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ABSTRACT
This dissertation utilises findings from recent studies and publications to analyse the effectiveness of different legislative approaches on the lives of sex workers. Legislation affects every aspect of sex workers’ lives, including but not limited to representations, stigma, access to healthcare, the criminal justice system and social support. Different legislative approaches discussed include full/partial criminalisation, neo-abolitionism, legalisation and decriminalisation. Findings suggest full/partial criminalisation and neo-abolitionism fail to protect sex workers and instead exacerbate the harms they endure. This dissertation found both legalisation and decriminalisation, despite offering more protection than criminalisation law, are flawed approaches.   
Community empowerment approaches yield positive results regarding sex worker-led social interventions, however, funding and research into this approach are lacking. Significant barriers found within all legislative approaches discussed include police violence, biased representations and the exclusion of sex workers' voices in policymaking. This dissertation concludes that the decriminalisation of sex work, paired with sex worker-led policymaking, best supports sex workers. This review of current literature surrounding the legislative impact on sex workers offers direction for possible future research and policy change. 
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ACRONYMS
HIV:               Human immunodeficiency virus.
AIDS:             Acquired immunodeficiency syndrome.
STI:                Sexually Transmitted Infection. 
PRA:              Prostitution Reform Act, 2003.
APPSS:          Act (1998:408) on the Prohibition of the Purchase of Sexual Services.




1. [bookmark: _Toc197941579]INTRODUCTION 
This dissertation aims to explore the effects of different legislative approaches on the lives of sex workers. Within this dissertation, the impact of legislation on the mental and physical safety of sex workers will be considered and analysed to gain an understanding of the most effective legislative approach. Due to 80% of the world's population of sex workers being female (International Union of Sex Workers, 2025, np), this assignment will focus on female sex workers only. As female sex workers are being discussed, a feminist perspective will be applied to better understand the legislative, lived experiences and societal impact on the lives of female sex workers.  
Sex workers are a marginalised and disadvantaged group in society, who are disproportionately affected by violence, ill health and safety risks (Amnesty International, 2015, np; Platt et al. 2018, pp.1-3). Whilst there is a significant interest in sex work research (Graham, Holt and Laing, 2022, p.1), there is little evidence to suggest governments utilise this research in the best interest of sex workers. This can be seen in the growing number of countries implementing criminalisation policies despite the abundance of evidence suggesting decriminalisation best protects sex workers (Vanwesenbeeck, 2017, p.1631; Platt et al. 2018, pp.43-45; Graham, Holt and Laing, 2022, p.3). Research suggests by analysing the correlation between the well-being of sex workers and legislation, an understanding of the strengths and flaws of current legislation can be obtained and challenged (Platt et al. 2018, pp.44-45; Potot-Warren, 2021, p.4). Gurnham (2022, pp.3-7) highlights how law has, and continues to, marginalise groups based on traditional “general and abstract ideas”, failing to incorporate reasoning such as personality, emotions and lived experiences. Thus, government laws/policies must be analysed to understand how to challenge laws that marginalise people (Gurnham, 2022, pp.6-8). 
To explore the effects of legislation on the lives of sex workers, the literature review will cover decriminalisation, legalisation, full/partial criminalisation and neo-abolitionism. Within the literature review, the themes that have been identified include the role of the police, the representation of data and sex workers and the need for sex workers to be involved in policymaking. These themes will be explored in the discussion and results section. The conclusion and recommendations section will summarise the key findings of this dissertation and offer practical recommendations based on the evidence analysed. 

2. [bookmark: _Toc197941580]LITERATURE REVIEW
2.1. [bookmark: _Toc197941581]Introduction 
Within this section, current research surrounding sex work will be discussed to gain an understanding of the legislative effects on the lives of sex workers. The first theme will discuss definitions and concepts surrounding sex work to ensure the terms used throughout this assessment are fully understood. The second theme will discuss the criminalisation of sex work and the different approaches which come under this category, including full criminalisation, partial criminalisation and neo-abolitionism. These legislative approaches will be discussed in relation to the effect they have on sex workers. Theme three will explore the effects of decriminalisation policies, including decriminalisation and legalisation on the lives of sex workers.   

 

2.2. [bookmark: _Toc197941582]Theme 1: Definitions and Concepts
The definition of sex work remains ambiguous due to the lack of a universal definition (Potot-Warren, 2021, p.4). This is further complicated by sex workers themselves identifying differently from others or not deeming themselves to be sex workers at all by their definitions (Potot-Warren, 2021, p.4). However, within this literature review, the definition used will follow research conducted for the UK government by Hester et al. (2019, p.7), defining sex work as the “provision of sexual or erotic acts or sexual intimacy in exchange for payment or other benefit or need”. Sex work services can range from sexual intercourse to exotic dancing and explicit online content (Daniel, Lamb and Campbell, 2023, p.2).   
Sex work can be characterised into different categories, outdoor (public areas, street), indoor (strip clubs) and online (Daniel, Lamb and Campbell, 2023, p.2). Sex work is often confused with sexual exploitation due to the theoretical and moral debate surrounding sex work (Gerassi, 2015, p.79). However, there is a significant difference, with sexual exploitation being defined as the exploitation of trust, power or vulnerability in a sexual manner to obtain goods (GOV.UK, 2024, np; UNHCR, 2024, np). The phrase pimp will be used within this dissertation, the term is defined as an individual that controls the clients and money of a sex worker (City of London Police, 2025, np). Oftentimes there is a considerable power imbalance between sex workers and pimps, with pimps exploiting, abusing and coercing sex workers (City of London Police, 2025, np).   
The term ‘Madonna/ whore binary’ refers to the patriarchal view of impure sexuality that has failed womanhood (Sanders, O’Neill and Pitcher, 2018, p.2). ‘Whore stigma’ is the outcome of ‘Madonna/whore binary’ and refers to the marginalisation of sex workers as they are deemed morally punishable for being in the sex industry (Sanders, O’Neill and Pitcher, 2018, p.2).  

