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Abstract and key words 
Saheli HIV/AIDS Karyakarta Sangh is a sex workers collective and community-based 

organization established in 1998 in Pune (Maharashtra, India) whose mission is the empowerment 

of women in sex work through collectivization.  The collective is not governed by members from 

mainstream society; rather, the board is elected by its members (9) who live among other women 

in sex work and take all decisions regarding the collective and welfare of the community.  

In August 2012, 17 Saheli members attended the Imagine Empowerment Workshop, a 4-day 

workshop focused on seven core areas (relationship, body, work, money, sexuality, emotions 

and spirituality) and designed to empower women in challenging life circumstances to envision 

and create new possibilities for their life, family and community through participation. After the 

empowerment, trainers (who are also social workers at Saheli) realised that women verbalised 

their feelings and that this was the first time in their life they were getting an opportunity to 

release their tensions and think about themselves. 

Having detected the positive outcomes of the empowerment workshop held in Pune in August 2012 

and checking the positive results of the research conducted by the Imagine team in Kenya in August 

2012 (Shankar A. et al., 2013), the research hereby presented wants to evaluate the impact of the 

Imagine Empowerment Workshop and empowerment of the women in sex work of Saheli 

HIV/AIDS Karyakarta Sangh, giving special attention to the areas of interest of the Saheli collective. 

Besides, we also wanted to evaluate the global life satisfaction of the women in sex work, so we 

replicated a study  on life satisfaction in Kolkata (Biswas-Diener and Diener, 2001) and 

Managua (Cox, 2012), where women in sex work  were measured their global life satisfaction 

as well as domain life satisfaction. 

Thirty-six women in sex work of Saheli HIV/AIDS Karyakarta Sangh in Pune (India) were 

interviewed and responded to several measures of life satisfaction, empowerment and agency. 

Our study includes both quantitative and qualitative analysis, and the goals of the current study 

are (1) to measure the global life satisfaction of women in sex work of Pune, and (2) to evaluate 

and follow up the impact of the Imagine Empowerment Workshop in the empowerment and 

agency processes of the subjects. The conclusion is that (1) women in sex work of Pune have a 

similar global life satisfaction than women in sex work in Kolkata and higher global life 

satisfaction than the women in sex work in Managua, and (2) that the Empowerment Workshop 

seems to show a positive effect in empowerment and agency in most of the participants, which 

is related human development and more gender equality. 

KEYWORDS 

Life Satisfaction, Empowerment, Development, Women in sex work, Agency.
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Chapter 1. Context of the research and study. 

1. INDIA, MAHARASHTRA, PUNE AND SAHEL

HIV/AIDS KARYAKARTA SANGH.
Saheli HIV/AIDS Karyakarta Sangh Sangh (Marathi1 words that mean “Saheli is a group friend 

of women who works for people with HIV/AIDS”) is a women in sex work collective and 

community-based organization (CBO) established in 1998 in Pune (Maharashtra, India) whose 

mission is the empowerment of women in sex work through collectivization.  The collective is 

not governed by members from mainstream society; rather, the board is elected by its members 

(9) who live among other women in sex work and take all decisions regarding the collective and 

welfare of the community.  

In August 2012, 17 Saheli members attended the Imagine Empowerment Workshop, a 4-day 

workshop focused on seven core areas (relationship, body, work, money, sexuality, emotions 

and spirituality) and designed to empower women in challenging life circumstances to envision 

and create new possibilities for their life, family and community through participation. After the 

empowerment workshop, trainers (who are also social workers at Saheli) realised that women 

verbalised their feelings and that this was the first time in their life they were getting an 

opportunity to release their tensions and think about themselves. 

Having into account that the empowerment of women has been recognized as a primary driver 

of human development (UNDP2), having detected the positive outcomes of the empowerment 

workshop held in Pune in August 2012 and checking the positive results of the research 

conducted by the Imagine team in Kenya also in August 2012 (Shankar et al., 2013), the 

research hereby presented wants to evaluate the impact of the Imagine Empowerment Workshop 

in the life satisfaction and empowerment of the women in sex work of Saheli HIV/AIDS 

Karyakarta Sangh, giving special attention to the areas of interest of the Saheli collective and 

the relation between women’s empowerment and development. 

This work is structured in two parts: 1) Introduction, 2) Scientific article, 3) Bibliography and 4) 

Appendix. The Introduction searches to give a wider context of the research to the reader and 

more meaning to learning process I lived in Pune, India, between November 2012 and January 

2013, period of the academic placement of the Master in Cooperation and Policies for 

Development (Universitat Jaume I) at Saheli HIV/AIDS Karyakarta Sangh. India is a complex 

1 Official language of the state of Maharashtra, spoken by 72 million people. 
2 http://hdr.undp.org/en/statistics/indices/gdi_gem/ (Last visit: 01/07/2013) 
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country and the information given in this first part is only an introduction to its vast reality. The 

second part contents the research and study itself, in the form of scientific article. The whole list 

of bibliography used for this research has been included in the third section of the work, 

whereas some contents have been included in the first and the second section of the work in 

order to facilitate the reading and understanding of the study. The fourth section includes three 

appendix documents. 

This will be a long introduction because India deserves it. A country with such a vast history and 

with more than one billion people needs to be presented from different fields: politics, religion, 

cooperation for development, culture, etc. and well deserves this 20 pages, introducing the 

reader into the Indian current reality and helping her/him understand the context, the purpose 

and the meaning of this study, which, with its scopes and limitations, has as final goal to do its 

bit to help improve the quality of life of the brave, encouraging and beautiful women of Saheli 

HIV/AIDS Karyakarta Sangh. 

1.1. Why this research? 

a) Scientific reasons: this master's research thesis follows the previous research and

theories of life satisfaction by Robert Biwas-Diener and Ed Diener. Previous research 

connected to the topics of this research has been conducted by the  Instituto 

Interuniversitario de Desarrollo Local (IIDL) / Universitat Jaume I (Spain) research 

group “Communitarian psychology and cooperation for development” so the results of 

this work will be connected to further research and projects in the future. 

b) Methodological reasons: the basis of the work hereby presented is a mix of qualitative

(open-ended interviews), and quantitative methods (Satisfaction With Life Scale – 

Diener et al., 1993-, Saheli's annual reports and other governmental and non-

governmental resources).  

c) Personal and social reasons: personal motivation and interest should be the main reason

to start a research, and this has been my case. Achieving a deeper understanding of the 

collective organization of women in sex work and basically their life satisfaction led 

me to Saheli HIV/AIDS Karyakarta Sangh. Besides, despite the fact that Spanish and 

Indian contexts are completely different, human being share a common search for well-

being and life-satisfaction, so the hereby presented research aims to become the basis 

for further research projects related to sex work and life satisfaction in the future. Last 

but not least, empowerment is the framework of the Millenium Development Goal 

number 3: “Promote gender equality and empower women”, so empowerment  and the 

values and variables related to are an issue of universal interest, where scientific 

research becomes a solid basis for further study and applicability. 

Anna Rodríguez Casadevall

14



1.2. India: country of countries. 

The Republic of India (Bharat Ganrajya) is a Union of 28 States and 7 Union Territories. It is a 

Sovereign Socialist Secular Democratic Republic with a parliamentary system of government.  

India is an independent State (From the British Colonial Rule) since 15th August 1947 and the 

Constitution of India, adopted by the Constituent Assembly on 26th November, 1949, came into 

force on 26th January, 1950, as the source of the legal system of the Republic. The first general 

elections under the new Constitution were held during the year 1951-52 and the first elected 

Parliament came into existence in April, 1952. The Constitution of India secures to all its 

citizens justice, liberty, equality and fraternity3.  

In connection to 

the Constitution 

of India, we wish 

to take this 

chance to briefly 

introduce five 

relevant people 

who deserve a 

special mention 

regarding the 

Independence, 

Constitution and 

late history of 

India: 

Rabindranath 

Tagore (1861-

1941), Nobel 

Prize in 1913 and 

author of the 

lyrics of the 

Indian anthem;  

 

Mohandas Karamchand (Mohatma) Gandhi (1869-1948), activist for the independence of India 

against the British through the movement of non-violence, fighter and key leader for the 
                                                      
3     http://india.gov.in/my-government/constitution-india (Last visit: 01/04/13) 

Figure 1. Political map of India. 
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liberation and independence of India; Jawaharlal Nehru (1889-1964), relevant fighter for the 

independence of India and first democratic president of the country (Nussbaum, 2007:109). “All 

of them aspired to build a united India, free of discrimination of castes and interreligious 

hostility” (Ibid, 110). Finally, Babasaheb Ambedkar (1891-1956)  considered and known by 

some as “the father of the Indian constitution4”, was born in a family of “untouchables”, fought 

for the suppression of castes and finally converter into Buddhism, promoting secularity in 

politics, he was one of the authors of the Indian Constitution. Plenty of literature has been 

written about them and much more could have been added here, but this is not the goal of this 

research. India is a vast country with a long and dense history, so what is the role of women in 

this history? Indira Gandhi was a powerful woman but, is there really a place for women in 

India? 

Changing to the political structure of India, the country has a Parliamentary federal government 

with unitary features, being the President the constitutional head of the State, while the Prime 

Minister is the Head of the Government, and runs office with the support of the Council of 

Ministers who form the Cabinet Ministry (executive branch). The Indian Legislature comprises 

the Houses of Parliament, known as the Council of States (Rajya Sabha) and the House of the 

People (Lok Sabha) The Supreme Court of India is the apex body of the Indian legal system, 

followed by other High Courts and subordinate Courts.5 

With a total estimate figure of 1,210,000,000 million inhabitants (01/03/2011), the largest 

democracy of the world has increased its population by more than 181 million people from 2001 

to 2011, becoming the second most populated country in the world after China. Uttar Pradesh is 

the most populous State in the country, with almost 200 million inhabitants, followed by 

Maharashtra, with 112,372,972 inhabitants6. The increase in the population goes hand in hand 

with an economic growth in the country in the last decade and has emerged as the world’s 

fourth-largest economy in purchasing power parity terms7. India is part of the so-called BRICS 

(Brazil, Russia, India, China and South-Africa) and, according to the United Nations Human 

Development Report 2013 "by 2020, according to projections developed for this Report, the 

combined economic output of three leading developing countries alone—Brazil, China and 

India—will surpass the aggregate production of Canada, France, Germany, Italy, the United 

Kingdom and the United States." ( iv). The idea of BRICS as a concept emerged in 2001 and 

4  http://www.themuslimtimes.org/2013/01/countries/pakistan/jinnahs-nationality-and-oath-what-did-ambedkar-

father-of-indian-constitution-and-nehru-thought-of-jinnah (Visit: 29/03/13) 

5  http://www.india.gov.in  (Last visit: 26/03/13) 

6 http://www.censusindia.gov.in/2011-prov-results/data_files/india/Final_PPT_2011_chapter3.pdf (Last visit: 

27/03/2013) 

7 http://www.worldbank.org/en/country/india/overview (Last visit: 29/03/13) 
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five BRIC summits have already taken place, being the last in Durban, South-Africa ("Fith 

BRICS Summit in Durban"8),on March 26 and 27, 2013, where representatives of the BRICS 

met with the commom goal (among others) to contribute positively to global peace, stability, 

development and cooperation. 

However, despite India's economic growth, the same report affirms that "economic growth alone 

does not automatically translate into human development progress. Pro-poor policies and 

significant investments in people’s capabilities—through a focus on education, nutrition and 

health, and employment skills—can expand access to decent work and provide for sustained 

progress” (iv). And, as we will read later on, they believe that these investments in people’s 

capabilities are the key for progress and development, the leading factor of the research. India is 

a polarized country with a relevant role in the “rise of the South”. Together with Brazil and 

China, India is the largest donor outside the OECD and this three countries combined are 

projected to account for 40% of global output by 2050, up from 10% in 1950 (UN DHR, 2013: 

13). However, inequality still threatens a global recovery and the sustainability of future 

progress, also limiting poverty reduction and seriously concerning about the environment (UN 

HDR, 2013: 2) and poverty affects a third part of the population. Education and heath are 

abandoned and at least one third of the Indian population is illiterate (Le Monde Diplomatique, 

2012: 108). 

1.3. Human Development Index 

“The basic purpose of development is to enlarge people's choices. In principle, these 

choices can be infinite and can change over time. People often value achievements that do 

not show up at all, or not immediately, in income or growth figures: greater access to 

knowledge, better nutrition and health services, more secure livelihoods, security against 

crime and physical violence, satisfying leisure hours, political and cultural freedoms and 

sense of participation in community activities. The objective of development is to create an 

enabling environment for people to enjoy long, healthy and creative lives." 

Mahbub ul Haq (1934-1998), Founder of the Human Development Report 

But, is the situation of the people of India really improving? India is part of the G20 but, 

according to the United Nations Human Development Report Indicators 2013, the Human 

Development Index of India in 2012 is 0,554 (being 0 de lowest and 1 the highest score), 

whereas the medium human development is 0,640, occupying position 136 (out of 186) in the 

world ranking.  Life expectancy in India is 65,8 years, adult literacy rate (both sexes and beyond 

                                                      
8 http://www.brics5.co.za/ (Last visit: 29/03/13) 
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15 years) is 62,8%, adults go to school an average of 4,4 years, and the gross natural income 

(GNI) per person is 3,2859. So, what is and what calcutes the HDI?  

"The Human Development Index (HDI) is a composite measure of health, education and 

income that was introduced in the first Human Development Report in 1990 as an 

alternative to purely economic assessments of national progress, such as GDP growth. 

 It soon became the most widely accepted and cited measure of its kind, and has been 

adapted for national use by many countries. (...) The HDI rankings and values in the 

2013 Human Development Report cannot therefore be compared directly to HDI 

rankings and values published in previous Human Development Reports10.” 

 Mahbub ul Haq  and Amartya Sen first introduced the HDI in 1990, creating a new method to 

measure a long term process of development, which was not centered in the country GDP 

results but in the sum of three dimensions (health, education and living standards) and four 

indicators (life expectancy, years of schooling, expected years of schooling and gross natural 

income per capita) (see Figure 2), which allowed to measure development having into account 

that  “people are the real wealth of a nation11”, and  with the aim to stimulate global, regional and 

national policy discussions on issues that are relevant to human development12. 

9 http://hdrstats.undp.org/en/countries/profiles/IND.html (Last visit: 01/04/13). UNDP explanatory note on India 2013 

HDR composite indices available at http://hdrstats.undp.org/images/explanations/IND.pdf (Last visit: 01/04/13). 
10  http://hdr.undp.org/en/statistics/hdi/ (Last visit: 29/03/13) 
11  http://hdr.undp.org/en/humandev/ (Last visit: 30/03/13) 
12  http://hdr.undp.org/en/data/about/ (Last visit: 29/03/13) 

Figure 2. Source: UNDP. Human Development Reports 
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As can be read above, the HDI rankings and values in the 2013 HDR cannot be compared 

directly with previous reports, so hereby we only show the data of the last HDR with the goal of 

presenting the current situation of India as a territory. 

The HDI has evolved with the years and allows to calculate other aspects of development, such 

as Gender Inequality (which is of great importance for our research, centered in a collective of 

women), who are discriminated against in health, education and the labor market (among 

others) and that causes negative repercussions for their freedoms in many parts of the world. 

The Gender Inequality Index (GII) is designed to reveal the extent to which national 

achievements in these aspects of human development are eroded by gender inequality, and to 

provide empirical foundations for policy analysis and advocacy efforts. It reflects the inequality 

in achievements between women and men in three dimensions: reproductive health, 

empowerment and the labor market. The health dimension is measured by two indicators: 

maternal mortality ratio and the adolescent fertility rate. The empowerment dimension is also 

measured by two indicators: the share of parliamentary seats held by each sex and by secondary 

and higher education attainment levels. The labor dimension is measured by women’s 

participation in the work force13 (See Figure 3).  

In 1995, the UN introduced the Gender-related Development Index (GDI, measures 

achievement in the same basic capabilities as the HDI does, but takes note of inequality in 

achievement between women and men) and the Gender Empowerment Measure (GEM, a 

measure of agency), which coincided with growing international recognition of the importance 

of monitoring progress in the elimination of gender gaps in all aspects of life, but both indexes 

were limited, so the Gender Development Index, that combines elements of the GDI and the 

GEM, was introduced in 2010. 

With 0,61014, India occupies again a world position 136 in GII. The second dimension, 

empowerment, is one of the key concepts of our research, and also a key element to achieve 

development and gender equality both in the countries of the developed and the developing 

world, “since it is a proven fact that the development of any country is directly proportional to 

the Gender Development Index, Indian government should act more prudently to raise the status 

of women, the most important but vulnerable section of society” (Nelasco, 2010: xi).  

The Census of 2011 revealed that the population ratio in India 2011 is 940 females per 1000 of 

males15, being the major cause of decrease of the female birth ratio the violence against the girl 

                                                      
13 http://hdrstats.undp.org/en/indicators/68606.html (Last visit: 30/03/13) 

14 It ranges from 0, which indicates that women and men fare equally, to 1, which indicates that women fare as 
poorly as possible in all measured dimensions.  
15 http://www.census2011.co.in/sexratio.php (Last visit: 01/04/13) 
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child at the time of birth (infanticide) and the main cause of this gender bias, inadequate 

education. Indian states show amazing different proportion of women and men, which is an 

indicator of the access to nutrition and access to primary health services (Nussbaum, 2009: 163). 

Kerala (with 1084 women per 1000 males) and Punducherry (with 1038 women per 1000 men) 

are the only states where the number of women is higher than the number of men, and when 

comparing this ratio with the literacy level, we can see that Kerala holds the first position, with 

93.91% of literate population (96.2% male and 91,98% women) and Punducherry, with 86.55% 

(92.12% male and 81.22% female), the seventh position16. This data is not included in the HDI 

nor the GII but it clearly shows the importance of access to education and health people, both 

men and women, to achieve gender equality.  

To end with, we close this section with a question posed by Nussbaum (2009: 167) and which is 

still in force in India: “Also very important, both for Nehru and for Ambedkar (an untouchable 

who converted to Buddhism) was the equality of women. How could the constitutional right 

contribute to undo centuries of inequality in status and opportunity?” 

1.4. Maharashtra and Pune. 

“La primera impresión que me llevé esa misma mañana de la ciudad en la que debía de 

pasar las próximas ocho semanas no fue grata en absoluto. Recuerdo que pensé que era 

extremadamente caótica, ruidosa y gris, aunque los vistosos y elegantes saris de las indias 

lograban camuflar en buena medida este último rasgo de una fisonomía urbana que era y 

es desordenada por definición. Sin embargo, pronto me sentí cómoda en medio de ese caos 

16 http://www.census2011.co.in/literacy.php (Last visit: 01/04/13) 

Figure 3. Source: UNDP. Human Development Reports 
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ensordecedor del que sólo logré aislarme entre la última hora de la tarde y el inicio de la 

noche.17” (Vázquez de Agredos, 2009: 8) 

I did not find a better way to describe what I felt my very first morning in Pune. The chaos, the 

excess of people, cars, rickshaws, two-wheelers, charts, animals and bikes, the pollution, the 

colors, the smells... and the life. Pune, located 3 hours away from Mumbai, is a vibrant city of 

3,115,431 inhabitants, with an official average literacy rate of 91.61%18, with Marathi and Hindi 

as official languages. Pune has been known as the Queen of the Deccan, the cultural capital of 

Maharashtra, the pensioner's paradise and Oxford of the East, was the center of the Maratha 

and the Peshwa dynasty in the 16th and 17th centuries; opened the first women's university, 

SNDT Women's University in 1916; held the first All India Women's Conference19 in 1927; 

Kasturba and Mohanmas Gandhi were imprisoned in Aga Khan Palace for their pacific 

resistance to the British rule; the University of Pune was founded in 1948 and the city is 

nowadays one of the IT centers of the country, consequence of the economic growth that the 

country has been experiencing during the last decade.  

All this help us imagine a city full of contrasts: history versus modernity, women freedom 

versus gender inequalities, East versus West... Pune combines a very strong traditional and 

religious influence with a modern and westernized society, where the old rules prevail together 

with the last technology and never-ending transformation. As Akash Kapur writes in his essay 

India Becoming (2012) “India didn't lend itself to easy judgments. The central fact (perhaps the 

only incontrovertible fact) of modern India was change. The notion was on a journey. It was still 

sorting through the contradictions of a rapid and inevitably messy, transformation. Who could 

say where the journey was leading?” (p.254). 

Again, a lot could be written about Maharashtra and Pune, but we will stop here, since our goal 

is only to present a general context of “Saheli HIV/AIDS Karyakarta Sangh” and this, we will 

do later on in this work. 

1.5. Hinduism. 

"What is Hinduism? Is it a religion, a culture or, as many Hindus would say, a way of 

life? In fact, it can be considered as a sum of the three, since Hindu traditions do not 

                                                      
17 “The first impression I had that morning of the city where I had to spend the next eight weeks was not pleasant at 

all. I remember I thought it was extremely chaotic, noisy and grey, although the colorful and elegant saris of the 

Indian women managed to disguise to a great extend this last feature of a urban physiognomy that was and is messy 

by definition. However, I soon felt easy in the middle of that deafening chaos, which I could only scape from late in 

the afternoon till the night started” (Translation by the author of the research). 

18 http://www.census2011.co.in/census/city/375-pune.html (Last visit: 29/03/13) 

19 http://www.aiwc.org.in/ (Last visit: 30/03/13) 
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admit the Western limitations between the sacred and the non-sacred" (Narayan, 2004: 

128) 

With 827,578,868 believers (80.456% of India's population), Hinduism is the major religion of 

India, followed by Islam (13.43%), Christianity (2.34%), Sikhism  (1.86% ), Buddhism  ( 0.77% 

), Jainism (0.41% ) and others (0.64%)20. The Constitution of India ensures the freedom of 

religion and the equality of all citizens: article 15 guarantees that the State shall not discriminate 

against any citizen on grounds only of religion, race, caste, sex, place of birth or any of them, 

article 17 establishes that “'Untouchability' is abolished and its practice in any form is forbidden. 

The enforcement of any disability arising out of “Untouchability” shall be an offence punishable 

in accordance with law; and article 28, that all persons are equally entitled to freedom of 

conscience and the right freely to profess, practise and propagate religion21. Martha Nussbaum 

affirms that "the religious freedom and equality receive a more detailed atention and a greater 

level of protection in the Indian Consitution than in any other Constitution I am aware of" 

(2009: 162). However, is this plurality of freedoms and equalities a reality?  

"India – the most populous of all democracies, and a country whose Constitution 

protects human rights even more comprehensively than our own (United States of 

America) – has been in crisis. Until the spring of 2004, its parliamentary government 

was increasingly controlled byt right-wing Hindu extremists who condone and in some 

cases actively support violence against minorities, especially the Muslim minority. 

Many seek fundamental hanges in India's pluralistic democracy". (Nussbaum, 2009: 23) 

Hinduism, estimately born about 4000 years ago in India, was not founded by any person nor 

has an organized body, and is based on a composition of orally transmited sacred texts that 

express the main concepts of what we nowadays know as Hinduism. Both gods and godesses 

are represented with images and icons in thousands of temples all over India, and one of the 

main ideas of Hiduism is the karma, based on the immortality of the soul. Hinduism, is based on 

a hierarchy of four concepts known and respected by all Hindus: moksa (liberation), dharma 

(the sociocosmic order that organizes the empirical world), artha (all material interests) and 

kama (sensual desire and pleasure) (Bordiaeu, 2005: 58). Moksa is the ultimate goal of life, the 

liberation of the life and death cicle that all souls go through and that repeats eternally until the 

soul reaches liberation and enters a state of grace. The belief in this cyclic process might be the 

only belief shared by all Hindus (Narayan, 2004: 129). 

And, what is the role of  women in Hinduism? Women have a secondary role in the practice of 

this faith, without an autonomous ritual activity and necessarily bond to the rituals performed by 

20 http://mospi.gov.in/national_data_bank/pdf/NSS%2061st%20Round-521.pdf, page 3. (Last visit: 31/03/13) 

21 http://india.gov.in/sites/upload_files/npi/files/coi_part_full.pdf (Last visit: 01/04/13) 
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her husband. (Biardeau, 2005: 53). Rebirthing as a woman is a path to expiation (Ibid: 53) and 

the first duty of a woman is to serve her husband as her main god (Ibid: 66). Kama (sensual 

desire and pleasure)  is the svadharma (first duty) of a woman and all women, married, 

unmarried and specially prostitutes, must study and excel in the art of satisfying all senses of  

men, husband, lover or client: "They (women) only find their place fully assuming their role as 

sexual partners, where they really became complementary to men, whereas in other aspects -

including maternity- are only her husband's extension" (Ibid: 73). 

