimes 

meet very nice guys, handsome too. 

Many treat us with respect and 

some even give us extra money. If 

they treat me decently, I feel good, 

happy. 

Female sex worker, early twenties, 

FGD Hanoi 

‘I know how to communicate, be 

active and friendly. The educated 

clients do not require you to be 

beautiful, they expect you to know 

how to talk with them and serve 

them properly. Besides, I have lots 

of fun with my colleagues, we sit 

together and chat. They do not 

scorn me.’ 

Female sex worker, late twenties, 

Ho Chi Minh City 

‘I enjoy this job and I want to 

continue until I have saved enough 

to buy something or train as a 

hairdresser. I apply my make-up 

carefully to make myself more 

beautiful and when I have my hair 

done, wearing fashionable clothes, I 

sit there and wait for clients.’ 

Female sex worker, late teens, 

Hanoi 
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working on the streets. She declared that working on 
the streets gave her more freedom and she was able to 
keep all her earnings. Another woman also stressed that 
she preferred working on her own, having regular 
clients, without an intermediary receiving a percentage 
of her income. 

The Noi Binh Yen group in Hanoi imparted that in their 
monthly meetings, sex workers shared tips and tricks 

with each other, for example how to practice safe sex. 
They also shared with each other which sexual acts are 
not so tiring for the sex workers but will lead to a quick 
orgasm in clients. Moreover, they taught each other how 
to deal with difficult clients. The older sex workers 
present in the meetings took on the role of a mentor to 
the younger sex workers who had just started, the 
representatives of Noi Binh Yen added. 

 

7.5 Police harassment and violence 

68% of the interviewed (15 people) conveyed different 
forms of police harassment and violence. Of the 
remaining 32% half did not have any bad experiences 
with the police. The other half had managed to avoid 
contacts with the police altogether. One respondent did 
not answer this question. 

Ten respondents (67% of those who expressed feelings 
of police harassment) felt harassed during arrest by the 
police. This was especially the case in Hanoi, where six 
out of eight respondents had been arrested at least 
once. Other police harassment mentioned was bribery 
(33%), sexual services (20%) and other forms of police 
violence and harassment (33%).  

Police harassment and violence 

  

Note: n = 15, but some respondents provided multiple answers 

‘From my savings I bought a three-

storey house with an area of 74m². 

Now I don’t have to be concerned 

about housing anymore. I only have 

to prepare for my son’s wedding.’ 

Female sex worker, mid-forties, 

Hanoi 

‘With a group of sex workers we set 

up a close connection with some 

police officers in our district. You 

know, the police raids are just 

sometimes organized, not daily. So, 

whenever a raid is coming up, the 

police officers warn us in advance 

and we move to work in another 

area or just have a day off. Of 

course we pay them, but I’m really 

proud that we are pulling this off!’ 

Female sex worker, late twenties, 

Hanoi 

‘They can arrest us any time, also 

when we are not working. In 

theory, they can only arrest you if 

they catch you ‘red-handed’, but in 

practice any time really, if they 

know that you are a sex worker. 

And especially if you don’t have the 

proper residency papers.’ 

Female sex worker, mid-twenties, 

FGD Hanoi 
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Within the focus group discussions contacts with the police were discussed as well, 
confirming the experiences of harassment and violence. A group of six young women in 
Hanoi expressed that they had no rights at all in relation to the police and that they could 
be arrested any time. ‘Sex for free’ was also mentioned as an example of police 
harassment, as well as bribery.  

Other participants to the FGD indicated that the police sometimes disguised themselves 
as clients and arrested the women when they agreed to have sex for money. Upon 
arrest, the police was open to bribery to prevent being sent to ‘rehab’, the participants 
said, but not all sex workers had enough money to do that. 

The male sex workers in the FGD in HCMC indicated that they did not suffer all that much 
police harassment and violence, because the concept of male sex work is still not very 
common in Vietnam. They were however discriminated against for being homosexual, 
whether they actually were homosexual or not. The transgender sex workers reported 
various examples of police harassment and violence. 

The stakeholders interviewed confirmed that the sex workers they were in touch with 
complained often about police harassment and violence. They also confirmed the new 
police practice of operating in disguise and added that the police often have to reach 
certain targets of arrests.  

 

7.6 ‘Institutional treatment’: the ‘rehabilitation centres’ 

In Ho Chi Minh City an interview was held with a representative from the Department of 
Social Evils Prevention regarding ‘institutional treatment’ of female sex workers, the so-
called ‘rehabilitation centres’. The representative explained that the Department aims to 
return the sex workers as early as possible to their communities and provide them with 
education and a stable job after they leave the centres.  

On admission to the centres, the officer added, the female sex workers are medically 
examined and provided with treatment, if necessary. Moreover, education about moral 
and good behaviour is part of the programme in the centres. Furthermore, vocational 
training is offered in different occupations, depending on the women’s individual level of 
education. The illiterate are mainly trained on simple work such as rattan weaving and 
producing votive paper products, she said, whereas the women with more education are 
trained to do other jobs such as sewing.  

Upon release from the centres sex workers may be referred to a garment factory for 
future employment. Still, the interviewee added that many sex workers go back to their 
home towns and look for a job by themselves. The representative concluded that it is 
hard to keep track of the sex workers once they have left the centres. Consequently, 
there is no information available on whether they continue the job they learned in the 
centre or return to sex work. Her estimation was that about 50% of the trainees that 
learned sewing actually went to work in the garment industry afterwards. Of those 50%, 
approximately 30-40% dropped out after some time due to the low earnings, the 
representative added. 

Despite the good intentions by the Vietnamese government, the circumstances in the 
‘rehabilitation centres’ have been criticized by sex workers and the organizations 
supporting them. Five individual interviewees from Hanoi reported they had been 
admitted to the so-called ‘rehabilitation centres’. Although they appreciated having a roof 
over their heads and food on the table while in the centres, they found the lack of 
freedom pressing, as well as the hard work and low pay they experienced. Moreover, 
they stated that their stay in the ‘rehabilitation centres’ did not help them leaving the sex 
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sector, as they found it very difficult to pick up their 
lives after being released. Respondents also 
complained about the lack of basic services in the 
centres, such as enough water for shower and laundry 
and sometimes also the lack of food. Others reported 
harassment and violence by the guards and bad 
hygienic circumstances.  

It is not known how many of the individual 
interviewees in Ho Chi Minh City have experiences with 
the ‘rehab centres’ as this question has not been 
asked, but several participants in the focus group 
discussions in HCMC indicated they had been to the 
centres as well.  

In one of the focus group discussions in Hanoi, three drug addicted and HIV-positive 
female sex workers in their thirties also shared their experiences in the ‘rehab centres’. 
They expressed that although it was good that they had to withdraw from drugs in the 
centres, there was no follow-up care whatsoever after they were released. This caused 
them to fall back in their drug habit and sex work almost immediately. Moreover, they 
complained that despite their fragile health they had to do the same hard manual labour 
as all the other women in the centres and were not given extra medical care. 

Women in another FGD in Hanoi stipulated that the police told them they would be 
released from custody if they signed a blank paper, but in reality signing the paper 
meant they confessed to being sex workers and were then sent to a ‘rehab centre’.  

Sex workers in Ho Chi Minch City also had experiences with the ‘rehab centres’. In one 
FGD the participants complained about the bad hygienic circumstances, where 300 
women had to share nine toilets between them. Another participant to an FGD in HCMC 
stated that the education possibilities in the ‘rehab centres’ were mainly ‘lip service’ and 
did not have any real content. She added that officially, every sex worker who was 
released from ‘rehab’ should get a mentor to coach her into a new job, but that in 
practice this did not happen at all. 

The representative of the Hanoi based Center for AIDS Prevention and Control observed 
that sex workers that are released from the ‘rehabilitation centres’ need help in three 
sectors, namely health care, labour and education. He added that it is important to 
distinguish between different groups of sex workers coming out of the centres. Those 
who came from rural areas often cannot go back home, he said, due to the social 
exclusion awaiting them. Therefore they will need help to re-establish themselves in 
urban areas with more job opportunities. For city based sex workers there is often no 
restriction to go back to where they came from, as they can live their lives more 
anonymously. Whatever their backgrounds, sex workers coming out of ‘rehabilitation 
centres’ should be provided with supportive policies and life skills, according to the 
Center, also to avoid a relapse into a drug habit.  

