
In 2023, the City of New York fired a judge due to 
his explicit OnlyFans1 account. This type of sex work 

was deemed unprofessional for a judge based on rules 
for out-of-court behavior (Levine 2023). However, 
with the rise of platforms such as OnlyFans, sex work 
has increasingly become more profitable and accessible 
(Bernstein 2019). In public administration, discussions 
around sex workers are absent. There are two main ar-
eas where knowledge of sex work is important: public 
policy and service delivery. From a policy perspective, 
there is a growth in policies aimed at regulating the 
ways that the internet impacts the safety and security 
of sex workers. As a law, FOSTA-SESTA2 provides an 
example. From a service-providing perspective, organi-
zations need to know how to provide services that meet 
the actual needs of sex workers, not their perceived 
needs. This study explores the use of social services by 
sex workers and what public administration can do to 
better support LGBTQIA+ individuals who engage in 
sex work, both voluntarily and those who are exploited.

1. OnlyFans and similar websites are platforms where adult film actors and other content creators create and distribute content on 
their own without requiring a studio (Bernstein 2019).
2. FOSTA-SESTA refers to a law passed in 2018. The acronym stands for Allow States and Victims to Fight Online Sex Trafficking (FOS-
TA), and Stop Enabling Sex Traffickers Act (SESTA).
3. The U.S. President’s Emergency Plan for AIDS Relief.

While not comprehensive, Figure 1 provides a look 
at how sex workers interact with public administra-
tion. For example, laws like FOSTA-SESTA, proposed 
to prevent sex trafficking, have taken away the ability 
of sex workers to use the internet as a safety mecha-
nism to screen potential clients (Albert et al. 2021). It 
is not unusual for policies that are created to protect 
sex workers to actually lead to more marginalization 
(Showden and Majic 2014). Programs like PEPFAR,3 
which supports HIV/AIDS organizations, have spe-
cific guidelines regarding discouraging sex work (Open 
Society Foundations 2012). Sex worker interactions 
with law enforcement have been well-documented 
(e.g., Fitzgerald et al. 2015; Lehti and Aromaa 2006; 
Mogul, Ritchie, and Whitlock 2011). Many sex work-
ers have had interactions with foster care. For example, 
women in foster care were 62% more likely to enter sex 
work before the age of 18 (Surrat et al. 2012). Lastly, 
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sexual health clinics, both government and nonprofit, 
often interact with sex workers when they go in for 
testing. Overall, we can see that sex workers interact 
with a variety of public services. However, due to the 
perceptions of sex work and the legality of sex work, 
it can be hard for sex workers to receive services in a 
nonpunitive way (Fuentes 2023).

This study explores public administration interac-
tions in the United States with sex workers from the 
LGBTQIA+ community. Specifically, I ask the ques-
tion: how can public administration become more 
affirming to, and inclusive of, sex workers? To better ex-
plore this, I surveyed approximately 1,100 LGBTQIA+ 
individuals, 10% of whom identified as sex workers. 
Using a qualitative analysis, this study presents a picture 
of the experiences of sex workers in receiving social ser-
vices. We learn that sex workers often find no support 

through social services but would like diverse supports, 
including a path out of sex work, a lack of judgment 
by those who are working with sex workers, and STI/
STD/HIV/AIDS testing. Through this analysis, sex 
work is divided into three types: Exploitative Sex Work, 
Semi-Exploitative Sex Work, and Voluntary Sex Work. 
Using this typology, services can create programming 
and policies that support those who want to take part 
in sex work while creating pathways out and safety for 
those who are being exploited. In the next section, we 
will look at sex work in the LGBTQIA+ community.

Sex Work in the LGBTQIA+ Community

The LGBTQIA+ community includes many identities 
(Meyer and Elias 2023). Not a one-size-fits-all, the 
community also includes many intersectional identi-

Figure 1. Sex Workers’ Interactions with Public Administration
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ties (e.g., Butz and Gaynor 2022; Meyer and Benenson 
2023), which impacts the ways that individuals inter-
act not only within the community, but also how they 
interact with service providers. It can be hard to fully 
understand the LGBTQIA+ community as individuals 
will sometimes hide their identities (e.g., Sabharwal et 
al. 2019). These intersectionalities make it important to 
explore the LGBTQIA+ community both as a singular 
community and as multiple communities. One major 
group of LGBTQIA+ individuals is those who engage 
in sex work. 

Sex work is a broad term encompassing many 
types of work of varying levels of safety and legality, 
including prostitution, exotic dancing, and pornogra-
phy. With the expansion of websites such as OnlyFans, 
sex work has become part of the gig economy (East-
erbrook-Smith 2023), making it easier for people to 
engage in sex work as either a full-time job or to sup-
plement their income (James et al. 2019). Sex work 
can also be divided into “commercial” and “transac-
tional,” with the former being more formal while the 
latter is more informal (Crankshaw and Freedman 
2023). While some people enter this work voluntarily, 
others are coerced or manipulated into sex work (Cob-
bina and Oselin 2011). In the United States, there are 
approximately 1 to 2 million full-time sex workers 
(Sawicki et al. 2019). 

