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Sex Work Research
Methodological and Ethical Challenges
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The challenges involved in the design of ethical, nonexploitative research projects
with sex workers or any other marginalized population are significant. First, the size
and boundaries of the population are unknown, making it extremely difficult to get a
representative sample. Second, because membership in hidden populations often
involves stigmatized or illegal behavior, concerns regarding privacy and confidenti-
ality are paramount and difficult to resolve. In addition, they often result in chal-
lenges to the validity of the data. Third, in spite of evidence to the contrary, associa-
tions between sex work and victimization are still strong, dichotomies remain
prevalent, and sex workers are often represented as a homogeneous population.
Drawing on three research projects in which the author has been involved—all
grounded in a sex-as-work approach—as well as the work of others, this article pro-
vides several strategies for overcoming these challenges. Clear guidelines for
ethical, nonexploitive methodologies are embedded in the solutions provided.
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Three sets of challenges arise when conducting research on the sexual ser-
vice industry. First, the size and boundaries of the population are unknown,
so it is extremely difficult to get a representative sample. The traditional
methods of sampling such populations—snowball sampling, key informant
sampling, and targeted sampling—do not solve this problem. Snowballing
samples, for example, tend to be biased toward the more cooperative partici-
pants. Data from key informants (social service agencies, health care work-
ers, and police) generally reflect their interactions with clients who are in cri-
sis. Consequently, the stories of those less interested in participating and
those not in crisis are rarely reported. Targeted sampling, although widely
used, is only as good as one’s ability to penetrate the local networks of the
stigmatized population. In addition, bias can be introduced during targeted
sampling when the most visible participants (such as street workers) are
oversampled and the least visible (those who work inside) undersampled.
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Second, because membership in hidden populations often involves stig-
matized or illegal behavior, concerns regarding privacy and confidentiality
are paramount. This, it is often argued, may lead individuals to refuse to
cooperate or to give unreliable answers to protect their privacy. Alternatively,
participants may say what they think you want to hear. In either event, the
researcher is getting reporting differences rather that true differences. As a
consequence, the data, regardless of how rigorously collected, are often the
first aspect of the study to be challenged, especially when not in line with the
commonly held stereotypes of the prostitute or prostitution. When conduct-
ing research with hidden populations—in this case, sex workers—additional
strategies are required to reduce challenges to the validity of the data.

This brings us to the third set of challenges to be overcome: the enduring
associations between sex work and victimization, the prevalence of dichoto-
mies, and the notion that sex workers represent a homogeneous population.
Despite growing evidence to the contrary from both researchers (Benoit &
Millar, 2001; Ford, 1998a; Jennes, 1990; McLeod, 1982; Pons & Serra,
1998; Shaver, 1988, 1994, 1996) and sex workers (Almodovar, 1993;
Bruckert, 2002; Chapkis, 1997; Delacoste & Alexander, 1987; Doezema,
1998; French, 1988), a recent review of a decade of social science literature
revealed that associations between sex work and victimization are still strong
and that dichotomies remain prevalent (Vanwesenbeeck, 2001, p. 242). The
activity is still characterized as work or exploitation (Conseil du statut de la
femme, 2002) or as good girls versus bad girls (Bell, 1987) when in fact, as is
the case with all work and all workers, it is a combination of the two. Finally,
as articulated by Pheterson (1990) and heralded by others (Colpron, 2001,
p. 12), prostitution is commonly treated as an identity category rather than a
revenue-generating activity. To counteract this tendency, it is essential to
develop strategies that increase the potential for revealing diversity within
each sector of the industry as well as between sectors. In addition, we need to
develop tools and theoretical approaches for comparing sexual service work
with other forms of personal service work.

METHOD

This article describes the strategies used in three different studies when
attempting to address each of these challenges. The first study involved inter-
views with 220 women, men, and transgender workers (genetic males who
present themselves as women) on two different field sites (San Francisco
1990 and Montreal 1991). The semistructured interview guide included
questions about demographics (current and past), sex work activities, work
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relations, occupational hazards (e.g., arrest, sexual assault, physical assault,
drug use), enjoyment of sex, income sources and expenses, relations with
others not involved in sex work, work history, and future plans. One of our
objectives was to examine the differences, if any, in the way sex work was
organized and experienced by women, men, and transgender workers. The
fieldwork was carried out by the researchers (one woman and two men)1 and
four student assistants (two women and two men).2

The second study involved interviews with 107 women and men sex
workers and a matched sample of 73 hospital workers (aides and orderlies)
on two different field sites (Montreal, 1993, and Toronto, 1994). The hospi-
tals selected for the study were adjacent to the prostitution strolls. A much
more open-ended interview guide was developed. Topics were similar to
those used in the first study, except that a series of new questions was added
that included family background and contact with family, a detailed job
description, a discussion of the circumstances surrounding the decision to do
sex work (or hospital work), details regarding the workplace environment
and interpersonal relationships, likes and dislikes about work, leisure activi-
ties, and general health status. We also introduced a series of questions about
job stressors, including sexual harassment, discrimination, missed work
days, verbal threats and insults, and so forth. In addition to making gender
comparisons, our objective was to investigate the extent to which the working
conditions and experiences varied from one service work situation to
another. The fieldwork was conducted by myself and seven student assistants
(five women and two men).3

The third study, which began in 2000, focuses on several sectors of the sex
industry (street-based work, massage, dancing, escort, and domination) as
well as different genders of workers (female, male, and transgender). The
project, grounded in a community-academic partnership, is designed to
examine Canadian public policy and the health and well-being of sex work-
ers. The research, guided by a population health promotion framework
(Hamilton & Bhatti, 1996), examines how health, social service, labor,
municipal regulations and policies, and their interface with criminal justice
policies and practices enhance or harm the health and well-being of sex
workers. We interviewed 120 sex workers and 34 key informants in Toronto
and Montreal. Of the sex workers, 62 identified as female, 40 identified as
male, and 18 identified as transgender. Interviews were conducted by the
researchers (three women), student assistants (four women), and community
partners (two women and two men). We are moving into the reporting phase
of the project.4

In addition to the studies in which I have been personally involved, I draw
on the work of other researchers who have struggled with similar problems
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(Boyton, 2002; Lever & Kanouse, 1998; Pyett, 1998) and others who have
already published research findings highlighting the heterogeneity of sex
workers (Benoit & Millar, 2001; Browne & Minichiello, 1996; Lerum, 2000;
Nadon, Koverola, & Schludermann, 1998; Perkins & Lovejoy, 1996).

