
Abstract

Current scholarly work on the sex industry focuses on the predominance of responsibilisation 
and victimization discourses that reinforce the marginalization of sex workers and undermine 
their human and civil rights. Two spheres of analysis related to these discourses predominate. 
One focuses on sex workers and their perceptions of and experiences with the police and the 
other analyses the stigmatic assumptions inherent in the laws that reinforce the vulnerability of 
sex workers by undermining their human and civil rights. This paper introduces a third sphere 
of analysis by focussing on the narratives of regulatory officials—including the police—and 
their perceptions of sex workers. By doing so, we identify additional narratives to the 
responsibilisation and victimization perspectives. Our non-random sample of police officers 
(N=27), justice and licensing officials (N=17), and elected city officials (N=20) from six 
Census Metropolitan Areas (CMA) across Canada reveals similar narratives. In addition we 
were able to identify two other narratives running through the interviews: autonomy and 
vulnerability. Our analysis suggests that recognizing and refining these other narratives opens 
up new options and opportunities for action on the part of regulators. The research was 
conducted in 2013 and 2014, a period when Canada’s prostitution laws were being 
constitutionally challenged by current and former sex workers but before the new laws were 
enacted (December 2014).
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Current scholarly work 

Current scholarly work on the sex industry identifies two predominant narratives that 
reinforce the marginalization of sex workers and undermine their human and civil rights: 

• Responsibilization and victimization.

• Two spheres of analysis (sources of data) predominate: 

• One focuses on sex workers and their perceptions of and experiences with the 
police (Benoit et al., 2016; Krüsi et al., 2016; Scoular & O’Neil, 2007; Sherman et al., 2015; 
Williamson et al., 2007). 

• The other analyses the stigmatic assumptions inherent in the laws that reinforce 
the vulnerability of sex workers by undermining their human and civil rights 
(Bruckert & Hannem, 2013; Canadian HIV/AIDS Legal Network, 2007, Sampson, 2014).

• Our analysis introduces a third source of data (sphere of analysis):

• The narratives of regulatory officials (police, justice and licensing officials, city 
& government officials) and their perceptions of sex workers & sex work. 

• We found two additional narratives running through their interviews:

• Autonomy and vulnerability. Recognizing and refining these narratives opens up 
new options and opportunities for action on the part of regulators.

The full paper provides an in-depth look at all four frameworks (narrative). 

This presentation provides a summary of the results.
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Introduction & Map of Canada:

• The data for this paper are drawn from a multi-project community-based study that occurred 
in 2013 and 2014 in six Canadian municipalities: Victoria, British Columbia; Calgary and Fort 
McMurray, Alberta; Kitchener-Waterloo, Ontario; Montréal, Quebec; and St John’s, 
Newfoundland (cf. http://www.understandingsexwork.com/). 

• The aim was twofold:

• (i) to represent the diversity of social, political, and cultural contexts that are likely to 
affect the organization and practices relating to the sex industry in Canada and 

• (ii) to conduct a 360 degree study of the industry.

• Team members interviewed:

Sex workers (218)

Clients (258)

Spouses/intimate partners of sex workers (35)

Industry owners & managers (55) 

Service providers (58) and

Regulatory officials (27 police officers, 17 justice and licensing officials, 20 elected city 
and government officials). 

• The present analysis is based on the 64 participants who made up this latter group. 
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Place Matters: Canadian prostitution laws are built into the Criminal Code and apply across all 
provinces and territories.  Yet, official data show selective variation in the enforcement of the law 
among different municipalities across Canada (Shaver et al. 2015; Wagenner & Altink 2012). 

This graph provides the 3-year moving average for arrests over a 15-year period from 1998 to-2013. 
The arrests are for “other prostitution related offences” (which include communication (s.213). [Data 
adapted from Statistics Canada Table 252-0051 Incident-based Crime Statistics. Data are available for Wood Buffalo (a 
census division) but not for Fort McMurray.]

• Fluctuations vary quite extensively in St John’s and in Montreal.

• There are some fluctuations Kitchener-Cambridge-Waterloo but they tend to hover 
close to the mean.  

• Calgary is always above the average over the years considered.

• Victoria is always below the average.  

• Thus, we began with the assumption that place matters and the hypothesis that policing culture is 
an important factor in the enforcement patterns adopted and in the perceptions held about the 
people involved in the sex industry. 

• By policing culture we are referring to the shared and legitimated ways in which laws and 
regulations are used by those regulating sex work to fulfil their objectives. This includes a 
consideration of formal institutional legacies and contexts, as well as the more informal and often 
unconscious social norms that are established and maintained by training, daily practices, and 
social control mechanisms (Armstrong 2006; Dewey & Germain 2014; Paoline 2003).  

