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Do sex buyers lie on surveys? 

This is the crux of the question asked by Conservative MP Mike Wallace, Chair of the 
all-party Justice and Human Rights parliamentary hearings held last week to study Bill 
C-36, the federal government’s response to last December’s Supreme Court ruling 
striking down Criminal Code provisions relating to prostitution.  

The question—How do you know they aren’t lying?—was directed to Chris Atchison 
who had presented a brief on two decades of research with the clients of sex workers.  

Atchison wasn’t offended. Neither am I. I have repeatedly been asked this same 
question about sex workers in my research. Healthy skepticism about honesty in 
research results is valid public concern. But, it is a question that needs a lengthier 
answer than Atchison was given time to provide during the hearings.  

The answer is grounded in the techniques researchers have developed to avoid bias 
and enhance the likelihood of truthful answers — especially to sensitive questions about 
sexuality, income, tax returns, drug and alcohol use, health, or safer sex practices. 

Methods include guarantees of confidentiality and anonymity. Certainly the anonymous 
nature of online and mailed surveys makes it much easier for the respondents to be 
forthcoming on sensitive issues. Face-to-face interviews that guarantee confidentiality 
but not anonymity have other advantages. For example, the interviewer can observe 
signs of unease or reluctance to answer a question and adapt accordingly to put the 
interviewee at ease. 

But even in face-to-face contexts we must be careful since interviewer characteristics 
will affect the data collected, especially with respect to issues such sexuality, gender, 
and race. Take the topic of whether jobs should be set aside for female applicants only. 
The results vary depending upon the gender of the interviewer. For example, 37% of 
men approved of setting jobs aside for women when the interviewer was male. However, 
when being interviewed by a woman even more of the men agreed (48%). The strategy 
to avoid such effects is to have well trained interviewers who stress that any answer is 
acceptable.  

We also are trained to watch for social desirability bias. This refers to the case where 
respondents’ answers to questions reflect what they feel is the most socially desirable 
response. This phenomenon has been demonstrated in studies about mental health: 
women tend to conceal their mental illness less than men do. It has also been 
demonstrated in sexuality studies: men tend to exaggerate the number of sexual 
partners they’ve had while women underreport their numbers.  

Researchers aware of these sources of error test and re-test their questions to rid them 
of value-laden terminology, thus minimizing any impression of social judgment. 
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Researchers also pay attention to developing non-leading questions. Questions like 
“Are you a drug user?” or ”Do you abuse sex workers?” are unacceptable. We are 
trained to develop other ways to get this information. In rigorous research validity is 
important and several questions will be used to obtain the same information. This gives 
researchers the opportunity to evaluate the responses under different conditions and to 
cross-check the answers for consistency. 

Researchers refine and develop these and other methods—using the ones most 
appropriate for the type of issues under study—because the risk that a respondent may 
falsify information is true for ALL research participants, not just sex workers and their 
clients. 

These methods are tools, and although clearly different from the tools police officers 
use during interrogation sessions to access the truth, or those used by employers when 
evaluating a candidate for a job, they make a difference. 

Do sex buyers and sex workers lie on surveys? The question is only offensive when 
placed in a broader context.  
 
I have interviewed farmers, police officers, city officials, service providers, hospital 
workers, and even university students who were being asked about their safer sex 
practices. Regardless of whether they were answering a survey or being interviewed 
face-to-face, no one has ever suggested that they might be lying.  
 
Research shows that the vast majority of people will tell the truth about what they think 
and do. For the most part this is because people are interested in being heard and in 
making a difference. This was certainly my experience with those I have interviewed. 
 
At the same time research indicates that anyone can lie on a survey or during an 
interview, regardless of the context. This is precisely why academic researchers take 
the time and care needed to develop rigorous protocols characterized by sound, 
unbiased, and non-threatening questions.  
 
Do you think sex buyers and sex workers lie on surveys? Be careful when answering, 
the question reveals more about the biases of the questioner than the weakness of the 
methodology. 
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For more information about my research and Bill C36 visit my webpage: http://francesmshaver.ca/  
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