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Abstract

Introduction: In highly precarious settings, the use of psychoactive substances
exacerbates health and social vulnerabilities, particularly among sex workers.
It is associated with increased exposure to infections, violence and mental
health problems. Despite these challenges, data remain limited in Mali. This
study aims to explore the use of psychoactive substances within this specific
population. Methodology: A descriptive cross-sectional study with quantita-
tive approaches was conducted among 30 sex workers based at an urban dis-
placement site in Bamako. Data were collected using structured question-
naires and individual interviews, then analysed using SPSS. Results: The par-
ticipants were predominantly young (16 - 24 years old) and had little formal
education (33.4%) and were not in education (63.3%). More than half (56.7%)
reported using at least one psychoactive substance, with regular use in more
than half of the cases. Tobacco was by far the most common, followed by tra-
madol, alcohol and cannabis. Furthermore, high levels of exposure to violence
were reported: 93% for physical violence and 70% for sexual violence. Con-
clusion: Psychoactive substance use was common in our setting, which is
characterised by a range of multiple vulnerabilities. Integrated interventions,
focused on harm reduction and psychosocial support, appear essential for im-
proving health.
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1. Introduction

Drug use is a health issue among people involved in sex work [1]-[3]. In precari-
ous environments, it is often part of a struggle for survival, a means of coping with
stress, or a way of adapting to the demands of the job [4]. In Malj, this issue par-
ticularly affects marginalised young people, especially those living on the streets
or in camps for internally displaced persons [5]. In these contexts, prostitution
frequently becomes an economic strategy, exposing these young women to in-
creased risks [5]-[7]. The use of psychoactive substances, which is widespread in
these communities sometimes due to easy access to the products [8], contributes
to increasing their vulnerability to violence, exploitation and infections [9].

In Bamako, sex workers exhibit risky behaviors including the consumption of
alcohol and tobacco before sexual intercourse, which can influence their exposure
to health risks [10].

Despite the scale of the phenomenon, the research available in Mali remains
focused on the general population. The specific realities of sex workers, particu-
larly those experiencing displacement, social breakdown or circular migration, re-
main insufficiently documented. This study therefore aims to address this gap by

analysing patterns of psychoactive substance use.

2. Methodology
2.1. Study Setting

The study was conducted at a settlement for internally displaced persons located
within the urban fabric of Bamako. This settlement is characterised by precarious
socio-economic conditions and marked social porosity. It not only accommodates
victims of displacement but also serves as a gathering point for a transient popu-
lation experiencing social breakdown. Consequently, the sex workers interviewed
had varied backgrounds, with some having been forcibly displaced, whilst others

came from neighbouring neighbourhoods or were engaged in circular migration.

2.2. Study Design and Period

This is a descriptive cross-sectional study based on a quantitative approach. The

study took place from April to June 2025.

2.3. Population and Sampling

The study involved sex workers aged between 13 and 25 who had been working
for at least three months. Due to the difficulty in accessing this population (self-
protection, mistrust), snowball sampling was used, enabling the recruitment of 30
participants. The snowball sampling process involved identifying two initial par-
ticipants—working women from the community, referred to as “seeds”—who
were already connected to stakeholders in the field. Their role was crucial in es-
tablishing connections with other members of this community while fostering a

climate of trust. In total, 35 workers were contacted. Of these, 30 had participants
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to join, representing a participation rate of 85.7%. The five refusals observed were
largely due to a distrust of the anonymity offered, stemming from time constraints
inherent to their professional activities.

Recruitment was completed with 30 participants. This number was chosen
based on the exhaustion of networking resources within the site’s limited geo-
graphical scope. Any eligible person who was not physically or mentally capable
of answering the questions was excluded from the study.

Data were collected using a structured questionnaire during confidential indi-
vidual interviews focusing on the main variables: sociodemographic characteris-

tics, consumption habits and experiences of violence.

