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Context
•	 In a world where societal norms often dictate the boundaries of acceptance, sex workers remain one of 

the most marginalised communities, marked by profound mental health challenges, exacerbated by 
societal stigma, violence, economic pressures, and isolation.

•	 It highlights the urgent need for compassionate and comprehensive interventions to support sex workers 
in India, ensuring their rights and well-being are protected.

Sex Workers: Societal Stigma and Discrimination
•	 Sex workers in India are often marginalised and ostracised due to the stigma attached to their profession. 

•	 It not only affects their mental health but also limits their access to essential services such as healthcare, 
education, and housing.

•	 The discrimination they face can lead to severe psychological distress, including anxiety, depression, and 
post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD).

Key Issues and Concerns 
•	 Barriers to Mental Health Care: Access to mental health services remains limited for sex workers. 

Discrimination in healthcare settings and fear of judgement prevent many from getting the care they need.

	� Legal barriers also play a role, as sex work is illegal in many areas, making workers afraid to seek help 
due to potential legal consequences.

•	 Violence and Exploitation: Violence is a pervasive issue in the lives of sex workers. They are frequently 
subjected to physical, emotional, and sexual violence from clients, pimps, and even law enforcement officers.

	� This constant threat of violence exacerbates their mental health issues and creates a cycle of trauma 
that is difficult to escape without appropriate support and interventions.

•	 Economic Pressures: Many sex workers are driven into the profession by financial desperation. The 
precarious nature of their work, coupled with the lack of alternative employment opportunities, results in 
chronic stress and anxiety.

	� The instability of their income further heightens their insecurity, making it challenging to support 
themselves and their families.

•	 Substance Use & Coping Mechanisms: Substance use is a common coping mechanism among sex 
workers. Many rely on drugs or alcohol to manage the stress and trauma associated with their profession.

	� This reliance on substances can lead to addiction, further complicating their mental health issues and 
making it even more challenging to seek help.

•	 Health and Well-being: Access to healthcare is a significant challenge for sex workers. The stigma and 
discrimination they face often deter them from seeking medical help, leading to untreated health issues.

	� Additionally, the lack of targeted health services for sex workers means they are at higher risk of sexually 
transmitted infections (STIs) and other health problems.

•	 Legal and Policy Challenges: The legal status of sex work in India is ambiguous, leading to further 
complications. While sex work itself is not illegal, activities associated with it, such as soliciting and running 
brothels, are criminalised.

	� This legal grey area leaves sex workers vulnerable to exploitation and abuse, as they have limited legal 
recourse to protect their rights.

Need for Interventions
•	 Addressing the mental health needs of sex workers requires a compassionate and comprehensive approach 

and requires a multi-faceted approach that combines structural, behavioural, and biomedical interventions. 

•	 Decriminalisation Sex Work: Decriminalizing sex work can reduce stigma and violence against sex 
workers, making it easier for them to access health services without fear of legal repercussions.

•	 Legal Protection: Implementing laws that protect sex workers from violence and discrimination can improve 
their safety and mental well-being.
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•	 Access to Health Services: Providing sex workers with access to comprehensive health services, including 
mental health care, sexual and reproductive health services, and substance abuse treatment.

	� Mobile health clinics and outreach programs can bring services directly to sex workers, especially those 
who may not visit traditional health facilities.

•	 Community-Based Support: Establishing peer support networks where sex workers can share 
experiences and support each other can help reduce feelings of isolation and improve mental health.

	� Creating safe spaces where sex workers can access services, rest, and receive support without 
judgement.

•	 Training and Sensitisation: Training healthcare providers to be non-judgmental and sensitive to the needs 
of sex workers can improve the quality of care they receive.

	� Campaigns to reduce stigma and educate the public about the realities of sex work can foster a more 
supportive environment.

•	 Economic Empowerment:
	� Vocational Training and Education: Providing vocational training and educational opportunities can 

help sex workers find alternative employment if they choose to leave sex work.
	� Financial Support Programs: Financial support programs can alleviate some of the economic pressures 

that contribute to mental health issues.
•	 Ensuring Cultural Sensitivity and Effectiveness:

	� Involving Sex Workers in Policy Development: Including sex workers in the development and 
implementation of policies ensures that interventions are relevant and respectful of their needs and 
experiences.

	� Culturally Tailored Programs: Designing programs that respect the cultural contexts and diverse 
backgrounds of sex workers can enhance their effectiveness.

•	 Continuous Evaluation and Feedback:
	� Monitoring and Evaluation: Regularly evaluating the impact of interventions and making adjustments 

based on feedback from sex workers can ensure that programs remain effective and responsive to their 
needs.

	� Feedback Mechanisms: Establishing mechanisms for sex workers to provide feedback on services and 
policies can help identify areas for improvement.

View of Judiciary 
•	 The Supreme Court of India issued a landmark order in 2022 recognizing sex work as a profession, 

affirming that every individual, including sex workers, has the right to live with dignity under Article 21 of the 
Constitution.

	�  Sex workers are entitled to equal protection under the law, and criminal law must apply equally, based 
on age and consent. 

	� Police should not interfere with sex workers who are adults and consenting.

Governments Initiatives 
•	 The Ministry of Women and Child Development implements the Ujjawala Scheme which is a 

comprehensive scheme for prevention of trafficking and rescue, rehabilitation and re-integration of victims 
of trafficking for commercial sexual exploitation.

•	 The National Commission for Women (NCW) organized a Consultation on the topic ‘Conditions 
Conducive to Sex Workers to Live with Dignity’ to understand the issues faced by the sex workers and 
to take recommendations to attempt mainstreaming of their rights.

•	 Efforts are also being made to recognize and protect the rights of sex workers in India. For instance, there 
are calls to decriminalise sex work and recognise it as legitimate work, which would provide sex workers 
with legal protections and access to labor rights. 

Way Forward
•	 Addressing the issues faced by sex workers in India requires a multi-faceted approach. Decriminalizing 

sex work and recognizing it as legitimate work can provide sex workers with legal protections and access 
to labor rights. 
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•	 Additionally, comprehensive mental health services, targeted healthcare programs, and economic support 
initiatives are crucial to improving their quality of life.

•	 Promoting awareness and reducing societal stigma through education and advocacy can also play a 
significant role in creating a more inclusive and supportive environment for sex workers. 

•	 Collaborative efforts between government agencies, non-profits, and sex workers’ collectives are essential 
to drive meaningful change and ensure the dignity and rights of sex workers are upheld.

Source: TH

Mains Practice Question
What specific policies and interventions can be implemented to address the mental health needs 
of sex workers, and how can we ensure that these initiatives are culturally sensitive and effective?
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