2.3. [bookmark: _Toc148515898][bookmark: _Toc197941583]Theme 2: Representation of Sex Workers
How mainstream media represents sex workers has a significant impact on the stigma they endure (Boyd, 2023, p.6). Mainstream media covers all aspects of sex work discourse including moral and legal debates and individual beliefs (Boyd, 2023, p.6).  Winters and MacDonald (2024, pp.10-11) note the correlation between stigma, law and the representation of sex workers and their behaviour. Research found sex workers believe the stigma they endure is derived predominantly from how laws/policies impact social norms, well-being conditions and online representation (Link and Hatzenbuehler, 2016, pp.658-659; Winters and MacDonald, 2024, p.10). Blunt and Stardust (2021, p.350) draw attention to the contradictions of the internet regarding sex work, stating it is used for profit (content, data), yet criminalised and silenced through algorithms and terms of service. Hoffman (2019, pp.909-911) found media algorithms can be used by authorities to shape individuals' morals and social attitudes by censoring certain minority groups. By silencing and censoring sex work in the media, sex workers are unable to communicate and represent themselves, resulting in isolation and barriers to accessing support (Blunt and Stardust, 2021, p.350). Blunt and Stardust (2021, p.365) argue the need for the decriminalisation of sex work and accurate representation of sex workers online, however, they stress this may not be sufficient in reducing discriminatory behaviour. Prior research by Hoffman (2019, pp.909-910) states anti-discriminatory policies are limited in their effectiveness with social and systemic issues. Without effective legislation that protects sex workers ability to represent themselves, governments can ensure sex workers' voices are dismissed promoting ‘whore stigma’ within society through silencing sex work online via algorithms and so forth (Blunt and Stardust, 2021, pp.364-365).  
Women are represented within the media through the “ideology of an ideal femininity” (Hunt and Hubbard, 2015, p.27). Thus, certain female behaviours regarding their gender and sexuality are acceptable within a male-dominated society and others are not, for example, the behaviours and actions of sex workers (Hunt and Hubbard, 2015, p.27). As these behaviours are deemed inappropriate within the patriarchy, sex workers are represented as inhumane, diseased, shameless and criminal within mainstream media (Hunt and Hubbard, 2015, p.27). Weitzer (2018, p.5) agrees, stating there is a negative bias within media representation of sex workers, with media focusing on victimisation, exploitation and arrest stories. Yadav (2020, p.123) concurs, further adding that the media only uses court or police versions of events and not the sex workers, thus silencing their voices and ability to represent themselves. Furthermore, Weitzer (2018, p.5) highlights the use of emotive imagery which creates a biased representation. Media outlets rarely portray a neutral representation of sex work, and fail to acknowledge its individualistic nature (Weitzer, 2018, p.5). Benoit et al. (2018, p.461) concur, stating media portrayals are morally focused rather than fact-based, with the storylines shaped to fit into strict stereotypes rather than broadcasting sex workers' authentic experiences.    
Boyd (2023, p.13) argues this is due to the media being an influential tool in ensuring the patriarchal system remains dominant. As the patriarchy is the hegemonic system within society, those who disagree with the ideology attempt to fit into society to ensure they do not become othered (Boyd, 2023, p.13). As the patriarchal view on sex work follows the ‘Madonna/whore binary’ ideology, which is used to perpetuate negative stigma, sex workers continue to be a disadvantaged group due to systemic stigmatisation (Link and Hatzenbuehler, 2016, p.659; Boyd, 2023, p.13). For sex workers to live free from violence, stigma and oppression, the patriarchal system, which is deeply rooted within policy and law, must be dismantled (NSWP, 2017, p.2-10; European Sex Workers Rights Alliance, 2023, np). Research by Seshu and Pai (2014, p.51) found stigma caused by expectations of the patriarchy is a prominent barrier for sex workers to access their rights. Seshu and Pai (2014, p.49) explain this stigma is used as a control method as women within the sex industry often earn higher wages than their partners, offering them financial independence which does not align with patriarchal ideology.  
Seshu and Pai (2014, p.50) continue to state that the patriarchy reinforces the ideology that sex should be “pure” and “sacred”, and that female passion is forbidden and deemed immoral. Therefore, when women sell sex, they are perceived to be defying the patriarchal ideology of female sexuality (Seshu and Pai, 2014, p.50). When women act in a manner that does not fit this patriarchal ideology they are deemed as “sluts” and “whores”, creating a stigma surrounding female sexual agency (Seshu and Pai, 2014, p.50). Research by Benoit et al. (2018, p.461) concurs, finding the terms used within the media create a level of dehumanisation and blame, including pimps, hookers and prostitutes. By doing so, a negative bias is created in which sex workers are to blame for involving themselves in ‘high-risk’ work if any problems occur (Benoit et al. 2018, p.461).  
Furthermore, Armstrong (2021a, p.380) highlights that not only does the media portray a negative bias towards sex workers, but also research that claims to be “epistemologically grounded” in facts and truth. Neo-abolitionist authors present their research as truth using “strategic storytelling”, utilising emotive language to make the reader feel their words alone are the truth (Armstrong, 2021a, pp.380-382). Previous research by Putnis and Burr (2020, p.4) concur, stating not only are sex workers portrayed as deviant in research, but also as victims and vulnerable, this dichotomous representation marginalises sex workers further and is enhanced by criminalisation law. By representing sex workers as only deviant or vulnerable, their wider lived experience and nuances such as agency, autonomy and reality are not considered (Putnis and Burr, 2020, pp.22-23). Putnis and Burr (2020, p.23) argue this representation strengthens patriarchal ideologies of femininity whilst misrepresenting the lives of sex workers.    
Armstrong (2021a, p.382) highlights how representing data to look a certain way can affect how people act towards sex work and perpetuate negative stigma. This is supported by Oliveira et al. (2023, p.1463) who found research which identified sex work to be intrinsically harmful used biased research, only focusing on sex workers who are vulnerable and ignoring data from sex workers who did not align with this ideology. This stigma is then used by advocates of criminalisation law to control the public narrative by creating uncertainty surrounding sex work, which affects policy and legislation (Armstrong, 2021a, p.382). Prior research by Carline and Scoular (2015, pp.103-104) states despite an abundance of empirical evidence on policy measures that could ensure sex work is safer and less exploitative, the law continues to take a criminalisation approach supported by restricted evidence. In doing so, the state can maintain control over the female body and sexuality and those who do not adhere to the social norm through surveillance and control measures (Carline and Scoular, 2015, p.110).

2.4. [bookmark: _Toc197941584]Theme 3: The Impact of Criminalising Sex Work
Full Criminalisation: 
Criminalisation policy refers to the criminalisation of all aspects of sex work including selling sex, living off wages earned through selling sex, soliciting and using/keeping a brothel (Brunovskis and Skilbrei, 2018, pp.9-10). Countries that implement criminalisation law view sex work as exploitation and tend to work on the assumption that the sex work dynamic includes male perpetrators and female victims (NSWP, 2012, p.3). Radical feminists widely support criminalisation policy as they perceive sex work as “paid rape”, stating sex work can never be ‘voluntary’ due to it being fundamentally exploitive and harmful (Bateman, 2021, p.826). Radical feminists believe that to end the exploitation of women within society, an industry where women are seen as ‘play objects’ for men, must be abolished (Bateman, 2021, p.826). Prior research by the European Women's Lobby (2011, pp.1-3) found sex work to be a violation of human rights, therefore, for as long as women are used as commodities for men, there will be no equality between the genders. Brunovskis and Skilbrei (2018, pp.9-10) concur, stating the sex work industry creates vulnerability and therefore is inherently harmful. Ekberg (2004, pp.1188-1189) found without the male demand for sex, the sex industry would not be growing; thus, for gender equality to be obtained within society, individuals should not be deemed as commodities that can be bought and sold. Advocates for criminalising sex work, believe legalising sex work creates further demand for victims, which is tolerated by both the state and society (Hughes, 2005, p.8).    
Those who support the criminalisation of sex work believe to protect women from the dangers of sex work and to reduce the structurally oppressive nature of the patriarchal system, sex work should be criminalised (Brents and Hausbeck, 2005, p.273). In doing so, society acknowledges the oppressive nature of the sex industry and advocates for social change and equality between the genders, rather than legalising an exploitative industry (Brents and Hausbeck, 2005, p.270). However, Brents and Hausbeck (2005, p.294) acknowledge all social institutions function through patriarchal capitalist structures which reinforce gender-based oppression, therefore, the sex industry will invariably incorporate exploitation regardless of the legislative approach implemented.   
However, Hayes-Smith and Shekarkhar (2010, p.44) argue the criminalisation of sex work reduces exploitation by acting as a deterrent to those thinking of entering the trade. This argument is founded on the idea that after an individual is caught and punished, they conclude the costs outweigh the benefits of the profession (Hayes-Smith and Shekarkhar, 2010, p.45). Furthermore, by deterring individuals from sex work, the rates of sexually transmitted infections (STIs) such as acquired immunodeficiency syndrome (AIDS) are reduced (Hayes-Smith and Shekarkhar, 2010, p.45). However, Kavanagh et al. (2021, p.7) argue countries that criminalised sex work have less success in reducing Human immunodeficiency virus (HIV) and other STIs than those who chose alternative laws. Countries that offered non-discriminatory support and social interventions showed a significant decrease in the spreading of HIV as opposed to criminalisation policies (Kavanagh et al. 2021, p.7). Previous research by Farely (2004, pp.1094-1112), however, found despite evidence showing alternative approaches decrease the spread of STIs, they fall short of protecting the overall health of the sex workers.   
Farley (2004, pp.1094-1112) continues to argue, in both criminalised and decriminalised countries, women's health cannot be protected by legislation, with evidence showing women in the sex industry suffer various health issues, including but not limited to backache, headaches, infections, depression and PTSD regardless of which legislative approach is enacted. Raymond (2004, p.320) refutes the argument for legalising sex work based on improving health, as health checks are only carried out on the women selling sex and not on the men purchasing it. However, Brents and Hausbeck (2005, p.294) argue extensive further research is required in the area before effective legislation can be implemented.   
In criminalised settings, sex workers are likely to experience violence from the police including physical or sexual violence, monetary bribes and restricted access to justice (Platt et al. 2018, p.35).  Platt et al. (2018, p.35) highlight how limiting access to the justice system allows perpetrators to continue to be physically and sexually violent towards sex workers. This is supported by Stardust et al. (2021, p.154) who state, restricting access to the justice system exacerbates dangerous working conditions and increases responsibility solely on sex workers and not on the state. Due to police violence, sex workers have a lack of trust in the criminal justice system, which decreases the likelihood of reporting abuse (Stardust et al. 2021, pp.153-154). Grenfell et al. (2023, pp.282-283) highlight how policing in criminalised settings reinforces structural inequalities by targeting minority groups within the sex work industry such as migrants, street-based sex workers, people of colour and trans sex workers.  
An example of this can be seen in Turek’s (2022, np) research which draws attention to real-life responses from the police towards sex workers reporting violence, some responses include “We don’t really investigate matters when you have intentionally put yourself at risk” and “Are you telling me you’re a prostitute? Because if you are I will have to arrest you”. This offers a practical example of how sex workers are treated under criminalisation law and why they cannot trust the police to protect them against violence and harassment. Stardust et al. (2021, p.154) explain criminalisation and regulation-based legislative models perpetuate this form of policing, where police become perpetrators in the eyes of sex workers, thus resulting in the breakdown of trust and protection for sex workers.   