2.4. Data Analysis

Quantitative analyses were carried out using SPSS version 16; quantitative varia-
bles were expressed as means and standard deviations. The descriptive analysis
consisted of describing the study sample. The quantitative variables were pre-
sented as means and standard deviations, whilst the qualitative variables were pre-

sented as percentages

2.5. Ethical Considerations

Authorisation was obtained from the administrative and traditional authorities
prior to conducting the study. Participants were informed of the objectives and
purpose of the study. Participation was voluntary and based on free and informed
consent, as well as their right to refuse or interrupt the interview at any time, with-
out constraint

Although this protocol had not received approval from an official ethics com-
mittee, the study was conducted in accordance with the fundamental ethical prin-
ciples governing research. Informed consent was obtained systematically. Regard-
ing minor participants, aged 13 to 17, who find themselves in situations of family
breakdown, homelessness, or forced displacement, making access to legal guardi-
ans impossible, we have opted for an informed consent procedure with the guard-
ian at the site level. The principles of beneficence and non-maleficence were en-
sured by the anonymization of data, by the assignment of identification numbers,
as well as by the scrupulous respect for confidentiality. To compensate for the
absence of institutional supervision, a procedure for referral to psychosocial sup-
port services, accessible via the site, had been established for any participant show-
ing distress in relation to the violence mentioned.

A unique identification number was assigned to each participant to ensure an-
onymity. The precise location of the study site has not been disclosed in this paper;
we have identified it as a site for internally displaced persons in an urban area of
Bamako. This confidentiality measure aims to strengthen the protection of partic-
ipants against stigmatisation and to prevent any potential legal or social repercus-

sions linked to the sensitive nature of the phenomenon under study.

DOI: 10.4236/0jepi.2026.162021

287 Open Journal of Epidemiology


https://doi.org/10.4236/ojepi.2026.162021

F. Diawara et al.

3. Results

3.1. Characteristics of the Participants

The majority of participants were aged between 16 and 24. Educational attainment
was generally low, with a high proportion of those who had never attended school
(Table 1).

Table 1. Breakdown of participants by socio-demographic characteristics.

Socio-demographic variables Frequency (n = 30) %

Background of origin
Rural 14 46.7
Urban 16 53.3

Age group (years)

13-15 2 6.6
16 - 17 14 46.7
18 -24 14 46.7

Educational level

Not in education 19 63.3
Primary 5 16.7
Secondary 5 16.7
Higher education 1 3.3

3.2. Use of Psychoactive Substances

More than one in two participants 17/30 reported using psychoactive substances
(56.7%) (Figure 1). Tobacco was the most commonly used substance, followed by
tramadol, alcohol and cannabis, at 76.5% (13/17), 58.8% (10/17),41.2% (7/17) and
35.3% (6/17) respectively (Figure 2). Regular use was reported by more than half
of the users, with instances of poly-substance use observed.

100
& 80 56.7
£ 60 433
(]
% 40
A~ 20

0

Yes No

Use of psychoactive substances

Figure 1. Breakdown of participants by psychoactive substance use.
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Figure 2. Breakdown of participants by type of psychoactive substance used.

3.3. Exposure to Violence

Violence was virtually ubiquitous: the majority of participants reported physical
violence (93.3%), and a significant proportion reported sexual violence (70%)
(Table 2).

Table 2. Breakdown of respondents by type of violence experienced during their career.

Type of violence Frequency (n = 30) %

Physical violence

Yes 28 93.3
No 2 6.7

Sexual violence
Yes 21 70.0

No 9 30.0

4. Discussion

The study’s findings clearly demonstrate a high prevalence of psychoactive sub-
stance use among sex workers living in a context of internal displacement in urban
areas of Bamako. Beyond the observed frequency, these findings reflect a more
complex reality, characterised by the intertwining of socio-economic, cultural and

structural factors specific to the Malian context.

