
“The best mom is near her children. Me, I think I am a fake 
mom, really.” -27 years, 2 children 

“Now how would I feel, my sister? Don’t I just feel good? I 
have gotten money for food, I have eaten and I feed my 
child well. I feel just fine.” -28 years, 2 children 

“For the Children” 
Many participants described their work as “for the 
children,” justifying in their minds work they may not want 
to do otherwise, given its stigmatized nature. For them, 
being willing to do anything for the children made them 
“good” mothers. 

“What will my children eat tomorrow? It’s like this: I’m just 
going along, I have sex. It’s not to say that I like that man, 
no, I don’t like him. I just go.” -27 years, 2 children 

“You can have no money, and you’re there at home and 
you are called Mama. You are there at home, you have no 
money, and the children are looking at you. You must go 
have sex so you get money for food.” -30 years, 2 children 

Working as sex workers was a way to give their children 
good educations and bright futures. 

“I do this to have her brought up in the best way, so that 
my child can come to live well later and so that she feels 
like she has a mother. I love my child, she should study 
hard, so she has a nice life.” -22 years, 1 child 

Implications for HIV Risk Behaviors 
Being a mother might increase risky sexual behaviors, if 
women find it harder to choose clients carefully, or harder 
to refuse sex without condoms if offered more money.   

“One day you wake up and you have not even 10 
[shillings], right there you look at your kid—he has no 
shoes for school … well, it is so that if a person happens 
to tell you ‘if you do this, I’ll give you such-and-such 
amount,’ will you refuse while at your house you have no 
money? You agree just like that.” -2 children 

In contrast, being a mother might increase women’s 
healthy behaviors, such as seeking care and HIV testing.   
One woman explained her reasoning for getting tested: 

“If I test and I see that I am infected—then here, I had to 
keep in mind first that I have a small child. That child still 
depends on me…If I die today, my child will suffer, here I 
have no father and no mother. You see?” -28 years, 1 
child 
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Study Participants & Sampling Strategy:  
• In-depth interviews (n=19) and 1 FGD (p=6) with adult 
women who exchanged sex for money in the past month, 
were mothers, and worked in “local” and “modern” bars   
• Purposive sampling to achieve variation across bars types 
and locations. All participants were recruited at work sites 
Data collection & analysis: 
• All interviews were conducted in Kiswahili, transcribed 
verbatim, and coded by hand; selections were translated by 
the lead author 
• Memos were written on each interview to explore themes 
and meanings 
• Ethical approval was given by JHSPH IRB and NIMR IRB 

FSW faced multiple risks and vulnerabilities related to HIV, 
including those related to motherhood. Understanding these 
complexities is essential to plan effective programs. For 
example, preventive interventions for FSW could reframe 
behavior change messaging around their children, include 
child-care support, and provide cash transfers for children’s 
schooling. 

Female sex workers (FSW) are often mothers, but there is little 
research on how motherhood might influence their HIV risk 
behaviors. The objective was to explores motherhood among 
FSW in Iringa, Tanzania, with particular attention to childcare 
arrangements, the meanings given to being both mothers and 
sex workers, and implications for HIV risk behaviors. 

The study was implemented by USAID | Project SEARCH, Task Order No.2, which is funded by the U.S. Agency for 
International Development under Contract No. GHH-I-00-07-00032-00, beginning September 30, 2008, and supported 
by the President’s Emergency Plan for AIDS Relief. The Research to Prevention (R2P) Project is led by the Johns 
Hopkins Center for Global Health and managed by the Johns Hopkins Bloomberg School of Public Health Center for 
Communication Programs (CCP). 
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Sex Workers Are Mothers, Too 
The 19 women in this study had each experienced 1-5 
pregnancies, including some from clients, and had 0-3 
currently living children. Some had experienced 
miscarriages, induced abortions, and deaths of children. 
About half had only one father of their children, but others 
had 2 and 3 different fathers of their children. Almost half 
had current steady, non-paying partners, some of whom 
were married to other women. Many women had never 
married (often they became pregnant as schoolgirls), and 
all others were divorced, separated, or widowed. 

Childcare 
For the participants, being a mother partially involved 
performing certain acts: bathing the children, cooking for 
them, paying school fees, making sure they have clothes to 
wear, and taking them to the health center. For mothers 
who are also sex workers, this care-giving can be 
complicated. 

“Is it not true that sometimes you are holding her and you 
are called away someplace, but you’re there with the crying 
child. Does that not restrict you?” -28 years, 2 children 

“When you live with a child, he wants candy, he wants nice 
things, other things, [but] there aren’t any.  You have to 
leave them to find satisfaction.” -28 years, 3 children 

Some sent their children to live with relatives, but half had 
children at home with them. The latter developed strategies 
for childcare. Some left them with neighbors, while others 
left older children home alone. Breastfeeding babies posed 
the biggest challenge; one participant took her baby with 
her to work, including to the guesthouse with clients. 

Challenging Notions of “Good” Motherhood 
Participants had varied feelings about being mothers and 
sex workers; some felt conflicted, while others felt good 
about providing for their children. 

“Me, I can say I am a good mom and then I have bad 
behaviors…bad behaviors such as selling oneself…You 
should know this isn’t good behavior; this is bad behavior…
but I would like to live to be like a mama, to gather with my 
family at home.” -28 years, 1 child 