Despite legal and activist efforts to eradicate the caste system and  the discrimination it 

fosters,the caste system has an important weight and is still largely present in the Indian society 

nowadays. How and why the caste sytem developed are too complex and beyond this wotk, but 

its existence cannot be ignored, so we include just a very brief understanding in the words of 

Anne Ferrer (2012: 123-124):  

"It is said that when Lord Brahman, the Creator, according to the Hindu religion, 

created the universe, he did so by dividing it into four varnas (socio-cum occupational 

groups). These were: the Brahmins, the custodians of the religion and the only ones 

allowed to read and teach it; the Kshatriyas, the warrior class, and those who entrusted 

to protect the land and its people; the Vysyas, who were expected to do business and 

agriculture; and the fourth varna were the Sudras, who made up most of the population 

and were the small traders, crafstmen, labourers and all others doing smaller jobs.  

(...) Though it is said that the varnas were not intented to be hereditary and connected 

with birth and therefore there was more inter-mixing and mobility between  varnas, the 

caste system which subsequently developed was the opposite – caste is determined by 

birth, the child taking the caste of his father and the caste you are born into is the caste 

you will always belong to. Thus varnas got transformed into castes with a clear 

hierarchical ladder, giving each caste a certain rank of value in the ladder making it 

superior to the castes below and inferior to the castes below and inferior to castes above. 

Brahmins stayed right on top of the order and Dalits languished at the bottom". 

Coming back to article 17 of the Indian constitution a question arises, is 'untouchability' really 

abolished? Gandhi called them Harijans (children of God) but during the later years, due to the 

awareness and strenght of this group, they rejected the name Harijans and preferred the name 

"Dalit" which means "those who have been oppressed". The term Dalit officially includes both 

the previous untouchables and also the different tribes of India (Ferrer, 2012: 126). The term 

"untouchable" has disappeared, but discrimination against the Dalits (former "untouchable") is 

still a reality.  
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However, this complex system and the fact that this societal stratification and hierarchy have 

already caused much oppression and suffering to the lower castes and sub-castes, no further 

mention will be done to the caste system in this work. Despite the (I think) right affirmation by 

Agatha Tambe that "prostituion is a caste-based sexual exploitation" (Tambe in Sahni, Shankar 

and Apte, 2008:89), as a matter or respect and equality, the interviews and scales done at Saheli 

did not include any question related to caste nor tribe.  How can an oppressive system be 

eradicated when everyone talks about it, uses it for job selection, marriage arrangements and 

reminds people how low their position as a human being is supposed to be?  

Caste 

When I knew nothing, I knew  

My caste was low. 

The Patil had kicked my father, 

Cursed my mother. 

They did not even raise their heads. 

But I felt this 'caste' in my heart. 

When I climbed the steps of school 

Then too I knew my caste my low. 

I used to sit outside, the other inside. 

My skin would suddenly shiver with little 

thorns, 

My eyes could not hold back the tears. 

Our lips must smile when they cursed. 

I don't understand anything... 

I heard this, I learned that, 

I became a man like a man. 

Even now I don't know... 

How is caste? Where is it? 

It isn't seen so does it live inside the body? 

All the questions float like smoke, 

And the wick of thought is sputtering. 

But when I knew nothing, then I knew 

My caste was low. 

By Poet Dalit Waman Nimbalka 

1.6. Prostitution in India. 

Prostitution itself is not illegal in India, though living off the earnings of prostitute is, and there 

is no system of licensing as in other countries (Raghuramaiah, 1991: 86). The Suppression of 

Immoral Traffic (in Women and Girls) Act, 1950 (SITA), gathered the first regulation of 

prostitution and all related activities in India. The Act did not prohibit prostitution per se, but it 

prohibited commercial activities of the fresh trade, such a pimpism and soliciting. The SITA 

1950 was substituted by the Immoral Traffic (Prevention) Act, 1956 (ITPA), enacted in 1986 
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and with amendments in 2006. Prostitution was defined in the SITA 1950 as “the act of a female 

offering her body for promiscuous sexual intercourse for hire, whether in money or in kind and 

whether offered immediately or otherwise and the expression prostitute will be construed 

accordingly” (section 2-f), which meant that women were considered the only ones engaged in 

prostitution as an organized means of living and covered only the voluntary form of prostitution, 

ignoring forced form of sex work,  whereas the ITPA 1956 defines prostitution as “the sexual 

exploitation or abuse of persons for commercial purposes or for consideration in money or in 

any other kind, and the expression prostitute shall be construed accordingly” (section 2-b). In 

the ITPA, the term “persons” has been used instead of “female”, and it includes “sexual 

exploitation” and “abuse” for a commercial purpose, which, consequently, makes prostitution 

illegal as any kind of exploitation or abuse. Thus, prostitution by choice would not be covered 

nor considered legal. 

But then, is prostitution illegal in India? Prostitution is prohibited in public spaces (ITPA, 

2006:section 7), seducing or soliciting for purpose of prostitution is also prohibited (section 8) 

and magistrates are encouraged to require the person (sex worker) to remove his/herself from 

the place and do not enter again (section 20). According to Wad and Jadhav (Sahni, Shankar and 

Apte, 2008: 217): “Upon perusal of the above sections we may come to the conclusion that, 

indirectly prostitution has been made illegal under this Act, when the above mentioned 

provisions are considered, but it does not affect the essential part of prostitution and the 

activities related to the women in sex work”. 

1.7. Prostitution in Pune. The Red Light Area: origins and present.   

No written documents were found about the very first origins of sex work in Pune but Tejaswi 

Sevekari22, co-founder and Director of Saheli, explained that in the 16th and17th century, Pune 

was the heart of the Peshwa rule and a great number of knights, craftsmen and businessmen 

lived in the city so, in order to entertain these men, a lot of dancers, musicians or singers 

(mainly women) established in Budwahr Peth. Initially, the task of these women was only to 

entertain the men but, over the years, this entertainment gradually changed into sex work, 

becoming the “red light area” of Pune.  

However, Rohini Sahni and V. Kalyan Shankar (2008: 180) describe the Red Light Area (RLA) 

of Pune as follows:   

                                                      
22 Despite the amount of work and the complexity of some situations, Tejaswi Severkar, Mandakini Desale, Deepa 

Dandavate, Sarika Patil and Meena Chitale, together with the peer-educators, were always willing to spend time 

with us and explain about women in sex work and help us in all doubts we could have about the research. Their 

assistance and  mentoring during my placement and research process at Saheli facilitated the base to develop the 

understanding of the whole context and also the basis of this project. 
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“The RLA in Pune today could trace its origins to a structure called Bavankhani 

(literally meaning fifty-two chambers), located in the center of the city and dating back 

to the 18th century (Gazetteer of Bombay Presidency 1885). It forms one of the earliest 

references to brothel-based sex work in the city. Though prostitution did exist earlier, 

predominantly in the form of mistresses and keeps (Shirgaonkar 2001), the introduction 

of Bavankhani represents a case of 'economics of cash' markedly different from the 

'economics of kind' prevalent earlier. It is also an attempt at framing the institution of 

prostitution in separate physical structures, aimed at servicing not the nobility, but 

targeting a lower section of the society (soldiers in this case).  

Starting from a location called Shukrawar Peth, the next waves of proliferation led to 

the extension of brothel-based sex work into adjacent lanes. These lanes and by-lanes 

housing the physical structures of sex work together form the RLA of Pune as we know 

it today.” 

 Nowadays, Budhwar Peth is well known for three main reasons: the market, the music 

shops and as the red light area of Pune.  

Figure 3. Budwahr Peth nowadays. Source: Saheli HVI/AIDS Karyakarta Sangh 
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1.8. Saheli HIV/AIDS Karyakarta Sangh23. 

Saheli HIV/AIDS Karyakarta Sangh, Marathi24 words that mean “Saheli is a group friend of 

women who works for people with HIV/AIDS”. 

The first AIDS case in India was reported from Chennai (Tamil Nadu) in 1986 and, since then, 

the State has implemented HIV prevention and awareness programmes. In 1991, the 

organization People’s Health Organization (PHO) had the aim of creating awareness about 

HIV/AIDS, prevention and control of HIV/AIDS among women in sex work and the process of 

the creation of the collective started. In 1998, peer educators from the PHO came together to 

form a collective of women in sex work: Saheli HIV/AIDS Karyakarta Sangh. This whole 

process was guided by Ms.Tejaswi Sevekarii (current Director of the Saheli). 

Saheli is the only collective of women in sex work in Pune and uses a Peer Education System, 

which allows to reach a wider area and large number of people of the community in Budhwar 

Peth, an area that houses approximately 5,000 brothel based and non-brothel based women in 

sex work. At present, Saheli Sangh covers 2 lodges, 100 Non Brothel Based Women in sex work 

(NBBSWs) and approximately 2000 women in sex work living in the Red Light Area of Pune. 

In addition to Saheli 1000 members, the organization also services the children of women in sex 

work, regular partners, and brothel owners, indirectly reaching 5000 people. 

                                                      
23 Information of the section 4 has been entirely extracted from the Saheli's HIV/AIDS Karyakarta Sangh Annual 

Report 2005-2006, 2006-2007, 2007-2008 and 2008-2009, and in meetings with Tejaswi Sevekari, Director of the 

collective. 

24 Official language of the state of Maharashtra, spoken by 72 million people. 

Figure 5 . Source: Saheli HIV/AIDS Karyakarta Sangh 
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Vision, mission and goals. 

Saheli's vision is to empower women in sex work through collectivization, and its mission, to 

provide health care support to women in sex work, to provide necessary social services to 

women in sex work and to change the attitude of society towards women in sex work. Saheli's 

goal is to enhance and enable greater levels of self-protection among women in sex work 

through a sense of togetherness, collective action and the most important is creating an identity. 

Saheli has set a list of fourteen specific goals, which are: 

• to protect women from HIV infection,

• to provide the care to women affected by HIV related illness or AIDS,

• to provide medical services for treatable STDs,

• to work for women affected with Tuberculosis,

• to provide for hospice care for terminally ill women,

• to provide care for affected and infected children,

• to prevent discrimination against women infected/affected by HIV,

• to work for the care and education of children and women in sex work,

• to become self-supporting and self-organized for long term interventions and activities,

• to prevent minor girls in below age of 18 year, from entering into sex work,

• to provide free legal aid assistance, to women in sex work who will need it,

• to do all such other lawful acts, deeds or things as are incidental or conducive to the

attainment of any/or all of the above aims and objects of the society,

• to address the various issues related to the trauma, depression and suicide among

women in sex work,

• to motivate women in sex work or regular savings to improve their lifestyle, and

• to access various identity proofs for woman in sex work.

The aim of this section is to present a general portrait of Saheli Sangh to facilitate the 

understanding of the collective and the importance of its tasks within the women in sex work 

community. Therefore, the activities Saheli carries on have also been included here (more 

detailed information about the current projects is included in section 5):  

• Mobilization of women in sex work for CBO development.

• Organization of training workshops for the peers and women in sex work.
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• Addressing different needs of women in sex work and their children. 

• Strengthening self-help group of women living with HIV/AIDS. 

• Condom promotion through awareness, education, demonstration and networking with 

other NGOs related to supply. 

• Sexually transmitted diseases (STD), HIV/AIDS prevention education. 

• Counseling, treatment and follow-up and referral services for STD patients. 

• Updating information regarding STD, HIV/AIDS of all the members 

• Networking with government hospitals, clinics and another NGOs and agencies. 

• Community Kitchen project. 

• Drop-in Centre for women in sex work. 

• Day and night Crèche for children of women in sex work. 

• In collaboration with Yashvantrao Chavan open university started literacy educational 

programs for woman in sex work. 

• Support to get various social entitlements e. g Pan-card, Ration card Bank passbook. 

• Implementing mental health program for woman and children.   

• Advocacy with stack holders, Support during crisis situation for women in sex work. 

• Legal literacy program for women in sex work 

• Saheli have started providing medical services for women in sex work and their children 

in collaboration with FPAI (Family Planning Association of India) 

• 'Empowerment workshop' for women in sex work in Pune’s red light area. The 

workshops (three until the present date) have been conducted by trained facilitators 

from 'Empowerment Institute' in the USA. 

Current Board Team & election system. 

This collective based organization does not have representatives of the mainstream society but 

elected members of the collective. Regular elections are held every six years, next being in 

2017. The board members are elected by a secret election of all Saheli members and they are the 

ones who decide about Saheli-related issues and proposals, ensuring that the power and 

decisions stays within the collective itself and not in external partners, sponsors nor pressures. 

Current board members:  

• President: Shivam Zigzani 

• Vice-president: Mahadevi Madar 
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• Secretary: Meena Kali

• Treasurer: Shakuntala Pawar

• Other boardmembers: Rekha Lohire, Shama Shinde, Mala Kumbhar and Gangasagar

Nirmal.

• Saheli staff members:

o Director: Tejasvi Serasvaki

o Counsellor: Mandakini Desale

o Social workers: Sarika Patil and Deepa Dandavate (volunteer)

o Translator and former social worker at Saheli: Meena Chitale

Target public. 

Saheli works mainly with women in sex work (healthy women, women living with HIV or 

AIDS, Non Brothel Based Women in Sex Work-NBBSWs) of the Red Light Area of Pune and 

their children; with brothel keepers,  families residing in the community, non-paying clients 

(regular partners) and members of other organizations in Budhwar Peth. Sensitization programs 

and activities to members of mainstream society are also conducted, especially students at 

various educational institutions, and civil society groups. 

Once more, we could write long and wide about all these groups and their situation, since they 

all deserve close and special attention, but we the focus of this project is centered in women in 

sex work, the target of this research. 

Saheli projects and collaborations25. 

Saheli Sangh has established linkages with government clinics, hospitals, the Antiretroviral 

(ART) Center, Pune Municipal Corporation (PMC), local political leaders and stakeholders, 

various social entitlements offices; referrals and also networking with local schools and hostels; 

advocacy with brothel keepers, police officers, and local politicians, and lawyer’s collective for 

legal support. 

a) Day & Night Crèche.

The Saheli Crèche project started in 2005 when the team realized that children of women in sex 

work are exposed to unsafe and unhealthy living conditions in the brothels, may experience 

abuse or harassment in the red light area, so the Saheli Crèche became and is still nowadays an 

25 During my stay at Saheli, together with Adrienne Toumayan, all projects and informational materials were revised 

and updated, so I have included the same information that was approved by Saheli's Director, Tejaswi Sevekarii, 

and members. 
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alternative save and healthy place for the children to live. Originally, women requested 

nighttime care for the children, but day care is also needed, and the shelter is now a 24-hour 

service. In addition to that, girl nor boy children are safe in the community, they too often live in 

the brothel and are exposed to abuses, both physical and psychological, and hence it is 

necessary to have a alternative and safer environment for the development of those children: 

“That children in prostitution are abused, physically, sexually and mentally raped is evident 

from the stories and anecdotes that women recount on their own past lives. The sense of 

helplessness and anger that women in prostitution face as mothers has been recorded in 

numerous instances” (Seshu in Sahni, Shankar and Apte, 2008: 199). 

Nowadays the Crèche cares for 6 children day and night, provides counseling services to both 

the mothers and children and informal education through volunteers, conducts recreational 

activities with the help of volunteers, has a network with local schools that provide education up 

to 7th Standard and is the transit home for HIV-positive children. 

Despite the good results of the Crèche regarding the children and their mothers, facilities need 

to be improved and include the care of children over age 12, which is currently unavailable. 

There is also a lack of infant care due to limited resources and additional space and resources 

are needed or accommodate more children and meet the high demand from women in sex work 

for child care. The fact that only 6 children aged from 3 to 6 are currently living in the crèche (it 

reached 27 several years ago) because of the lack of space, facilities and staff (the only staff is a 

peer educator, who works as the caretaker of the crèche 24 hours a week). 

b) Health Services. 

Awareness programs. Nowadays, Saheli coordinates awareness health programs regarding 

HIV/AIDS, STI Prevention, female condom use and social marketing for female condoms 

(2006) and deluxe condoms.  

Health activities. Activities conducted: Sexually Transmitted Infections (STI) screening & 

treatment, HIV/AIDS testing & treatment, tuberculosis testing & treatment, ART pre-test & 

registration & follow-ups, general health check-ups, internal check-up once every three months, 

HIV/AIDS once every six months and encourages regular internal check-ups. 

Mental Health Services. Counseling for women in sex work to address various traumatic 

situations in their lives such as depression, suicidal tendencies and addictions; other need-based 

counseling for women in sex work; counseling for children of women in sex work; counseling 

for brothel owners; pre-test counseling and post-test counseling for HIV/AIDS;  ART follow-up 

counseling, and support group for HIV positive women. 

FPAI Clinics. Weekly clinics (Wednesday) are organized in collaboration with the Family 

Planning Association of India (FPAI) and run by team of experts, doctors, nurses, and lab 
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technicians with Saheli staff. Services include: ante-natal care, general health check-up, internal 

health check-up including STI screening, HIV testing, condom distribution, Medical 

Termination of Pregnancy (MTP) services, immunization services and free medical services 

including medication. 

Networking. Besides, Saheli's networking today reaches out government hospitals, private 

hospitals, satellite Clinics and ART Centers. 

c) Community Kitchen.

The Community kitchen project started in 2000 due to limited or non-existent kitchen facilities 

in the brothels. Women and children purchased food of low quality, junk food in the streets, this 

food is non-nutritious and often cooked in unhygienic conditions and sold at high prices, which 

adversely affects women and children’s health. Nowadays, women, their children and children 

from the local school (among others) have access to fresh, nutritious meal at a price they can 

afford.  

Sahelis's community kitchen provides good and nutritious food for women in sex work at an 

affordable price; job opportunities for women who want to get out of sex work (most of the 

peer-educators also work in this project);  

The Kitchen is open from morning until late afternoon, providing fresh, nutritious meals at a 

subsidized rate, to about 50-55 people daily. It employs 5 women who were formerly women in 

sex work, but are now out of the business and provides free meals to the children at the crèche, 

to hospitalized patients and seropositive patients; and also daily lunches at the school of the 

area. 

d) Education programs.

Legal Literacy Training. Training for women in sex work on related legal issues, to act as 

paralegal representatives for their community; support to Legal Aid Cell for consistent legal 

assistance during police raid and public prosecution, and sensitization workshops for 

government officials and law enforcement authorities.  

Literacy Program. In collaboration with Yashvantrao Chavan Open University, Saheli Sangh 

started a literacy educational program for woman in sex work. 

1.9. Universitat Jaume I and Karve Institute of Social Service 

The Interuniversity Institute of Local Development of Universitat Jaume I (Castelló, Spain) has 

been the institutional contact and organizer of the academic placement and research. Maria 

Raquel Agost PhD. and Maria Luisa Vázquez de Agredos de Agredos PhD. have been the 

academic tutors of the research and have facilitated the main guidelines and comments that 
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helped make this study possible. The placement was organized in the framework of the 

agreement between Universitat Jaume I and Karve Institute of Social Service.  

Saheli HIV/AIDS Karyakarta Sangh and the Karve Institute of Social Service26 (KInSS) have an 

agreement regarding Social Work master students placements. The KInSS has been the 

intermediary with the Universitat Jaume I, and Prof. Ujwala Masdekar has monitored the 

placement period at Saheli. 

According to the Outlook India magazine, the Karve Institute of Social Service, affiliated to the 

University of Pune, is accredited with ‘A’ (the highest score) by the National Assessment and 

Accreditation Council (India) and occupies a place among the 10th most prestigious faculties of 

social work in all of India27. The KInSS was founded in 1963 by Bharat Ratna Maharshi Dr. 

Dhondo Keshav Karve and I was lucky to attend the celebrations of the Golden Jubilee during 

my stay in the city of Pune. 

Finally, it was interesting to find out that all current staff members of Saheli are alumni of the 

Karve Insitute of Social Service. 

1.10.Future 

Saheli has planned different projects for the future that include: Saheli Medical Clinic, Saheli 

Ration Shop, Saheli Restaurant and project implementation for the prevention of trafficking in 

women and children, and elderly home for women in sex work, Saheli Medical Clinic, Saheli 

Ration Shop,expansion of the Community Kitchen into a full-service commercialized restaurant, 

and a project implementation for the prevention of trafficking in women and children. 

One of the projects is the Empowerment Workshop, in the framework of the IMAGINE 

Program - A Global Initiative for the Empowerment of Women, which is the starting point of this 

research and will be described later on in this report. 

However, the difficult financial situation that Saheli is going through nowadays due to lack of 

funding and sponsors threaten the planning of the collective (it is important to note that Saheli 

staff members earn a salary only when a project is running and being financed). 

 

                                                      
26 http://karve-institute.org/index.html 
27 http://www.outlookindia.com/article.aspx?265893 (Last visit: 02/02/13) 
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Chapter 2. Scientific article: Life satisfaction, Empowerment 

and Human Development among women in sex work in the 

red light area of Pune (Maharashtra, India). The case of 

Saheli HIV/AIDS Karyakarta Sangh. 

ABSTRACT 

Thirty-six women in sex work of the collective-based organization Saheli HIV/AIDS 

Karyakarta Sangh in Pune (India) were interviewed and responded to several measures of life 

satisfaction, empowerment and agency. In a study of life satisfaction in Kolkata (Biswas-Diener 

and Diener, 2001) and Managua (Cox, 2012), women in sex work from Kolkata scored below 

neutral and the sample group from Managua score extremely low in life satisfaction. Our study 

includes both quantitative and qualitative analysis and the goals of the current study are (1) to 

measure the global life satisfaction of women in sex work of Pune, and (2) to evaluate and 

follow up the impact of the Imagine Empowerment Workshop in the empowerment and agency 

processes of the subjects. The conclusion is that (1) women in sex work of Pune have a similar 

global life satisfaction than women in sex work in Kolkata and higher global life satisfaction 

than the women in sex work in Managua, and (2) that the Empowerment Workshop seems to 

show a positive effect in empowerment and agency in most of the participants, which is related 

human development and more gender equality. 

KEYWORDS 

Life Satisfaction, Empowerment, Development, Women in sex work, Agency. 

1. INTRODUCTION
The science of well-being and the studies related to life satisfaction have been mostly conducted 

in developed countries, until Biswar-Diener and Diener (2001) conducted a study in the slums 

of Kolkata with the goal of evaluating the life satisfaction of underprivileged peopled in 

developing countries, and Cox (2012) replicated this study in Nicaragua, one of the poorest 

countries in the Western hemisphere (Cox, 2012: 103). The present research replicates part of 

their studies in Pune (India) and measures 1) the global life satisfaction of women in sex work 

and 2) the effects of an empowerment process. 
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India is part of the G20 but, according to the United Nations Human Development Report 

Indicators 2013, the Human Development Index of India in 2012 is 0,554 (whereas the medium 

human development is 0,640), occupying position 136 (out of 186) in the world ranking.  Life 

expectancy in India is 65,8 years, adult literacy rate (both sexes and beyond 15 years) is 62,8%, 

adults go to school an average of 4,4 years, and the gross natural income (GNI) per person is 

3,28528. So, what is and what does the HDI measure?  

"The Human Development Index (HDI) is a composite measure of health, education and 

income that was introduced in the first Human Development Report in 1990 as an 

alternative to purely economic assessments of national progress, such as GDP growth. 

 It soon became the most widely accepted and cited measure of its kind, and has been 

adapted for national use by many countries. (...) The HDI rankings and values in the 

2013 Human Development Report cannot therefore be compared directly to HDI 

rankings and values published in previous Human Development Reports29.” 

 Mahbub ul Haq  and Amartya Sen first introduced the HDI in 1990, creating a new method to 

measure a long term process of development, which was not centered in the country GDP 

results but in the sum of three dimensions (health, education and living standards) and four 

indicators (life expectancy, years of schooling, expected years of schooling and gross natural 

income per capita) (see Figure 6), which allowed to measure development having into account 

that  “people are the real wealth of a nation30”, and  with the aim to stimulate global, regional 

and national policy discussions on issues that are relevant to human development31.   

As can be read above, the HDI rankings and values in the 2013 HDR cannot be compared 

directly with previous reports, so hereby we only show the data of the last HDR with the goal of 

presenting the current situation of India as a territory. 