Sex work is more common in the LGBTQIA+ com-
munity than in the cisgender/heterosexual community. 
Approximately 8% to 12% of transgender individuals 
have engaged in sex work (Jones 2020a). For transgen-
der and nonbinary individuals, sex work sometimes 
plays a role in basic survival and accessing medical gen-
der-affirming services (Jones 2020b). Other reasons 
people may stay in sex work could include exploitation/
being forced, feeling that there are few other avenues to 
make a living, or because they enjoy the work and find 
that it pays (Open Society Foundations 2019). Consid-
ering the high number of LGBTQIA+ individuals who 
currently are or have been sex workers (Jones 2020a), 
if public administration wants to support LGBTQIA+ 
people as they are without imparting heteronormative 
expectations (Larson 2022; Meyer, Dale, and Willis 
2024), it is important to include sex work in social eq-
uity discussions. 

Research in sex work has been focused in the fields 
of sociology, criminal justice, and social work. In so-
ciology, Weitzer (2009) discussed three theoretical 

frameworks of sex work: deviance paradigm, oppression 
paradigm, and empowerment paradigm. These frame-
works fail to understand the complexity and diversity 
of sex work. Indeed, sex work can be seen as “traversing 
the exploitation/empowerment binary” (Smith 2017, 
344), with sex workers experiencing exploitation, em-
powerment, or some degree of both. While some en-
ter sex work due to exploitation (Cobbina and Oselin 
2011; Weitzer 2015) and/or drug addiction (Cobbina 
and Oselin 2011), others do it for financial stability 
(e.g., Jones 2020b; Sullivan 2021) or view the job as 
a glamorous and acceptable avenue of work (Cobbina 
and Oselin 2011). Furthermore, some transgender peo-
ple enter sex work to pay for their gender-affirming care 
(van Schuylenbergh et al. 2019). Sex work is particu-
larly prevalent among homeless LGBTQ individuals 
(Robinson 2020). 

The criminal justice perspective of sex work focuses 
on policing, which is one of the aspects of public admin-
istration that sex workers often interact with, especially 
compared to LGBTQIA+ people who do not engage 
in sex work (Fitzgerald et al. 2015). A large portion of 
criminal justice research in sex work has discussed sex 
trafficking (e.g., Lehti and Aromaa 2006). Transgender 
people, in general, have a high level of interaction with 
police partially due to being perceived as sex workers, 
also called “walking while trans” (Mogul, Ritchie, and 
Whitlock 2011). Due to the negative experiences sex 
workers have with police, along with their fear of being 
arrested, many transgender people may prefer not to 
reach out to law enforcement when in danger (Treloar 
et al. 2021). 

In social work, discussions around sex work focus 
on advocacy. For example, in response to COVID-19, 
Bromfield, Panichelli, and Capous-Desyllas (2021) 
recommended social workers advocate for the human 
rights and well-being of sex workers. Furthermore, 
Hu (2022) identified how some nonprofits create sit-
uations that make sex work more dangerous. Some 
groups of social workers advocate for a better under-
standing of sex workers within the social work com-
munity (e.g., Bromfield et al. 2021; Karandikar et al. 
2022). Many who work within the sex work com-
munity believe it is best to decriminalize sex work 
(Anasti 2018). Professionalization of advocacy orga-
nizations for sex workers can help establish credibil-
ity (Anasti 2017). By advocating for the rights of sex 
workers, social workers can empower sex workers be-
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yond the victim-criminal model (e.g., Majic 2014), 
and can reject paternalistic approaches to sex workers 
(Anasti 2020a).

Importantly, not all sex work is voluntary. Exploit-
ative sex work, such as human trafficking, cannot be 
ignored or minimized (Weitzer 2015). Entrance into 
sex work can also be linked to experiencing childhood 
abuse and running away from home, which leads to a 
feeling of disempowerment, which then leads to en-
gaging in sex work (Cobbina and Oselin 2011). Those 
working in street sex work are at high risk for drug ad-
diction and sexual abuse (Oselin 2014). Greater under-
standing of sex work is necessary because it can lead 
to understanding how public organizations can better 
support those whom traffickers have victimized and can 
lead to policies that protect those who have been forced 
into sex work.

Though sex work can be seen as exploitative, many 
people report not being ashamed of engaging in sex 
work, seeing it as a voluntary and attractive avenue to 
earn “easy money” (Orchard et al. 2021). Websites such 
as OnlyFans provide an income for those seeking more 
financial stability and/or gender-affirming medical care 
(Jones 2021). When public administration talks about 
sex work, there needs to be inclusion of those who have/
had full agency in their choice to do sex work and those 
who do not. This can be done using a social equity 
frame of reference. 

