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Abstract 

Background 
Various studies have focused on female sex workers aiming to reduce the risk of HIV 
infection and other sexually transmitted diseases and educate them on behaviour change. 
However, limited research has been on how mothers' profession affects their children. To 
address this gap, this study aimed to explore the life-threatening consequences faced by 
children of female sex workers in Rwanda and provide recommendations for supporting 
these vulnerable individuals. 
Methodology
This cross-sectional study used a qualitative approach with a phenomenological design. 
We interviewed 40 children born to sex workers and 19 mothers who are sex workers from 
2 provinces and City of Kigali .We used an interview guide to conduct individual in-depth 
interviews. 
Results
The interviewed children reported most five problems encountered by children born to 
female sex workers in Rwanda including (1) stigma and rejection (2) humiliation and shame 
(3) Being forced to have early sex by their mother's clients and or forced/sold by mothers 
(4) poverty and hunger (5) early sex, pregnancy, and birth. The five problems most reported 
by mothers as being faced by children born to female sex workers are the same as those 
reported by the children. 
Conclusion
This study found that the children born to female sex workers in Rwanda face enormous 
life challenges/problems that put their health at risk and their future in jeopardy. We 
recommend that government and non-government organizations that have the mandate of 
child protection take appropriate measures to safeguards these vulnerable children.
Rwanda J Med Health Sci 2025;8(1):125-138
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Introduction 

Historically, research has been focused on 
female sex workers (FSWs) themselves, with 
hardly any attention directed towards the 
vulnerabilities placed on the children of FSWs. 
Globally, the majority of FSWs are mothers, 
raising millions of children.[1] A study done 
in India found that children born to sex 
workers may be considered marginalized 
due to their mothers' profession.[2] In 
addition, FSWs reported that when these 
mothers first learned they were pregnant, 
they often felt uncertain about keeping 
their child, as they lacked family support 
and financial resources making it difficult 
to provide for their children.[2] A  study 
done in some African countries showed that 
68.5% of sex workers were mothers in Cote 
d’Ivoire and 15.2% of them had more than 
3 children; same as in Kenya where 80.2% 
were mothers and 8.4% of them had more 
than 4 children.[3] The study highlights 
the significant health challenges faced by 
female sex workers and their children. The 
authors emphasize that these women often 
experience poor physical and mental health, 
which adversely affects their children. The 
study calls for urgent attention and action to 
address the health needs of these vulnerable 
populations, advocating for comprehensive 
healthcare services, support systems, and 
policies that recognize and respond to their 
unique challenges. The authors stress the 
importance of integrating health services for 
sex workers and their families to improve 
overall well-being and reduce health 
disparities.[3]

Another study done  in Uganda found that 
adolescents born to FSWs in Uganda are 
at a higher risk of victimization (including 
various negative experiences such as 
physical and emotional abuse, neglect, 
sexual abuse, bullying, property violence, 
community violence, peer/sibling violence, 
and witnessing or experiencing violence 
indirectly, compared to their peers.[4] They 
also faced a higher risk of engaging in risky 
behaviours, such as substance abuse and 
early sexual activity. 
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The study highlights the need for targeted 
interventions and support services for this 
vulnerable population to address their 
unique needs and protect them from further 
victimization.[4] A study done in Nigeria 
explored the overlooked and invisible lives 
and deaths of children born to sex workers.
[5] It discussed how these children faced 
unique challenges and were often stigmatized 
and marginalized due to their mothers' 
profession. The article highlights the issues 
of poverty, abuse, and lack of access to 
services that these children face, as well as 
the lack of awareness and support for them. 
It also discusses the high rates of mortality 
among children of sex workers, both due 
to violence and neglect. The article calls for 
more attention to be paid to these children 
and for better support and resources to be 
provided to help improve their lives.[5]

Recent research on preventable child deaths 
among children of female sex workers 
(FSWs) in low- and middle-income countries 
analyzed data from 668 reported deaths 
across eight nations including Angola, 
Brazil, the Democratic Republic of the Congo 
(DRC), India, Indonesia, Kenya, Nigeria, and 
South Africa, ultimately including 589 cases 
in the final analysis. Nutritional deficiencies 
emerged as the leading cause of mortality, 
responsible for 20.7% of deaths, followed 
by accidents at 20.0%, including house 
fires, and overdoses at 19.4%. Infectious 
diseases contributed to 18.5% of deaths, 
while homicides accounted for 9.8%.  It 
also calls for further research to develop 
effective child welfare safeguards to reduce 
life-threatening risks for these children.[6] 
The FSWs are at high risk of having sexually 
transmitted infections.[8] This puts their 
children at high risk of mother-to-child 
transmission of HIV, congenital syphilis, fetal 
alcohol syndrome, and neonatal abstinence 
syndrome.[7] FSWs are reported to face 
significant social and structural barriers in 
accessing health and social services. These 
barriers include stigma and discrimination, 
lack of affordable and accessible childcare, 
inadequate housing, and limited access to 
healthcare and prenatal services.[8]
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After giving birth, mothers who are sex 
workers are obliged to return to work within 
days or weeks after giving birth, which does 
not allow them to breastfeed their child, 
leading to many consequences, including 
poor nutritional status of a neonate, lack of 
parental attachment, and affection.[9] 

A study conducted in Mexico-Missouri, 
USA, found an association between several 
factors and the likelihood of becoming a sex 
worker. These factors include using cocaine, 
consuming alcohol as a minor, experiencing 
forced sex as a minor, and having a parent 
who is involved in sex work.[10]Willis and 
Vines also reported that to make them sleep, 
children are  given alcohol and over-the-
counter drugs even at a young age. They are 
sometimes neglected in medical care and are 
not taken to health facilities. Poor hygiene 
practices also put these children at risk of 
illness.[11] Furthermore, many daughters 
of sex workers who are trafficked are at risk 
of pregnancy and have unsafe abortions 
or complications during pregnancy and 
childbirth.[12] All these consequences 
affect the children of sex workers in all 
human aspects including social, cultural, 
economic, psychological, and physiological 
aspects. These vulnerable children of sex 
workers require comprehensive support 
and services to address their unique needs 
and challenges. Although some initiatives 
exist to offer assistance and protection, it is 
evident that current efforts are inadequate 
to comprehensively tackle the complex 
issues encountered by these children. More 
resources and advocacy are needed to ensure 
that they receive the support and care they 
deserve. 