Partial criminalisation:  
In countries such as the UK, Canada and India, a partial criminalisation law is implemented which criminalises certain aspects of sex work (Platt et al. 2018, p.4). Areas criminalised tend to include soliciting, brothel keeping/using, any third party involved and organisational work (Platt et al. 2018, p.4). Partial criminalisation law perceives sex work as inherently exploitative, thus for the safety of sex workers, regulations on the trade are implemented (GOV.UK, 2016, pp.1-7; English Collective of Prostitutes, 2024, np).   
The impact of partial criminalisation is similar to full criminalisation policy, with a multitude of studies suggesting the increase of police presence and arrests compromises the safety and welfare of sex workers (Shannon et al. 2008, p.919; Baratosy and Wendt, 2017, pp.37-38; Platt et al. 2018, p.42). Criminalising aspects of sex work rushes the timeframe in which sex work is negotiated, resulting in fewer health and safety checks, in turn increasing the risk of physical and sexual violence (Platt et al. 2018, p.22). Furthermore, by implementing partial criminalisation law, sex workers must work in isolated areas which increases the risks of violence and condomless sex due to sex workers being unable to engage in risk-reduction practices (Shannon et al. 2008, p.919). Baratosy and Wendt (2017, p.35) found by partially criminalising sex work, sex workers’ bodily autonomy is reduced, resulting in a further power imbalance between sex workers and the authorities. 
Additionally, partial criminalisation creates confusion between sex workers and law enforcement (Sanders, Scoular and Campbell, 2022, p.113). Police must play a dual role under this legislative approach, acting to protect and prosecute, resulting in distrust between both parties (Sanders, Scoular and Campbell, 2022, p.113). Sanders, Scoular and Campbell (2022, p.113) argue as sex work was previously fully criminalised, there is still an underlying stigma regarding sex workers within the policing system. Several studies indicate both full and partial criminalisation increases police harassment, stigma and marginalisation (Abel, 2014a, p.6; Baratosy and Wendt, 2017, p.35; Platt et al. 2018, p.3; Sanders, Scoular and Campbell, 2022, p.133). A significant power imbalance can be seen between male police officers and female sex workers, with cases of male officers abusing their power to obtain free sex (Abel, 2014a, p.6). Due to such cases, there is significant distrust between police, the legal system and sex workers which reduces the chance of crimes being reported (Klambauer, 2018, p.26; Sanders, Scoular and Campbell, 2022, p.113).   
As a result of this, within the UK, guidance by the NPCC (2024, p.2) acknowledges the lack of public trust due to misogynistic behaviour by the UK police, stating the authorities will move away from prosecution and towards protection-focused policing. Within the NPCC (2024, p.2) guidance, it is noted the implementation of partial criminalisation increases confusion about how to police sex work. Furthermore, under this legislative approach, lack of clarity and “outdated” legislation is further noted (NPCC, 2024, p.2). Research by Bowen et al. (2021, p.10) on violence against women stated no legislation should work against the safety of an individual yet found a correlation between partial criminalisation law and the decreased safety of sex workers.  
Neo-Abolitionism:  
Neo-abolitionism originated in Sweden under the Act (1998:408) on the Prohibition of the Purchase of Sexual Services (APPSS) and is influential at a global level, with countries such as Norway, Finland, Iceland, South Japan and France implementing laws influenced by Sweden's approach (Scoular and Carline, 2014, p.2). Neo-abolitionism is closely linked to partial criminalisation policy, viewing sex work as an exploitive and gendered concept (Ward and Wylie, 2017, pp.1-3). Under neo-abolitionism policy, selling sex is legal but purchasing sex is illegal, as sex work is seen as an exploitive concept, meaning the sex worker has no choice (Ward and Wylie, 2017, p.2). The individuals who buy sex, however, are the exploitative party and therefore, under this ideology, are held accountable (Waltman, 2011, p.451).    
Neo-abolitionism follows a radical feminist viewpoint arguing the patriarchal social structures within society exploit women's sexuality for male satisfaction (Florin, 2012, p.270). Thus, by legalising the act of purchasing a woman's body, sex work harms all women (Florin, 2012, p.270). Florin (2012, p.270) continues to suggest allowing women's bodies to be bought creates the idea that women are commodities resulting in the dehumanisation of women. Neo-abolitionism aims to not only reduce harm to the female individuals involved in sex work but also to wider society by changing the societal view on women (Holmstrom and Skilbrei, 2017, pp.83-86; Lesueur, 2018, p.1).    
Holmstrom and Skilbrei (2017, p.103) argue evidence of the success of neo-abolitionism remains ambiguous, with the need for further research in policy evaluation. This is further proven by the significant disparity between the beliefs of the government and the sex workers on the success of the APPSS (Bullock, 2024, p.511). From a governmental standpoint, neo-abolitionism has proven successful at decreasing the demand and purchase of sex work by creating a stigma against those who purchase sex (Bullock, 2024, p.511). These effects have taken place without negatively impacting sex workers and social support has been continuously offered to sex workers (Bullock, 2024, p.511). However, from the perspective of sex workers, neo-abolitionism does not take into consideration their wants and needs but follows a strict radical feminist ideology that leaves no room for external influence (Bullock, 2024, p.511).  
Research by Brunila and Rossi (2018, p.230) found radical policy attempts, albeit implemented to decrease the vulnerability of sex workers, result in paternalism and increased social control. A distinct relationship between paternalism and sex work can be seen within neo-abolitionism, by creating the notion all sex workers are ‘vulnerable’, decisions on the worker’s behalf can be made under safeguarding reasonings (Brunila and Rossi, 2018, p.230). Thus, Brunila and Rossi (2018, p.230) argue neo-abolitionism silences sex workers through identity policy, social influence and stigmatisation, despite the individual not identifying with the social identity given.    
Jahnsen and Skilbrei (2018, p.268) concur, stating by using the term ‘vulnerable’ in legal narratives, there is an expectation for sex workers to behave as victims to obtain support from the system. Prior research by Levy (2014, np) cited in Levy and Jakobsson (2014, p.602) offers an example of this when interviewing a female sex worker who was expected to behave like a victim when seeking support from the authorities, leaving the individual feeling as though she should feel “bad” and “dirty”, highlighting how neo-abolitionism falls short in protecting sex workers. Furthermore, for sex workers to obtain support, they are expected to comply with governmental standards of exiting the sex industry and only then can they become acceptable citizens (Jahnsen and Skilbrei, 2018, pp.268-269). Previous evidence of this can be seen in research by Levy (2014, np) cited in Levy and Jakobsson (2014, p.602) which showed how a woman in the industry was only offered healthcare aid if they promised to cease selling sex for three months, without considering the financial dependability the individual had on their trade.   
The aim to protect women from exploitation under neo-abolitionist policy often results in increased intervention and exposure to the authorities for sex workers rather than those purchasing sex (Jahnsen and Skilbrei, 2018, p.269). Shamir (2019, p.212) supports this statement, stating increased policing results in sex work moving ‘underground’ reducing the timeframe in which the workers must negotiate deals, choose their clients and implement safety measures. Furthermore, the fear of being caught increases reliance on pimps, heightening the chances of exploitation, leading to the decrease in safety (Shamir, 2019, p.212). This is supported by Sandler’s (2022, p.493) findings, which suggest the implementation of neo-abolitionist policy has increased violence against sex workers due to regular clients no longer purchasing sex, which has led to sex workers having to find new and potentially unsafe clients. In doing so, sex workers often meet in secluded areas to avoid being caught and to complete the transaction quicker (Sandler, 2022, p.493). Lack of time to negotiate also affects the health of sex workers as there is less time to discuss and implement safe sex practices, leading to a decrease in condom use and an increase in STIs (Sandler, 2022, p.494). Furthermore, the implementation of neo-abolitionism has caused a decline in clientele resulting in increased competition (Levy and Jakobsson, 2014, p.599). Due to this, safe sex has dropped in price, resulting in sex workers participating in unprotected sexual services to earn more (Levy and Jakobsson, 2014, p.599).  
Additionally, the lack of clientele has increased street sex work, which increases the likelihood of sex workers experiencing violence, coercive behaviour and illness (Levy and Jakobsson, 2014, p.599). Those involved in street sex work have reduced bargaining power and limited access to the internet or a mobile phone, increasing the risk of abuse and exploitation (Levy and Jakobsson, 2014, p.599). However, a report by the Government Offices of Sweden (2010, p.1) claims the criminalisation of purchasing sex has had a positive impact on reducing sex work, with no indication of any negative effects on the lives of sex workers found. They claim the implementation of the APPSS in Sweden has reduced the demand for sex work and decreased organised crime by reducing human trafficking (Government Offices of Sweden, 2010, p.1).  
The overall impact of this, as argued by advocates of neo-abolitionism, is that the model is forward-thinking and aims to reduce the social inequalities between women and men (Evans et al. 2018, p.1). However, this is refuted by numerous researchers who argue neo-abolitionism increases violence, increases police control and negatively impacts the safety of sex workers (Levy and Jakobsson, 2014, p. 599; Shamir, 2019, p.212; Sandler, 2022, p.493). The disparity in data, Fein (2019, p.3) explains, could be due to researchers or research bodies using biased data depending on their economic and political interests. Thus, Fein (2019, p.3) emphasises the importance of understanding that objectivity is not guaranteed even in academic research.   

