
RED UMBRELLA GLO
Process evaluation of the Grow-Learn-Own (GLO) 
economic empowerment intervention for sex workers

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The Red Umbrella GLO Programme is an 
economic empowerment intervention 
for sex workers that was developed and 
managed by NACOSA. The prevention 
and treatment of HIV among sex workers 
requires not only a clinical approach, but 
also strategies to address the structural 
barriers that increase sex workers’ 
vulnerability to HIV including legal, social 
and economic factors. 
The Red Umbrella GLO Programme was piloted as a 
component of a combination prevention sex worker 
programme grounded in the principle of community 
empowerment. A process evaluation of the pilot 
looked at implementation, outputs and outcomes to 
make recommendations for a next phase or possible 
scale-up. 

Background 
In South Africa, the policy and planning framework 
within which the Red Umbrella GLO Programme is 
situated is mainly the National Strategic Plan for 
HIV, TB and STIs 2017-2022 (NSP), where economic 
empowerment is described as a social protection 
strategy which can be utilised to create a socially 
enabling environment which enhances people’s 
ability to access HIV prevention, treatment and care. 
Economic empowerment is an enabling intervention 
to address social and structural drivers of HIV to 
reach all key and vulnerable populations. Whilst the 
strategic plan specifically mentions Adolescents, 
Girls and Young Women (AGYW) with regards to 
economic empowerment, it does not specify sex 
workers. The National Sex Work Plan (NSWP) 
2019-2022, however, does align with the goals and 
objectives of the NSP, and applies these goals and 
objectives specifically to sex workers. 

The three specific economic empowerment 
activities listed in the NSWP 2019-2022 are to: 

1. Provide access to career counselling, internships 
and soft skills training 

2. Create face-to-face and online training 
opportunities through linkage with the 
Department of Higher Education and Training
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3. Engage with Department of Social 
Development (DSD) to train sex workers as 
auxiliary social workers. 

The literature shows that economic 
empowerment programmes for sex workers can 
encompass a range of strategies which include 
micro-finance/microcredit, financial literacy 
training, income-generating activities, support for 
enterprise development, vocational training, 
savings groups, and career/vocational 
mentorship. The strategies typically reflect the 
intervention’s framing of sex workers – that is, 
whether sex workers are framed as victims to be 
rescued, sinners to be saved, criminals to be 
rehabilitated, or as workers who have agency. It is 
only with the last framing that exiting sex work is 
not viewed as synonymous with economic 
empowerment, and where personal agency is 
prioritised. This framing recognises the risks 
associated with sex work but argues that many 
of these risks are exacerbated by structural 
factors, including criminalisation, stigma and 
discrimination. 

These types of economic empowerment 
programmes focus on increasing financial 
security, which is defined as having enough 
money to be able to meet one’s needs, support 

one’s dependents, plan for the future, and 
weather financial shocks. Programmes which 
focus on financial security have the potential to 
improve HIV outcomes through addressing a 
variety of upstream risks, including condom use, 
the number of paying and casual sexual partners, 
and exposure to violence. Additionally, they also 
have the potential to open up a range of other 
positive results, including improving self-image, 
self-respect and sense of dignity; strengthening 
participation in decision-making; improving 
autonomy and influence; improving social status 
and social capital; and improving overall health 
and education. 

Programme 
In February of 2021, 
the Red Umbrella 
GLO pilot programme 
began activities with 
80 participants, evenly 
distributed over four 
sites: Krugersdorp and 
Carletonville in the West 
Rand (Gauteng), and Groblersdal and Burgersfort 
in Sekhukhune (Limpopo) districts. These two 
districts were selected for the pilot because they 
provide differing contexts, a critical mass of work 
opportunities and small business opportunities 
complemented by support services. 

The specific objective of the Red Umbrella GLO 
pilot programme was to empower and enable sex 
workers to acquire new skills that would allow 
them to identify and take advantage of additional 
or alternative income-generating opportunities. 