28 http://hdrstats.undp.org/en/countries/profiles/IND.html (Last visit: 01/04/13). UNDP explanatory note on India 

2013 HDR composite indices available at http://hdrstats.undp.org/images/explanations/IND.pdf (Last visit: 

01/04/13). 
29  http://hdr.undp.org/en/statistics/hdi/ (Last visit: 29/03/13) 
30  http://hdr.undp.org/en/humandev/ (Last visit: 30/03/13) 
31  http://hdr.undp.org/en/data/about/ (Last visit: 29/03/13) 
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The HDI has evolved with the years and allows to calculate other aspects of development, such 

as Gender Inequality (which is of great importance for our research, centered in a collective of 

women), who are discriminated against in health, education and the labor market (among 

others) and that causes negative repercussions for their freedoms in many parts of the world. 

The Gender Inequality Index (GII) is designed to reveal the extent to which national 

achievements in these aspects of human development are eroded by gender inequality, and to 

provide empirical foundations for policy analysis and advocacy efforts. It reflects the inequality 

in achievements between women and men in three dimensions: reproductive health, 

empowerment and the labor market. The health dimension is measured by two indicators: 

maternal mortality ratio and the adolescent fertility rate. The empowerment dimension is also 

measured by two indicators: the share of parliamentary seats held by each sex and by secondary 

and higher education attainment levels. The labor dimension is measured by women’s 

participation in the work force32 (See figure 7).  

In 1995, the UN introduced the Gender-related Development Index (GDI, measures 

achievement in the same basic capabilities as the HDI does, but takes note of inequality in 

achievement between women and men) and the Gender Empowerment Measure (GEM, a 

measure of agency, which coincided with growing international recognition of the importance of 

monitoring progress in the elimination of gender gaps in all aspects of life, but both indexes 

were limited, so the Gender Development Index, that combines elements of the GDI and the 

GEM, was introduced in 201033. 

                                                      
32 http://hdrstats.undp.org/en/indicators/68606.html (Last visit: 30/03/13) 
33  http://hdr.undp.org/en/statistics/indices/gdi_gem/ (Last visit: 01/07/2013) 

Figure 6. Source: UNDP. Human Development Reports 
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Figure 7. Source: UNDP. Human Development Reports 

The Census of 2011 revealed that the population ratio in India 2011 is 940 females per 1000 of 

males34, being the major cause of decrease of the female birth ratio the violence against the girl 

child at the time of birth (infanticide) and the main cause of this gender bias, inadequate 

education. Indian states show amazing different proportion of women and men, which is an 

indicator of the access to nutrition and access to primary health services (Nussbaum, 2009: 163). 

Kerala (with 1084 women per 1000 males) and Puducherry (with 1038 women per 1000 men) 

are the only states where the number of women is higher than the number of men, and when 

comparing this ratio with the literacy level, we can see that Kerala holds the first position, with 

93.91% of literate population (96.2% male and 91,98% women) and Puducherry, with 86.55% 

(92.12% male and 81.22% female), the seventh position35. This data is not included in the HDI 

nor the GII but it clearly shows the importance of access to education and health people, both 

men and women, to achieve gender equality.  

Nussbaum (2009: 167) poses a question that is still in force in India: “Also very important, both 

for Nehru and for Ambedkar (an untouchable who converted to Buddhism) were the equality of 

women. How could the constitutional right contribute to undo centuries of inequality in status 

and opportunity?36” 

With 0,61037, India occupies again a world position 136 in Gender Inequality Index. The 

second dimension, empowerment, is one of the key concepts of our research, and also a key 

element to achieve development and gender equality both in the countries of both the developed 

and the developing world, “since it is a proven fact that the development of any country is 

directly proportional to the Gender Development Index, Indian government should act more 

34  http://www.census2011.co.in/sexratio.php (Last visit: 01/04/13) 
35http://www.census2011.co.in/literacy.php (Last visit: 01/04/13) 
36 Translation done by the author of this research. 
37 It ranges from 0, which indicates that women and men fare equally, to 1, which indicates that women fare as poorly 
as possible in all measured dimensions.  
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prudently to raise the status of women, the most important but vulnerable section of society” 

(Nelasco, 2010: xi).  

Finally, due to the risk population the study focuses on, we close this section with the last 

figures on HIV/AIDS prevalence in India:  the estimated rate of people in India living with HIV 

is 2.31 million (1.8-2.9 million) with adult prevalence of 0.34%38. No official figures could be 

found about the HIV prevalence in Pune.  

1.1. Saheli HIV/AIDS Karyakarta Sangh  

Saheli HIV/AIDS Karyakarta Sangh (Marathi39 words that mean “Saheli is a group friend of 

women who works for people with HIV/AIDS”) is a women in sex work collective and 

community-based organization (CBO) established in 1998 in Pune (Maharashtra, India) whose 

mission is the empowerment of women in sex work through collectivization.  The collective is 

not governed by members from mainstream society; rather, the board is elected by its members 

(women in sex work) who live among other women in sex work and take all decisions regarding 

the collective and welfare of the community.  

In August 2012, 17 Saheli members attended the Imagine Empowerment Workshop, a 4-day 

workshop focused on seven core areas (relationship, body, work, money, sexuality, emotions 

and spirituality) and designed to empower women in challenging life circumstances to envision 

and create new possibilities for their life, family and community through participation. After the 

empowerment workshop, trainers (who were also social workers at Saheli) realised that women 

verbalised their feelings and that this was the first time in their life they were getting an 

opportunity to release their tensions and think about themselves. 

Having into account that the empowerment of women has been recognized as a primary driver 

of human development 40, having detected the positive outcomes of the empowerment workshop 

held in Pune in August 2012 and checking the results about agency of the research conducted by 

the Imagine team in Kenya also in August 2012 (Shankar et al., 2013), the research hereby 

presented wants 1) to measure the global life satisfaction of women in sex work in the red light 

area of the city of Pune and 2) to evaluate and follow up the impact of the Imagine 

Empowerment Workshop in the empowerment and agency processes of the women in sex work 

of Saheli HIV/AIDS Karyakarta Sangh. 

 

                                                      
38http://siteresources.worldbank.org/SOUTHASIAEXT/Resources/223546-1192413140459/4281804-

1231540815570/5730961-1235157256443/HIVAIDSbriefIN.pdf (Last visit: 02.08.13) 

39 Official language of the state of Maharashtra, spoken by 72 million people. 
40  http://hdr.undp.org/en/statistics/indices/gdi_gem/ (Last visit: 01/07/2013) 
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1.2. Life satisfaction 

Throughout history, philosophers and religious leaders have studied the meaning of happiness and 

a fulfilled existence, but it was not until early the 20th century that studies about well-being began 

to take shape, when Flugel started studying the moods of people and their emotional events and 

reactions in 1925. The first happiness and life satisfaction questionnaires were passed after World 

War II; it was simple surveys passed to large number of people who were selected as 

representative sample of nations (Diener, Oishi and Lucas, 2009: 187). At that time, scales used 

for subjective well-being were short but many important discoveries were made.  Wilson (1967), 

Bradburn (1969) and Diener (1984) “provided a review of the much larger database on subjective 

well-being that had accumulated by the mid-80s. By that time, the field was becoming a science” 

and since those first publications about subjective well-being and life satisfaction, a number of 

books and scientific articles have been published. “One major reason for this is that researchers 

succeeded in developing scientific methods for studying subjective well-being” (Ibid: 188).  

In the last decades, the research on life satisfaction and happiness has grown. For instance, in 

the 1972, Bhutan designed the Gross National Happiness (GNH) Index,  a single number index 

developed from 33 indicators categorized under nine domains (psychological wellbeing, health, 

education, time use, cultural diversity and resilience, good governance, community vitality, 

ecological diversity and resilience41, and living standards), based upon a robust 

multidimensional methodology known as the Alkire-Foster method, and  the United Nations 

created its Social Indicators too.  

The 21st century brings methodological changes with the UN Human Development Index in 

2010, the Europe 2020 indicators, within the Europe 2020 strategy42, whose objective is a smart, 

sustainable and inclusive economy in the European Union by 2020; in 2007, the “Beyond GDP 

conference43” took place and a new paradigm where well-being, progress and wealth measures 

started to become central in policy making started. The French government commissioned 

Joseph E. Stiglitz, Amartya Sen and Jean-Paul Fitoussi for the writing of a report on the 

measurement of economic performance and social progress44, which was published in 2009 and 

include measures on economy, quality of life and environmental sustainability. In 2011, the 

OECD launched the “Better Life Initiative: Measuring Well-Being and Progress45” and 

41  Gross National Happiness. http://www.grossnationalhappiness.com (Last visit: 01.08.13) 
42 Europe 2020. http://ec.europa.eu/europe2020/index_en.htm (Last visit: 30.07.13) 
43 Beyond GDP. http://www.beyond-gdp.eu/ (Last visit: 30.07.13) 
44 Commission on the Measurement of Economic Performance and Social Progress. http://www.stiglitz-sen-

fitoussi.fr/en/index.htm (Last visit: 30.07.13) 
45 Better Life Initiative: Measuring Well-Being and Progress. 

http://www.oecd.org/statistics/betterlifeinitiativemeasuringwell-beingandprogress.htm (Last visit: 01.08.13) 
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published the first edition of “Your Better life Index”, which next edition is planned for the fall 

2013. This index looks at people’s material conditions and quality of life in eleven dimensions: 

income and wealth, jobs and earnings, housing conditions, health status, work and life balance, 

education and skills, social connections, civic engagement and governance, environmental 

quality, personal security and subjective well-being. The United Kingdom has also launched in 

2013 a new project called “National Well-being. Measuring what matters”46, whose aim is to 

provide a fuller picture of how society is doing by supplementing existing economic, social and 

environmental measures. Other initiatives are the Gallup Poll World47 (which provides a 

scientific window into the thoughts and behaviors of 98% of the world's residents through 

nationally representative samples on different topics), the World Values Survey48 (measures 

values and cultural changes in societies all over the world),  the World Database of Happiness49 

(an archive of research findings on subjective enjoyment of life), the Happy Planet Index50 

(measures life expectancy, experienced well-being and ecological footprint) or the Social 

Progress Index 51(measures basic human needs, the foundation of well-being and opportunity). 

All these measures show the importance of the well-being, happiness and life satisfaction of 

people, both at an individual level and at a national level; paradigms are changing and new 

measures besides GDP are designed to better respond to the needs of the people and to 

development. In this study we focus on life satisfaction at an individual level and use Diener 

and Pavot’s measures and definition of life satisfaction. After exploring several authors, theories 

and measures, our decision is to replicate previous studies using the Satisfaction with Life Scale 

(Diener et al., 1985) which ensures a global measurement of life satisfaction and responds to the 

needs of this study. 

According to Pavot and Diener (1993: 164) life satisfaction refers to “a judgmental process, in 

which individuals assess the quality of their lives on the basis of their own, unique set of criteria 

(…). Therefore, life satisfaction is a conscious cognitive judgment of one's life in which the 

criteria for judgment are up to the person”: 

“It is necessary to assess an individual’s global judgment for his or her life rather than 

only his or her satisfaction with specific domains. This is the strategy adopted by the 

authors of the Satisfaction With Life Scale (SWLS; Diener et al., 1985). The SWLS 

                                                      
46 UK National Well-being. Measuring what matters.  http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/guide-method/user-guidance/well-

being/index.html (Last visit: 01.08.13) 
47 Gallup World Poll. http://www.gallup.com/strategicconsulting/en-us/worldpoll.aspx (Last visit: 01.08.13) 
48 World Values Survey. http://www.worldvaluessurvey.org/ (Last visit: 01.08.13) 
49 World Database of Happiness. http://worlddatabaseofhappiness.eur.nl/hap_nat/nat_fp.php. (Last visit: 01.08.13) 
50 Happy Planet Index. http://www.happyplanetindex.org/ (Last visit: 01.08.13) 
51 Social Progess Index. http://www.socialprogressimperative.org/data/spi (Last visit: 01.08.13) 
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items are global rather than specific in nature, allowing respondents to weight domains 

of their lives in terms of their own values, in arriving at a global judgment of life 

satisfaction” (Ibid: 164). 

According to this statement, the SWLS is designed to assess a person’s global judgment of life 

satisfaction, which is theoretically predicted to depend on a comparison of life circumstances to 

one’s standards (Ibid: 165). From the findings presented in different studies of Vitaliano et al. 

(1991), Yardley and Rice (1991), Friedman (1991) and Diener (1991), “it can be concluded that 

life satisfaction has a long-term component (perhaps due to personality, stable life 

circumstances, or both), a moderate-term component (e.g., due to current life events or cognitive 

schemata), and a short-term state component (e.g., due to current mood and immediately salient 

life circumstances)” (Ibid: 167). According to Pavot and Diener (1993:164), life satisfaction 

frequently forms a separate factor (of Subjective Well-Being) and correlates with predictor 

variables in a unique way; it seems worthwhile to separately assess this construct. 

In their article “Making the best of a bad situation: satisfaction in the slums of Calcutta”, 

Biswas-Diener and Diener (2001) report the results of a research to assess the life satisfaction of 

slum-dwellers, street-dwellers and women in sex work in Kolkalta, India, and suggest 

explanations of the results (Biswas-Diener and Diener, 2001: 330). In this study, the researchers 

focus on the concept of poverty, stating that little research has been conducted with people 

living in poverty to determine the effects of severe material deprivation SWB and posing the 

following question: “Do higher crime rates and poorer health, to the extent they exist in a 

community, necessarily produce a lower sense of well-being? At a more fundamental level, are 

the extremely poor of the world miserable, and if not, why not?” (Ibid: 330). A similar study 

was conducted by Cox (2012) with women in sex work, dump-dwellers, urban poor, rural 

peasants and  university students in Nicaragua as a replica of Biswas-Diener and Diener (2001) 

research, so data is compared in order to find answers to a simple question: does poverty equal 

misery? 

We include the main results of both studies regarding global life satisfaction. In Biswas-Diener 

and Diener’s study (2001), on a three point scale, the score for the global life satisfaction 

(Satisfaction With Life Scale) was 2.23 for slum dwellers; 1.81 for women in sex work, and 

1.60 for pavement dwellers, giving a mean score of the three groups of 1.9352. So they found 

that slum dwellers had slightly positive global life satisfaction compared to women in sex work 

and pavement dwellers, although the average global life satisfaction stays low. Biswas-Diener 

52 After completing the study and data collection, the Bisswas-Diener and Diener converter the one-to-seven rating of 

the SWLS to one-to three rating : 1-negative, 2-neutral, 3-positive. Some subjects were unable to answer a seven 

point scale, so the authors used the three point scale. All scores were converted to this three point scale.  
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and Diener suggest that, on average the respondents scored slightly negatively on measures of 

life satisfaction (2001: 345), income has a strong relation to life satisfaction among the very 

poor people included in the three groups, and age and well-being may be correlated in India 

(Ibid: 346). Social relationships, in particular, appear to be important in understanding the 

respondents’ wellbeing so, “to the extend the poor can utilize their strong social relationships, 

the negative effects of poverty are counterbalanced (Ibid: 347). The authors affirm that “the 

complete picture requires not just focus on the deficits of poverty and poor health but includes 

the positive aspects of the respondents’ lives. (…) Broadening the focus of attention provides us 

with more information and a more positive picture” (Ibid: 348). “People who live in poverty 

appear to suffer a lower sense of well-being than those who do not. But even in the face of 

adverse circumstances these people find much in their lives that is satisfying” (Ibid: 349). 

The sample Cox presents (2012) (including all groups) has an overall mean of 3.8 just below 

neutral (on a one to seven scale, where 4 is neutral), where age and global satisfaction have a 

negative relation. Women in sex work global life satisfaction had a mean of 1.6, the lowest of 

interviewed groups; dump dwellers scored 3.6; urban poor and rural poor scored, 4.4, and 

university students scored 5.2. We see that the urban poor, the rural poor and the dump dwellers 

have similar statistical scores and their global life satisfaction is neutral, whereas the women in 

sex work scored very negatively at the global life satisfaction. University students scored high. 

In both studies, authors report results on the other quantitative measures used in their 

studies (i.e. domain satisfaction, memory measure, ISEL scale and BFI scale), but the present 

study includes only information about the SWLS (global life satisfaction) and demographic 

information in order to be able to compare the results of the three studies. 

Finally, in order to understand the dramatic unhappiness of sex workers in Managua, Cox, 

Monte Casablanca and McAdams (2012) conducted a qualitative study employing novel 

research design for investigation SWB. They used an in-depth life story method to explore the 

women’s construction of their identity, to check if their sense of identity helped explain their 

global sense of misery. These authors focused on identity construction and its relation to global 

life satisfaction or dissatisfaction of the subjects through in-depth life stories using the following 

measures: life story interviews, life maps and life story analysis; and dividing the results in 

seven categories: life maps, family conflict, entry into sex work, trauma; shame, concealment 

and moral judgment, and motherhood, future redemption and generativity; and the prototypical 

life story.  

1.3. Empowerment 

Empowerment might be the concept that generates more debates and discussions due its variety 

of meanings and definitions depending on the context and the perspective it is taken into 
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account, so we will start explaining the origins of the concepts and will go through the different 

theories and range of the concept nowadays. 

In 1975, a conference in Austin (USA) gathered faculty and professional staff who worked to 

define the academic studies and professional training of communitarian psychologists. Julian 

Rappaport became a distinguished figure in Communitarian Psychology with the drafting of the 

first training program in this discipline and the search for a valid theory that explained its field 

of knowledge for scientific research and intervention (Estévez, Jiménez and Musitu, 2011: 60).  

In 1984, Rappaport formulated the first definition of the concept “empowerment”: 

“Empowerment is viewed as a process: the mechanism by which people, organizations, and 

communities gain mastery over their lives” (Zimmerman, 2000: 44). However Zimmerman 

(Ibid: 44) affirms that Rappaport’s definition does not provide details about the process across 

levels of analysis, so he gathers several theories on empowerment and writes that 

“empowerment is both a value orientation for working in the community and a theoretical 

model for understanding the process and consequences of efforts to exert control and influence 

over decisions that affect one’s life, organizational functioning, and the quality of community 

life” (Perkins & Zimmerman, 1995; Rappaport, 1981; Zimmerman & Warschausky, 1998. In 

Zimmerman, 2000: 44). 

According to Zimmerman, an empowerment approach directs attention toward health, 

adaptation, competence, and natural helping systems; includes the perspective that many social 

problems exist due to unequal distributions of, and access to, resources; goes beyond 

ameliorating the negative aspects of a situation by searching for those that are positive, and the 

professional’s role becomes one of collaborator and facilitator rather than expert and counselor. 

(2000: 44). The theory of empowerment suggests that actions, activities, or structures may be 

empowering, and that the outcome of such processes results in a level of being empowered: 

“Empowering processes are ones in which attempts to gain control, obtain needed 

resources, and critically understand one’s social environment are fundamental. The 

process is empowering if it helps people develop skills so they can become independent 

problem-solvers and decision makers. (…) Empowered outcomes refer to 

operationalization of empowerment so we can study the consequences of citizens’ 

attempts to gain greater control in their community, or the effects of interventions 

designed to empower participants. (…). A thorough development of empowerment 

theory requires exploration and description at multiple levels of analysis” (i.e. 

psychological empowerment at an individual level, organizational level and community 

level) (Ibid: 46). 
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The authors above presented are pioneers in empowerment theory and have conducted leading 

research in psychological community and empowerment. However, empowerment has become a 

relevant issue for international organizations who work towards human development such as the 

World Bank, the United Nations, IFAD, among others, which are also included in this study. 

According to the World Bank empowerment means “enhancing the capacity of poor people to 

influence the state institutions that affect their lives, by strengthening their participation in 

political processes and local decision-making. And it means removing the barriers—political, 

legal, and social—that work against particular groups and building the assets of poor people to 

enable them to engage effectively in markets53” (2001: 39); for Oxfam, “empowerment involves 

challenging the forms of oppression which compel millions of people to play a part in their 

society on terms which are inequitable, or in ways which deny their human rights54 (Oxfam, 

1995: 9). Kristoff and WuDunn (2009: 53) affirm that “'Empowerment' is a cliché in the aid 

community, but it is truly what is needed. The first step toward greater justice is to transform 

that culture of female docility and subservience, so that women themselves become more 

assertive and demanding. 

According to the International Fund for Agricultural Development (IFAD), 

“Empowerment is about people taking control of their lives. It is about people 

pursuing their own goals, living according to their own values, developing self-reliance, 

and being able to make choices and influence – both individually and collectively - the 

decisions that affect their lives. Empowerment is a process, which can be long and 

complex. For women and men to be empowered, conditions have to be created to enable 

them to acquire the necessary resources, knowledge, political voice and organizational 

capacity” (IFAD, 2010: 33) 

When referring to the Human Development, we check that six of the eight United Nations 

Millennium Development Goals55 are directly and specifically related to gender equality and the 

empowerment of women: Goal 3: Promote gender equality and empower women, Target 3.A: 

Eliminate gender disparity in primary and secondary education, preferably by 2005, and in all 

levels of education no later than 2015; Goal 1: Eradicate extreme poverty and hunger, Target 

1.B: Achieve full and productive employment and decent work for all, including women and 

young people; Goal 2: Achieve universal primary education, Target 2.A: Ensure that, by 2015, 

children everywhere, boys and girls alike, will be able to complete a full course of primary 

schooling; Goal 5: Improve maternal health. However, despite being an essential and primary 

                                                      
53The World Bank (2001). World Development Report 2000/2001. Attacking Poverty. Oxord University Press, USA. 
54 EADE, D. and Williams, S. (1995). “Principles of development and relief work”, The Oxfam Handbook of 
Development and Relief, Volume 1. Oxford: Oxfam UK and Ireland.   
55 http://www.un.org/millenniumgoals/ (Last visit: 20/06/2013)  
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piece for international development, empowerment is essentially a bottom-up process rather 

than something that can be formulated as a top-down strategy56 and there is growing evidence 

that the empowerment of women is critical for the effective economic development and poverty 

reduction 

Since, according to Zimmerman (2000), the individual empowerment is the first step towards a 

later organizational and community empowerment (“empowerment’s theory connects individual 

well-being with the larger social and political environment, and suggests that people need 

opportunities to become active in community decision-making in order to improve their lives, 

organizations, and communities” (Ibid: 58) , the empowerment definition and approach in this 

academic work is based on the Empowerment Institute’s definition of the concept, which is 

based on an individual level that will allow the subjects to empower at an organizational and 

community level in the future: “Empowerment the expansion of a person’s capacity to create 

positive behavioral change by working directly with the person’s own visions and goals57” 

(Straub, 2011:5). 

1.3.1 The Empowerment intervention-Empowerment Institute. 

The study we hereby present took place after the implementation of the Empowerment 

Workshop, in the framework of the IMAGINE Program58 of the Empowerment Institute59 

(United States) at Saheli HIV/AIDS Karyakarta Sangh (India) in August 2012.  

The Empowerment Workshop was developed and started by Gail Straub and David Gershon, 

founders of the Empowerment Institute, in 1981 and has been utilized for years in the West to 

facilitate positive and transformational behavior change. The “Imagine Program: A Global 

Initiative for the Empowerment of Women” was launched in June 2010 with the goal of helping 

women of developing countries heal from violence, build strong lives, and of contributing to 

their communities and society, through empowerment. The Imagine Empowerment Workshop is 

a four-day training of about 30 hours that focuses on enhancing human agency and 

complements existing programs that provide resources, skills, and opportunity to underserved 

population (Straub 2011: 19). During the workshop women “participate in an introspective 

examination of their lives, thoughts and environmental context and they review issues of critical 

importance to them, including their dreams and goals for the future” (Shankar, 2013: 3). The 

methodology of the workshop has different stages and changes (see Figure 8): 1) Shift from 

pathology to vision (be able to focus on possibilities, not problems); 2) shift from static to 

56 http://www.bridge.ids.ac.uk/reports/re40c.pdf (Last visit: 30/05/2013) 
57 http://www.imagineprogram.net/index.php?option=com_docman&Itemid=187 (Last visit: 26/06/2013) 
58 www.imagineprogram.net/ (Last visit: 30/06/2013) 
59  www.empowermentinstitute.net (Last visit: 30/06/2013) 
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organic growth (life –also a woman’s- is a continuous evolution), and 3) Integration of 

awareness (integrate awareness with the desired outcomes).  