2.5. [bookmark: _Toc197941585]Theme 4: The Impact of Decriminalising Sex Work
Decriminalising:
Full decriminalisation refers to the removal of any laws surrounding sex work (Macioti, Power and Bourne, 2022, p.1013). Full decriminalisation calls for sex work to be normalised and profitable like any other industry, which in turn ensures the industry is regulated, increasing the well-being of sex workers (Mathieson, Branam and Noble, 2016, p.369). By removing criminalisation laws, authority is transferred to the local councils rather than law enforcement, where funds are distributed to social intervention groups to regulate the industry (Mathieson, Branam and Noble, 2016, p.380). Those campaigning for the full decriminalisation of sex work, although they acknowledge the dangerous nature of the work, believe criminalisation policies play a key role in increasing danger within the industry (Armstrong, 2021b, p.942). In opposition to the criminalisation approach, decriminalisation takes a neoliberal stand where everything is commodifiable including sex, supporting the view of ‘sex sells’ (Mathieson, Branam and Noble, 2016, pp.380-381). By creating a market for legal sex, countries can benefit economically through taxation and tourism (Mathieson, Branam and Noble, 2016, p.379). Taxation is a crucial argument regarding legislative approaches to sex work as taxation is directly linked to citizenship rights (Walsh, 2017, p.237). Historically, the rights of individuals have been related to the process of paying taxes; therefore, by taxing the sex industry, further rights and protection are offered to those in sex work (Pitcher, 2015, p.121; Walsh, 2017, p.238). Furthermore, by acknowledging sex work as employment similar to any other vocation, the industry is legally obligated to follow employment law, thus increasing the rights and protection of sex workers, unlike criminalised countries where sex work takes place without regulation (Pitcher, 2015, p.120). However, Pitcher (2015, p.120) stipulates employment rights will only protect those in the industry if managed effectively.  
The decriminalisation of sex work follows a liberal feminist argument with the ideology that women should have agency over their bodies (Beegan and Moran, 2017, pp.62-63). Dictating what women can and cannot do with their bodies is an oppressive tactic used to control women under the pretence of protecting them (Beegan and Moran, 2017, pp.63-64). Beegan and Moran (2017, p.63) argue by acknowledging sex work as a choice, women are liberated. Shah (2004, pp.794-799) draws attention to the importance of separating sex work and female sexual morality as this concept was created by men and thus influenced by power structures. Shah (2004, pp.799-801) continues to highlight how female sexual morality has been used to create an anti-sex work narrative by increasing societal stigma. Research by Desyllas (2013, p.774) concurs, highlighting the harmful impact stigma has on the welfare of those in the industry. Benoit et al. (2018, p.460) support this statement, further highlighting how stigma affects sex workers at different levels of influence including micro, macro and meso levels. At a micro level, sex workers are disproportionately affected by violence and often physically and verbally attacked by the public affecting both their physical and mental health, at a meso level of influence, sex workers are often refused aid by the healthcare systems and the police and at a macro level they experience discrimination within the legal system, the media and social structures (Benoit et al. 2018, p.460). Thus, advocates for full decriminalisation of sex work believe it is the best legislative approach to reduce the harm to those in the industry at all levels of influence (Macioti, Power and Bourne, 2022, p.1013). This is supported by a significant amount of research which suggests decriminalising the industry reduces the risks sex workers take, thus improving the overall welfare of those in the industry (WHO, 2011, p.113; Krusi et al. 2016, p.1147; Amnesty International, 2017, np  Macioti, Power and Bourne, 2022, p.1013).   
One such risk is HIV/AIDS, which poses a significant threat to female sex workers, with research highlighting a direct correlation between sex workers, those purchasing sex and the spreading of the diseases (Shannon et al. 2015, pp.55-58). HIV/AIDS caused 630,000 deaths in the year 2023 (UNAIDS, 2024, p.1). Lepine and Treibich (2020, pp.1-2) state sex workers are a high-risk group regarding HIV/AIDS due to the economic advantage of unsafe sexual behaviours such as being paid a higher sum for condomless sex. Sexual violence and condom confiscation also increase the risk of catching HIV/AIDS, with both factors being prevalent in countries that criminalise sex work (Shannon et al. 2015, p.66; Vanwesenbeeck, 2017, p.1634). Research conducted by Shannon et al. (2015, pp.68-69) and Vanwesenbeeck (2017, p.1638) concluded that full decriminalisation of sex work offered the most protection to sex workers regarding HIV/AIDS prevention, through increased community support and decreased police interventions.   
Research by Scoular and FitzGerald (2021, p.60) echoes this sentiment, stating through decriminalising sex work, both marginalisation and discrimination are decreased. In countries where sex work is prohibited, discrimination is common, with evidence showing a correlation between increased violence, discrimination and increased police presence (Platt et al. 2018, p.36). Multiple sources state that sex workers have a deep distrust of the police due to police brutality, violence and lack of protection (Vanwesenbeeck, 2017, p.1635; Human Rights Watch, 2019, np; Stardust et al. 2021, p.154). This then leads sex workers to actively avoid seeking help in fear of experiencing discrimination not only by the police but also by health care providers and local authorities (Shannon et al. 2015, p.63; Platt et al. 2018, pp.37-38). As a result of this, research by Stardust et al. (2021, pp.153-154) found some sex workers, to avoid further stigmatisation and discrimination, avoid the social system completely, increasing health, safety and wellbeing risks. Additionally, Stardust et al. (2021, p.154) found the stigma of sex work being ‘dirty’ and laws criminalising the trade, added to sex workers avoiding seeking aid. However, updating laws alone fails to destigmatise the sex work industry, and for sex workers to gain full non-discriminatory access to services, a cultural and systematic change is needed (Stardust et al. 2021, p.154). Examples of such systematic changes include educating police and others within the justice system on their unconscious bias, increased funding for sex workers to obtain legal support and the involvement of sex workers in legal and intervention decisions (Stardust et al. 2021, p.154). Those who support the decriminalisation of sex work argue decriminalising sex work is the first step towards offering sex workers autonomy and legislative options (Scoular and FitzGerald, 2021, p.53).   
New Zealand offers an example of a country that has adopted a decriminalised approach with its Prostitution Reform Act (2003) (PRA) in which all aspects of sex work are legal (Schmidt, 2017, pp.44-45). New Zealand adopted this pragmatic approach to broach the complex issue of sex work under the ideology that decriminalisation improves the well-being of sex workers through improving working conditions and the safety of those in the industry (Benoit et al. 2017, p.3). Evidence of the effectiveness of the PRA in New Zealand remains ambiguous however, with multiple studies contradicting one another (Armstrong, 2021a, pp.378-379). Benoit et al. (2017, p.13) agree, stating decriminalisation is complex with varying opinions on the matter. Research by Abel (2014a, p.11) found sex workers in New Zealand, although still faced stigmatisation, had increased citizen rights and protection from the PRA in comparison to other legal models.  
Furthermore, Abel (2014b, p.36) found a slight increase in sex workers obtaining checkups from their doctors since the PRA came into practice. However, research showed no increase in disclosure of vocation, suggesting stigma is still prevalent within a decriminalised setting (Abel, 2014b, p.36). Abel (2014b, p.36) explains laws alone cannot change the public perception of sex work, suggesting society needs more time to become accustomed to the PRA before research can be accurate.  