 

7.7 Health issues 

Only half of the respondents answered the question about access to health services. 
Seven of them had some kind of access to medical care, whereas four did not. Most 
respondents visited state clinics, but private clinics were also mentioned, as well as 
service providers such as the Blue Sky Group and the Noi Binh Yen group. Those who 
had access to medical care were in general satisfied with the services provided.  

‘Whenever I needed to go to the 

toilet at night, I had to lie still with 

my legs crossed and wait for them 

to open the door the next morning. 

Then we had to fight to get inside 

the toilets.’ 

Female sex worker, mid-forties, 

Hanoi 
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Most respondents (77%) indicated a variety of health 
problems, both physical and psychological. Some 
health problems were work related, such as pain in 
the uterus or vagina; anal bleeding; or general 
fatigue attributed to the work. The most mentioned 
psychological problem related to sex work was 
stigmatization. 

The women in Hanoi were also asked whether they 
had ever had an unwanted pregnancy. Five out of 
eight said they had, which in all cases except one led 
to an abortion. One 30 years old woman from Hanoi, 
who had been in sex work for five years, said she 
had had up to nine abortions. She added that some 
of her clients got extra aroused when she carried out 
one of her pregnancies and was still working close to 
birth giving.  

68% of the respondents considered themselves at 
risk to contract an STI or HIV due to lack of condom 
use in the past (53%) or present (20%). Those who 
did not consider themselves at risk stated they 
diminished the risks by condom use and regular 
testing. 64% of all respondents said they always 
used condoms with clients. Still, two of them added 
that before they met with services providers, they 
used condoms rarely. 36% of the interviewees 
indicated that they sometimes used condoms with 
clients, for example depending on whether they were 
regulars or clean looking. 

Most interviewees did not answer the question 
whether they used condoms with their partners, but 
the six who did all said they did not use condoms 
with their partners. 

 

7.8 Service providers 

Most (73%) of the interviewees were in touch with 
service providers, whereas 18% were not and 9% 
did not answer this question. The Noi Binh Yen group, PAC and the Blue Sky group were 
mentioned most of all, as well as private doctors and clinics. Good services and lack of 
stigmatization were the main reasons to stay in touch with the service providers. 

STI testing and the provision of condoms and lubricants were the most popular services 
(both 81%), followed by the social activities and information on STIs and HIV (also both 
77%). Meeting other sex workers as the drop-in centres were mentioned by 25%, 
especially in Hanoi. The services of a gynaecologist were mentioned as well, mostly in 
Hanoi (25%). 

‘What I find most difficult in my job 

is how to negotiate a good price 

with clients. To get a high price, I 

have to be very good at 

communication, at explaining, 

persuading and negotiating. I would 

like to learn more about that.’ 

Female sex worker, early thirties, 

Hanoi 

‘I am very pleased with the skills 

that I already possess. I am already 

very attractive to clients. If I get 

more skills, I’m afraid that they 

would always be on my doorstep to 

call for me! I couldn’t get any sleep 

then!’ 

Female sex worker, mid-thirties, Ho 

Chi Minh City 

‘I didn’t use condoms in the past, 

but the peer educators told me 

about the risks. Now I tell all my 

clients and refuse to have sex 

without condoms. Sometimes, 

when a client is drunk, he takes it 

off during sex, but then I keep 

talking to him about the dangers 

and that he might infect his wife. 

I’m a good talker and in the end I 

almost always persuade them to 

put it on again. 

Female sex worker, mid-twenties, 

FGD Ho Chi Minh City 
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Most popular services  

 

Note: n = 16, but some respondents provided multiple answers 

The interviewees indicated they still missed more 
social activities; a place to meet and work as a 
group; vocational training; and learning how to 
develop business and sales skills. 

 

Focus group discussions 

Within the focus group discussions, the needs for 
condoms and lubricants, as well as regular check-ups 
were pronounced most specifically. Information on 
STI and HIV-prevention were also valued. Moreover, 
the participants expressed the need for additional 
skills on how to deal with their clients. Furthermore, 
they wanted to make lists of ‘VIP’ clients as well as 
clients they would do better to avoid. 

 

Stakeholders 

The Center for AIDS Prevention and Control in Hanoi provides health services to sex 
workers, such as condom distribution and lubricants, especially to HIV-infected, drug 
using street workers. According to the representative of the Center, arresting sex 
workers makes it much more difficult to reach them and provide services, as the women 
keep moving. Another stakeholder, the Hanoi Women’s Health Center, also pleaded for 
better access to health care for sex workers. They added that medical staff should be 
trained on providing services to sex workers, including emphasis on a respectful attitude.  

The Noi Binh Yen group indicated the need for more activities in the drop-in centre, as 
their social meetings are now limited to once a month only. They explained that many 
street sex workers are homeless and need a place to rest, wash, have some food, take a 
shower or meet other sex workers. For sex workers who do have homes, the Noi Binh 
Yen group observed a great need to be able to share stories and learn from each other at 
the drop-in centre. The Noi Binh Yen group also would like to expand their outreach 
activities to other areas within Hanoi. 

‘I want to have more opportunities 

to participate in groups like here at 

the Noi Binh Yen group, where I can 

have fun. I am not stigmatized here 

and I can share my sorrows and 

happiness, gain life experience. You 

know, sometimes tips are very 

necessary for us to work effectively, 

for example, how to communicate 

with clients or how to be wanted by 

more clients. The older sex workers 

here can teach me that.’ 

Female sex worker, early thirties, 

Hanoi 

‘I would wish we could go out on a 

picnic sometimes, just to socialize 

with each other and share stories. 

What we also need is a place to 

take a shower or a nap, just to rest 

my head for a little while. And a 

washing machine would be 

wonderful!’ 

Female sex worker, early twenties, 

FGD Hanoi 
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The Ho Chi Minh Women’s Health Initiative made use 
of a mobile clinic which worked much better than 
referring sex workers to hospitals, as they were able to 
reach them near their working areas. 

 

7.9 Alternative career choices and 
empowerment within sex work 

Almost all individual interviewees (91%) had working 
experiences besides sex work, mostly before they 
started working in the sex sector. One 34 years old 
woman from HCMC did not have any other working 
experience before sex work, as she stayed at home 
while her husband was the breadwinner. When he 
divorced her, she started working in the sex sector. A 
19 years old woman from Hanoi said this was her first 
job, and she liked it. 

All respondents had working experience in low paid 
jobs, such as housemaids, waitresses or shop 
assistants. Some were also engaged in farm work, nail 
care or were selling drinks or food in the streets. Some 
left the alternative work for health reasons, but most 
indicated that the income was not sufficient.  

Since starting sex work, 12 respondents had never 
stopped, mainly for financial reasons. Eight had quit 
once or several times. Two respondents did not answer 
this question. Bad health; getting into a new 
relationship; or not wanting to do the work anymore 
were the main reasons to quit. 

When asked whether they would like to leave sex work 
now, 15 respondents said ‘Yes, absolutely’. Another 
five interviewees stated ‘Yes, but only if I could find 
another job that pays the same or more.’ Two 
respondents indicated they did not want to quit at all. 
It should however be taken into account that in Hoi 
Chi Minh City the interviewees were preselected by the 
partner organization for wanting to leave the sex 
sector, thereby influencing the outcomes of the needs 
assessment. Moreover, the relatively old age of the 
respondents (nine out of 22 interviewees were older 
than 35) had an impact too. Eleven respondents said 
they wanted to leave sex work because they were 
getting older and had fewer clients than before. 
Furthermore, four of those who wanted to quit added 
they wanted to quit sex work part-time and have a job 
on the side for extra income. 

Apart from old age and getting less clients, stigmatization and the physical and emotional 
toughness of the job were mentioned as the main reasons to leave the job (both by 75% 
of the interviewees who wanted to quit). Job risks were mentioned by 50% of the 
respondents and feelings of self-degradation were expressed by 40 % of those who 
wanted to quit. 

‘I can earn money easily if I’m short 

of it. Working as a waitress, for 

example, I can just get around 2 

million dongs per month, which is 

not enough to support my life, let 

alone my parents and my child. 