• For this reason, we expect to find a good deal of diversity in the narratives of regulatory officials 
both within and across the research sites. 
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Four Narratives:

In our interviews we found two traditional narratives expressed by the respondents (i.e., 
police officers, elected municipal officials, and justice and licensing officials). 

• Responsibilization (1) – where sex workers are considered as agents (2), able to make 
their own choices. Looking a little closer at these narratives, we also found these 
respondents did not consider sex work to be a legitimate option (3) giving us indications 
that choosing to stay in sex work was not acceptable. 

• Similarly, we found several respondents who felt that sex workers were not agents. 
Through abuse, drug use, mental health issues, or similar conditions, they were seen as 
Victimized (4), non-agents (5). As in responsibilization, staying in sex work was 
considered to be illegitimate (6).

However, we discovered several respondents who felt that sex work is a legitimate activity
and their understanding of agency created two other narratives (7, 8). 

• The one we have labelled Autonomy (9) represents those narratives where sex workers 
are seen as agents (10) and choosing to work in the sex industry is legitimate.

• The final one, Vulnerability (11) assumes sex workers have agency but that it is limited 
(12) in many ways through legal, social-structural, or systemic constraints.  

We were also able to identify action options implied by each narrative:

• (13) Responsibilization: Action Options and responses include convincing sex workers 
to exit and supporting them in this endeavour, abandoning them to their own devices 
(“you made your bed so lie in it”), and minimal harm reduction initiatives. 

• (14) Victimization: Action options include teaching individual safety strategies, 
prosecuting the victimizers (clients, sex business owners and managers), and other 
paternalistic or protectionist approaches (e.g., incarcerating them for their own good). 

• (15) Autonomy: Action options include harm reduction, risk reduction, and the inclusion 
of sex workers in policy decisions.

• (16) Vulnerability: Action options include the elimination of structural constraints and 
the minimization of risk.
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Study sample (N=64) 

27 police officers

17 justice/licensing officials

20 elected & govt officials

• Average years on the job: 14.6 

(years worked varied from 1 to 37 years)

• Average age: 47

(age range: 30 to 69)

• Female : 56%

Male: 44%

• Identified as a Visible minority: 1.6%

Identified as Indigenous: 0%

Contrary to our expectations, their experiences with people involved in the sex industry 
was limited …(see next slide) …
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Regular Interactions with people involved in the sex industry limited:

Contrary to our expectations, their experience with people involved in the sex 
industry was limited. 

The Figure shows the number of regulatory officials having contact with people 
involved in the sex industry on a regular basis :

• 27 of the 64 (43%) had no contact with people involved in the sex industry.

• 5 of 64 (7.8%) reported regular interactions with off-street sex workers Regular 
interactions with owners/managers or clients was even rarer (3% and 3% 
respectively). 

• 33 of 64—just over half (51.6%)—reported regular contact with street-based 
workers. 

The exposure to street-based sex workers increased from 33 to 47 of 64 (i.e., to 
73.4%) when both regular and occasional contacts were taken into account but there 
was no substantial increase regarding exposure to others. 

Street-based sex workers are clearly over-represented when you consider that they 
represent only 15-20% of the industry. 
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Prevalence of narrative types:

This histogram shows the average number of narrative-type hits per respondent.  

• All four narratives are found in the respondent interviews, but

• Victimization is by far the most pervasive and vulnerability the least.
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Narrative types by location:

This histogram shows the average number of narrative-type hits by location (1).

• The pattern from the previous slide is repeated: victimization is the most 
predominant and vulnerability the least. 

These results are not surprising given the limited exposure our respondents have with 
off-street workers and others involved in the industry. 

The overwhelming tendency to see street-based sex workers as ‘risky’ and ‘at risk’ sets 
the conditions for the victimization narrative to predominate. 

(1) Fort McMurray was excluded from the analysis by location because there were too few participants 
for a reliable comparison.
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Narrative types by regulatory official:

We also examined the prevalence of the narratives across the three regulatory 
official types. This figure shows the mean number of narrative-type hits by type of 
regulator.

• Victimization is the most common regardless of the type of official, although 
police and city officials are more likely to adopt this perspective than justice 
officials. 

• What is surprising is the extent to which all three types (including the police and 
the justice officials) support the autonomy narrative. 

…..

The qualitative analysis described in the written paper, provides an in-depth look at 
each of the four frameworks and their associated regulatory options.

It systematically explores how and to what extent these narratives are used, and 
what characteristics of the respondent or their contexts appear related to their use. I 
invite you to take a closer look at it.
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Conclusion / Summary: 

The data support the existence of reasonably coherent and distinct used by regulatory officials 
when describing, understanding, and responding to sex work and sex workers.  