4.1. Psychoactive Substance Use in a Context of Vulnerability

The results confirm that psychoactive substance use was common among sex
workers in precarious circumstances, corroborating the findings of other authors
[4] [11] [12]. According to the literature, the motivations for use appear to be
varied: stress management, adapting to the demands of work, or seeking to en-
hance performance and stamina [4]-[13]. Sites for internally displaced persons in

Mali often constitute spaces of social reconstruction where poverty, insecurity and
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limited access to health services coexist. In this context, the use of psychoactive
substances may appear as a coping strategy in the face of daily pressures, particu-
larly to alleviate stress, fear or trauma linked to life experiences. The substances
identified in our study were similar to those observed in other international con-
texts, where tobacco, alcohol and misused medicines predominate [1]-[14]. A
study in Marocco highlights that some sex workers combine alcohol, tobacco and
other substances, influencing their health behavior [15]. In Mali, the use of certain
substances such as tramadol or alcohol may can also be influenced by their rela-
tively easy availability on informal markets, a phenomenon well documented in
major West African cities. The consumption observed among sex workers is part
of an urban context in Mali characterized by the misuse of psychoactive sub-
stances [8]. In Bamako (Mali), where the consumption of psychoactive sub-
stances, particularly alcohol, is associated with risky sexual behavior among sex
workers [10]-[16]. This availability contributes to the normalisation of their use,
including among young and vulnerable populations. According to other authors,
these practices are part of an environment marked by strong social influences and

economic constraints [9]-[17].

4.2. Socio-Cultural Dimension of Substance Use

Beyond economic determinants, substance use practices can also be embedded
within specific socio-cultural dynamics. The link between substances, economic
vulnerability and entry into sex work has been established by Malian authors [18].
In the Malian context, characterised by strong social and religious norms, the use
of psychoactive substances among women, and particularly among sex workers,
is likely highly stigmatised. This stigma would reinforce their social marginalisa-
tion and limit their access to health services or support mechanisms.
Furthermore, some participants may integrate these these practices into social-
isation patterns within their professional environment. Substance use can thus
play a role in managing interactions with clients, by reducing anxiety, increasing

disinhibition or facilitating resilience in the face of the demands of sex work.

4.3. Violence and Structural Vulnerability

Furthermore, the high prevalence of violence observed in our study reflects the
structural vulnerability of this population, as described by some authors [6]-[10].
The literature often highlights complex interactions between substance use and
exposure to violence [16]. Violent behaviour among sex workers is thought to be
linked to intoxication following substance use [19].

The high levels of violence reported in this study illustrate a situation of partic-
ularly marked structural vulnerability. In the context of sites for internally dis-
placed persons in Mali, the absence of formal protection mechanisms, overcrowd-
ing and precarious living conditions increase exposure to physical and sexual vi-
olence. The interaction between substance use and exposure to violence appears

to be bidirectional to the literature. Toujours selon les informations de la litterat-
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ture, on the one hand, substance use may increase exposure to high-risk situations
by impairing judgement or the ability to negotiate. On the other hand, the violence
experienced may act as a trigger or aggravating factor for substance use, as a cop-

ing mechanism in the face of trauma.

5. Conclusions

This study provides concrete evidence of significant psychoactive substance use
among internally displaced sex workers, in a context marked by frequent violence
and precarious living conditions.

These findings highlight the urgent need to implement appropriate public
health interventions, incorporating harm reduction, psychosocial support and
community engagement. A comprehensive, context-sensitive and human rights-
centred approach is essential to sustainably improve the health and safety of this

population.

6. Implications for Public Health in Mali

These findings underscore the need for an integrated and context-specific ap-
proach to public health interventions. In the Malian context, strategies must go
beyond traditional approaches focused solely on reducing consumption.

It appears essential to: 1) strengthen harm reduction interventions tailored to
sex workers; 2) integrate psychosocial support that takes into account trauma and
violence; 3) improve access to health services in highly vulnerable areas, particu-
larly sites housing internally displaced persons; 4) involve community stakehold-
ers to reduce stigma and promote the acceptability of interventions.

Finally, an approach sensitive to local socio-cultural realities is essential to en-

sure the effectiveness and sustainability of interventions.

Limitations of the Study

This study has certain limitations. The small sample size and the use of non-prob-
ability sampling limit the generalisability of the results. However, these methodo-
logical choices were appropriate for a hard-to-reach population.

The cross-sectional nature of the study does not allow for the establishment of
causal links between substance use and exposure to violence, but provides a rele-
vant description in a poorly documented context.

Finally, self-reported data may be subject to under-reporting bias due to the
sensitive nature of the topics addressed, despite the anonymity safeguards put in

place.
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