Doing this job I can earn more 

money and I don’t have to work 

hard.  

It would be much better if our job 

would be legal. Avoiding the police 

is very tiring. 

I intend to do this job two more 

years and then I will quit and train 

to become a hairdresser. I want to 

open my own hairdresser’s shop in 

my hometown.’ 

Female sex worker, late twenties, 

Hanoi 

‘I was well educated and worked as 

an accountant. After I divorced my 

husband, I started doing sex work 

because of my high debts. Later I 

was married to a good man, a 

major from the army. We had five 

peaceful years and I could quit sex 

work. But then he died and his son 

didn’t want to look after me, so I 

had to start working again.’ 

Female sex worker, mid-fifties, Ho 

Chi Minh City 

‘When you’re older, you get fewer 

clients and then it’s time to think of 

the future, not now.’ 

Male sex worker, mid-twenties, FGD 

Ho Chi Minh City 
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Why leave sex work?  

 

Note: n = 20, but some respondents provided multiple answers 

Starting their own business would be the most 
favourite option for the individual respondents. 65% 
of the respondents that wanted to leave the sex 
sector would prefer to start a business on their own, 
for example as a driver; selling drinks or food in the 
streets; or running a small restaurant or coffee bar. 
Other preferred occupations were those of a 
hairdresser; make-up artist; or becoming a waiter or 
waitress. A few wanted to go into tailoring or work as 
a housemaid (again), whereas others would like to 
do nail care, become a peer educator or a cook. 

Alternatives to sex work  

 

Note: n = 20, but some respondents provided multiple answers 

Capital was indicated as the main need to realize this alternative employment 
(mentioned by 85% of the respondents), followed by vocational training (60%). Other 
things mentioned were driving lessons; literacy classes; foreign languages classes; and 
learning how to work on a sewing machine. 

‘I want to have a new job start, 

because I’m getting older and 

sometimes I get very tired of 

meeting clients all the time. It’s 

getting tougher. But even if I would 

learn new skills, I would still 

continue to work, because I need to 

make sure first that the money will 

be enough.’  

Transgender sex worker, early 

thirties, Ho Chi Minh City 

‘I want to get out, as I’m getting 

older. The next generation will 

replace us very soon and I’m 

getting fewer clients already.’ 

Female sex worker, mid-thirties, 

FGD Hanoi 

‘When I get older, I won’t be able to 

do this job anymore. So I need to 

save up so that I can learn another 

job to support myself and my son in 

the future. I would like to open a 

tea shop or a small restaurant or 

learn tailoring. .. Still, vocational 

training takes a long time and I 

need to have my daily living 

expenses covered.  

Female sex worker, mid-thirties, Ho 

Chi Minh City 
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Needs expressed to exit sex work  

 

Note: n = 20, but some respondents provided multiple answers 

 

When the interviewees were asked what they needed to improve their present working 
conditions, enough income; job skills; vocational training; negotiation skills; languages 
classes; support programs; and respect were talked about most of all. Decriminalization 
of sex work and a stop to the harassment and violence they suffered were brought up as 
well. Moreover, respondents indicated they needed a place to meet and work together. 

 

Focus group discussions 

Within the focus group discussions, many participants indicated they would like to leave 
sex work. At the same time they indicated that alternative employment would not 
provide them enough income and that earning money in sex work was relatively ‘easy’. 
Many participants, even those in their early thirties, also indicated that as they got older, 
they were earning less and looking for alternatives. 

On the other hand, most of the male participants to the focus group discussions indicated 
they did not want to leave sex work now. 

Like in the individual interviews, participants to the FGD expressed a preference for 
starting their own businesses. Apart from vocational skills and finishing formal education, 
participants to the FGD also indicated they need financial literacy skills, as they found it 
difficult to save part of their income. But social activities were also highly regarded, to 
improve their feelings of well being and share their experiences. 

 

Stakeholders 

A number of NGO’s, both in Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh City, offers vocational training to sex 
workers for employment outside the sex sector, with variable success. The Hanoi 
Women’s Health Center runs a project on health care and career development for female 
sex workers. The representative indicated that it was very difficult for sex workers to find 
alternative employment, due to stigmatization and their low average education level. 
With regard to career development, the Center offered vocational skills training; peer 
education training as well as the development of business plans and starting businesses 
with micro credit.  

‘I studied business management, 

but didn’t finish. When I will quit 

sex work, I want to open a 

restaurant or a hairdresser’s shop 

where sex workers are especially 

welcome. I think there is a market 

to have a shop just for my peers, 

there are so many of us. We can 

put up a special sign at the door, so 

that they will know it’s especially 

for them, that they won’t be 

discriminated against in that shop.’ 

Male sex worker, mid-twenties, Ho 

Chi Minh City 
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According to the representative of the Center, the career development project has not 
yet fulfilled its goals due to a lack of participants. This was partly caused by the above 
mentioned stigmatization and low average education level of the prospective participants. 
Another important factor was the precondition that sex workers had to withdraw from 
sex work to be able to join the programme, as sex work is illegal in Vietnam. For most 
sex workers this was not possible, because they still had to provide for themselves and 
their families. Moreover, some of the women interested in the project were older than 
50, which also did not contribute to their chances in the labour market. 

In Ho Chi Minh City, Médécins du Monde Canada (MdM) provided employment 
opportunities for female sex workers a few years ago. This project taught sewing skills 
and introduced sex workers to textile companies. However, the representative of 
Médécins du Monde stated that not many sex workers kept to the jobs, as sex work 
provided them with a much higher income. Besides, quitting sex work was one of the 
preconditions to become a peer educator, which also limited the number of applicants.  

The Centre for Quality of Life Improvement (LIFE) in Ho Chi Minh City carried out a 
career development project for male sex workers, offering them vocational training in 
flower arrangement, bead weaving, make-up or sewing. The project officer however 
observed that many of the participants did not quit sex work upon completion of the 
programme. The interviewee pointed out that the male sex workers still lacked the 
necessary skills to run a business. Besides, just like the representative of Médécins du 
Monde said, sex work offered much higher payment. Another observation that was made 
is that alternative job opportunities often are not compatible with sex workers’ lifestyle, 
for example having to get up early to sell flowers, whereas many sex workers work 
during the night and have difficulties to adjust to the new rhythm. 

In Ho Chi Minh City the Women’s Health Initiative trains sex workers as peer educators. 
Officially the participants are not forced to stop working in the sex sector, but in practice 
they are highly encouraged to do so. Under the national programme, which is funded by 
the government for harm reduction purposes, the Ho Chi Minh City Provincial AIDS 
Committee (PAC) also employs peer educators. As governmental budget is used and sex 
work is illegal in Vietnam, PAC has to require sex workers to quit when they become a 
peer educator.  

Both in Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh City however, stakeholders observed that women still 
continue to work in the sex sector while in training or working as peer educators, 
although officially the sex workers claim they did not.  

The representative of the Hanoi based Center for AIDS Prevention and Control remarked 
that providing sex workers only with skills to do manual work will not enlarge their career 
opportunities. Alternative or additional job opportunities that will grant them an income 
comparable to sex work are hard to find, he added. Providing skills that would help sex 
workers to cope with the difficulties in their work and lives would be highly 
recommendable, he concluded. 

The representatives of the Noi Binh Yen group in Hanoi stated that many sex workers 
would like to reduce their sex work and have a small business on the side, without totally 
giving up sex work. The extra income would decrease their dependency on sex work and 
also empower their negotiation position with clients. According to the Noi Binh Yen group, 
some sex workers would like to work as a motorcycle driver or a beverage seller. 
Moreover, older sex workers could work as peer educators and teach their younger 
colleagues, in order to promote safe sex and reduce harassment and violence from 
clients. Giving up sex work without a sustainable alternative is not feasible, according to 
the Noi Binh Yen group. In practice sex workers often drift out of sex work gradually 
when they get older.  
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7.10 Conclusions and recommendations 

As a result of the Needs Assessment in Vietnam with individual sex workers, participants 
to focus group discussions and interviews with stakeholders, the following main 
conclusions may be drawn: 

 

Working conditions 

� 74% of the individual interviewees were low educated (41% did not finish primary 
school and 23% did not graduate from high school), limiting their access to the 
formal labour market. Besides, a large part of the interviewees (41%) were older 
than 35 years, also limiting their labour chances, both in the sex sector and in 
other jobs. 