In Rwanda, any type of sex work is illegal.
[13,14] Sex workers, clients, and any involved 
third parties are criminalized by the country's 
Penal Code.[15] Sex work is a cultural taboo 
in Rwanda, where social norms and moral 
perceptions contribute to the marginalization 
of individuals engaged in sex work. Studies 
have shown that sex workers are often 
viewed as deviating from societal norms and 
may be labeled negatively, which reinforces 
social stigma and exclusion.[15, 17]

This marginalization extends to children 
and youth born to sex workers, who may 
also experience stigma and social exclusion 
due to their mothers' occupation. Research 
has indicated that these children face 
unique challenges, including limited social 
interactions and restricted friendships due to 
parental prohibitions influenced by societal 
perceptions.[6] Such social exclusion can 
have adverse effects on children's physical, 
mental, and emotional well-being, as the 
lack of social support and peer interactions 
is linked to poorer developmental outcomes.
[6,18] Despite sex working in Rwanda being 
seen as a taboo and despite that children 
born to Female Sex Workers (FSWs) in 
Rwanda may be subjected to different life 
problems, there is a paucity of scientific 
evidence regarding what are the problems, 
and challenges faced by these children, to 
what extent these problems may affect their 
health. Despite research that highlighted 
the risk and vulnerability to HIV faced by the 
children of female sex workers in Rwanda, 
there remains a lack of comprehensive data 
on the living conditions and the overall well-
being of these vulnerable children in the 
country. Failure to target the health and 
well-being of children who were born from 
female sex workers results in preventable 
morbidity and mortality.[19] 

The Rwandan government has implemented 
policies such as the Integrated Child Rights 
Policy and Law No. 71/2018 on the Protection 
of the Child, which emphasize protecting 
all children's rights, especially those from 
marginalized groups and the National Child 
Development Agency coordinates efforts to 
enhance children's rights.[20,21]Although 
challenges remain, Rwanda's legal and 
policy frameworks reflect a commitment to 
improving the well-being of all vulnerable 
children including children born to sex 
workers, highlighting the need for continued 
advocacy and resource allocation for 
effective implementation.[21]In light of 
these challenges faced by children born 
to female sex workers, there is a pressing 
need to understand the extent of the life-
threatening consequences faced by children 
born to female sex workers
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in Rwanda and their implications for their 
well-being.  

Therefore, this study sought to explore 
and critically examine the life-threatening 
consequences faced by children of FSWs 
in Rwanda, raise awareness, and advocate 
for the necessary support and intervention 
programs to protect and improve the well-
being of these vulnerable children. The 
research question driving this study is: What 
are the life-threatening consequences faced 
by children of FSWs in Rwanda and what 
interventions can be developed to address 
these issues effectively? By understanding 
the unique needs of these children and 
recommending interventions, we hope to 
contribute to preventing loss of lives and 
improve the overall quality of life for this 
vulnerable group.

Methods

Study design
In this study, a phenomenological descriptive 
research approach was adopted. Descriptive 
phenomenology is an appropriate method 
for studying the life-threatening challenges 
faced by children of sex workers because 
it emphasizes capturing their lived 
experiences without inferring personal 
interpretations. This approach facilitates 
the collection of detailed narratives that 
authentically reflect their realities and 
struggles. It prioritizes the participants' 
voices, allowing for an understanding 
of their unique circumstances, which is 
critical in addressing their social, emotional, 
and health-related issues. Ultimately, this 
method contributes valuable insights for 
research and social policy.[22]  

Study setting and Population 
The study was conducted in two provinces 
and Kigali City, Rwanda, with one district 
representing each area. The study settings 
included Musanze District for the Northern 
Province, Rubavu District for the Western 
Province, and Gasabo District for Kigali 
City. These districts were selected based on 
specific features that may contribute to a 
higher number of FSWs. 
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Rubavu and Musanze districts are known as 
tourism areas and proximity to border areas, 
which may attract or increase the presence of 
FSWs. Gasabo District, located within Kigali 
City, was chosen due to its status as a central 
hub where people from various countries 
and backgrounds may meet, potentially 
resulting in a higher concentration of FSWs. 
The respondents in this study were identified 
through a careful and ethical process that 
prioritized the privacy and respect of all 
individuals involved. Initially, we engaged 
with representatives from local sex worker 
organizations and assisted in locating other 
female sex workers through their networks 
across various districts. 

Population
The population of the current study was 
children of female sex workers from Two 
provinces provinces of Rwanda and Kigali 
City and FSW. We included children of 
both sexes, ensuring the representation of 
both female and male children. The age of 
children included in the study range is from 
10 years and above.

Eligibility criteria
The eligibility criteria were to be a female 
sex worker, defined in this study as women 
who engage in consensual sex for money 
or in-kind compensation as their primary 
source of income,[31] have children, and be 
both mothers and the children aged from 10 
years are willing to participate in the study.

Sample size and Sampling method
Purposive sampling was used to select the 
female sex workers and their children to 
be included in the study. The researchers 
collaborated with a representative of female 
sex workers in every district who helped 
to identify other female sex workers in the 
district.We approached those female sex 
workers, some in person and others on 
the telephone call. Researchers explained 
the purpose of the study and sought their 
consent to participate in the study. Those 
who agreed to participate were given an 
appointment for an interview. 