Discussing sex work as a part of the LGBTQIA+ 
community would be a way to queer the field of pub-
lic administration (Larson 2022; Lee, Learmonth, and 
Harding, 2008; Meyer, Dale, and Willis 2022). Het-
eronormativity assumes that sex is something within 
the family unit (Meyer, Dale, and Willis, 2024). This 
imposes heteronormative expectations on sex workers 
(that they are either ashamed or victims of human traf-
ficking). This article aims to better understand the ex-
periences of sex workers, how sex workers interact with 
public services, and the ways that public administration 
can create policy and social services that meet the di-
verse needs of this community through a queer-focused, 
sex-positive conversation. I explore how public admin-
istration can create a more welcoming environment for 
sex workers and meet the complex needs of this diverse 
community.

Table 1. Demographic Information

Sex Workers 
(Percent)

Total Survey 
Respondents 

(Percent)

Race

Hispanic 11.8% 10.5%
White 72.6% 67.5%
Black 12.6% 8.4%
Asian 8.4% 6.2%

Gender

Male 23.9% 30.3%
Female 29.4% 34.2%

Nonbinary 41.3% 28.2%
Transgender 5.4% 7.3%

(Trans)gender identity

Transgender 42.3% 38.8%
Cisgender 57.8% 61.2%

Sexual Orientation

Gay 21.1% 22.7%
Lesbian 14.7% 172%
Straight 2.1% 1.8%

Queer 17.9% 11.1%
Bisexual/Pansexual 37.9% 36.3%

Asexual 6.3% 10.9%
Income

Below $50,000 67.06% 51.17%
Above $50,000 32.94% 48.83%

Education

High School or less 46.5% 38.3%
Associate’s degree or 

trade school
15.1% 13.0%

Completed 4-year college 30.2% 33.3%
Master’s degree or higher 8.1% 15.3%

Age

19–29 49.5% 40.7%
30–39 29.5% 29.1%
40–49 9.9% 17.4%
50–59 6.9% 10.5%
60–69 2.9% 0.0%

Over 70 1.3% 2.3%



122    |    Journal of Social Equity and Public Administration

Methods

The data for this study comes from a survey conducted 
by the author of 1,117 LGBTQIA+ individuals across 
the United States. Open from July 2022 to July 2023, 
this study asked individuals 90 questions about them-
selves and their interactions with nonprofit organiza-
tions and social service providers. The survey was sent to 
nonprofit organizations that work with LGBTQIA+ in-
dividuals, distributed via social media (e.g., Twitter, In-
stagram, LinkedIn, and Reddit), and through Prolific. 
The survey included open-ended questions to explore 
best practices and what respondents wish social service 
organizations had done differently or would provide in 
the future. A survey was used to get diverse representa-
tion from the LGBTQIA+ community.

Of the respondents, 95 reported being sex workers 
at some point (10.1% of respondents), based on the 
question “Have you ever engaged in sex work for money, 
drugs, or housing?”4 Demographic information on all re-
spondents, as well as the sex worker subpopulation, can 
be found in Table 1. As can be seen, those who identified 
as sex workers were disproportionately White or Black 
compared to all respondents. Those who identified as 

sex workers were (1) more likely to identify as nonbinary 
than other respondents (41.3% vs. 28.2%); (2) had lower 
incomes with 67% of sex workers having an income be-
low $50,000, and (3) had less education, with 46.5% of 
sex workers having a high school education or less. 

In this study, transgender identity was asked about 
twice; first, it was asked as gender, with the categories 
male, female, and nonbinary. Second, it was included as 
a separate question (Do you identify as transgender?). 
This is because, while some people identify as transgen-
der for their gender identity, others identify as transgen-
der and as male, female, or nonbinary. 

To better understand the experiences of sex workers 
as compared to the rest of the respondents, I looked at 
which nonprofit services were used by both the partic-
ipants at large and those who identified as sex workers. 
This showed a high variability in the types of nonprofits 
used, as seen in Table 2. For example, sex workers were 
more likely to use certain nonprofits as compared to the 
LGBTQIA+ community at large, such as mental health 
services, houses of worship, drug and alcohol services, 
shelters for unhoused people, domestic and intimate 
partner violence shelters, sexually transmitted infection 
(STI) testing, and LGBTQIA+ Community Centers.

Table 2. Nonprofits Used

Nonprofit Sex Workers 
(Number)

Sex Workers  
(Percent)

All Respondents (Percent)

Mental health (therapist) 44 46.32% 26.45%
Food pantry 28 29.47% 16.87%
LGBTQ community center 24 25.26% 16.61%
STI/STD/HIV testing center 23 24.21% 9.40%
College/University 21 22.11% 23.46%
Local community center 13 13.68% 7.73%
Arts organizations 12 12.63% 11.69%
House of worship 11 11.58% 8.26%
Drug and alcohol rehabilitation 10 10.53% 2.99%
Domestic violence/sexual assault organizations 9 9.47% 2.55%
Nonprofit hospital 9 9.47% 6.33%
Disability groups 7 7.37% 4.48%
Sports clubs/groups 4 4.21% 6.06%
Homeless shelter 2 2.10% 2.02%
Adoption agency 1 1.05% 0.97%