� No force to enter the sex sector was used, according to the interviewees, with the 
exception of one woman who had been trafficked. Most were introduced by friends 
or acquaintances, some started of their own initiative. 

� The main obstacles faced were stigmatization; non-paying and violent clients; 
stress and feelings of self-degradation; as well as high debts due to loan sharks. 

� On the positive side, sex workers mentioned their income as the best part of sex 
work, being able to take care of themselves and their relatives; followed by 
friendships with other sex workers; and good contacts with some of the clients. 

� Police harassment and violence was experienced by 68% of the interviewees; 
harassment during arrest, bribery and forced sexual services being the biggest 
problems. 

� Several respondents had been sent to ‘rehabilitation centres’, stating they 
suffered from lack of basic services, violence from guards, lack of education and 
lack of medical care for HIV-infected sex workers. Moreover, after being released, 
the interviewees complained there was no follow-up care. 

 

Health and service providers 

� 77% of the interviewees indicated health problems, both medical and 
psychological. Many women suffered from psychological problems due to 
stigmatization. 

� It remained unclear what the level of access to health services was, as some of 
the respondents were not asked this question. Of the remaining respondents, 
58% had access, mostly to health education; STI prevention, testing and 
treatment; as well as social activities. 

� 68% of the respondents considered themselves at risk of contracting an STI. 64% 
claimed they always used condoms with clients, but most interviewees did not use 
condoms with their partners. 

� 73% were in touch with a service provider, mainly on health and social services. 
Respondents expressed a great need for more health and social activities, as well 
as for more career development opportunities. 

 



 

   99

Alternative career choices and empowerment within sex work 

� 91% of the respondents had other working experience besides sex work, but most 
had left the other job because working in the sex sector provided them with a 
higher income. 

� 68% expressed the wish to exit sex work now, whereas 23% would like to leave 
the sex sector if enough alternative income would be available. Stakeholders 
pointed out the importance of providing sex workers with sustainable alternatives. 

� Most respondents (65%) would like to start their own business, whereas others 
preferred to be trained as a hairdresser or make-up artist; some also wanted to 
go back to previous jobs, such as a waiter or housemaid. 

� Existing career development projects reported they had difficulties attracting 
enough participants if they required them to withdraw from sex work before 
joining vocational training or becoming a peer educator. On the other hand, the 
sex workers organization Noi Binh Yen indicated that if sex workers would be 
given the chance, they would gradually reduce their sex work when they get older 
and set up income generating activities on the side. 

� It can be concluded that existing career development programmes for sex workers 
are not successful due to a number of factors: 

o Average low level of education which limits educational and job 
opportunities open to sex workers; 

o Lack of comprehensive management and business skills upon completion of 
the programmes which will hinder sex workers to start their own 
businesses; 

o Lack of viable income in the alternative jobs, as sex work will often provide 
a much higher income; 

o Difficulties to adapt to a new lifestyle; 

o Precondition to quit sex work before entering a career development 
programme, which prevents many from joining. 

 

Based on the above conclusions, the following recommendations can be made for 
alternative and supplementary career options for sex workers in Vietnam: 

1. Economic empowerment: provide ample opportunity for training business skills, 
including financial literacy, given the much expressed need to establish businesses 
rather than to be employed; provide vocational training in the fields most mentioned 
by the interviewees and which are close to their daily lives to ensure maximum 
effect; provide computer and language skills training; provide small loans to start 
businesses. Moreover, it is recommended not to oblige sex workers to withdraw from 
sex work before joining a career development project, as they will need to ensure 
their income. 

2. Psychosocial services: enlarge the activities of the drop-in centres in Hanoi and Ho 
Chi Minh City, providing sex workers with an opportunity to meet and share 
experiences as well as counselling; organize social events and skill building 
workshops to empower sex workers and break through the social isolation and 
stigmatization surrounding them. In Hanoi, the drop-in centre should also provide 
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basic facilities, such as a shower, a place to rest and do laundry, as many of the sex 
workers coming to the Noi Binh Yen group do not have these facilities at home.  

3. Health services: ensure health access by enlarging the outreach work in Hanoi; 
provide ongoing access to STI prevention, testing, treatment and referral both in 
Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh City. 

4. Sex workers rights: provide skills training on how to communicate and negotiate 
with clients; make use of older or more experienced sex workers to mentor their 
younger peers; document human rights violations and use these case studies for 
advocacy on a national and international level; reinforce community building of sex 
workers and sex workers organizations such as the Noi Binh Yen group; stimulate 
leadership development within the sex workers community who can act as mediators 
between the government and the community. 
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8. Common Ground and Final Remarks 

8.1 Introduction 

In four countries, Macedonia, Uganda, Egypt and Vietnam, a thorough assessment of the 
needs and strengths of sex workers has been implemented. To sustain the needs 
assessments, a desk research was carried out to provide a theoretical and practical 
framework for the development of successful career development programmes for sex 
workers.  

The needs assessments aimed to explore the (pre)conditions needed for development 
and implementation of sustainable programmes that want to support sex workers and 
their career development. The desk research aimed to identify key elements that make 
career development programmes for sex workers successful. The desk research also 
looked into the circumstances contributing to the success or failure of already existing 
initiatives. In combination, the needs assessment and desk research form a powerful mix 
to support the implementation of the partner projects that are currently being 
implemented in all four partner countries. 

The needs assessments showed there are many differences between the countries 
involved in the Move Forward Project with regards to geographical location, cultural and 
economic background, as well as the age, level of education and place of work of the sex 
workers. This being said, there is also much common ground. Whether we spoke with a 
woman working on the streets of Hanoi, Vietnam or a transgender working in a bar in 
Kampala, Uganda, the similarities between the four countries are striking. Many sex 
workers that were interviewed spoke extensively of stigmatization, police brutality, 
clients’ violence and lack of real alternatives for sex work. But they also expressed what 
they gained from sex work in a positive way and how they developed their self-esteem 
and a sense of community through organizing themselves.  

The desk research illustrated how one’s perception of sex work influences the 
development of career development programmes for sex workers. After discussing 
different models of career development, the conclusion was drawn that the rights-based 
approach offers the most effective and respectful way to address career development of 
sex workers. 

The common ground in the needs assessments will be explored in paragraph 8.2, 
supported where applicable by findings from the desk research. This will be followed by a 
few final remarks in paragraph 8.3 on the accomplishments of the Move Forward Project 
so far and the activities to be expected. 
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Common Ground 

Working conditions 

 

Young starting age 

Most of the respondents were (young) adults, between 18 and 34 years (68%), but there 
was also a considerable group older than 35 or even 45 years old (23%), especially in 
Vietnam and Macedonia. At the time of the needs assessments, 9% of the individual 
interviewees in the four countries were underage, especially in Uganda and Egypt. 

When asked when they started sex work, another image surfaces, as 39% indicates that 
they started working in the sex sector when they were still underage. This is especially 
the case in Uganda (60% started working as teenagers) and Egypt (47%). In Uganda, 
women sometimes started working as early as 12 or 13. 

 

Working experience in sex work 

The individual interviewees in all four countries shared a long working experience in the 
sex sector. The largest group had worked between five and ten years (34%), some even 
more than ten years (17%). The others had worked up to three years (26%) or between 
three and five years (18%). Only three respondents (all from Vietnam) indicated they 
had been working less than a year. 

 

‘I work for the money’ 

Financial reasons were mentioned by 91% of all individual respondents when they were 
asked why they started working in the sex sector. Many had children or other family 
members depending on them and often the sex worker was the sole breadwinner in a 
large, extended family. Male sex workers more often indicated they only had to provide 
for themselves, as well as young sex workers without children. At the same time, many 
interviewees indicated that the income from sex work was not enough to sustain them 
and sometimes did not even cover their daily needs. On the other hand, for other 
respondents sex work helped them with their tuition fees or to buy land or build a house.  

In Egypt, 80% had to rely solely on sex work for their income and those who had an 
extra income did not earn much. Likewise in Uganda, most respondents (67%) did not 
have an additional income. In Vietnam and Macedonia the situation was slightly different, 
where respectively 41% and 46% had an additional income besides sex work, for 
example selling drinks or cigarettes in the streets or having a little food store at home. 
However, this was most often neither a steady nor a considerable income. 