The programme theory of change posited that 
alternate work solutions would reduce reliance 
on sex work as a primary source of income and, 
in turn, result in a reduction in HIV infection rates 
among sex workers. The programme’s strategy 

“Providing support for sex workers 
is the not the same as other popu-
lations with regards to economic 
empowerment – they have dependants, 
responsibilities, they work at the same 
time, they face danger, they have real 
costs. It is hard to get them to focus on 
such a programme, and mentorship is 
key to keep them in the programme.”
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was to provide skills training and mentorship, 
and upon completion of the programme, referrals 
of participants to partner organisations in 
pursuit of additional education and additional job 
opportunities or entrepreneurship. The new skills 
imparted included financial literacy – with the 
inculcation of a savings culture, work readiness 
skills and/or basic entrepreneurial skills. 

Entry into the programme, through a written 
application form that needed to be completed, 
was based on the following criteria: 

• Sex workers between the ages of 25 – 35 
years old 

• Sex workers who had received at least one 
core service through the Global Fund Sex 
Work Programme 

• Sex workers who had completed Grade 9 

• Recommendation by a social worker or social 
auxiliary worker. 

The programme was implemented by a service 
provider (SP) who was responsible for the 
design and implementation of training and 
referrals; a sub-recipient (SR) of the broader 
Global Fund Sex Work Programme who was 
established in working directly in empowering 
and advocating for the rights of sex workers 
and whose peer educators and social auxiliary 
workers recruited and provided ongoing support 
to retain participants in the programme; and 
mentors who ran group mentorship sessions to 
help participants to set and achieve economic 
empowerment goals. 

The training modules comprised a financial 
literacy module, a preparatory emerging 
leadership module, and then streaming of 
participants into either a work readiness 

module or a basic entrepreneurship module. 
Alongside the training, participants had group 
mentorship sessions for ten sessions over ten 
months, provided by mentors appointed by the 
SP, and they attended savings clubs which met 
monthly, with ten sex workers per group. After 
all these activities were completed, participants 
were referred to suitable partner organisations 
for further socio-economic support in pursuit 
of work opportunities, entrepreneurship or 
education. 

Methodology 
The primary purpose of this evaluation was to 
determine the degree to which the activities 
of the programme were implemented as 
planned and whether (or not) those activities 
resulted in the intended outputs and outcomes. 
The evaluation also sought to provide 
recommendations for further programming. 

The specific objectives of this evaluation were to 
determine: 

1. The degree to which programme outcomes 
were achieved.

2. The overall importance of mentors in terms 
of achieving the programme outcomes for 
sex workers.

3. Important factors to be considered for the 
success and scalability of the programme. 

4. The change in the life of a sex worker 
that were brought about as a result of the 
programme – socially and economically. 
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The results of this evaluation will be disse-
minated and shared with the SP, SR, and sex 
workers that participated in the evaluation, as 
well as SRs and sex workers who are part of the 
broader Global Fund Sex Work Programme. 

Data collection was conducted at all four 
implementation sites in the West Rand (Gauteng) 
and Sekhukhune (Limpopo) districts. All planning, 
data analysis and Steering Committee meetings 
were held virtually, and fieldwork at sites was 
done physically in January and February 2022, 
following all COVID-19 protocols. A total of 80 
participants were involved in this qualitative 
evaluation, including sex workers, SR and SP 
staff, mentors and key informants. In addition, 
a desk review was conducted to understand the 
national policies that apply to this evaluation, 
as well as consideration of other literature on 
economic empowerment of sex workers – 
including research, guidance, evaluations and 
other documents on models, good practices and 
lessons learned. NACOSA programme data was 
also used: programme strategy documents and 
reports, as well as data on outputs. 

Impact Consulting obtained ethical approval 
for this evaluation from Pharma Ethics in 
January 2022. On the whole, the evaluation 
went well except for one challenge in that 
primary data collection occurred before the last 
surge of programme activity – meaning that 
reflections gathered by the team from evaluation 
participants were related to incomplete actions. 
The feedback does not therefore always relate 
to these outputs, but only to what had been 
achieved a few months before. There is also no 
qualitative data about how final outputs affected 
participants’ final impressions of the programme, 
particularly with regards to the referrals com-
ponent of the programme (many of the outputs 
were only achieved post-data collection). 