4. This percentage matches other studies of LGBTQIA+ communities, where studies of transgender individuals found that 8%–12% 
of respondents have been sex workers (e.g., Fitzgerald et al. 2015; Jones 2020a). It is possible, however, that there is underreporting 
of past and present sex work due to the stigma associated with it.
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Table 3. Qualitative Codes

Codes Responses (Percent)

No support found 50 (28.1%) 
STD/STI/HIV/AIDS testing 30 (16.9%)
General support 20 (11.2%)
Decriminalization, normalization, 
and regulation

18 (10.1%)

Lack of judgment 17 (9.6%)
Counseling or trauma reduction 13 (7.3%)
Housing 13 (7.3%)
Financial support 9 (5.1%)
Protection and safety 8 (4.5%)
A path out of sex work 7 (3.9%)
Birth control 7 (3.9%)
Substance abuse support 6 (3.4%)
Job training 4 (2.2%)

Qualitative Analysis

Two open-ended questions were used: “In what ways 
have you seen nonprofits support those who engage in 
sex work?” and “What would you like to see nonprofits 
do to support those who engage in sex work?” Each ques-
tion received a respective 89 responses. Their responses 
provide an important database of how sex workers have 
interacted with nonprofit and public organizations. The 
responses to these questions, ranging from simple one-
word answers to paragraphs on best practices, were an-
alyzed. Using a grounded theory approach (Charmaz 
1990), I started the discovery phase by reading through 
all the responses to these questions and identifying codes 
and themes. Thirteen different themes, all of which are 
listed in Table 3, were identified during the first round 
of coding. During a second read-through, each response 
was coded. For some of the responses, multiple codes 
were assigned. For example, if someone talked about 
wanting housing and financial support, the quote was 
coded under both housing and financial support. 

Once all of the codes were assigned, a document 
was created for each of the codes. Looking at all of the 
quotes together for each code, I was able to see how 
the information provided by respondents told a story 
of interactions with public and nonprofit organizations. 
By grouping the codes together, I was able to see where 
services were limited for sex workers and LGBTQIA+ 
people in general, and the positive experiences that 
LGBTQIA+ had when receiving social services. 

Responses
The 13 codes identified are listed next. Through this 
analysis, the complexity of sex work is evident. For ex-
ample, while a number of respondents reported wanting 
nonprofits to provide support and guidance out of sex 
work, others wanted to have more legitimization of sex 
work. Throughout this section, we see how the varied 
responses indicate how social service organizations can 
support the complex and diverse needs of sex workers. 

No Support Found

Most people responded that there is no support or 
limited support for sex workers. Many people just re-
sponded with “none” when asked what a nonprofit has 
done to support sex workers. As one respondent said: 
“They just need to exist—there are no organizations for 
[sex workers].” Another respondent said, “I have rarely 
seen nonprofits support those who engage in sex work, 
and the ones who do are very hard to find.” Respondents 
reported that organizations that focus specifically on sup-
porting sex workers are limited. One respondent said that 
social service supports for sex workers are mostly through 
queer organizations: “I honestly have not seen any non-
profits support sex work except for LGBT support orga-
nizations.” This lack of formal support may lead to lower 
use of social services by sex workers. 

STI/HIV Screening

One aspect of support that came up often was the 
need for STI/HIV screening at low or no cost. Respon-
dents mentioned getting free or low-cost screening and 
support for STI/HIV testing at local nonprofits, espe-
cially at Planned Parenthood. Getting STI/HIV screen-
ing and related services was mentioned by 30 respondents 
as important and either something they have received 
or wished they could receive. Building up an STI/HIV 
screening service that is nonjudgmental about sex work 
and the number of sexual partners may enhance ease of 
access, increase utilization, and reduce the number of sex 
workers with undiagnosed and/or untreated STIs and/
or HIV and related consequences. As discussed later, sex 
workers may feel uncomfortable at STI clinics when pro-
fessionals may judge sex workers (e.g., Anasti 2018).

General Support 

General support means understanding what sex work 
is and “. . . provid[ing] resources to stay safe and healthy.” 
Another respondent talked about “better acknowledge 
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the full spectrum of both sex work and the settings where 
it occurs. It isn’t just full-time street prostitution.” This 
connects to what another respondent mentioned: “Be 
more open about supporting sex workers, train your 
people well in terms of sex work terminology, and hire 
on people who have had to do sex work in the past to 
get their perspectives on what unique areas [sex workers] 
need help with.” Trainings that acknowledge the field of 
sex work are important, especially when working with 
the LGBTQIA+ community. 

Decriminalization, Normalization, and Regulation 

Sex work is complicated; some sex workers are vic-
tims of exploitation and some people do this work of 
their own volition. Some sex work is legal and some 
of it is not. For those engaging in prostitution, which 
is illegal in many jurisdictions in the United States, a 
focus on decriminalization and regulation was discussed 
to make sex work safer. For those doing legal sex work, 
such as pornography, there is a focus on normalization. 

