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interact daily with a wide range of individuals, including high-risk
populations, providing a unique opportunity to disseminate critical
information about HIV prevention, testing, and treatment. This review

examines the role of street food vendors as ambassadors for HIV

awareness, exploring how their trusted status within communities can
*Corresponding Author be leveraged to reduce stigma and increase health literacy. The article
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Africa University, in health education efforts. Despite their potential, several challenges
Zimbabwe. impede the effectiveness of street food vendors in HIV awareness
campaigns. These barriers include a lack of formal health training,

resistance from vendors and customers to discussing sensitive topics, and logistical issues

such as limited access to resources and infrastructure. Addressing these challenges requires
tailored strategies that provide vendors with accurate, culturally relevant information and the

tools needed to engage effectively with their communities. The review also emphasizes the
importance of partnerships between local health organizations and street vendors to ensure

that health resources are available and accessible in informal settings.
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INTRODUCTION

Street food vendors are ubiquitous in many urban and rural communities, particularly in low-
and middle-income countries, where they serve as essential providers of affordable meals.
These vendors often work in informal sectors and have daily, direct interactions with a wide
range of individuals, from local residents to transient populations. The visibility and reach of
street food vendors make them a potentially powerful resource in public health advocacy,
particularly in raising awareness about critical health issues such as HIV. Despite their
pivotal role in the community, street food vendors are often overlooked in health promotion
initiatives, especially those aimed at tackling HIV prevention and education. This review
seeks to explore the untapped potential of street food vendors as ambassadors for HIV
awareness, assessing how their established relationships and trusted positions within
communities can be leveraged to combat the HIV epidemic.™? HIV remains a major public
health issue in many parts of the world, with high transmission rates in regions like sub-
Saharan Africa, Southeast Asia, and parts of Latin America. While significant strides have
been made in treatment and prevention, stigma, misinformation, and limited access to
healthcare continue to impede progress. In many communities, particularly those that are
underserved or marginalized, people are hesitant to engage with formal healthcare systems
due to fear of discrimination or social stigma surrounding HIV. Street food vendors, as
trusted and accessible figures, have the potential to bridge this gap, offering a more informal
and approachable avenue for disseminating HIV prevention messages and encouraging
engagement with HIV testing and treatment services.”! In contrast to traditional methods of
health outreach that often rely on medical professionals or public health campaigns, street
food vendors provide a localized and highly personalized approach to public health. Given
their everyday interactions with community members, vendors are in a unique position to act
as conduits of health information. By incorporating HIV prevention messages into their
interactions with customers, they can foster a more open, ongoing dialogue about HIV, its
prevention, and the importance of regular testing. This community-based model for HIV
awareness could be especially effective in reaching at-risk populations who may avoid formal
healthcare settings but frequent street food markets for everyday needs.!*!

The potential of street food vendors to influence health outcomes extends beyond simply
providing information. Due to their familiarity and regular interactions with local
populations, they are well-placed to address social determinants of health that contribute to

the spread of HIV. Many vendors already play a role in supporting their communities' social
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fabric, whether through informal financial assistance, providing a gathering space, or
fostering connections among local residents. This inherent trust within the community can be
leveraged to reduce stigma around HIV, encourage safe behaviors, and promote acceptance
of HIV testing and treatment services.!®! Despite the promising role that street food vendors
can play in HIV prevention, there are several challenges that must be addressed. Vendors
often lack formal training in health education, which can lead to the spread of misinformation
or incomplete messages. Additionally, cultural taboos and social stigma around HIV-related
topics may deter both vendors and customers from engaging in meaningful conversations
about the virus. Vendors may also face resistance to engaging with health-related initiatives,
particularly if they perceive these efforts as intrusive or outside the scope of their work.
Overcoming these barriers requires comprehensive training programs that equip vendors with
the knowledge and skills needed to communicate effectively about HIV prevention, reduce
stigma, and encourage healthier behaviors.”” Another critical challenge is the logistical
support needed to ensure that HIV awareness campaigns through street vendors are
successful. Street food vendors often operate in informal settings, making it difficult to
coordinate health outreach activities. They may also have limited access to educational
resources, such as HIV testing Kkits, condoms, or informational materials, which are essential
to ensuring that health messages are both accurate and actionable. To address these
challenges, public health organizations and governments must partner with vendors to
provide the resources, training, and incentives needed to support their role as HIV

ambassadors.[®!

