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Abstract 

Self-help groups (SHGs) have been effective in improving the health and wellbeing of 

women generally but there is little evidence on whether and how they improve HIV 

and sexual and reproductive health (SRH) outcomes among female sex workers 

(FSWs), particularly in sub-Saharan Africa. This scoping review attempted to address 

this gap by identifying and analysing literature on SHGs for FSWs in sub-Saharan 

Africa. The review followed the 5-step framework developed by Arksey and O’Malley: 

1) defining the research question, 2) identifying relevant studies, 3) selecting studies, 

4) charting the data, and 5) collating, summarising, and reporting the results. We 

searched three databases (CINAHL, Medline and Global Health) for peer-reviewed 

articles published between 1 January 2000 and 30 September 2024. We identified 

eleven studies: two were quantitative, seven were qualitative and two were mixed 

methods. Studies were from seven countries in sub-Saharan Africa. The studies 

suggested that SHGs can improve SRH outcomes and reduce HIV vulnerabilities 

among FSWs by providing emotional and financial support, health education, linkage 

to care and social capital (i.e., benefits derived from association). The studies also 

highlighted the need for tailored interventions that address the unique needs and 

challenges faced by FSWs. This scoping review highlights the crucial contribution 

that SHGs make in promoting social cohesion, SRH and HIV outcomes among FSWs 

across seven countries in sub-Saharan Africa. To build resilience and facilitate better 

health outcomes, FSWs need to be empowered at individual, societal and resource 

levels through SHGs. Further research on the formation, structure, leadership, 

sustainability of SHGs and contextual factors, is required for understanding the best 

practices of their implementation to achieve long-term success.
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Introduction

Globally, female sex workers (FSWs) are 30 times more likely to acquire HIV than 
general population women [1]. High numbers of sexual partners, inability to con-
trol prevention measures [2,3], stigma that fuels violence and, criminalisation of 
sex work, combine to reduce FSWs’ exposure to services and support, which in 
turn, increases their vulnerabilities to HIV and other sexually transmitted infections 
(STIs) [4,5]. A systematic review of community empowerment and involvement of 
FSWs in targeted sexual and reproductive health (SRH) interventions in Africa found 
that FSWs aged 15–49 years were at a higher risk of SRH morbidity, violence and 
discrimination compared to same age general population women [6]. However, the 
overall impact of empowerment interventions on FSWs was not clearly established 
in this review.

In sub-Saharan Africa (SSA), the epicentre of the HIV epidemic [7] the burden of 
HIV and other STIs among FSWs is disproportionately high [8]. For example, in Zim-
babwe, HIV prevalence was estimated to be 48% among FSWs in 2022 compared 
to 11% among the general population of adult women [9]. It is important to note that 
sex work has been a contributing factor in the spread of HIV in SSA [10].

FSWs’ vulnerabilities complicate their ability to prevent or manage HIV; there-
fore, interventions that address these vulnerabilities are needed. Self-help groups 
(SHGs), where individuals with commonalities come together to support each other, 
have potential for impact [11]. The concept of the SHG as a catalyst for change 
came about in the US in the 1930s when these groups were used to help alcoholics 
recover [12]. The approach became widely accepted for non-alcohol addiction prob-
lems after World War II [13]. In the 1960s, civil rights movements began to evolve 
in many developed countries, as people became aware of their collective power. 
This concept emphasised high levels of group ownership, control and management 
concerning goals, processes and outcomes [14].