128



 Rwanda Journal of Medicine and Health Sciences Vol. 8 No. 1, March 2025                                                   https://dx.doi.org/10.4314/rjmhs.v8i1.10
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
The FSW helped to identify the children 
who were aware of their mothers’ profession 
and who could participate in the study. 
Children born from sex workers were 
participants in this study to understand 
their unique insights into the consequences 
of their mothers' work, enriching our 
understanding of the challenges they face.  
In total, 19 interviews were conducted with 
FSWs while 40 interviews were conducted 
with the children of FSWs. The number of 
interviews for both categories of participants 
was determined by the point of saturation.  

Data collection procedure 
The study commenced after receiving 
ethical clearance from the Institutional 
Review Board of the College of Medicine 
and Health Sciences (IRB/CMHS) and 
obtaining permission from the relevant 
district authorities. As said, each District 
has a female sex worker who represents 
other female sex workers, as they are for 
now grouped in associations of female 
sex workers. For those who agreed, we 
subsequently asked the children for their 
consent as well. The interviews were held 
in a private office at the District Hospital or 
Health center, ensuring that conversations 
could not be overheard. Children under 
18 years signed an assent form, while 
their mothers provided consent for their 
participation. Children aged 18 and older 
signed their own consent forms.

Since most participants were known to be 
sex workers, the research team opted not 
to conduct interviews at their residences 
for privacy and ethical considerations. 
Instead, participants were asked to identify 
the nearest district hospital where they 
felt comfortable. The interviews were then 
conducted at the selected district hospitals 
or Health center. To ensure accessibility, 
transportation costs were covered for both 
the participants and their children, as some 
did not live nearby.Data were collected for 
two months. 
During the in-depth interview, the female 
sex worker was given at least 60 minutes 
for the interview, with the flexibility for 
extension as needed.  

Children, however, were allotted 45 minutes 
to one hour for their interviews. Both children 
and mothers were granted the option to 
pause or reschedule the interview at any 
moment. During the interviews, children 
were offered tokens such as sweets, biscuits, 
and water, while mothers were provided with 
water. These refreshments were intended to 
create a relaxed atmosphere and help ease 
any tension during the discussions. The 
interviews were conducted in Kinyarwanda 
and were audio-recorded after obtaining 
participants' permission, with the note-
taker assisting in taking detailed field notes. 
Interview guides were utilized to ensure 
questioning and data collection consistency. 
Two research teams collected data for all 
sites and they were together at every site, 
one acting as an interviewer while the other 
acted as a note-taker. 

The interview guides were developed by 
the researchers after a thorough literature 
review, and a pilot study was conducted 
with a few participants to enhance the 
credibility and trustworthiness of the data 
collection tools. The interview guide for 
children consisted of eight open-ended 
questions with probes while the interview 
guide for mothers consisted of seven open-
ended questions with probing questions.

Ethical Considerations
Before starting data collection, ethical 
clearance with letter No 400/CMHS 
IRB/2022 was obtained from the University 
of Rwanda, College of Medicine and 
Health Sciences Institutional Review 
Board to ensure that the study met all 
ethical requirements. Additionally, before 
conducting the research, the researchers 
visited the villages where the FSW reside to 
meet them and to ask them permission to 
participate in the study, some others were 
contacted by telephone calls. Researchers 
explained the study's purpose;the 
participants were also informed that they 
had the right to withdraw from the study 
at any time without any consequences. The 
researchers requested permission from the 
women to participate in the study and
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sought permission to interview their children 
who were aware of their mother's profession. 
We explained to the mothers that children 
must be aware of their mother’s profession 
and aged from 10 years. The children were 
also approached and asked permission 
to participate in the study, to ensure that 
respect for their autonomy and dignity 
was granted. Researchers ensured that the 
participants gave informed consent and 
permission to collect data from children was 
granted by both their mothers (consent) and 
children (assent). Privacy and confidentiality 
were protected throughout the study. 

Data management and analysis plan 
For data management, NVivo 14 software 
was used in organizing and coding the 
data. NVivo allowed us to store and retrieve 
the transcripts, coding, and themes. The 
descriptive phenomenological approach was 
used for analysis. To analyze the data, we 
began with a verbatim transcription of the 
interviews, ensuring that each participant's 
words were accurately captured in their 
original form. As we transcribed, we 
identified key quotations or "meaning 
units" that encapsulated the core of the 
participants' experiences. Each meaning 
unit was carefully coded by assigning labels 
that reflected the underlying concepts or 
ideas presented. Once the coding process 
was complete, we organized these codes into 
broader categories, grouping them based on 
shared characteristics and patterns. This 
categorization allowed us to develop themes 
that represented the collective insights of the 
participants, along with their corresponding 
quotations, thus providing a comprehensive 
understanding of the data. 

The analysis of the data was conducted 
by all members of the research team, 
who individually reviewed the transcripts 
and meaning units to develop an initial 
set of themes. Following this, the team 
collaborated to refine and finalize the 
themes through discussion and consensus. 
This collaborative approach helped ensure 
the validity and reliability of the analysis.
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The consent and assent forms are stored 
in a locked cupboard in the office of the PI; 
the copies will be destroyed after five years. 
Audio recordings are securely stored on a 
password-protected laptop of PI to prevent 
unauthorized access.

Trustworthiness measure
To ensure the trustworthiness of the research 
findings in this study, researchers adhered 
to Lincoln and Guba’s evaluative criteria 
for rigour in qualitative research, which are 
credibility, transferability, dependability, 
and confirmability.[15] The phenomenology 
descriptive approach allowed for the in-
depth exploration of the lived experiences 
of these children, increasing the credibility 
of the data collected. The researchers 
ensured the transferability of the findings 
by providing detailed descriptions of the 
participants and the context of the study, 
allowing for comparison with similar 
populations. Dependability was maintained 
through the use of multiple researchers 
who independently analysed the data, and 
confirmability was established through 
the transparent reporting of the research 
process.