The motive ‘to work for the money’ was also found in the desk research, where various 
studies showed that money earned from sex work contributes significantly to household 
incomes. Various studies showed that workers often chose sex work over other job 
opportunities if these alternatives provided a significant lower income. Moreover, these 
alternatives to sex work often required long working hours under unfavorable working 
conditions. One study in Southern Africa illustrated how for example a woman could earn 
up to four or five times more doing sex work than in any other job open to her. 
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Stigmatization, discrimination and clients’ violence main obstacles  

Sex workers in all four countries involved in the needs assessment named stigmatization 
and discrimination as well as violence from clients as the main obstacles they faced in 
their daily lives. Client non-payment was often mentioned too, as well as having to serve 
more clients than agreed on beforehand without receiving extra payment. Shame and 
self-stigmatization were expressed as well. Moreover, many sex workers complained of 
work related stress symptoms. The male and transgender sex workers in all countries 
suffered from double stigmatization. On the other hand, sometimes male sex workers 
could also avoid being detected as sex workers, as in most countries there was still little 
awareness of male sex work in general. 

The desk research also pointed to the stigmatization, discrimination and harassment in 
sex work. Authors and experts reported feelings of low self-esteem and self-
stigmatization among sex workers as a result of the societal stigma attached to sex work. 
Some also indicated that oppressive legal circumstances such as the criminalization of 
sex work stimulate abuse, as it is difficult for sex workers to seek legal redress. 
Moreover, they stated that the disregard for sex workers as workers makes them 
vulnerable to different forms of labour exploitation. 

 

Use of force or coercion 

Although a general opinion is that most sex workers are exploited, the needs assessment 
showed that the use of force or coercion was hardly mentioned as a means of entry into 
the sex sector. Of all the 65 individual interviewees in the four countries, two indicated 
they had been forced into the sex sector. 63% indicated that friends or acquaintances 
introduced them to sex work and 29% said they took the initiative themselves. Two 
interviewees were introduced by family. These figures do not differ much between the 
four countries, although in Egypt and Uganda sex workers most often mention friends 
and acquaintances instead of taking the initiative themselves. 

Moreover, in addition to the needs assessment, findings in the desk research pointed to 
the different perceptions of ‘choice, ‘coercion’ and ‘agency’, concluding that many sex 
workers merely take the best option available in their circumstances, using their agency. 

 

Positive experiences 

 

Earning money to provide for the family 

In all four countries, individually interviewed sex workers expressed their pride in being 
able to take care of their children and other family members through sex work. Although 
they felt the stigma heavily, they were also proud that for example they could pay for the 
medical bills of a sick father. They also referred to the income they could earn with sex 
work, which was in most cases much higher than any other job open to them. Moreover, 
sex work allowed them in some cases to buy land, build houses, pay for tuition fees so 
that they could go into higher education and look for alternatives.  
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Feeling independent 

Some sex workers expressed that they felt strong and considered themselves business 
(wo)men. In Uganda for example, the male sex workers used their sex work to finance 
their other businesses. Most respondents also indicated they liked the freedom the work 
permitted them, not having to get up early in the morning and work fixed hours. 
Moreover, they liked that they got the money into their hands right away instead of a 
monthly salary in a factory or as a housemaid. Furthermore, respondents indicated they 
liked going out on the streets and socialize. One woman in Egypt expressed this was the 
only way she was able to get out at all and a woman in Vietnam said being out in the 
streets with other sex workers helped her forget the hardships of her life. Dressing up 
and putting on make-up also enhanced their self-esteem, making them feel beautiful and 
desired by their clients.  

 

Good relationships with clients 

Despite the number of negative experiences with clients, many sex workers in the four 
countries mentioned good relationships with clients as a positive aspect of sex work as 
well. Some were involved with the same clients for many years; another mentioned that 
a client paid for her flight ticket so that she could attend her mother’s funeral back home. 
Yet another told how one of her clients provided for her when she was pregnant. Some 
also mentioned the joy and sexual pleasure they had with clients.  

 

Solidarity among sex workers 

Many sex workers indicated the feeling of solidarity among sex workers, despite the high 
competition that was also there. Respondents in all countries shared ‘tips and tricks’ 
among each other and sometimes they even shared their income, if one had earned 
almost nothing during the night. In Uganda, a loose saving structure was set up among 
sex workers in Northern Uganda. Many respondents indicated that they loved to come to 
the drop-in centres which they considered one of the few places they could socialize and 
share with other sex workers without feeling stigmatized. 

 

Transferrable skills 

In the desk research the positive sides of sex work were discussed as well. Apart from 
being able to provide for themselves and their families, the authors and experts pointed 
out that many sex workers enjoy the freedom and autonomy the work offers them. The 
money earned sometimes also contributed to social mobility, such as home ownership, 
the desk research showed. Moreover, the desk research concluded that sex workers gain 
skills through their work which they can also apply if they decide to leave the sex sector. 
Examples of these are the ability to adapt to frequent change, representative skills, and 
acting and performance skills. 



 

   105 

Police harassment and violence 

 

Harassment and violence 

In all four countries, police harassment and violence were mentioned by a high 
percentage of the sex workers involved in the needs assessments. In Macedonia 77% of 
the respondents mentioned police harassment and violence, in Egypt this was 73%, in 
Vietnam 68% and in Uganda 67%. Those who did not indicate trouble with the police had 
often managed to avoid contacts with the police in the first place.  

Police brutality took many different forms, but in all four countries harassment and 
violence were mentioned in different forms, for example sexual services including rape; 
bribery and extortion; and arrest and imprisonment.  

 

Sexual services and rape 

Many respondents in all four countries mentioned that police officers demanded sexual 
services to avoid arrest, or simply asked for ‘free sex’ as clients. In Vietnam and Egypt it 
was reported that police officers sometimes disguised themselves as clients and arrested 
the sex workers when they agreed to have sex for money. Rape by police officials was 
mentioned as well in all four countries. 

 

Bribery and extortion 

In all countries, respondents reported police officers to take bribes to avoid arrest. In 
other cases sex workers had to pay to avoid their families finding out what they did for a 
living. Sometimes sex workers paid regularly into the pockets of known policemen so 
that they would turn the blind eye. In Hanoi, Vietnam, a group of sex workers had 
reached a special financial agreement with some policemen who warned them if police 
raids were about to start. 

 

Arrest and imprisonment 

Many interviewees had experience with being arrested and/or detained. In Macedonia, a 
massive police raid led to the arrest and exposure of 23 sex workers with their human 
rights heavily violated. Protests by international human rights organizations followed and 
a group of sex workers took up a court case against the Macedonian government. In 
Egypt, respondents said the police sometimes foisted false cases on them if they did not 
reach their arrest targets. In Vietnam, sex workers were sent to ‘rehabilitation centres’ 
under difficult circumstances. In Uganda too, sex workers named arrest as one of the 
main problems they faced. 
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Health issues and service providers 

 

Access to services 

Most sex workers in the four countries had access to health and social care, although in 
many cases this access was limited and often respondents had to pay for services 
themselves. Most interviewees were in touch with sex worker friendly service providers 
such as sex workers organizations and NGOs working especially on behalf of sex workers. 

 

STI and HIV/AIDS risks and condom use 

The respondents in all four countries considered their risk to catch an STI or HIV/AIDS to 
be high, with the exception of Egypt. 85% in Macedonia felt at risk, 80% in Uganda, 68% 
in Vietnam and 47% in Egypt. Although respondents in Egypt considered themselves 
relatively low at risk, their lack of condom use indicated otherwise.  

In Egypt, only 20% of the interviewees indicated they always used a condom with clients 
and 47% said they never did. With their private partners, condom use was even lower as 
only 7% always used a condom and 60% never did. 

In Vietnam, 64% indicated they nowadays always used a condom with clients, but many 
had not done so previously. In Macedonia, only 31% always used a condom with clients 
and 24% with their private partners. In Uganda, 67% said they always used a condom 
with clients, but with their private partners only 7% did. 