In SSA, SHGs expand upon traditional models of collective labour and savings, 
such as rotating savings and credit associations, which were common well before 
donor-led programs [15]. The first formal savings group initiative was started in 
Niger in the early 1990s by an international organisation [16,17]. Since then, a 
number of Non-Governmental Organisations (NGOs) have facilitated savings group 
programmes throughout the continent [18]. According to Brody et al [19], collective 
or individual empowerment can happen when individuals join together to address 
their challenges. Past research has shown that SHGs, along with other community 
mobilisation and structural interventions, can empower FSWs to address their eco-
nomic, social, psychological and political vulnerabilities [20]. A study in India high-
lighted the impact of SHGs among sex workers, when FSWs who attended SHGs 
demonstrated higher HIV knowledge, accessed services more frequently, and were 
more likely to turn away clients who refused to use condoms, compared to those 
that did not attend SHGs [21]. However, there is a lack of substantive evidence on 
how SHGs can address health-related outcomes of FSWs in the SSA context. This 
scoping review sought to explore whether and how SHGs improve FSWs’ SRH and 
HIV outcomes in SSA.

Health and CINAHL databases, and can be 
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does not present original data, it compiles 
findings from eleven studies published 
between 1 January 2000 and 30 September 
2024. Interested researchers can access 
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Methods

Study design

The main objective of the scoping review was to explore a body of literature to identify what is known about SHGs in rela-
tion to addressing FSWs’ SRH and HIV outcomes in SSA. We conducted a preliminary search of MEDLINE, the Cochrane 
Database of Systematic Reviews and JBI Evidence Synthesis, and we did not identify any current or planned systematic 
or scoping reviews focusing on this topic. The scoping review was performed per Preferred Reporting Items for Sys-
tematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses extension for Scoping Reviews (PRISMA-ScR) guidelines (S2 Table). The scoping 
review started with the development of a study protocol. The study protocol was uploaded on Open Science Framework 
(OSF) and subsequently published [22].

We employed the 5-step framework developed by Arksey and O’Malley [23], which Levac et al. [24] and Colquhoun et 
al. [25] expanded on, and Peters [26] further outlined in the Joanna Briggs Institute Manual (2020 version). The five steps 
are: 1) defining the research question, 2) identifying relevant studies, 3) selecting studies, 4) charting the data, and 5) 
collating, summarising, and reporting the results [23].

Step 1: Defining the research question

We used the Population–Concept–Context (PCC) framework [27] to identify the main concepts in the primary review 
question. We also used the PCC framework to develop the research objective(s) and question(s) to inform inclusion and 
exclusion criteria and consequently, the literature search strategy.

The primary review question was, ‘How do self-help groups influence SRH and HIV outcomes among female sex work-
ers in SSA?’. A sub-question to this was ‘How effective are SHGs in influencing positive SRH and HIV outcomes? and 
another sub-question was ‘What are the mechanisms through which SHGs influence these outcomes?’. These questions 
enabled us to map the range of relevant literature around these aspects and inform the direction of future research. Com-
ponents of the PCC framework are described below.

Population.  We included FSWs in SSA. The review considered FSWs as women who received money and/or goods 
or favours in exchange for sex. Transactional sex relationships were also considered “sex work”, even if participants did 
not self-identify as sex workers. We restricted the review to studies conducted within SSA between 1 January 2000 and 30 
September 2024. This period was chosen because it allowed the search to include relevant articles within the SSA context 
considering SHGs are relatively new within this setting compared to others such as South Asia, where they have a longer 
and institutionalised history [28]. This period also considered that there was no similar scoping review during that time.

Concept.  The scoping review explored the concepts of SHGs and FSWs’ SRH and HIV outcomes. For the purposes 
of this review, we considered a SHG as a group of individuals with commonalities (i.e., engaged in sex work) coming 
together to support each other. We considered that the SHG needed to have the following elements: a common goal, 
voluntary membership, regular meetings, peer support and capacity-building initiatives.

Context.  Our review focused on sub-Saharan Africa, the area and regions of the continent of Africa that lie south of the 
Sahara, including Central, East, South and West Africa [29].

Step 2: Identifying relevant studies

We identified studies relevant to this review through searching electronic databases of published literature in Medline, 
Global Health and CINAHL databases. The general search strategy is outlined in Table 1.