Results  

Characteristics of respondents
We conducted interviews with 19 mothers 
who are sex workers and 40 children of 
female sex workers. The ages of the mothers 
ranged from 28 to 48 years, with most falling 
between 28 and 38. The children born to 
sex workers who participated in the study 
were aged between 10 and 18 years, with 
the majority aged 17 years (Table 1).
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Table 1. Sociodemographic characteristics 
of participants

Characteristics No.
Percentage 
(%)

A.	 Mothers (n=19) 
Age (Years)

25-30 6 31.6
31-35 2 10.5
36-40 6 31.6
41-45 4 21.1
46-50 1 5.3

Marital status
Single 19 100
Married 0 0

B.	 Children (n=40)
Age of participants (Years)

10-15 19 47.5
16-20 21 52.5

Level of education
No education 1 2.5
Primary 
Education 30 75
Secondary 
Education 9 22.5

Table 2. Results from the interview with 
children

Serial 
number

Themes Sub-themes 

1 Feelings 
about 
mother’s work 

1. Shame, 
humiliation

2. Abandoned 
by their 
mothers and no 
protection from 
anyone

2 Problems at 
school due to 
mother’s work 

1. Stigma and 
rejection at 
school  
2. Initiation of 
early sex by 
adults 
3.No time and 
space to do 
homework and 
self-study
4. Leaving 
school due to 
lack of tuition, 
materials, and 
stigma

4 Life-
threatening 
consequences  
caused by 
mother’s work

1. Forced by 
mothers to have 
early sex with 
our mothers’ 
clients

2. Rape by 
mothers ‘clients 
3. Early 
pregnancy and 
birth 
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A. Themes and subthemes from interviews 
with children of female sex workers  

Themes and sub-themes that emerged from 
the interview with children. From the data 
collected, there are four themes generated 
including feelings about the mother’s work, 
the impact of the mother’s work on the 
child's friendship/relationship, problems at 
school due to the mother’s work, and life-
threatening consequences  caused by the 
mother’s work, (Table 2).

1. Feelings about the mother’s work
Shame and Humiliation 
All interviewed children reported that they 
felt ashamed and humiliated when they 
thought about their mother’s job. The ma-
jority reported that they tried to hide what 
their mothers did at their schools; howev-
er, the information was always disclosed, 
mostly by the children who are neighbours 
and classmates.

Most of the interviewed children wished 
that their mothers could change their job. 
One of the participants said, “I tried to hide 
what my mother does, but my neighbour told 
everyone at school, now I do not know where 
to look”. (14C, MS) 
Another participant said, “I always feel 
ashamed of myself, thinking of what my 
mother does to live, sometimes I have to look 
another way to pass to avoid people who 
know me and know my mother”. (8C, RV)



Abandoned by their mothers and no 
protection from anyone
Most of the respondents felt that they were 
abandoned by their mothers while they were 
away from their jobs. Different respondents 
informed that due to the nature of their 
mothers’ jobs, they prefer to go away from 
home, thus they meet their clients in hotels, 
or other places leaving behind their children 
even for many days.  One of the participants 
said, “It is very difficult for me when my 
mother leaves us for about a week and goes 
away with her clients and leaves me behind 
to take care of my siblings; I feel like she does 
not care about us, she abandons us without 
knowing what will happen to us in all those 
days”. (09C)

2. Problems at school due to mother’s 
work
Stigma and rejection at school
Most of the respondents expressed that 
they feel stigmatized and rejected by their 
classmates. All respondents informed that 
it is very difficult for them to have friends 
at school, they explained that when their 
peers learn about their mothers’s jobs, they 
start rejecting them and bullying them. One 
of the respondents said, “I always feel sad 
when I see my classmates talking about me 
every time I pass by and all of them turn their 
back on me”.6C

Initiation of early sex by adults 
Another problem faced by these children 
at school due to their mothers’s work is 
to be seen as “sex workers” too, especially 
by adults including even some teachers. A 
participant said, “ … Surprisingly, I have 
had a male teacher who approached me and 
asked me to have sex with him, when I said 
no, he said ‘but you are a sex worker as your 
mother, why no to me?’ ”. (5C)

No time and space to do homework and 
self-study
Almost all respondents expressed a problem 
of not having time and space to do their 
homework as other children. Respondents 
informed that due to the nature of their 
mother’s job, many clients come home and 
their mothers ask their children to
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leave the house for a while. Others also 
informed that most of the clients arrive at 
their homes too late and the children are 
asked by their mothers to leave home at 
a late hour, thus they stay outside in the 
cold where they cannot sleep nor study. 
According to the respondents, this impacts 
their school work and marks as they do 
not get time to do properly self-study and 
homework. One of the respondents said 
One of the respondents said “My mother 
woke me up midnight when she came home 
with a client and asks me to leave the house. 
She told me to go out, and I responded that ‘I 
have school tomorrow’. Then she told me to 
go to my aunt’s house, but when I got there, 
she also rejected me.”8C. 