Findings 
Programme design 
The programme design and theory of change 
focuses heavily on participants accessing 
sustainable (alternative) livelihoods as a measure 
of success, without adequately considering the 
considerable barriers to this which exist in South 
Africa, especially for sex workers who generally 
have lower levels of education and social capital 
than members of the general population, as well 
as being subject to stigma and criminalisation, 
and possibly having criminal records. 

The programme’s theory of change had only one 
intended outcome towards achieving the impact 
of “reducing HIV”: the development of alternative 
livelihoods to reduce frequency of sex work and 
therefore reduce HIV. According to this theory, 
programme success is therefore theoretically 
equated with sex workers having alternative or 
additional employment or launching a small or 
micro-enterprise. However, both the evaluation 
results and findings in the literature show that 
there are other outcomes related to economic 
empowerment programmes such as these – for 
example, better financial security, psychological 
wellbeing and less risky behaviour – and that 
these also contribute to a reduction in HIV. 

Training 
The components of the Red Umbrella GLO 
Programme curriculum which focused on 
financial literacy and life skills were viewed 
very positively by stakeholders. The training 
component was very successful, with sex 
workers gaining significant skills – both content-
wise in terms of financial literacy and the ability 
to generate more income, as well as life skills 
such as being able to set and realise realistic 
goals. The training also had good outcomes for 
sex workers in terms of allowing them to manage 
their money better, plan differently, and take 
charge of their lives with more confidence as they 
started to feel more positive about their lives. 
The life skills training, in particular, was found to 
leverage other positive outcomes, as the agency 
gained from this course enabled participants to 
make use of the services they obtained from the 
rest of the Global Fund Sex Work Programme. 
Methodologies used and the facilitators for 
all the training modules were highly praised. 
Sex workers noted that further educational 
opportunities would act as further leverage for 
becoming more financially stable and accessing 
other opportunities where there are education 
criteria. 

Savings clubs 
The savings club component of the programme 
inculcated a culture of saving, even when savings 
amounts were modest. Many participants 
reported that they were also able to reduce 
or clear their debt, an important step towards 
greater financial security. There were site-specific 
differences in the amounts, and in Sekhukhune 
over 150% of the target amount was saved, 
and just over half (51%) in West Rand. Levels 
of motivation or encouragement to save also 
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varied between sites, for example the Burgersfort 
team encouraged each other and competed 
with each other to save the highest amount, and 
subsequently saved the highest amount of the 
four sites. 

The savings clubs have therefore managed to 
result in a culture of savings for the participating 
sex workers. Using tangible goals to motivate 
participants to save, perhaps using small ones 
at the beginning of the programme to kickstart 
the habit, could be a strong enabler to build a 
culture of savings. The evaluation found that 
savings clubs should be continued within the 
programme, but that there should not be any 
evolution into formal credit associations as there 
is not sufficient trust amongst sex workers to 
cumulatively save nor borrow/lend with each 
other, nor the capability to sustain such schemes 
within the programme. However, sex workers 
who are interested in further savings services 
(such as micro-credit or stokvel type structures) 
should be referred to credible and appropriate 
providers of such services. 

Mentorship 
Mentorship was acknowledged by all the 
evaluation participants as a vital component 
of the programme to enable attainment of 
outcomes and to aid retention; with mentors 
providing motivation and psychosocial support, 
as well as technical support. The role of the 
mentors was not as clearly articulated and 
formalised in project documentation (such as 
mentor recruitment processes, training, job 
descriptions or standard operating procedures) 
as proved to be necessary. As a result, the 
expectations for the mentorship component 
were vague. All the monthly mentorship sessions 
were held, and even an additional catch-up one to 
accommodate changes to the original schedule 
due to COVID19 lockdowns. 