Step 3: Selecting studies

On 20th April 2024, the lead author (GM) tested a general search strategy by running it using a Boolean search on the 
Discover platform, combining the search terms from the PCC (Population, Concept Context) framework using “AND” 
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and separating different terms using “OR”. She then searched each of three databases (Medline, Global Health and 
CINAHL) using the key terms from the PCC framework to find the Medical Subject Headings (MeSH) used in the data-
bases. She then combined the MeSH terms with the free text in the search strategy that she developed  
(S1 Table). These databases were carefully selected for their comprehensiveness in covering the area under 
research. The researchers’ familiarity with the databases also enhanced efficiency in the search process. Search 
terms were determined with input from the research team, research collaborators and knowledge users. Searches 
were limited to literature published in English only and literature published before 2000 was excluded so that the 
review considered the most recent publications. Search results were downloaded and imported into Endnote 20. After 
removing duplicates in Endnote 20, the articles were exported to Covidence, a collaborative software. The search was 
closed on 30th September 2024.

Once the articles were imported into Covidence, duplicates were removed again. The review process then started. 
It consisted of two levels of screening: (1) a title and abstract review and (2) full-text review in parallel. GM and a co-
reviewer (ON) did the first and second level of screening. Any conflicts involved a third reviewer (WM).

Inclusion and exclusion criteria.  Table 2 shows the review’s eligibility criteria, including the rationale.
Articles that had a title and/or abstract that seemed eligible were included in this first level of screening. These articles 

reported on FSWs and had some aspect of participation in SHGs within the SSA context.
The second stage of the review involved GM and ON reading through all the articles that were included for the full-text 

review. To determine inter-rater agreement for articles to include in the full text review, Covidence software was used. Any 
discordant full-text articles were reviewed a second time and further disagreements about study eligibility at the full-text 
review stage were resolved through discussion with a more senior researcher (WM) until full consensus was obtained.

Step 4: Charting the data

Data charting is the process of data synthesis and interpretation by categorising, visualising and structuring information 
regarding key themes and issues [24]. Following Levac et al.’s guidance, we developed a standardised Excel template for 

Table 1.  Search strategy.

Concept Search terms

Empowerment groups “Self help group*” OR “self-help group*” OR SHG* OR “collective*” OR “empowerment group*” OR “community group*” 
OR “group based activit*” OR “savings group*” OR “support group*” OR “mukando” OR “psycho social support group*” OR 
“peer support group*” OR “support system*” OR “safety net*” OR “morale booster*”

Sexual and reproductive 
health

“Sexual and reproductive health” OR “SRH” OR “reproductive health” OR “health outcome*” OR “sexual health” OR “health 
access” OR “access to health” OR “clinic uptake” OR “unintended pregnanc*” OR “STI*” OR “gender based violence*” OR 
“GBV” OR “human papilloma virus” OR “HPV” OR “safe sex” OR “family planning” OR “cervical cancer” OR “safe abortion”

HIV “HIV” OR “hiv-1*” OR “hiv-2*” OR “hiv1” OR “hiv2” OR “HIV infect*” OR “human immunodeficiency virus” OR “human 
immuno-deficiency virus” OR “human immune-deficiency virus” OR “acquired immunodeficiency syndrome” OR “acquired 
immuno-deficiency syndrome” OR “acquired immune-deficiency syndrome” OR “HIV Infection*”

Female sex worker “Female sex worker*” OR “FSW” OR “sex worker*” OR “prostitute*” OR “thigh vendor*” OR “transactional sex*” OR “bar 
maid*” OR “sex work*” OR “girls selling sex” OR “women selling sex” OR “female* selling sex” OR “young women selling 
sex” OR “transact* sex” OR “exchang* sex” OR “sell* sex” OR “sold sex” OR “trad* sex” OR “commercial sex” OR “escort” 
OR “hooker*” OR “streetwalker*” OR “whore” OR “hustler*” OR “woman of the street*” OR “bawd” OR “call girl*” OR “courte-
san” OR “drab*” OR “tart*” OR “harlot*” OR “slut*”

