Research-to-Policy

Poor Reproductive & Sexual Health among Sex Workers
in Tijuana, Mexico: Childhood & Adolescent Experiences
Background
Research suggests that female sex workers in Tijuana experience high rates of HIV/STIs, reproductive
health inequities, and gender-based violence, and that increased vulnerabilities are associated with
adolescent sex work involvement, but little is known about how early (childhood/adolescent)
exposures to factors such as violence and barriers to care, shape long-term reproductive health.

The Question
Ho w do ear ly exp eri en ces i nflu en ce r epr o du ctiv e an d sexu al h ea lth amo n g female sex
wo rk ers, wh o enter ed sex wor k befo re ag e 1 8, i n Tiju ana, M ex ico ??

The Study
The research team, including the Gender & Sexual Health Initiative’s (GSHI) Dr. Shira Goldenberg
qualitatively analyzed data collected from in-depth, semi-structured interviews conducted between
November 2010 and July 2011 with 25 female sex workers. Eligible participants were over age 18,
reported sex work entry prior to age 18, traded sex in the past month, reported lifetime drug use, had a
male intimate partner, and lived in Tijuana, Participants were found through a larger mixed-methods
study among female sex workers and their non-commercial partner in Tijuana and Cd. Juarex, Mexico.

The Results
Analysis of the narratives of sex workers revealed 4 th em es
that influenced reproductive and sexual health experiences:
1) Early (childhood/adolescent) sexual abuse,
2) Early (adolescent) drug use,
3) Ongoing violence, and
4) Limited reproductive and sexual health care.

“Among women with a history
of adolescent sex work in
Tijuana, early abuse, early drug
use, ongoing violence, and
limited access to care had
profound impacts on
reproductive and sexual health.”

These interrelated social, structural. and individual factors
shaped vulnerability to unintended teenage pregnancy,
miscarriage/stillbirth, and untreated STI’s over these women’s lives.

Other early social and structural factors, including poverty, gender inequities, violence, unsafe living
conditions, stigma, and marginalization perpetuated reproductive and sexual health disparities.

The Policy Implications
•
•

Programs and policies that address social, structural, and individual vulnerabilities during
adolescence and adulthood are needed to promote reproductive and sexual health.
Participants suggested possible solutions to improve the health and wellbeing of young women
and female sex workers in Tijuana, including opportunities to exit the sex industry, effective drug
treatment programs, shelters, and psychological support for survivors of violence.
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