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Brief research history:

I began conducting research on sex work (prostitution) in 1983 following the appointment of the 
Fraser Committee on Pornography and Prostitution. At the time I was working for the Canadian 
Advisory Council on the Status of Women (CACSW) but set out doing research on my own 
shortly thereafter. 

As an independent researcher I submitted a brief to the Fraser Committee. In it I argued that a 
program of social and legal reform based on decriminalization would provide the most effective 
and appropriate means of combatting the negative aspects of contemporary sex work (Shaver, 
1985).

Much has happened since then: the laws have changed, a significant amount of empirical research 
has been conducted (including my own), and much more is known about the sex industry. 

This new information has served to strengthen my original position on the need for social and 
legal reform based on decriminalization. 

( I have copies of the original article for the committee members.) 
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Research Approach

Collaboration with sex workers and 
other interested parties
Rigorous sampling strategies
Semi-structured & open-ended 
interviews
Comparative approach

Gender
Geographic locations
Different sectors
Sex work and other service work

Over 400 sex 
workers

My approach to research (Methodology) is fourfold: 

•Collaboration with sex workers and other interested parties [police and other 
justice personnel, social service and health providers, community organizations, city 
officials]
•Rigorous sampling strategies
•Semi-structured & open-ended interviews
•Comparative approach

•Gender
•Geographic location
•Different sectors of the sex trade
•Sex work and other service work jobs

•Over 400 sex workers interviewed

A powerful approach (also used by others you will hear from). Very useful when 
critiquing popular perceptions about sex work and sex workers. 
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Objectives today

Critique popular perceptions about 
sex work & sex workers
Examine the impact of Criminal 
Code offenses
Propose policy guidelines

My objectives today are threefold:

• Critique popular perceptions about sex work & sex workers. 
• Since much of what is known is based on “knowledge” about street-

based prostitution, this critique is an important component to enhancing 
knowledge and developing an integrated response to the diversity in sex 
work and sex workers involved in the industry. 

• Examine the impact of the Criminal Code Offenses.
• In order to develop an integrated response, we need to be clear about how 

the law is practised and enforced. 

• Propose guidelines for an integrated policy

I will use the findings from my field work with street-based workers (1990-1994) and 
my ongoing research across several sectors to make my case. On occasion I will 
refer to the work of  many other researchers in Canada who are currently getting the 
same results. In fact, you will be hearing from several of them later in your 
deliberations. 
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Sex workers have other work experience
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Critiquing myths

One of my first lessons learned was that (street-based) sex workers have other 
work experiences. This chart shows the number of non sex work jobs held by sex 
workers either before or while doing sex work:

•All have had at experience with at least two other jobs.
•The majority with at least three other jobs;.

•Results from current research in the Maritimes (Jeffrey & MacDonald 
forthcoming) and Victoria (Benoit & Miller 2001:39-41) are similar:

•Sex workers have varied work experiences outside the industry 
•AND they move about within the industry: 
•a clear indication they are not “trapped” on the street.

•(Most other jobs were in the service industry: e.g., receptionist, hotel work, fast 
food industry, cooking, waitressing, hair-dressing, bartending, personal home care 
etc.)
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Age of entry is 16-18 not 13-14
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Critiquing myths

Another lesson learned was that age of entry : 
• in late ‘teens between 16 and 18 &
• not between 13 and 14 as is commonly argued.

Recent findings from Victoria (2001) and the Maritimes are similar
- median age of entry was 18 for women & 19 for men (Benoit and Miller 
2001: 35).
- late teens for the majority in the Maritimes (Jeffrey & MacDonald 
forthcoming)
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Similar levels of childhood abuse

Adolescent prostitutes & non-
prostitutes

Sexual abuse: no significant differences
Physical abuse: lower in prostitute group

Critiquing myths

When the focus is on appropriate comparison groups, it is evident that sex workers 
and “appropriate” others have experienced similar levels of childhood abuse. 

•Nadon et al (1998 cited in Shaver 2005) interviewed 45 adolescent prostitutes and 
37 non-prostitute adolescents of like age from similar socioeconomic 
backgrounds and neighborhood locations.

Findings:
•The two groups did not differ significantly in the incidence of childhood sexual 
abuse (68% and 57%, respectively). 

•Nor did they differ with respect to the  characteristics surrounding the 
sexual abuse.

•With respect to childhood physical abuse, the prostitute group reported lower 
rates than the non-prostitute group (48% and 71% respectively). 