Sub-Saharan Africa “Africa, south of the Sahara” OR “sub-Saharan Africa” OR “Angola” OR “Benin” OR “Botswana” OR “Burkina Faso” OR 
“Burundi” OR “Cameroon” OR “Cape Verde” OR “Central African Republic” OR “CHAD” OR “Comoros” OR “Congo” OR 
“Congo Democratic Republic” OR “Djibouti” OR “Equatorial Guinea” OR “Eritrea” OR “Ethiopia” OR “Gabon” OR “Gambia” 
OR “Ghana” OR “Guinea” OR “Guinea-Bissau” OR “Cote d’Ivoire” OR “Ivory Coast” OR “Kenya” OR “Lesotho” OR “Liberia” 
OR “Madagascar” OR “Malawi” OR “Mali” OR “Mozambique” OR “Namibia” OR “Niger” OR “Nigeria” OR “Sao tome and 
Principe” OR “Rwanda” OR “Senegal” OR “Seychelles” OR “Sierra Leone” OR “Somalia” OR “South Africa” OR “South 
Sudan” OR “Sudan” OR “Swaziland” OR “Tanzania” OR “Togo” OR “Uganda” OR “Zambia” OR “Zimbabwe”

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pgph.0003883.t001

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pgph.0003883.t001
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data charting. The template included essential study information: author(s), year of publication, title of the study, geo-
graphical setting, study design, methodologies applied, and key themes related to our review objectives. The process of 
extraction was iterative in nature; we pulled data in waves, refining the template in each wave.

We began the data charting process with a pilot phase where two independent reviewers (GM and ON) charted data 
from a random sample of 5–10 of the final selected studies. This piloting process determined whether or not both review-
ers’ independent chartings aligned with the review objectives, allowing for any changes to the data charting form. Any 
disagreements were discussed with a senior researcher (WM), and the data charting form was revised accordingly.

Step 5: Collating, summarising, and reporting the results

We used descriptive statistics to present included studies’ characteristics. Specifically, we presented the number of stud-
ies meeting study criteria (e.g., study design type [qualitative, mixed methods or quantitative], geographical location).

Following best practices in thematic analysis, which include being purposefully iterative and reflexive, we then the-
matically examined the main conclusions drawn from the included studies [30]. Before logically developing and applying 
preliminary codes and themes to the data retrieved from the chosen studies, GM and ON first carefully reviewed and 
comprehended the extracted data. We then developed an initial codebook.

In order to continuously improve the thematic analysis process, we discussed and shared notes throughout. For 
instance, we were able to create new codes and themes or combine existing ones when there were overlaps. In order to 
better comprehend our findings and pinpoint pertinent gaps in relation to our review questions, we finally merged all of 
our studies and mapped out the similarities and differences in our data [31]. This final analysis was developed and refined 
with input from all co-authors.

Ethics and dissemination

Ethical approval was not required as this was a literature review.

Results

Study descriptions

The search yielded 1,567 potentially relevant records from the three databases; 92 records were identified by Covidence 
to be duplicates and 1,474 records remained for title and abstract screening. Title and abstract screening were done 
by two reviewers and there were 36 conflicts from the records (i.e., reviewers disagreed). The conflicts were mainly on 

Table 2.  Studies eligibility criteria.

Criteria Inclusion criteria and rationale Exclusion criteria and rationale

Population -	Articles reporting on FSWs, even if they focused on other 
population groups.
We focused on FSWs as they are disproportionately 
affected by HIV in SSA [8].

-	 If articles did not report on FSWs at all.

Concept -	Articles reporting on SHGs (with all or any of the following 
elements: voluntary membership, regular meetings, peer 
support, and capacity-building initiatives).

-	Articles reporting on SRH and HIV.

-	Articles that reported on any grouping of FSWs, 
without any of the elements outlined in the working 
definition.

-	Articles not in any way related to SRH and HIV.

Context -	Studies conducted in any country within SSA. -	Studies conducted outside SSA.

Study design/type of 
evidence

-	Articles should have been peer-reviewed and published 
between 1st January 2000 and 30th September 2024.