The focus on destigmatization is complicated. As one 
person said, “I would like not just nonprofits, but ev-
eryone, to stop saying ‘sex work’ like it’s a dirty word.” 
Some people engage in sex work because that’s what they 
would like to do. Even when people chose sex work, it 
might have been because they do not feel comfortable 
in other forms of work. As one person said: “Don’t make 
them feel like what they do is wrong; some of us do this 
because it is the only way we have found to make a liv-
ing because either you don’t feel safe in other work envi-
ronments, or you’re not welcome.” This focus connects 
with a future discussion about the lack of judgment for 
those who engage in sex work. This lack of judgment and 
outright legitimatization of voluntary sex work is import-
ant for organizations to convey to gain the trust of sex 
workers who use their services. Decriminalization, mean-
while, could help support sex workers who are trying to 
get out of the profession. This is because, when people in 
sex work are exploited, there can be the fear that going to 
the authorities will lead to prosecution for prostitution or 
other illegal activity (Albright and D’Adamo 2017). The 
relationship between legalization of sex work and reduc-
ing rates of sex trafficking, though, is unclear (Burckley, 
Jeanis, and Fox 2023).

Lack of Judgment 

No one wants to be judged when they are receiving 
support and services. This is reflected in the qualitative 

responses, wherein being judged when getting services 
came up 17 times. Specifically, one person wanted “no 
judgment and not trying to get them to stop [doing 
sex work].” Instead of trying to stop individuals from 
engaging in sex work, social service agencies can just 
provide services that individuals need or want. An-
other respondent expanded on this by saying: “Stop 
judging and stop assuming this is a ‘terrible life’ and 
‘exploitation’ every time. My only regret is that IT 
DID NOT pay at all, any time I tried it. Scammed 
again by our BS ‘society.’” The difference between the 
exploitative aspect of sex work and the personal deci-
sion of sex work may be something that organizations 
do not know how to balance in outreach and do not 
know how to navigate while serving those involved in 
sex work.

When organizations are judgmental and do not know 
how to support sex workers in a trauma-informed and cli-
ent-centered manner, it leads to sex workers not seeking 
services. As one person responded: “I’d like to see a lack of 
judgment and a culture of positivity surrounding sex work. 
Many nonprofits here will report and not serve [sex work-
ers].” Organizations that report sex workers to the police 
and refuse to provide services to sex workers are unlikely to 
gain the trust of sex workers in their catchment area (e.g., 
Robinson 2020). A more sex-positive and nonjudgmental 
approach to service provision to sex workers would allow 
nonprofits to best support sex workers. 

Counseling or Trauma Reduction 

Mental health services were the most used nonprofit 
services by sex workers in this study. This is an area 
where a nonjudgmental space is vital for positive out-
comes. As one person reported: “Offer a space free of 
judgment where physical and mental needs can contin-
ually be addressed. Provide an environment where peo-
ple feel comfortable talking about their situation and 
know they will be seen as human and deserving of care 
just the same as others.” This nonjudgmental perspec-
tive among counselors and other mental health service 
providers is necessary when serving sex workers, both 
those who freely choose to do this job and those who 
are exploited and have little or no agency in doing sex 
work. Having a nonjudgmental perspective for those 
who are exploited and forced into sex work can help 
counselors support sex workers. This would mean creat-
ing space in counseling education and nonprofits where 
sex work is discussed.
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Housing

Discussions of housing came up quite a few times. 
Specification of what kind of housing was limited, as 
most respondents just said “housing” or “help with 
housing.” This could be due to a majority of organiza-
tions that focus assistance, or exclusively offer assistance, 
to people with children (LGBTQIA+ individuals are 
less likely to have children than their heterosexual and/
or cisgender counterparts [Williams Institute 2018]), or 
because not many organizations provide housing at all. 
Finding housing and housing support can be a com-
plicated process and difficult to navigate. Creating safe 
housing for sex workers where they can continue their 
work or use the housing as a first step out of sex work 
is a way in which public administration could support 
sex workers. 

Financial Support

 Some respondents reported that financial support 
was needed so they could leave sex work. One person 
expanded by saying: “Give people money instead of do-
ing sex work.” This might be a way to reduce barriers for 
those who would like a way out of sex work, as well as to 
facilitate the creation of a stable financial environment 
for people who are doing sex work or recently ceased, 
who may not have that stability. 

Protection and Safety

Safety and protection for sex workers in this study 
meant many different things. One respondent sug-
gested “Providing safety guidelines, hotlines, outreach.” 
Guidelines can include providing information to sex 
workers on specific strategies that might reduce the risk 
of potential harm and increase safety. Resources such 
as hotlines and outreach require that nonprofits address 
and invest in the safety of sex workers. As another re-
spondent discussed, “I guess resources to make sure they 
can reach out if they’re in a dangerous situation.” Lastly, 
a bad date list was also discussed by respondents: “Keep-
ing bad date lists and warning clients known to engage 
in sex work about newly reported dangers.” This would 
require a coalition of sex workers to work together to 
provide these services and keep information up to date. 
Therefore, to increase sex worker protection and safety, 
it’s not enough to provide services; organizations need 
to make sure that sex workers are a central part of plan-
ning and implementation. 

