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Abstract:
Background:
Internationally, HIV/AIDS prevention programs often target female sex workers (FSW) and not their clients. We studied FSW and male perspectives on sex work to provide information necessary to reduce the spread of HIV/AIDS in Botswana.
Design/Methods:
In-depth interviews with FSW (n=30) and focus group discussions with 6 groups of 3-4 men (n=20) were held in six towns across Botswana in 2006. Male focus group participants were recruited in bars everywhere except in Kasane, where the government’s “Men’s Sector” (a Government of Botswana initiative to address issues of male sexuality and HIV/AIDS in communities and the work place through male-dominant public service departments) arranged a group of 4 men. Informal interviews were also held with representatives of the Men’s Sector. We used constant comparative and phenomenological approaches to analyze field notes.
Results:
FSWs’ approach to their work is largely economic. They weigh the ever-present risks of HIV/AIDS, other sexually transmissible infections (STI), violence, and theft against the advantages of personal and financial autonomy, capacity to provide for their children, and access to luxury goods. Using this risk/benefit calculation, many FSW accept the risk of unprotected sex, whether or not they are HIV+, if offered greater payment to do so. Some men are willing to pay more for the sexual pleasure and the thrill of risking STI/HIV while others have started using condoms albeit inconsistently. The men who sought sex with unknown women did so due to their inability to meet the increasing material demands from wives or girlfriends, their alcohol or abstinence-induced sexual desire, their wish for excitement, adventure, and to appear as men of means. Men want women to take more responsibility for condom use if they are sexually available for money and have multiple partners. Male informants suggested that HIV/AIDS campaigns “make a big mistake by targeting women only and not targeting men” because the campaigns need to look at both sides of the market. “There is demand and supply.” Men offered suggestions based on best practices for behavior change communication (BCC) and culturally embedded consultative processes.
Conclusions:
Women enter sex work for economic reasons and FSWs often accept client demands for unprotected sex to increase their earnings. To reduce the demand for FSW services, including unprotected sex, current initiatives focusing on men need to be strengthened. Interventions that provide men with alternative perspectives on desirable sexual behavior and modified gender expectations may reduce the demand for unsafe sex by generating cultural support for safer sexual practices. The Men’s Sector initiative is uniquely positioned to implement such male-centered BCC interventions in Botswana. 
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