-	Articles reporting findings from primary research.
-	Articles published in English.

-	Grey literature, unpublished sources.
-	Articles published before 1st January 2000.
-	Reviews (e.g., systematic or scoping. reviews)
-	Non-English articles as we did not have the resources 

to analyse articles published in other languages.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pgph.0003883.t002

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pgph.0003883.t002
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articles that were not SHG-related but seemed to look at issues to do with empowerment. The review team resolved 
conflicts by going through the titles and abstracts together. The studies were excluded as they did not have the requisite 
elements of a SHG (outlined earlier). There remained 35 articles for full text screening. After cross-validation and full text 
screening, 11 articles were selected. Fig 1 below presents a summary of the selection process.

Fig 1.  PRISMA flowchart of study selection process.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pgph.0003883.g001

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pgph.0003883.g001
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Study characteristics

The 11 studies included for final review were conducted in seven SSA countries. One study was multi-country and con-
ducted in three countries: Kenya, Tanzania and Uganda [32]. Four of the studies were conducted in Tanzania and were 
of the same intervention and trial (Project Shikamana, 4.1 to 4.3) [33–36]. One study was conducted in Zimbabwe [37], 
another was from Cameroon [38], one from Côte d’Ivoire [39], one from South Africa [40] and two from Kenya [41,42] 
(Table 3).

While the review primarily focused on FSWs, two of the articles were diverse and FSWs were studied within the context 
of other populations such as fishermen, HIV care providers, police, venue managers, community advisory board members 
and research staff [32,43] (Table 3).

Identified major themes mapped well onto the integrated empowerment framework for FSWs which combines various 
elements and strategies aimed at empowering individuals or communities. The three main domains of this framework are 
power within, power with (others), and power over (resources) [44–46]. The framework is depicted in Fig 2 below. We also 
integrated other emergent themes beyond this framework, adding depth to our understanding of how SHGs relate to HIV 
and SRH outcomes among FSWs.

Power within

The concept of “power within” refers to the extent of influence, control and decision-making authority that individuals or 
groups possess within their immediate social and environmental contexts [47]. It relates to the degree to which an individ-
ual or group can exercise their agency and affect their own lives or the lives of others within their microsystem [47].

Being a member of a SHG empowered FSWs with knowledge of HIV prevention services. For example, in the Kenyan 
study, most of the participants mentioned having little or no knowledge of HIV prevention before engaging with the Sex 
Workers Outreach Program (SWOP) clinic services [39,41]. However, FSWs who took part in the study reported that after 
receiving the services and information provided by SWOP’s “sex worker-friendly” clinics, they no longer agreed to engage 
in sex without a condom. This change in thinking was based on their realisation of the purely monetary nature of their 
relationships with clients [41].

In the SWOP clinics, some participants also reported using pre-exposure prophylaxis because they were now more 
aware of the risks involved, and should there be a condom failure, they were protected [39]. The empowerment they 
gained by being part of a SHG helped FSWs recognise their self-worth and choose whom to have sex with and reduced 
their reliance on men [39]. This Kenyan study suggests that other health outcomes, such as modern family plan-
ning use, may also be influenced by these interventions, especially when family planning is part of a comprehensive 
empowerment-based programme [41].

Two studies found statistically significant associations between higher pay per sexual encounter, higher total income, 
higher sex work income and group participation [33,35]. Community savings group participation was significantly asso-
ciated with reported consistent condom use (CCU) with new clients and regular clients (but not with steady, non-paying 
partners) [35]. Higher income was associated with CCU with a new partner [35]. CCU with a regular partner was also 
associated with higher income and other factors such as savings group participation, older age, longer time in sex work, 
and having financial dependents. Overall, SHGs enhanced FSWs’ agency, which aligns with the “power within” concept.