 

Services most used 

The services offered differed in the four countries. Only in Uganda there was already a 
range of vocational training offered to the respondents apart from social activities and 
health services. In the other countries the services mainly concentrated on social 
activities and health services. In Vietnam, there were already some service providers 
offering vocational training, but apparently the respondents had not joined them (yet). 

Health services were appreciated most of all in the four countries, such as condom 
distribution; STI and HIV/AIDS testing and treatment; and seeing a gynaecologist. High 
appreciation was also given to social activities such as gatherings in the drop-in centres; 
services of a psychologist; opportunities to meet with other sex workers; engage in 
festivities together; and, in general, feeling included instead of excluded. In Uganda, 
vocational training was appreciated as well, although the remark was made that the 
quality thereof should be improved considerably. 

 

Services missed 

When asked which services were dearly missed, respondents in all countries mentioned 
high quality vocational skills; support to start businesses; saving schemes; language 
skills and childcare. Moreover, many interviewees reported feelings of social isolation and 
loneliness and called for more opportunities to meet socially and share experiences. 
Others also indicated the need for safe houses, especially for underage girls or homeless 
adults that wanted to leave the sex sector. 



 

   107 

Furthermore, in all countries sex workers expressed the need to come and work 
together, thereby strengthening themselves as a community. In Macedonia, the 
respondents also remarked they wanted to establish contacts with likewise organizations 
in the West to build up their advocacy power. 

 

Alternative career choices and empowerment within sex work 

 

Most have working experience besides sex work 

A large majority of all respondents (85%) had working experience beside sex work, 
generally before entering the sex sector, some when they were already working. The 
main reason to give up the alternative employment was that it did not provide enough 
income. 

 

Stepping in and out of sex work many times 

More than half of the individual interviewees (52%) indicated they had left the sex sector 
at least once or several times since they started, giving stigmatization, health reasons, 
psychological or physical exhaustion and marriage as the prime reasons to quit.  

They came back to sex work predominantly for financial reasons, as their alternative job 
did not provide them enough income. In Uganda, only 40% of the women had left the 
sex sector temporarily since they started, perhaps due to their average young age. In 
Macedonia on the other hand 77% had left sex work at least once. 

The desk research has also showed that most sex workers have attempted to leave sex 
work several times before they finally move on. Moreover, the authors and experts 
indicated that many sex workers turn to work part-time before they finally make their 
exit. Sex workers stipulated that this gradual change helps them to make the transition 
smoothly. 

The desk research also referred to the time limit generally attached to sex work. The age 
of 40 was seen as a natural boundary to be still engaged in the business. Ideally, the 
retirement age would be between 30 and 35 years, but in developing countries this might 
be even earlier.  

 

Not all want to leave 

Although a majority of all individually interviewed sex workers (63%) indicated they 
definitely wanted to leave the sex sector, there was also a significant group that wished 
to remain in sex work (15%), or only wanted out if there would be enough alternative 
income (22%). Among the male sex workers, the percentage that wanted to stay in sex 
work was much higher than among female sex workers. Reasons to stay in sex work 
were the income earned which was relatively much higher than in other occupations open 
to them; the freedom it gave respondents; and the familiarity of the work. 

The findings from the desk research also stipulated that although sex workers often 
indicate they want to move on to other jobs, they are at the same time highly conscious 
of the income loss they would face. Various authors and experts concluded that sex work 
can be a positive choice, preferable to other alternatives. 
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Stigmatization, harassment and violence main reasons to quit 

Sex workers who wanted to leave the sex sector indicated in all four countries that the 
stigmatization, harassment and violence attached to sex work were the main reasons to 
quit. Many commented that improving the labour conditions in sex work, for example 
through decriminalization, would significantly help to reduce the negative aspects of sex 
work. These findings were confirmed by the outcomes of the desk research. 

 

Lack of income key barrier to leave sex work 

In all four countries, the lack of income was mentioned as the key barrier to leave sex 
work for good. Another similar aspect that came up was that some career development 
programmes demand that sex workers quit their sex work before they can join the 
programme. In many cases this prevented sex workers to join vocational training, and 
respondents indicated that such a precondition was not realistic, as they had to continue 
to earn money to provide for themselves and their relatives. These findings were 
confirmed by the outcomes of the desk research, where much attention was being paid 
to the economic and financial aspects of sex work. 

 

Alternative jobs close to daily lives and qualities of sex workers 

A number of alternative jobs were mentioned by sex workers in all four countries. Many 
job preferences were close to their daily lives, such as becoming a hairdresser, make-up 
artist or starting a small business. A large group wanted to start their own business, as 
this would give them the same kind of freedom they have in sex work and would lack the 
prejudices they face in other jobs. 

The literature and interviews with experts in the desk research added that a real 
sustainable alternative has to be offered, as most sex workers are motivated by strong 
economic factors and can earn much more in the sex sector than in previous or 
alternative jobs. 

 

Needs for alternative employment and empowerment within sex work 

Sex workers in all four countries expressed that they needed high quality vocational 
training to engage in alternative employment, as well as business skills and loans; 
financial literacy skills; language skills; computer skills and child care to be able to attend 
training.  

 

Inclusion of sex workers 

Different studies and interviews with experts in the desk research showed the importance 
of including sex workers in the development of career opportunities programmes 
designed for them. It was also concluded that sex work projects can play an important 
role in supporting sex workers to make informed choices rather than focusing exclusively 
on exiting sex work.  

Furthermore, the authors and experts recommended to take into account the diversity 
and complexity of the sex sector and to address the needs of different groups of sex 
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workers accordingly. This should be done with a non-moralistic view and with great 
emphasis on the community instead of merely the individual. 

 

8.2 Final remarks 

Since the beginning of the Move Forward Project in September 2009, much has already 
been accomplished. We started this report with the observation that the improvement of 
the social and economic circumstances of sex workers cannot be realized overnight, but 
requires long term investment and involvement. STI Aids Netherlands developed a 
comprehensive project on career development opportunities for sex workers in four 
countries. This was done in close cooperation with well-reputed local partners that have 
extensive expertise in the field of working with sex workers, and with the invaluable 
input of sex workers themselves.  

 

The Move Forward Project consists of four components: 

1. A thorough assessment of needs and strengths among sex workers; 

2. A desk research regarding good practices on career development for sex workers;  

3. Partner projects on career development in all four countries with the help of 
strong existing partner organizations and (international) networks; 

4. A report with the final results of the project. 

 

The first two components of the Move Forward Project have now been completed: the 
needs assessments in Macedonia, Uganda, Egypt and Vietnam and the desk research into 
good practices. Much has been learned during the process. All four countries have been 
visited repeatedly by the SANL team to work closely together with the local partner 
organizations and with sex workers themselves, who were involved in all stages of the 
project. As a result, a questionnaire for the needs assessment was developed that was 
truly rights-based: for and with sex workers and the organizations advocating their 
rights.  

The methodology used in the needs assessments was tried out in all countries except 
Uganda during ‘kick-off weeks’ before implementing it on a larger scale. The individual 
interviews and focus group discussions during the needs assessments helped building a 
closer alliance between the partner organizations and the sex workers they interviewed. 
Suggestions from the interviewed sex workers were directly seized upon in the 
development of the partner projects. Moreover, in some partner countries the SANL team 
and the partner organizations worked closely together to develop the partner projects, 
thereby strengthening the capacity building of the partners. 

In the desk research new alliances were built as well, involving experts from different 
backgrounds into the project. Their feedback and recommendations led to the 
development of key elements of rights based career development programmes for sex 
workers. Moreover, the experts’ input was substantiated by a thorough literature analysis 
of existing models on career development and research into existing programmes. 

At this moment the time has come to put the results of the needs assessment and the 
desk research into practice. The third component of the Move Forward Project is now well 
underway. In all four countries, our partner organizations are implementing rights based 
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projects on career development for sex workers. The partner projects have started up in 
2010 and most will run until June 2011. The partners have gained inspiration from the 
needs assessments and the sex workers involved in them. The desk research has 
provided them with a theoretical and practical background to build sustainable 
programmes. 