[bookmark: _Toc197941586]Legalisation: 
The legalisation approach to sex work refers to permitting some forms of sex work (Joulaei et al. 2021, p.4) Under this legislative approach, certain laws and regulations are implemented to ensure safe practice (Joulaei et al. 2021, p.4). The terms legalisation and decriminalisation are often misunderstood and used interchangeably, despite being different legislative approaches (NSWP, 2024, p.2). The legalisation approach acknowledges sex work as part of society, thus, to reduce harm, it should be licensed and regulated (Joulaei et al. 2021, p.4). By legalising the trade, sex workers can acquire healthcare and legal support in comparison to criminalisation approaches (Joulaei et al. 2021, p.4). However, certain forms of sex work are prohibited as are certain groups of individuals, including cis men, trans individuals, migrants and those who are HIV positive, alongside selling sex in unmanaged zones or unlicensed/unregulated settings (Platt et al. 2018, p.4).  
Implemented regulations can include weekly STI tests, monthly HIV tests and registration with the local police force (Lutnick and Cohan, 2009, p.39). Research by Reeves et al. (2017, p.10) found regulating sex work decreased the likelihood of sex workers living with illnesses such as HIV, however, for the best outcome not only is the removal of criminalisation law integral, but a justice system which is fair and effective. By legalising sex work, the likelihood of female sex workers accessing healthcare services and actively taking part in condom negotiation is increased (Reeves et al. 2017, pp.10-11). Prior research by Tenni, Carpenter and Thomson (2015, p.2) found the legalisation of condom possession and sex work zones were key to decreasing the spread of HIV in sex work. However, Krusi, D’Adamo and Sernick (2021, pp.131-132) found legally obligating sex workers to have STI/HIV tests is a breach of human rights and therefore unethical. Moreover, it damages the relationship between the authorities and sex workers which has been proven to be most successful in voluntary settings (Krusi, D’Adamo and Sernick, 2021, p.132).  
Additionally, the legalisation approach marginalises and stigmatises sex workers by heavily regulating and controlling the trade, contradicting the ethos of treating it like any other job (NSWP, 2024, p.3). By using controlling regulatory methods, the autonomy of sex workers is undermined alongside violating their human rights (NSWP, 2024, p.3). Under the legalisation model, the state has significant control over the lives of sex workers, including where they can live and work, which undermines the belief that legalising the trade reduces the policing of sex work (NSWP, 2024, p.5). Research by Amnesty International (2015, np) highlighted sex workers voiced significant concerns regarding the legalisation approach due to sex workers’ mistrust of the policing system and concerns this approach would disempower them further. Further concerns were raised regarding the two-tier system found within this approach, those who adhere to the rules and fit the criteria and those who do not and are therefore working within a criminalised setting (Amnesty International, 2015, np). Thus, under this approach, some of the most marginalised groups of sex workers, such as street sex workers, are excluded from legal protection (Amnesty International, 2015, np; NSWP, 2024, p.6).  
The legalisation model has come under further scrutiny regarding the discrepancy in how strongly different countries enforce regulations surrounding sex work (Reeves et al. 2017, p.11). Krusi, D’Adamo and Sernick (2021, pp.131-132) found the discrepancy affects the reliability of data on this approach, and increases confusion within the justice system, law enforcement and sex workers. This is supported by Brown, Grace and Redman (2025, p.31) who found under the legalisation approach police have trouble balancing their duty to protect sex workers and their duty to uphold “oppressive control models”. The legalisation model has contradictory goals of protection and criminalisation, which impact its effectiveness and adaptability (Brown, Grace and Redman, 2025, p.31). Rosentel et al. (2021, p.1976) found the legalisation model creates the perception of an understanding, liberal policing regime, while continuing to support a carceral system which marginalises disadvantaged groups such as sex workers. Rosentel et al. (2021, p.1977) continue to state under this system, policing oftentimes strays from legal proceedings due to structurally ingrained stigma surrounding sex work.  
Examples of this can be seen in Australia, Germany and Ecuador, where data shows sex workers continue to be harassed by police and in some areas an increase in police harassment has been documented (Rosentel et al. 2021, p.1977). Research by Graham, Holt and Laing (2022, pp.8-9) echoed this sentiment, arguing legalising sex work is ineffective if sex workers are still denied their rights, questioning the relevance of the law. Prior research by Platt et al. (2018, pp.4-43) found regulatory methods failed to protect all sex workers increasing the socially ingrained stigma for those who did not meet the criteria to be protected under this legislative approach. Parker (2016, p.41), Platt et al. (2018, p.46), Graham, Holt and Laing (2022, p.14) conclude that sex workers must be involved in policymaking for it to be effective from the ground up.  

Community Empowerment Approaches:
The European Sex Workers Rights Alliance (2023, np) states to prevent and end systemic gender oppression the voice of sex workers must be amplified. To achieve this, legal systems which aid in the oppression, such as criminalisation, must be abolished (The European Sex Workers Rights Alliance, 2023, np). Legal reforms must focus solely on evidence-based research rather than opinion to prevent sex work policy from being morality politics (Oliveira et al. 2023, p.1463). Therefore, Oliveira et al. (2023, p.1463) conclude for effective sex work legislation, sex workers must be involved in creating effective legislative approaches. 
This sentiment is supported by several human rights organisations, who state sex workers have personal knowledge of the structural, financial and social barriers sex workers face and, thus, are essential in creating meaningful policy changes (NSWP, 2021, p.2; OHCHR, 2024, p.23). NSWP (2021, pp.2-3) further highlights how research conducted by sex-worker-led organisations is significantly unrecognised, arguing evidence should not be derived solely from academic research and policymakers as they often carry a bias. Evidence-based research ensures the complexity and nuances of sex workers' lives are captured and represented (NSWP, 2021, pp.2-3). This is supported by Goldenberg et al. (2021, pp.6-11) who found community-based and sex worker-led approaches ensure sex workers' needs are met, however, these approaches are rarely recognised in health and social systems. Community empowerment approaches refer to sex workers working collectively to address the barriers they face within society, this is a social movement which requires making ‘allies’ with non-government and government organisations and the wider community (Navarrete et al. 2021, p.189). Community empowerment practices are integral in decreasing stigma, and ensuring healthcare is provided and justice is obtained for sex workers, however, for this to be possible sex work must be decriminalised (Goldenberg et al. 2021, p.8). Prior research by Kerrigan et al. (2015, p.22) found community empowerment to be an effective approach to broaching sex workers' safety issues. By offering sex workers the opportunity to use services as they deem necessary, Kerrigan et al. (2015, p.22) found a significant decrease in HIV/STIs and an increase in condom use. Navarrete et al. (2021, pp.201-202) concur, further highlighting the correlation between community empowerment approaches and the decrease in structural violence faced by female sex workers. Community empowerment approaches such as educating sex workers on their rights, financial education and safe work interventions have all proven to decrease violence against sex workers by increasing their socio-economic status (Navarrete et al. 2021, p.192).  
However, despite community empowerment approaches yielding positive results, there are significant barriers to ingraining this approach within society, including legislation which criminalises sex work, socio-economic inequalities, stigma, violence and negative discourse (Kerrigan et al. 2015, p.22; Navarrete et al. 2021, pp.201-203). Both Kerrigan et al. (2015, p.22) and Navarrete et al. (2021, pp. 201-203) identify the need for decriminalising sex work, and further research and funding into community empowerment approaches. Silberzahn et al. (2021, p.2) concur, stating although it is recognised that community empowerment interventions are the best approach to sex work, there is little research on the subject, and the research there is fails to analyse the multifaceted influences which affect sex workers. Platt et al. (2018, p.45) however, draw attention to how community empowerment programmes have predominantly been implemented to reduce HIV/STIs and have not been adapted to reduce other harms such as sexual violence and societal stigma faced by sex workers. Platt et al. (2018, p.45) continue to state that evaluations of this approach have only been in specific contexts within sex work, thus, further research is needed. Despite the effectiveness of sex worker-led interventions and community empowerment approaches in aiding sex workers, Platt et al. (2018, p.45) found the voices of these organisations and individuals are muted and disregarded in legislation, policy debates and public interventions. 
2.6. [bookmark: _Toc197941587]Conclusion
Legislation can be shaped by many influences, for example, morality politics, societal stigma and patriarchal influences (Oliveira et al. 2023, p.1463; Winters and MacDonald, 2024, pp.10-11). Thus, legislative approaches tend not to be evidence-based but grounded in expectations of accepted sexual behaviour (Seshu and Pai, 2014, p.50; NSWP, 2021, pp.2-3). Research suggests the patriarchal system reinforces the idea of accepted sexual behaviour, pushing the ideology that women should be ‘pure’ and ‘sacred’ (Seshu and Pai, 2014, p. 50). This ideology is promoted through public discourse, mainstream media and biased research (Winters and MacDonald, 2024, pp.10-11). 
The patriarchy encourages criminalising the sex industry, criminalisation prohibits all aspects of sex work from selling sex to brothel keeping, under the pretence of protecting women (Brunovskis and Skilbrei, 2018, pp.9-10; Bateman, 2021, p.826). The criminalisation model is supported by radical feminists who believe the sex industry exploits women and is harmful to gender equality as women are seen as commodities (Ekberg, 2004, pp.1188-118; Bateman, 2021, p.826). However, criminalising sex work has come under criticism regarding increased police brutality, an increase in HIV/AIDS and a decrease in access to health care (Benoit et al. 2018, p.460). Opposingly, liberal feminists argue, governing women’s sexual choices is a patriarchal tactic used to control women whilst claiming to protect them (Beegan and Moran, 2017, pp.63-64). Liberal feminists support the decriminalisation of sex work which removes all regulations surrounding the industry (Macioti, Power and Bourne, 2022, p. 1013). Decriminalising sex work moves away from controlling sex workers through law enforcement, instead focusing on social interventions to aid sex workers in accessing healthcare, the criminal justice system and to exit the industry if desired (Krusi et al. 2016, p.1147; Mathieson, Branam and Noble, 2016, p.380). However, the effectiveness of this approach is undetermined with varying results being published (Abel, 2014a, p.11; Armstrong, 2021a, pp.378-379). 
Partial criminalisation is similar to full criminalisation, however, under partial criminalisation law, only some aspects of sex work are illegal including soliciting, brothel keeping and more (Platt et al. 2018, p.4). Partial criminalisation influence is predominantly negative with increased stigma, decreased safety due to police presence and increased condomless sex, resulting in the approach being deemed “outdated” (Platt et al. 2018, p.42; NPCC, 2024, p.2). Furthermore, partial criminalisation increases confusion for law enforcement surrounding protection-based policing and prosecution, resulting in fewer crimes being reported (NPCC, 2024, p.2). Similarly, neo-abolitionism, the persecution of those who purchase sex, resulted in decreased safety due to heightened police presence (Shamir, 2019, p.212). Neo-abolitionist policy indicated a decrease in demand and channelled stigma towards the exploitative party, whilst offering sex workers social support, healthcare access and police protection (Bullock, 2024, p.511). However, others argue this approach has resulted in paternalism and increased control (Brunila and Rossi, 2018, p.230). 
Likewise, legalising sex work has proven successful in increasing access to healthcare, the criminal justice system and police protection, whilst ensuring the industry is regulated through health checks and police registration (Lutnick and Cohan, 2009, p.39; Reeves et al. 2017, pp.10-11; Joulaei et al. 2021, p.4). However, sex workers’ autonomy is reduced under this approach, due to mandatory health checks, increased state control and increased police harassment (Rosentel et al. 2021, p.1977; NSWP, 2024, p.5). 
Due to the failings of current legislative approaches, sex-worker-led organisations advocate for the involvement of sex workers in legal decisions and increase in community empowerment approaches (OHCHR, 2024, p.23). Using sex workers' knowledge of structural, financial and social barriers faced within the industry, unbiased evidence-based laws can be implemented (OHCHR, 2024, p.23). Police interactions, representations of sex workers and involving sex workers in legislative change are recurring topics within the literature on sex workers, thus, these themes will be discussed in further detail in the discussion and results section.


