Has the stigma of sex work changed within the Police over recent years; from viewing sex work as a form of criminality or if this has shifted where sex workers are now viewed as ‘vulnerable victims’ exposed to being exploited? What changes can be made regarding the criminality linked to prostitution and what impact will this have on the risk of sex workers being exploited? 

Literature review:

Sex work appears to be a term which can make members of society feel uncomfortable and for many years it has been a topic that has been isolated by communities and has been viewed in a negative light. Due to this, sex workers have experienced isolation from their communities, faced exploitation, violence and felt neglected due to their employment leaving them vulnerable and at great risk with very little support. 

(Berthe, 2018) believes in the ‘whore stigma’ which is a concept that has been created towards sex workers who are mainly women, who go against the norm and as their employment they sell their bodies for sex, complete fantasies for their customers and who are believed to carry and transmit sexually transmitted diseases. 

(Berthe,2018) argues that the ‘whore stigma’ has created a misconception; where society instantly view the sex worker as an individual with little or no money and that they have experienced a poor education. (Peterson-lyer,1988) believes that this is not the full truth and that sex workers can come from higher educated backgrounds, have large amount of money, have families and children of their own that they support through sex work, have college degrees or still studying and using sex work to support them through this.

Sex workers are not yet accepted within society with most being viewed as disrespectful and with low morals regardless of the individual; forcing the sex worker to come up with different ideas on how they can conduct their line of work secretly with out being isolated or shamed. (Berthe,2018)

(Toubiana and Ruebottom, 2022) believe that sex work is stigmatized as ‘dirty work’ supporting that sex work is viewed by many as disgusting and shameful due to their line of work involving physical, social and moral stigma being at the forefront of what they do (Hudson, 2008). In a positive light its believed that sex workers use this stigmatization to become unified as a group and build positive resilience to deal with this through being secretive or going against society in their beliefs (Hudson, 2008).

(Pateman,1999) suggest that feminist view sex work as any other form of employment and states that a lot of women chose sex work as a form of employment due to the ever-expanding ‘sex industry’. Feminist do not necessarily disagree with sex work and see this as a sole transaction between the sex worker and ‘punter’; however, the concern is that this provides the ‘men’ purchasing sex with power and control. 
 
(Pateman,1999) discusses the contract between sex workers and their ‘punters’ and how this is like any other form of employment contract; however due to the fact it involves most of the time a ‘woman’s body’ its believed that due to emotional attachments that goes beyond just the employment contract and could be seen more as ‘slave labour’. In agreement with this (Peterson-lyer,1988) also references members of ‘WHISPER’ ‘Women Hurt in the Systems of Prostitution Engaged in Revolt’ that if sex work is viewed like all other forms of employment, it is only providing the ‘men’ with more power and rights to take control over women’s bodies for sexual gratification. ‘WHISPER’ argue that sex work is dangerous, and women do not enter this voluntarily as each contract they carry out risks their freedom and their lives.

(Saunders, 2004) argues that sex workers are seen as individuals who are going out of their way to take risks and for this reason they are not protected by other members in society and their behaviours are seen as unacceptable and fall below the standards accepted of female femininity. Sex workers are not protected by the public as they are seen to be breaking the rules and therefore, they are ‘asking for it’ when they are at risk of danger or exploitation (Stanko, 1996).

This creates the argument in relation to how sex work is viewed within society and how it is considered negatively and how sex workers are instantly viewed in a criminal light due to their employment decisions. Instantly sex workers human rights are viewed differently, and they are treated les inadequate than others due to their employment. 

Its frequently overlooked the reason behind why individuals turn to sex work and individuals are quick to pass judgement on the topic without really understanding the underlying factors behind sex work and what it can involve. 

Rather than viewing the sex worker as ‘criminal’ its argued that they are vulnerable and at serious risk of being exploited due to the experiences and vulnerabilities they face. Sex workers are often from deprived backgrounds with individuals who have experienced adverse childhood experiences, domestic abuse, mental health, drug misuse, financial difficulties that force them into sex work. 