Leaving school due to lack of tuition, 
materials, and stigma
Among the children interviewed, quite a 
number of them have left school. When 
asked why they left school, all responded 
that it was mainly due to a lack of tuition 
fees and school materials. Stigma and peers’ 
rejection were also pointed out as some of the 
reasons that pushed them to leave school. 
One of the respondents said, “…I left school 
because of rejection, and stigma, moreover, 
I was not even paying school fees on time, 
which even exacerbated the stigma, then I 
left and started working as sex worker”. 4C 

3. Life-threatening consequences caused 
by mothers’ work 
Forced by mothers to have early sex with 
our mothers’ clients, Rape by mothers’ 
clients, Early pregnancy and Birth 
The major health consequence encountered 
by children born to FSWs is having early sex 
which results in different life-threatening 
consequences for these children. Three 
sub-themes constituting the theme of 
“Life-threatening consequences faced by 
children born to FSWs” include (1) Forced 
by their mothers to have early sex with their 
mothers’ clients, (2) Being raped by their 
mothers ‘clients (3) Early sex work and (4) 
Early pregnancy and birth.
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Most of the respondents explained that they 
were pushed by their mothers to have early 
sex for money; or they were forced/raped 
by their mothers’ clients. Other children 
explained that they also opted voluntarily 
to have early sex to have money as their 
mothers. Most of these children who are 
forced to have early sex also get pregnant at 
an early age and give birth. Then, to be able 
to survive and take care of their children 
they also start sex working at an early age. 
Some reported having started sex work as 
early as 15 years of age. Others reported to 
have been forced/raped by their mothers’ 
clients at the age of 13 years. 
One of the participants said, “I always fear 
that one day, those men may rape me”. 14C 
Another one confirmed, “I fear for my safety 
and the safety of my siblings who are still 
very young; I always fear that they may be 
forced or even be seduced by those mother’s 
clients”. 15C 

Apart from the constant fear and anxiety of 
being raped by their mothers’ clients, others 
confirmed to have been already raped. One 
of the participants, 13 years old shared, “I 
have been raped by my mother’s clients”. 8C 
Another participant reported, “I got pregnant 
due to the rape done by my client’s mother”. 
12C 
Another participant said “One day I was 
coming from bathing, then I met on my way 
the client of my mother who told me ‘I haven’t 
finished to do what I came to do, lay down 
and let me do my job’. I asked him, ‘have you 
come to see me or my mother?’ He replied ‘I 
can see you both!’”. 8C 
As already mentioned, some of the children 
were being forced/pushed, or sold by their 
mothers. For example, one participant said, 
“One day, my mother brought three men at 
home, while she was with one, she told me 
to be with the second one. She said ‘Get one 
of those men, because he will pay you’, then 
I accepted and slept with that man”. 11C

This forced or voluntary early sex results 
in early pregnancy and motherhood 
which constitute  other major problems 
encountered by children born to FSWs. 

All of the children interviewed who were 
not schooling reported being sex workers, 
except for one. Furthermore, the majority of 
those who were sex workers reported having 
a child. One of the participants said, “I have 
given birth at an early age, I have been raped 
by two men who were my mother’s clients.” 
4C, MS.
Another participant remarked, “Now I have 
to take care of my child while I am still very 
young; sometimes I cry when I don’t have 
anything to feed my baby”. 3C, MS
Another interviewed participant confirmed, 
“See, I have now given birth at this age, I am 
not sure if I will be able to take care of my 
child, because of my child, I need to continue 
this business to get money”. 12C, RV

B. Results from the Interview with 
Mothers
From the interviews held with the mothers to 
explore their thoughts about consequences 
faced by children born to FSWs, three 
sub-themes emerged from the theme “Life-
threatening consequences faced by children 
born to FSWs”. The are (1) Health Risks and 
Vulnerabilities (2) Social Stigmatization and 
Discrimination and (3) Risk of Exploitation 
and Abuse (Table 3). 
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Table 3. Results from the interview with 
sex worker mothers of children

Theme Sub-themes
Life-threatening 
consequences faced 
by children born to 
female sex workers   

1. Health Risks 
and Vulnerabilities 
2. Social 
Stigmatization and 
Discrimination
3. Risk of 
Exploitation and 
Abuse

Life-threatening consequences faced by 
children born to female sex workers
1. Health Risks and Vulnerabilities 
One of the participants lamented, “…Look-
ing back at our job, it can affect our children 
in many ways. Most of the time we leave 
them behind with no one to care for them, we 
do not know if they have eaten or not, you 
understand they easily get sick and to care 
for them is not also easy…”. 05M



2. Social Stigmatization and 
Discrimination
All the participants confirmed that their 
children and other sex workers’ children 
face stigma and rejection from society. They 
confirmed that they are all aware that their 
children suffer social rejection due to their 
sex work. One of the participants sadly said, 
“…. Yes, in Rwanda, sex work is not a job; 
you are labelled a prostitute who snatches 
others’ husbands and fathers. Therefore, 
we are stigmatized, rejected, hated and our 
children are too, this is a fact that we cannot 
deny…”. 01M

Another one said, “…Yes, that is the truth, 
our children are not treated equally as others 
in the community, they always see them as 
children of prostitutes, [and] nothing can be 
done to stop this”. 7M

3. Risk of Exploitation and Abuse
Furthermore, all interviewed mothers 
confirmed that they knew that their children 
were not safe due to the job the mothers 
did for a living. They all expressed their 
fear and anxiety for their children’s safety. 
Most confirmed that their clients are men 
and can rape their girl children at any time. 
Others confirmed that sometimes their 
children's lives might be in danger when 
the mothers are fighting with their clients 
or maybe when they have taken things like 
money from their clients; these clients may 
revenge on their children. Thus, the mothers 
always feel scared and insecure about their 
children’s safety. They continued explaining 
that they were aware of their children's risks 
of physical and sexual abuse by their clients 
in most cases.