The role of street food vendors in community health

Street food vendors play a significant role in many communities, particularly in urban and
rural areas where access to formal food establishments may be limited. Beyond their primary
function of providing affordable and accessible food, they also serve as integral social and
cultural hubs. These vendors are often familiar faces within their localities, and their
interactions with customers create strong relationships built on trust and regular contact. This
unique position allows street food vendors to serve as informal community health influencers,
as they are regularly in contact with individuals from various socio-economic backgrounds,
including at-risk populations who may not typically engage with formal healthcare systems.
As central figures in many neighborhoods, street food vendors contribute to the social
cohesion of the community, offering not just meals but also spaces for socialization,

information exchange, and support. These vendors often become a point of reference for local
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information, and their credibility within the community means that they can be powerful
messengers when it comes to promoting health behaviors and awareness. Their close
relationships with customers enable them to influence behaviors related to nutrition, hygiene,
and health practices, which can have far-reaching implications for public health, including
HIV awareness and prevention.'” In terms of HIV prevention, street food vendors have a
unique advantage in reaching at-risk groups that may otherwise be difficult to engage. Many
people who are hesitant to access formal health services due to stigma or fear of
discrimination may feel more comfortable discussing health issues with familiar vendors.
This trust can be harnessed to provide crucial HIV-related information, encourage HIV
testing, and promote safer sexual practices. Given their widespread presence and everyday
interactions with diverse individuals, street food vendors are well-positioned to play an
essential role in community health initiatives, particularly those aimed at HIV awareness and

prevention.[*!

Successful interventions utilizing street food vendors

Successful interventions utilizing street food vendors have demonstrated their potential to
significantly contribute to community health, particularly in the areas of HIV prevention and
awareness. These interventions leverage the unique role that vendors play in their
communities, using their trusted relationships and widespread visibility to disseminate health
messages effectively. One key example of this is the implementation of HIV education
campaigns that train street food vendors to provide information about HIV prevention,
testing, and treatment options to their customers. These vendors, equipped with basic
knowledge and materials, act as peer educators who help reduce stigma and encourage open
discussions about HIV in environments that are more approachable and less formal than
healthcare settings.>**! One notable intervention comes from a project in several African
countries, where street vendors were trained as community health ambassadors. These
vendors received training on HIV transmission, prevention methods, and local healthcare
services, enabling them to provide accurate information and encourage customers to seek
HIV testing. The intervention was paired with the distribution of health resources such as
condoms and educational pamphlets at food stalls, making it easy for individuals to access
crucial preventive tools. The project also involved local health authorities and NGOs, which
ensured that vendors had the necessary support and resources to disseminate information
effectively. This approach has proven effective in reaching hard-to-reach populations, such as

