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My objective to day is to reflect on four questions: 

1. How did I get here? This is a legitimate question for two reasons: 

• Understanding from where we came is important to planning how to 
get where we want to be &

• Because my personal career in sex-work research is long enough to 
reflect important legacies and changes in our collective history.

2. How did I move from community work in  Downtown Eastside Vancouver to 
being an affiant for a Charter Challenge that made it to the Supreme Court of 
Canada (SCC)?

3. What has changed?  / What hasn’t changed?

4. What did I learn?

My objective by responding to these questions is to guide our understanding of the 
challenges and obstacles we faced—and are still facing—when making sure that legal, 
social, and economic reform for sex work in Canada is grounded in evidence-based 
research (and is thus both appropriate and effective).



1967-68 downtown Eastside Vancouver

• Actually my journey began 50 years ago in 1967 when I took a position as a 
Community Worker at First United Church in downtown Eastside Vancouver. Since the 
City Jail was across the street and clearly part of the community, I revised my job 
description to include jail visits. The Police Chief was enthusiastic and gave me a pass 
to visit the women in Lockup. 

• My objective during these visits was to provide an opportunity for square-johns (like 
me) and rounders (like them) to interact and to share stories. In the process I hoped 
we would learn something from each other. In short, my role was simply to be a 
witness.

• Almost all the women I met were involved in prostitution—it wasn’t referred to as the 
sex industry back then. Very few supports networks existed. Those that were available 
were designed for women in trouble with the law: Elizabeth Fry, the John Howard 
Society, and the Salvation Army. There were no programs designed for sex workers 
and no organizations by or for sex workers.

• My exchanges with the women often laid bare the different worlds in which we lived. I 
remember, Lynn, who was sporting a black eye, describing how she could tell her 
boyfriend loved her because he hit her. She perceived the rules as black and white; as 
right and wrong; and ‘knew’ that behaving wrongly often ended in a beating. 

• The Courts also operated as if the rues were back and white. When I appeared as a 
character witness for Mary, the judge wanted guarantees and insisted on a YES or NO 
answer to the question: Do you think Mary will return to prostitution; or go back on 
drugs? I could only say that I believed that she would try to stay clean, but there were 
no absolute guarantees. In comparison to the women and the Courts, the rules in my 
world were more ambiguous and in some cases entirely different. Guarantees weren’t 
demanded before supports were provided.

• In the end, I came to realize that sharing stories about my relationships and how they 
did not include beatings or black eyes—and encouraging them to feel the same way 
would more than likely make it difficult for them to operate in their world. If I couldn’t 
parachute them into a middle-class life, wasn’t it better to provide them with the 
strategies they needed to survive, even if this might mean supporting values & beliefs 
that I did not share? 

• I struggled with this question throughout my two year mandate as a community worker 
and still do to this day.
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1982-1985 CACSW & the Fraser Committee

 Skip forward 14 years, a Masters degree in expectations theory, a move from 
Vancouver to Montreal, two children, some part-time teaching at Concordia, a PhD 
thesis on women in agriculture almost done, and I was in Ottawa working for the 
Canadian Advisory Council on the Status of Women (CACSW). I didn’t get to write my 
own job description this time! I was just a research officer.
 However, as part of my job—and as a tribute to the women I met in Downtown 

Eastside—I agreed to help develop their publication on Prostitution in Canada (1984) 
(Shaver 1984). It was to be the basis of their response to the Special Committee on 
Pornography and Prostitution.  Commonly known as the Fraser Committee, it was 
struck by the Liberals in June 1983. 
The Advisory Council and I parted ways when it became clear that they were more 
concerned about women residents than women sex workers. Sensing that sex workers 
needed a ‘voice’, I submitted an article to the Fraser Committee. Based on secondary 
data, it concluded with a recommendation for decriminalization in combination with 
social policy programs (Shaver 1985). 

