
 

 

Anti-Violence Service Providers Centering People in 

the Sex Trades 

 

Five Organizational Core Competencies 
 

People who trade sex (PWTS) face many barriers to engaging services. When attempting to find 

support when experiencing violence, many individuals face stigma or a lack of support for their 

experience. Understanding the diverse experiences of PWTS and addressing barriers to care is 

an important first step to a trauma-informed approach to serving survivors and those vulnerable 

to victimization. Below are five recommendations that service providers can employ to better 

serve PWTS through a holistic and trauma-informed approach. 

 

1. Recognize that everyone has a unique constellation of experiences. 

2. Use the Transtheoretical Model to identify what services are needed - support in exiting 

the sex trade, harm reduction information, or a combination of both. 

3. Understand the role of criminalization and policing on the experience of trading sex, and 

how that may impact the experience in service provision. 

4. Address anti-sex trade stigma within your organization and interactions. 

5. Develop agency-wide policies and practices which lower the barriers to engagement and 

share them with partners. 

 

  



 

 

 

 

 

 

Everyone has a unique 

constellation of experiences. Let 

everyone define their experience. 
 

 

There is no singular experience of trading sex. Instead, trading sex is a constellation of different 

experiences which can change over the course of a lifetime, year, or even day.  

● Some individuals trade sex by choice, where there are other viable economic options. 

● Some may have constrained resource and economic options, such as being unstably 

housed or being a primary caregiver, and are trading sex by circumstance. 

● Other individuals may be forced by a third party to engage in commercial sex and is 

involved by coercion. Some of these individuals meet the legal definition of 

“Trafficking.” 

One person may experience any or all of these scenarios. Everyone’s experiences are unique, 

and service providers should make room for all of them.  

 

To support clients: 

 

● Allow people to define their own experience. 

● Something that one person considers traumatic may not be for another. 

● As circumstances change, so can a person’s engagement with the sex trade - a person 

may begin in a coercive situation and later choose to continue trading sex and vice 

versa. They may also change the ways that they trade sex, such as moving from 

dancing to escorting, or street-based work to online work. 

● The way a person trades sex does not necessarily reflect their identity. A man who has 

sex with men for resources does not inherently indicate that he identifies as LGBTQ. 

Many trans and gender non-confirming people use a feminized persona for sex work. 

People take on the identity which will gain them access to resources, which may not 

align with who they are off the clock. 
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Use the Transtheoretical Model 

(Stages of Change) to identify what 

services are needed - support in 

exiting the sex trade, harm 

reduction information, or both. 
 

Allowing someone to define their own path forward is a key part of self-determination. For 

those who want to leave the sex trade, this means alternative forms of income and resources. 

For those who wish to continue trading sex, offer harm reduction information for the areas 

where people identify vulnerability. Meeting people where they are means offering support for 

everyone's unique goals. 

 

● Allow everyone to define their goals and needs. 

● For those wishing to leave sex work, offer opportunities which take into account the 

barriers that led many to trading sex in the first place. 

● Harm reduction also means at new workplaces - provide know your rights and labor 

rights information for any workplace. 

● When it comes to harm reduction information, the community knows first. While there 

are certain health and safety tips which can be generally applied (offering condoms is a 

great first step), localized knowledge of the sex trade often comes from other sex 

workers (what street has the best lighting if you need to work outdoors?). Foster 

community building and recognize the unique expertise that lived experience provides. 

● A strong sex worker-centered harm reduction program blends violence prevention, 

overdose prevention, and infectious disease prevention. Develop your organization's 

prevention and response mechanisms, and tailor them to the sex trade. 
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Understand the role of criminalization 

and policing on the experience of 

trading sex, and the way that these 

impact service provision. 

 

Everyone involved in the sex trade faces potential criminalization – sex workers, clients, peers 

and managers. When making decisions such as where to advertise, or what to say to potential 

clients, sex workers often prioritize avoiding law enforcement, often increasing other risks. 

