“To what extent can the negative stereotypes surrounding female sex workers influence their status as victims of sexual violence.”
Aim: Critically examine to what extent negative stereotypes surrounding female sex workers can impact their status as victims of sexual violence.
Objectives:
1. To identify the existing stereotypes surrounding women who work in the sex industry.
2. Consider the negative connotations associated with different stereotypes of sex workers when they are victimised.
3. Reflect on what is being done to address the negative stereotypes and propose recommendations on how the misconceptions of female sex workers can be improved to provide equal treatment as victims. 

Literature review:
Sexual violence of any level has been defined in English and Welsh law as touching another individual in a sexual way without their consent. It is any act of a sexual nature that is harmful or unwanted in an attempt to obtain sex or acts of sex by coercion or violence, (National Sexual Violence Resources Centre, 2010). Regardless of the relationship to the victim, any acts of violence or coercion resulting in a sexual act is sexual violence or even rape, this also includes attempted or uncompleted acts that happen without the consent of the victim or victims, (Rape Crisis, 2023). Crimes of a sexual nature are a more common issue for the public and the criminal justice system everywhere than society is led to believe; the volume of rape and sexual violence cases recorded by our criminal justice system has only increased over the past ten years according to the Office for National Statistics (2023), and what is even more concerning is the number of cases that go unrecorded every year. For example, there were a total of 193,566 sexual offences recorded by English and Welsh police in the year ending March 2022. This means an approximate increase of 30,000 compared to 2021, and the previous year more than 45,000. The Office for National Statistics (2023) explains that the decrease between 2020-2021 were likely to have been the result of lockdown restrictions, and concerningly, if there were no restrictions, the number could have been much higher. 
As previously mentioned, sexual violence is more prevalent than imaginable, research found by the Centres for Disease Control and Prevention (2023), illuminate that around one in four women will experience some form of sexual violence in their lifetime compared to one in twenty-six men. To put this into perspective, more than half of all the female population in England and Wales are likely to experience some form of a traumatic and lifechanging act of sexual violence or attempted sexual violence, whereas a third of men will have experiences of sexual violence that involve physical contact during their lives. Sex workers who work primarily on the streets are at a high risk of falling victim to forms of sexual violence, especially if they work alone and have no one to look out for them. Benoit et al (2018), states that sex workers from all over the world experience an extraordinarily high level of victimisation, especially in parts of the world where their line of work is still criminalised. Despite changes in the scenery of sex work over time, both public perception and policies persevere in portraying this occupation as inherently immoral or exploitative, (Garcia et al., 2017).
Where prostitution and sex work are illegal, women are often isolated and must service clients discreetly in places that are often secluded or out of the way, so it is less likely for them to be caught by authorities, the issue with this is that in isolated places there is a small percentage of help for those who become victims to the men paying for their services. Working alone and in remoteness is already a disadvantage to these women but when other struggles like homelessness, debt, substance and alcohol abuse and domestics abuse are added to the mix these women are likely to become some of the most vulnerable people in our societies. In the 23 months between June 2017 and May 2019, twenty individuals were reported to be street sex workers attended Saint Mary’s Sexual Assault Referral Centre (also known as a SARC) where they received forensic medical examinations. The case notes from these people were then compared to another twenty individuals from around the same timeframe. It was found that the sex worker population dealt with higher rates of mental health issues; children who were no longer under their care and high levels of substance abuse compared to the control group, (Manning et al, 2020). The flaws in our system mean that street sex workers carry a burden of unmet health needs and experience multiple health and social problems as well as health inequalities, (Potter et al, 2022).  A key challenge is the mistrust that these women have for several reasons, one being the unequal treatment they receive because of the stigma surrounding them. 