Feedback on the performance of the mentors 
was mixed across implementation sites. Some 
of the mentors developed very supportive 
relationships with participants. Psychosocial 
support proved to be an important facet of the 
mentorship role. It was helpful that the mentors 
were from the same community as participants, 
lived in the same cultural context, and spoke 
the same language/s. Local mentors also had 
access to local networks, and had knowledge 
of local resources opportunities which was 
helpful to participants. The evaluation did not 
find strong evidence of community ownership of 

the programme except that, to a limited extent, 
mentors were able to leverage their access to 
community resources, thereby acting as a bridge 
between the programme and the community. 

The mentors played a significant role in helping 
sex workers to feel empowered, feel accepted 
and have a sense of belonging. It is necessary 
for the mentorship component of the programme 
to be better aligned with the training so that the 
components flow together better. This could be 
achieved with more structure for the mentorship 
component of the programme, rather than just 
letting each mentor steer the direction of the 
support provided to each participant. Although 
mentors were not mandated to provide referrals 
and linkages, sex workers and the SR did expect 
this of them, which also points to the need for 
more clarity in the role. 

Referrals 
At the time of data collection, not all referrals 
had been made, and so this element of the 
Red Umbrella GLO Programme was still 
experienced as under-developed by evaluation 
participants during the enquiry period. Final 
output data shows that referrals were made for 
all participants by the end of the programme 
resulting in some work, education or business 
opportunities. 

A referrals database is needed, with partners 
on it that are invested in the programme and 
have relationships with the programme staff. 
The database would need to be kept up to 
date in order for it to be useful, and this of 
course requires funding. The importance of 
consultations with local municipalities, local 
businesses, and other role players which support 
economic empowerment, as well as sensitisation 
with possible partners about working with 
sex workers, would be useful for improving 
linkages as the partner organisations proved 
to be vital in helping sex workers to find and 
take up opportunities related to their economic 
empowerment goals. 

The training had good outcomes 
for sex workers, allowing them to 
manage their money better, plan 
differently, and take charge of their 
lives with more confidence as they 
started to feel more positive about 
their lives. 
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Outcomes 
The findings show that the Red Umbrella GLO 
Programme had several significant positive 
outcomes with regards to financial management 
and security, as well as psychological wellbeing, 
including a more positive outlook on life. There 
were some examples of sex workers who had 
started small businesses, and others who had 
found jobs. Being linked to partners meant that 
sex workers were able to take up opportunities 
that allowed them to pursue new dreams 
and goals, such as to further their education, 
generate more income (through employment or 
entrepreneurial opportunities), become better 
able to support their families, etc. Participants 
reported that better financial security and feeling 
more positive about life helped them to improve 
their health-seeking behaviour and reduce risky 
HIV-related behaviour. Therefore, this evaluation 
suggests that Red Umbrella GLO contributed 
towards improving HIV-related outcomes for sex 
workers. 

Integration with broader programme 
The Red Umbrella GLO Programme was a pilot 
intervention, supplementing the Global Fund 
Sex Work Programme. Overall, the relationship 
between the Red Umbrella GLO Programme and 
the core programme was mutually supportive: 
the Red Umbrella GLO Programme harnessed 
services offered by the core programme in order 
to support participants in the Red Umbrella 
GLO Programme, in the process enhancing the 
programme’s outcomes. This was actioned, for 
example, by referring participants to the SR’s 
social worker for assistance with obtaining 
identity documents, or for counselling when the 
life skills (Emerging Leaders) component brought 
up personal challenges or struggles those 
participants needed support with. Conversely, 
the Red Umbrella GLO programme also led to 
some participants increasingly benefitting from 
the core programme services (such as PrEP, 
ART, HIV testing services, condom provision etc), 
and having easy access to these services also 
improved HIV-related outcomes. 

General challenges 
Sex workers faced challenges in terms of: 

• Having to travel long distances to attend 
programme activity sessions. 

• Not having access to computers to complete 
programme tasks or take up referral 
opportunities.