Our general approach to these challenges was to adopt techniques allow-
ing us to (a) identify appropriate sites and penetrate local networks while pre-
serving representativeness, (b) legitimate our role as researchers in ways that
would encourage cooperation and veracity, and (c) build on strategic com-
parisons. The first two are difficult to separate because they are built into our
site selection, fieldwork, and participant selection strategies. Thus, they are
discussed together, first in the context of research with street-based workers
and then when researching indoor workers. Solutions to the third set of chal-
lenges are addressed in a section of their own.

OVERCOMING SAMPLING BIAS AND PRIVACY CONCERNS

In the first study, we focused on street prostitution and chose to address it
as a revenue-generating activity rather than as an identity category or a devi-
ant or criminal activity. Rigorous sampling strategies were combined with a
participant-centered approach. We built on two sets of strategic comparisons:
one linked to gender (women, men, and transgendered people) and another,
developed for the second study, involving a comparison between sex workers
and hospital workers.

Site Selection Strategies

The four fieldwork sites were initially selected for their similar character-
istics. In each case, the stroll (the recognized territory of streets for soliciting)
was adjacent to a downtown center and represented a high-track working
area (i.e., one recognized as the expensive end of the street trade). Sex work-
ers from all three gender groups worked adjacent areas. The fieldwork, car-
ried out by the researchers and various assistants, confirmed that each group
of sex workers had its own territory. In fact, as discussed below, the women’s
strolls on the Canadian sites were further subdivided by other features. The
distances between the strolls varied (they were closer together on the San
Francisco site) but were within easy walking distances to all four sites.

Secondary criteria for the selection of the sites included their different
political, social, and legal regimes. One country difference, for example, was
reflected in the accessibility of social and health care services. Universal
health insurance is available in Canada but not in the Unites States. Another
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difference is that prostitution per se is not illegal in Canada, but it is illegal in
California. As in California, however, there are Canadian laws relating to
communicating (soliciting) in public, procuring, owning and operating a
bawdy house, and living on the earnings of the prostitution of another.5

In addition, the sites are embedded in different cultural histories. San
Francisco has been a city with a high degree of tolerance for diverse
sexualities, and Montreal, in comparison to Toronto, has a history of greater
tolerance for public displays of sexual material. The presence (in San Fran-
cisco and Toronto) or absence (until recently in Montreal) of strong prosti-
tutes’ rights movements is also likely to have had an impact on the cultural
history. Call Off Your Tired Ethics (COYOTE) of San Francisco was founded
in 1973 to work for “the repeal of the prostitution laws and an end to the
stigma associated with sexual work” (COYOTE, 2003). In addition to engag-
ing in public education regarding a wide range of issues related to prostitu-
tion, COYOTE has been active in providing “crisis counselling, support
groups, and referrals to legal and other service providers to thousands of
prostitutes, mostly women.”6 The Canadian Organization for the Rights of
Prostitutes began in Toronto in 1983. Its objectives were similar to those of
COYOTE: the decriminalization of prostitution and an end to the stigma
associated with prostitution. Another Toronto organization, Maggie’s—The
Prostitutes’ Safe Sex Project, was established and in full swing by 1991.
Despite changes in leadership, Maggie’s has had a similarly active presence
in that city since then, providing support and referrals for sex workers while
educating the sex workers, their clients, and the general public about safe sex,
legal practices, and the facts of sex work.7 There was no prostitutes’ rights
organization in Montreal in 1991 and 1993 when we were conducting our
fieldwork.8 Our design did not give us the ability to fully control for these
social, political, and cultural differences, but we felt that an awareness of
them would help inform the interpretation of the commonalities and differ-
ences across the four different sites. Consequently, such differences should
be kept in mind when developing research designs involving several case
studies.

Fieldwork Strategies

Our field strategies were grounded in a participant-centered approach.
They varied slightly from city to city but generally involved three stages:
gaining entry, working the stroll, and leaving the field. The first, gaining
entry, entailed 2 to 4 weeks of introductions and public relations activities
that served to legitimate both the study and our role as researchers.9 We
worked in pairs during the regular operating hours of the stroll, introducing
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ourselves to people who appeared to be working. Introductions were straight-
forward and were always accompanied with an open, extended hand and
direct eye contact: “Hi, I’m Fran Shaver, this is my assistant Jane. We’re let-
ting people know about the research we are conducting over the next few
weeks.” We then explained the nature of the study and handed out our univer-
sity business cards. We usually exchanged a few more words before moving
on. In almost every case, we learned the street name the person used. Name
recollection became an essential fieldwork skill and a potent sign of our
respect. It also made it possible to develop lists of all the regular workers on
each of the strolls and subterritories that came to our attention within the
areas worked by women.

Observing the street life of the strolls, we became observed ourselves. As
we came to know the regulars by name, we had many opportunities to discuss
their work, and our work, informally with them. We made it clear by our
actions that we were guests in their territory; that we were not police, press,
outreach or social workers; and that we were able to do the research without
putting them at risk or alarming the johns. We also made it clear during these
conversations that participation was voluntary and that we would take no for
an answer and move on politely. In doing so, however, we also pointed out
that although it was their right to say no to an interview, it was our job to keep
on trying. This lighthearted exchange created an opportunity for them to
change their minds once we had gained their respect. It also made it possible
for us to courteously check in with them at a later date to see if they had
changed their minds.