 

 
Figure 8. Methodology and framework of the Empowerment Workshop (Source: Empowerment Institute) 

 

 

This last stage includes four steps: a) Awareness, b) Vision, c) Transformation, and d) Growth. 

During the whole process, participants review seven areas of their life: emotions, relationships, 

sexuality, body, money, work and spirituality, and five core beliefs: self-responsibility, self-

esteem, trust, positive attitude and flowing with change. Through peer support, women 

encourage one another to continue growing, they are also encouraged to share what they learn 

with their husbands and children, and they are asked to pass forward all that they have learned 

to their family and community. Each workshop is adapted to culture and gender and it has 

already been conducted in Afghanistan, Sudan, Nigeria, Kenya60, South Africa and India.  

The analysis of the impact of the Imagine Empowerment Women responds to two motivations: 

1) the researcher’s motivation to conduct a research on women’s life satisfaction and 

empowerment and their impact on development; 2) Saheli: a. To evaluate if the workshop had a 

positive impact on the women in sex work members of Saheli; b. To evaluate if the women who 

had attended the workshop had the feeling that their lives had changed for positive after the 

workshop, and c. To use the conclusions of the research to apply for funds to organize more 

workshops.  
                                                      
60 See Shankar, A. (2013): Delivering agency in the developing world: An evaluation of the IMAGINE-Kenya 

Institute. Available at http://www.empowermentinstitute.net/index.php/personal/empowerment-workshop (Last 

visit: 30/06/2013) 
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Due to the connection between empowerment, agency - i.e. what a person is free to do and 

achieve in pursuit of whatever goals or values he or she regards as important (Sen, 1985: 203)-, 

development and life satisfaction, we focus on the quantitative and qualitative analysis of life 

satisfaction and relate our findings with development purposes.  

In summary, there are three basic questions motivating this research: (a) Measures: Whereas 

Biswas-Diener and Diener (2001) conduct a thirty minute structured interview with quantitative 

measures of life satisfaction, domain satisfaction, and recall for positive and negative life 

events, and Cox (2012) uses the same three measures plus the Interpersonal Support Evaluation 

List (Cohen et al. 1985) and Extraversion and Neuroticism sub-scales of the Big Inventory 

(John et al. 1991); our study is based on a demographic questionnaire, a quantitative measure of 

global life satisfaction (SWLS), and a qualitative open-ended interview of approximately forty-

five minutes. (b) Subjects: Biswas-Diener and Diener (2001) interviewed three distinct groups 

living in slums: 31 slum dwellers, 32 women in sex work and 20 pavement dwellers; Cox 

(2012) chose 31 female women in sex work, 30 dump dwellers, 30 urban poor, 30 rural peasants 

and 30 university students; whereas our study focused on the 36 women in sex work connected 

with the collective Saheli HIV/AIDS Karyakarta Sangh in the Red Light Area of Pune 

(Maharashtra, India). This research has been conducted in the framework of the final project of 

the Master in Cooperation and Policies for Development of the IIDL-Universitat Jaume I, at 

Saheli HIV/AIDS Karyakarta Sangh, so our study group has focused only on women in sex 

work, their life and social circumstances, and their context in Pune, this is the reason why the 

study was focused on this social group and not extended to other underprivileged groups in the 

city of Pune. (c) Set point: These two previous studies focus on “poverty” as the starting point 

for their researches. Diener et al. (1995) found lower levels of overall SWB in poor nations 

(including India),and the question that Biswas-Diener and Diener put in is whether people living 

in dire poverty might experience positive well-being if they have been poor for a long period of 

time (Biswas-Diener and Diener, 2001: 331).Their study (2001) takes place in Kolkata (former 

Calcultta), India, the city of the world that was most commonly thought of as synonymous with 

poverty, and their starting point was related to the concept of poverty. Cox’s study (2012: 103) 

affirms that, “while the science of well-being has matured and developed over the last four 

decades, the vast majority of in-depth well-being research has been conducted in the highly 

developed world. There is a paucity of in-depth well-being research in developing world 

contexts, especially with regards to poor and extremely poor populations” and that “Biswas-

Diener and Diener novel research design allowed for insight into the well-being of marginalized 

groups in the developing world” (Ibid: 104). So, despite having into account the United Nations 

Human Development Index, both studies stills focuses on the concept “poverty”, considering 
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only economic factors. Our study, on the other hand, stems from our interest on the group of sex 

worker specifically and on the concept of Human Development. 

 

2. METHODS 

2.1. Research design  

The first design of this research was presented in November 2012, after two weeks doing 

participant observation and talking to the social workers at Saheli HIV/AIDS Karyakarta Sangh. 

After this period, the authors proposed a research design that included a sample of 50 women, 

25 women in sex work members of Saheli HIV/AIDS Karyakarta Sangh who participated in the 

empowerment workshop and 25 women in sex work who planned to attend the workshop in the 

future. The proposed methodology included qualitative and quantitative instruments, and a step-

by-step work plan. For the complete research design, see Figure 9.  

This initial design was the basis of our research but we adapted mainly to the situations and 

availability of the women. It is important not to forget that women in sex work in Budwahr Peth 

(Pune) live on a daily basis, without retirement plans nor senior pension, so most of the women 

who had not attended the workshop had only around 10 to 15 minutes to take part in the 

research before running back to the red light area. On the other hand, women who had attended 

the workshop were willing to spend the 45-minute interview we had prepared in agreement with 

Saheli social workers. 

The result is a change in the final sample of subjects: 36 women in sex work participated in the 

research. The group of 10 women who had already attended the workshop in August 2012 

answered to the general data questionnaire, to the SWLS and participated in a 45-minute open-

ended interview. The 26 women who had not attended the workshop 2012 answered to the 

general data questionnaire and to the SWLS. All women are members or visit Saheli regularly 

for different purposes related to the services offered at Saheli (health clinic, community kitchen, 

crèche, workshops, counseling, etc). 

As can be read in section 2.4- Measures, the focus groups and the case stories could not be hold 

due to the difficulty of gathering a group of women together and the long time needed for both 

techniques, and alternative techniques were used to reach the purpose of the research. 
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Figure 9. Research design summary. Source: author 

2.2. Overview 

All interviews were conducted at the Saheli offices during the stay of November and December 

2012, during a two-month stay of Rodríguez-Casadevall in the city of Pune, as part of the final 

project of the Master in Cooperation and Policies for Development. The research focused on 

women in sex work and empowerment, that is the reason why the data collection was conducted 

at Saheli HIV/AIDS Karyakarta Sangh: the work of this collective with women in sex work has 

been nationally recognized (India), social workers and members of the collective promote 

empowerment with a series of initiatives, and the board team agreed to conduct the research 

with their members at their headquarters. 

All meetings were conducted with the presence of the participant, the researcher and a 

translator, who had previously worked at Saheli as a social worker, something that facilitated the 
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communication with the subjects. Despite this special condition, the translator was instructed to 

focus on the translation and not on her previous role as social worker at Saheli so as not to 

influence the respondents. All participants were informed that their participation was voluntary; 

that they had to be as sincere as possible in their answers and that their identities would be kept 

confidential. As most women were illiterate, this information was given orally and the open-

ended interview was voice recorded when the interviewed woman gave her permission. 

Respondents were not paid for participating in the study but a donation was given to Saheli 

when the interviews were over and unbeknownst to them.  

2.3. Respondents  

The 36 subjects, aged between 22 and 55, are women in sex work or prostitution, which is 

defined as “the sexual exploitation or abuse of persons for commercial purposes or for 

consideration in money or in any other kind, and the expression prostitute shall be construed 

accordingly” (the Immoral Traffic (Prevention) Act, 1956, section 2-b) and are related to Saheli 

HIV/AIDS Karyakarta Sangh. Saheli works on a Peer Educator System born in the 90s, when 

women in sex work were trained in sex education and then encouraged to impart this knowledge 

and information to other women regarding HIV/AIDS in brothel. Peer educators bring 

awareness to the community of women in sex work and provide general information about 

health and contraception through door-to-door visits to brothels (Saheli annual report 2008-

2009: 8). This system is still in force and is the basis of the collective. Some of the respondents 

were peers at Saheli and that means that they have some kind of job relation with Saheli too 

(caretakers, work in the kitchen, distribution of food, etc), it implied that peer educators had 

more time for the interview and the study than women working as full-time women in sex work.  

2.4. Measures 

All measures were available in English and were given orally in Marathi (official language in 

the state of Maharashtra) to the subjects to ensure they all understood the meaning. 

Qualitative and quantitative measures were used in this study. 

2.4.1 General data / Demographic questionnaire 

The meeting started explaining the participant the purpose of the interview and the 

confidentiality of the data and the information of the interview. It included some general data 

related to each participant: name (optional and confidential) age, religion, place of birth (city 

and state), marital status, level of literacy, number of children, current housing situation, years 

in Budwarth Peth (Red Light Area of Pune) and how she had arrived to that area. These last two 

questions were an indirect way of asking the subjects for how long they had been working as 

women in sex work (from several months to 30 years) and the reasons that brought them to start 
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in the business. This study focuses on life satisfaction, empowerment and human development, 

so the information about how the subjects started in sex work is mentioned only if it is 

considered relevant for and connected to the purpose of the research. However, the reading of 

the article Sexual slavery without borders: trafficking for commercial sexual exploitation in 

India by Joffres, Mills, Joffres, Walia and Grund (2008) (see References) may help the reader to 

better understand the context and reality of commercial sexual exploitation in India.  

2.4.2 Quantitative measure: Satisfaction With Life Scale (SWLS) 

All respondents completed the 

Satisfaction With Life Scale (Diener 

et al., 1985), a five-item 

questionnaire that asks respondents 

to make a cognitive assessment of 

their overall life satisfaction using a 

1 (extremely dissatisfied) to 7 

(extremely satisfied) rating, which 

has been shown to possess good 

psychometric properties (Pavot and 

Diener, 1993: 167). The SWLS has 

been examined for both reliability 

and sensitivity, has shown strong 

internal reliability and moderate 

temporal stability (Ibid: 165), the 

items of the measure are all keyed in 

a “positive” direction (Ibid: 169) and 

the SWLS has been examined for its 

relations to an array of both self-

report and external criteria in an effort to establish its validity as a measure of life satisfaction 

(Ibid: 167). Diener et al. (1985) reported good internal consistency (Cronbach’s alpha .87) and 

good test-retest reliability (.82) over a 2 month period (Ibid: 165).   

For the content of the scale, see Figure 10. Scores of the SWLS can be interpreted in terms of 

absolute as well as relative satisfaction (Pavot and Diener, 1993: 165). A score of 20 is the 

neutral point on the scale, where the subject is neither satisfied nor dissatisfied with the item. 

Scores from 21 to 25 mean slightly satisfied, from 26 to 30 satisfied, and from 31 to 35 

extremely satisfied with life. Scores from 15 to 19 mean slightly dissatisfied, from 10 to 14 

dissatisfied and from 5 to 9, extremely dissatisfied with life. In Biswas-Diener and Diener’s 

(2001) and in Cox’s (2012) studies, the SWLS are rated on a 7 point scale, so if we divide by the 

Figure 10. Satisfaction With Life Scale (SWLS). Diener et al.,1985. 
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number of questions, rather than use the summed aggregate score, the cutoffs below instead 

should be 6-7, 5-6, 4-5, 3-4, 2-3 and 1-2, where 7 means extremely satisfied and 1, extremely 

dissatisfied. The goal of this scale is to measure global life satisfaction, according to the 

references given in the introduction.  

As with Biswas-Diener and Diener (2001), some participants could answer the scale easily but 

most of them had hard difficulties due to their low literacy level, they were explained that they 

did not need to ask with a number from 1 to 7, but with a confirmation (agree, slightly agree, 

slightly disagree...). However, following these parameters was still difficult for most of the 

subjects so, in order to make sure that the grade of the answer was in accordance with the 

answer the respondents wanted to give, they explained each item, pointed a step in a drawn 

ladder (top of the ladder being strongly agree and the bottom of the ladder, strongly disagree) 

and then confirmed the score given to the question. 

These quantitative results are the source that will answer the first question of our research: to 

measure the global life satisfaction of women in sex work. 

2.4.3. Qualitative measure: open-ended interview. 

Qualitative studies privilege the perspective of street-level sex workers, reveal some common 

findings (Cox, Monte Casablanca and McAdams, 2012) so, in order to better understand the life 

situation, worries and expectations of the women, and to allow the participants to express their 

opinions and points of view regarding the topics of interest, an open-ended interview was also 

designed and included as a qualitative measure. In-depth case stories were discarded due to their 

length (about two hours) and the short time availability of the subjects, so the best option, 

agreed with Saheli HIV/AIDS Karyakarta Sangh, was a shorter interview.  Only the group of 10 

women who had attended the workshop in August 2012 participated in the 45-minute open-

ended interview. The researchers planned that all subjects participate in the interview but the 

women who had not attended the EW were not motivated to spend time on the interview and 

gave priority to going back to the red light area and receive costumers. 

As life satisfaction is a conscious cognitive judgment of one’s life in which the criteria for 

judgment are up to the person (Pavot and Diener, 1993: 164), the open-ended interview 

includes: 1) aspects related to the areas that social workers at Saheli reported having improved 

in the subjects after participating in the EW, and 2) aspects that had been strongly worked 

during the workshop. Questions were adapted to each subject, according to her preferences and 

willingness to share and fall into three categories: (a), Empowerment – attitudes and ongoing 

processes related to the positive behavioral changes and decision making of the subjects in their 

daily life-; (b) Agency – the purposes that the subjects are free to do and achieve according to 

their goals and values-, and (c) Life Satisfaction - Conscious cognitive judgment of the subject’s 
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own life in which the criteria for judgment are up to the person-. The complete definition and 

references of each category have been included in the first part of the study. 

These qualitative results are the source that will answer the second question of our research the 

effects in life satisfaction and an empowerment process. 

3. RESULTS

The results of the analysis of the study are presented separately. In the first place, we include the 

outcomes of the quantitative results, which correspond to the Pavot and Diener (1993) SWLS; 

secondly, we present the main results of the qualitative open-ended interviews conducted to 10 

subjects. In both cases, a demographic questionnaire of each study group is included in order to 

facilitate the understanding of the context of the women in sex work who underwent the 

research. 

3.1. Quantitative results: Global Satisfaction with Life 

We start the quantitative analysis showing the socio-demographic variables of the 36 subjects 

who participated in the quantitative part of study (see Table 1).  
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Table 1. Socio-demographic data of the subjects of the quantitative study (N = 36) 

Age 
20-29 30-39 40-49 50-59 

    8 9 9 10 

    
          
Years in sex work 

0-5 6 – 10 11 – 15 16 – 20 21 – 25 25 – 30  >30 Unknown 

7 7 10 3 0 4 2 3 

          
Level of education 

Literate Illiterate 

      4 32 

      
          
Start in sex work 

Sold/Trafficked Own decision No answer 

     13 19 4 

     
          
Religion 

Hindu Muslim Christian Buddhist Other 

   28 3 0 4 1 

   
          Marital status * Married Unmarried Widow Divorced 

        26 9 0 1 

    
        

Geographical background 

(state)  

Maharashtra West-Bengal Karnataka Delhi 

Andhra 

Pradesh 

   12 8 14 1 1 

   
          
Children 

0 1 2 3 4 >4 

   13 8 7 6 2 0 

   Source : A. Rodriguez-Casadevall 

 

The age range of the respondents goes from 20 to 59 years, and they have been working in sex 

work from months up to 30 years. When asked about how they started in the business, 13 

affirmed that they have been sold or trafficked61, 19 affirmed that they decided to enter into sex 

work and 4 did not answer the question; we see that most of the women (32) are not able to 

neither read nor write, and that most of the women (28) are Hindu, 3 are Muslim, 4 Buddhist 

and 1 belongs to other religions. The subjects are originally mainly from the Indian states of 

Maharashtra (12), Karnataka (14) and West-Bengal (8) and only two of them are from Delhi and 

Andhra Pradesh. A great majority of them (26) is married, 9 are unmarried and only 1 informs to 

be divorced; due to the wide range of age, the number of children differs, ranging from 0 

children to 4 children.  

Descriptive statistics for global life satisfaction (i.e. SWLS) are presented in Table 2. The results 

show that sample level mean on global life satisfaction for women in sex work is 3.44 (SD = 

2.07). Four is the mid-point of the scale and is interpreted as the neutral score, so the subjects of 

                                                      
61 Trafficking: the act of recruitment, transportation, transfer, harbouring or receipt of a girl or woman for the purpose 

of exploitation. Palermo Protocol art.3; Council of Europe Convention art. 4. 
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this study show a global life satisfaction mean slightly below neutral. All subjects are females so 

gender differences are not measured. The Cronbach’s alpha of our study is 0.82 and the 

instrument used to analyze quantitative data is PASW Statistics 18. 

Table 2. Descriptive statistics 

Variable: Sex Workers 

Demographics: 

N 36 

Mean age 38.6 

Percentage women 100 

Satisfaction With Life Scale 3.44 (2.07) 

Source : A. Rodriguez-Casadevall 

The women in sex work from Pune score similarly in global satisfaction than women in sex 

work from Kolkata and higher than women in sex work from Managua (see Table 3). Whereas 

the global life satisfaction of women in sex work in Pune is 3.44 (SD = 2.07) in a 1-7 scale, the 

level of life satisfaction of women in sex work from Kolkata (Biswas-Diener and Diener, 2001) 

is 1.81 (1-3 scale, where 2 is neutral) and 1.6 (1-7 scale, where 4 is neutral) for the women in 

sex work from Managua (Cox, 2012). The women in sex work in this sample have significantly 

higher global satisfaction than the sample of women in sex work in the study of Cox (2012) and 

similar levels than the sample of Biswas-Diener and Diener (2001). 
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Table 3. Comparing Global Life Satisfaction in sex workers in Kolkata, Managua and Pune. 
 

Variable:  Sex Workers in 

Kolkata 

(Biswas-Diener and 

Diener, 2001) 

Sex Workers in 

Managua  

(Cox, 2012) 

Sex Workers.  

(Rodriguez-

Casadevall , 2013) 

Demographics:  

 

  

N 32 31 36 

Mean age 30.8 29 38.6 

Percentage women 97 100 100 

Satisfaction With Life Scale 1.81 1.6 (.94) 3.44 (2.07) 

Source : A. Rodriguez-Casadevall 

Biswas-Diener and Diener (2001) use a 1-3 score, where the neutral point is 2. 

Cox (2012) and Rodriguez-Casadevall (2013) use the original 1-7 score, where the neutral point is 4 

 

The average age of the women in sex work from Kolkata is 30.8; from Managua, 29, and the 

average age of the subjects in our study is 38.6. The youngest woman is 22 and the oldest, 55. 

Table 4 shows the percentage of global life satisfaction of our study. When analyzing the data, 

we see that 44.5 % of the subjects are above the neutral global life satisfaction, whereas 55.6 % 

are below a neutral score. 27.8% of the respondents expressed to be extremely dissatisfied with 

life, 13.9% dissatisfied, 13.9% slightly dissatisfied, 25% slightly satisfied, 13.9% satisfied and 

2.6% extremely satisfied with life. We can see that none of the subjects gave a neutral result (i.e. 

4-Neither agree nor disagree) with life satisfaction. 

Table 4. Global Life Satisfaction results (N = 36). Source : A. Rodriguez-Casadevall 
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Finally, as mentioned in point 2.4.2 of this study, Diener et al. (1985) reported good internal 

consistency (Cronbach’s alpha .87) and good test-retest reliability (.82) for the SWLS over a 2 

month period (Ibid: 165). When comparing the general scale’s Cronbach’s Alpha of the three 

studies, we see that it is 0.82 in our study (2013), 0.80 in Biswas-Diener and Diener study 

(2001), and 0.87in Cox’s study (2012).  

3.2. Qualitative results 

In the first place, we include a table (Table 5) with socio-demographic data of the 10 women 

who participated in the qualitative study, in order to situate the readers in the context of the 

subjects. The age range of the respondents goes from 30 to 59 years, and they have been 

working in sex work from 6 years up to 30 years. When asked about how they started in the 

business, 7 affirmed that they have been sold or trafficked, and 3 affirmed that they decided to 

enter into sex work. We see that none of the women is able to neither read nor write, and that all 

of them are Hindu and affirm to be married. The subjects are originally mainly from the Indian 

states of Maharashtra (6), 3 are from Karnataka and 1 is from West-Bengal (8). All of them are 

married and the number of children differs, ranging from 0 children to 4 children. 

Table 5. Socio-demographic data of the subjects who participated in the qualitative study (N = 10) 

Age 20-29 30-39 40-49 50-59 

0 1 4 5 

       Years in sex work 0-5 6 – 10 11 – 15 16 – 20 21 – 25 25 – 30 

0 2 1 2 0 5 

   Level of education Literate Illiterate 

0 10 

    Start in sex work Sold/Trafficked Own decision No answer 

7 3 0 

      Religion Hindu Muslim Christian Buddhist Other 

10 0 0 0 0 

     Marital status * Married Unmarried Widow Divorced 

10 0 0 0 

* 2 of the participants are Devadasi. 

 

Geographical background Maharashtra West-Bengal Karnataka Delhi 

Andhra 

Pradesh 

(State) 6 1 3 0 

  Children 0 1 2 3 4 >4 

4 2 2 1 1 0 

  Source : A. Rodriguez-Casadevall 
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The answers and statements of the subjects have been divided in three categories: 

empowerment, agency and life satisfaction. Agency and empowerment are two closely 

connected concepts and categorization might be confusing, in order to avoid possible 

confounding, the category empowerment is used to refer to ongoing changes and processes 

related to behavioral changes and decision-making, whereas the category agency is used for 

goals and purposes to take further steps towards empowerment.  

The respondents of the interview (N = 10) had attended the Empowerment Workshop in August 

2012 and the goal of the qualitative analysis of the interviews is to evaluate and follow up the 

impact of the Imagine Empowerment Workshop in the life satisfaction of the women in sex 

work of Saheli HIV/AIDS Karyakarta Sangh. 

The interviews were open-ended and the subjects were asked about family, friends and 

relationships, satisfaction with their job, decision-making processes after the workshop, saving 

habits, what make them happy and their dreams, some space was left so that the respondents 

could add any information they wanted to share with the interviewers.  In the categories of 

empowerment and agency, subjects were asked to answer according to the results they 

experienced after attending the empowerment workshop, so the changes expressed are a 

consequence of having undergone empowerment training. In order to illustrate some of these 

changes, we present quotes from the interviews according to the three categories. 

3.2.1 Empowerment  

The following quotes show the change in empowerment in relationships, money and decision-

making, mainly. Being a woman in sex work is perceived as a stigma in India, as in other parts 

of the world (“the themes of shame, perceived stigma, and perceived moral judgment by others 

appears to be crucial in how these women (women in sex work) constructed their sense of self 

vis a vis others.” (Cox, 2012)). The fact of receiving a training for their own personal benefit, 

not addressed to health, clients or family was itself empowering, since it was the first time they 

had the chance to participate in such a training, as interviewee 7 (line 564) posed: “we were 

tired of hearing about HIV-AIDS all the time so it is different this time and we really like it”. The 

prevalence of HIV-AIDS is around 30% among women in sex work in the red light area of 

Pune62 and most of the trainings they receive are related to health and prevention. 

 “My brother used to visit me and I asked him for my sister's phone number, because she 

lives in my native village, but he did not want to give it to me. Then I decided to go to 

the bus station and take a bus to my village, I reached there at night and with the help of 

                                                      
62 Data given by Saheli HIV/AIDS Karyakarta Sangh. No official data about HIV/AIDS was found.  
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some villagers I could find my sister, so I started having contact with her again and our 

relation is quite good now”. Interview 7, lines 557-560.  

“Before I was very afraid of the police, I was very scared every time there was an 

incident and the police took me to the police station. But now I do not have any fear of 

the police, I even go to the police station, try to resolve the problems of other women 

and I even have a cordial relation to the police, and I got the courage to do that from 

the workshop”. Interview 9, lines 748-751. 

“After I attended the workshop, we were made to realize the importance of saving.  I 

learned a lot from the workshop and now I save at least Rs 5 every day.  I keep aside 

this money with the existing minimum salary of Rs 1500 and I’m not really able to save 

anything on the daily basis.  But right now I save Rs 5 every day”. Interview 6, lines 

509-513. 