•The prostitute group was also subjected to fewer acts of physical violence.
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Similar levels of self-esteem

Off-street workers & age-matched 
women

Mental health:   no differences
Self esteem:      no differences

Physical health:  no differences
Social networks: no differences

Critiquing myths

When the focus is on appropriate comparison groups, it also evident that sex workers’
mental health and levels of self-esteem are similar to those of other workers.
•Comparison group: Off-street workers & age-matched women
Findings:
•Mental health & self esteem: no differences

Evidence gathered by Romans et al.(2001 cited in Shaver 2005) from less 
vulnerable sex workers (i.e., off-street workers) and a comparison group of age-
matched women in Australia indicates that no differences were found between 
the two groups in mental health on the General Health Questionnaire or in 
self-esteem.

•Physical health & social networks: no differences
•Neither were there any differences in their assessment of their physical 
health or the quality of their social networks. This was the case even when sex 
workers had been exposed to more adult physical and sexual abuse than the 
comparison group (cited in Vanwesenbeeck, 2001: 270). 
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Pimping is exaggerated: many work for self

0

20

40

60

80

100

San Francisco Vancouver Toronto Montreal Maritimes

%
 w

o
rk

in
g

 f
or

 s
el

f

1983-85 1990-94 2003

Critiquing myths

Pimping is exaggerated: The majority of women in several field studies report working for 
themselves.  
Justice Department field studies (mid-1980s): Findings from all of the Justice Department field 
studies indicate that the extent of pimping in opposite-sex prostitution (female sex workers/male 
clients) is exaggerated.  Many women work for themselves: 62% in Vancouver, 50% in Toronto, 
and 69% in Montreal. This was less likely to be the case in the Maritimes (where fewer than 
25% worked for themselves) and on the Prairies (where most of the non-native women but only 
a few of the Native women did so) (Shaver 1993:161).  

My field study data (1990-1994) from Montreal and Toronto indicate that between 50%-70% 
women work for themselves.  In San Francisco, 96% said they worked for themselves.

•(There are demographic differences between women working for self and other:  the 
women who work for themselves are older, have more education, see fewer clients, have 
shorter hours, are more likely to be single than women who say they work for someone 
else.  They also were older when they left home. These differences reinforce the veracity 
of their reports (see Shaver (2001) 

•Similar data in a study conducted in Montreal (2003):  A committee struck by the City of 
Montreal to study street (and juvenile) prostitution found that 80% worked for themselves (Ville 
de Montréal 2003). 
The only outlier is the study in the Maritimes. However, the most recent findings from this 
locale are showing that this is no longer the case: women are much more likely to report working 
for themselves (Jeffrey & MacDonald forthcoming)
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Hard drug use varies by site & by gender

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

SF '90 Mtl '91 Mtl '93 TO '94

%
 u

si
n

g
 h

a
rd

 d
ru

g
s

Women TG Men

Critiquing myths

•Hard drug use not a given.  In fact, when breakdown the data by gender, we can see 
it varies by site and gender (indicating regional differences and the importance 
of the local context).

•Women the heavy users in San Francisco
•TGs and men the heavy users in Canada

•Findings in more recent Canadian research indicate that many of the people 
involved in sex work do not use hard drugs. 
•This is even more likely to be the case for those involved in off-street work (Benoit 
& Millar, 2001: 76-81).

(Note: Hard drugs include heroin, crack, and other forms of cocaine.)
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Diversity: prostitution arrests
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Critiquing myths

The same it true for the risk of prostitution-related arrests (12 month period): when 
broken down by gender they vary by site and gender (indicating regional differences 
and the importance of the local context) 

•Some indication that risk of arrest for prostitution varies by site (higher on 
some sites)
•Gender pattern in evidence across all four sites: women sex workers are more 
likely to have been arrested for prostitution crimes that the TGs or men.

•POSSIBLE REASONS: The patterns reflected in these last four slides are most likely 
tied to local conditions: 

•Differences in laws & in enforcement practices; 
•Variations in the intensity of  “residents’ complaints” & the use of municipal 
bylaws to control street-based prostitution (loitering, jay-walking, etc.); &
•Varying levels of tolerance for ‘street-based prostitution’ & ‘gay-bashing’.

•MORE RESEARCH NEEDED in order to investigate the merit of these ideas.
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Diversity: sexual assault  
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Critiquing myths

Experiences with sexual assault (12 month period) vary by site and gender as well, 
indicating regional differences and the importance of the local context) 

•Risk for sexual assault also varies by site (higher some sites that others): 
•Women most at risk (TGs follow): a gender pattern in evidence across all 
four sites

•POSSIBLE REASONS: The variations reflected in these last four slides are most 
likely tied to local conditions: 

•Differences in laws & in enforcement practices; 
•Variations in ‘residents’ complaints” & the use of municipal bylaws to 
control street-based prostitution (loitering, jay-walking, etc.); &
•Varying levels of tolerance for ‘street-based prostitution’ & ‘gay-bashing’.