These informal conversations provided opportunities for us to describe
where our findings were destined and what the returns might be for sex work-
ers. During this period, we also talked with the police, outreach workers (The
California Prostitutes Education Program [CAL-PEP] in San Francisco10 and
Maggie’s in Toronto), and others who came in contact with the sex workers.
In addition to legitimating our role as researchers and increasing our knowl-
edge of the strolls, these strategies also permitted us to identify and penetrate
the local networks to achieve as close to 100% sampling of the regular
workers as was possible.

Although it overlaps with gaining entry, I would like to refer to the next
stage as working the stroll. It includes guidelines for maintaining our role as
researchers. With the role comes a privileged position, one that facilitates and
actually legitimates the asking of personal questions. Maintenance of this
role throughout the fieldwork period is essential. Because we were guests in
the working environment of others and wanted them to tell us their stories, we
created guidelines for developing and maintaining a participant-centered,
harm-reduction approach.11 The guidelines included the following:
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• working in pairs when strolling (although interviews can and should be con-
ducted one on one in a quiet nearby setting);

• handing out business cards with the full details of the research director’s place
of work (the assistant’s first name only should be written on the card, along
with a contact phone number if different from the business office of the
director);

• carrying a stroll kit—It was limited to Band-Aids (for blisters), safety pins (for
broken straps and garters), matches (for the smokers), and a list of resource
people and agencies that handle needle exchanges, general health problems,
AIDS and HIV testing, and emergency housing. We did not carry supplies of
condoms, clean needle kits, or bad trick sheets. We knew where and how these
could be had and passed on the information but felt that carrying these items
would identify us as outreach workers or social service providers and would
jeopardize our research status and right to ask personal questions;

• walking up the street toward the sex workers—This ensures that they will not
be startled by our approach and introduction. I smile, nod, and say “good eve-
ning” regardless of whether an introduction is feasible. Sometimes, it is not,
especially if they are speaking to a potential date;

• being very conscious of the space we occupied in relation to those approached;
never corner a person in a doorway, or if with a partner, never approach a sex
worker from two sides. Leaving them room to move away is a courteous way to
demonstrate that you are not the police. More important, it provides a clear
indication that the choice to participate is theirs;

• holding team meetings on a regular basis—Fieldwork in this context is physi-
cally and emotionally draining, a fact rarely appreciated by the assistants on
entering the field. Neither is this actuality built directly into any ethical guide-
lines I have seen. Meetings help debrief and allow for discussions of difficult
situations that may arise;

• discouraging guided tours—The research assistants’ family and friends are
often curious about the work site, and many want a tour of the strolls. Family
and friends should not be visiting the fieldwork site. I sanctioned such visits
only to alleviate tensions on the home front, usually grounded in unjustified
fears about the risks of working on the site and then conducted them myself.

In addition to protecting the sex workers, these guidelines clarify the dif-
ference between the researchers and others who operate in the field (e.g.,
social service providers, outreach workers, advocates), reinforce the differ-
ence between researcher and sex worker, and legitimate and provide a space
for the fears many researcher assistants (and their families) have but are
reluctant to discuss. Because the rules provide a focus for discussion, and
sometimes contention, they also provide the research team with an opportu-
nity to adapt them to particular circumstances. On occasion, it may be more
ethical to step out of researcher mode than to maintain it. We have all passed
on information regarding a bad date or the imminent arrival of a squad car or
foot-patrol officer. I have lent my telephone calling card to a woman who



wanted to make arrangements to leave her pimp and have protected sex work-
ers from possible arrest or police harassment by misinforming the officer in
question that we were leaving the stroll to conduct an interview. The rules
help ensure that such actions are taken only after discussing and weighing the
risks with respect to the respondent, the researcher, and the data.

Respect for free and informed consent was not an issue when conducting
the face-to-face interviews. Participants selected the interview site (generally
a quiet corner of a restaurant, on occasion in a nearby park or street side, and
in residential hotels). Most were conducted during their hours on the stroll,
but on occasion, arrangements were made to meet off the stroll. Most of these
were held in the worker’s home. When the interview began, participants were
reminded of the purposes of the study, that they were free to bypass questions
that made them uncomfortable, and that they could discontinue the interview
at any time. A very small number chose to bypass questions regarding
income, but no interviews were discontinued. Interviews ranged from 45
minutes to 1.5 hours.

Acquiring free and informed consent was, however, an issue with regard
to our ongoing field observations. Sex workers who have agreed to an inter-
view have not consented to letting the researchers take field notes about their,
or their colleagues’, activities at other times. Therefore, we activated a pro-
cess for obtaining consent in this area by encouraging the sex workers to help
us identify existing stroll boundaries, welcoming restaurants, and other
friendly establishments on the stroll. We also asked them about the popula-
tion characteristics of the regular and nonregular workers. This minor collab-
orative initiative drew the participants into the study by allowing them to
identify the boundaries they recognized and the networks within which they
worked. In addition, it legitimated our note taking while in the field and per-
mitted us to verify the accuracy of our own observations. The more we knew
about the field setting and the people in it, the more confidence we felt we had
in the sampling techniques used and the validity of the data acquired.

Participant Selection Strategies

To preserve the representativeness of the stroll samples and the integrity
of the database, we only interviewed people we had seen working on several
different occasions (the regulars) and who were not under the influence of
alcohol or drugs at the time. We also took care to ensure that the distinguish-
ing characteristics of those interviewed reflected the characteristics of the
stroll population in question as much as possible. Full stroll counts were con-
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ducted on a regular basis during our field observations, and with the help of
the women, men, and transgender workers, we were able to create lists of the
regular workers by their street names. We then matched our sample to the
stroll population by characteristics, such as age, visible minority status, and
work location. On the strolls worked by the women, we were also careful to
draw participants from the subterritories that had been observed by the
researchers and identified as such by the women on the Montreal and Toronto
sites. Our objective was to achieve as close to 100% sampling of the regular
workers as possible.12

We were generally on site during working hours (from 7 p.m. or 8 p.m.
until the clubs closed; this was as late as 3 a.m. or 4 a.m. in Montreal). We
walked the stroll in pairs hailing and chatting to those we knew and introduc-
ing ourselves to others. A good time to ask for an interview was when busi-
ness was slow or when it was clear that a worker was returning from a date.
Because we had observed who was involved in the sex trade, no mistakes
were made (e.g., asking non-sex-workers), and because we had become well
known on the street, there were very few refusals. All respondents were given
the nominal sum of U.S.$10 in San Francisco and C$20 in Montreal and
Toronto as a token of our appreciation for their participation in the interview.