A Path Out of Sex Work

Though decriminalization, normalization, and legit-
imization are important for some, for others there was 
a focus on, as one person said, “A way out lol. But not 
possible.” Some people want nonprofits and public or-
ganizations to provide guidance on how to get out of 
sex work. While the respondent did not explain why 
it is not possible, a path out of sex work may be hard. 
Having an understanding of the practical aspects of 
leaving sex work, including issues with immigration, 
drugs, housing, or exploitation, is important. As an-
other respondent said: “Provide resources to leave the 
life if wanted. Have workers who will accompany you 
to the hospital or make a police report so you are taken 
seriously and receive adequate care.” Providing the op-
portunity to leave sex work is not just about resources, 
but also about being taken seriously. For nonprofit or-
ganizations, this means managing an important bal-
ance: being nonjudgmental and supporting those who 
are voluntarily engaging in sex work and want to stay 
in this line of work while also advocating for those who 
do not want to continue in it and helping them find a 
way out.

Birth Control

As mentioned seven times, birth control was an 
important resource that sex workers reported wanting. 
Some sex workers had found low-cost birth control and 
sexual health services, as discussed here: “Planned Par-
enthood offers low-cost STD testing and birth control.” 
These birth control services need to be provided in a 
judgment-free manner. As mentioned earlier, one issue 
that sex workers experience is judgment from providers 
about their job and the number of people they have sex 
with; this judgment leads to sex workers not wanting 
to go to those organizations for birth control or other 
services and creates a significant barrier to care.

Substance Abuse Support

Members of the LGBTQIA+ community are more 
likely to experience substance use disorder (SUD) than 
the general population. According to the National In-
stitute on Drug and Alcohol Abuse, 21.8% of sexual 
minority adults had reported an alcohol use disorder 
in 2020, over 10% higher than in the general popu-
lation (National Institute on Drug Abuse n.d.). In-
ternationally, approximately 35% of cis female sex 
workers reported using illicit drugs; data on cis males 
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and transgender individuals was unavailable (Iversen 
et al. 2021). SUD treatment services would best serve 
LGBTQIA+ sex workers using an ecological, multicom-
ponent approach that is trauma-informed and affirming 
of LGBTQIA+ persons. As one respondent stated, such 
programs should: “Address trauma, drug addiction and 
use names and pronouns correctly.” SUD treatment 
services need to be both LGBTQIA+- and sex work-
friendly to be fully inclusive.

Job Training

As mentioned earlier, while individuals may want 
to leave sex work, it is not simple. Leaving sex work 
requires navigating a plethora of potential challenges, 
including immigration, domestic or intimate partner 
violence, retaliation from traffickers, and housing sta-
bility. Furthermore, opportunities to gain the skills and 
training needed to get a different job greatly facilitate the 
transition out of sex work. Four people recommended 
job training as a program that agencies can implement 
to create such opportunities for those seeking a way to 
exit sex work. As one person discussed, “Job training 

and employment support to help individuals transition 
out of sex work and into other forms of employment.” 
Job training programs for those exiting sex work require 
well-trained staff and an awareness of the hurdles for 
job-seekers. Building a job training program for current 
or former sex workers is not simple, but it is imperative 
for programs to effectively support LGBTQIA+ people 
who wish to stop engaging in sex work.

Discussion

This article has identified the high rate of service use by 
LGBTQIA+ sex workers. Based on this study, we learn of 
the complex intersectionality of sex work. Through qual-
itative analysis we see how individual goals differ greatly 
among sex workers. Some want to transition out, whereas 
others wish to continue performing sex work and want 
support to make their work safer. This creates a more 
complex understanding of sex work (Weitzer 2010). This 
section looks at implications from a micro and macro 
perspective and suggests how queer theory can help pub-
lic administration better support sex workers.

Figure 2. Categories of Sex Work
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A Micro Perspective
Sex work can sometimes be exploitative, while others 
have full agency and perform sex work voluntarily. Fig-
ure 2 provides a diagram looking at these differences, 
providing a delineation between voluntary, exploitative, 
and semi-exploitative sex work. These differences influ-
ence how nonprofits, government agencies, and other 
social service providers should approach sex workers. 
While a simplification, voluntary, exploitative, and 
semi-exploitative sex work all lead to differences in how 
sex workers interact with public administration and the 
types of support and services they want and need. 

Voluntary sex work is when people choose, with 
great agency and of their own free will, to perform sex 
work as a primary or supplementary source of income. 
For some people, posting on a website such as Only-
Fans, engaging in prostitution, stripping, or other forms 
of sex work may be viewed as akin to taking part in the 
gig economy, such as being a driver for Uber or Lyft 
(Jones 2020b). OnlyFans, camming,5 and other online 
platforms provide an attractive opportunity for people 
seeking to make an income via sex work (Jones 2020b, 
Jones 2021). While many of the people on these plat-
forms are voluntary, others may be forced onto these 
platforms, with the alleged exploitation of Andrew 
Tate’s and Jeffrey Epstein’s victims being among the 
most high-profile examples (Dodgson 2023). As em-
phasized by Weitzer (2010), not everyone wants to leave 
sex work; for some, it is a profession in which they wish 
to remain. Public administration can support those 
engaged in voluntary sex work by focusing policy on 
regulation and decriminalization of sex work and build-
ing on the work of other organizations such as the Sex 
Workers Project at the Urban Justice Center. 