young people, migrant workers, and individuals with limited access to formal healthcare.[***!
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In Asia, a similar intervention focused on integrating street vendors into broader community
health campaigns aimed at reducing HIV transmission. In this initiative, vendors were trained
to recognize signs of HIV-related illness and encourage individuals to seek professional help.
Vendors were also provided with HIV testing kits to distribute to customers, facilitating
testing in locations where people may feel more comfortable. By combining peer education
with the provision of testing services, the intervention was successful in increasing the
number of individuals who got tested for HIV in the community. This type of model not only
highlights the importance of street vendors in raising awareness but also demonstrates how
they can directly contribute to the uptake of HIV testing and other preventive measures.[**"]
Another successful model comes from Latin America, where street food vendors have been
incorporated into community-level health promotion programs targeting the most vulnerable
populations, including sex workers, men who have sex with men (MSM), and individuals in
high-risk settings. Street vendors were trained to deliver HIV prevention information tailored
to these groups, helping to create a more open environment for discussing HIV. This model
emphasized cultural sensitivity and the importance of engaging with diverse community
members, which in turn helped to normalize conversations about HIV and reduce the stigma
associated with the disease. The intervention also involved local health workers who
supported vendors with follow-up services and access to local health centers, ensuring that
individuals who received information from the vendors were also encouraged to access
further care.™®*°! These successful interventions demonstrate that street food vendors, when
trained and supported, can play a transformative role in HIV awareness and prevention. By
tapping into the established trust vendors have with their communities and providing them
with the resources to educate and inform, health organizations can expand their outreach to
populations that may otherwise be difficult to engage. Moreover, these interventions have
shown that community-based, peer-led health campaigns can be both cost-effective and
sustainable, as they leverage existing social structures and local knowledge. Ultimately, the
inclusion of street food vendors in public health campaigns represents a promising and
innovative approach to tackling HIV and other health issues at the grassroots level.!*"!

Challenges and Barriers

While the involvement of street food vendors in HIV awareness and prevention efforts offers
significant promise, several challenges and barriers need to be addressed to maximize their
potential impact. One of the primary obstacles is the lack of formal health education among

street food vendors. Many vendors may not have access to training programs that equip them
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with the necessary knowledge to accurately share HIV-related information. This can lead to
the spread of misinformation or incomplete messages, which could inadvertently harm the
community’s understanding of HIV prevention and treatment. Providing vendors with proper,
ongoing education on HIV and related health issues is essential for ensuring the accuracy and
effectiveness of their role as health ambassadors.!”! Cultural taboos and stigma surrounding
HIV are also significant barriers to engaging street food vendors in HIV-related initiatives. In
many communities, discussions about HIV are still seen as taboo, and individuals may feel
uncomfortable talking about the virus openly, even in informal settings like food stalls.
Vendors themselves may harbor fears of being stigmatized for discussing HIV, which could
affect their willingness to participate in public health campaigns. Overcoming this stigma
requires addressing the cultural norms that prevent open dialogue about HIV and ensuring
that vendors feel supported in their efforts to reduce stigma and encourage HIV testing and
prevention. Moreover, local communities must be sensitized to the importance of discussing
HIV and normalizing health-seeking behaviors to create an environment conducive to
change.[?*® Logistical challenges also pose a significant barrier to the successful integration
of street food vendors into HIV awareness campaigns. Street vendors often operate in
informal settings without stable infrastructure or resources, making it difficult to implement
large-scale health initiatives. Vendors may not have access to necessary tools, such as HIV
testing kits, condoms, or educational materials, which are essential for providing tangible
prevention resources to customers. Furthermore, reaching vendors with training and support
can be difficult, particularly in rural or remote areas where access to healthcare services is
already limited. Collaboration with local health authorities, NGOs, and community-based
organizations is critical to ensuring that vendors are equipped with the tools and resources
they need to be effective health advocates. Addressing these logistical challenges requires
investment in infrastructure, resources, and partnerships to ensure the sustainability and
success of street vendor-led health initiatives.**!

Another challenge lies in the varying levels of vendor engagement and interest in
participating in HIV awareness campaigns. Some street food vendors may be hesitant to
engage with public health initiatives, perceiving them as an unnecessary distraction from
their business or as outside their professional scope. Vendors may also be concerned about
the time commitment required for training and participation in campaigns, particularly if they
feel that these efforts will not lead to immediate, tangible benefits. Overcoming this barrier