• In many respects, the findings replicate the traditional narratives inherent in:

• Sex workers’ perceptions of the police and other officials as both responsibilizing
and victimizing (Benoit et al., 2016; Krüsi et al., 2016; Scoular & O’Neil, 2007; Sherman et al., 
2015; Williamson et al., 2007) 

• And the stigmatic assumptions inherent in the laws that undermine the human and 
civil rights of sex workers (Bruckert & Hannem, 2013; HIV/AIDS Legal Network, 2007, 
Sampson, 2014). 

However, we identified two additional narratives:

• An autonomy frame that reflects the acceptance and support for sex workers as agents who 
enter, exit, or remain in the job by choice.

• A vulnerability frame that includes the idea that victimization can be a consequence of 
systemic conditions and constraint—and not just a consequence of the individual-based 
dynamics of workers, clients, or victimizers.

• Recognizing all four validates (especially the latter two) new opportunities for action on the 
part of regulatory officials (e.g., harm reduction, eliminating structural constraints, 
minimizing risk, and including sex workers in policy decisions).  

Overall, these findings reinforce our hypothesis that an improved understanding of policing 
culture [and the perspectives of regulatory officials] will help us design more coherent and 
effective policies for improving the health and safety of sex workers.

Thank you …

Perceptions of Sex Work: Exploring the 
Narratives of Police and Regulatory Officials

Mexico City June 21, 2017

Law & Society Association Annual Meeting, 
June 20-23, 2017 12



References
Armstrong, L. (2016). From law enforcement to protection? Interactions between sex workers and police in a 
decriminalized street-based sex industry. British Journal of Criminology, 56, 1–19.

Benoit, C., Smith, M., Jansson, M., Magnus, S., Oullet, N., Atchison, C., Casey, L., Phillips, R., Reimer, B., & 
Shaver, F. M. (2016). Lack of confidence in police creates a “blue ceiling” for sex workers’ safety. Canadian 
Public Policy / Analyse de Politiques, ahead of print article, 1–13.

Bruckert, C. & Hannem, S. (2013). Rethinking the prostitution debates: Transcending structural stigma in systemic 
responses to sex work. Canadian Journal of Law and Society, 28(1), 43–63.

Canadian HIV/AIDS Legal Network. (2007). Not up to the Challenge of Change: An analysis of the report of the 
Subcommittee on Solicitation Laws (Briefing Paper). Retrieved from http://www.aidslaw.ca/site/not-up-to-the-
challenge-of-change-an-analysis-of-the-report-of-the-subcommittee-on-solicitation-laws/?lang=en

Dewey, S., & St. Germain, T. (2014). “It depends on the cop”: Street based sex workers’ perspectives on police 
patrol officers. Sexuality Research & Social Policy, 11(3), 256–270.

Krüsi, A., Kerr, T., Taylor, C., Rhodes, T., & Shannon, K. (2006). “They won’t change it back in their heads that 
we’re trash”: The intersection of sex work-related stigma and evolving policing strategies. Sociology of Health & 
Illness, 38(7), 1137–1150.

Paoline III, E. A. (2003). Taking stock: Toward a richer understanding of police culture. Journal of Criminal 
Justice, 31(3), 199–214.

Sampson, L. (2014). “The obscenities of this country”: Canada v. Bedford and the reform of Canadian prostitution 
laws. Duke Journal of Gender Law and Policy, 22, 137–172.

Scoular, J., & O’Neill, M. (2007). Regulating prostitution: Social inclusion, responsibilisation and the politics of 
prostitution reform. British Journal of Criminology, 47(5), 764–778. 

Shaver, F. M., Reimer, B., Jansson, M., Casey, L., Benoit, C., & Reist, D. (2015). Variation in Canadian social and 
legal environments related to the implementation of prostitution laws: Exploring how place matters. Presented at 
the 2nd International Conference on Public Policy in a session titled Prostitution Policy and Sex Work 
Governance–Design, Implementation, and Evaluation. Milan, Italy.

Sherman, S. G., Footer, K., Illangasekare, S., Clark, E., Pearson, E., & Decker, M. R. (2015). “What makes you 
think you have special privileges because you are a police officer?” A qualitative exploration of police’s role in the 
risk environment of female sex workers. AIDS Care, 27(4), 473–480.

Wagenner, H., & Altink, S. (2012). Prostitution as morality politics or why it is exceedingly difficult to design and 
sustain effective prostitution policy. Sexuality Research and Social Policy, 9, 279–292.

Williamson, C., Baker, L., Jenkins, M., & Cluse-Tolar, T. (2007). Police-prostitute interactions. Journal of 
Progressive Human Services, 18(2), 15–37. 

Perceptions of Sex Work: Exploring the 
Narratives of Police and Regulatory Officials

Mexico City June 21, 2017

Law & Society Association Annual Meeting, 
June 20-23, 2017 13