Power with others

“Power with others” denotes a collaborative and shared form of authority where individuals or groups come together in 
pursuit of common objectives or collectively address issues [47]. It embodies the concept that power is not concentrated 
within a single entity or individual; instead, it is distributed among the participants in a cooperative manner [47]. Within this 
framework, individuals or groups join forces, combining their collective resources, knowledge and influence so that they 
effect change, make decisions, or achieve tasks, usually to aid fairness, social justice or mutual benefit [47].
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Most of the FSWs reported benefiting from a support system with other sex workers, their local community, that they 
had devised to encourage and help each other out [37,41]. This support included, but was not limited to: financial and 
emotional support, sharing of health education information, and linkage to health care services [41]. Others also high-
lighted how they helped each other to seek medical assistance during illness and, in some cases, even accompany each 
other to the health facility for treatment [36,37,48]. Where they faced violence from clients, they assisted each other 
through telephone-based security strategies where they called each other for assistance [48]. Additionally, they offered 
each other guidance on issues such as condom breakage, partner violence and matters related to child support and care. 
It is also within these SHGs that they advised each other on the dangers of drug and alcohol use. These bonds and asso-
ciations within their peer groups provided solace and the means to thrive, despite numerous challenges [41].

Social capital (i.e., benefits derived from association) was a resource for resilience which held great value among 
FSWs. Furthermore, the act of coming together allowed FSWs to address instances of abuse by security forces during 
their work [48]. FSWs also trained each other on how to survive in the industry and on social security. Also, they taught 
each other about condom use [32,33,36].

Creative Space Workshops offered FSWs a platform to address common shared vulnerabilities. FSWs recognised 
the therapeutic value of peer-led group sessions, where they shared their personal struggles and traumas. These 
sessions contributed to enhancing sex workers’ self-esteem by fostering a supportive, non-judgmental, rights-based 

Fig 2.  Integrated empowerment framework. Source: Blanchard et al. BMC Public Health 2013, 13:234.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pgph.0003883.g002

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pgph.0003883.g002
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discourse, which led to a reframing of sex work as legitimate employment, and portrayed sex workers as individuals 
with inherent rights [40]. They also exposed sex workers to valuable health knowledge, broadened their understand-
ing of their legal rights, and informed them on available support services. In this way, Creative Space Workshops 
promoted a greater sense of emotional well-being, and was experienced as empowering, instilling a greater sense 
of agency in the face of pervasive structural and interpersonal challenges. It also fostered hope that their circum-
stances could improve. Overall, the group concept and collective empowerment illustrated the “power with others” 
concept.

Power over resources

“Power over resources” pertains to the capacity of individuals, organisations or entities to exercise control, distribute and 
make decisions regarding assets, commodities or properties [49]. This power capacitates them to determine how these 
resources are used, distributed and managed [49]. It is an essential aspect of resource management, and can have signif-
icant implications for individuals and communities and how they manage SRH and vulnerability to HIV [49].

In the context of savings funds, that is, where FSWs jointly contribute some money and oversee the disbursement 
of funds within SHGs, they were generally perceived as empowering [48], and empowerment had a positive influence 
on sexual risk behaviour. Although some SHGs gave FSWs power over resources, they fell short of establishing a 
framework for FSWs to secure and manage long-term savings. These savings would typically be earmarked for pur-
poses such as transitioning from sex work, home ownership, child support, marriage, accessing essential healthcare 
or returning to their places of origin [50]. However, one study clearly demonstrated the “power over resources” when 
FSWs were able to register a catering business [34]. They formalised their activities by registering with the government 
as an official business which grew, registering membership of 50 FSWs, and became self-sustained and continued 
meeting even after the study [34]. However, it was not established in this study how far this empowerment impacted on 
SRH and HIV outcomes.

Discussion

The benefits derived from participating in SHGs for FSWs predominantly revolve around the empowerment of the indi-
vidual (power within) and the strength they gain from uniting as a group (power with others). However, in most of the 
articles reviewed, achieving “power over resources” remains a challenge. Empowerment strategies have been employed 
to increase FSWs’ access to social entitlements, financial credit and educational opportunities, all of which open up more 
choices for them in terms of decisions that impact their HIV and SRH outcomes.