These quotes show that these women have already experienced behavioral change in different 

areas of their life. The empowerment training empowered women to open themselves and share 

intimate worries, which they had never had the chance to share before, Interviewee 9 shared 

with us the following: “I could share things during the workshop, when I had the chance to 

interact with people like me, share life experiences; it was very beneficial for me. I got a lot 

courage and strength from what I learned at the workshop” (lines 711-713) or interviewee 7 

“The change was mainly in me, but I try to use it to help others when I have a chance” ( line 

600). We see that the empowerment training outcomes are empowered subjects.  

3.2.2 Agency 

Agency is a key element for empowerment and relates to what the subjects are free to do and 

achieve. As explained above, agency is considered in this study as the previous step towards 

empowerment, so it includes the goals that subjects want are free to do and achieve. 

“I think I should get some control over my emotions that are connected to those 

traumatic memories. I think I will improve, I'll be much better than before after 

attending the workshop, that's what I think that's positively changing me and I aspire to 

become better than before.” Interview 1, lines 69-72. 

 “Most importantly, I found the importance of saving money.  That at least I should save 

regularly.  Sometimes, if I have a little bit extra money, I remember what I have been 

taught in the training and I try to save the money.  I want to earn more.” Interview 6, 

lines 535-537. 

. In most interviews, agency is related to money, income and saving habits, some examples are 

as follows: 
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“I understand the importance of saving money but it is difficult to save it, because I am 

getting a very low salary and I have to spend it in the rent, daily expenses, etc. The 

meeting helped me to understand the importance of saving money and I am saving 5 Rs 

per day now. Although I understand its importance, it is not possible for me to save 

more than that.” Interview 7, lines 578-581. 

“I will spend the money entirely on myself, for my old age. As long as I can work, I will 

work with Saheli but when I am not able to work I will put the money in the bank, get 

some interest and use all of it to sustain myself.” Interview 9, lines 731-733. 

We see that money is the most recurrent topic in the interviews when considering agency. Most 

of the women’s goal is to save money for their elderly years, since India does not have a pension 

system or governmental health system for the elderly and several of the respondents expressed 

their concern about the fact that people who do not have a family have nowhere to go unless 

they have money and pay someone to look after them, that might be the reason why the 

respondents set as a goal to save money for themselves and their last days. All of them report to 

have thought about the possibility of saving money or increasing income and most of them plan 

to start doing it or have already starting saving. However, several of the respondents do not 

think they can achieve that goal: “I think about my old age.  I have given thought about it.  But 

actually I am not feasible to save money” or “It is difficult to dream in such a small amount” 

(Interview 10, line 805). 

3.2.3 Life satisfaction 

Life satisfaction is considered to have long-term components (Pavot and Diener, 1993: 167), so 

this category is not divided in before or after the workshop took place but is considered a unique 

category, according to the reported information of respondents. 

“I am happy when there's no complaint about heath.” Interview 2, line 195. 

“Simple things make me happy like chatting with people, eating, visiting a number of 

places.  I like to watch movies because I think instead of criticizing each other the best 

thing we could do is spend our time watching movies.” Interview 3, lines 302-304. 

 “I feel very satisfied with that improvement in my relationships”. Interview 6, lines 

481-482. 

“I am happy with the happiness of my children (…) I worry about my future, about my 

old age, but otherwise in my children I find my own happiness.” Interview 6, lines 530-

533. 
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Again, money, family and relationships are mentioned in life satisfaction and happiness of the 

respondents: “So now at least I have the feeling that they (family members) care for me, they 

regularly come here, meet me and interact with me” (Interview 1, lines 24-25). 

The following table (Table 6) is a construct of the three categories and the more recurrent topics 

mentioned by the subjects. 

Table 6. Construct table: categories & recurrent answers. 

Category Recurrent answers of the subjects 

Empowerment - Start contact with family member. 

- Gaining courage. 

- Current problem solving. 

- Realization of the importance of saving money and doing it regularly. 

- Saving for old age and health.  

- Future. 

Agency - Understanding the importance of saving money but difficulties to save it. 

- Control over emotions. 

- Aspirations to become better than before. 

- Money on old age and health. 

- Difficult to dream with so low income. 

- Future. 

Life satisfaction - Good health. 

- Simple daily things. 

- Money. 

- Relationships. 

- Family and children. 

- Clients’ behavior. 

- Working at Saheli HIV/AIDS Karyakarta Sangh 

- Worries about future and health. 

Source : A. Rodriguez-Casadevall 

As we can read above, see in the construct table and widen as follows, the fact of not having 

anyone to look after them when they will not be able to work in the old age is the most recurrent 

worry of the subjects. For instance, interviewee 2 says that “In the future, if I ask somebody to 

look after me and if I have enough money, that person will look after me. I am saving for my old 

age, for my future, because if I am not able to work as before, money will help me secure my 

future” (lines 176-181). And interviewee 1 says “Now I'm working because I have the capacity 

but what will happen when I stop working? I am worried about my future” (lines 39-40) and 

“Who will look after me?” (line 212), “Who will support me? Sometimes I feel very lonely 

without my family by my side” (lines 214-215).  

In connection to the old age, we find that money and saving habits are relevant for the subjects, 

too:  
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“Initially, I was not at all very keen in saving the money.  I have witnessed a lot of 

deaths on the street, people dying on the street.  I have seen my friends and other 

women in sex work (die on the street).  I save for a dignified death.  For someone to 

look after death you need money.  I started understanding at the meeting and now I’m 

able to save regularly up to Rs 500 per month.  If I have money, only then will people 

care for me”. (Interview 5, lines 438-442). 

“I am really having a hand-to-mouth existence.  Now, I’m managing to save Rs 10 every 

day.  It is really difficult for me to save the money.  I think about the future, especially 

about the old age.  I think I should keep the money behind because especially my 

children are not looking after me.  I have to look after myself in the old age.  It is such a 

meager salary, it is becoming really difficult” (Interview 8, lines 649-653) 

“I was not very keen on saving the money.  Whatever I used to earn, I used to spend on 

eating or on watching movies or something like that but after this workshop now I 

realized that importance of saving money.  Now I am regularly depositing Rs 100” 

(interview 3, lines 284-286).  

The worries about the old age quality and saving habits are related, since most of the subjects 

know that they have no one to look after them when they will not be able to work anymore. 

With the respondents’ answers we can see that the empowerment training has helped them 

increase their agency and realize about the importance of saving money for themselves. They 

have been empowered to take a step forward and start planning their future in order to ensure 

themselves a certain quality in their old age.  

Finally, relations with the family are also a frequently repeated topic in the interviews. After 

attending the EW, some women restarted the relationship with their family, which very often 

was broken by the fact that the woman entered in the sex work, as stigma in India, as we said 

before.  

Of the 10 subjects, only one affirmed that nothing made her happy in life (“Nothing makes me 

happy”, interview 8, line 675), so the empowerment training had not had any effect on her, and 

interviewee 5 affirmed that “sometimes I feel satisfied, sometimes I don’t feel satisfied. This is 

because of the type of customers I get.  Sometimes there are very few customers so we don’t earn 

sufficient amount.  Some customers are very arrogant and rowdy.  They try to take more money 

from us; they don’t have good behavior with me.  Those times, I don’t feel satisfied” (lines 424-

427), she was the only one who openly talked about her condition of sex worker and how it 

conditions life.  
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4. DISCUSSION
The goals of this study are, (1) to measure the global life satisfaction of women in sex work in 

the red light area of the city of Pune, and (2) to evaluate and follow up the impact of the 

Imagine Empowerment Workshop in the empowerment and agency processes of the women in 

sex work of Saheli HIV/AIDS Karyakarta Sangh. Below, we will discuss about the quantitative 

and qualitative results and will present the limitations of the study, before finishing with study 

proposal for the future. 

Given the quantitative results, we see that global Life Satisfaction of women in sex work of 

Pune63 have a similar global life satisfaction (3.44 out of 7) than women in sex work in the study 

of Biswas-Diener and Diener (2011) in Kolkata (1.81 out of 7), and higher global life 

satisfaction than the women in sex work in the study of Cox (2012) in Managua (1.6 out of 7). 

We suggest that this difference might be due to three factors:  

(1) The fact that the sample of women in sex work from Pune are members of a collective of 

women in sex work (Saheli HIV/AIDS Karyakarta Sangh) might suggest that subjects feel 

stronger support in their lives, so life satisfaction would be higher too. The red light are of 

Sonagachi, in Kolkata, hosts an important collective of women in sex work, called the Durbar 

Mahila Samanvaya Committee64, but we are unaware whether the women in sex work of 

Biswas-Diener and Diener (2001) study belong to this active committee.  

 (2) The fact that some of the women in sex work from Pune had undergone empowerment 

training could be an indicator of higher life satisfaction, since the average score of this sample is 

significantly higher that the results of women in sex work presented in Cox (2012). However, as 

only 10 out of the 36 subjects of this study participated in empowerment training, and the 

sample group of Biswas-Diener and Diener (2001) scored similarly, further research needs to be 

conducted in order to prove the effect of the empowerment process in global life satisfaction. 

Saheli HIV/AIDS Karyakarta Sangh plans to hold further empowerment workshops for her 

members, this would be a good scenario to replicate and extend research about empowerment 

and life satisfaction. 

(3) The age variable could also explain the difference in life satisfaction. The average age of the 

women in sex work from Kolkata is 30.8; from Managua, 29, and the average age of the 

subjects in our study is 38.6. As life satisfaction is theoretically predicted to depend on a 

comparison life circumstances to one’s standards (Biswas-Diener and Diener, 2001: 165), the 

63 The sample who participated in the quantitative study is 36 women, aged 20-59, and members or connected to 

Saheli HIV/AIDS Karyakarta Sangh.(For all socio-demographic information, see section 3.1) 
64 Durbar Mahila Samanvaya Committee . http://www.durbar.org/ (Last visit: 02.08.13) 
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fact that subjects in our study are older in average than the subjects in the two previous studies 

and that our subjects show higher life satisfaction might suggest that age could be an important 

factor when scoring global life satisfaction. 

Since the three groups in Biswas-Diener and Diener study (slum dwellers, pavement dwellers 

and women in sex work) appear to be neutral or slightly dissatisfied, the authors suggest that 

poverty is a condition to which people do not completely adapt (2012: 342). When comparing 

the three groups of women in sex work, we see that the results are also above a neutral score, 

which seems to confirm the authors’ suggestion.  

The overall level of satisfaction the respondents of the quantitative and qualitative studies is 

mostly compared to their past situation, (i.e. their first years in sex work), as interviewee 6 poses 

“I’ve been living in the Budhwar Peth area for many years now.  Just now I got a phone call 

from my brother, from my son, and they were asking very affectionately when I will come to the 

native place.  They’re very keen in meeting with me. I feel very satisfied with that improvement 

in my relationships”, lines (479-482) and interviewee 1:  

“When I took the work of care taker, initially I earned a lot of money but I wasted it on 

my regular partner. I earned money and he didn't do anything on his own and I thought 

I really had to take care of him, but now, once I took the job as a care taker the situation 

has changed quite a bit. Now I am happy because with any quantity of money I earn 

monthly because this topic thing comforts me. Now, sort part of the money I use it for 

myself, the rest for the money I save for my family, some of it I give to my brother's 

children. At least now I use the money properly and I'm not wasting that money. It is a 

fair condition for me and I'm happy with that”. (lines 44-50) 

We suggest this could be a reason why a lot of them affirm to be satisfied and happy with their 

current lives. As stated in the results, life satisfaction is not divided in before or after the 

workshop took place but is considered a unique category, according to the reported information 

of respondents, both in the quantitative and the qualitative studies. 

According to Straub (2001: 5), “empowerment is the expansion of a person’s capacity to create 

positive behavioral change by working directly with the person’s own visions and goals”. This 

definition of empowerment is based on Zimmerman’s (2000: 58) premise that individual 

empowerment is the first step towards a later organizational and community empowerment. 

The theory of empowerment suggests that actions, activities, or structures may be empowering, 

and that the outcome of such processes results in a level of being empowered (Ibid: 46). We can 

see that most of the answers of the qualitative report show that the Empowerment Workshop 
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was useful to promote agency and empowerment among women65, mainly in the fields of 

relationships (“Now I understand the importance of friends.  Now I think that they are the 

support system for me.  Instead of fighting with them now I try to come to some consensus to 

make a fairly good relationship with them or something like that”, interview 5, lines 412-415), 

money (“I will spend the money entirely on myself, for my old age. As long as I can work, I will 

work with Saheli but when I am not able to work I will put the money in the bank, get some 

interest and use all of it to sustain myself”. Interview 9, lines731-733) and saving habits (“Most 

importantly, I found the importance of saving money. That at least I should save regularly. 

Sometimes, if I have a little bit extra money, I remember what I have been taught in the training 

and I try to save the money.  I want to earn more”, interview 6, lines 535-537), being the 

outcome of the EW more empowered women, in most cases. However, further research 

(quantitative and qualitative) should be conducted with subjects who have attended the 

workshop and to subjects who have not attended it, in order to compare the answers and results 

of both groups in the three categories.  

According to Zimmerman, a community can be empowered because the citizens engage in 

activities that maintain or improve their collective quality of life (2000: 58) and Saheli 

HIV/AIDS Karyakarta Sangh is a collective-based organization, which means that the members 

of the organization are the ones who vote for their representatives, decide about issues related to 

the organizations and actively participate in the activities and projects that affect the 

organization and, therefore, themselves.  

Cox, Monte Casablanca and McAdams (2012) presented a qualitative study with women in sex 

work in Managua (Nicaragua) in order to better understand the dramatic unhappiness of this 

group. The authors used the life story method, which allowed to spend two hours with each 

subjects, who were paid 15 $ (equivalent to a service fee), and focused on the identity 

construction of the subjects, considering that understanding their happiness/unhappiness is 

theoretically important. However, Cox et al. study focuses on identity and life satisfaction, 

whereas our qualitative study focuses on empowerment and agency, which limits the 

comparison between the results of the studies. These authors present their results in seven 

categories: life maps, family conflict, entry into sex work, trauma; shame, concealment and 

moral judgment, and motherhood, future redemption and generativity; and the prototypical life 

story, whereas our categories are empowerment, agency and life satisfaction. However, it is 

interesting to read that “in their view, these women are passive victims of the action of others. 

Agency in life stories has been connected to greater well-being. The women in this sample 

65 The sample who participated in the qualitative study is 10 women, aged 30-59, and members or connected to Saheli 

HIV/AIDS Karyakarta Sangh.(For all socio-demographic information, see section 3.2). 
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displayed little agency in their life stories, a fact that could help explain their very low life 

satisfaction (1.6 out of 7)” (Cox, Monte Casablanca and McAdams, 2012). Having into account 

that the subjects we interviewed had undergone empowerment training, and comparing our 

results with Cox et al., we could say that the empowerment process had a positive result in the 

agency of the subjects, since they perceived a change in their own goals and purpose to achieve 

them after the workshop. Cox, Monte Casablanca and McAdams (2012) defend that judgments 

of global life satisfaction are deeply related to identity processes and that life satisfaction 

judgments are informed by numerous sources, where identity processes, such as the life story, 

can be particularly helpful for understanding evaluations of one’s life. We agree that life 

satisfaction judgments depend on numerous sources, identity among them, but the fact of going 

through an empowerment process can become an indicator for gained agency, empowered 

subjects and life satisfaction, as we try to prove with this study. 

The results of our evaluation of the life satisfaction of the women in sex work at the red light are 

of Pune and of the Empowerment Workshop provide evidence that facilitating agency and 

empowerment training is a key factor to promote women’s development, both personal and 

human. Women realized about the importance of using their own resources properly, of having 

healthy relations and of saving money to look after themselves and their health in the future. 

Despite having shown benefits not only for the participants but also for their families, 

empowerment trainings are not publicly funded. Income and health are two of the three 

measures of the HDI, gender inequality must be tackled and “agency can catalyze participation 

in other development activities, leading to significantly more effective utilization of existing 

opportunities and resources” (Shankar, 2013: 11). 

Although we see that subjects give a lot of importance to having money (“Money makes me 

happy because with money I can look after my health and have the important things”, interview 

4, lines 379-380), life satisfaction is becoming a measure used for new national policies and 

wellbeing and quality of life evaluation (e.g. Gross National Happiness, Beyond GDP, Your 

Better life Index or World Database of Happiness, among others). Agency and empowerment 

are two key elements for the United Nations development strategies, specially the HDI and the 

gender inequality. As explained in the introduction, reproductive health, empowerment and the 

labor market are the three dimensions of the Gender Inequality Index and India, with 0,610 

occupies again a world position 136 in Gender Inequality Index. The second dimension, 

empowerment, is one of the key concepts of our research, and also a key element to achieve 

development and gender equality both in the whole world, so promoting “empowerment 

processes will help people develop skills so they can become independent problem-solvers and 

decision makers” (Zimmerman, 2000:46) and that might lead to empowered subjects, 

organizations and communities, slowly narrowing gender inequalities and “challenging the 
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forms of oppression which compel millions of people to play a part in their society on terms 

which are inequitable, or in ways which deny their human rights” (Oxfam, 1995: 9). 

The consequences of building human agency and life satisfaction through women empowerment 

training and behavioral transformation are more stable social structures, economic balance and 

healthier and happier population. Despite the economic growth experienced in the last years, 

people and specially women living in India and other developing countries are living the 

consequences of globalization and gender discrimination more dramatically than in developed 

countries. Empowerment trainings are affordable programs that should become the key to 

facilitate the conditions of human development where each person, especially each woman, 

becomes the agent for her or his own behavioral transformation and life satisfaction. 

In summary, we findings of our study are that (a) women in sex work of Pune have a similar 

global life satisfaction (3.44 out of 7) than women in sex work in the study of Biswas-Diener 

and Diener (2011) in  Kolkata (1.81 out of 7), and higher global life satisfaction Than the 

women in sex work in the study of Cox (2012) in Managua (1.6 out of 7), and (b)  that the 

Empowerment Workshop seems to show a positive effect in empowerment and agency in most 

of the participants. 

When explaining the limitations of this study, we mention that as only 10 out of the 36 subjects 

of this research participated in empowerment training, and the sample group of Biswas-Diener 

and Diener (2001) scored similarly, further research needs to be conducted in order to prove the 

effect of the empowerment process in global life satisfaction. Saheli HIV/AIDS Karyakarta 

Sangh plans to hold further empowerment workshops for her members, this would be a good 

scenario to replicate and extend research about empowerment and life satisfaction. When 

analyzing the SWLS results, we see that none of the subjects gave a neutral result (i.e. 4-Neither 

agree nor disagree) with life satisfaction, that might be due to the interpretation of the scale by 

the women. As far as we know, there is no empowerment scale to quantitatively measure the 

empowerment process of the subjects, the Trait Hope Scale (Snyder, 1995) was an option, since 

it was used by Shankar (2013) in her study in Kenya, but we finally decided to replicate Biswas-

Diener and Diener (2001) study due to the reliability and constancy of the scale and the fact that 

the sample groups were similar in number and profession. 

Finally, we do not want to close this article without including several proposals for the future. 

Quantitative and qualitative measures should be taken before and after empowerment training in 

order to compare the results of the sample group before and after the intervention and to be able 

to evaluate and measure the changes. In case time and funds area available, the qualitative 

method should be in-depth life stories, it allows wider responses and a deeper understanding of 
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the situation of the subjects, the results should be analyzed with a specialized computer program 

(e.g. Atlas). 
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APPENDIX I.  1 

TRANSCRIPTION OF THE INTERVIEWS WHO ATTENDED THE 2 

EMPOWERMENT WORKSHOP IN AUGUST 2012 (N = 10) 3 

4 

Interview #1 5 

29 November 2012 6 

7 

1) Basic information. 8 

Q: How long have you been in Budhwar Peth? How did you enter the business? 9 

A:  I wanted to earn money and a friend brought me to Budhwar Peth 10 years ago. 10 

11 

2) Open-ended interview 12 

Q: After attending the Empowerment Workshop, have you taken any important decision towards 13 
your family or friends?  14 

A: Regarding the peer-educators, I used to get irritated most often, I got quickly angry with them 15 
and so my relationship with my colleagues was tense and I tended to have a fight, but whatever 16 
I learned from the workshop has benefited me a lot. So now the relationship with my colleagues 17 
has really improved, I have given thought about it and I don't fight with them, I try to get along 18 
with each other in a very good way. Now the relation has become tension-free.  19 

A: With family, I had a very tense relationship with my family. Working as a sex worker is 20 
considered a stigma, so my family members were avoiding me. Initially only my mother used to 21 
come, never my father and also my brother used to come, but never my brother's wife. But once 22 
I fell ill and I lost the power in my legs and since that time, when the message was given to my 23 
family members, they started coming and meeting me. So now at least I have the feeling that 24 
they take care of me, they regularly come here, meet me and interact with me. 25 

A: Whenever my mother has time she comes, maybe once or twice a month, she comes and 26 
meets with our director, she interacts with her. Whenever she comes, the director attends us 27 
and they have a chat, so she feels ok and nice about it. Now I care about the family members.  28 

A: Regarding friends, the workshop didn't bring me major changes in my friendships. Initially I 29 
had friends, but now I don't have a special friendship with anybody.  30 

 31 

Q: Do you think the EW has helped you to improve your relationship with your family, friends 32 
and/or peer educators? 33 
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A: Yes. 34 

35 

Q: Is there anything else you want to add about this topic? 36 

A: I am mainly worried about my future. I think my family members should accept me, I am very 37 
keen to visiting my family members more often and I think that they should welcome me and 38 
take me into the family, but this is not really happening. Now I'm working because I have the 39 
capacity but what will happen when I stop working? I am worried about my future.  40 

41 

Q: Do you feel satisfied with your job as caretaker nowadays? Did it help you to improve your 42 
life conditions?  43 

A: When I took the work of care taker, initially I earned a lot of money but I wasted it on my 44 
regular partner. I earned money and he didn't do anything on his own and I thought I really had 45 
to take care of him, but now, once I took the job as a care taker the situation has changed quite 46 
a bit. Now I am happy because with any quantity of money I earn monthly because this topic 47 
thing comforts me. Now, sort part of the money I use it for myself, the rest for the money I save 48 
for my family, some of it I give to the my brother's children. At least now I use the money 49 
properly and I'm not wasting that money. It is a fair condition for me and I'm happy with that.  50 

51 

Q: This change came after the workshop or it was a decision you took previously? 52 

A: It has a connection with the workshop, after attending the meeting I changed my saving 53 
habits. Initially, I didn't give a serious thought about saving money but once the topic about 54 
saving the money raised in the workshop I thought that it was very important and that I should 55 
save some money for the future, I should keep some money aside. After the workshop I have 56 
done saving money a regular habit. 57 

58 

Q: So you are happy about the idea of keep on working as a caretaker. 59 

A: I am very happy to work as a caretaker because I get the mental peace while working there. 60 
Even if I go outside and I interact with some friends... but I also have bad memories associated 61 
to it and I try to avoid them. Concentrating in my job here as caretaker has given me a lot of 62 
peace, I don't need to worry about other things  63 

 64 

Q: Is there anything else about your job or connected to the topics that you want to ask?  65 

A: I said as much I want to say. I'm satisfied with what I'm taking and working as a caretaker. 66 

67 
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Q: What is the most important change you have experienced after the after attending the 68 
workshop? 69 

A: Whenever I have some traumatic memories of the past I just keep on trying. I think I should 70 
get some control over my emotions that are connected to those traumatic memories. I think I will 71 
improve, I'll be much better than before after attending the workshop, that's what I think that's 72 
positively changing me and I aspire to become better than before. 73 

A: I have understood the importance of the money. If I fall ill in the future then immediately I will 74 
have my own money and I can request somebody to take this money and to care for me, for 75 
treatment, some medicine... so I have started keeping money aside for that. There is definitively 76 
some change because now I'm performing my duties in a much better way. Initially I used to get 77 
very annoyed and irritable with the children, I used to beat them sometimes but now I do the job 78 
very systematically. Whatever my duties are as a caretaker I perform them very well, like 79 
accompanying the children in the morning, taking them from when the school is over and 80 
bringing them back to the organization... and now I'm happy working with the children. Initially I 81 
used to get very irritable and there used to be lots of complaints about me but now I'm doing my 82 
job in a really better way. 83 

(…) 84 

A: Initially I spent a lot of money in my addictions (mainly alcohol) but now I am trying to save 85 
the money I spent on my addictions. I think the addictions are related to the traumatic memories 86 
I have with my family. 87 