I thought of myself as a feminist but soon learned the label was going to be hard to 
keep. This was the early 1980s, I was defending both the workers and the business, 
while most other feminists were only prepared to defend women prostitutes (Shaver 
1985/86; 1988).

There were two other strong voices for sex workers: ASP, the Alliance for the Safety of 
Prostitutes (founded by Sally de Quadros and Marie Arrington) and CORP the 
Canadian Organization for the Rights of Prostitutes (represented by Peggy Miller and 
Valerie Scott). Both groups appeared before the Fraser Committee and both argued for 
decriminalization. However, they did so for very different reasons: ASP wanted people 
to understand they didn’t like their work but got involved to support their families. 
CORP, on the other hand, spoke of enjoying their work and being good at it. In some 
respects they represented different populations of sex workers. Some of these tensions 
still exist.
The Fraser Committee included cross-country consultations—involving 22 centers; 
hundreds of presentations from individuals and organizations; 16 commissioned 
reports including 5 regional studies of prostitution, and a national survey of public 
attitudes. 
The Committee recommended a full array of social policies to address the 
determinants of prostitution and proposed two sets of revisions to the law: a 
communicating section (s.213) to replace soliciting and a modification to the Bawdy 
house section (s.210) to let 3-4 people work together in a bawdy house (Special Committee 
on Pornography and Prostitution, 1985). 

• The legislation enacted by the Conservative government in 1985 did not reflect the 
broader social and legal concerns of the Fraser Committee, nor did it shift the focus 
away from the morality debates. The government simply replaced the soliciting offence 
with a “communicating law.”
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1989 Canada Research Fellowship
After completing my PhD on farm women and a Post Doc on the Household and the 

Economy, my next step turned out to be a Canada Research Fellowship to study Adult 
Prostitution in Canada. My home became Concordia University.

 Between 1989–2000 my projects adopted a sex-as-work approach. They included field 
work with street-based sex workers on high track strolls in San Francisco, Montreal and 
Toronto. I interviewed women, men and transsexual/transgender sex workers and 
conducted comparison interviews with sex workers and hospital workers. 

 From 2000–2004: I was a member of a research partnership called STAR (Sex Trade 
Advocacy & Research). It included three academic partners (Lewis, Shaver, Maticka-Tyndale)

and four community partners (Stella, Maggie’s, EDA, Peel Health). We conducted case studies in 
two field sites [Montreal & Toronto] on several sectors of the sex industry. We interviewed 
street-based workers, masseuses, exotic dancers, escorts, & doms. 

Over 400 sex workers and 75 hospital workers were interviewed for these projects. The 
research was exciting and very productive. However, my colleagues did not take me 
seriously: an attitude reflected in their joking references to me as Queen of Sex and as 
Dean of Vice during my mandate as the Vice Dean of Student Affairs. 

Worse, the validity of the data was challenged. Friends and colleagues argued that the 
samples were biased; sex workers wouldn’t speak the truth about their pimps; or they 
would only tell us what we wanted to hear. During this period, protecting the integrity of 
any data collected on my watch became a major preoccupation. It is an approach I built 
into my research methodology and have maintained ever since (Shaver 2005).

 Fortunately, since “Sex Sells”, the media were interested in the data. Using services at 
Concordia University, I learned how to improve my relations with the media and had 
many opportunities to speak to the public through these activities. They provided 
fantastic opportunities to inform the public debates that were still ongoing.
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2003-2005 Subcommittee on solicitation Laws (SSLR)

• The Subcommittee on Solicitation Laws was struck by the Liberals in February 
2003. Their mandate was to review the solicitation laws in order to improve the 
safety of sex workers and communities overall, and to recommend changes that 
would reduce the exploitation of and violence against sex workers.

 Suddenly here I was, 20 years later, standing before a second parliamentary 
committee making the same argument I had made to the Fraser Committee. This 
time, however, I had primary research findings in hand, and not just my own! 
Many other scholars [and sex worker organizations] were also conducting 
empirical research on the sex industry from a work perspective. This new 
information served to strengthen my own data and my original position regarding 
the need for social and legal reform based on decriminalization. 