Additionally, reporting victimization becomes a potential experience of criminalization, which 

turn sex workers into a target population for violence. Beyond sex work being directly 

criminalized, sex workers face legal risks in the child and family welfare system, immigration 

system, and administrative law (housing, benefits.) Service providers must take care to not 

further expose clients to non-consensual engagement with the legal system, and understand 

this as a factor of decision-making. 

 

▪ Be prepared to find legal intermediaries who can reduce the possibility of arrest when 

reporting violence, or the potential long-term ramifications of being known to law 

enforcement. 

▪ Some individuals would rather forgo services than report to law enforcement. If there 

are options for support which do not require law enforcement involvement, such as 

identifying alternative service providers, allow that individual to make the most informed 

choice for how to meet their needs. 

▪ Even sex workers who do not have a record may have trauma associated with the 

policing, especially if they have knowingly put themselves at risk of other forms of harm 

to avoid law enforcement. 

▪ Service organizations who have closer relationships to law enforcement, for example by 

participating in sting operations or ride-alongs, may have a more difficult time building 

trust with sex working communities. Building trust meant being transparent and 

intentional about these relationships. 

▪ Sex workers build peer community for physical and emotional safety. Engaging peers 

means considering the community’s safety as well. One person may qualify as a victim 

of trafficking while their closest friend may legally meet the definition of a trafficker - 

consider the danger of law enforcement for everyone in their life.  
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Work through an anti-stigma lens. 

 
 

One of the main barriers to care identified for sex workers is the stigma from service providers, 

including health care providers. Healing is only possible when we are able to share our 

experiences without shame. Anti-stigma work means both personal and organizational shifts 

which let participants know that they are in a place where their experiences are affirmed. 

 

▪ Engage all staff in values alignments. Organizational change means everyone from the 

clinician to the front desk manager to the Board of Directors should understand the 

importance of effectively service people who trade sex. 

▪ Educate through primary texts and a diversity of stories. Creating opportunities to see 

the full picture of transactional sex and hearing the voices of those diverse experiences 

directly allows us to explore and expand our understanding. 

▪ Talk openly about sex work in our literature and offerings. Demonstrating your support 

through offerings such as safety plans which consider transactional sex or being 

thoughtful of language in literature. 

▪ Reflect people’s language in how they tell their story. This might mean using language 

which is uncomfortable to us, but the way someone identifies themselves and an 

experience is a way to show respect. 

▪ Practice talking about sex. A lot of conversations stop because people aren’t comfortable 

talking about sex, let alone talking about sex work. Practice in the mirror, talk to your 

colleagues, and create space where clients feel safe disclosing information. 
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Develop agency-wide policies and 

practices, and share them with 

partners, to lower the barriers to 

engaging support. 
 

 

Safer spaces require intentionality and care. Setting expectations which keep in mind the 

challenges that people who trade sex face can ward off many assumptions and let people who 

trade sex know that they are at an organization which has considered their experience. 

Additionally, the more spaces the better – share your expectations and goals with partners to 

help create a network of affirming, intentional support structures for sex working communities. 

 

▪ Develop and maintain a sexual harassment policy for both staff and participants. 

Sex workers are often sexualized or assumed to be “available” at all times. For 

locations with drop-in centers, clients may be soliciting each other for sexual 

exchange, or even trading sex near or around the facility. Be clear about what 

the expectations are for your participants and recognize that an abstinence 

model may lower legal liability but will present its own unique challenges. 

▪ Develop a confidentiality policy with intentionality for people who trade sex. Not 

everyone needs to know that someone is exchanging sex for resources, and 

inclusion of information in client files seen by multiple staff members may have 

unintended consequences. Then, write down as little as possible. 

▪ Find out from community-based organizations what the barriers are to accessing 

your space during operating hours and identify ways to overcome those barriers. 

Structural barriers, such as having to present a government ID at the front of the 

building, mean that some people cannot access your facility.  
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