In India, for example, significant progress has been made with regards to achieving “power over resources” but this is 
something that takes time [51]. One good example is the Usha Multi-purpose Cooperative Society Limited (USHA), which 
is the largest and first ever sex worker-led financial institution in Southern Asia [51]. USHA was formed in 1995 and it is 
now one of the biggest financial institutions run by sex workers. One of the factors that influenced sex workers to start this 
initiative was the need for financial freedom in face of various vulnerabilities including stigma and discrimination. This drive 
facilitated the group’s survival.

Time, among other variables, was an important factor, highlighting that for “power over resources” to be achieved, 
a significant amount of time and consistency in the group is relevant and necessary. This time factor could not be fully 
explored in this review because of the short-term nature of the studies. Achieving “power over resources” requires sus-
tained effort and consistency within the group. Most of the included studies were of short duration, with most lasting less 
than one year. This relatively short intervention period may have limited the ability to observe the long-term results that 
are anticipated from participation in SHGs, including improved mental and physical health, reduced risk of HIV acquisition, 
and decreased HIV transmission, among other SRH concerns. Therefore, some of these desired long-term outcomes may 
not have been apparent due to the brief nature of the studies.
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The organisation and structure of the group, group activities and leadership were some of the other factors that influ-
enced member empowerment, but were not fully investigated in this analysis. A study on SHGs in Hong Kong highlighted 
the interrelationships among SHG participation, social support, social learning, leadership and empowerment [52]. It 
emphasised that effective leadership within SHGs can inspire growth and foster an environment conducive to empower-
ment. Study findings indicated that members experienced enhanced intrapersonal, interpersonal and community/political 
empowerment as a result of their participation in well-structured groups with strong leadership [52].

This review has underlined that, at both the individual and societal levels, empowerment is key to FSWs’ effective 
response to their health vulnerabilities. Empowerment can only be achieved by addressing the structural issues which in 
the first instance create these vulnerabilities. As noted in the literature [51,52], comprehensive change is essential; com-
munity mobilisation strategies for FSWs must be complemented by structural interventions that address the underlying 
social, economic, legal and political factors contributing to their disempowerment. Such a multifaceted approach is neces-
sary to create sustainable pathways towards empowerment and improved well-being for FSWs.

While numerous studies have underscored the manifold benefits of SHG participation, it is essential to recognise that 
they do not create an idealised, conflict-free environment where the challenges sex workers face in their daily lives cease 
to exist. One prominent issue highlighted in the literature pertains to the tensions that can arise between different groups 
of sex workers and between sex workers and non-sex workers who occasionally engage in these groups to access asso-
ciated benefits [32,40]. Trust emerges as another crucial factor that significantly influences the success of SHGs. In some 
studies, trust issues were evident as some FSWs expressed reservations about trusting their peers which, in turn, had 
repercussions for SHGs’ overall effectiveness.

Evidence from the included studies demonstrates that the domains of power: “power within”, “power with others” and 
“power over resources”, are intricately woven into the empowerment process, which is a necessary enabling factor for 
SHGs to effectively influence HIV and SRH outcomes. However, it must be underlined that empowerment alone is not 
the end; rather, the operational functionality and sustainability of SHGs themselves depend on a number of other factors, 
including group formation, leadership dynamics, the approaches employed by SHGs, and the broader context in which 
they find themselves. These elements will decide how well SHGs perform in terms of achieving the intended health-
related results.

Recognising the importance of these additional factors, this literature review found minimal data specifically address-
ing them, and it thus limited the ability of the authors to comprehensively include these in their analysis. Hence, the main 
focus has been on the three domains of power, as this was most strongly supported by the literature. This focus enables 
us to underline mechanisms through which empowerment operates within SHGs, while recognising that a more holistic 
understanding of SHG dynamics would require further investigation into these other critical elements. Future research 
should be conducted for in-depth investigation of these dimensions to further enhance the effectiveness of SHGs in bring-
ing about improved health outcomes among FSWs, including making the interventions responsive to diverse needs and 
challenges faced by the group.