The guidelines were more difficult to follow with respect to male hustlers.
There was a higher turnover rate, they were more likely than the women to
volunteer to be interviewed, and they were more likely to bring along a buddy
who also wanted to be interviewed. In Toronto and Montreal, we also found
they were more likely to have a substance abuse problem and more likely to
want to do the interview simply for the C$20 honorarium. In these cases,
especially if we had not observed them working regularly, one of our criteria
for participant selection, we said no.

Leaving the Field

It is important to leave the field in guest mode, taking the time to say good-
bye and thank everyone, whether they were interviewed or not. This provides
the researchers with an opportunity to ensure that people know where to call
if they have further questions or wish to see the final results. This ritualized
leave-taking also provides additional protection for both the participant and
researcher. It acknowledges the essential contribution made by the partici-
pants in a respectful and courteous manner. It legitimates the withdrawal anx-
ieties experienced by the researchers, who in spite of the attachments that
develop on both sides, generally find it a more difficult process than the
participants do.
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Studying Off-Street Workers

Overcoming sampling problems and privacy and truthfulness concerns
when researching indoor workers requires a different set of strategies. Those
identified here were developed in conjunction with the third study described
above: the community-academic research partnership designed to examine
Canadian public policy and the health and well-being of both on- and off-
street sex workers.

Our community partners had a significant advisory role (but no veto
power) in the design of the project proposal and the research instruments
used. The academic team hired and trained community partners, along with
students, to participate in recruitment strategies and conduct interviews. In
addition, products and outputs are negotiated, including issues of intellectual
property and ownership. Consequently, our strategies were significantly dif-
ferent from those adopted on the strolls in the field studies described above.
These strategies, especially the training of sex workers as research assistants,
were particularly helpful in overcoming sampling and privacy concerns.

Our community partners, regardless of research training, were able to pro-
vide insider information and insights on how best to approach the physical
venues and the people working within those venues in the three sectors
identified for our study (street, escort, and exotic dancing). Special posters
inviting dancers to Have Their Say were designed for the clubs, and smaller
business-card-sized flyers were designed by an escort for recruiting other
escorts. In addition, we facilitated cold calls to escorts advertising in the
newspaper by placing an advertisement of our own in the same section of the
paper. Because the sex workers involved in the active recruiting of partici-
pants were operating in contexts familiar to them and often knew, or knew of,
the people they were approaching, they were able to accelerate our entry to
the different milieus. Once accepted as guests in their working environments
who were interested in their stories, we were able to introduce other members
of the team and legitimate our role as researchers. Participants were given the
option of being interviewed by a sex worker or student assistant in the setting
of their choice and the option of being interviewed by a man or woman. This
addressed many of the concerns regarding trust, privacy, and confidentiality.

Concerns about the representativeness of the three samples were
addressed by continuously expanding them to encompass participants with
different characteristics and experiences until saturation had been reached
(i.e., until no new types of stories and experiences were being reported). In
addition, we sought to ensure that results were representative of each sector
and not merely idiosyncratic of single individuals or settings by comparing
interviews with different types of participants (e.g., sex workers, representa-
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tives of sex work organizations, service providers, city officials) and analyses
of policy documents. These strategies, designed to increase confidence in the
validity of the data collected and conclusions drawn, had been used success-
fully by Lewis and Maticka-Tyndale (2000) and were easily integrated into
the partnership model.13

Partnership models are challenging, however, and not everyone is com-
fortable working with them. The research process takes longer (especially
when capacity building), community partners may not be in a position to par-
ticipate actively or may want to renegotiate their involvement, and commu-
nity and academic partners often have disparate objectives and perspectives
about the research process and its products. Nevertheless, the benefits of
academic-community partnerships are substantial. They provide different
perspectives, increase the synergy of ideas and resources, enhance the quality
of the data, provide opportunities for capacity building, encourage reciprocal
exchanges of skill and knowledge between the academy and the community,
and increase public accountability. In short, they provide the key to overcom-
ing at least two of the obstacles faced when conducting research on the sex
trade: sampling bias and privacy concerns. In doing so, they increase the
credibility of the data.14

OVERCOMING ASSUMPTIONS OF HOMOGENEITY

The key to overcoming the third set of obstacles identified (the enduring
associations between sex work and victimization, the prevalence of dichoto-
mies, and the assumption that sex workers represent a homogeneous popula-
tion) is grounded in research designs embodying strategic comparisons. A
continued focus on sex work and sex workers will help make it, and them,
more visible, but comparisons are essential if we are to fully understand the
challenges they face and the social, political, and economic processes creat-
ing and maintaining those challenges. They will help identify which of these
challenges are unique to sex work (and sex workers) and which are features
of more general conditions, such as gender, ethnicity, educational opportuni-
ties, health status, and poverty.

Moving to this stage of the investigation creates additional demands on
the research. It requires the identification of appropriate comparison groups
and doubles the research enterprise to learn about such groups. In the case
of community-academic partnered research, the challenges may be com-
pounded because the necessity for comparison is not always obvious to vul-
nerable or marginalized groups. The next section clearly demonstrates that
the advantages of moving to comparative research are sufficiently large
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enough to warrant the extra effort required. Examples of four types of com-
parisons, drawn from my own work and that of others, are identified below.