Exploitative sex work is when someone is forced, co-
erced, manipulated, or otherwise entered into sex work 
under involuntary circumstances and/or with low agency 
in their involvement. This could be due to human traf-
ficking or being forced due to immigration status and 
a lack of other options. In this type of sex work, people 
have no, or minimal, agency to end their engagement 
with sex work. Within this category of sex work, organi-
zations serving individuals in exploitative sex work situ-
ations, including sex trafficked individuals, should focus 
on meeting their unique safety and security needs. Im-

portantly, among immigrants being sexually exploited, 
one of the concerns in attempting to free themselves 
from their abusers is that they may be deported in the 
process of reporting their sexual exploitation to author-
ities (e.g., Watson and Silkstone 2006). Future research 
should examine how public administration can best assist 
those who are exploited through sex work and human 
trafficking in a way that protects victims reporting their 
exploitation from prosecution and deportation. 

Lastly, semi-exploitative sex work is focused on types 
of sex work in which the worker has some agency and 
is voluntarily working, but may have limited alternative 
options or other factors that make sex work the option 
that best serves their immediate needs, such as survival 
sex (e.g., Gerassi 2015). That is to say, individuals in-
volved in semi-exploitative sex work are not necessarily 
forced by anyone into sex work but have assessed that 
sex work is their best option to get the drugs, money, 
housing, and/or other resources they need. Although it 
might be considered voluntary sex work, where the in-
dividual is freely deciding to do sex work, it may also be 
an undesired last resort and people being semi-exploited 
may still want an alternative way to meet their needs. 
We see this in the data, wherein people talked about 
wanting housing or other services so they did not have 
to continue to do sex work. For this group, social service 
agencies can focus on providing services so that people 
can exit sex work if they choose. 

There are many reasons why people enter and con-
tinue sex work. When looking at sex work from a micro 
perspective, we can see the differences in how public 
and nonprofit organizations can support sex work-
ers with a variety of services and policies. By creating 
social services and policies that center sex workers as 
creators, implementors, and receivers of services, pub-
lic administration will be better positioned to provide 
nonjudgmental, effective, culturally competent services 
to people who are voluntarily, exploitatively, or semi-ex-
ploitatively engaged in sex work. 

A Macro Perspective
Because a significant number of sex workers receive 
services from public and nonprofit organizations, how 
services are provided is an important matter. As sex 
work is not uncommon in the LGBTQIA+ community, 
organizations need the capacity to appropriately serve 

5. Erotic webcamming, or camming, is when sex workers perform sexual acts online, usually via webcam, along with talking via chat room or 
directly to customers (Jones 2020b).
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this population (Jones 2020a). Public administration 
should expand its conversation of sex work to include a 
strong LGBTQIA+ perspective, as well as being inclu-
sive of those for whom sex work is their freely chosen 
profession.

From a social welfare perspective, this study explores 
how to support sex workers in meeting essential needs. 
There are diverse perspectives among the sex workers 
in this study regarding what they want from social ser-
vice agencies. This includes everything from assistance 
in finding a way out of sex work to having access to 
organizations that maintain a nonjudgmental attitude 
toward those who choose to do sex work. The new 4Es 
of public administration, empathy, engagement, equity, 
and ethics (Meyer, Johnson III, and McCandless 2022) 
can help guide social welfare programs as they strive to 
meet the needs of sex workers. This includes empathy 
(e.g., Dolamore 2021; Fenley 2022) which can be used 
to understand why individuals engage in sex work and 
what trauma, if any, is connected to their journey into 
sex work. Engagement (e.g., Denhardt and Denhardt 
2015) includes working with sex work communities as 
well as victims of human trafficking or other aspects of 
exploitation. Creating an equity frame for public ad-
ministration for sex workers includes working with or-
ganizations that promote sex workers’ perspectives and 
independence, such as the Red Umbrella Fund, Sex 
Workers Project, and Pineapple Support (FitzGerald 
et al. 2020; Majic 2014). Organizations created by sex 
work advocates can fight not just for political change 
but provide important social services for sex workers 
(Majic 2011). This also means taking into account the 
intersectionalities and diversity of the sex work com-
munity (e.g., Jones 2020a; Majic 2014; Sullivan 2021) 
to make sure that social services aren’t distributed in an 
unequal manner (Song et al. 2020). Ethics (e.g., Elias 
and Olejarski 2020) helps guide us to make sure that we 
act in a way that supports sex workers’ best interests. As 
can be seen in this research, there are diverse needs that 
sex workers have; understanding these can help public 
administrators as they provide services for sex workers.

