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ABSTRACT

Sex workers’” noncommercial intimate partnerships are marginalized on two counts — they are non-
monogamous and at least one partner is in sex work, an occupation with much stigma. We asked
a heterogeneous sample of Canadian sex workers (N = 218) about their decisions to reveal/not reveal
their sex work to intimate partners, and the resulting challenges and benefits. A minority (58/183) of
participants who had been or were currently involved in an intimate relationship kept their work secret
from at least one partner or disclosed limited information, shielding them from stigma but resulting in
a burden of secrecy. The majority of participants (151/183) who had been/were currently involved in an
intimate relationship chose to disclose their sex work to at least one partner, which for most, had one or
more negative consequences. A small group of participants related that disclosure resulted in acceptance,
support, and understanding from their intimate partner. Some participants avoided the disclosure
dilemma by forming intimate relationships from social connections where sex work status was already
known. These relationships were generally supportive. We conclude that intimate relationships provide
positive experiences for many people who sell sexual services and that these relationships could be

stronger if societal stigma was reduced.

Introduction

Sex workers’ noncommercial intimate partnerships fit the defi-
nition of marginalized relationships, that is, “non-traditional,
romantic involvements in which couple members experience
social disapproval” (Lehmiller & Agnew, 2006, p. 41), either
from those in their social networks and/or the larger society
(Lehmiller, 2012). Examples include situations when one or
both partners routinely experience disapproval because of
involvement in interracial, same-sex, age-gap, interreligious
or mixed social class romantic arrangements (Lehmiller &
Ioerger, 2014). Non-traditional romantic relationships also
include consensual non-monogamous (CNM) relationships -
swinging, sexually open relationships, and multiple romantic
(e.g., polyamorous, polygamous) relationships — which involve
explicit agreement that each partner may have romantic or
sexual relationships with others/engage in extra dyadic sexual
or romantic liaisons (Balzarini et al., 2019; Conley et al., 2013).
These intimate arrangements are generally stigmatized because
they disrupt societal values and norms about monogamy
(Conley et al.,, 2013; Rubel & Bogaert, 2015). Nevertheless,
consensual non-monogamists seem to have similar psycholo-
gical well-being and relationship quality as monogamists
(Rubel & Bogaert, 2015).

In this article, we focus on the intimate relationships of
people who sell sexual services, who have to contend with
pervasive societal stigma that has a crippling effect on all
aspects of their lives. Adults involved in consensual sex
work in Canada face formidable legal and cultural barriers
to social inclusion. The country’s current prostitution law,

Bill C-36, the Protection of Communities and Exploited
Persons Act (PCEPA), bans purchasing sexual services,
receiving material benefits from prostitution, and procuring
services (Protection of Communities and Exploited Persons
Act, 2014). It also makes it illegal for newspaper and
magazine publishers, website administrators, and web-
hosting services to publish advertisements for any sexual
services and prohibits communicating for the sale and
purchase of sexual services in a public place next to
ground, playground, center
(Protection of Communities and Exploited Persons Act,

a school or day-care
2014). Numerous countries have criminalized the purchase
of sexual services, including the USA, Sweden, Norway,
Northern Ireland, France and the Republic of Ireland
(Benoit et al.,, 2019a). In some other countries, such as
England and India, the sale and purchase of sexual services
is legal but it is difficult to do so legally because most
related activities are illegal. In only a small number of
countries or sub-nation states is the buying and selling of
sex services fully decriminalized and regulated under other
government legislation (Benoit et al., 2019a).

This paper sheds light on the decision-making process sex
workers participate in when considering whether to divulge
their job to intimate partners, a process complicated by sex
work stigma and fear that partners will react negatively once
the secret information is revealed. We first briefly review scho-
larship on sex workers’ intimate relationships and then present
qualitative results from interviews with a heterogeneous
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sample of Canadian sex workers about their decision-making
process to reveal or not reveal their sex work to intimate
partners, and the resulting challenges and benefits of non-
disclosure/disclosure.

Research on Sex Workers’ Intimate Relationships

Individuals in CNM relationships contravene societal norms
against engaging in non-monogamous sexual relationships
with more than one person concurrently. Conley et al. (2013)
stated that “prostitution is punishable because it violates our
monogamous ideals and highlights people’s willingness to
engage in noncommitted relationships that do not revolve
around family, fidelity, love, romance, and marriage” (p. 3).
Sex workers’ intimate partnerships are also socially challenged
because, in addition to being in a CNM relationship, one
partner is engaged in a line of work that is highly stigmatized
(Benoit et al., 2018, 2020; Jiao & Bungay, 2019; Lazarus et al.,
2012). Most sex workers go to great lengths to hide their work
from others, fearing a derogatory label such as prostitute,
whore, or hooker, being constructed as deviant “other,” and
being denied social rights enjoyed by other citizens (Abel, 2011;
Benoit et al., 2019b; Pheterson, 1990; Scambler, 2007;
Vanwesenbeeck, 2017; Weitzer, 2010). There are many other
examples where people in intimate relationships who conceal
“off limits” or “taboo” topics from their partner face a similar
fate (Anderson et al., 2011; Baxter & Wilmot, 1985), including
people living with human immunodeficiency virus (HIV; Bird
et al., 2017; Green et al,, 2018) and/or people with a bi-sexual
orientation (Schrimshaw et al., 2018). However, as with all
major secrets between intimate couples, the consequences of
concealment can be devastating (Sprecher & Hendrick, 2004),
leading to a reciprocal cycle of hiding information from each
other, long-term instability, and even relationship dissolution
(Uysal et al., 2012).