 The report—written by the Conservatives—was disappointing: it did not contain a 
single proposal for concrete legislative reform, even thought this was the core of 
the Subcommittee’s job (SSLR 2006).

 This time I was finally getting the message: it is very difficult to reach the ears of 
government officials and policy makers, even when the evidence is 
unambiguous. Rather than suffer the policy questions with an eye to ALL the 
evidence they seem to cherry-pick their way through it: searching for those parts 
that support their position while ignoring those that don’t.

• I shouldn’t have been surprised: research as early as 1975 from Stanford and 
elsewhere has shown that facts are unlikely to change our minds (Kolbert 2017; 
Mercier & Sperber 2017; and Gorman & Gorman 2016).
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2007-2013 Making it to the Supreme court of Canada (SCC)

The next opportunity to influence policy makers with the facts was the Charter 
Challenge to Canada’s prostitution laws.
As an invited affiant, one of the most exciting aspects of this process was 
working in partnership with the plaintiffs and their lawyers. Knowing full well that 
the demands of the courts with respect to evidence were likely quite different 
from that of academic research, it was an exciting challenge to work through 
the extent to which my findings were relevant to the case being made. For 
example, I couldn’t ‘prove’ that the communicating section (s.213) made sex 
work more dangerous or that working inside was safer. BUT, I could provide 
‘evidence’ to confirm that both consequences were highly likely. Would this be 
enough?

 Finally! Some government officials get the message. They didn’t ignore the 
facts. It began with Justice Himel’s judgment in the Ontario Superior Court. In 
this judgment she is careful to distinguish anecdotal (45) ‘speculative’ evidence 
(72), ‘overblown’ claims (64), and ‘frailty’ or absence of evidence (44, 57) from 
the empirical support found in more systematic reports (49, 54, 56) (Bedford v 
Canada, 2010 ONSC 4264).

 The case was heard on June 13, 2013. [Activate the two SCC photos] 
Happily, the Supreme Court agreed with Himel’s judgments in this regard 
(SCC: 60, 67, 72, 135, 154) (Canada (Attorney General) v. Bedford, 2013 SCC 72),

• The decision—released December 20, 2013—struck down the 3 
prostitution laws that were challenged: communication (s.213 (1)(c)); living 
on the avails (s.212(1)(j)); the bawdy house law (s.210).

• The SCC gave the government a year to respond. 

The challenge now was ensuring that the government legislators wouldn’t ignore the 
facts. 

January 19, 2018

Reflections from 35 years of Sex Industry 
Research 7

What I Learned:



The Debates Continued while waiting for the government to respond to the decision of the 
Supreme Court of Canada (SCC). 

 In Canada and beyond, academic researchers, legal experts, and sex worker activists 
continued to amass evidence they hope will inform the government’s impending 
prostitution policy. It didn’t !!A

 On June 4, 2014 (six months later) The Justice Minister (then Peter Mackay) tabled Bill 
C-36, the Protection of Communities and Exploited Persons Act (PCEPA):

The bill effectively reintroduced the old laws and introduced a prohibition on the purchase of 
sex and the explicit advertising of sexual services for the first time in Canadian history.

 Two sets of hearings were held during the summer of 2014 to hear evidence and 
arguments about the proposed laws: one was hosted by the Standing Committee on 
Justice and Human Rights and another by the Senate Standing Committee on Legal and 
Constitutional Affairs.

 We hoped that during the hearings elected politicians would engage in respectful and fair 
deliberations and carefully weigh evidence and arguments in developing public policy. 
They did not (Johnson, Burns & Porth 2017). The Standing Committee  on Justice and 
Human Rights was particularly problematic. Just to mention a few issues reported in 
Johnson, Burns & Porth (2017):

• there was a significant level of partisanship in both the selection and treatment of 
witnesses, particularly from big “C” Conservative committee members. 