Still, we are only halfway and this report provides the first outcomes of the Move Forward 
Project. Consequently, now is not the time to draw general conclusions and make general 
recommendations based on the needs assessments and desk research only. For this, the 
input from the partner projects and the sex workers involved in them will be invaluable. 
In December 2011, the final results of the Move Forward Project will be presented with 
an evaluation of the partner projects, lessons learnt and recommendations for future 
sustainable career development programmes for sex workers. To be continued! 
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Annex 1 - Summary of partner projects in Macedonia, 
Uganda, Egypt and Vietnam 

 

Based on the needs assessments, the following partner projects are currently being 
implemented in Macedonia, Uganda, Egypt and Vietnam. 

Uganda 

In Uganda, SANL works with three organizations: War Child Holland, Uydel and Wonetha.  

� War Child works in northern Uganda and will focus on the following topics: 

� Life skills for sex workers and their families and peers (emotional 
and social skills  such as creative activities and discussions, self-
support groups).  

� Education: literacy, vocational training, apprenticeships 

 

� Ugandan Youth and Development Link (UYDEL) works in the capital,  

Kampala, and focuses on the following: 

� Vocational skills 

� Capacity building of sex workers to provide HIV-prevention 
messages as peer  educators 

� Counselling/psycho-social care, including support groups 

� Temporary accommodation 

 

� Wonetha, the sex workers organization in Uganda, works in the capital  
Kampala, and focuses on the following: 

� Capacity building of sex worker organisation 

� Community development 

� Peer education and skill buidling 

 

Vietnam 

In Vietnam, STI AIDS Netherlands works with SCDI, Noi Bin Yen Group, UNAIDS & 
Provincial AIDS Committee HCMC: 

� The Noi Bin Yen Group and the Centre for Supporting Community 

 Development Initiatives (SCDI) in Hanoi. 

In Hanoi the following will be organized: 

� Drop-in centre 

� To develop a community of Hanoi based sex workers which will work 
together to  reduce violence and harassment through skill building 
sessions, e.g. financial  literacy, HIV-prevention and treatment, 
self-protection and vocational skills 

� Provide business skills and micro-finance to sex workers who look 
for alternative  employment 



 

   112

 

� The Blue Sky Group and Provincial Aids Committee in close cooperation with 
 UNAIDS in Ho Chi Minh City.  

In Ho Chi Minh City the following activities are foreseen: 

� Development of personal and business development plans through 
workshops 

� Microfinance to establish small businesses  

� Support services: psycho-social support, harm reduction 

� Vocational training 

 

Egypt 

� In Egypt, SANL works with El Shehab within the Joint Programme of UNFPA on: 

� Psycho-social support 

� Education and vocational skills 

� Developing mechanisms for the empowerment of sex workers 

� Creative workshops leading a/o to income generating activities 

 

Macedonia 

� In Macedonia, SANL works with Healthy Options Project Skopje (HOPS) on 
 the following activities:  

� Scholarships and vocational skills 

� Personal and life skills 

� Strengthening a supportive environment for sex workers 

� Capacity building 

� Child care 
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Annex 2 - List of interviewed stakeholders Needs 
Assessments 
 

Macedonia 

Non-governmental organizations 

� Center for Human Rights and Conflict Resolution, Skopje 

� Coalition for Promotion and Protection of Rights of Marginalized Groups, Skopje 

� Izbor, Association for Advising, Treatment, Resocialization and Reintegration of 
Drug Users and Other Marginalized Groups, Strumica 

� STAR-STAR, Sex Workers Organization Macedonia 

� Macedonian Harm Reduction Network, Skopje 

Governmental organizations 

� National Police Department for Trafficking and Organized Crime, Skopje Office 

� Ministry of Health, Department for European Integration 

� Ministry of Labour and Social Policy, Unit for Social Inclusion 

International organizations 

� UNAIDS Macedonia, Skopje Office 

� UNFPA Macedonia, Skopje Office 

� UNICEF Macedonia, Skopje Office 

Donors 

� Foundation Open Society Institute Macedonia (OSI), Public Health Program 

Others 

� Gynaecologist , Private practice and additional services for sex workers 

� Three independent human rights activists, Skopje 

� Representative of political party, Skopje 

 

Uganda 

Non-governmental organizations 

� FIDA, Women’s rights NGO 

� MARPS Network (Most At Risk Populations Network), Secretariat Offices 

� PACE, PACE (formerly PSI), local NGO whose main focus is social marketing 

� UHMG (Uganda Health Marketing Group) 

� UYDEL, Kampala office, partner organization of the Move Forward Project 

� War Child Holland, Gulu office, partner organization of the Move Forward Project 

� WAWI (Women at Work International) 

� WONETHA (Women’s Organisation Network for Human Rights Advocacy) 
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Partner organization of the Move Forward Project 

Governmental organizations 

� Gulu Police Station, Child Protection and Family Unit 

� Ministry of Health STD Clinic, MARPi/Project STD/ACP/AIDS Programme 

International organizations 

� International Labour Organization (ILO), Kampala Office 

� UNFPA, Kampala Office 

 

Egypt 

Non-governmental organizations 

� Al Mahras Charity, NGO for economical development of the most destitute 
populations 

� Centre for Egyptian Women’s Legal Assistance, Program to Combat Violence 
against Women 

� Egyptian Initiative for Personal Rights, Legal NGO re health and discrimination 

� Mi'aco , Advocates for marginal groups in Helwan 

� New Women’s Society, Women’s NGO 

� Program Freedom, NGO adressing drug abuse and AIDS 

� Society of Nasr City for Social Service, Helps both women and men to acquire 
basic literacy skills 

� Society of Social Service, Bolak, Cairo, Medical care through a number of 
specialized clinics and laboratories. 

� Society of Special Groups Care, Medical and social services for people with special 
needs 

� Wa'y Society of Psychiatric Health, Psychiatric services for women, men, and 
children 

� Women’s shelter, Privately run, Cairo 

Governmental organizations 

� 6th October Police Station, Greater Cairo 

� State run women’s shelters, Six representatives from various cities, a/o Cairo and 
Alexandria 

Others  

� Eight primary attorneys representing different law firms, Cairo 

� STI Clinic Director and WHO Consultant, Working on the issue of STIs and AIDS 

� Three factory owners , Representing the garment industry and the food industry 

� Three medical specialists, Among others gynaecologist, working on the issue of 
STIs and AIDS 
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Vietnam 

Non-governmental organizations 

� Centre for Quality of Life Improvement (LIFE), Career development project for 
male sex workers, Ho Chi Minh City 

� Hanoi Women’s Health Center, Project on health care and career development for 
female sex workers, Hanoi 

� Médécins du Monde Canada, Ho Chi Minh City Office 

� Noi Binh Yen Group, Sex workers group, Hanoi 

� Sunlight Centre Ho Chi Minh City, Connected to Women’s Union Vietnam, Ho Chi 
Minh City 

� Women’s Health Initiative, Ho Chi Minh City  

Governmental organizations 

� Center for AIDS Prevention and Control, HIV/Aids Prevention, Hanoi 

� Ministry of Labor, Invalids and Social Affairs (Molisa), Department of Social Evils 
Prevention, Ho Chi Minh City 

� Provincial Aids Committee (PAC), Partner organization of the Move Forward 
Project, Ho Chi Minh City 

International organizations 

� UNAIDS Vietnam, Hanoi Office 

� UNFPA Vietnam, Hanoi Office  
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Annex 3 - List of Interviewed Experts Desk Research 
 

Marja Bijl 

Manager Prostitution Social Work (Prostitutie Maatschappelijk Werk) 

Humanitas Rotterdam 

The Netherlands 

 

Marieke van Doorninck 

Advisor Public Affairs 

La Strada International 

 

Heather Doyle 

Director Sexual Health and Rights Project (SHARP) 

Public Health Program 

Open Society Institute 

New York, USA 

 

Heleen Driessen 

Coordinator  

Amsterdam Coordinating Centre of Human Trafficking  

The Netherlands 

 

Iris van der Heul 

Project Manager ‘Career Switch’ (‘Carrièreswitch’) 

SHOP Sex Workers Programme The Hague 

The Netherlands 

 

Marisa Ingleton 

International Sex Work Spokesperson 

Scarlet Alliance 

Australian Sex Workers Association 

 

Marianne Jonker 

Programme Officer STI Aids Netherlands (Soa Aids Nederland) 

Former Staff Worker Sex Workers Organization Red Thread (Rode Draad) 

