
Determinants of  
sex workers’ health

Deutsche Aidshilfe ran a qualitative participatory study in order to contribute 
to a better understanding of the health needs of sex workers in Germany. 
Between October 2022 and April 2023, ten peer researchers conducted  
eleven focus group interviews in five languages across Germany.  
The 80 participants from 23 countries were female and male, cis and trans  
sex workers from different sectors of sex work. 

Whether a sex worker uses health services and takes measures for  
their health depends on many factors (so-called determinants). Individual  
vulnerability factors and structural barriers can hinder health-promoting  
behaviour. However, there are also a number of factors that have a 
beneficial impact on the health of sex workers. This leaflet illustrates the  
positive and negative determinants of sex workers’ health identified by  
the focus groups in this study.



Vulnerability factors
• Low level of education
• Lack of German language skills
• Drug addiction
• Poverty
• Homelessness
• Mental illness / Disability

Financial pressure
• Precarization due to Covid-19  
 pandemic and inflation 
• Low prices for sexual services

Low-threshold health services 
(esp. HIV/STI counselling and 
testing services)
• Anonymous (and independent  
 of health insurance)
• Free of charge
• Voluntary
• In multiple languages
• Outreach
• Explicitly for sex workers  
 and non-judgmental
• Gender inclusive (e.g. explicitly  
 for trans sex workers)
• Not only testing, but also treatment  
 and vaccination
• Includes information about  
 HIV-PrEP and -PEP

Urge clients to respect  
sex workers and prevention 
targeted at clients
• Respect sex workers and  
 keep to agreed rules
• Accept conditions of sex workers  
 regarding condom use
• Fair prices
• HIV/STI education and  
 testing services

Health measures

• Condom use

• PrEP

• PEP

• STI and hepatitis C treatment

• Pregnancy prevention

• Vaccinations

• HIV treatment

• Psychotherapeutic services

• General medical care

• HIV/STI Testing

These three  
areas influence 
each other

Barriers Supportive  
factors

Discrimination and  
violence in society
• Whore stigma
• Physical attacks on trans  
 sex workers on the streets
• Racism
• Discrimination against  
 undocumented people
• Stigmatization of drug users

Pressure and violence  
by customers
• Insisting on condomless sex
• Stealthing
• Assault

Poor working conditions
• Lack of facilities for sex services  
 in street sex work
• Unsafe and unhygienic conditions  
 in street sex work
• Exploitative conditions in establishments  
 (e.g. disproportionately expensive rents  
 with inadequate facilities)

No access to  
health insurance
• Non-treatment of infections (e.g. HIV)  
 and/or other health problems

Criminalization
• Sperrbezirke (areas where  
 prostitution is prohibited)
• Prostituiertenschutzgesetz (criminalization  
 of unregistered sex workers)
• Illegalization of undocumented persons
• Prostitution ban during Covid-19
• Criminalization of drug use

Knowledge 
• of HIV, STIs, HepC:  
 Transmission, prevention  
 (esp. HIV-PrEP, HIV-PEP and safer use)  
 and treatment
• of prevention and care services
• of rights and obligations  
 (e.g. health insurance)
• of sex work

Peer-to-peer exchange
• Sharing safety strategies
• Agreement on fixed prices
• Warning against dangerous clients
• Empowerment in negotiating with clients
• Empowerment and psychological support
• Supervision
• Transfer of knowledge and skills from  
 older to younger community members

Counselling
• Professionalization
• Acceptance-based exit counselling
• Help in cases of violence and  
 human trafficking
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Graphic summary of the data from focus group  
interviews with 80 sex workers in Germany



For more findings and recommendations,  
visit the study website:
www.aidshilfe.de/sexwork-study

Contact 
Eléonore Willems
Head of department for  
women’s and sex work issues
Deutsche Aidshilfe
eleonore.willems@dah.aidshilfe.de
Tel +49 (0) 30 69 00 87 34

Deutsche Aidshilfe is a nationwide 
German NGO in the field of HIV/Aids, 
hepatitis and STIs, working in both 
prevention and advocacy.

The study was funded by 
the Federal Ministry of Health