	One of the many issues that female sex workers experience during their line of work is the stigma and stereotypes that come with it. As a lot of society is led to believe, the stereotypical portrayals of sex work usually involve something along the lines of prostitutes being degraded; as spreaders of STIs and STDs; or as junkies selling their bodies to pay for their fix. Overall, the stereotypes tell us that “prostitution is a metaphor for criminality, violence, drugs and degradation”, (Mindedal et al, 2022). Another big issue that they face is the characterisation, many people have the view that sex workers, female in particular, are in need of being rescued. Society has the belief that these women are single, and a high percentage of them are, but some have partners and children to go home to. Many of these views dehumanise these women but have no negative connotations about the men that are using their services. Mindedal et al (2022), argues that we characterise and stigmatise women who work in the industry but have nothing to say about their consumers; sex workers often are stigmatised as single women with drug and alcohol addictions, while consumers of the industry who also share substance abuse issues are not characterised as such. Socially, females working in the industry are seen as deviant others because they cannot fall into the categories that society has built for them, and they are often excluded from conversations relating to their line of work. Labels such as whore, prostitute and hooker are derogatory and are used to publicly humiliate and shame them systematically in laws, the media, social policies and in research literature, (Benoit et al, 2018; Pheterson, 1990). 
The Stigma Theory was proposed by Erving Goffman (1963) where he classically defined stigma as a discrediting attribute. He said that a discredited trait may be evident, such as skin colour or the shape and size of a body, or it could be hidden or concealed like a criminal record of mental ill health but could still be stigmatised if it were disclosed. Goffman found that there were four types of stigmas, the first being public stigma, which refers to the negative attitudes held by society about individuals with “devalued characteristics”, (Goffman, 2022). The second kind of stigma, self- stigma, is internalised stigma that occurs when individuals suffer negative emotions or consequences based upon societies attitudes towards them, this plays a big part in why sex workers are more reluctant to report violence against themselves or other sex workers they know. Stigma by association is next, this is where public disapproval evoked because of associating with someone who has been stigmatised socially, and lasty, structural stigma. Goffman introduced the concept of ‘structural stigma’ to describe the societal institutions and systems that systematically disadvantage and stigmatise certain groups of people. This concept is about more than just individual prejudices; it is embedded into the structure of our society and has influencing opportunities and outcomes based upon certain factors that everyone has, such as race, gender, and socioeconomic status, (Fudge Schormans, 2014). First and foremost, stigma linked to sex work has been around for a long time and is very common or pervasive in most countries today, (Benoit et al., 2018; Nussbaum, 1999), exemplifying Goffman’s concept of ‘conduct stigma’, arising from actions that are seen as defying accepted norms or standards; as a result the individual is discredited due to behaviour that goes against cultural and social expectations, particularly regarding human nature and human sexuality. The public perceptions of sex work have not largely changed since it became prevalent dating back to around 2400 BCE, and still now all this time later it is one of the most “aggressively punished crimes”, (Hager & Schwartz, 2021). According to Hart et al., (2022), sex work is one of the largest marginalised professions in the world, and the stereotypes and stigma come with consequences.
To begin with, self- stigma brings just as much harm as public or structural; the disapproving attitudes that sex workers internalize can have profound psychological effects. Some of these effects include low self- esteem, emotional distress leading to mental ill health and a negative self-image, as if the consequences of eternal stigma are not enough. In studies, it has been perceived that the consequences of eternal stigma can be inclusive to social isolation and social inequality; this could lead to poor mental health, physical health and well-being and a poorer quality of life, Benoit et al (2020) called these consequences significant and deleterious. Self-isolation is no good for these women, if they are legally allowed to work on the streets there is the possibility that they have someone to watch out for them and note down the time and number plate so that if they are gone longer than they should be it is able to be reported. Boseley (2018), expresses that women in the industry that fear being picked up by the police are less likely to have a conversation with potential consumers beforehand, meaning they rush off to get into vehicles faster, meaning more risky encounters. Working alone these girls/women do not have the same chance of safety and the impacts of derogatory terms used to describe these women are bigger than imaginable. Women with low self-esteem and the internalised stigma do not report abuse or violence because they are ashamed of themselves and their profession, they are more likely to get into cars with men who are dangerous because they think that they deserve to be treated poorly by men because of societal attitudes. 