Recommendations for policy and practice

1.	Long-term commitment: Most of the studies included in this review were short-term, limiting our ability to assess 
comprehensive effects that SHGs may have on the health and well-being of FSWs. Further research and interventions 
need to focus on longer-term engagement to track sustained improvement in mental and physical health, reductions in 
HIV acquisition, and decreases in onward transmission of HIV and other SRH issues.

2.	Sustainability of SHGs: SHGs should be organised and maintained in a manner that ensures sustainability of the 
groups so that benefits gained from these could be sustained sufficiently long for appreciable and measurable improve-
ments to result in health and well-being for the FSWs.
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3.	Conflict resolution and trust-building: SHGs are not exempt from the various conflicts and tensions that FSWs experi-
ence in everyday life. Conflicts within SHGs would have to be resolved to further enhance the scope of these groups. 
Enhancing trust-building activities and promoting the importance of trust within the groups likely enhances their 
success.

4.	Diverse group dynamics: Recognise the diversity of background, experiences and needs among FSWs in the SHGs. 
Interventions may therefore be usefully targeted at subgroups within this heterogeneous population to deal effectively 
with subgroup-specific issues and vulnerabilities.

5.	Structural and policy support: Although SHGs may empower FSWs at both the individual and collective levels, such 
a community-based initiative needs to be supported by structural changes. This calls for advocacy for social, eco-
nomic, legal and political support, including increased access to social entitlements, financial credit and educational 
opportunities.

6.	Holistic approach to health: SHGs should be integrated into a comprehensive SRH and HIV prevention framework 
that comprises information and services on HIV prevention, access to healthcare, family planning and substance use 
support.

7.	Community mobilisation: The participation of FSWs in SHGs should be part of broader community mobilisation efforts. 
That FSWs have been actively involved in addressing health vulnerabilities should be complemented by changes in 
social and cultural norms that contribute to stigma and discrimination.

Strengths and limitations

This scoping review allowed us to broadly examine the different types of SHGs existing in SSA and assess how they influ-
ence SRH and HIV among FSWs. The focus on urban, rural, peri-urban and fishing communities enhances the richness of 
findings despite not being generalisable because of the qualitative nature of the research. A limitation in this scoping review 
was the exclusion of grey literature, where most of practice evidence and insights into SHGs can be obtained, which may 
not be captured through peer-reviewed academic material. Focusing on peer-reviewed literature only may have excluded 
critical viewpoints of NGOs, community-based organisations and practitioners who work directly with SHGs.

Another limitation is that we used only three search engines–Medline, Global Health and CINAHL–to conduct the article 
search despite knowing that other search engines may have yielded studies not included here. This was because con-
ducting a scoping review involves substantial time and resources and inherent constraints led us to focus on the three 
well-curated and widely used databases. We carefully selected these three databases to minimise redundancy in our 
search results, considering the potential for overlapping content across multiple databases. They are comprehensive and 
they maximised the depth and relevance of the literature that was retrieved. This contributed positively to the overall qual-
ity of the review. Another limitation relates to the relatively few studies found, mostly published recently because SHGs are 
an emerging area of research in Africa, that needs to be expanded. Finally, we only included studies published in English 
which may have introduced language bias.

Conclusions

SHGs have shown great promise in empowering FSWs through promotion of social cohesion, SRH and HIV outcomes 
across seven SSA countries. FSWs are more resilient and have better health outcomes when they are empowered at indi-
vidual, societal and resource levels. To fully harness the potential of SHGs, it is crucial to adopt a holistic, long-term and 
community-centred approach, address trust and conflict issues and advocate for broader structural changes that support 
FSWs’ well-being and rights. By doing so, we can contribute to a more comprehensive and effective response to the com-
plex health challenges faced by this vulnerable population.
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