Comparisons of sex workers with appropriate comparison groups often
serve to falsify popular perceptions. For example, many researchers cite evi-
dence that sexual and physical violence are precursors to prostitution, at least
in the Western world (Vanwesenbeeck, 2001). This is a popular and strongly
maintained lay perception as well. Nadon et al. (1998), however, argue that
the evidence, more often than not, is methodologically flawed. Shortcomings
include the failure to involve a comparison group or the use of comparison
groups that significantly differ from the sex worker samples with respect to
age and socioeconomic status. Nadon et al. corrected for this shortcoming by
interviewing 45 adolescent prostitutes and 37 nonprostitute adolescents of
similar age from similar socioeconomic backgrounds and neighborhood
locations and found that the two groups did not differ significantly in the inci-
dence of childhood sexual abuse (68% and 57%, respectively). Nor did the
groups differ with respect to the characteristics surrounding the sexual abuse.
With respect to childhood physical abuse, the nonprostitute group reported
higher rates than the prostitute group (71% and 48%, respectively). The
nonprostitute group was also subjected to more acts of physical violence.

Evidence is often presented showing that sex workers experience elevated
levels of psychological stress (Farley, Baral, Kiremire, & Sezgin, 1998;
Farley & Barkan, 1998). A pressing question here is whether the stress is
related to sex work per se or the violent conditions of the work, especially in
the context of street prostitution. Evidence gathered by Romans, Potter, Mar-
tin, and Herbison (2001) from less vulnerable sex workers (i.e., off-street
workers) and a comparison group of age-matched women in Australia sug-
gests the latter. No differences were found between the two groups in mental
health on the General Health Questionnaire or in self-esteem. Neither were
there any differences in their assessment of their physical health or the qual-
ity of their social networks. This was the case even when sex workers had
been exposed to more adult physical and sexual abuse than the comparison
group (cited in Vanwesenbeeck, 2001, p. 270).

Another comparison, this time involving an analysis of the sexual prac-
tices and risk-taking behavior of gay and bisexual men and men (straight,
gay, and bisexual) practicing street prostitution in Canada, undermines often
held perceptions regarding the prevalence for risk-taking behavior among
sex workers (Shaver & Newmeyer, 1997). Data on the former group were
drawn from three sources: the Men’s Survey, a panCanadian study of gay and
bisexual men conducted in collaboration with the Canadian AIDS Society
(Myers, Godin, & Calzavara, 1993); Québécoise de lutte contre le sida
(COCQsida); and Godin, Carsley, and Morrison (1993). Data on male prosti-
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tutes were drawn from a series of fieldwork interviews conducted in Mon-
treal in 1991. Selected correlations from the three studies regarding age, risk-
taking behavior, level of education, income, language, sexual identity, drug
use, and number of partners clearly indicate that the male hustlers were not
the greater risk takers.

In a similar study, Weinberg, Worth, and Williams (2001) took seriously
the claims by New Zealand men engaged in sex work that they were more
similar than different from other people in HIV status and the practice of safe
sex. Specifically, the authors focused on those factors that make a population
more or less vulnerable to HIV and how they affect its spread into the sex
work population. Data from 1,852 respondents in the New Zealand study,
(carried out by Worth in 1996; comparing male sex workers and other men
who have sex with men), were used to evaluate the claim. The results partially
supported the hypothesis in that these two groups of men were similar with
regard to their HIV status. Sex workers were found to be different, however,
in being less likely to engage in safe sex practices. The difference between
these findings and those of Shaver and Newmeyer (1997) regarding safe sex
practices suggests that more comparative work needs to be done. They also
provide clear directions for further research.

Comparisons within one sector of the industry (e.g., street prostitution)
serve to undermine perceptions of homogeneity. In addition to enhancing the
inclusiveness of our research, comparisons between the three groups of sex
workers in our study enabled us to capture significant elements of gender
diversity within the street trade. We were able to identify a number of signifi-
cant differences in their work routines. Women, for example, were signifi-
cantly more likely than the men or the transgender group to have regular work
schedules, to see more clients on average in a week, and to spend less time
with them. Women earned the most from their sex work activities and were
the least likely to report other sources of income (Shaver & Weinberg, 2002;
Weinberg, Shaver, & Williams, 1999).

We also found important differences in the occupational health and safety
risks faced. The women assessed their work as more stressful than men
(Shaver, 1996), and indeed, the work is much more risky and hazardous for
them, especially with respect to prostitution-related arrest and sexual assault
(Shaver & Weinberg, 2002; Weinberg et al., 1999). Gender differences also
existed with respect to more traditional health problems. In comparison to the
men, for example, the women were more likely to take care of themselves
(e.g., have regular visits to a doctor or clinic) and had different complaints
than men. Sore feet, shortness of breath, general fatigue, and insomnia were
high on the women’s list of complaints, whereas the men identified upset
stomachs, headaches, leg cramps, and difficulty concentrating (Shaver, 1996).
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In the course of our gender comparisons, some popular perceptions, par-
ticularly those regarding education, were supported. Fewer than 60% had
completed high school on some sites, and it went as low as 40% on other sites.
Gender differences in level of education were not significant (Shaver &
Weinberg, 2002). Other popular perceptions about those involved in prostitu-
tion were falsified, namely those related to other work experiences and the
level of victimization by pimps. All had had experiences with at least two
other jobs, and many with three, either before or while doing sex work. And
our data indicated that pimping is exaggerated. The majority of women work
for themselves, as do virtually all the men and the transgenders (Shaver &
Weinberg, 2002). Furthermore, challenges to these results as unreliable are
undermined by the disparate patterns we observed in Montreal between the
women reporting they worked for themselves (50%) and those who said they
worked for another (50%). The latter group was older (25.5 years vs. 19.6
years), more likely to have completed high school (53% vs. 33%), and less
likely to be cohabiting (33% vs. 80%). They also worked fewer hours per day
(6.7 vs. 7.9), fewer days per week (5.5 vs. 6.1), and charged an average of
15% less for the services provided (Shaver, 1993, p. 161).