 88 

Q: If there is another workshop in the future, would you like to attend it?  89 

A: Yes 90 

 91 

Q: Can you tell us what are the little things that make you happy? 92 

A: I like to watch Marathi movies a lot. I also like to watch the cartoons with the children. These 93 
things bring me a lot of happiness. And I don't like to watch the channels with short clothes, with 94 
the dances...  95 

A: Another thing that I enjoy with is taking the children outside for some recreation, taking them 96 
out in the gardens. For example, on 1st December there will be a recreational melawa 97 
(celebration with children), they organize some function for the children, the Nobility college is 98 
organizing that, and I'm going with Mandakini Madam (Saheli counsellor and social worker) and 99 
children to attend the function. This is another thing that brings me happiness, I like to go out of 100 
the organization with the children for recreational tings.  101 

(...) 102 
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A: I had very traumatic experiences in my life. I used to live a very happy life before, I had a 103 
good family, I used to have my own home but I lost it completely and I feel very bad about it. 104 
When I think about the happy time with my family I feel very sad because I remember the good 105 
quality life I was living at that time.  106 

3) Observations. 107 

Participant 1 comes to tears when she is asked about how and when she started working in the 108 
area, and also when she was asked about the relation with her family, since she once had a 109 
happy family and life and she lost everything. She is rejected by her family except by her 110 
mother. Important: she blames only herself for having lost that happy life. Relations with the 111 
family are the most recurrent topic of the whole interview, she goes to the past and keeps on 112 
blaming herself about her loss ('I am blaming myself only'). 113 

She also cries when she talks about her future, since she works at the creche now and she is 114 
happy about that, but thinks about the time when she will not be able to work anymore. 115 
Important: this seems to be the most common worry among women, not having anyone to look 116 
after them when they will not be able to work. 117 

Participant 1 is open in her answers, which is surprising since Saheli's social workers did not 118 
expect her to give any clear or private information (the fact that the interpreter is a former 119 
Saheli's social workers gives more trust to the interviewed women and, consequently, more 120 
depth to the contents of the interview). She openly recognizes her addiction with alcohol (in the 121 
past and in the present). 122 

Participant 1 is physically small, she seems older than she is.  123 

Meena: 'She is really committed to her job, the Saheli team is  very proud of her', 'She is not 124 
saying it openly, but she asks herself why her partner has betrayed her and left her. She had 125 
spent a lot of money on him'. 126 

Interviews were scheduled for 35-40 minutes, but since women are not able to score the scales 127 
directly interviews will take longer than expected: around 60 minutes. 128 
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Interview #2 129 

30 November 2012 130 

 131 

1) Basic information. 132 

Q: How long have you been in Budhwar Peth? How did you enter the business? 133 

A: When I was 15 years old when I got married and I lived in Kartanaka with my joint family (her 134 
biological family still lives in Karnakata currently, only her brother lives in Pune). There was a 135 
drought and we moved to Mumbai, this was the first time I was in a big city. I felt very lonely 136 
there because no one spoke Kannada (language of Karnakata). I then met a woman who also 137 
spoke Kannada, she cheated me and brought me to the Red Light Area of Pune, so I'm there 138 
since that time. 139 

 140 

2) Open-ended interview. 141 

Q: In what way has the empowerment workshop helped you?  142 

A: This workshop has given me a lot of clarity and now I have started equating the things. For 143 
example, I'd like to earn more money but now I've come to a certain agreement in my life also 144 
because of my age. I have some age problems, knee problems, so I am happy if I earn money 145 
working at the Saheli kitchen. Someone offered me a job in a market, about 4 km from here, 146 
and was willing to pay 6000 Rs. but I prefer to work with Saheli because, although the amount is 147 
less, it's closer to my house. So that is how I started choosing the options to get my money. I 148 
also work making chapatis for a family and I earn 400Rs. to 500 Rs. for that, so I'm happy with 149 
that.   150 

 151 

Q: After attending the Empowerment Workshop, have you taken any important decision towards 152 
your family or friends?  153 

A: Regarding my family, I was reluctant towards my family members but after attending the 154 
workshop, I try to care more for them. I used to refuse being with my younger brother but now I 155 
prepare and offer good food to him, and he even asked to stay at my house and I offered him a 156 
place. I have started to care about them instead of fighting. My younger brother has two sons, 157 
one is 14 and the other 16, and  158 

A: Regarding friends, I should help them out whenever they need it. Instead of fighting and 159 
quarreling, it's good to be together, help out each other. I have thought about it. I live in a place 160 
very close to the red light area and many of the women come to my house even if they are 161 
working on the street they come and I give them a patient hearing, they sit, tell their problems 162 
and it can be a sympathetic learning. I offer them tea sometimes and I am very supportive to 163 
them. These are the changes I find after the workshop.   164 
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165 

Q: Do you feel satisfied with your job at the community kitchen nowadays? Did it help you to 166 
improve your life conditions?  167 

A: I am not working at the kitchen only for the money but I have been connected with Saheli for 168 
a very long time. For some time we had from 50 to 60 children and we had to prepare a lot of 169 
things in the kitchen, so I'm working there since that time and I am very happy to work in the 170 
kitchen. I understand that there are some funding problems now and we shouldn't stop working 171 
because of this problem. Working in the kitchen will be beneficial for Saheli and also for myself, 172 
to earn some money, and I am very keen to working at Saheli. I am very cold now in winter but I 173 
am never absent because few peer-educators are here now.  174 

175 

Q: Have you started saving money after the workshop? 176 

A: There was a part of the workshop dedicated to money and after that I gave a serious thought 177 
about saving money. I started saving around 500 Rs a month and I am able to save around 178 
5000 Rs nowadays. When I have a bit amount, I come to the office with Mandakini Madam and 179 
we go together to the bank and put my money there. I am really happy about it.  180 

181 

Q: Is there something special that you are saving for? 182 

A:Yes. In the future, if I ask somebody to look after me and if I have enough money, that person 183 
will look after me. I am saving for my old age, for my future, because if I am not able to work as 184 
before, money will help me secure my future. I feel that it is my own money that I can access, 185 
sometimes Madame is not there, Mandakini and Sarika are not there then, to whom will I ask for 186 
the money? I have my own money and I can have access without asking anyone.  187 

Now I can save money regularly because I realized that I can save 5000 Rs or 7000 Rs each 188 
month and I am really happy with that. 189 

190 

Q: What are your personal dreams in life? 191 

A: I hope to live a happy and healthy life.  I pray to God for a happy life and as far as I'm able to 192 
work for my own I will do that.  I have already started to feel problems related to age and I 193 
cannot do things that I did before like filling up the bottles and things like that. I hope to be fit 194 
until the end and not face any major problems. 195 

 196 

Q: And related to the last question: what makes you happy in life? 197 
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A: I am happy when something good happens at Saheli: when Madame (meaning Tejaswi 198 
Madame, Director) comes with some good news, something about funding... those things make 199 
me happy. And personally, if my health remains good and I'm able to work without health 200 
problems, that makes me happy. I am happy when there's no complaint about heath. 201 

 202 

Q: What is the most important change you have experienced after the after attending the 203 
workshop?  204 

A: Before the workshop I had never had such a exposure of my life, talking to people like you, 205 
educated people. When I joined Saheli we used to meet a lot of people, celebrate August 15th, 206 
26th January, and it was the first time I exposed myself so much. 207 

 208 

Q: Would you say there were any specific changes connected to the empowerment workshop?  209 

A: I already told you about the saving habits and we also talked about exercises at the 210 
workshop, meditation and relaxation techniques, so now I do simple exercises every day. Now I 211 
am able to keep quite when there is a quarrel among the members, now I am able to control my 212 
anger and to keep quite until the quarrel is over and it is benefiting me a lot.  213 

 214 

3) Observations. 215 

Participant 2 is willing to share her thoughts and feelings in her answers, she is very frank and 216 
lively. She smiles and laughs very often. 217 

Again, her main worries are related to her future, when she won't be able to work and earn 218 
money: 'Who will look after me?'. She launches a very relevant issue regarding the elderly in 219 
India: governmental facilities for elderly do not exist in India so the government should build 220 
sites and start thinking about the elderly people who do not have money nor a family to be 221 
looked after. 'Who will support me? Sometimes I feel very lonely without my family by my side'. 222 

For the scales, Meena is asked to tell the participant that she doesn't need to ask with a 223 
number, but with a confirmation (agree, slightly agree, slightly disagree...) but her answer is that 224 
the interviewed woman will not do that, since it is easier for her (and most women) to give and 225 
explanation and then confirm the proposed score.  226 

Participant 2 seems to be a solution oriented person, we can feel that from her answers and 227 
Meena confirms that with previous experiences with her at Saheli. She complains about knee 228 
problems but again she confirms that takes steps to find a solutions.  During the Hope Scale, 229 
the participant explains that she had family problems or problems with the renter, so daily 230 
things, and she is able to take steps to solve them. Later on in the interview she explains that 231 
even a spiritual counselor of Budwahr Peth comes to ask for her advise in different matters and 232 
problems, because this woman trusts her. 233 
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Regarding the statement 'I am easily downed in an argument', she explains that before she 234 
used to argue and fight with other women, but she learned from the workshop that it is better to 235 
be quiet and calm and talk things quietly, so she's doing that now. She is able to have a 236 
discussion but she cannot physically tolerate quarrels (her knees start hurting). 237 

Again comes the family: and she explains a story to help us understand  238 

30 years ago her father had a cancer and she had 22 tolas1 of gold at that time and she spent 7 239 
to 8 tolas for her father's treatment so she spent almost all her money for the treatment. She 240 
affirms she didn't even have enough for tea.  241 

                                                 
1 1 tola of gold = 10 grams of gold. 
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Interview #3 242 

30 November 2012 243 

 244 

1) Basic Information. 245 

Q: How long have you been in Budhwar Peth? How did you enter the business? 246 

A: I have been 10 years in the business.  I met a Christian man and got pregnant.  He took me 247 
to Mumbai.  We were living in poverty, I couldn’t feed myself and I wasn’t able to speak the 248 
language.  A woman asked me about my problems then took me to the red light district where I 249 
was able to work and earn money.  I worked right up through my seventh month of pregnancy.  I 250 
left that child in Mumbai with a woman and eventually came to Pune to work in the red light 251 
district. 252 

 253 

2) Open-ended interview. 254 

Q: Have you experienced any change in the relationships with family, friends and/or peer 255 
educators since the workshop? 256 

A: I have ample of friends here in this area and I have a very good relationship with them, they 257 
do come, they share their problems with me and I have a very good relationship with them. 258 

 259 

Q: Did this happen as a result of the workshop? 260 

A: Initially, I used to have fights with many of the peers and the women that were standing there 261 
for the business, but now I share a good relationship with them and one of my friends, Leela, I’m 262 
very close to her and we share our intimate problems with each other 263 

 264 

Q: What about family? 265 

A: I am living with my sister in Pune but initially we weren’t getting along.  Now, our relationship 266 
has improved quite a bit and we have a fairly good relationship.  I like to visit my sister’s place.  267 
We don’t live together, we live separately.  I have taken one room on rent in the neighborhood 268 
near my sister’s place. 269 

A: Initially, I used to work as the peer educator in one of the different organizations and there I 270 
worked for quite a long time and I joined Saheli one year back I think.  Initially, I used to have a 271 
lot of fights with the peer workers and the relationships were quite stressful with another peer.  272 
Depending on the type of work I was doing, the workload, and other issues.  But now I can get 273 
along well with all the peer workers and especially I look after the kitchen activities, the 274 
marketing, selling of the products.  One of the women who makes the rotis is like my elder sister 275 
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and she explains everything to me and she also talks to me and says ‘why are you so irritable? 276 
Don’t get annoyed with simple things’ and now I have good relations with colleagues and things. 277 

(Meena mentions she has witnessed Participant 3 fighting or arguing and laughs about it with 278 
the participant.) 279 

280 

Q: Were there any changes in your work? 281 

A: I am happy with the marketing and I would not like to change, the marketing is okay, perfect 282 
for me.  Initially I was working on a project as a peer educator but now I am only working in the 283 
kitchen because of lack of funding.  I am also well trained in taking the patients to the clinic and 284 
that is one of the activities I get a lot of satisfaction from.  I am very keen in meeting with the 285 
other sex workers, asking them about their health complaints and then taking them to the health 286 
clinic, providing them health services so I do that work apart from the marketing food stuff.  I 287 
also help distributing condoms.  I am happy with the marketing job.  I do not want to change my 288 
job. 289 

Note: We clarify with Meena that Participant 3 is still in sex work, she is. 290 

291 

Q: What are your money saving habits? 292 

A: Initially, I was not very keen on saving the money.  Whatever I used to earn, I used to spend 293 
on eating or on watching movies or something like that but after this workshop now I realized 294 
that importance of saving money.  Now I am regularly depositing Rs 100.  There is a scheme in 295 
the post office where I am depositing Rs 100 every month.  I am saving for my future and for my 296 
health because if I fall ill and I have my own money with me then my other colleagues or friends 297 
will think of helping me.  If I don’t have money then nobody will even think of helping me.  So, I 298 
will be getting help from them if I have my own money. 299 

 300 

Q: Do you have any debts? 301 

A: No 302 

303 

Q: What are your personal dreams in life? 304 

Note: Initially, she was not able to say but when probed a little bit she answered... 305 

A: I have one son who is about 18 years old so just now he’s working in the hotel, he does the 306 
cash in the hotel.  I am dreaming to get him married and having a daughter-in-law.  I dream of 307 
staying with my son and daughter-in-law after some few years. 308 

 309 

Q: What makes you happy? 310 
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A: Simple things make me happy like chatting with people, eating, visiting a number of places.  I 311 
like to watch movies because I think instead of criticizing each other the best thing we could do 312 
is spend our time watching movies. 313 

 314 

Q: What is the most important change you experienced after the workshop? 315 

A: I enjoyed the workshop because we got good food to eat 316 

 317 

Q: But in your life, what are the changes you experienced? 318 

A: I understand the importance of saving habits now so I’ve been saving regularly.  I got to learn 319 
how to talk with the people, how to be nice to them, how to be good to them.  My relationships 320 
improved and I’ve started becoming very happy after that. 321 

 322 

Clarification Note 323 

She had her first son and left him in Mumbai.  She was taken by her sister from Mumbai to their 324 
village where she was married.  Then she delivered her second child from the second husband 325 
who is now about 18 years old.  This son lives with her sister and she has a good relationship 326 
with him.  Initially, she lived with her second husband but they had a lot of fights because he 327 
was into drinking and other addictions so she no longer lives with him. 328 

 329 

3) Observations. 330 

Participant 3 was very adamant about the necessity of an old age home for HIV+ women and 331 
women in sex work.  She said it’s very difficult for women living with HIV/AIDS to get proper 332 
nutrition and care for themselves because it can be very expensive.  The government only 333 
provides the ART medications, nothing more.  There needs to be more support for them in their 334 
old age, she explained.  She was especially enthusiastic about the potential for foreigners to 335 
help them.  She thinks people like us should help her and women like her.336 
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 337 

Interview #4 338 

3 December 2012 339 

 340 

1) Basic information. 341 

Q: How long have you been in Budhwar Peth? How did you enter the business? 342 

A: I started working in the Red Light Area of Pune for economic problems 20 years ago. 343 

Comment: she is not willing to give any further information. 344 

 345 

2) Open-ended interview. 346 

Q: In what way has the empowerment workshop helped you?  347 

A: After the workshop I have started saving 10 Rs every day. 348 

 349 

Q: After attending the Empowerment Workshop, have you taken any important decision towards 350 
your family or friends?  351 

A: Regarding the family, I did not feel much improvement. But now I am changing the relation 352 
with my friends and it has improved.  And regarding the peer-educators, I now prefer to 353 
concentrate in my work instead of arguing and quarreling with them, that is the best for me. 354 

 355 

Q: Do you feel satisfied with your job at the community kitchen nowadays?  356 

A: I am happy with my job of selling bakhris and all the marketing I am doing in the area, I am 357 
very happy because the rotis finish fast and I am worried about the money I will earn with the 358 
selling. I do not receive commissions but a monthly salary and I am very proud of it.  359 

 360 

Q: Are you doing any other jobs?  361 

A: I also do the cleaning of the office and I am paid separately for that, and also the cleaning of 362 
a police station.  363 

 364 

Q: Did the workshop help you improve your work conditions?  365 

A: I am in the area (Red Light Area) for about two hours and I realized that I have to do proper 366 
marketing to do the maximum efforts to sell the rotis, I am worried about that. The workshop has 367 
helped me to be more satisfied  and happy when doing my work. 368 
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 369 

Q: You already said that you are saving some Rupees every day, did you start saving after the 370 
workshop or you had been doing it also before attending it?  371 

A: Before I used to save from 500 to 1000 Rs per month but after the workshop I am saving 10 372 
Rs every day besides the money I already saved before. I want to save the money for the future 373 
of my son, to get him married and to help him out. I already have a married daughter who 374 
frequently visits me, then I have to spend money to buy her clothes and sarees, toys for my 375 
grandchildren and things like that.  376 

 377 

Q: Have you given any thought about saving money for your future, you old age? 378 

A: I will use all that is left from my savings for my old age. With a salary of 1500 Rs I am not 379 
really able to save a lot.  I have to do a lot of efforts to save the money.  380 

 381 

Q: What are your personal dreams in life?   382 

A: My life is fulfilled; I am worried about my children now. My daughter is very well settled, she is 383 
married, has children and lives with her husband. Now I am looking for a wife for my son 384 
because he should settle down. Only God knows if my son will look after me or not.   385 

 386 

Q: And what makes you happy?  387 

A: Money makes me happy because with money I can look after my health and have the 388 
important things. I am happy if I feel well. 389 

 390 

Q: And the last question: what is the most important change you have experienced after the 391 
after attending the workshop? 392 

A: The efficiency of my work has increased, I do my work faster, I take and sell more rotis than 393 
before and I can save between more rupees every month with that.  394 

 395 

3) Observations 396 

Participant 4 is the only woman until now who has openly asked for the goals of the interview 397 
and the purpose of the information. 398 

Participant 4 is not very keen to talk about intimate matters, she focuses on work and marketing. 399 
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We realize the the overall level of satisfaction the respondents affirm to have is compared to 400 
their past situation (mostly first years in sex work), that could be a reason why a lot of them 401 
affirm to be satisfied and happy with their current lifes. 402 

She lives in a rented house and would like to have her own (afraid of having to leave the house 403 
in several years). 404 

She seems to have a leader profile (Meena has confirmes it). 405 
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Interview #5 406 

3 December 2012 407 

 408 

1) Basic Information. 409 

Q: How did you enter sex work? 410 

A: I was sold by a close relative (my uncle) into the red light area of Mumbai.  I was 3-4 months 411 
pregnant at the time.  I ran away from the brothel and entered the business here in Pune. 412 

 413 

2) Open-ended interview. 414 

Q: After attending the Empowerment Workshop, have you taken any important decisions 415 
towards your family, friends, and do you feel happier with them? 416 

A: My family members are not ready to accept me [she is HIV+].  Initially they are not ready to 417 
accept me, but now my relationship with the family has improved and they have started 418 
accepting me.  They accept me in the house after the workshop. 419 

A: Initially, there used to be quite frequent fights with my friends but now I prefer to be quiet 420 
even if I get tension now I keep quiet.  That is the best way to deal with arguments.  Now I 421 
understand the importance of friends.  Now I think that they are the support system for me.  422 
Instead of fighting with them now I try to come to some consensus to make a fairly good 423 
relationship with them or something like that. 424 

A: When the police come for the raids and when the police know and are aware of my status 425 
then police protect me and they request another police woman not to catch me and take me to 426 
the station because I’m positive and I require rest.  So the police take pity on me and treat me 427 
well. 428 

 429 

Q: Relating to work, does she work in the red light area? 430 

Meena: Yes, correct. 431 

 432 

Q: So are you satisfied with your work? 433 

A: Sometimes I feel satisfied, sometimes I don’t feel satisfied.  This is because of the type of 434 
customers I get.  Sometimes there are very few customers so we don’t earn sufficient amount.  435 
Some customers are very arrogant and rowdy.  They try to take more money from us, they don’t 436 
have good behavior with me.  Those times, I don’t feel satisfied. 437 

 438 

Q: How do you feel about working in the area? Do you ever think about leaving? 439 
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A: I think about quitting the business.  I want to take one room and start living separately but it’s 440 
not possible for me. 441 

442 

Q: Did you think about this after the workshop? 443 

A: We learned a lot from the workshop.  I had thought in my mind, okay I should quit the 444 
business. 445 

446 

Q: Regarding economic conditions, do you have any saving practices? Did this change after the 447 
workshop? 448 

A: Initially, I was not at all very keen in saving the money.  I have witnessed a lot of deaths on 449 
the street, people dying on the street.  I have seen my friends and other women in sex work (die 450 
on the street).  I save for a dignified death.  For someone to look after death you need money.  I 451 
started understanding at the meeting and now I’m able to save regularly up to Rs 500 per 452 
month.  If I have money, only then will people care for me. 453 

454 

Note: Participant 5 was present at our original discussion with David Gershon about the 455 
Empowerment Workshop.  At that time, Participant 5 explained that because her village knows 456 
her HIV+ status, they will not give her a proper funeral service.  Because of this, she needs to 457 
save money so that her friends and colleagues here in Budhwar Peth can give her a dignified 458 
and proper funeral when she dies; so she does not die on the streets. 459 

460 

Q: What are your personal dreams, what do you want for yourself and what do you want out of 461 
life? 462 

A: I expect the good quality of life.  That is my dream: the good quality of life. 463 

 464 

Q: What makes you happy? 465 

A: I should get love and affection from my peer workers, from my friends, and even people like 466 
you (referring to the interviewers) so I’m happy with that. 467 

 468 

Q: What is the most important change that you’ve experienced after the workshop? 469 

A: I liked that activity of tunnel in the workshop, about the experiences sharing in the past.  I 470 
think I could relate to my past experiences with that activity.  I found importance in that activity. 471 

 472 

3) Observations. 473 
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When asked about her age, she paused for a few moments before answering.  She seemed 474 
comfortable while talking to us but also appeared to be sad, tired and pensive at various times 475 
during the interview.  When asked about her dreams, her voice sounded a little tight.  She also 476 
mentioned that she feels tired because there is nowhere for her to rest. 477 
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Interview #6  478 

3 December 2012 479 

480 

1) Basic Information. 481 

Q: How did you enter the business? 482 

A: I am devadasi.  My father expired and I was living with my brother under a lot of economic 483 
stress.  I went with a friend to Pune and gradually entered into sex work.  I am not active 484 
anymore in the business. 485 

486 

2) Open-ended interview. 487 

Q: Could you tell us if after attending the Empowerment Workshop you felt that you have taken 488 
important decisions towards family, friends, peer educators, and if your relationship with them 489 
improved? 490 

A: I’ve been living in the Budhwar Peth area for many years now.  Just now I got a phone call 491 
from my brother, from my son, and they were asking very affectionately when I will come to the 492 
native place.  They’re very keen in meeting with me.  I feel very satisfied with that improvement 493 
in my relationships.  [The family is in Karnataka] 494 

 495 

Q: Did she make that call? Or did they initiate the relationship? 496 

A: The family contacted her 497 

498 

Q: So how did the Empowerment Workshop help with her relationships? 499 

A: Regarding friends, there is not much change.  Even with the peer educators, we have been 500 
working together for the last 20 years so we have a fairly good relationship.  Sometimes there 501 
are quarrels but we don’t take things personally.  The next day, we forget everything and 502 
concentrate on our work. 503 

 504 

Q: So she works in the kitchen? 505 

A: Yes 506 

507 

Q: So about the work, are you satisfied in the kitchen or would you like to change something? 508 

A: I work in the kitchen.  I am happy with the work but I see that there are a lot of hardships with 509 
that work when I prepare the roti and I don’t get that much salary which I’m expected to get.  I 510 
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have body aches and complaints because of my job.  I’m very keen to speak with the director or 511 
madam regarding that.  I am bothered because I don’t get the money according to which the 512 
hardships I’m working in.  There is one colleague downstairs in the kitchen who also prepares 513 
roti but she is a little bit higher paid than me.  That bothers me.  Why is she paid highly and why 514 
am I not? I’m paid less but it doesn’t change my work pattern.  I do the same work with great 515 
sincerity and come here regularly.  I report here at 9am every day. 516 

 517 

Q: Related to that, the economic conditions, are you able to save money regularly? 518 