From a policy perspective, policymakers need to 
understand the varied reasons why individuals do sex 
work and how to protect the rights and safety of those 
engaged in it. Indeed, when the Department of Home-
land Security (DHS) shut down Rentboy.com in 2015, 
they were criticized that this move made the sex work 
landscape more dangerous for workers without making 

anyone safer, as it forced sex work further underground 
and removed what had been a vital avenue to income 
for many LGBTQIA+ sex workers (e.g., Brinton 2015). 
Furthermore, considering that DHS specifically tar-
geted an LGBTQIA+-focused website, there were 
charges of anti-queer bias (CBS News 2015). Therefore, 
when creating policy, the question should be “Who are 
we protecting and how?” For example, FOSTA-SESTA, 
which became law in 2018, was aimed at stopping sex 
trafficking online, but made it harder for sex workers to 
use webpages that allowed them to screen potential cus-
tomers as a safety-enhancing strategy (Blunt and Wolf 
2020; Tripp 2019). In comparison, New Zealand de-
criminalized prostitution in 2003 for people over the age 
of 18. Though not perfect, as migrants who engage in 
sex work are still vulnerable to exploitation (Bennachie 
et al. 2021), this model has made sex work safer and 
sex workers feel their rights are protected (Abel, Fitzger-
ald, and Brunton 2007). Creating policy that supports 
sex worker safety, while criminalizing those who traffic 
individuals, is a complicated task. But public adminis-
tration should explore how to influence policymakers to 
create policy that accomplishes both goals.

A Queerying Approach
Queer theory provides an important theoretical frame-
work for understanding the ways in which public ad-
ministration could create a welcoming environment 
for sex workers. Sex work, as voluntary, challenges the 
heteronormative ideas of family and profession (McKay 
1999), though queer theory, as a field, has been rela-
tively silent about it (Beloso 2017). Supporting sex 
workers the way that they want to be supported in-
cludes overthrowing heteronormative norms and expec-
tations of work and sex (Showden 2012). To create this, 
organizations and governments can establish a coalition 
of sex workers and organizations who have an interest 
in supporting sex workers to break down the hierarchy 
and the penalization of sex work (Anasti 2020b). This 
visibility helps sex workers gain access to the support 
they need (e.g., Dwyer 2020). Lowering the stigma can 
help those who are exploited to gain the services they 
need without fear of being further penalized. As a field, 
we can start to query what the impact of these heter-
onormative structures has been on organizations that 
stigmatize groups like sex workers and, therefore, make 
sex work more dangerous (Larson 2022; Meyer et al. 
2024).
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Future Research 
This study builds a discussion of how public adminis-
tration can best serve individuals engaged in a variety of 
forms of sex work. This includes supporting voluntary 
and semi-exploited sex workers with a focus on decrim-
inalization and regulation, while also serving sexually 
exploited and semi-exploited individuals with help and 
support, such as a safe exit from sex work. Those facing 
additional barriers, such as undocumented immigration 
status, make service delivery and policy complicated. 
Indeed, sex work may impact different minority groups 
in diverse manners; understanding the intersectional-
ities of sex workers can help public administration pro-
vide more focused and supportive services and policies. 

Discussions on how public administration can bet-
ter support undocumented immigrants who are being 
sexually exploited are important for both public admin-
istration processes and policy. Future research should 
explore how public administration can provide policy 
and social service recommendations to those being ex-
ploited. All of this connects to the social equity frame 
and queer theory, important tools for understand-
ing how public administration can better support sex 
workers. Both of these can help public administration 
explore sex work from a client-focused perspective, al-
lowing sex workers to tell their own stories. This can 
be used to change taken-for-granted assumptions about 
sex work in public administration and, instead, create 
inclusive, evidence-based social services and policies. 
Using the frames of exploitative, semi-exploitative, and 
voluntary sex work, public administration can create 
conversations on sex work that meet the needs of all of 
these groups.

Conclusion

Sex work is not uncommon in the LGBTQIA+ com-
munity. It is an income source that is more accessible 
than ever, but policies and social service agencies have 
lagged in response to the needs of those engaged in sex 
work. For the field of public administration to truly rep-
resent the public, there needs to be a larger conversation 
on sex work that includes how intersectionality impacts 
sex work, the ways in which policy and social services 
interact with sex workers, and the different types of sex 
work that exist. This article starts the conversation by 
looking at LGBTQIA+ sex workers, finding that many 
sex workers have found a complete absence of services 

or at least access to services, or a lack of effective and 
affirming support when receiving available services. Re-
spondents also highlighted their need for nonjudgmen-
tal service providers. 

The findings in this study make it possible to look 
at sex work from three different avenues: Those who 
are doing the work voluntarily, those who are being ex-
ploited, and those who are somewhere in between. Each 
of these communities requires different policies and 
social services. By taking an individualized, client-cen-
tered approach, service providers will be better able to 
identify how a sex worker feels about their work and 
their specific needs. This will position nonprofit and 
government agencies to provide more effective support 
to sex workers and create better and safer policies. 
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