3. [bookmark: _Toc197941588]DISCUSSION AND RESULTS 
3.1. [bookmark: _Toc197941589]Introduction
Within this section, the main themes identified within current literature surrounding the effects of different legislative approaches will be analysed. The first theme will focus on the effects of police presence and interventions on the lives of sex workers. Within all legislative approaches discussed, police interaction proved a point of concern for sex workers (Benoit et al. 2018, p.461), thus, analysing this theme is integral in understanding the most effective legislative approach to protecting sex workers. The second theme found throughout the literature review is the representation of sex workers within research, the media and society. The stigma that sex workers endure, created by media, research and societal representations, is crucial to understanding the underlying reason behind the legislative approaches implemented (Hunt and Hubbard, 2015, p.26; Boyd, 2023, p.6). The final theme identified is the need for sex workers to be involved in policymaking decisions. To understand which approach best protects sex workers their stories and opinions must be heard. The final theme within this section will include and analyse community empowerment approaches. 

3.2. [bookmark: _Toc197941590]Theme 1: Police Interactions
Police interventions and surveillance prove problematic in every legislative approach discussed within the literature review. However, current research indicates within full/partial criminalised settings police violence and abuse towards sex workers are heightened (Platt et al. 2018, p.35; Stardust et al. 2021, p.154). Data suggests there are several factors which compromise the safety of sex workers due to increased policing, including but not limited to, violence and abuse from police officers, the need to rush transactions and condom negotiation, participating in ‘underground’ sex work and the inability to work in groups to reduce vulnerability (Shannon et al. 2008, p.919; Reeves et al. 2017, pp.10-11; Platt et al. 2018, p.22; Shamir, 2019, p.212). As a result of this, trust in law enforcement and the criminal justice system is scarce within criminalised settings. Due to this, sex workers are less likely to report crimes for fear of police brutality (Shannon et al. 2015, p.63; Platt et al. 2018, pp.37-38). Misogynistic and abusive behaviour can be seen between male police officers and female sex workers, with male officers abusing their power to gain sexual favours within partial/full criminalisation settings (Abel, 2014a, p.6).  
Within the neo-abolitionism policy, police interventions and interactions increase sex workers' vulnerability similar to full/partial criminalisation (Levy and Jakobsson, 2014, p.599; Shamir, 2019, p.212; Sandler, 2022, p.493). Criminalising the purchase of sex has increased police presence which has resulted in sex work moving ‘underground’ significantly increasing the risks sex workers take to keep their clients (Sandler’s, 2022, p.493). By criminalising the purchase of sex, sex workers are more likely to participate in dangerous sexual activities such as unprotected sex and speed up their transactions which reduces time for risk-reduction activities, thus decreasing the safety of sex workers (Sandler, 2022, p.493). Furthermore, due to the increase in police presence, regular vetted clients no longer purchase sex for fear of being arrested, resulting in sex workers finding unvetted clients (Levy and Jakobsson, 2014, p.599; Sandler, 2022, p.493). Within legalised settings, some evidence of sex workers feeling protected by police can be seen, with sex workers feeling more confident in confiding with law enforcement (Reeves et al. 2017, pp.10-11). Despite this, police and the criminal justice system still fall short of protecting sex workers with research suggesting serious flaws within the policing of this approach. Concern can be found surrounding the implementation of regulatory methods, with some countries enforcing regulation more strongly than others, increasing confusion for those in law enforcement, the justice system and sex workers (Reeves et al. 2017, p.11; D’Adamo and Sernick, 2021, pp.131-132). Confusion on how to police sex work is a key issue within legalised settings, with police finding it difficult to balance protecting sex workers whilst maintaining a carceral system (Rosentel et al. 2021, p.1976; Brown, Grace and Redman, 2025, p.31).  
Furthermore, evidence by Rosentel et al. (2021, p.1977) shows within some countries which have adopted this approach, police violence and aggression are still prominent and, in some cases, have increased, due to structurally ingrained stigma. Within decriminalised settings the lack of police presence has proven to decrease violence and mistrust in authorities, increasing the likelihood of sex workers obtaining support (Vanwesenbeeck, 2017, p.1638; Platt et al. 2020, p. 10). However, research suggests decriminalising sex work alone fails to protect sex workers from police violence, and a societal shift in the stigma surrounding sex work is needed instead (Stardust et al. 2021, p.154). This sentiment is echoed throughout sex work research, suggesting the key area legislation should address is the culturally ingrained belief that those who sell sex are lesser people than those in other professions (Hunt and Hubbard, 2015, p.27; Pitcher, 2015, p.121; Walsh, 2017, p.238; Sanders, Scoular and Campbell, 2022, p.113). Within the literature review, a correlation between structurally ingrained misogyny and stigma within policing institutes and increased police abuse/neglect can be seen. 
An example of this is highlighted in Turek’s (2022, np) research which found sex workers were dismissed by the police being told “We don’t really investigate matters when you have intentionally put yourself at risk” (Turek, 2022, np). The UK’s police guidance has acknowledged the lack of trust due to the police’s misogynistic and abusive behaviour, stating sex work laws are “outdated” (NSPCC, 2024, p.2). Offering an example of how current policing practices fall short of protecting sex workers, by victim blaming rather than blaming the perpetrators (Benoit et al. 2018, p.461). This highlights the systemically ingrained stigma surrounding sex work within policing institutions where sex workers are perceived as less deserving due to their profession (Parker, 2016, p.41; Benoit et al. 2018, p.461). Thus, for effective change in the policing of sex work, the structurally ingrained stigma surrounding sex workers must be changed (Stardust et al. 2021, p.154). This section will be further addressed in the recommendations section. 