Next, in some countries such as England and Wales, sex work is only partially criminal; here, sex workers are subject to polices that is not only able to displace them from public areas but also dictate how they can operate when they are off the streets. The Nordic approach is a legal strategy regarding sex work, it criminalises the consumers rather than the sellers, (Kingston & Thomas, 2018). The aim of the model/approach is to combat the demand for paid sex as it is considered a form of violence against women. Some advocates have argued that the model has helped protect sex workers – especially female, while others contend that it only increases the risks towards them as it could drive sex work underground, (Phipps, 2016). According to Boseley (2018), the criminalisation of sex work only normalises violence against women, but other researchers have found that there is just as much violence when it has been decriminalised, but women should not be criminalised for the exploitation and abuse they endure, even if they are aware that prostitution is inherently violent, (Dr Karlsruhe, 2021). However, there are ways for women to report violent consumers without the use of police. National Ugly Mugs (or NUM) is an organisation that works alongside sex workers to ensure that they can get justice and protection, they provide an online service for reporting and alerting violent punters and their aim is to initially end violence against one of the most marginalised and stigmatised populations that there is, (National Ugly Mugs, 2023). NUM is a useful tool but over the past few years, the organisation has witnessed a decline in female sex workers willingness to access police after experiencing victimisation. 
The implications of not reporting or sharing information about violent individual is highly dangerous and could result in more than just sexual violence towards these women, but because of their status in society and their unequal treatment many decide to keep it to themselves. Bowen et al., (2021), conveys that there are significant flaws in the criminal justice system in regard to the inequitable access to safety for sex workers, and that they pose a risk to everyone. Results found in their survey reveal that there is a lack of trust within police and courts and that they feel alienated because they are not usually believed. Research has found that female sex workers are more reluctant to reporting crimes of sexual violence against them, according to Campbell & Kinnell (2001), the reason for this is because sex workers that primarily work on the streets suffer prejudicial attitudes from those in the criminal justice system. Disturbingly, two over two decades on women are still facing the same issue and are still not likely to report.  Data collected by the researchers propose that men who murder female sex workers frequently have a past history of violence or sexual violence against sex workers and others. Therefore, it is hugely important that crimes of violence against sex workers are investigated thoroughly with diligence and are treated with the seriousness that they deserve. 
YouGov (2018), has shown that inquiries into sexual violence and rape have uncovered concerning observations regarding juries’ hesitancy to convict certain defendants accused of rape. They go on to propose that victimisation is not taken seriously enough, many times when a female sex worker has come forward with a report or allegation, despite the mountains of evidence that tells us that they are some of the most vulnerable in becoming victims of these crimes. For some sex workers, this is enough to put them of reposting to police as there is a lack of justice and nothing positive will come of it. One sex worker, Tammy who uses NUM, and is a woman of colour, believes that the authorities would not listen to her because of the colour of her skin, she also remarked: “the police see us as dirty”, (Bowen et al., 2018). Tammy also insisted that she had already been let down by police after she had gone to report rape and stalking, and the authorities tried to convince her that her abuser was not really hurting her. 
Addressing sexual violence against street sex workers particularly, but sex workers as a whole is crucial for several reasons. These women are targeted by violent men because of their vulnerability and their reluctancy to report. The first reason that the issue needs to be addressed is because it promotes human rights while acknowledging the vulnerability of this population while challenging the societal stigma. Additionally, addressing the issue not only contributes to public health efforts but also has the potential to reduce harm done to these women, and fosters a more inclusive and equitable society. Often, cases are reported, and the sex workers are discriminated against, receiving mixed responses from officers on the case. As a result, there has been an increase in evidence-based calls to offer more support and to make sexual violence against sex workers a public health and human rights priority, (Platt et al., 2018). Too often, sexual violence against sex workers is under-addressed with several challenges such as stigma, social barriers (when there is a lack of evidence) and social prejudices hindering effective responses. More awareness and advocacy are needed as well as policy reforms to ensure that these women can be protected and supported at all times, not just when they experience victimisation. 
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