In spite of these gender differences, it is essential to leave open the idea
that males, transgenders, and females are not necessarily homogeneous cate-
gories; there can be diversity within gender. For example, in a longitudinal
study of 90 women sex workers on the effects of being a prostitute and the
changes that occurred throughout time, Vanwesenbeeck (1994) found that
about one fourth were doing well, one fourth were doing poorly, and the rest
were in the middle. The women who were categorized as poor in well-being
were those who had had a history of victimization and trauma.

Regional comparisons also undermine popular perceptions. Our findings,
for example, indicate that drug use among street prostitutes is not a given. It
varies by gender and site; women were the heavy users in San Francisco, but
transgenders and men were the heavy users on the Canadian sites (Shaver &
Weinberg, 2002). These comparisons revealed some demographic variations
(in San Francisco in comparison to the Canadian sites, the women and
transgenders were older on average, and ethnic minorities were more promi-
nent) and some social and cultural variations (women and transgenders
working in San Francisco had more years in the trade, and the risks of arrest
and sexual assault were higher on the Canadian sites). Such differences may
well reflect local conditions, such as varying levels of tolerance for sexual
diversities, variations in municipal and policing practices, and differential
access to prostitutes’ rights groups and other service providers. These condi-
tions should be explored in greater detail (Shaver & Weinberg, 2002).
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These results replicate the basic differences between women and men
working in Sydney, Australia (Perkins & Bennett, 1985). However, the Aus-
tralian data were gathered from a compilation of different studies of each
gender group, whereas ours were grounded in strategic comparisons (which
could be made directly and tested for significance) using the same research
instrument and fieldwork techniques. This latter methodology not only
increases the reliability and validity of claims regarding gender differences, it
greatly enhances the generalizability of the findings.

Between-sector comparisons increase our awareness of the heterogeneity
inherent in different work venues and management structures. The prelimi-
nary findings from our current study of Canadian public policy and the health
and well-being of sex workers indicate that street venues hold greater risks
than indoor venues; not only are those working the streets exposed to higher
rates of arrest and violence, but they also appear to have lesser access to
health services than their counterparts working in indoor venues. Some of
our findings suggest that off-street workers have more control over their
work process; however, this does not seem to extend to exotic dancers who
may well have the least amount of control. In Montreal, for example, dancers
are obliged to work independently but do so under severe management con-
straints. Most pay a fee to the club manager or DJ for each shift they work and
earn their salary from the clients who pay them directly for the dances per-
formed. They are not considered to be employees of the club and thus are
excluded from benefits associated with labor legislation and minimum stan-
dards law. Nevertheless, the dancers report that they are subject to employee
obligations, such as maintaining particular work hours and working a speci-
fied number of days per week. Requests to alter these obligations because of
family or other commitments are likely to be denied or penalized (e.g., “If
you cannot work today, do not come in for the rest of the week”).

These findings, although only preliminary, are in line with the work of
several others who have made between-sector comparisons. Benoit and
Millar (2001), Chapkis (2000), and Whittaker and Hart (1996), to name only
a few, have all reported that working the streets is much riskier than other
venues in terms of legal intervention, police arrest, and experiences of vio-
lence. Another recent comparison by Church, Henderson, Barnard, and Hart
(2001) found that street workers experienced significantly more physical
violence from their clients than did women working indoors. In addition,
“working outdoors rather than indoors was more strongly associated with
levels of violence by clients than was the city, drug use, duration of drug use,
or the age that women began prostitution” (Church et al., 2001, as cited in
Vanwesenbeeck, 2001, p. 266).
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Studies focusing specifically on variations in health risks and health status
also report that those working street venues are worse off (Jackson,
Highcrest, & Coates, 1992; Pyett & Warr, 1997). Perkins and Lovejoy (1996)
compared call girls and brothel workers with respect to their healthy or
unhealthy lifestyles. Both call girls (private sex workers) and brothel workers
were infected with sexually transmitted diseases as often in their noncom-
mercial sexual relations as in their work, smoking was a serious problem for
both, and each group endured problems from clients specific to their work
sites. Overall, the call girls had healthier lifestyles but were more vulnerable
to pressures from clients for unsafe sex and potential violence.

It is not just arrest, violence, and health status that vary by work venue;
readings of risk are also modified. Plumridge (2001) focused on the dis-
courses of outside and inside workers, specifically examining the way indi-
vidual discourses about risk function to credential a speaker, counteract any
potential accusations of risk taking, and occlude attention to evidence of risk
and risk taking. These discourses operated differently among street workers
and their counterparts located in indoor venues. The latter put the case for
their uptake of sex work in terms of quick, good money and workplace free-
doms. In the absence of such good money and where workplace freedoms
allowed personalized and individualized control by management, women
were pushed toward competition and risky practice. Street workers, on the
other hand, expounded arguments of personal agency and of being in control
of risks and dangers on the streets, which were known well and depicted
graphically. Such arguments disavow personal vulnerability and may
increase risk-taking behavior.

Other comparisons indicate that management regulations can also under-
mine or enhance the safety of the working environment. Recent research on
escorts indicates that control may have more to do with the conditions under
which they work (independently or for an agency) than the sector in which
they work. According to Lewis and Maticka-Tyndale (2000), escorts in
Windsor

were able to choose whether to work for an agency or be independent of one, to
work for several agencies if they wished, and to change agencies at will. They
were also able to arrange their work from their homes, remaining in their com-
munity and with their families while they awaited calls from clients. (p. 446)

In contrast, escorts in Calgary obtain their licenses from a particular agency
rather than the municipality. Leaving the agency means abandoning the
license to work and sets up a situation that negatively affects the working
environment. Benoit and Millar (2001) also found that sex workers operating
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independently were in the best relative position to determine their working
conditions, including their own cost of labor, net earnings, pace of work, cli-
entele, and the sex activities performed while working.

