
SEX WORK
LET’S TALK ABOUT 

This text is consolidated from a range of sources highlighting the organizational imperative 
to reframe the way society talks about the BIPOC sex worker and transgender community. 
By providing a contextual understanding of how descriptive language influences lived 
experience, organizations can thoughtfully reflect on their internal and external 
communications to better support a role in ally-ship.

A SAMPLE COMMUNICATION FRAMEWORK
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01 SEX WORK & THE TRANSGENDER COMMUNITY

Data from the 2008/9 National Transgender Discrimination Survey demonstrates 
how the simultaneous experience of prejudice, stigma, and discrimination 
compounds inequities faced by the BIPOC sex worker and transgender community. 

Rate of sex trade participation amongst respondents:

White only - 6.3%


Hispanic or Latino/a - 33.2%


Black and Black multiracial - 39.9%

Mistreatment in medical settings reported by sex trade-involved respondents:

*Mistreatment was consistently higher for those with sex trade experience across 
all medical settings, especially in ER and rape crisis centers. 

Harassment - 47.9%


Refused treatment by medical provider - 28.9%

Self-reported HIV+ status of sex-trade involved respondents (compared to 
non-sex workers):

15.3% of sex-trade involved respondents were HIV+ (compared to 1.2% of 
non-sex workers)


25.9% of POC sex-trade involved respondents were HIV+ (compared to 2.3% 
of POC non-sex workers)


40.6% of Black and Black multiracial sex-trade involved respondents were HIV+ 
(compared to 7.0% of Black and Black multi-racial non-sex workers)

Self-reported attempted suicide of sex-trade involved respondents 
(compared to non-sex workers):

60.4% of sex-trade involved respondents had attempted suicide (compared 
to 38.2% of non-sex workers)
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02 WHY DOES LANGUAGE MATTER?

Sex work and sex workers are often framed in very simplistic or stereotypical ways that 
erase the complexity of their realities: good or bad, forced or chosen, glamorized or 
exploitative. When choosing language, organizations must move away from stereotypes 
and binary categories. Affirming the right to self-identification and the representation of 
diversity honors the unique experiences of individuals.

03 UNDERSTANDING SEX WORK

Definition: a broad term used to describe exchanges of sex or sexual activity



American sex worker and activist Carol Leigh coined the term sex work in the 1970s. 
While before this, the term working girls was popular amongst workers, creation of the 
term sex work was a deliberate attempt to unite sex workers of all genders and sectors 
of work. This also reinforced the work, or labor, that sex workers are doing, allowing for 
greater discussion on labor rights and working conditions. The term sex work is 
liberation from the deep-rooted negative and legalistic term “prostitute.”



The majority of sex workers choose to do sex work to support their livelihood due to 
struggles with poverty and destitution or other barriers for work. Some find the pay and 
working conditions more suitable, and some choose sex work as a form of expression for 
their sexuality.



Not every person defines themselves as a sex worker or their sexual exchange as work. 
Some may not regard what they do as labor at all, but simply a means to get what they 
need. Others may be operating within legal working conditions, such as pornography or 
exotic dancing, and wish to avoid the negative associations with illegal or informal forms 
of sex work.



While sex workers can consent to work, they can still experience unsafe labor situations. 
Although sex workers can be subjected to violence at work, it is not sex work itself that 
is violent. These distinctions also highlight that not all clients are disrespectful, 
aggressive, or violent. Where people do not consent to providing sexual services for 
money, this is abuse or assault, not work.
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04 SEX TRADE(S) VS. SEX INDUSTRY

The term “sex industry” suggests an organized system of sexual exchange, which is not 
always the case when people are trading sexual services. The term “sex trade(s)” 
remains more open, emphasizing the exchange of these activities, while still allowing for 
both formal and informal conditions. Terms with similar meanings include sexual 
exchange, transactional sex, and commercial sex.

05 SURVIVAL SEX WORK

Definition: a term referring to sex workers, who due to numerous systemic factors or 
personal circumstances, have extremely restricted options and as a result work in 
dangerous circumstances



Although survival sex work has become analogous to street work and “difficult 
circumstances,” some high earning sex workers on the street and those working indoors 
also consider themselves survival sex workers. It is important to recognize and honor all 
sex workers, but categories can legtimize the decisions of some sex workers and not 
others. Additionally, some sex workers who are labeled as survival sex workers feel that 
they way the term is currently used makes it seem like they are not strong or not 
capable of making the best decisions for themselves.