A: Initially, I used to keep some money aside because initially we used to have a little bit higher 519 
salary on a previous project and that is how I managed the marriage of my children and 520 
responsibilities.  Nowadays, with the existing salary that I am getting, I am hardly able to save 521 
anything.  Even after I attended the workshop, we were made to realize the importance of 522 
saving.  I learned a lot from the workshop and now I save at least Rs 5 every day.  I keep aside 523 
this money with the existing minimum salary of Rs 1500 and I’m not really able to save anything 524 
on the daily basis.  But right now I save Rs 5 every day. 525 

 526 

Q: Have you thought about saving for the future or for your children? What are you saving for? 527 

A: I think a lot about that but it is not possible with such a meager salary.  I’ve expressed my 528 
concern with our director about raising the salary so even if I get more money I will save for the 529 
future. 530 

 531 

Q: What is your current living situation? 532 

A: I have a very good relation, like a brother relationship, with the husband of a brothel owner.  533 
They allow me in the good faith to stay in the house without paying rent.  At least I can save that 534 
money.  I’m not paying rent.  I’ve been there for a long time.  I don’t know about the future, but 535 
just now I’m living there. 536 

 537 

Q: What do you want for yourself out of life? What are your dreams? 538 

A: To live with the good people, to live with the good quality of life, to get connected with the 539 
good people in my life.  Everything should be good in my life. 540 

 541 

Q: What makes you happy? 542 

A: I am happy with the happiness of my children.  Right now I am happy because my children 543 
are well-settled.  They are very happy in their lives.  My grand-children make me happy.  I worry 544 
about my future, about my old age, but otherwise in my children I find my own happiness. 545 
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546 

Q: What is the most important change that you experienced after the Empowerment Workshop? 547 

A: Most importantly, I found the importance of saving money.  That at least I should save 548 
regularly.  Sometimes, if I have a little bit extra money, I remember what I have been taught in 549 
the training and I try to save the money.  I want to earn more. 550 

 551 

3) Observations and other notes. 552 

When asked about life satisfaction, she mentioned that she had learned to be satisfied. 553 

Participant 6 is Saheli's president.554 
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Interview #7 555 

3 December 2012 556 

 557 

1) Basic information. 558 

Q: Q: How did you enter sex work? 559 

A: I was cheated by my husband 30 years ago. 560 

Comment: she doesn't want to give more information about this topic. 561 

 562 

2) Open-ended interview. 563 

Q: After attending the Empowerment Workshop, have you taken any important decision towards 564 
your family or friends?  565 

A: The relation with my family members has really improved, now they call me, invite me to visit 566 
the family. I am very happy with the relation I now have with them.  567 

 568 

Q: Did you take any step after the workshop to make that possible or was your family who 569 
contacted you? 570 

A: My brother used to visit me and I asked him for my sister's phone number, because she lives 571 
in my native village, but he did not want to give it to me. Then I decided to go to the bus station 572 
and take a bus to my village, I reached there at night and with the help of some villagers I could 573 
find my sister, so I started having contact with her again and our relation is quite good now.  574 

A: Regarding friends and other people, when I go into the area, a lot of women come and ask 575 
me about the workshop and they would like to attend the workshop. They ask me when it will 576 
take place, if they will be able to attend it... Then I tell them that it will take some time because 577 
Saheli has to plan for the money, the funding, we have to book a hall for that. We were tired of 578 
hearing about HIV-AIDS all the time so it is different this time and we really like it. 579 

A: With the peer-educators, we have a more trustful relationship after the workshop. We share 580 
our sorrows, talk...we are emotionally closer and share more things now. 581 

 582 

Q: Do you feel satisfied with your job at the community kitchen nowadays? Did it help you to 583 
improve your life conditions?  584 

A: Right now I concentrate in the kitchen activities and that makes me very happy and satisfied 585 
because we (Saheli) do not have any proper funding right now so we should avoid spending 586 
time in unnecessary things. We should concentrate in the kitchen activities: preparing the food, 587 
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going to the area, selling rotis and chappatis, doing the marketing and selling all the products 588 
quickly. 589 

590 

Q: Regarding your job and economic conditions, what are your practice in saving money? Have 591 
you started changed anything after the workshop? 592 

A: I understand the importance of saving money but it is difficult to save it, because I am getting 593 
a very low salary and I have to spend it in the rent, daily expenses, etc. The meeting help me to 594 
understand the importance of saving money and I am saving 5 Rs per day now. Although I 595 
undestand this importance, it is not possible for me to save more than that. 596 

597 

Q: Do you have any other job besides the kitchen community? 598 

A: Yes, I do a small business and I sell dried corn and sweet corn during festivals. I will bring 599 
some corn tomorrow so that you try it (laughs).  I use what I earn by selling the corn for my daily 600 
expenses and the I can save my regular salary.  601 

602 

Q: Have you given any thought about your future? Have you thought about saving for it? 603 

A: Yes, if I spend all my money now, who will look after me when I am old? If I lend some 604 
money to people from my village with an interest rate I will earn some money that I can save for 605 
my future. (Meena's comment: “She is a very intelligent woman”. 606 

607 

Q: What are your personal dreams in life? We already know what your dreams are, but can you 608 
tell us what makes you happy?  609 

A: I like watching TV series and programs and relax. But I do not watch TV during working 610 
hours, only when I am home.   611 

612 

Q: And one last question: what is the most important change you have experienced after the 613 
after attending the workshop?  614 

A: The change was mainly in me, but I try to use it to help others when I have a chance: to 615 
educate and empower them, and so on.  616 

617 

3) Observations. 618 

Participant 7 is very proactive and starts telling about her dreams in life without being asked, 619 
seems to focus on the positive aspects of her current life and states that she wants to purchase 620 
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a 3 gram-gold ring and sell it in the future (this could an example of the importance given to 621 
possessions and money for her future). 622 

The worry for saving money for her old age comes up again. She says to have the idea of going 623 
to her village, to lend money to people with an interest, that will help her have more money for 624 
the future (she keeps on showing herself as a proactive and secure woman). She gives the 625 
impression of being an assertive person.  626 

There is a contradiction, since as she states that she worries and cares for the health, she 627 
prepares her tobacco and chews it during the interview. 628 

Once the interview was over, we kept on chatting and making jokes for a while and almost at 629 
the end she says: “'f I had had the chance, I would have liked to be educated like you are'. We 630 
asked the Saheli team what facilities the government has to teach adults to read and write but 631 
the answer was clear: “There are not government facilities for that. We don't trust the 632 
government”. 633 

Participant 7 is Saheli's treasurer. 634 
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Interview #8 635 

3 December 2012 636 

637 

1) Basic Information. 638 

Q: How did you enter sex work? 639 

A: I was cheated by a friend and brought into the business.  My friend had promised me a 640 
different job and then tricked me into sex work. 641 

642 

2) Open-ended interview. 643 

Q: Regarding relationships, would you say that after attending the Empowerment Workshop you 644 
have taken important decisions towards family, friends etc. or would you say your relationship 645 
improved with them? 646 

A: There have been no major changes in the family. 647 

A: Regarding friends, I have noticed a change.  After the workshop, I shared my experiences 648 
with the rest of my friends.  My friends were also happy to hear about the workshop and they 649 
said they wanted me to call them for the meeting.  They are also keen in attending the 650 
workshop.  Initially, I used to have a lot of fights but now those have reduced. 651 

A: Since now there is no particular project, I’m not doing any project activity so just now i’m 652 
focusing on marketing of roti.  Daily, I go into the area, sell the roti, and come back.  No major 653 
changes otherwise. 654 

655 

Q: Regarding your work, are you satisfied with roti marketing in the area? Would you like to 656 
change or improve something? 657 

A: Yes.  The marketing should be done more.  More customers should come to purchase the 658 
roti. 659 

 660 

Q: Did the workshop help you to have more ideas about the marketing or with your job? 661 

A: No, nothing particularly about my work. 662 

663 

Q: And regarding your economic conditions, do you save any money for the future? Before and 664 
after the workshop? 665 

A: Initially, I couldn’t spend a bit of money because whatever the salary I got was not enough to 666 
look after my poor children and managing my house, spending for the rent.  I am really having a 667 
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hand-to-mouth existence.  Now, I’m managing to save Rs 10 every day.  It is really difficult for 668 
me to save the money.  I think about the future, especially about the old age.  I think I should 669 
keep the money behind because especially my children are not looking after me.  I have to look 670 
after myself in the old age.  It is such a meager salary, it is becoming really difficult. 671 

 672 

Q: What is the living situation? 673 

A: I have to spend Rs 2000 on my rent 674 

 675 

Q: What do you for yourself out of life? What are your dreams? 676 

A: It is difficult to dream in such a small amount.  What will I dream in such a meager salary? 677 
Even if I get the good money, I will never think to leave this organization.  I will remain attached 678 
with this.  (Referring to Saheli) 679 

 680 

Q: What makes you happy? 681 

Meena: I think she has a very pessimistic approach.  She is not able to share the things which 682 
make her happy. 683 

 684 

Q: What is the most important change after the workshop? 685 

A: The most important thing I can remember and relate to is the meditation exercise.  I got 686 
relaxed and forgot all of my sorrows, my bad memories.  It helped me to remain tension-free 687 
and so that part I really liked the most. 688 

 689 

3) Observations. 690 

This participant was extremely pessimistic and downbeat throughout the interview.  She did not 691 
appear to have benefited from the Empowerment Workshop.  There is an answer that is very 692 
revealing about her life satisfaction: 'Nothing makes me happy'. 693 

 694 
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Interview #9, 695 

4 December 2012 696 

 697 

1) Basic information. 698 

 Q: How long have you been in Budhwar Peth? How did you enter the business? 699 

 A: I was promised a job in Delhi by one person of my village but I was sold the red light area of 700 
Delhi. I stayed there for several years. Then I came back to my village for some years and 701 
decided to come to Pune for business. 702 

 Comment: she doesn't want to say for long she has lived in Pune. 703 

 704 

2) Open-ended interview. 705 

 706 

Q: The first question is related to relationships. After attending the Empowerment Workshop, 707 
have you taken any important decision towards your family or friends?  708 

A: Regarding family, the relation with my sister-in-law has improved. We used to argue and she 709 
would not talk to me but one day, after the workshop, all my family members came to my place 710 
and we started talking and since them we are in contact again. 711 

 712 

Q: Does you family live in Pune?  713 

A: My parents live in my home village and the rest of my family live here in Pune.  714 

 715 

Q: And do you live in a rented your, in a flat...?  716 

A: I live next to my brother's house and this is our own house, we built it and we live next to 717 
each other. And my children live with me. 718 

 719 

Q: And with friends?  720 

A: I was very friendly and kind to all my friends but I had bad experiences, they cheated me, we 721 
argued but after the workshop I think only about myself and I only concentrate in my job. I am 722 
happy with that.  723 

 724 

Q: What about the peer-educators?  725 
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A: We all think we are part of the Saheli family and we have a feeling of belonging and unity, but 726 
there was not much difference after the workshop. 727 

 728 

Q: And after the workshop, were you able to find somebody to talk to, some new support 729 
system?  730 

A: I could share things during the workshop, when I had the chance to interact with people like 731 
me, share life experiences, it was very beneficial for me. I got a lot courage and strength from 732 
what I learned at the workshop. 733 

 734 

Q: Do you feel satisfied with your job at the community kitchen nowadays?  Did it help you to 735 
improve your life conditions?  736 

A: I am happy with the roti making, going into the area and selling chappatis, I do not want to 737 
quit this job because it brings me a lot of pleasure. But I think that we should end more money 738 
and expand our business, that is how Saheli should get funding and money. I am happy with the 739 
job I am doing.   740 

 741 

Q: Do you have a side-job?  742 

A: No. 743 

 744 

Q: And related to the economic conditions, what are you habits of saving money? Has there 745 
been any change after attending the workshop?  746 

A: Before I did not save anything because I had to spend a lot in the children and with family 747 
responsibilities, but now I understand the importance of saving money and save 3000 Rs per 748 
month. I also proposed to start a bhishi 2(chit fund) so that we could save and have more money 749 
every month.  750 

 751 

Q: And what is the purpose of saving that money?  752 

A: I will spend the money entirely on myself, for my old age. As long as I can work, I will work 753 
with Saheli but when I am not able to work I will put the money in the bank, get some interest 754 
and use all of it to sustain myself.  755 

 756 

Q: Do you rely on your family for your future?  757 
                                                 
2 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chit_fund 

Life Satisfaction, Empowerment and Human Development among Women in Sex Work...

105



 

 

A: My children look after me even today, if I feel ill they come and take me to the doctor. 758 

759 

Q: And what makes you happy?  760 

A: I am very happy to work with Saheli. I have visited several places while working in Saheli, I 761 
have met a lot of people... that makes me happy, why should I go anywhere else? 762 

763 

Q: Do you have any dreams in life?  764 

A: I have no other dream that working for Saheli and save money for my future. I dream that 765 
Saheli has proper funding, it should be very different from the other organizations. 766 

767 

Q: And the last question: what is the most important change you have experienced after the 768 
after attending the workshop?  769 

A: Before I was very afraid of the police, I was very scared every time there was an incident and 770 
the police took me to the police station. But now I do not have any fear of the police, I even go 771 
to the police station, try to resolve the problems of other women and I even have a cordial 772 
relation to the police, and I got the courage to do that from the workshop. 773 

774 

3) Observations.775 

Before the interview starts she tells us: “You write everything about me and after that you take 776 
me with you, ok?”, that gives a glimpse of her being demanding and assertive (Meena confirms 777 
this later on).  778 

She seems self-confident with herself (her body language expresses that too, she crosses legs 779 
on the chair, stretches her arms, moves quickly, etc), her life and her family. She also seems to 780 
have a tight relation with her family and she states that that is one of the reasons why she 781 
doesn't worry about the future and her elderly years, since she knows her family will look after 782 
her.  783 
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Interview #10 784 

4 December 2012 785 

 786 

1) Basic Information. 787 

Q: How did you enter the business? 788 

A: I was cheated by a close relative.  I was promised a job and then I was tricked and I have 789 
been in Budhwar Peth for 30 years now.  Before I was sold, I didn’t even know red light districts 790 
existed.  I didn’t know anything about sex work. 791 

 792 

2) Open-ended interview. 793 

 Q: After attending the Empowerment Workshop, have you taken any important decisions 794 
regarding family or friends? Do you think your relationship with them has improved? 795 

A: Initially, I used to have a lot of tensions with my family.  The relationship with my family was 796 
not at all smooth.  After the Empowerment Workshop, my relationship with them has improved a 797 
lot.  The family members know I’m working in the kitchen.  They know I’m involved with Saheli 798 
and we have a better relationship now.  I used to have a lot of tensions with my daughter-in-law 799 
especially, but even that relationship has improved a lot.  [Points to other peer educator in the 800 
office] She is the only one of my friends in the organization.  Whenever I get some tensions and 801 
want to share the problems, I go to her and talk to her.  My tensions get reduced after speaking 802 
to her.  If I get tense, some mental tension is there, then I share with her [the friend].  Regarding 803 
other peer educators, I have not experienced any major changes.  It is more or less like before. 804 

 805 

Q: After the workshop, were you able to find anybody else to share with? Any other form of a 806 
support system? 807 

A: No.  I don’t actually get the chance to go out and interact with anybody because I live with my 808 
family, a very tight family.  With my son and daughter-in-law and with my grand-daughter.  Only 809 
on Mondays, I come here to the office in Saheli to prepare rotis then go back in the house.  That 810 
time I spend with the family. 811 

 812 

Q: Relating to her job, you said you would like to earn more money.  But are you satisfied right 813 
now? Do you want to make a change? 814 

A: I am happy with the job.  But not with the money that I am getting.  I should get a little more 815 
extra to look after my family in the good conditions. 816 

 817 

Clarification: She only works at Saheli, no other jobs.  She comes here at 9am-3pm. 818 

Life Satisfaction, Empowerment and Human Development among Women in Sex Work...

107



 

 

 819 

Q: After the workshop, did you give any thought to saving money? 820 

A: I’m not able to really save anything.  Major portion of the money I’m spending on the rent of 821 
the house so I’m hardly saving anything.  I’m not able to save anything. 822 

 823 

Q: Do you think about the future? Saving for the future? 824 

 825 

Side conversation: She wants to go to Spain with Interviewer Anna to work there with her.  She 826 
is ready to go with her to Spain. 827 

 828 

A: I think about my old age.  I have given thought about it.  But actually it is not feasible to save 829 
money. 830 

831 

Q: So what are your dreams? What do you want for yourself out of life? 832 

A: I would like to build my own house.  That is my dream.  My only dream.  I have a very short 833 
and nice family.  My only son and daughter-in-law.  But because of the high prices, it’s not 834 
possible for me to buy a place in Pune.  Everything I earn goes towards the rent. 835 

 836 

Q: What makes you happy? 837 

A: I like to watch movies.  When I get tense, I like to watch movies.  I feel better then. 838 

839 

Q: What is the most important change you experienced after attending the Empowerment 840 
Workshop? 841 

Meena explains that Participant 10 felt good after the workshop but she is not able to 842 
comprehend what changes she felt afterwards.  She can’t understand that. 843 

844 

3) Observations and other notes.845 

Her only friend, as she mentioned in the interview, sat in the room while we spoke with her.  She 846 
seemed perfectly comfortable with it so we did not ask the other woman to leave.  At the end of 847 
the interview, Participant 10 asked us why we are here and what the purpose of our project is. 848 
This was surprising because she doesn’t usually talk very much. 849 
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APPENDIX II. 1 

OBSERVATIONS OF THE INTERVIEWS TO WOMEN WHO 2 

DID NOT ATTEND THE WORKSHOP. 3 

4 
Interview A (30.11.12) 5 

She came to Pune Red Light Area 9 years ago (2003) since her family did not give her any 6 
support. Nowadays she has no relation with her family, whose members don't know she is 7 
working in sex (only her sister-in-law knows).  If they knew, they would not accept her. She is 8 
married and has 4 children but she has no relation with her husband. 9 

She is mainly worried for one her daughters, who is mentally handicapped. 10 

Again, difficulty to score the scales. 11 

She had some trouble understanding question number 1 and took a few minutes to think about 12 
question number 5. 13 

Interview B (03.12.12) 14 

She only wants to say that she started working in Budhwar Peth for economic problems and 15 
difficulties, since she has to support her younger siblings and her family. 16 

It is weird for us to check that a lot of women affirm not to have complaints with their life despite 17 
the difficulties and conditions they have to face. We ask them why and most answers are 18 
related to family and house: they feel secured as far as the relationships with the family are 19 
good and they have a good place to live.  20 

She is illiterate and pregnant. 21 

She is willing to participate in the workshop. 22 

Interview C (03/12/12) 23 

When asked about the reasons that brought her to Budhwar Peth she answers that is was due 24 
to family problems, her father was an alcoholic and had no economic support. 25 

It is strange to see that she affirms to be satisfied with her life (SWLS, c) whereas she affirms 26 
that she has not gotten the important things she wants in life (SWLS, d). When asked about this 27 
contradiction she answers that she is satisfied with what she has nowadays: a good relationship 28 
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with her family and accomplished responsibilities, but, on the other hand, she doesn't have 29 
things that are also important to her, like a husband and a home at her village (maybe the karma 30 
and the Hindu philosophy plays a role here). 31 

In question e of the SWLS she explains that she would like to go back to her home place and 32 
settle down with a husband that looks after her, that is what she would have down if given the 33 
chance.  34 

In statement “I am easily downed in an argument”, she gives the lower score and tells that she 35 
even hits if necessary: “I am not doing any mistakes, so why should I stop arguing?” 36 

She has a 6 year-old daughter and would like to marry her.  She is very light, energetic and fun. 37 
She smiles a lot and is very excited to attend the workshop. 38 

Interview D (04.12.12) 39 

Reason that brought her to the Pune Red Light Area: she was cheated by a friend, she also had 40 
problems with her family and husband. 41 

She is HIV positive and is under ART treatment. 42 

Willing to attend the workshop. 43 

Interview E (04.12.12) 44 

Reason that brought her to the Pune Red Light Area:she had problems in her childhood and her 45 
arranged marriage did not work, her joint family was not good and she had a lot of labor work. 46 
Her brother promised her a good job in Mumbai but once there he sold her to the Red Light are 47 
of the city. After that she came back to her village but everyone knew she had been working in 48 
sex and made things very difficult for her, so she decided to come to Budhwar Peth in Pune.  49 

Again, we see a contradiction in statements c (SWLS) and d (SWLS) and ask her about it. Her 50 
answer is that now she is happy compared to her situation in the past, she has her own house 51 
and lives with her two children, she has a close relationship with her family (meaning children 52 
and their families). She has not had any contact with her husband for the last 15 years.  53 

She tells us that she would like to work helping people, she has done that for years and she 54 
would like to make a living out of it.  55 

Willing to attend the workshop. 56 
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Interview F (04.12.12) 57 

Reason that brought her to the Pune Red Light Area: Her partner (lover) told her that they would 58 
go together to Pune and live there, and that he would look for a job for her. Instead of that, once 59 
in Pune he sold her to the Budhwar Peth are 7 years ago (she was 15). 60 

She explains that at the beginning she rejected to work in sex and had a lot of problems, she 61 
was even locked in a room between 10 and 20 days but now she is happy because her 62 
economic conditions have improved. However, she keeps on explaining that she has a debt of 63 
180.000 Rs with her brothel keeper, although she can keep some of the money she earns. She 64 
has a regular partner now and she'd like him to pay her debts and settle down together outside 65 
Pune.  66 

Her family is her main source of satisfaction, since she had a good relation with them and 67 
economically supports and pays for the education of her younger siblings. She send 10.000 Rs 68 
monthly to her family instead of keeping them for herself. 69 

She admits that she still thinks about her arrival to Budhwar Peth. We see cut marks in her arms 70 
but we don't ask about them. She does still think about why her lover sold her etc. 71 

She is loud, willing to speak and chat with the visitors that regularly come to Saheli. She seems 72 
self-confident for her age and ready to fight and argue if the situation so requires. 73 

Willing to attend the workshop. 74 

Interview G (05.12.12) 75 

Reason that brought her to the Pune Red Light Area: she faced family difficulties and came to 76 
Pune 3 years ago (she's not willing to say more). 77 

In question c (SWLS) she says that she is happy because we (Adrienne and me, the 78 
interviewers are here) are here, but she also says that she is not satisfied with her life. We try to 79 
explain her that her answers should be directly connected to her own life, but differentiating 80 
between their current situation and their overall life seems to be difficult for them sometimes. In 81 
question e (SWLS), she would change her job (most of the respondents give the same answer). 82 

We decide to ask three general questions about family, work and saving habits to the women 83 
who did not attend the workshop with the goal of having more detailed information and being 84 
able to compare situations and answers in the future.: 85 

Family: she has relation with her family but they think she is in Pune working at a hotel. 86 
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Work: She wants to earn 7000 Rs/month so she would do any job which pays that salary. She 87 
has talked to a lot of people but no one offered her a job that accomplish that requirement. She 88 
is illiterate so her options are few. 89 

Savings: She used to save 50 Rs/month but she is not able to save anything now, she spends 90 
all her money in her family. 91 

She smiles and seems shy.  She laughs a lot and seems like she likes to joke around. 92 

Willing to attend the workshop. 93 

Interview H (05.12.12) 94 

Reason that brought her to the Pune Red Light Area: economic problems, 10 years ago. 95 

She would like to live with her family and her mother (e, SWLS) and usually worries about her 96 
mother, too (11, HS). 97 

Family: She has lost her family's phone number so she has no relation with them nowadays. 98 
Her family doesn't know she is in sex work. 99 

Work: “I would like to come back to my village and work in the farms”. We asked her if she has 100 
tried that and she hasn't. 101 

Saving habits: She saves 10000 Rs/month and plans to keep her savings to be able to come 102 
back to her village and spend them for herself and her family in the future. 103 

Illiterate. Willing to attend the workshop. 104 

Interview I (05.12.12) 105 

Reason that brought her to the Pune Red Light Area: economic problems. 106 

She seems shy and looks only at Meena, not to the other two interviewers. 107 

Family: she has contact with her family and visits them frequently. 108 

Work: she would like to leave the sex business, come back to her native village and work in the 109 
fields. 110 

Saving habits: she has saved a total of 25000 Rs for her 7 year-old child but she is not able to 111 
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save anything at the moment. 112 