One of the participants asserted: “No safety, 
you always feel worried especially when 
they are girls; you worry that your clients 
may rape them”. 1M
Another participant confirmed and 
explained: “Sometimes you even fight 
with clients at home, though the safety of 
children is not assured”. 2M, MS

Some of the mothers interviewed explained 
that to secure their children,
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they practice their business elsewhere away 
from their homes where their children live. 
They join their clients in hotels, lodges, 
homes, and other places to avoid bringing 
them to their homes. Some women went to 
the extent of saying that sex workers who 
bring clients home, to their children, are 
stupid because they expose their children.
One of the participants revealed, “If you 
want to assure the safety of your children, 
you practice your job away from your home 
and your children. To avoid that when a 
client comes and you are at home, should not 
force your girl”. 7M

Other participants have also confirmed that 
some mothers may force their girl children 
to practice sex work for money, especially 
when these mothers have become old and 
are losing clients.
One of the participants said, “I feel like it is 
not the right thing to do for parents. However, 
many of these children engage in sex work 
because they have been coerced by their 
mothers."6M

Another participant said, “Yes, it happens, 
most old sex workers force their young girls 
to have sex with clients thinking that what 
they could not have as they are now old, their 
young girls can cover them; however, this is 
a bad practice not to be admired”. 7M 
Even, some of the participants felt that it 
was better not to have children because 
they could not satisfy all their children’s 
needs or even protect them properly. These 
participants further stated that when they 
see all the challenges faced by their children, 
they feel sad and regret to have given birth 
to them. 
One of the participants said, “Yes, I feel it 
was better not having children while working 
as a sex worker. Because you worry that if 
you die, they will do the same and it is not a 
good job”. 4M
Again the same participant said, “Better not 
to have children, imagine when you fight 
over the client in front of your child, it is a 
shame”. 4M
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Another participant confirmed that it was 
better if she never gave birth: “Yes, I regret 
to have given birth, I now have a boy and 
daughter but I feel it was going to be better if 
I did not have children because my daughter 
can be anytime forced by my clients, also 
when I am doing my business, my children 
hear what I am doing and I feel ashamed”. 
8M.

Discussion 

The study involved 40 children born to FSWs 
and 19 FSWs across Musanze, Rubavu, and 
Gasabo districts in Rwanda, to explore the 
life-threatening consequences of mothers’ 
sex work to these children. The children 
reported five main issues:  stigma and 
rejection, humiliation and shame, being 
forced into early sexual encounters by 
their mothers' clients or being sold by their 
mothers, poverty and hunger, and early 
sexual experiences leading to pregnancy 
and childbirth. They indicated pervasive 
social rejection and stigmatization, resulting 
in various health issues, including mental 
health problems such as anxiety and 
depression, and complications from early 
pregnancies. Many children, particularly 
in rural areas, were not attending school, 
often leaving education at the primary level. 
Additionally, early sexual activity increased 
their risk of sexually transmitted diseases, 
including HIV/AIDS.

The findings from this study are supported 
by reports from other authors from different 
settings. Evidence shows that children of 
female sex workers face enormous risks 
that affect the social, cultural, economic, 
psychological, and physiological aspects 
of their lives.[24] Specific vulnerabilities 
documented as affecting children of 
sex workers include separation from 
parents, sexual abuse, early sexual debut, 
introduction to sex work as adolescents, 
low school enrolment, psychosocial issues 
arising from witnessing their mothers’ 
sexual interactions with clients, and social 
marginalization.[10,11,25,26] 

startingearly sex work in Rwanda has also 
been confirmed by Dzinamarira et al.[27]  
The Behavioral and  Biological Surveillance 
Survey among Female Sex Workers in 
Rwanda done by Rwanda Biomedical 
Centre,[27] found out that most participants 
(70%) reported that they had sexual 
intercourse for the first time at the age of 
15–19; among them, 43% were engaged 
in the sex work for the first time within 
the same age range with 5.5% reporting 
engaging in their first commercial sex under 
the age of 15 years. This warrants that the 
health and well-being of children born to 
FSWs be prioritized as these children are 
potentially at high risk of many serious and 
fatal health problems, including HIV.[27]In  
addition, marginalization that results from 
discrimination and stigma for children born 
to FSWs are risk factors for mental health 
problems at an early age, including anxiety 
and psychotic disorders, drug abuse, 
depression, and suicide.[10,11]

In our study, we also interviewed 19 mothers 
who were sex workers to explore their 
thoughts about the problems encountered 
by children born to female sex workers. All 
respondents confirmed that they always 
worried about their children’s safety. They 
stated that they knew that their children 
were not safe, and they confirmed that they 
knew that children could be raped by their 
mother’s clients at any time. Some of them 
even affirmed that they tried to do their 
business outside their home to try to protect 
their children from their clients. The five 
most reported problems faced by children 
born to female sex workers were the same 
as those reported by the children, namely 
(i) Stigma, (ii) Sadness (iii) Orphanage and 
poverty (iv) Forced sex by their mothers 
clients/Rape and (v) Mothers who force 
their children to have sex with their clients. 
The mother's sex workers also reported 
that their children are so stigmatized by 
community members that they felt rejected, 
humiliated, and not considered as other 
children. They also confirmed that despite 
their sex work, their children live in poverty, 
and they cannot afford all their children’s
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needs thus most of them leave school at the 
primary level, others also start sex working 
at an early age, they also confirmed that 
some of the mother's sex workers especially 
those who are old force their children into 
sex working for money. Sloss and Harper 
found that mothers who are sex workers 
were anxious for their own and their 
children's safety.[26]In their study also 
that explored the health and social well-
being of female sex workers’ children in 
Bangladesh, Willis and colleagues found out 
from the mothers who are sex workers that 
stigmatization of and discrimination against 
their children are underlying conditions 
that compromise their access to safe 
housing, childcare, health care, education, 
and the protection of law enforcement.[12] 
The respondents in the same study added 
that threats their children face exceed 
those of other children in Bangladesh and 
include sexual exploitation, exploitive labor, 
trafficking for adoption, and forced entry 
into crime. The respondents also informed 
that many children of sex workers had been 
traumatized after witnessing police brutality 
against their mothers.