•MORE RESEARCH NEEDED in order to investigate the merit of these ideas.
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Diversity: physical assault
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Critiquing myths

Experiences with physical assault (12 month period) also vary by site & gender, 
once again indicating regional differences and the importance of the local context) 

•Some indication that risks vary by site (higher on some sites)
•Gender patters in evidence across three sites: Women most at risk (TGs
follow)
•Toronto 1994 breaks the gender pattern: the men were most at risk

•POSSIBLE REASONS: The variations reflected in these last four slides are most 
likely tied to local conditions: 

•Differences in laws & in enforcement practices; 
•Variations in ‘residents’ complaints” & the use of municipal bylaws to 
control street-based prostitution (loitering, jay-walking, etc.); &
•Varying levels of tolerance for ‘street-based prostitution’ & ‘gay-bashing’.

•MORE RESEARCH NEEDED in order to investigate the merit of these ideas.



SSLR Presentation February 7, 2005

Frances M. Shaver 13

Feb 7, 2005 SSLR Presentation (F.M. Shaver) 13

Diversity: between sectors
Street venues hold greater risk

Arrest, violence higher
Health status more precarious

Perceptions of risk vary by sector
Diversity within venue

Management regulations vary
Work ethic varies

Critiquing myths

There is a growing body of research involving comparisons between street-based sex work and 
that of escorts, and dancers etc. It highlights the diversity in the industry.
Findings:
• Street venues hold greater risk than off-street venues

•Arrest, violence a greater risk for street-based workers than escorts and dancers 
(STAR forthcoming; Benoit & Millar 2001; Chapkis 2000 & Church et al 2001 cited in 
Shaver 2005)
•Health status more precarious for street-based workers (Benoit & Millar 2001; 
Jackson et al 1992; Pyette & War 1997 & Lovejoy 1996 cited in Shaver 2005)

• Perceptions of risk (‘risk readings’) vary by sector (Plumridge 2001 cited in Shaver 2005)
•Street-based workers disavow danger and personal vulnerability by relying on 
personal agency to control risks and dangers
•In-door workers who spoke of ‘good money’ and workplace freedoms often 
overlooked the extent to which management pushed them toward competition and 
risky practices.

• Diversity within venue
•Management regulations vary and have different affects on working 
environments/conditions in escort agencies & strip clubs (Lewis & M-Tyndale 2000; B 
& M 2001; Chapkis 2000 cited in Shaver 2005)
•Work ethic varies:  Lacasse (2004)  makes this case for exotic dancers in different 
clubs in Montreal & Laval
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Sex work & service work similar

Gendered job titles
Similar levels of work-related stress

Different coping mechanisms

Similar distancing strategies
Similar levels of harassment & 
assault

Critiquing myths

There is also a growing body of research comparing sex work with other service work. This 
work highlights the similarities.
Comparisons include:
• Sex workers & hospital workers (Shaver 1996; Ford 1998a, 1998b)
• Fine-dining and breakfast waitstaff (waiters) & exotic dancers (Lerum 2000 cited in Shaver 
2005)
Findings:
• Gendered job titles (e.g., bartender/barmaid; orderly/nurses-aid; hooker/whore & hustler) 
(Shaver 1996:48).
• Similar levels of work-related stress

• Different coping mechanisms (Ford 1998a, 1998b)
•Hospital workers respond in a routinized and institutionalized manner
•Sex workers rely on personal rules and co-workers

• Distancing strategies are common practice in both types of work (e.g., often required as a 
form of emotional protection; integral to a code of professional ethics in caring professions 
(nurses, social workers etc.), also integral for sex workers) (Shaver1994).
• Similar levels of sexual harassment & assault stressors in many jobs (e.g., 30% 
policewomen victims of sex harassment; convenience store workers run a high risk of 
sexual assault: 20Xs greater than that of other women) (Colpron 1989 cited in Messing 
1991:51).
•NOTE: Cecilia Benoit and her colleagues (who you will hear from later) are looking at the 
effects of work autonomy & occupational prestige on access to health services and overall 
health of service workers (including sex workers, wait-staff, and hairdressers). They are 
expecting to find many similarities.
Such comparisons undermine the enduring associations between sex work and 
victimization. They also help to raise a different set of research questions and policy options. 
Ultimately, they will normalize sex work. 
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Lessons learned

Backgrounds are diverse
Working conditions are diverse

Within sectors
Between sectors

Geographic variations
Sex work & service work similar

More complex than typically represented

Lessons learned
•Backgrounds are diverse
•Working conditions are diverse

•Within sectors
•Between sectors

•Geographic variations
•Sex work & service work similar

•Sex work is more complex that typically represented, 
•an indication we need to re-evaluate our thinking about sex work and sex 
workers.