While it is true that people do all kinds of work to survive, they are doing it to survive 
within the context of systemic constraints that exist on a continuum of power and 
privilege. Systemic issues, such as poverty and homelessness, should be contested - 
not sex work itself. 
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06 THE PROBLEM WITH THE VICTIM FRAME

US laws today categorize those involved in the sex trade as either criminals or victim. 
The oversimplification of a complex issue into a victim/criminal dichotomy targets sex 
workers for predatory violence. As such, the term victim is highly contested in sex 
workers rights and Violence Against Women communities. Sex work does not make sex 
workers victims, which suggests helplessness and a lack of agency. Transgender sex 
workers in particular reject the victim/criminal dichotomy - they are individuals with 
needs and will pursue the necessary avenues to progress toward the life they want.



Sex workers and other people can be victimized or experience violence, and this 
victimization should be recognized as the crime it is. However, when sex workers are 
victims of crime in a criminalized context, not only is the violence seen as inevitable, but 
the legal rights of sex workers are not respected.

07 VULNERABILTY VS. MARGINALIZATION

The term marginalization may be more appropriate language to refer to social location 
and disrespect for human rights, rather than branding sex workers as vulnerable. 
Vulnerability is situational and related to systemic issues that we all face.
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08 THE PROBLEM WITH END DEMAND CAMPAIGNS

“Sex Trafficking” is defined in federal law as a “commercial sex act that is induced by 
force, fraud, or coercion, or in which the person induced to perform such act has not 
attained 18 years of age.” Some advocates and lawmakers have erroneously used the 
term “sex trafficking” synonymously with prostitution. Conflating the two has led 
federal, state, and local governments to focus on efforts to “end demand” for human 
trafficking in the sex sector by cracking down on commercial sex in its entirety, rather 
than seeking to address only those cases where force, fraud, or coercion is present.



Enforcement of “prostitution free zones,” allows for police to classify an individual as a 
“known prostitute” or issue “stay away orders” which associate a physical location with a 
presumption of criminal activity. Transgender individuals accused of involvement in 
commercial sex are also often charged with “failure to obey” or “disorderly conduct.” 
Profiling, particularly of transgender women of color, is commonly referred to as 
“walking while trans” or “walking while Black.”



As part of “end demand” campaigns in Chicago, Black transgender women arrested for 
solicitation were subject to felony charges and higher fines, and had their mug shots 
posted online as “johns” who were supposedly soliciting prostitution. 



Police confiscation of condoms and the use of condoms as the basis for arrest have 
negatively impacted the health of transgender people. Law enforcement confiscation of 
condoms from transgender people involved, or assumed to be involved, in commercial 
sex puts them at risk for not only HIV infection, but also for charges of criminal HIV 
exposure. In a 2012 report conducted by Providers and Resources Offering Services for 
Sex Workers, it was found that 75% of transgender women reported that they carried no 
condoms for fear of police.
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09 WHY SHOULD WE DECRIMINALIZE SEX WORK?

The criminalization of sex work limits the capacity of sex workers to safely work wtih 
clients, work in open spaces, or report violence and harassment without being targeted 
by law enforcement for incarceration and abuse. The “Swedish” or “Nordic” model where 
criminalization targets only sex workers’ clients strives to end demand for sex workers 
while perpetuating negative stigma against them. Criminalization not only leads to 
increased discrimination and exclusion from housing, healthcare, and social services, but 
is also ineffective in reducing sex work. 



Decriminalizing sex work means eliminating criminal and administrative penalites that 
apply to sex work. These actions must be accompanied by recognition of sex work as 
work, extending labor conditions and laws for other jobs to sex workers with a focus on 
evidence-based human rights advocacy.



Generally, sex workers prefer decriminalization because it involves less state scrutiny. 
Legalization is often used interchangeably with decriminalization, but their differences 
are important as they produce different consequences. Legalization means using 
criminal laws to control activities by determining the conditions under which they can 
happen legally. For example in Germany, sex workers have to officially register 
themselves and are subject to health checks. Given the political nature and stigma 
associated with sex work, many are afraid that their status as a sex worker and even their 
health data may be used against them or not be kept confidential. More information on 
the complications of legalization can be found in the Sex Worker Forum.

https://tbinternet.ohchr.org/Treaties/CEDAW/Shared%20Documents/DEU/INT_CEDAW_NGO_DEU_26287_E.pdf
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10 NOTES ON AFFIRMING LANGUAGE

In general, use gender-inclusive or gender-neutral language unless you have reason not to. 
For example, instead of “congressman/woman”, use “Congress member,” “member of 
Congress,” or “the representative.” Instead of “mankind,” use “humanity” or “humankind.”