Mothers who are sex workers are aware 
of their children's health threats. This is 
consistent with findings from other studies 
reporting a high risk to the children of 
abuse, HIV, congenital syphilis, fetal alcohol 
syndrome, physical and sexual violence, 
and tuberculosis, and developing anger 
problems and learning disabilities at school.
[3,24,28–30] Our study has confirmed that 
children born to female sex workers face 
many social problems, including stigma and 
rejection, to the extent that these children 
are denied community services,unlike other 
children of the same age. Likewise, findings 
have confirmed that these children are 
sexually, physically, and psychologically 
abused by their mothers’ clients without 
any punitive measures taken against the 
perpetrators. This needs serious attention 
from the government and non-governmental 
organizations that have children's protection 
in their mandate in order to mitigate this 
calamity. 
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Study limitations 
The sample size in qualitative studies is 
generally small, thus, generalization is not 
possible. However, generalization is not 
warranted in this type of study, as we were 
exploring respondents’ experiences using a 
phenomenology study design

Conclusion 

From the results of this study, we may 
confirm that the children born to FSWs do 
not enjoy their rights as children. They are 
labeled as “sex workers” as their mothers 
even at a very early age. These children 
are subjected to physical, psychological, 
and sexual abuse mostly by their mothers’ 
clients. Most of these children are forced to 
have early sex or even raped at an early age, 
others become mothers while they are still 
very young and also they start sex working 
at a very early age. The majority of the 
children were no longer in school as they left 
school due to different challenges, including 
poverty, stigma, and lack of motivation.

From our study regarding life-threatening 
problems and challenges faced by children 
born to FSWs in Rwanda, we conclude that 
these children are at high risk of major 
health problems that need the attention of 
different organizations that have mandated 
children's rights protection in Rwanda. 
Longitudinal studies are necessary to 
monitor the children’s health outcomes, 
education attainments, and socioeconomic 
indicators.  

Authors’ contribution
PM and MM conceived the idea; and drafted 
the manuscript, and LR and NK reviewed 
the manuscript. All authors revised the 
manuscript and approved the version for 
publication.

Conflict of interest
All authors declare that there is no conflict 
of interest.

Funding 
The study received funding from the 
University of Rwanda in collaboration with 
a Sida grant.

136



 Rwanda Journal of Medicine and Health Sciences Vol. 8 No. 1, March 2025                                                   https://dx.doi.org/10.4314/rjmhs.v8i1.10
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
This article is published open access under the Creative 
Commons Attribution-NonCommercial NoDerivatives 
(CC BYNC-ND4.0). People can copy and redistribute the 
article only for noncommercial purposes and as long as 
they give appropriate credit to the authors. They cannot 
distribute any modified material obtained by remixing, 
transforming or building upon this article. See https://
creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

References

1.	 Michaela Maynard. amp global youth. 
The Children of Sex Workers: A “New” 
Vulnerable Population. AMP Global Youth. 
2011. https://www.ampglobalyouth.
org/2011/02/09/the-children-of-sex-
workers-a-new-vulnerable-population. 
Accessed  2024 Jul 17.

2.	 Dutt S, Roopesh BN, Janardhana N. 
Comparison of resilience in children 
of female sex workers and children 
of single mothers. Journal of Indian 
Association for Child and Adolescent 
Mental Health. 2021;17(2):122–34. doi.
org/10.1177/0973134220210208

3.	 Willis B, Welch K, Onda S. Health of 
female sex workers and their children: A 
call for action. Lancet Glob Health. 2016 
Jul 1;4(7):e438–9. DOI: 10.1016/S2214-
109X(16)30071-7

4.	 Ouma S, Abbo C, Natala N, McCoy 
M, Kroupina M. Victimization among 
adolescents of female sex workers: 
findings from the children of at-risk 
parents (CARP) study in Uganda. BMC 
Pediatr. 2023 Dec 1;23(1). https://doi.
org/10.1186/s12887-023-04131-w

5.	 Fawole OI, Dagunduro AT. Prevalence 
and correlates of violence against female 
sex workers in Abuja, Nigeria. Afr Health 
Sci. 2014;14(2):299–313. DOI: 10.4314/
ahs.v14i2.4

6.	 Macias-Konstantopoulos WL, Perttu 
E, Weerasinghe S, Dlamini D, Willis 
B. Causes of preventable death among 
children of female sex worker mothers 
in low- and middle-income countries: 
A community knowledge approach 
investigation. J Glob Health. 2024;14. 
DOI: 10.7189/jogh.14.04052

7.	 Sherman SG, Tomko C, White RH, 
Nestadt DF, Silberzahn BE, Clouse E, 
et al. Structural and Environmental 
Influences Increase the Risk of Sexually 
Transmitted Infection in a Sample of 
Female Sex Workers. Sex Transm Dis. 
2021;48(9):648–53. DOI: 10.1097/
OLQ.0000000000001400

8.	 Willis B. The global public health 
burden of sex work: A call for research. 
Lancet Glob Health. 2013;1(2):e68. DOI: 
10.1016/S2214-109X(13)70011-1

9.	 Duff P, Shoveller J, Chettiar J, Feng 
C, Nicoletti R, Shannon K. Sex Work 
and Motherhood: Social and Structural 
Barriers to Health and Social Services 
for Pregnant and Parenting Street and 
Off-Street Sex Workers. Health Care 
Women Int. 2015;36(9):1039–55. doi: 
10.1080/07399332.2014.989437

10.	Servin AE, Strathdee S, Muñoz FA, 
Vera A, Rangel G, Silverman JG. 
Vulnerabilities faced by the children of 
sex workers in two Mexico - U.S. border 
cities: a retrospective study on sexual 
violence, substance use and HIV risk. 
AIDS Care. 2015 Jan 15;27(1):1.  doi: 
10.1080/09540121.2014.946384