What are the lessons to be learned from an examination of the enforcement 
patterns?
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Enforcement patterns biased
Sector bias in arrest statistics

Prostitution arrests:   90% street-based
Market share: 20% street-based

Gender bias in arrests
Communication arrests:    women 48%
Actually communicating:   women   4%

Gender discrepancy in sanctions (s. 213)
Prison:  39% women     3% men
Fines:   56% women    32% men

Reinforce stigma & marginalization of women

Impacts

Enforcement patterns biased
•Sector bias in arrest statistics (Shaver, 1993)

Prostitution arrests: 90% street-based 
Market share: 20% street-based; 80% indoor

•Gender bias in arrests (women charged more often than men) (Shaver, 1993)
Communication arrests:      women 48% - men 52%
Actually communicating:    women  4% - men 96%

•Gender discrepancy in sanctions for communicating (more severe for women than 
for men (i.e. clients) (Duchesne, 1996)

•Prison sentences:  39% women charged w/ s.213  vs 3%men
•Fines:                    56% women charged w/ s.213 vs  32% men

Reinforce the stigma & marginalization of women
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Consequences of enforcement
Set up a two-tiered system
Cause more harm

Increase violence against sex workers
Violate basic human rights of sex workers
Undermine strategies used to maximize 
safety & security

Further alienate & marginalize sex workers

Impacts

Consequences of enforcement patterns. 

•Set up a two-tiered system (Lowman, 1998; FPT, 1998)
•Cause more harm

•Increase violence against sex workers: John Lowman (who you will hear from on 
Feb 21) has reported extensively on the increase in violence against street-based 
workers following the implementation of the communicating section s.213 (Lowman 
& Fraser, 1996).
•Violate basic human rights of sex workers (Pivot, 2004):

•Freedom of expression, right to life, liberty & security of the person; & right 
to equality not provided to SWs under the current laws

•Undermine strategies sex workers use to maximize their safety & security (STAR, 
forthcoming):

•Street-based: work in isolated areas to avoid police but more risk from
aggressors; police attention often jeopardizes client screening; SWs use 
restaurants for shelter, rest and to share information &when these the focus of 
police attention, the working environment less secure.
•In-call: safest (the workers know their own space) but currently illegal; 
working with colleagues increases security but sharing premises opens 
individuals to procuring charges etc.
•Out-call: legal but difficult to assess safety; measures used (checking for 
exits) undermine rights to victim compensation if assaulted.

•These « cause more harm » arguments and their support will be presented to you in a future 
session by my colleagues Jacqueline Lewis and Eleanor Maticka-Tyndale.

•These consequences further alienate & marginalize sex workers
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Guidelines for legal reform

Repeal all sections
Use existing legislation to counteract 
negative effects

Generic criminal laws
Generic criminal & civil public disturbance laws
Regard sexual procurement of children & youth as 
an abuse of power

Eliminate stigma & marginalization in police & 
court responses
Consult with sex workers on how to regulate 
their business

Policy Guidelines

Guidelines for legal reform
It has long been recognized that criminalization is not an effective deterrent, nor does it protect 
women (c.f., Fraser Committee 1985; Shaver,1985; FPT Working Group 1998; Lowman, 1998) 
so:
•Repeal all prostitution related laws:

•Communication (s.213)
•Bawdy-house (s.210); Transporting to bawdy-house (s.211)
•Procuring (s.212 (1) & (3)  [Note: (l) (f) & (g) have to do with international 
trafficking…..not my area of expertise, but work out response]

•Use existing legislation to counteract negative effects
•Generic criminal laws to protect sex workers (e.g., assault in various forms (s.265, s.276, 
s.268); sexual assault (s.271, s.272, s.273), criminal harassment (s.264), forcible 
confinement (s.279(2)) etc.)
•Generic criminal & civil public disturbance laws to protect public from nuisance (ensure 
that the focus is on the disturbing activity and not the individual)
•Regard sexual procurement of children & youth as an abuse of power, not a prostitution 
contract (suggestion from Lowman, 1998)  
•(In the meantime use sexual interference (s.151) & sexual touching (s.152) to protect 
youth under 14).

•Eliminate stigma & marginalization in police & court responses
•Consult with sex workers on how to regulate their business in line with other businesses
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Guidelines for social reform

Integrate legal changes with social programs
Educate the public about the diversity in sex 
work / sex workers’ lives
Provide economic and organizational support 
for sex worker organizations
Provide education and job training for those 
who want to leave the industry
Support pan-Canadian multi-site research

Policy Guidelines

Guidelines for social reform
It has long been recognized that legal reform on its own it not sufficient to make a difference 
(.e.g., Fraser Committee 1985; Shaver 1985; Benoit & Miller 2001). So: 

•Integrate legal changes with social and education programs that address the underlying issues

•Educate the public & policy makers about the diversity in sex work / sex workers’ lives

•Provide economic and organizational support for sex worker organizations

•Provide education and job training for those who want to leave the industry

•Support / Conduct pan-Canadian multi-site research (peer evaluated) to increase our knowledge 
about the industry and to investigate the broader issues underlying harms involved.
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