requires building trust with vendors by clearly demonstrating the personal and community
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benefits of HIV prevention efforts. Providing incentives such as financial compensation,
marketing support, or recognition for their role in public health can motivate vendors to
participate and remain engaged in these initiatives.” Lastly, the diverse and transient nature
of street food vendor populations presents another challenge. Many vendors work on the
move, and some may not remain in the same location for extended periods, which makes
consistent engagement difficult. This mobility can limit the continuity of training and
education efforts and pose challenges in tracking the effectiveness of HIV awareness
campaigns over time. To mitigate this, health organizations must develop flexible and
adaptive strategies that can reach vendors wherever they operate and ensure that training and
materials are portable and easily accessible. Additionally, a network of health professionals
and community organizations can help facilitate the ongoing support and engagement of
mobile street vendors.[26"]

Strategies for empowering street food vendors

Empowering street food vendors to serve as ambassadors for HIV awareness and prevention
requires a comprehensive approach that combines education, support, and community
engagement. Below are key strategies to empower these vendors, ensuring they can play a
meaningful role in public health efforts.

1. Education and Training programs

One of the most critical strategies for empowering street food vendors is providing them with
comprehensive education and training on HIV prevention, testing, and treatment options.
Training programs should focus on equipping vendors with accurate and up-to-date
information about HIV transmission, methods of prevention (Such as condom use and safe
sexual practices), and local healthcare resources. These programs should be culturally
sensitive, addressing local misconceptions and stigma surrounding HIV. Training should also
include practical components, such as how to engage customers in conversations about HIV
and how to distribute health resources (like condoms and educational pamphlets) in a non-
stigmatizing manner. Offering refresher courses or follow-up sessions can ensure that
vendors stay informed and continue to effectively share accurate information with their
communities.?%%

2. Providing health resources

To empower street food vendors in their role as HIV prevention ambassadors, providing them

with the necessary tools and resources is essential. This includes distributing free HIV testing
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kits, condoms, and informational materials that vendors can easily share with their customers.
In addition to these resources, vendors can be supplied with referral materials, such as contact
details for nearby clinics or healthcare facilities, where customers can access HIV testing or
treatment services. It is important that these resources are not only made available to the
vendors but also replenished regularly, ensuring a continuous and reliable supply of
materials. Creating easy-to-understand, visually appealing materials can help ensure that the
information is accessible to a wide range of customers, including those with low literacy

levels.[3-3

3. Community Engagement and Support

Engaging the broader community is crucial for the success of any HIV awareness initiative
involving street food vendors. Community leaders, local health organizations, and influencers
should be involved in promoting the role of street food vendors in HIV prevention.
Establishing partnerships between vendors and local health agencies or NGOs can provide
vendors with ongoing support and credibility. These partnerships can help address any
concerns vendors may have about their involvement in HIV prevention campaigns, such as
fear of stigmatization or legal issues. Additionally, community engagement can ensure that
the messages being shared by vendors resonate with local norms and values, making the
information more likely to be accepted and acted upon. Encouraging customers to view
vendors as trusted sources of health information can also contribute to greater awareness and
behavior change within the community.3+3¢!

4. Incentive Programs and Recognition

Providing incentives and recognition for street food vendors who actively engage in HIV
prevention efforts can significantly increase their motivation to participate. Incentives can be
financial, such as offering small stipends or reimbursement for training-related costs, or non-
financial, such as public recognition through certificates or local media coverage. Vendors
who perform well in spreading HIV awareness can also be highlighted as role models in the
community, which could boost their business by attracting more customers who appreciate
their role in public health. Recognition could also include showcasing vendors at community
health events or in public health campaigns, creating a sense of pride and ownership among

vendors.F4
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5. Building Peer Networks and Support Groups

Creating a network of street food vendors who are trained in HIV prevention can foster a
sense of solidarity and shared responsibility. These peer networks allow vendors to exchange
experiences, share successful strategies, and provide mutual support in addressing challenges
they may face in discussing HIV with their customers. Regular meetings or online forums can
serve as platforms for vendors to discuss what is working well and identify areas for
improvement. Peer support groups can also help vendors build resilience against any stigma
or backlash they may face and encourage them to continue their outreach efforts. These
networks can be facilitated by local health organizations or community groups that provide

ongoing training, support, and recognition for vendors' contributions to HIV awareness.[**!