 
3.3. [bookmark: _Toc197941591]Theme 2: Representation of Sex Workers
Media discourse and research play a prominent role in the implementation of laws and policies that affect the safety, well-being and everyday life of sex workers, thus accurate representations of sex work are crucial in ensuring sex workers are not stigmatised (Hunt and Hubbard, 2015, p.26; Boyd, 2023, p.6). Stigma, media, research and the law all affect sex workers, therefore those wishing to push an ideology such as criminalising sex work often use these factors (Benoit et al. 2018, p.461; Winters and MacDonald, 2024, pp.10-11). By maintaining societal stigma surrounding sex work, law oftentimes holds bias, becoming morality politics which rely heavily on personal reasoning and fails to consider the lived experiences of sex workers (Oliveira et al. 2023, p.1463). Social media is often used to perpetuate the negative stigma surrounding sex work through algorithms and censorship, which ensures viewers see only one representation of sex workers, thus promoting ‘whore stigma’ and marginalises sex workers further (Hoffman, 2019, pp.909-911; Blunt and Stardust, 2021, pp.364-365). Furthermore, terms of service on social media platforms often prevent sex workers from being able to represent themselves online, thus reducing their agency further, and allowing those not in the industry control over their lives (Blunt and Stardust, 2021, p.350). 
An example of this can be seen within the “ideology of an ideal femininity” where women are expected to act in certain ways sexually, to adhere to patriarchal views (Hunt and Hubbard, 2015, p.2). Due to this, sex workers have been misrepresented through mainstream media, public discourse and social institutes as dirty, inhumane individuals (Hunt and Hubbard, 2015, p.27). Moreover, the use of research data is often represented to depict sex workers as the researcher wishes, which is used to control the public's narrative on sex workers as it is claimed to be backed by empirical data (Armstrong, 2021a, p.382). The methodology used is unreliable in biased research as oftentimes the samples used are selected to fit the predisposed narrative of the researcher, therefore, data which fails to align with this narrative is ignored, for example, sex work research often only includes data from vulnerable sex workers and not those who enjoy the profession (Oliveria et al. 2023, p.1463). Thus, accurate non-biased representations and data regarding sex work are difficult to find in a post-truth era, which disproportionately affects sex workers by creating a negative stigma which influences political and moral viewpoints towards the industry and those in it (Escott, 2024, p.60). Therefore, to prevent inaccurate representations of sex workers from prevailing, the voice of sex workers must be amplified, to do so, legal systems which silence sex worker’s voices such as criminalisation and partial criminalisation must be abolished (European Sex Workers Rights Alliance, 2023, np).  
3.4. [bookmark: _Toc197941592]Theme 3: Involving Sex Workers in Policymaking
Throughout the literature review, the importance of sex workers being involved in policy decisions is apparent. The voices of sex workers within all legislative approaches discussed are silenced due to stigma, blame and criminalisation, ideologies which are pushed by those who blame sex workers for being in the industry (Parker 2016, p.41; Blunt and Stardust, 2021, p.350). By silencing the grievances and lived experiences of sex workers, legislative approaches are ineffective as the sex workers are unable to voice their needs and concerns (Blunt and Stardust, 2021, p.350). Thus, an increasing amount of research concludes the involvement of sex workers in policy decisions which would affect them is fundamental in implementing effective legislation which protects and empowers sex workers (NSWP, 2021, p.2; Oliveira et al. 2023, p.1463; OHCHR, 2024, p.23).  
For a legislative approach to be effective, Carline and Scoular (2015, p.110) found a ‘ground-up’ approach best protects sex workers as they best understand the lived experience of working in the industry. With sex workers' knowledge of the financial, structural and social barriers faced within the industry, an evidence-based approach can be implemented which captures the nuances sex workers face without the bias which can be found in research and policymakers’ decisions (NSWP, 2021, pp.2-3). Therefore, a community empowerment approach, where sex workers work collectively with non-government and government organisations, best supports sex workers through decreasing stigma, increasing healthcare access and access to the justice system and educating sex workers on their rights and options (Goldenberg et al. 2021, p.8; Navarrete et al. 2021, p.192). However, despite community empowerment approaches proving effective in certain cases, there is a significant lack of research into the model, thus, for the approach to be implemented in society, further research and funding into the area are crucial (Kerrigan et al. 2015, p.22; Platt et al. 2018, p.45; Navarrete et al. 2021, pp. 201-203; Silberzahn et al. 2021, p.2). Moreover, for community empowerment approaches to be effective, sex work must be decriminalised to ensure sex workers can access healthcare, the criminal justice system and police protection (Goldenberg et al. 2021, p.8). Thus, advocates of community empowerment approaches, urge policymakers to decriminalise sex work to best protect those in the industry.  

3.5. [bookmark: _Toc197941593]Conclusion 
The themes discussed within this section highlight the key findings of the literature review and offer an understanding of prominent issues that affect the lives of sex workers. Bias and inaccurate representations of sex workers proved to have a significant impact on their lives (Hunt and Hubbard, 2015, p.26; Boyd, 2023, p.6). Public discourse and social media portrayals of sex workers are predominantly negative, with sex work being branded as ‘dirty’ as sex work does not fit into the socially approved “ideology of an ideal femininity” (Hunt and Hubbard, 2015, pp.2-27). Research is often used to perpetuate the negative stigma surrounding sex work, with the experiences of groups of sex workers being ignored alongside data that fails to align with the biased ideology of the researcher (Oliveria et al. 2023, p.1463). Misrepresentation of sex workers is harmful to sex workers as it creates/increases misinformation surrounding the industry which affects laws, public discourse, police interactions and increases stigma (Escott, 2024, p.60).  
Police interaction proves a significant risk to sex workers due to legal requirements, police brutality and systemic stigma within policing institutes (Platt et al. 2018, p.22; Shamir, 2019, p.212). However, research shows police brutality is heightened in criminalised settings resulting in less police protection, an increase in dangerous behaviour by sex workers such as working alone and minimised access to healthcare (Stardust et al. 2021, p.154). Due to this, sex workers distrust the police resulting in fewer crimes being reported which compromises the safety of sex workers (Platt et al. 2018, pp.37-38). Although police brutality is heightened in criminalised settings, research shows police interactions are problematic under all legislative approaches, suggesting policing institutes fall short in their approaches to policing sex work (Benoit et al. 2018, p.461).   
Due to the failings of all legislative approaches discussed, a relevant theme emerged which included sex workers in the implementation of laws that will directly affect them. Community empowerment approach utilises sex worker’s knowledge of financial, structural and social barriers faced within the sex industry to create a ‘ground-up approach’ to ensure laws are effective (Carline and Scoular, 2015, p.110; NSWP, 2021, pp.2-3). Evidence highlights community empowerment approaches best protect sex workers suggesting a decrease in stigma, an increase in access to health care and the criminal justice system and an increased knowledge of rights (Goldenberg et al. 2021, p.8; Navarrete et al. 2021, p.192). Furthermore, community empowerment approaches offer evidence-based research which eliminates bias which is found in policymakers’ decisions (NSWP, 2021, pp.2-3). However, to ensure sex workers can benefit from this approach sex work must be decriminalised and further research and funding are needed in this area (Goldenberg et al. 2021, p.8; Silberzahn et al. 2021, p.2). These findings will be discussed in further detail in the conclusion and recommendation section, where relevant recommendations will be made concerning the data acquired.   
 
