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ARTICLE DETAILS 

TITLE (PROVISIONAL) A systematic review of interventions to reduce illicit drug use in 
female drug-dependent street sex workers 

AUTHORS Jeal, Nikki; Macleod, John; Turner, Katrina; Salisbury, Chris 

 

VERSION 1 - REVIEW 

REVIEWER Andrew Lovell 
University of Chester  
United Kingdom 

REVIEW RETURNED 17-Jul-2015 

 

GENERAL COMMENTS There are a number of minor errors (p.4 L13 'of' interesting; p.7 L.16 
full stop after brackets; p.12 L.10 remove 'and'; p.15 L.27 'except' 
means 'apart' is unnecessary; p.16 L42/3 double use of 
'interventions'.  
 
More explanation required around definitions of drug use and sex 
work for the study - why once in the previous month?  
 
The main weakness of the article is the discussion, which suggests 
that sex workers should be involved in the design of future studies, 
that there is a need to 'empower a very marginalized group' and 
highlights the issue of 'management of research challenges through 
flexible and respectful approaches to working with SSWs, based on 
developing trust and relationships'. These are interesting points but 
are only tentatively related to the review undertaken and the 
contextual change from harm minimization to recovery.  
 
I would have liked to have seen a more sophisticated argument 
located within a critique of recovery versus harm minimization 
approaches to drug use, particularly in relation to the group 
discussed, female street based sex workers with complex personal 
histories and very challenging lives. It seems like a lost opportunity 
in some ways, with a far more interesting article concealed within the 
systematic review.  

 

REVIEWER Lucy Platt 
London School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine, United Kingdom 

REVIEW RETURNED 06-Aug-2015 

 

GENERAL COMMENTS The aim of the review is to assess evidence on interventions to 
reduce drug use among street sex workers. This is a well-written 
review that addresses an important topic. The evaluation of targeted 
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interventions to reduce drug-related harms among sex workers has 
been neglected previously so this is an area that deserves attention.  
 
The main limitation of the paper is that only 6 studies were identified 
which significantly limits any conclusions that can be drawn from the 
review. This is reflected in the discussion that focuses firstly on the 
lack of data and limitations of the review before on briefly discussing 
the implications for research and interventions. The authors 
conclude that complex interventions addressing a range of needs is 
likely to be effective. The paper would be strengthened if the authors 
outlined what these interventions might consist of based on the 
findings of their review.  
 
I wonder whether a systematic review of this kind is justified given 
the small number of studies included and perhaps the use of 
systematic review methods with strict inclusion exclusion criteria 
limited the scope of the studies so much that it is hard to make any 
meaningful inferences.  
 
There is already a considerable body of evidence looking at at the 
impact of drug treatment interventions including opiate substitution 
therapy and motivational interviewing to reduce drug use and harms 
associated with drug use (including HIV, hepatitis C). What is 
needed is to review the evidence on what works to encourage sex 
workers stay in treatment and what puts them off. The authors touch 
on this in the description of the research challenges and I would 
refocus the review to elaborate on this section further.  
 
I was surprised that there were no studies included from Eastern 
Europe, particularly Ukraine where there are many interventions for 
sex workers who inject drugs. I would suggest the authors contact 
the International HIV/AIDS Alliance or the Open Society Institute that 
have funded many harm reduction interventions among sex workers 
in that region.  
 
Many of the references refer to old studies published and I was 
surprised that the authors did not refer to the 2014 Lancet series. 
This includes a commentary and primary research that would be 
relevant for this review including on sex workers who use 
substances, a review of structural determinants of sex workers 
health and a review of sex worker empowerment interventions that is 
relevant when considering participation of sex workers in 
intervention design and delivery as referred to in the discussion.  
 
 
Minor points  
• Risk of bias was assessed as outlined in the Cochrane Handbook 
for systematic reviews of interventions. Is this the most appropriate 
to use considering the majority of studies included are interventions? 
How did they account for assessing differences in risk of bias for 
observation and experimental study designs? The reference number 
for this handbook also seems to be wrong.  
• A clearer definition of the outcomes examined in the review would 
have been helpful. Studies were included if they included a measure 
of illicit drug use with the aim of assessing interventions that 
addressed illicit drug use. It needs to be made explicit that the 
review is focusing on interventions that reduce drug use which I 
assume means cessation of drug use or a reduction in drug use. 
This is not made explicit, nor whether they refer to injecting or non-
injection.  
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• The authors define current sex worker and drug use to be within 
the last 4 weeks and state that a total of 55 papers were excluded as 
the population did not fit the eligibility criteria. I wonder whether if 
they increased the time frame to include people who had used drugs 
or exchanged sex in the 3 or 6 months would this have increased 
the number of studies that could be included. Widening the definition 
is unlikely to change the nature of the intervention but might be 
increase the breadth of evidence available. 

 

VERSION 1 – AUTHOR RESPONSE 

Response to Professor Lovell’s comments:  

1. The minor errors have been corrected as requested.  

2. I have inserted a sentence into the final paragraph of the discussion to clarify the previous month 

inclusion criteria  

3. I have inserted a paragraph into the discussion that draws on the findings of the review and 

highlights the challenges of a recovery versus a harm reduction approach to drug use in this 

population  

 

Response to Dr Platt’s comments:  

1. We are currently undertaking a programme of qualitative research to address what interventions 

might consist of  

2. The questions around SSW use of drug treatment services are also being explored in the 

qualitative research  

3. There are a large number of innovative harm reduction programmes around the world that seek to 

reduce the multiple risks for women in, or at risk of, sex work. However, levels of drug use and 

chronological involvement in sex work are often not reported making the studies ineligible for this 

review. I have checked both the International HIV/AIDS Alliance and Open Society reports and case 

studies on their respective websites but did not identify any further research for inclusion in the 

review.  

4. References 18 and 19 refer to two of the papers published in teh 2014 Lancet series on sex work.  

5. I have checked the references and web link to the Cochrane Handbook and these appear to be 

correct. I have inserted text into the second paragraph in the Data extraction and quality assessment 

section to clarify how bias was assessed.  

6. The review inclusion criteria were set to include any study that reported levels of drug use to allow 

for interventions with unexpected negative or null effects. I have inserted a sentence in to the 

interventions section of the Inclusion and exclusion criteria to clarify route of drug use.  

7. The inclusion criteria were based on our previous work, wider research and my experience of 

providing care for street sex workers . We wanted to review interventions targeting women in active 

addiction and actively involved in sex working as they have the greatest daily risks and stand to 

benefit the most from an effective intervention. We also reckoned that any intervention that worked for 

the most chaotic group would be likely to benefit women who have achieved a bit more stability in 

their lives. 
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