• The opportunity cost of attending programme 
activities instead of generating income while 
traveling and participating in the programme. 

Recommendations 
For the theory of change 
It is recommended that the theory of change 
(ToC) is revised to consider the following 
outcomes: better financial management and 
security, increase in skills and education, 
increased ability and desire to lead one’s own 
life towards a positive future, more social 
capital, increase in health-seeking behaviour 
and reduction in risky behaviours. Review and 
revision of the theory of change should occur 
in consultation with stakeholders with both 
technical and experiential knowledge. It is 
also important to consider that the economic 
empowerment component of the programme 
is part of a broader sex worker programme and 
the ToC for this component should not stand 
alone, but should be located within, aligned with 
and supported by, the Global Fund Sex Work 
Programme’s ToC – where the broader impact of 
the whole programme is the reduction of HIV. 

For programme processes 

• Participant eligibility criteria must be 
revised in that the current strict age criteria 
be expanded. The selection of participants 
should be informed by two key considerations:

1. Who has the potential to benefit the most 
from the programme? 

2. Who is most likely to attend, complete, 
and graduate from the programme, and 
take responsibility to achieve their goals?

• The recruitment process needs to be 
undertaken over at least two months to 
ensure recruitment of candidates that are 
most likely to graduate and to benefit from 
this intensive programme. Sex workers who 
have graduated from the programme should 
be invited to become ambassadors of the 
programme and to assist in selection of 
participants. 

• The programme should be run over a shorter 
period of time in total, with mentorship and 
training components more closely intertwined, 
and with clearer achievable individual goals 
for participants that are closely monitored. 

• Mentors should support each participant with 
an individual development plan linked to their 
individual goals which could then be worked 
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on by each sex worker with their mentors. 
The psychosocial wellbeing of sex workers 
must be incorporated into the mentorship 
role, supported by SR social auxiliary workers. 
Selection criteria for the mentors should be 
revisited based on lessons from the pilot 
and made more rigorous, and roles should 
be more formalised, along with tighter 
managmenet based on this formalisation. 

• Savings clubs should remain in their current 
form and sex workers who are interested in 
further savings services should be referred 
to credible and appropriate providers of such 
services. 

• The definition of referrals needs to be 
expanded to include a range of steps in 
personal development. The programme 
developers should expand the database 
of opportunities and resources to include 
grants, free learning programmes, bursaries 
and scholarships, internships, learnerships, 
public works programmes, and resources to 
support small, medium and micro-enterprises, 
and ensure that there are established 
relationships with partner organistaions, 
and sensitisation towards working with sex 
workers, prior to making referrals to the 
organisations. 

For scale-up 
• Elements of the Red Umbrella GLO 

programme should be incorporated into 
the existing services available in the main 
programme as much as possible because 
economic empowerment is vital for all 
sex workers. Opportunity announcements 
which the Red Umbrella GLO programme 
facilitators share with participants could 

also be shared with the SR, who could in turn 
share them with other sex workers in the 
Global Fund programme through their usual 
communication channels. 

• More formalisation of the programme 
is needed in general, particularly if the 
programme is going to scale up – for example 
with regards to more standardisation and 
structure for the mentorship component, a 
proper database of partners and established 
relationships with them, and a structured 
individual goal setting and monitoring 
process with participants. 

• If there is scale-up geographically, the 
programme should ensure that economically 
vulnerable sex workers are targeted. 

Conclusion 
Economic empowerment for sex workers is 
important. The pilot programme has been 
largely successful in achieving this, despite 
the challenges of implementation during the 
COVID-19 pandemic. Improvements can be made 
to widen the outcomes in the programme theory 
of change and link these with the broader Global 
Fund Sex Work Programme’s strategies, and to 
strengthen and formalise all elements of the 
programme, particularly if it is going to be scaled 
up, including expanding the kinds of referrals 
made for graduating sex workers. 

It is recommended that the programme 
should definitely continue and be scaled 
up as it enables sex workers and their 
families to live healthier and happier 
lives.
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