• twice as many witnesses in favour of the government’s position (than against it) 
were invited to testify (37 in favour vs 18 against).

• In line with exclusion or criticism of sex worker rights advocates, committee 
members treated witnesses against the Bill with a glaring and unprofessional lack 
of respect on numerous occasions during the hearings. 

• At home (on my own) watching the hearings on CPAC, I found myself reacting furiously, 
especially to the arguments supporting the Bill that were made with little or no empirical 
evidence. With no one to listen to me, my only outlet was to write Op-Eds. I wrote three. 
Two were published and I posted the third on my webpage.

 We already have the legal tools to make sex work safer (the Gazette)

 Prostitution laws: 30 years of conservative failure (the Globe and Mail)

 Do sex buyers lie on surveys? (posted on my webpage)

 On Dec 6, 2014, the Protection of Communities and Exploited Persons Act (PCEPA) 
came into effect with very few amendments to its original clauses.

 Disappointed but Undefeated, academic researchers, legal experts, and sex worker 
activists continue to amass evidence.
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In summary

• Some things haven’t changed in the 50+ years I have been involved

• Sex work and sex workers are still stigmatized, marginalized, and 
vulnerable (Lewis et al. 2013)

• Policy is still driven more by ideology and morality than justice and 
understanding

• The old arguments for decriminalization must still be made

• But, there are some important advances to celebrate

• There are more sex worker support groups than ever before

• People in these groups have become more competent – in education, 
health support, legal sophistication, communication, and self-
governance

• We know much more about sex work and its related activities – in a 
systematic and reliable manner

• There are a larger number and greater range of people within our 
various groups and alliances: sex workers, service workers, health and 
education practitioners, lawyers, police, policy-makers (at all 3 levels), 
communicators, and citizens.

• There are new opportunities for strategic action emerging such as plans 
for social policy reform, funding opportunities, the internet, and public 
opinion

• I look forward to taking advantage of these new opportunities so that the next 50 
years brings us to a point where we can look back on the early years of this century 
as a time of ignorance, prejudice, and misguided morality where sex work is 
concerned.
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Overall, What did I learn? : My storytelling is not just the indulgence of an old woman’s 
reminiscences. From this history I have learned a great deal about sex work and the 
many conditions and parties involved. 
There are also some important lessons I have learned about the way we conduct our 
research. It is these lessons I want to share with you now:

 As I learned while jail visiting in the Downtown Eastside, it is essential to be a witness; 
to listen and to try to understand the perspectives of our clients, our allies, and our 
opponents. We need to know from where they are coming.

• Values are not always shared—even when we want the same outcome—but we 
still have to work together.

 Since the data are often challenged for being biased and inaccurate, it is absolutely 
essential to protect the integrity of the data. We must: 

• Legitimate our role as researchers to those participating in our studies.
• Engage in research partnerships (with sex worker groups).
• Adopt rigorous methodologies, particularly with respect to our recruitment 
strategies and the development of our questionnaires & interview guides. [This 
can be time consuming when negotiating with our partners [For example, 
members of one sex worker organization were unhappy that the Interview Guide 
included questions about “pimps”. They felt it was reinforcing myths & 
stereotypes.  It took time to explain that collecting data on pimps was necessary 
in order to challenge the myths.]
• Respect the limits of the data: We need to distinguish the evidence from the our 
interpretations of the evidence. 

 Although there are times when our concerns for social improvement may drive our 
passions, they are unlikely be justified (or vindicated) by success. 

Passion doesn’t trump good data. Rigorous research is the key. As in my case, 
you may be surprised at the places data are recognized.

•The strongest and most encouraging example of this was Justice Himel’s
judgment in the Ontario Superior Court and the fact that 9 judges in the 
Supreme Court of Canada agreed with her decision in this regard.

 Finally, (and this is especially for students) embrace your curiosity and passion 
whole heartedly. It will get you places your can’t even imagine now. I certainly never 
imagined moving into sex work research – none of my degrees, or even my postdoc 
had anything to do with it. 
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