Willing to attend the workshop. 113 

Interview J (05.12.12) 114 

Reason that brought her to the Pune Red Light Area: She was sold to Budhwar Peth by her 115 
husband after giving birth to a girl baby.  116 

Family: She has contact with them only via telephone. Her family thinks she is in Mumbai 117 
working as a servant (for the last 2 years). 118 

Saving habits: She saves up to 2000 Rs/month and send them to her family for her daughter, 119 
who is living with them. 120 

She looks shy and serious. 121 

Willing to attend the workshop only if she has time.  122 

Interview K (05.12.12) 123 

Reason that brought her to the Pune Red Light Area: After getting married she stayed with her 124 
mother for some time but when her mother died her brother and sister-in-law didn't treat her well 125 
and decided to come to Budhwar Peth. Economic and family problems. 126 

In answer c (SWLS) she affirms: “I don't think the life I'm living is life”. 127 

Family: Her husband passed away year ago but he mistreated her. She visits her family 2 or 3 128 
times a year but her family doesn't know she is working in sex.  129 

Work: “If someone offers me a job, I'll quit the business”.  When asked if she has already tried it 130 
she answers that she has but hasn't found one. 131 

Saving habits: She is only able to save 3000 Rs/month for her children, not for herself. 132 

She is one of the few literate members of Saheli. She speaks softly and addresses the 133 
interviewers directly, she is clear in her answers.  134 

Willing to attend the workshop. 135 

Interview L (05.12.12) 136 
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Reason that brought her to the Pune Red Light Area: She was cheated by a member of her 137 
family. She used to have a lots of fights and arguments with her husband and decided to run 138 
away, then a family member sold her to the red light are of Mumbai. She came to Pune several 139 
years later.  140 

In question e (SWLS) she would change a lot of things of her life but also the respect sex 141 
workers should get from society. In question f (SWLS) she affirms to be only satisfied with the 142 
food and drinks she can have, but not with her life. 143 

Family: She has no connection with her family and they don't know she is into the business. 144 

Work: “I would like to quit and be a maid-servant”. To the question whether she has tried it she 145 
says she tried it in the past and got a job where she earned 4000-5000 Rs/month but had to quit 146 
because she was alcoholic and could not accomplish her responsibilities. (She is an alcoholic 147 
nowadays). 148 

Saving habits: She doesn't save anything, since spends everything she earns in her addiction 149 
(alcohol). When she has a good business day she's able to save 20-25 Rs/day. 150 

She is sober and does not give signs of being an alcoholic but she openly accepts her addiction. 151 
Illiterate. 152 

Willing to attend the workshop. 153 

Interview M (05.12.12) 154 

Reason that brought her to the Pune Red Light Area: At the age of 12 she decided to leave 155 
Kalkotta and come to Budhwar Peth to work in the sex business due to economical problems. A 156 
friend told her about Budhwar Peth. 157 

In question d (SWLS) she states that she got the important things in life when she was a child 158 
but not anymore. In question e (SWLS) she affirms not to be able to understand the question 159 
and give a concrete response, so we propose to score it with 4 (Neither agree nor disagree). 160 
Although she affirms that she is not satisfied with their life (c, SWLS) she says that her overall 161 
satisfaction with life improves up to a 4 (f) because of her baby (girl). 162 

She comes with her baby, who is 5 months old. Illiterate. 163 

Family: she has contact with her family and visits them 2 or 3 times a year. They think she 164 
works in a cloth shop. 165 
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Work: She thinks of buying a house in Kalkotta and open a small shop there (that's the plan for 166 
the future, so she hasn't tried it yet). 167 

Saving habits: She understands the importance of saving money and has saved around 168 
40000Rs for her daughter, keeps on saving up to 3000 Rs/month for herself and her daughter 169 
and sends up to 6000 Rs/month to her family. 170 

Willing to attend the workshop. 171 

Interview N (06.12.12) 172 

Reason that brought her to the Pune Red Light Area: Her husband left her with two young 173 
children and her family didn't support her (emotionally nor economically) so she had to enter the 174 
sex business. 175 

Family: Her family knows that she is into sex work and accepts it, they have a good relation.  176 

Work: She tried to quit some time ago working as a servant and vegetable shop tender but it 177 
didn't work and decided to come back to Budhwar Peth into sex work. 178 

Saving habits: She wasn't able to save anything up to now, but she has opened a bank account 179 
and saves 20-25 Rs/day for her children.  180 

She is quiet but happy to talk with us, shakes our hand after the interview. 181 

Willing to attend the workshop. 182 

Interview O (07.12.12) 183 

She smiles and seems spontaneous in her answers, she is also quite loud when she speaks. 184 
She gives clear and long answers and is willing to participate in the questionnaire only after 185 
Meena explains her about the Empowerment Workshop: what this is about, when it will take 186 
place, whether or not it is compulsory, etc.  187 

Saving habits: She is not able to save. Her husband puts money in his bank account but she is 188 
not able to access it or save her own money.  189 

During the interview she affirms: “I have wasted my time”. Meena tells us that this is a very 190 
common statement among sex workers.  191 

Before starting answering the questionnaire, besides asking a lot about the empowerment 192 
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workshop, she clearly states that she is not a regular sex worker. However, she knows all the 193 
sex workers associations working in the area and is also interested in attending vocational 194 
training to find “an alternative”. 195 

We do not ask her directly about her work conditions because she does not openly accepts that 196 
she is into the sex work, so it would be very violent for her. Meena explains us that this is not an 197 
isolated case: some women who live close to Budhwar Peth have a regular family and work in 198 
sex in the morning, entertaining only a few costumers and regular partners without the family 199 
knowing it and without accepting to be in the sex business.  200 

Interview P(07.12.12) 201 

Reason that brought her to the Pune Red Light Area: she is a devadasi. When she was a child 202 
she was offered to a God by her parents, her brother wanted to marry her to a man but her 203 
mother did not, so she stayed as devadasi. She moved to a neighboring village and some 204 
people tried to abuse me so I escaped and came to Pune. Our economic situation was also 205 
difficult. 206 

Family: Her husband is very supportive with her and helped her to get out of the sex work. She 207 
helps her family, visits them regularly and helps the economically. They know that she is in 208 
Budhwar Peth and that has worked in the sex business.  209 

Work: She has always been a Devadasi but quit sex work 10 years ago, supported by her 210 
husband. She works now full time as a Devadasi. She is eager to talk about her being a 211 
Devadasi: 'As a Devadasi I have learned to play instruments and that is how I make a living, but 212 
I was not taught to read nor write'. 213 

Saving habits: She is not able to save anything, 'We do not earn much (as Devadasi) and when 214 
we play instruments we have to share the earnings with the whole group'. 215 

Interview Q (11.12.12) 216 

Reason that brought her to the Pune Red Light Area: she was cheated by a friend. 217 

Family: She has good relation with her family and also with her children. 218 

Work: She is a Saheli member but has been out of the sex business for 15 years now. She work 219 
as a peer-educator in another organization at Budhwar Peth. 220 

Saving habits: She earns 3000 Rs per month and is now able to save up to 500 Rs/month. She 221 
was not able to save anything before. 222 
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Regarding statement 'The conditions of my life are excellent' and 'So far I have gotten the 223 
important things I want in life', she compares her current situation with the past and that is why 224 
she gives these a high score. We realized that most women do this comparison and that is why 225 
the scores might be higher than expected. However, when asked to score 'How satisfied are 226 
you with your life?' from 1 to 10, the result is lower because she evaluates her life as a whole, 227 
past and present. This is also common in most of the women. 228 

Interview R (11.12.12) 229 

Reason that brought her to the Pune Red Light Area: her mother was in the sex business, so it 230 
was easy for her to keep on working as a sex worker. 231 

Family: She is in touch with her family. They have fights and quarrels sometimes and she tries 232 
to intervene and solve the problems. 233 

Work: She is out of the sex business now and works for another organization in Budhwar Peth. 234 

Saving habits: She does not save anything because she spends all her earnings in her children. 235 

She looks directly at the interviewers and addresses them in Hindi. She is keen to speak to 236 
Meena and seems serious. 237 
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Appendix III. Categorization of the open-ended interview 

(qualitative).  

CATEGORY 1: 

EMPOWERMENT 

CATEGORY 2: AGENCY CATEGORY 3: LIFE 
SATISFACTION 

I.1 - Whatever I learned from 

the workshop has benefited 

me a lot. So now the 

relationship with my 

colleagues has really 

improved, I have given 

thought about it and I don't 

fight with them, I try to get 

along with each other in a 

very good way. Now the 

relation has become 

tension-free.  (16-19) 

-  It has a connection with 

the workshop, after 

attending the meeting I 

changed my saving habits 

(…). After the workshop I 

have done saving money a 

regular habit. (53-57) 

- There is definitively some 

change because now I'm 

performing my duties in a 

much better way. Initially I 

used to get very annoyed 

and irritable with the 

children, I used to beat them 

sometimes but now I do the 

job very systematically. 

Whatever my duties are as a 

caretaker I perform them 

- I think I should get some 

control over my emotions 

that are connected to those 

traumatic memories. I think 

I will improve, I'll be much 

better than before after 

attending the workshop, 

that's what I think that's 

positively changing me and 

I aspire to become better 

than before. (69-72) 

- I have understood the 

importance of the money. If 

I fall ill in the future then 

immediately I will have my 

own money and I can 

request somebody to take 

this money and to care for 

me, for treatment, some 

medicine... so I have started 

keeping money aside for 

that (73-75) 

- I had very traumatic 

experiences in my life. I 

used to live a very happy 

life before, I had a good 

family, I used to have my 

own home but I lost it 

completely and I feel very 

bad about it. When I think 

- So now at least I have the 

feeling that they (family 

members) care for me, 

they regularly come here, 

meet me and interact with 

me (24-25). 

- When I took the work of 

care taker, initially I earned 

a lot of money but I wasted 

it on my regular partner. I 

earned money and he 

didn't do anything on his 

own and I thought I really 

had to take care of him, but 

now, once I took the job as 

a care taker the situation 

has changed quite a bit. 

Now I am happy because 

with any quantity of money 

I earn monthly because 

this topic thing comforts 

me. Now, sort part of the 

money I use it for myself, 

the rest for the money I 

save for my family, some of 

it I give to my brother's 

children. At least now I use 

the money properly and I'm 

not wasting that money. It 

is a fair condition for me 

and I'm happy with that. 

(44-50) 

-  I am very happy to work 
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very well (…) I used to get 

very irritable and there used 

to be lots of complaints 

about me but now I'm doing 

my job in a really better 

way. (75-78/80-81) 

- Initially I spent a lot of 

money in my addictions 

(mainly alcohol) but now I 

am trying to save the money 

I spent on my addictions. I 

think the addictions are 

related to the traumatic 

memories I have with my 

family. (83-85) 

about the happy time with 

my family I feel very sad 

because I remember the 

good quality life I was 

living at that time (101-

104). 

-  I am mainly worried 

about my future. I think my 

family members should 

accept me, I am very keen 

to visiting my family 

members more often and I 

think that they should 

welcome me and take me 

into the family, but this is 

not really happening. Now 

I'm working because I have 

the capacity but what will 

happen when I stop 

working? I am worried 

about my future. (37-40) 

as a caretaker because I 

get the mental peace while 

working there. (60) 

-I like to watch Marathi 

movies a lot. I also like to 

watch the cartoons with the 

children. These things 

bring me a lot of 

happiness. And I don't like 

to watch the channels with 

short clothes, with the 

dances. Another thing that 

I enjoy with is taking the 

children outside for some 

recreation, taking them out 

in the gardens. (91-95) 

I.2 - After attending the 

workshop, I try to care more 

for them (family). I used to 

refuse being with my 

younger brother but now I 

prepare and offer good food 

to him, and he even asked to 

stay at my house and I 

offered him a place. I have 

started to care about them 

instead of fighting. My 

younger brother has two 

sons, one is 14 and the other 

16, and. regarding friends, I 

should help them out 

- This workshop has given 

me a lot of clarity and now 

I have started equating the 

things. For example, I'd like 

to earn more money but 

now I've come to a certain 

agreement in my life also 

because of my age. I have 

some age problems, knee 

problems, so I am happy if 

I earn money working at 

the Saheli kitchen (139-

142) 

-  I am not working at the 

kitchen only for the money 

- I am happy when 

something good happens 

at Saheli (192) 

-  I am happy when there's 

no complaint about heath. 

(195) 
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whenever they need it. 

Instead of fighting and 

quarreling, it's good to be 

together, help out each 

other. (149-152) 

-  Regarding friends, I 

should help them out 

whenever they need it. 

Instead of fighting and 

quarreling, it's good to be 

together, help out each 

other. I have thought about 

it. I live in a place very 

close to the red light area 

and many of the women 

come to my house even if 

they are working on the 

street they come and I give 

them a patient hearing, they 

sit, tell their problems and it 

can be a sympathetic 

learning. I offer them tea 

sometimes and I am very 

supportive to them. These 

are the changes I find after 

the workshop. (153-158) 

- Before the workshop I had 

never had such a exposure 

of my life, talking to people 

like you, educated people. 

When I joined Saheli we 

used to meet a lot of people, 

celebrate August 15th, 26th 

January, and it was the first 

time I exposed myself so 

but I have been connected 

with Saheli for a very long 

time. For some time we had 

from 50 to 60 children and 

we had to prepare a lot of 

things in the kitchen, so I'm 

working there since that 

time and I am very happy 

to work in the kitchen. I 

understand that there are 

some funding problems 

now and we shouldn't stop 

working because of this 

problem. Working in the 

kitchen will be beneficial 

for Saheli and also for 

myself, to earn some 

money, and I am very keen 

to working at Saheli. I am 

very cold now in winter but 

I am never absent because 

few peer-educators are here 

now. (162-165) 

-  In the future, if I ask 

somebody to look after me 

and if I have enough 

money, that person will 

look after me. I am saving 

for my old age, for my 

future, because if I am not 

able to work as before, 

money will help me secure 

my future. I feel that it is 

my own money that I can 

access, sometimes Madame 

is not there, Mandakini and 
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much. (198-200) Sarika are not there then, to 

whom will I ask for the 

money? I have my own 

money and I can have 

access without asking 

anyone. (176-181) 

- Who will look after me? 

(212). Who will support 

me? Sometimes I feel very 

lonely without my family 

by my side.(214-215) 

I.3 -  I was not very keen on 

saving the money. 

Whatever I used to earn, I 

used to spend on eating or 

on watching movies or 

something like that but after 

this workshop now I 

realized that importance of 

saving money.  Now I am 

regularly depositing Rs 100. 

There is a scheme in the 

post office where I am 

depositing Rs 100 every 

month.  I am saving for my 

future and for my health 

because if I fall ill and I 

have my own money with 

me then my other 

colleagues or friends will 

think of helping me.  If I 

don’t have money then 

nobody will even think of 

helping me.  So, I will be 

getting help from them if I 

have my own money. (284-

- I am happy with the 

marketing and I would not 

like to change, the 

marketing is okay, perfect 

for me.  (274) 

- I am also well trained in 

taking the patients to the 

clinic and that is one of the 

activities I get a lot of 

satisfaction from. (276-

277) 

-  Simple things make me 

happy like chatting with 

people, eating, visiting a 

number of places.  I like to 

watch movies because I 

think instead of criticizing 

each other the best thing 

we could do is spend our 

time watching movies. 

(302-304) 
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290) 

-I understand the 

importance of saving habits 

now so I’ve been saving 

regularly.  I got to learn how 

to talk with the people, how 

to be nice to them, how to 

be good to them.  My 

relationships improved and 

I’ve started becoming very 

happy after that. (310-312) 

I.4 -  Now I am changing the 

relation with my friends and 

it has improved.  And 

regarding the peer-

educators, I now prefer to 

concentrate in my work 

instead of arguing and 

quarreling with them, that is 

the best for me. (343-345) 

- Before I used to save from 

500 to 1000 Rs per month 

but after the workshop I am 

saving 10 Rs every day 

besides the money I already 

saved before. I want to save 

the money for the future of 

my son, to get him married 

and to help him out. (363-

365) 

-  I will use all that is left 

from my savings for my old 

age. With a salary of 1500 

Rs I am not really able to 

save a lot.  I have to do a lot 

of efforts to save the money. 

 - I am happy with my job of 

selling bakhris and all the 

marketing I am doing in the 

area, I am very happy 

because the rotis finish fast 

and I am worried about the 

money I will earn with the 

selling. I do not receive 

commissions but a monthly 

salary and I am very proud 

of it. (348-350) 

-  My life is fulfilled; I am 

worried about my children 

now (374) 

- Money makes me happy 

because with money I can 

look after my health and 

have the important things. I 

am happy if I feel well. 

(379-380) 
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(370-371) 

I.5 - Now I understand the 

importance of friends.  Now 

I think that they are the 

support system for me.  

Instead of fighting with 

them now I try to come to 

some consensus to make a 

fairly good relationship with 

them or something like that. 

(412-415) 

-  Initially, I was not at all 

very keen in saving the 

money.  I have witnessed a 

lot of deaths on the street, 

people dying on the street.  I 

have seen my friends and 

other women in sex work 

(die on the street).  I save 

for a dignified death.  For 

someone to look after death 

you need money.  I started 

understanding at the 

meeting and now I’m able 

to save regularly up to Rs 

500 per month.  If I have 

money, only then will 

people care for me. (438-

442) 

 

- My family members are 

not ready to accept me [the 

subjects is HIV+].  Initially 

they are not ready to accept 

me, but now my 

relationship with the family 

has improved and they have 

started accepting me.  They 

accept me in the house after 

the workshop. (408-410) 

- I think about quitting the 

business.  I want to take 

one room and start living 

separately but it’s not 

possible for me. (430-431) 

- I expect the good quality 

of life.  That is my dream: 

the good quality of life. 

(451) 

 

- Sometimes I feel 

satisfied, sometimes I don’t 

feel satisfied.  This is 

because of the type of 

customers I get.  

Sometimes there are very 

few customers so we don’t 

earn sufficient amount.  

Some customers are very 

arrogant and rowdy.  They 

try to take more money 

from us, they don’t have 

good behavior with me.  

Those times, I don’t feel 

satisfied. (424-427) 

-  I should get love and 

affection from my peer 

workers, from my friends, 

and even people like you 

(referring to the 

interviewers) so I’m happy 

with that (454-455). 

 

I.6 - After I attended the 

workshop, we were made to 

realize the importance of 

saving.  I learned a lot from 

the workshop and now I 

save at least Rs 5 every day.  

-  I think a lot about that but 

it is not possible with such 

a meager salary.  I’ve 

expressed my concern with 

our director about raising 

the salary so even if I get 

-  I’ve been living in the 

Budhwar Peth area for 

many years now.  Just now 

I got a phone call from my 

brother, from my son, and 

they were asking very 

affectionately when I will 
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I keep aside this money 

with the existing minimum 

salary of Rs 1500 and I’m 

not really able to save 

anything on the daily basis.  

But right now I save Rs 5 

every day. (509-513) 

more money I will save for 

the future. (516-517) 

- I don’t know about the 

future, but just now I’m 

living there. (522-523) 

- Most importantly, I found 

the importance of saving 

money.  That at least I 

should save regularly.  

Sometimes, if I have a little 

bit extra money, I 

remember what I have been 

taught in the training and I 

try to save the money.  I 

want to earn more. (535-

537) 

- (For myself I want) to live 

with the good people, to 

live with the good quality 

of life, to get connected 

with the good people in my 

life.  Everything should be 

good in my life. (526-527) 

come to the native place.  

They’re very keen in 

meeting with me. I feel 

very satisfied with that 

improvement in my 

relationships (479-482) 

- I am happy with the work 

but I see that there are a 

lot of hardships with that 

work when I prepare the 

roti and I don’t get that 

much salary which I’m 

expected to get.  I have 

body aches and complaints 

because of my job.  I’m 

very keen to speak with the 

director or madam 

regarding that.  I am 

bothered because I don’t 

get the money according to 

which the hardships I’m 

working in.   (497-501) 

- I am happy with the 

happiness of my children.  

Right now I am happy 

because my children are 

well-settled.  They are very 

happy in their lives.  My 

grand-children make me 

happy.  I worry about my 

future, about my old age, 

but otherwise in my 

children I find my own 

happiness. (530-533) 

I.7 -  My brother used to visit 

me and I asked him for my 

sister's phone number, 

because she lives in my 

-  I understand the 

importance of saving 

money but it is difficult to 

save it, because I am 

-  I like watching TV series 

and programs and relax. 

But I do not watch TV 

during working hours, only 

when I am home.  (595-
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native village, but he did 

not want to give it to me. 

Then I decided to go to the 

bus station and take a bus to 

my village, I reached there 

at night and with the help of 

some villagers I could find 

my sister, so I started 

having contact with her 

again and our relation is 

quite good now. (557-560)  

-  We were tired of hearing 

about HIV-AIDS all the 

time so it is different this 

time and we really like it 

(the Empowerment 

Training).(564) 

-  The change was mainly in 

me, but I try to use it to help 

others when I have a 

chance. (600). 

getting a very low salary 

and I have to spend it in the 

rent, daily expenses, etc. 

The meeting helped me to 

understand the importance 

of saving money and I am 

saving 5 Rs per day now. 

Although I understand this 

importance, it is not 

possible for me to save 

more than that. (578-581) 

-  If I spend all my money 

now, who will look after me 

when I am old? If I lend 

some money to people from 

my village with an interest 

rate I will earn some money 

that I can save for my 

future. (589-590) 

- If I had had the chance, I 

would have liked to be 

educated like you are. (615) 

596) 

I.8 - Regarding friends, I have 

noticed a change.  After the 

workshop, I shared my 

experiences with the rest of 

my friends (…).  Initially, I 

used to have a lot of fights 

but now those have reduced. 

(632-635) 

- I am really having a hand-

to-mouth existence.  Now, 

I’m managing to save Rs 10 

every day.  It is really 

difficult for me to save the 

money.  I think about the 

future, especially about the 

old age.  I think I should 

keep the money behind 

because especially my 

children are not looking 

after me.  I have to look 

after myself in the old age. 

It is such a meager salary, it 

- Nothing makes me happy 

(675) 
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is becoming really difficult. 

(649-653) 

- It is difficult to dream in 

such a small amount.  (659) 

I.9 - I could share things during 

the workshop, when I had 

the chance to interact with 

people like me, share life 

experiences; it was very 

beneficial for me. I got a lot 

courage and strength from 

what I learned at the 

workshop. (711-713) 

-  Before I was very afraid 

of the police, I was very 

scared every time there was 

an incident and the police 

took me to the police 

station. But now I do not 

have any fear of the police, 

I even go to the police 

station, try to resolve the 

problems of other women 

and I even have a cordial 

relation to the police, and I 

got the courage to do that 

from the workshop. (748-

751) 

-  Before I did not save 

anything because I had to 

spend a lot in the children 

and with family 

responsibilities, but now I 

understand the importance 

of saving money and save 

3000 Rs per month. I also 

proposed to start a bhishi 

66(chit fund) so that we 

could save and have more 

money every month. (726-

728) 

- I will spend the money 

entirely on myself, for my 

old age. As long as I can 

work, I will work with 

Saheli but when I am not 

able to work I will put the 

money in the bank, get 

some interest and use all of 

it to sustain myself. (731-

733) 

- I am happy with the roti 

making, going into the area 

and selling chappatis, I do 

not want to quit this job 

because it brings me a lot 

of pleasure. But I think that 

we should end more 

money and expand our 

business, which is how 

Saheli should get funding 

and money. I am happy 

with the job I am doing.   

(717-719) 

I.10 - Initially, I used to have a 

lot of tensions with my 

family.  The relationship 

with my family was not at 

all smooth.  After the 

Empowerment Workshop, 

-  I’m not able to really 

save anything.  Major 

portion of the money I’m 

spending on the rent of the 

house so I’m hardly saving 

anything.  I’m not able to 

- I am happy with the job.  

But not with the money that 

I am getting.  I should get a 

little more extra to look 

after my family in the good 

conditions.(791-792) 
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my relationship with them 

has improved a lot. (772-

773) 

save anything. (797-798) 

-  I think about my old age. 

I have given thought about 

it.  But actually it is not 

feasible to save money. 

(805) 

- I would like to build my 

own house.  That is my 

dream.  My only dream.  I 

have a very short and nice 

family.  My only son and 

daughter-in-law.  But 

because of the high prices, 

it’s not possible for me to 

buy a place in Pune. 

Everything I earn goes 

towards the rent. (808-810) 
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