Sex workers face violence and place themselves at great risks to make quick money although some do this out of choice a study showed that 89% wanted to escape sex work (Allen,2021).

In research undertaken by (Goodyear&Cusick ,2007) it’s believed that at least six sex workers are murdered every year in the UK. At times, the individual feels that they have no other choice but to turn to sex work to make a living and once they are in that cycle, they state it’s almost impossible for them to escape. 

Stigma around sex work was seen in previous case law where five sex workers were found deceased in Ipswich; the media came under the firing line for highlighting them as ‘prostitutes’ it was felt that this was diminishing, and they were criticised for their support towards sex workers. This case law gave the family’s a voice and the opportunity to humanise the female victims; however, it highlighted the ongoing stereotyping of sex workers and misunderstanding over its complexity, social contact and the diversity in which sex work holds (Goodyear&Cusick ,2007). 

(Silbert and Pines,1981) completed a study of two hundred female ‘street prostitutes’ to which supported the extreme amounts of victimization within sex work. The females recalled occasions where they had experienced physical violence and assaulted by their ‘punters and pimps’. The females disclosed occasions where they have been raped, where punters have taken advantage of them beyond their original agreements, refusing to pay them, theft, and robbery (Silbert and Pines,1981). 

Whilst there are numerous means of conducting sex work the most dangerous form of sex work is ‘on-the street sex work’ rather than those behind closed doors (Church et al, 2001) A UK study was conducted through means of a survey that established out of 115 sex workers 81% of them had experienced violence in comparison to 45 % out of 125 who conduct their employment behind closed doors (Church et al, 2001).

Due to this there is a higher Police presence in ‘on-the street’ sex work that has also been a cause for debate. There is still a stigma around sex work not only from  the general public but also within the Police and due to this build-up of stereotyping over many years sex workers do not trust the Police, and believe this is down to criminalization where sex workers hold little or no confidence in the justice system (Pyett and Warr, 1997).

Throughout the years it has become a fast-developing debate regarding the decimalisation of sex work and the Police protecting vulnerable victims of exploitation; as sex workers rather than the Police using their lawful empowerments to criminalise them. 

In recent research sex work has been defined by Police as a ‘problem’ where Police are conducted to move sex workers out of an area and have been guilty in the past of ‘naming and shaming’ sex workers which again supports the stigma of criminalizing sex workers (Thornton, 2003).

There has been extensive research to support that sex workers don’t feel they are able to report crimes to Police and sex workers have raised concern that Police do not take their reports seriously and are less likely to believe them due to their line of work; in comparison to women who are non sex workers.

(Peterson-lyer,1988) also believes that sex workers are powerless when reporting crimes to the Police as the nature of what they are doing falls on the side of criminalisation.  Sex workers are also afraid to disclose information to Police as they are fearful, they will get arrested due to the legislation around sex work and don’t feel that the police view them as victims, and they only focus on the criminal aspect of what they are doing (Peterson-lyer,1988). 

Other research conducted by (Dewey & Germain, 2014) involved conducting interviews with a hundred sex workers in Colorado on their experiences with Police and it’s discovered that they go by ‘it depends on the cop’. 

Firstly, some sex workers felt targeted by Police as they attend high populated sex work areas. Secondly, they felt they could talk their way out of arrests knowing the correct things to say and not showcase their sex work behaviours. Lastly, it was discovered that some Police abuse their powers by not adhering to their rights and some even sexually victimizing them. This research supports the negative opinions and views on the Police by sex workers and there was only a small amount of sex workers who provided a positive answer; believing that Police are ‘just doing their job’(Dewey & Germain, 2014).

There are very rarely positives views provided by sex workers on the Police; however, it is known that in certain policing areas polices have worked hard at building relationships with the induvial sex workers to gather inelegance and tackling other areas of crime (Mathews,2005). 

As we have progressed through the years, Police are focusing on the theory of sex workers ‘welfare’ is at the forefront of their policing purpose; focusing on ways in which they can protect and support the sex workers. This hasn’t always been the case and there is a lot of work to be done to change the opinions of the sex workers for them to feel confident enough to report offences to the Police and communicate openly to keep themselves safe. 

