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ListenH:  
Livelihoods and transactional  
sex in Humanitarian Crises 
ListenH is a four-year long (2021-2025) research project which addresses the perplexity 
that surrounds transactional sex (TS) in humanitarian contexts and the resulting 
inadequacy of support to individuals and communities who practice it, living through  
or recovering from conflict and disaster.

4
years

Research Design and Methods 

Research Questions

1.  What are the motivations for, practices, and consequences of transactional sex in  
humanitarian crises situations based on the perspectives of people practicing it?

2.  How do these relate (or not) to views and assumptions embedded in humanitarian and  
policy responses to transactional sex in crisis situations?

3.  How can the needs and problems of people involved in transactional sex be more  
effectively addressed?

An international survey of key international, national and local 
humanitarian service providers and policy to identify 
issues and challenges, and map how the sector 
perceives and addresses livelihoods and 
transactional sex in terms of both policy and 
programming. 

Formation of an international research network, 
including researchers, service providers and 
social movement representatives.

Present and discuss findings with international research 
network.

Country-based studies in the Democratic Republic of Congo, 
Colombia and Pakistan comprising of:
• A scoping survey on livelihoods strategies conducted in selected research locations.
• In-depth interviews with a selected number of participants to the survey.
• Semi-structured PEER interviews (Participatory Ethnographic Evaluation and Research)

ListenH

ListenH

ListenH



*Women’s Refugee Commission (WRC) 2016: 3, Refugees Engaged in Sex Work

 Everybody knows it is happening, we just don’t know what  
to do about it.... What can we be mindful of?  
How can we approach it? How should we talk about it?       

Refugee service provider in India*

Funding 
‘ListenH’ (project no. 406.20.SW.035)  is funded by  
the Dutch Research Council (NWO).

Contact Information
ListenH@iss.nl   <insert link to website> 

Context and Relevance

During humanitarian crisis caused by conflict, natural disaster, mass violations of human rights, political collapse 
and/or mass displacement, people simultaneously face important financial and material losses and loss of 
livelihoods and livelihood opportunities. In this context, transactional sex - where people exchange sex for cash, 
goods, services, commodities or privileges- is an important, yet underacknowledged, livelihood strategy.

Transactional sex takes a variety of forms, from the voluntary to the implicitly coercive, and from sex work to 
sugar dating or occasional transactions. Transactional sex can help people survive or improve their situation but 
is also a precarious and risky strategy shaped by unequal power relations. The understanding of transactional 
sex in contexts of humanitarian crisis is hampered by biases and taboos that may (re)produce or even aggravate 
structural violence against the people involved. Research and service approaches are rarely informed by the 
perspectives of the people involved.

The research addresses the perplexity that surrounds transactional sex (TS) in humanitarian contexts and the 
resulting inadequacy of support to individuals and communities living through or recovering from conflict 
and disaster who practice it. This gap affects people’s health and safety and represents an important failure to 
recognise and understand the nuanced dilemmas and choices people face in humanitarian crises.
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