Research on exotic dancers also demonstrates that management regula-
tions have a significant impact on the working environment. Those in the
peep show context, who work with a glass barrier between themselves and
their audience, have more control over the performer-client relationship than
do dancers in strip clubs. The latter, who operate without the safety of a phys-
ical barrier, are often left with the full responsibility of enforcing the bound-
ary between legal and illegal touching during the dance (Chapkis, 2000, p.
185). On the other hand, “because the workers at the Lusty [peep show] are
employed for a straight wage with no possibility of tips, the management
assumes the primary responsibility of disciplining the workforce to comply
with perceived market demands” (p. 186). Policies on appearance, weight,
costumes, and customer relations are clearly defined and vigorously
enforced. Surveillance, including video monitoring of dancers, is the norm:
“If you don’t smile on stage, they won’t give you a raise.”

Their research indicates that occupational dangers vary by type of sex
work; risks (especially those related to violence) are highest for those work-
ing on the streets. It also indicates that variations in management relations
and one’s capacity to work independently can undermine or enhance sex
worker safety regardless of the sector worked.

Several researchers are beginning to recognize the utility in comparing
sex work with other types of personal service work. Often, it increases our
understanding of both types of work. For example, in common with other
forms of service work (bartender or barmaid, orderly, or nurse’s aid) women
and men doing sexual service work have separate job titles: “Women are
most often called prostitutes, hookers, working girls, or whores. Men, on the
other hand, are referred to as male-hustlers or simply hustlers, terms that
carry much less stigma that the labels given to women” (Shaver, 1996, p. 48).
We learn even more when this difference is paralleled with other research
findings, such as those of Browne and Minichiello (1996). They argue that
women sex workers are bothered more by the stigma and labels of deviance
than their male counterparts and, as a consequence, have to put more effort
into managing their identities (cited in Vanwesenbeeck, 2001, p. 268).
Oerton and Phoenix (2001), who interview sauna and home-based prostitute
women and female therapeutic massage practitioners, theorize about the
connections between gender, body, touch, sex, and sexuality when examin-
ing the discursive devices employed by the two different groups of women.
They conclude that the effects are similar for both professions: “The devices
allow them to repudiate the taint of sex while simultaneously allowing them
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to be publicly reinscribed as illicit, disreputable and, above all, sexy”
(p. 387).

Disparaging comments are often made about the distancing strategies sex
workers use to manage stigma, mark boundaries, create comfort zones, and
separate professional sex from other sexual activities. Comparisons, how-
ever, show that distancing strategies are not unique to sex work. Professional
distancing is often required as a form of emotional protection while on the job
or is integral to a code of professional ethics, particularly in the caring profes-
sions (Shaver, 1994). Neither sexual harassment nor assault is unique to sex
work; they are significant stressors in many jobs. A 1989 study commis-
sioned by the Montreal Urban Community Police “found that over 30 percent
of the 250 policewomen on staff had been victims of sexual harassment by
their colleagues” (Colpron, 1989, as cited in Messing, 1991, p. 53). In the
United States, it has been estimated that there are between 156 and 710 cases
of workplace rape every year, and another American study “reports that con-
venience store cashiers (who often work evenings and nights) run a high risk
of sexual assault, as much as 20 times greater than that of other women”
(Seligman et al., 1987, as cited in Messing, 1991, pp. 53, 73). According to
another study, the risks of violence at work increase between 5 p.m. and 5
a.m. on Friday and Saturday nights (Salminen, 1998), a sobering finding con-
sidering this is the very time frame when sex workers tend to be the busiest.

Ford (1998a, 1998b) reports on two projects comparing women and men
involved in street prostitution with ward aids and orderlies in hospitals.15 The
evidence indicates that sex workers and hospital workers experience similar
levels of work-related stress. Violence was found to be a stressful aspect of
both types of work, but “hospital workers were twice as likely to be assaulted
by their patients than were sex workers by their clients” (p. 427). Although
sex workers appeared to have more personal control over their work environ-
ment, they expressed more work dissatisfaction with their work and were less
likely to rate it as important (Ford, 1998a). Overall, hospital workers coped
with occupational risks in an institutional and routine manner, whereas sex
workers more often relied on personal rules and coworkers to help manage
the risks (Ford, 1998b).

Lerum (2000) compared three different service organizations: a fine-
dining restaurant, a breakfast diner, and a strip club. She was interested in
exploring how service workers, “particularly wait people and sex workers,
gain legitimacy and power” (p. 1169). Her ethnography highlights the simi-
larities between less and more legitimate types of work. Ongoing research by
Benoit, Jansson, Leadbeater, and McCarthy16 compares three other occupa-
tional groups: food and beverage servers, hairstylists and barbers, and sex
workers. They are testing two main hypotheses: how differences in work
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autonomy and control affect workers’ access to health services and overall
health, and how differences in levels of occupational prestige affect workers’
access to health services and overall health. In addition to undermining the
enduring associations between sex work and victimization, the prevalence of
dichotomies, and the assumptions of homogeneity, such comparisons will
help normalize sex work and place it in the context of other personal service
work. Ultimately, such comparisons will facilitate a greater understanding of
the social mechanics of all work.

CONCLUSION

As argued in this article, the challenges involved in the design of ethical,
nonexploitative research projects with sex workers, or indeed with any mar-
ginal or stigmatized population, are significant. Resolving them involves
numerous strategies, including the development of techniques to penetrate
local networks and increase the representativeness of the sample, the adop-
tion of participant-centered and harm-reduction guidelines that protect sex
workers while legitimating the role of the researcher, and grounding the
study design in strategic comparisons that undermine the mistaken notion
that sex workers represent a homogeneous population. These strategies have
proven to be effective in the three research projects in which I have been
involved as well as in the work of several others.