4. [bookmark: _Toc197941594]CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
This research aimed to identify which legislative approach best-protected sex workers, as legislation plays an integral role in their everyday lives. Findings within this research indicate all legislative approaches fall short of ultimately protecting sex workers, however, an overwhelming amount of research indicates regardless of failings, the decriminalisation of sex work is the best start to legally protecting sex workers (Vanwesenbeeck, 2017, p.1631; Platt et al. 2018, pp.43-45; Graham, Holt and Laing, 2022, p.3). By analysing the effect of different legislative approaches on sex workers, several themes have emerged which suggest current legislative approaches are failing. The failings of policing sex work, increased stigma due to biased representations of sex workers and the failure to include sex workers in policy decisions are directly influenced by the legislation adopted (Abel, 2014a, p.6; Blunt and Stardust, 2021, p.350; European Sex Workers Rights Alliance, 2023, np). Thus, these themes will be discussed as recommendations and how future policies can be best adapted to enhance the welfare of sex workers.  
Theme 1: Police Interactions
The research undertaken identified police brutality and misbehaviour as a prominent issue within the policing of sex work. Although research indicated an increase in police brutality in countries which adopt a partial/full criminalisation approach, police abuse and misbehaviour still occurred within decriminalised and legalised settings (Platt et al. 2018, p.35; Stardust et al. 2021, p.154). Thus, indicating an issue with the attitudes within policing institutes regarding acceptable and unacceptable behaviours (Parker, 2016, p.41; Benoit et al. 2018, p.461). These behaviours, however, are perpetuated by the contradictory and stigmatising legal approaches adopted (Brown, Grace and Redman, 2025, p.31). Thus, for institutional change to occur, the legal system which perpetuates abusive behaviours, must be reformed. Therefore, the recommendations regarding police interactions will explore change at an individual, systemic and larger societal level.  
 
· Recommendation A: Reduce institutionalised stigma within policing institutes through education, training and clear legislation and policy. 

·  Recommendation B: Decriminalise sex work to create an environment where police can protect sex workers.

Theme 2: Representation of Sex Workers
Whilst analysing data on sex work, the misrepresentation of sex workers is apparent, with sex workers being represented through ideology rather than reality (Oliveira et al. 2023, p.1463). The misrepresentation of sex workers has a multifaceted effect on the lives of sex workers including negative stigma, legal implications and social interactions (Hunt and Hubbard, 2015, p.26; Boyd, 2023, p.6). Negative representations of sex workers are prevalent within public discourse, social media, general media and research, highlighting the far-reaching effect biased representations can have. Bias research methods, where researchers ignore data which does not align with their ideology of sex workers, prove significantly harmful as said research is used to support public discourse and laws (Oliveria et al. 2023, p.1463). Therefore, to enable sex workers to oppose these one-sided biased representations, the need for a legal and social system which supports sex workers to speak out is apparent. 
· Recommendation A: Allow sex workers the opportunity to oppose biased representations of the sex work industry through decriminalising sex work.
Theme 3: Sex Workers Involvement in Policy and Legislative Change
Due to policy and legislative approaches falling short of protecting sex workers, an increasing amount of sex work research advocates for the inclusion of sex workers in policy and legislative decisions (NSWP, 2021, p.2; Oliveira et al. 2023, p.1463; OHCHR, 2024, p.23). Sex workers have the advantage of insight into the reality of working in the industry and where legislation needs to change to benefit the overall system (NSWP, 2021, pp.2-3). However, within all legislative approaches discussed, the voice of sex workers is silenced, thus an effective legislative approach is yet to be implemented. Research suggests an approach where sex workers, sex work organisations, non-government organisations and the government work in unison to create effective policy strategies to best protect sex workers is the most likely to yield positive results (Goldenberg et al. 2021, p.8; Navarrete et al. 2021, p.192). Community empowerment approaches have proven to increase access to healthcare, the justice system and police protection whilst educating sex workers on their options in an unbiased manner (Navarrete et al. 2021, p.192). Despite the positive results of this approach, there is a significant lack of research and funding in the area (Silberzahn et al. 2021, p.2). Furthermore, for this approach to be effective sex work must be decriminalised (Goldenberg et al. 2021, p.8). Therefore, the recommendation section will focus on the need to decriminalise sex work and increase funding and research into community empowerment approaches. 
· Recommendation A: Further funding and research into community empowerment approaches.    

· Recommendation B: Prioritise the knowledge of sex workers and those in the industry when adopting and implementing legislative/policy changes.    

· Recommendation C: Decriminalise sex work to ensure community empowerment approaches can be successful.  
Final Comments: 
From the research analysed, it can be concluded that decriminalising sex work, paired with sex-worker-led social interventions, is the most effective approach in ensuring sex workers are protected. 
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(this box should expand as you type)



	
	Data Protection

	
	Will the research activity involve any of the following activities:
	YES
	NO

	13
	Electronic transfer of data in any form?
	☒
	☐

	14
	Sharing of data with others at the University outside of the immediate research team?
	☐
	☒

	15
	Sharing of data with other organisations?
	☐
	☒

	16
	Export of data outside the UK or importing of data from outside the UK?
	☐
	☒

	17
	Use of personal addresses, postcodes, faxes, emails or telephone numbers?
	☐
	☒

	18
	Publication of data that might allow identification of individuals?
	☐
	☒

	19
	Use of data management system?
	☐
	☒

	20
	Data archiving?
	☐
	☒

	21
	If YES to any question, please provide full details, explaining how this will be conducted in accordance with the GDPR and Data Protection Act (2018) (and any international equivalents, where appropriate):

	
	N/A


(this box should expand as you type)

	22
	List all who will have access to the data generated by the research activity:

	
	Janis Neal.
Ken Dicks.


(this box should expand as you type)

	23
	List who will have control of, and act as custodian(s) for, data generated by the research activity:

	
	
Janis Neal

(this box should expand as you type)

	24
	Give details of data storage arrangements, including security measures in place to protect the data, where data will be stored, how long for, and in what form. Will data be archived – if so how and if not why not.  

	
	
N/A

(this box should expand as you type)

	25
	Please indicate if your data will be stored in the UWTSD Research Data Repository (see https://researchdata.uwtsd.ac.uk/ ).   If so please explain. (Most relevant to academic staff) 

	
	
N/A
(this box should expand as you type)

	26
	Confirm that you have read the UWTSD guidance on data management (see https://www.uwtsd.ac.uk/library/research-data-management/)
	YES
	☒

	27
	Confirm that you are aware that you need to keep all data until after your research has completed or the end of your funding
	YES
	☐





SECTION K: Declaration
	
	The information which I have provided is correct and complete to the best of my knowledge. I have attempted to identify any risks and issues related to the research activity and acknowledge my obligations and the rights of the participants.

In submitting this application I hereby confirm that I undertake to ensure that the above named research activity will meet the University’s Research Ethics and Integrity Code of Practice which is published on the website: https://www.uwtsd.ac.uk/research/research-ethics/ 

	1
	Signature of applicant:
	Janis Neal 
	Date:
23/10/2024




For STUDENT Submissions:
	2
	Director of Studies/Supervisor:
	Ken Dicks
	Date: 28/10/2024

	3
	Signature:
	

	



For STAFF Submissions:
	4
	Academic Director/ Assistant Dean:
	
	Date:

	5
	Signature:
	

	



Checklist: Please complete the checklist below to ensure that you have completed the form according to the guidelines and attached any required documentation:
	☒
	I have read the guidance notes supplied before completing the form.

	☒
	I have completed ALL RELEVANT sections of the form in full.

	☒
	I confirm that the research activity has received approval in principle

	☐
	I have attached a copy of final/interim approval from external organisation (where appropriate)

	☐
	I have attached a full risk assessment (where appropriate)  ONLY TICK IF YOU HAVE ATTACHED A FULL RISK ASSESSMENT

	☒
	I understand that it is my responsibility to ensure that the above named research activity will meet the University’s Research Ethics and Integrity Code of Practice.

	☐
	I understand that before commencing data collection all documents aimed at respondents (including information sheets, consent forms, questionnaires, interview schedules etc.) must be confirmed by the DoS/Supervisor, module tutor or Academic Director.



	RESEARCH STUDENTS AND STAFF ONLY
All communications relating to this application during its processing must be in writing and emailed to pgresearch@uwtsd.ac.uk , with the title ‘Ethical Approval’ followed by your name.
You will be informed of the outcome of your claim by email; therefore it is important that you check your University and personal email accounts regularly.

	STUDENTS ON UNDERGRADUATE OR TAUGHT MASTERS PROGRAMMES should submit this form (and receive the outcome) via systems explained to you by the supervisor/module leader.



This form is available electronically from the Academic Office web pages: https://www.uwtsd.ac.uk/academic-office/appendices-and-forms/






6.3. 
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