6. Leveraging Technology and Social Media

Incorporating technology and social media into empowerment strategies can enhance the
reach and impact of HIV prevention efforts led by street food vendors. Vendors can be
encouraged to use their social media platforms to share HIV prevention messages, success
stories, or updates about local HIV testing campaigns. This allows vendors to reach a larger
audience beyond their immediate customers and can help normalize HIV conversations in the
digital space. Additionally, mobile apps and SMS-based health education services can be
used to keep vendors updated on the latest HIV prevention strategies, resources, and local
events, allowing them to stay informed and connected with the broader public health
community.[444]

7. Addressing the structural needs of street vendors

Empowering street food vendors goes beyond training and education—it also involves
addressing their structural and operational needs. Many street vendors face challenges related
to infrastructure, such as inadequate access to electricity, water, or sanitation. Addressing
these structural challenges by providing better working conditions can increase vendors'
willingness and ability to participate in public health campaigns. For instance, local
authorities or NGOs could work with vendors to create safer, more hygienic spaces for food
preparation and customer interaction, which may also enhance the credibility of their health-
related messages. Additionally, providing street vendors with legal support or advocacy can
help protect them from harassment or legal barriers that may hinder their participation in

public health initiatives.! 6]
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Policy Implications and Recommendations

To effectively engage street food vendors as ambassadors for HIV awareness and prevention,
it is essential to consider several policy implications and recommendations that foster an
environment conducive to their active participation. These policies should focus on
education, resource allocation, legal frameworks, and community integration, ensuring that
street vendors are equipped, supported, and encouraged to contribute to public health efforts.
Below are key policy recommendations that can support the empowerment of street food
vendors in HIV prevention:

1. Incorporating HIV Education into Vendor Training Programs

Government and public health agencies should establish policies that incorporate HIV
prevention education into formal and informal training programs for street food vendors.
These programs should be made accessible and practical, offering vendors the skills they
need to educate their customers while providing information on HIV testing, treatment, and
prevention. Policymakers should advocate for integrating these training sessions into existing
vendor associations, local health initiatives, or community outreach programs. Ensuring that
street food vendors have the opportunity to attend HIV-focused training can help ensure
accurate and consistent information is shared in communities, helping to break down

misconceptions about HIV.

2. Providing Financial Incentives and Support

To encourage the participation of street food vendors in HIV prevention campaigns, policies
should include financial incentives such as subsidies for training, resources, or even direct
stipends for their participation. Providing financial support to vendors not only compensates
them for their time and efforts but also incentivizes continued involvement. Local
governments and NGOs can collaborate to create grant programs or funding mechanisms that
support vendor-led HIV awareness initiatives. This could include providing vendors with
HIV testing kits, educational materials, and promotional tools to help spread awareness.
Recognizing the economic challenges faced by vendors, policymakers should develop

financial models that ensure the sustainability of these initiatives.

3. Creating legal protections for vendors
Street food vendors often operate in informal sectors and may face legal challenges, such as
harassment or restrictions on their activities. Policymakers should create legal frameworks

that support street vendors' participation in health-related campaigns without fear of
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discrimination or legal repercussions. This could include protection from fines, harassment,
or unjust regulations that hinder their ability to run their businesses while participating in
HIV awareness efforts. Additionally, laws should encourage the inclusion of street food
vendors in formal health education and community outreach programs. Governments should
work toward integrating these vendors into the broader public health system, ensuring that

their contributions to HIV awareness are recognized and protected.