As it still stands there are many factors still associated with sex work that remain criminalized and (Armstrong, 2016) believes that this has an impact on the sex workers safety, wellbeing and human rights and she believes that if the criminalization around sex work should be amended in two important ways. The first being that the Police should have fewer powers of arresting the sex workers and secondly, the sex workers should be empowered through the provision of rights. 

(Armstrong, 2016) argues that if these changes are made this will increase the safety of sex workers and better their relationship with the Police to offer them protection and lower the risk of them being exploited. 

(Pyett and Warr, 1999; Day and Ward, 2007; Goodyear and Cusick, 2007; Brooks-Gordon, 2008; Jeffrey and Sullivan, 2009) are all in support of this belief; believing this change will have a positive impact in relation to safe guarding sex workers and ensuring their human rights are met accordingly. 

(Medlicott, 2021) argues that ‘The criminalisation of sex workers forces them to choose between working together for safety and facing prosecution or working on their own and facing increased danger of violence’.

It is also argued that legislation as it stands is to blame for the stigma around sex work as it focuses on the ‘sex’ rather than the crime element; believing that this focus doesn’t resolve the issues around sex work or provide any form of solution around the problems sex workers face (Vanwesenbeeck, 2017).

(Raymond, 2003; Farley, 2004) argue that if these changes are implemented then the sex worker will be at a greater risk of being exploited and feels that if the barriers for customers are lowered than they will feel more empowered to take advantage of the sex working creating a greater risk to their safety, wellbeing and overall ‘welfare’. 

Back in 1985 ‘The International Committee for Prostitutes’ was created to restore sex workers human rights and freedoms, and to fight for sex work to be decriminalized (Peterson-lyer,1988). However, this is still not the case and there is still a large amount of criminalisation that surrounds sex work.

At present New Zealand is one of the fewer countries in the world where sex work has been decriminalized. The belief around decriminalization is that sex work has no legislation around it only in the aspect of employment law. (Abel, Fitzgerald, Healy, & Taylor, 2010) argue that if sex work is viewed solely as ‘work’ like any other employment this would change the stigma on sex work its self. 

Legislation in the UK hasn’t progressed dramatically over the years and even back when (The Wolfden Report, 1959) was released and followed by the (Sexual Offences Act ,1959) this still drove the legislation to protect communities from sex work.

(Hubbard,2006) argued that it was not the laws purpose to involve itself with individual’s lives or to control their behaviours. This supports that there has been an ongoing debate around the criminalization of sex work, and this is still an ongoing argument. 

In agreement, (Scambler and Scambler, 1997) believe that the decriminalization of sex work should involve legislation that is specific to a particular line of work; which will pave the way for workers and remove the stigma by bringing sex work into the mainstream of society. This will allow sex workers to have rights and become basic citizens of their communities.

The importance of this dissertation is to delve deeper into a Police perspective on how they view this topic in today’s society. There is a large amount of research regarding the sex worker; however, from research there’s much less on the Police perspective and how they view sex work and as this is the root cause of change it’s an important focus. 

(Jordensen,2018) also agrees that there is little literature regarding the Police perspective on prostitution considering Police are brushing shoulders with punters, drug dealers, drug users, ‘prostitutes’ and many other offenders daily; he agrees that this is a problem due to how much of an impact Police influence the legislation around sex work.

(Jordensen,2018) believes ‘that our behaviours are influenced by our perceptions’ which supports this topic as the Police perspective can hinder the way in which they behave towards sex workers. 

(Jordensen,2018) has conducted a similar study to understand this and in recent studies it’s been seen that younger Police officers are more for decriminalizing sex work than older and longer serving officers and its believed this may be due to a different generation (Wilson.G.P,1985). This dissertation aims to test this in a similar format; where questionnaires will be sent to Police officers to expand on this information gathering in relation to Police views on sex work.

Without trust in the Police and building relationships with sex workers we will never move forward improving human rights and the safety of sex workers, and the stigma of sex work will always remain.
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