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the past 30 days, use was far from consistent and differed 
with the type of partner; it was far more common with 
clients than with emotional partners. Only 65% of hotel-
based sex workers and 52% of street-based sex workers 
reported having used condoms during all of their last five 
sex acts with clients, and fewer than 15% of either group 
reported having used condoms during all of their last five 
sex acts with emotional partners (Table 2). Other factors 
also contributed to ineffective or inconsistent condom use. 
Condom breakage was common, and approximately one-
fourth of sex workers in each group acknowledged that 
they had accepted extra money from a client in exchange 
for not using a condom.

In in-depth interviews, many respondents reported that 
they always used condoms, although some noted that the 
condoms sometimes tear. Consistent users were willing to 
lose a client rather than engage in unprotected sex. As one 
sex worker explained, 

“Okay, sister, money doesn’t solve everything. Tell me 
sister, if you get [a] life threatening disease, then money 
can’t [cure] your disease, [can] it? No, that’s why I use con-
doms.… Those who don’t want to use [them], I do not do 
sex with them.”—Street-based sex worker, age 21

Conversely, nearly half of respondents said that they try 
to persuade clients to use condoms, but are not always suc-
cessful. They felt that they did not have control over con-
dom use and could not force clients to use one, and many 
would forego condom use rather than risk losing a client: 

“Some clients want to use [a] condom, some do not. I 
cannot force them. They say, ‘Haven’t I paid you to come 
here? If you don’t want to have sex without a condom, 
then go out and I will get some other girl.’ I don’t have 
control.”—Hotel-based sex worker, age 28 

“Now I am getting older. If I want to have every inter-

and more than half of the hotel-based sex workers and 
two-thirds of the street-based sex workers did not want an-
other child ever. In-depth interview respondents explained 
that they believed pregnancy would have a negative impact 
on their work and on their life in general. They expressed 
concerns that having a child would damage their reputa-
tion, that the baby would not have an identity and that 
they did not want a child from sex work. They also worried 
that their earnings would be affected and that they could 
not care for a baby. Only one interview respondent said 
that she wanted a baby and that the impact of a pregnancy 
would be positive.

Contraceptive Use and Unmet Need
Although the majority of participants did not want to get 
pregnant within the next year, and nearly all reported use 
of a contraceptive method in the past 30 days, unmet need 
for contraception was fairly high—25% among hotel-based 
sex workers and 36% among street-based sex workers 
(Table 2). Contraceptive use was largely driven by condom 
use, as at least 90% of women in each group had used con-
doms in the past 30 days. The pill and the injectable were 
the other most commonly used methods.

Dual method use was reported by 44% of hotel-based 
sex workers and 30% of street-based sex workers; only 
3–5% were using a contraceptive method but were not 
using condoms. In in-depth interviews, half of the par-
ticipants explained that contraceptive method use did 
not affect their use of condoms, and none said that use 
of other methods influenced their condom use; they re-
lied on condoms to prevent STIs, including HIV, and on 
other contraceptive methods to prevent pregnancy. As a 
28-year-old street-based sex worker explained, “contracep-
tive methods do not protect us from sexual disease. [They] 
only prevent us from getting pregnant. Condoms protect 
[against] sexual disease.”

Although nearly all respondents had used condoms in 

TABLE 1.  Characteristics of female sex workers, by location 
of sex work, Dhaka, Bangladesh, 2011

Characteristic Hotel 
(N=354)

Street 
(N=323)

Mean age (yrs.) 22.0 25.7
Yrs. of education
0 33 53
1–6 31 36
7–13 36 11
Has emotional partner 64 75
Mean no. of clients per day 21.5 5.6
Ever pregnant 66 84
Ever had abortion/menstrual regulation 38 41
Has ≥1 living child 42 67
Mean no. of living children* 1.3 1.6
Fertility desires†
Does not want a child 54 66
Wants pregnancy in >1 year 31 20
Wants pregnancy in ≤1 year 5 11
Wants child but unsure when 10 3

*Among those with living children (148 hotel-based and 217 street-based
sex workers). †Excludes one hotel-based sex worker who did not respond 
to this item. Notes: All values are percentages unless otherwise indicated.

TABLE 2. Selected measures of contraceptive use among female sex workers, by  
location of sex work

Measure Hotel 
(N=354)

Street 
(N=323)

% with unmet need (95% CI) 25 (20–30) 36 (30–41)

% used modern contraceptives in past 30 days*
Any 98 95
Condoms 95 90
Pill 37 13
Injectable 8 13
Other 2 7
Dual methods 44 30
Only noncondom methods 3 5
Condoms only 51 60

% used condoms consistently†
With clients 65 52
With emotional partner‡ 12 14
With both partner types 33 25

% experienced condom breakage in the past 30 days† 51 32

% accepted extra money for sex with
no condom in past 30 days 28 22

*Respondents could specify multiple methods. †During last five sex acts. ‡Refers to husband, boyfriend or
other steady partner. Note: CI=confidence interval.