The Netherlands 
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Ann Jordan 

Director of the Program on Human Trafficking and Forced Labor  

Center on Human Rights and Humanitarian Law  

American University’s Washington College of Law 

Former OSI-SHARP Advisory Board 

 

Maria Metze 

Manager Vital Power Project 

Salvation Army Limburg/Brabant (Leger des Heils) 

The Netherlands 

 

Ruth Morgan Thomas 

Interim Global Coordinator Global Network of Sex Work Projects (NSWP) 

Co-founder SCOTPEP (Scottish sex workers organization) 

New Futures Project 

Chair International Committee on Rights of Sex Workers in Europe (ICRSWE) Member 

OSI/SHARP Advisory Board 

 

Cheryl Overs 

Sex Work Activist 

Co-founder Global Network of Sex Work Projects (NSWP) 

Presently Researcher at Monash University, Australia 

 

Ineke Punt 

Coordinator Prostitution Social Work 

New Perspective Project  

Scarlet Cord (Scharlaken Koord) 

The Netherlands 

 

Joyce Tacl 

Researcher Vital Power Project 

Salvation Army Limburg/Brabant (Leger des Heils) 

The Netherlands 

 

Marjan Wijers 

Independent Researcher on Sex Work and Trafficking 

The Netherlands 
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Annex 5 - Questionnaire for individual interviews with 
sex workers 
 

 

Date and place/country of interview: 

Code number of interviewee:  

Please note: if the participant does not want to give answers to certain questions, they do not have 

to. 

Do the participants agree upon recording the interview by MP3? Yes/No 

 

Introduction 

The Dutch government has made a grant available for the Dutch STD-Aids Foundation 
(SANL), and its local partner organisations who work with sex workers in ‘developing 
countries’, to enlarge career development opportunities for sex workers, including those 
who voluntarily want to withdraw from sex work.  
 
Essential to SANL is the rights based approach. SANL recognizes the importance of career 
development opportunities for sex workers, including withdrawing from sex work, but 
only on a voluntary basis. Essential in SANL’s vision is the universality of human rights 
which should equally apply to sex workers, consisting among others of the right to health 
care, social services and legal aid, the right to equal protection of the law and protection 
against discrimination, as well as the right to work, to free choice of employment and 
safe working conditions. 

The Move Forward Project will consist of four components: a desk research regarding 
best practices worldwide, a thorough needs assessment in four countries (Macedonia, 
Uganda, Vietnam and Egypt), followed by pilot projects in these countries, and last but 
not least a report on best practices as a final result of the project. The project has begun 
in September 2009 and will end in December 2011. 
 
Through this interview, we would like to hear your opinion on what you need as a sex 
worker, whether you want to leave the business or not. Your answers will be very 
important in building the project and will be included in the needs assessment.  
 

General/background questions 

 

1. What is your sex/gender? 
o Female 
o Male 
o Transgender 
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2. What is your nationality? 
 

3. To which ethnic group do you belong?  
 

4. What is your age? 
o less than 18 years old 
o 18 – 24 years old 
o 25 – 34 years old 
o 35 – 45 years old 
o Over 45 years old 

 

5. What is your level of education? 
o never went to school/(semi)illiterate 
o unfinished elementary school 
o finished elementary school 
o unfinished secondary school 
o finished secondary school 
o finished college or university 
o attending school at the moment 
o other 

 

6. With whom do you live (with or without your children)? If the interviewee indicates that (s)he lives with 

children, please ask if they are her children, how many children (s)he has, if they all live with her etc.  
o with parents 
o children 
o family members 
o with partner 
o with colleague(s) 
o on my own 
o homeless 
o other 

 

 

Open Interview (guiding questions): 

The work 

7. At what age did you start sex work? 
 

8. How did you get into sex work? 
o through partner 
o through friends or acquaintances 
o through family 
o my own initiative 
o other 

 

9. Why did you get into sex work? Please, make this an open question. The bullets may give you an 

indication of the answer, but let the interviewee take the lead in this. 

o for the money 
o lack of skills for other work 
o liked the job 
o forced 
o other 
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10. How long have you worked as a sex worker? Please, make this an open question. The bullets may give 

you an indication of the answer, but let the interviewee take the lead in this. 

o less than a year 
o 1-3 years 
o 3-5 years 
o 5-10 years 
o more than 10 years 

 

11. Where do you work? Please, make this an open question. The bullets may give you an indication of the 

answer, but let the interviewee take the lead in this. 

o streets 
o escort 
o private house 
o other 

 

12. Who is depending on your income? Please, make this an open question. The bullets may give you an 

indication of the answer, but let the interviewee take the lead in this. 

o only me 
o myself and children 
o myself and my partner 
o myself, partner and children 
o myself, partner, children and/or other family 
o Pimps, police or others 

 

13. What is the minimal income you need to live a life according to your standards and needs? 
 

14. What do you earn on average with sex work? Is this on a daily, weekly or monthly basis? 
 

15. Is your income from sex work enough to cover your needs (also see question 13)? If not, please continue 
asking for reasons, e.g. because the SW has to share her/his money with pimps, protectors, mediators etc. 

 

16. Do you have an additional income? If so: 
o what kind of job? 
o how much app.? 
o is this a steady income? 

 

17. Do you have access to health care? If so, where do you go to? What are your experiences with health 
care workers? 

 

18. Do you have any health problems (physical and/or psychological) that might influence your decision to 
leave sex work or not? 

 

19. Do you use drugs/alcohol? 
o No 
o Alcohol 
o Smoking drugs 
o Sniffing drugs 
o Taking pills 
o IDU 
o Combination 
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20.  Do you consider yourself at risk to contract a STI? 
 

21. How often do you use condoms with clients? 
o Always 
o Most times 
o Sometimes 
o Rarely 
o Never 
 

22. How often do you use condoms with your partner? 
o Always 
o Most times 
o Sometimes 
o Rarely 
o Never 

 

23. What are your experiences with the local police? 
o Helpful services 
o Harassment 
o Bribery 
o Imprisonment 
o Sexual services 
o Rape 
o Other 
o No contact with the police 

 

24. What are obstacles in your work as a sex worker? What would you need to overcome them? 
 

25. What are good things in your work? What would make it better? What would you need for that? 
 

Questions about service providers 

26. Are you in touch with NGO’s or other social services who work with sex workers? If so, with whom? 
 

27. Do you use their facilities/participate in their activities? If so, why? If not, why not? 
 

28. Which facilities/activities do you like most? Do you participate in these? 
 

29. What do you think is missing? Would you participate if these additional facilities/activities would be 
provided? 

 

Questions about alternative career choices and empowerment within the work 

30. Have you ever done other work besides sex work? If so: 
o was this before or after you started sex work? 
o what kind of job? 
o did/do you like this job? If so, why? If not, why not?  
o do you still have this job? If not, why not? 
o Did/does it provide you enough income to cover your living expenses and those depending on you? 

 

31. Did you ever quit your job as a sex worker? If not, why not? If so: 
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o why did you leave? 
o what other job/income did you have? 
o if you, after some time, got back into sex work, why was that? 
o did you leave one time or several times? why? 

 

32. Would you want to leave sex work now? 
o If so, why?  
o If not, why not? 
o Leaving sex work now - permanently, part time or temporarily stop working? 
o If you left before but then got back into sex work, what is different now? 

 

33. If you would like to leave sex work, what would you like to do as an alternative career?  
 

34. What would you need to make that possible? 
 

35. What limits you in achieving these goals? 
 

36. If you would like to stay in sex work, what would you need to empower your position? 
 

37. What would you need to make that possible? 
 

38. What could other sex workers contribute to your decision to quit the job or stay in it? What could you do 
for other sex workers? 

 

39. Regardless of whether you decide to quit sex work or not, what additional skills would you like to gain? 
Would you like to do that in a group or by yourself? 

 

40. What do you do when you are not working? What do you do for relaxation and fun activities, to protect 
yourself from burnout? How could other sex workers and service providers support you in this? 

 

Final question 

41. Is there anything else that you would like to share with us which is not already mentioned in the 
questions above? 

 

Does the interviewee give permission for her/his interview to be incorporated as a anonymous ‘case 

study’ in the desk research?: yes/no 
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