4. Strengthening Partnerships Between Vendors and Health Organizations

Effective HIV prevention initiatives require collaboration between street food vendors, local
health authorities, non-governmental organizations (NGOs), and community-based
organizations. Policymakers should encourage the creation of formal partnerships between
these stakeholders to streamline the distribution of resources, training, and support to
vendors. Local health departments can collaborate with NGOs to ensure that vendors have
access to HIV testing kits, condoms, and educational materials. Furthermore, public health
campaigns should be designed to include street food vendors as partners, allowing them to be
integrated into larger community health efforts. By supporting these partnerships,
policymakers can ensure that HIV prevention messages reach a broader audience, particularly

in underserved or marginalized communities.

5. Leveraging Technology and Digital Platforms

Policymakers should explore opportunities to incorporate technology and digital platforms
into HIV awareness campaigns involving street food vendors. Digital tools, such as mobile
apps, social media platforms, and text message-based health services, can significantly
enhance the reach of HIV prevention initiatives. Policies should facilitate the development of
mobile health programs that allow street food vendors to receive continuous updates on HIV
prevention methods, testing services, and local health resources. Furthermore, health
departments should consider creating digital platforms that allow vendors to share HIV
prevention messages with their customers, increasing the effectiveness of these initiatives.
Leveraging digital technologies can also help vendors stay connected with health

professionals, reinforcing their role in HIV education and prevention.

6. Addressing Stigma Through Community-Based Policies
Policymakers must prioritize initiatives that reduce stigma and create supportive
environments for discussing HIV openly in public spaces, including those where street food

vendors operate. Policies should encourage local communities to engage in public health
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campaigns that normalize HIV prevention, testing, and treatment. This could include
launching anti-stigma campaigns that educate the public on the importance of HIV awareness
and support for individuals living with HIVV. Governments and health organizations should
also promote the role of street food vendors in these campaigns, highlighting their essential
role in changing public perceptions and reducing the stigma associated with HIV. These
policies will help create an environment where HIV prevention efforts are more widely

accepted and supported by the community.

7. Investing in Monitoring and Evaluation Systems

To ensure the long-term success and sustainability of HIV awareness campaigns led by street
food vendors, policymakers must invest in monitoring and evaluation (M&E) systems. These
systems should track the effectiveness of vendor-led initiatives, assess the impact on HIV
knowledge and testing behaviors, and provide feedback to continuously improve outreach
efforts. Policymakers can work with public health agencies to develop tools for measuring the
reach and success of street food vendor involvement in HIV awareness campaigns.
Monitoring and evaluation will also provide valuable data that can inform future policy
decisions, making it easier to scale successful initiatives and ensure that resources are

allocated to the most effective strategies.

8. Integrating street food vendors into national health strategies

Finally, policymakers should integrate street food vendors into national HIV prevention
strategies. This includes recognizing them as valuable stakeholders in public health initiatives
and designing policies that specifically address their needs and potential contributions. By
integrating street food vendors into national health strategies, governments can expand the
reach of HIV prevention messages, particularly in low-resource settings. This integration will
also help ensure that HIV prevention efforts are inclusive and accessible to all members of

society, including those who may not have access to traditional healthcare services.

CONCLUSION

Engaging street food vendors as ambassadors for HIV awareness offers a unique opportunity
to extend the reach of HIV prevention messages to underserved communities, where
traditional health outreach may not always be accessible. Street food vendors, with their
direct access to large numbers of people in public spaces, are well-positioned to play a pivotal
role in spreading knowledge about HIV prevention, testing, and treatment options. Through

targeted education, empowering vendors with the right resources, and fostering supportive
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partnerships, these vendors can become trusted sources of information and contribute to

reducing stigma around HIV in their communities. However, to maximize the potential of

street food vendors in HIV awareness campaigns, several challenges need to be addressed.

These include the need for better training, financial incentives, legal protections, and

overcoming barriers such as stigma and lack of access to health resources. Addressing these

challenges through well-designed policies and community-driven initiatives will ensure that

vendors are not only equipped to share accurate information but also motivated to actively

participate in HIV prevention efforts.
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