Research-to-Policy

The Influence of Structural Determinants
on HIV among Female Sex Workers
Background
Female sex workers bear a disproportionately large burden of HIV infection worldwide. Despite
decades of research and programme activity, the epidemiology of HIV and the role that structural
determinants have in mitigating or potentiating HIV epidemics and access to care for female sex
workers is poorly understood.

The Question
Ho w do v ari o us facto rs, in clud i ng laws, p o licin g, v io lence, sex wo rk er- led effo r ts, an d
access to p rev en ti on an d treatm ent , imp act the co u rse o f H IV epi d em ics am on g sex
wo rk ers in d iv erse setti ng s?

The Study
The Gender & Sexual Health Initiative (GSHI) research team, in co-authorship with researchers and sex
workers from the global south and north, modeled how changes in key factors could shift the course
of the HIV epidemic in sex work across diverse settings. This project is part of AESHA (An Evaluation of
Sex Workers Health Access), an ongoing study on working conditions, health and safety in the sex
industry led by GSHI/BCCfE and UBC, in collaboration with a range of community partners, with
ongoing outreach to street and indoor sex work venues (by experiential and non-experiential team).

The Results
•

•

In the global response to HIV and sex work, a focus on
medical interventions is not enough as structural drivers,
such as the legal, policy and political environments in
which people work, play a critical role in HIV risk, health,
safety and well-being.
Across the diverse settings of Canada, Kenya, and India,
d ecrim in aliz ation of sex work could h ave the
larg est im p act o n HI V epi dem ics, aver tin g 33-4 6%
o f HI V in fecti o ns i n sex wor k over the next decade
through its immediate effect on violence, policing, and
safer work environments.

The Policy Implications
•
•

Global control of HIV will not be achieved unless the legal, social, and political factors are
recognized by global and national policy makers.
Th e d ecrim in aliz atio n o f sex wo rk wo uld h ave th e sin gle greatest effect on th e
co ur se o f HIV ep id emi cs in all settin gs st ud ied .
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