Fortunately, when the techniques and strategies described here are
adopted, they also serve to address the principles of ethical research. The
participant-centered approach builds in respect for human dignity as well as
respect for vulnerable persons. Respect for free and informed consent is
established on two levels—one related to site observations and another to the
individual interviews—and privacy and confidentiality are easily main-
tained. Most important, the four sets of strategic comparisons described
above serve to expose the heterogeneity within the sectors of the sex industry,
between the sectors, and between the sex industry and other service indus-
tries, thus ensuring a greater respect for inclusiveness and a better balance of
harms and benefits, including minimizing harm and maximizing benefits.

NOTES

1. The researchers were myself, Martin Weinberg, and Colin Williams.
2. The results from the San Francisco study are reported in Weinberg et al. (1999).
3. Some of the results from this comparison can be found in Ford (1998a, 1998b).
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4. The research is funded in part by a Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of
Canada (SSHRC) Strategic Grant: Canadian Public Policy and the Health and Well-Being of Sex
Workers; Jacqueline Lewis (principal investigator), Windsor; Eleanor Maticka-Tyndale, Wind-
sor (coapplicant); and Frances M. Shaver, Concordia (coapplicant), 2000 to 2004. The commu-
nity partners include the Exotic Dancer’s Alliance, Stella, Montreal; Maggie’s, Toronto; and the
Peel District Health Unit.

5. The buying and selling of sexual services is not prohibited by the Criminal Code of Can-
ada. Nevertheless, certain activities associated with sex work are subject to criminal sanction,
including operating or being found in a common bawdy house (s.210), knowingly transporting or
directing any person to a common bawdy house (s.211), procuring or attempting “to procure a
person to have illicit sexual intercourse with another person” (s.212[1][a]), living “wholly or in
part on the avails of prostitution of another person” (s.212[1][j]), communicating in a public
place “for the purposes of engaging in prostitution or of obtaining the sexual services of a prosti-
tute” (s.213), and obtaining or attempting to obtain the sexual services of a person under the age
of 18 (s.212[4]).

6. COYOTE of San Francisco was founded by Margo St. James in 1973.

COYOTE works for the rights of all sex workers: strippers, phone operators, prosti-
tutes, porn actresses etc. of all genders and persuasions. COYOTE supports programs
to assist sex workers in their choice to change their occupation, works to prevent the
scapegoating of sex workers for AIDS and other STDs, and to educate sex workers,
their clients and the general public about safe sex. (COYOTE, 2003)

7. Off shoots of Maggie’s include the Sex Workers Alliance of Toronto and the Sex Workers
Alliance of Vancouver (SWAV). The SWAV Web site, founded in 1994, states that SWAV (2003)
fights “for sex workers’ right to fair wages and to working conditions that are safe, clean and
healthy.”

8. However, Stella, a community organization for all female-identified sex workers, was
founded 2 years later in 1995.

Stella’s goals are to provide support and information to sex-workers so that they may
live in safety and with dignity; to sensitize and educate the public about sex-work and
the realities faced by sex-workers; to fight discrimination against sex-workers and to
promote the decriminalization of sex-work. Stella favours empowerment and solidar-
ity by and amongst sex-workers, since we are committed to the idea that each of us
has a place in society, and human rights worth defending. (Stella, 2003)

9. In San Francisco, we (Weinberg, Shaver, and two research assistants) lived next to the
fieldwork strolls for 1 month in the summer of 1990. Because of the restricted time frame, our
public relations activities were more limited than they were in the other cities. Fieldwork in Mon-
treal (my home) was conducted in 1991 and 1993. The team included me and four research assis-
tants working for 4 to 5 months. The Toronto fieldwork was conducted by Shaver and six research
assistants (three from Toronto and three from Montreal). Shaver and the Montreal team members
lived in accommodations next to the Toronto strolls for a period of 2 months in the summer of
1994.

10. During our fieldwork, CAL-PEP was the active arm of COYOTE.
11. Our objective with a harm-reduction approach is to balance potential harms and benefits

for both the sex workers and the research team. The guidelines listed here include techniques for
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the minimizing of harm and maximizing of benefits for both groups; the first five relate to the sex
workers and the last two to the members of the research team.

12. For those interested in other participant selection strategies, respondent-driven sampling
(RDS) is a viable alternative. Developed by Heckathorn (1997) in the late 1990s, it involves a
variant of chain-referral (snowball) sampling. He demonstrated that it reduces the bias generally
associated with chain-referral methods. Similar to the more traditional chain-referral sampling,
RDS assumes that those best able to access members of hidden populations are their own peers.
In addition, however, it involves a dual incentive system, a primary reward for being interviewed
and a secondary one for recruiting others into the study. The system produces a robust recruit-
ment network in which a few initial (or seed) participants each produce chain-referral systems
that yield a large number of recruits during the course of successive waves. More important,
when the sampling process is allowed to continue through enough waves to equilibrium, the sam-
ple characteristics regarding ethnicity and gender become wholly independent of the initial set of
participants (Heckathorn, 1997, p. 183). This avoids a significant deficiency of traditional chain-
referral sampling: that the sample’s characteristics merely reflect the initial sample. This tech-
nique is currently being used effectively in a youth-at-risk study being conducted at the
University of Victoria (the principal investigators are Cecilia Benoit and Mikael Jansson).

13. For a discussion of saturation sampling, see Kirby and McKenna (1989).
14. Pyett (1998) also describes the challenges and benefits of community-academic

partnerships.
15. The two projects are the Faculty Research Development Programme, Concordia Univer-

sity, titled “Managing Defilement: A Comparison of Sexual and Asexual Service Work in
Toronto (F. M. Shaver is the principal investigator) and the Programme Etablissement de Nou-
veaux Chercheurs titled “Managing Defilement: A Comparison of Sexual and Asexual Service
Work in Montreal (F. M. Shaver is the principal investigator).

16. These authors are working on a project titled “The Impact of Stigma on Marginalized
Populations’ Work, Health and Access to Services” (CIHR Operating Grant; Cecilia Benoit,
University of Victoria is the principal investigator and Mikael Jansson, Bonnie Leadbeater, and
Bill McCarthy are the coinvestigators; 2002-2005).
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