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CARE has a long history of working in 
Bangladesh to end poverty. Its previous 
experiences of working with the two 
specific marginalized groups of women in 
urban areas - sex workers and garment 
workers engaged in insecure work - have 
shaped the project SEEMA. 

There are around 100,000 sex workers in Bangladesh and 
majority of them live in extreme poverty. They are caught in a 
vicious cycle, rejected by their families and society, subjected 
to discrimination, stigmatization, abuse, and incarceration, 
while their children are treated as social outcasts and have 
restricted access to education. Violence towards sex workers is 
not only socially accepted but often supported by authorities, 
religious leaders and the wider community. Poor access to 
information and education, and low levels of literacy inhibit 
their access to social justice. They are denied access to basic 
services as they do not possess the necessary negotiation skills 
to demand their rights at various levels including social 
services. Such lack of social capital, education and skills are 
the main underlying causes of their poverty.

This information package highlights the 

impacts of the project on sex workers.



The SEEMA project is envisaged to empower sex 
workers with an overall objective to contribute 

to the reduction of urban poverty in 

Bangladesh through reducing the social and 

economic exclusion of the most marginalized 

women in urban communities and fostering 

their empowerment. The specific objective of 
the project is to promote and protect the rights 
of female sex workers through improving their 
human condition and social position. 
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APPROACH SEEMA
To achieve its goal, SEEMA adopted the 
empowerment framework. Based on this framework, 
activities are employed to strengthen the position 
of sex workers in 3 interrelated aspects - agency 
(human condition), structure (Enabling 
environment; social position) and relationships. 
 
Strengthening the agency of sex workers in regard 
to their (1) psychosocial well being, (2) leadership 
capacities and (3) functional literacy was 
strategically planned to bring changes in their 
social positions and ability to demand their rights.   
     
The impacts of the capacity building activities 
carried out by SEEMA in these three topics are 
captured in the pamphlets enclosed in this 
package.

The psychosocial wellbeing of sex workers is considered a crucial 
precondition in the process of their empowerment. SEEMA’s activities 
were designed with specific consideration to the psychosocial needs 
of sex workers such as increasing their self respect, confidence, 
concentration and positive thinking and supporting those who 
needed specific support to deal with trauma and complications.

SEEMA selected natural leaders from the sex worker community to 
function as psychosocial workers. They have been trained to provide 
initial emotional support to their peers. SEEMA supported the social 
workers with necessary guidance. Women in need of further 
psychological support are referred to Group Counseling Session and 
Individual Counseling Session conducted by SEEMA. Women who are 
identified for further needs such as legal or medical support including 
psychiatric support are referred to other relevant organizations.
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The learning reflection 

session with the impact 

group proved that the 3 year 

project has contributed 

significantly in the lives of 

sex workers in terms of their 

psychosocial well being. 

The sessions and tools used to relax, to 
communicate effectively, to control 
anger, to manage conflicts and to relieve 
from stress were appreciated by the IGs 
as relevant and very useful to them. 
EKATA groups are seen as a space that 
provides peer support and promote 
psychosocial well being. 

What Worked...
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CHANGES WITHIN

RELATIONSHIP
WITH OTHERS

Free from the guilty conscious 
of being a sex worker

Self esteem, confidence, 
ability to think and judge the 
situation and taking 
appropriate decisions on their 
own lives increased with 
assertiveness to explain their 
position. 

Communication skills 
improved particularly in terms 
of listening, understanding 
and giving clear responses. 

Improvement in the mental 
health enhanced the physical 
health. 

Some sex workers are relieved 
from negative habits 
including drug and smoke 
addiction, inflicting self harm, 
cheating, stealing, being 
aggressive and violating the 
customers. 

Adopted ethical behavior in 
all spheres.   Greater tolerance of differences 

and respect for others.

Motivated to act for a cause. 

The positive changes in the 
attitudes and behavior of sex 
workers have reduced stress and 
conflicts within their families 
and outside. This has resulted in 
better relationships with peers 
including their organizations 
with stakeholders and especially 
with the customers. Solidarity within the sex 

worker groups have 
increased. This has 
strengthened their 
negotiating skills and 
power to demand  their 
needs and rights.  

Acceptance and respect for 
sex workers and 
recognition of their rights 
at different spheres 
including the local police 
has increased.
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"I was a drug addict before. Hence my 
friends’ circle too was comprised of drug 
addicts. I stole money, mobile and 
valuable things from the customer and 
cheated them. As revenge the customers 
attacked other sex workers who hadn’t 
done anything wrong. The innocent sex 
workers were thus victimized for my 
crimes. Now I have changed myself. I do 
not take drugs and also do not steal from 
clients. I insist my friends not to do the 
same. This is a reason for reducing 
violence against sex workers in my 
area”.

"I was an animal due to my 
extreme aggressive behavior 
before. I never could control my 
anger. This caused problems in 
my family and I lost their support. 
After my involvement with the 
psychosocial sessions especially 
on anger management of SEEMA, 
I have changed myself. Now my 
family supports me a lot".

"I was alone.  Nobody was beside me. I was 
not clear about my situation; could not 
understand what was happening around me 
and what to do. I felt lost and helpless. Nobody 
tried to make me understand. But now the 
psychosocial supporters, Technical 
Officer-Psychosocial support (TO) helped me 
understand my situation. They showed me 
different ways to solve my problems. This is 
one of the major reasons for the increase in 
my self esteem as well as self confidence".

CHANGES
in the words of women ...

The sex workers who have participated in the psychosocial support activities of SEEMA 
realized the benefits of it. They are able to influence some meaningful changes in their 
environment and relationships.  Many more changes are yet to happen; many sex workers 
need support in building their confidence and to overcome their negative habits; many more 
people in the society and the government officers have to change their attitudes towards the 
sex workers and respect the changes in them. 
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Disclaimer
This publication has been produced with the assistance of the European Union. The 
contents of this publication are sole responsibility of CARE Bangladesh and can in no way 
be taken to reflect the views of the European Union. 
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