11.	Willis B, Vines D, Bubar S, Suchard MR. 
The health of children whose mothers 
are trafficked or in sex work in the U.S.: 
an exploratory study. Vulnerable Child 
Youth Stud. 2016 Apr 2;11(2):127–35. 
DOI:10.1080/17450128.2016.1189019

12.	Willis B, Hodgson I, Lovich R. The 
health and social well-being of female 
sex workers’ children in Bangladesh: 
A qualitative study from Dhaka, 
Chittagong, and Sylhet. Vulnerable Child 
Youth Stud. 2014;9(2):123–31. DOI:10.1
080/17450128.2013.804970

13.	Ingabire MC, Mitchell K, Veldhuijzen N, 
Umulisa MM, Nyinawabega J, Kestelyn 
E, et al. Joining and leaving sex work: 
Experiences of women in Kigali, Rwanda. 
Cult Health Sex. 2012 Oct;14(9):1037–
47. DOI:10.1080/13691058.2012.7131
20

137



14.	Ingabire R, Parker R, Nyombayire J, Ko 
JE, Mukamuyango J, Bizimana J, et al. 
Female sex workers in Kigali, Rwanda: 
a key population at risk of HIV, sexually 
transmitted infections, and unplanned 
pregnancy. Int J STD AIDS. 2019 May 
1;30(6):557–68. Available from: https://
pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/30727831/ 
DOI: 10.1177/0956462418817050

15.	HDI. Policy Brief Protecting the Health 
and Rights of Vulnerable Women Engaged 
in Sex Work. UN women. 2019. https://
www.unwomen.org/sites/default/
files/2023-06/Policy-brief-Protecting-
women-human-rights-defenders-in-
migration-contexts-en.pdf

16.	Irwin Iradukunda, Roselyn Odoy. A 
landscape analysis of the human rights 
of sex workers and LGBT communities 
in Rwanda. UHAI EASHRI . 2016; www.
hivgaps.org

17.	Mokhwelepa LW, Ngwenya MW, Sumbane 
GO. Systematic Review on Public Health 
Problems and Barriers for Sex Workers. 
Open Public Health J. 2024 Apr 18;17(1). 
DOI:10.2174/01187494452644362311
19172400

18.	Iradukunda I, Odoyo R. Landscape 
Analysis of the Human Rights Situation 
of LGTI People and Sex Workers in the 
Democratic Republic of Congo. global 
philanthropy project website.  2016. 
https://globalphilanthropyproject.org/
wp-content/uploads/2017/09/UHAI-
DRC-baseline-ENG.pdf

19.	Dzinamarira T, Ngoma K, Kabanyana 
N, Kagaba A, Rwibasira GN. The future 
of children of female sex workers in 
Rwanda: A call to address their risk and 
vulnerability to HIV infection. Public 
Health in Practice. 2021;2(July):100183. 
doi: 10.1016/j.puhip.2021.100183

20.	Rwanda. LAW N°71/2018  OF 
31/08/2018    Relating to the Protection 
of  The Child. Official Gazette 2018. 

21.	UNICEF. Child Protection in Rwanda. 
2024. 

https://dx.doi.org/10.4314/rjmhs.v8i1.10                                                     Rwanda Journal of Medicine and Health Sciences Vol. 8 No. 1, March 2025                                    
____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

22.	Giorgi A. The Descriptive 
Phenomenological Psychological 
Method. Journal of Phenomenological 
Psychology; 2012. https://doi.
org/10.1163/156916212X632934

23.	Yvonna S. Lincoln EGG. Naturalistic 
inquiry. Newbury Park: CA : Sage 
Publications; 1985. 416 p.

24.	Beard J, Biemba G, Brooks MI, Costello 
J, Ommerborn M, Bresnahan M, et al. 
Children of female sex workers and drug 
users: a review of vulnerability, resilience 
and family-centred models of care. J Int 
AIDS Soc. 2010;13 Suppl 2(Suppl 2). DOI: 
10.1186/1758-2652-13-S2-S6

25.	Bletzer K V. Sex workers in agricultural 
areas: Their drugs, their children. Cult 
Health Sex. 2005 Nov;7(6):543–55.  DOI: 
10.1080/13691050500151271

26.	Sloss CM, Harper GW. When street sex 
workers are mothers. Arch Sex Behav. 
2004 Aug;33(4):329–41. DOI: 10.1023/B:
ASEB.0000028886.95568.2b

27.	Shahmanesh M, Wayal S, Cowan F, 
Mabey D, Copas A, Patel V. Suicidal 
Behavior Among Female Sex Workers 
in Goa, India: The Silent Epidemic. Am 
J Public Health. 2009 Jul 1 [cited 2024 
Jul 17];99(7):1239. DOI: 10.2105/
AJPH.2008.149930

28.	Majid N, Bollen L, Morineau G, Daily SF, 
Mustikawati DE, Agus N, et al. Syphilis 
among female sex workers in Indonesia: 
need and opportunity for intervention. 
Sex Transm Infect. 2010;86(5):377–83.  
DOI: 10.1136/sti.2009.041269

29.	Chersich MF, Bosire W, King’ola N, 
Temmerman M, Luchters S. Effects of 
hazardous and harmful alcohol use on 
HIV incidence and sexual behaviour: 
A cohort study of Kenyan female sex 
workers. Global Health. 2014 Mar 
3;10(1):1–11. DOI: 10.1186/1744-8603-
10-22

30.	Pravin D. Meshram AKR. Aspects 
of working with female sex workers: 
Perspectives of NGOs implementing 
targeted intervention projects in HIV/
AIDS. Fam Med Prim Care. 2020. DOI: 
10.4103/jfmpc.jfmpc_858_20

138