Singular “they/them/their” is accepted for someone who doesn’t use “he” or “she”; when 
it’s necessary to shield an anonymous source’s gender; or to move beyond the “he or she” 
binary. Avoid “both genders” for the same reason, instead use “all genders.”


Genders that don’t conform to male and female can be called nonbinary. Also accepted are 
genderqueer (one word), genderfluid (one word), and gender nonconforming (no hyphen).


Use “transgender” instead of “transgendered.” Shorthand “trans” is accepted. Try to use 
“transgender” on first reference. Examples: trans woman (not transwoman); trans rights.


Use uppercase “Black” to describe people and cultures of African origin, both in the United 
States and elsewhere. From opinions shared with the New York Times, this style best 
conveys elements of shared history and identity, reflecting the goal to be respectful of all 
people and communities.




Take care to avoid implying that “white” is the default (for example, by noting the race of a 
Black person in a story but not specifying the race of others). And avoid implying that any 
racial or ethnic group is monolithic in its outlook or views.

To elaborate, always follow a person’s preference. If a person’s preference is not 
known, lean toward Black but keep in mind that the terms African American and 
Black are not interchangeable: African American refers to an American Black 
person of African descent, while Americans of Caribbean heritage generally 
identify as Caribbean American.
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Dazed Magazine, Why we need to change the way we talk about sex work


Positive Women’s Network, Harm Reduction Factsheet


Meaningful Work, Transgender Experiences in the Sex Trade (2015)

New York Times, Uppercasing ‘Black’ (2020)

The Times will start using uppercase “Black” to describe people and cultures of African origin, 
both in the U.S. and elsewhere. Read more in this note from Dean Baquet and Phil Corbett.

The National Transgender Discrimination Survey (NTDS) examined the experiences of over 6,400 
transgender adults across the United States in 2008-2009. To date, it remains the largest reported 
survey of transgender people in the US. The NTDS found that transgender people overall experience 
high levels of discrimination in every area of life, as well as high levels of poverty, unemployment, 
homelessness, negative interactions with police, incarceration, and violent victimization. As a result, 
many transgender people participate in the sex trade in order to earn income or as an alternative to 
relying on homeless shelters and food banks. The criminalizing and stigmatizing of sex work in the 
United States can worsen the discrimination and marginalization that transgender people already face 
in society. Trans sex workers experience harassment and violence, often at the hands of police, and 
these experiences are heightened for transgender people of color, especially women.

Mother Jones’ style guide, published below for the first time in our 44-year history as the 
longest-running investigative nonprofit newsroom in the country, is a living document that’s 
constantly updated to reflect the choices and changes in language that shape our reporting.

Mother Jones Style Guide (2020)

Open Society Foundations, Understanding Sex Work in an Open Society (2019)

The Open Society Foundations support sex worker-led organizations and other advocates to 
advance the health and rights of sex workers. Our grantees work to address violence against 
sex workers; ensure access to health, social, and legal services; change laws and policies which 
harm sex workers’ health; and challenge destructive narratives.

https://www.dazeddigital.com/artsandculture/article/28345/1/why-we-need-to-change-the-way-we-talk-about-sex-work
https://www.pwn-usa.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/01/harm-reduction-factsheet-final.pdf
https://www.transequality.org/sites/default/files/Meaningful%20Work-Full%20Report_FINAL_3.pdf
https://www.nytco.com/press/uppercasing-black/
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Stanford University Course, Health Across the Gender Spectrum (enroll for free)

This course offers an intimate, story-based introduction to the experiences of six 
transgender children and their families. Through illustrated stories and short teaching 
videos, learners will gain a better understanding of gender identity and the gender 
spectrum. Stanford physicians, K-12 educators, and transgender faculty members offer 
practical tips for parents, teachers, healthcare providers and anyone who wants to help 
create a more gender-expansive environment - one in which all people can live 
authentically. As a global community of unique individuals, we can begin to build a world 
that is ready to nurture and love each and every child.

Sex Workers Outreach Project, Public Health Crisis:The Impact of Using Condoms as 
Evidence of Prostitution in New York City (2012)

Stella Publications, Info Sheets
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10 Ways to Be a Great Ally to Sex Workers
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https://sexworkersproject.org/downloads/2012/20120417-public-health-crisis-summary.pdf
https://sexworkersproject.org/downloads/2012/20120417-public-health-crisis-summary.pdf
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https://chezstella.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/StellaInfoSheetAllies2013.pdf
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