Societal context is important in the decision to engage in
non-traditional romantic relationships and disclose stigma-
tizing information to romantic partners. Canadian laws
governing sexuality have become less restrictive in recent
decades with the removal of abortion, adult pornography
and private sexual acts between same sex couples from the
Criminal Code (White, 2013). Additionally, today, the
Canada Human Rights Act (1985) prohibits discrimination
based on race, national or ethnic origin, color, religion, age,
sex, sexual orientation, gender identity or expression, mar-
ital status, family status, genetic characteristics and disabil-
ity. Legal changes can help reduce (though usually not
eliminate) stigma.

Previous studies show that people who sell sexual services
engage in a complex decision-making process about conceal-
ing/disclosing their line of work to partners or potential part-
ners, whereby they carefully assess “the costs of revealing the
truth by summing up the likelihood of disapproval” (Sanders,
2005, p. 121). Sanders’s (2005) sample of sex workers (N = 44)
reported that in their current relationships, 13 women had not
told their intimate partner they did sex work, 31 had told their
partner, and just over half said they had not told a partner in

a previous relationship. Bellhouse et al. (2015) stated just over
half of sex worker participants had revealed their occupation to
intimate partners.

There are pros and cons for not disclosing sex work to an
intimate partner. On the one hand, concealment is perceived to
be a protective factor against stigma and other negative con-
sequences of identity exposure (Jackson et al., 2009). Avoiding
a breakdown of the relationship is also noted in the literature
(Sanders, 2005). On the other hand, “[w]omen who had not
told their partners about their work commonly expressed con-
cerns about lying to their partners and the guilt this caused
them to feel” (Bellhouse et al., 2015, p. 8). Concealment was
overwhelming, due to a sense of inauthenticity and living in
constant fear of “being outed” - i.e. having their occupation
becoming known in their social networks and/or the wider
society (Jackson et al.,, 2009; Jiao & Bungay, 2019; Warr &
Pyett, 1999). The stress of keeping work secret also reduced
the quality of the romantic relationship (Murphy et al., 2015),
and at times resulted in negative emotional responses from the
partner (Jiao & Bungay, 2019).

Some researchers have reported on the major costs sex
workers have to contend with once their work status is revealed
to intimate partners. Harms accompanying disclosure include
partner’s jealousy, anger about being “cheated on” and
attempts to evoke guilt or normalize their experience of jea-
lousy (Bellhouse et al., 2015; Bilardi et al., 2011; Bradley, 2007;
Bradley-Egan, 2009; Colosi, 2010; Murphy et al., 2015). Other
researchers have reported verbal harassment, such as name-
calling, as well as financial exploitation and even victimization
by intimate partners when they learn their lover is involved in
sex work (Barton, 2006; Benoit et al., 2013a; Bradley, 2007;
Dalla, 2001; Onyango et al., 2019; Ulibarri et al., 2019). In some
cases, the non-sex work partner threatens to end the relation-
ship unless their mate exits sex work (Colosi, 2010; Jiao &
Bungay, 2019). Intimate partners may have trouble compre-
hending the labor that goes into doing sex work and why sex
workers choose to work in the sex industry compared to other
jobs available to them (Barton, 2006; Benoit et al., 2017b,
2019b). As Bradley (2007) stated regarding exotic dancers:

“[A]lthough partners may be unsatisfied with characteristics
related to a partner’s occupation (spending less time at home,
making less money), control techniques in dancer relationships
are inherently related to the occupation itself, in that being
involved in this career is shameful or identifies them as ‘bad’ and
thus deserving of poor treatment”. (p. 390)

There are rare reports in the academic literature of more
positive experiences for sex workers who reveal their work
status to intimate partners, including a husband/boyfriend
playing a protective role (Jeffrey & MacDonald, 2006a).
Bellhouse et al. (2015) also found that openness about their
occupation had helped some sex workers “experience deeper
intimacy with their partners and that sex work improved their
private sex life as well as their self-esteem and confidence”
(p- 9). For some of the participants in Murphy et al.’s (2015)
study, being open about their sex work with their romantic
partner “made them feel supported and accepted” (p. 1110).



Only a few researchers studied those who intentionally sought
intimate partnerships among people involved in the sex industry
(i.e., clients, other sex workers). Bellhouse et al. (2015) and Warr
and Pyett (1999) mentioned in passing that a few sex work
participants had met their current partners as clients but did
not present details on relationship quality. Shannon et al. (2008)
reported that several women participants who were currently
using drugs and involved in survival sex work labeled their
boyfriends “glorified pimps” (p. 914). Bradley (2007) reported
that some exotic dancers in her study became romantically
involved with men they knew through their work and these
were “lesser partners”: “[I]ndependent of their profession,
women who would otherwise have their choice of very high
quality partners appear to often select poor quality partners”
(p. 400).

In summary, much of the literature indicates that disclosing
their sex work to intimate partners had a negative impact for
sex workers, with just a few studies reporting tangible benefits
of openness. Of the 16 empirical studies listed above, most
included only ciswomen sex workers in their samples (one
included transwomen and one focused on cismen in sex
work). Except for one study, partners of sex workers were
identified as cismen or not described at all. Just two studies
provided information on sexual orientation. Data on race/
ethnicity was provided for only five studies. In three of these
studies, the majority of sex workers was described as White.
Two studies identified a significant population of Black and
Indigenous sex workers. Sample sizes also tended to be small
across the extant literature. Only five studies had a sample size
greater than 50 and only one study had a sample size greater
than 100 participants. Just five of the studies surveyed sex
workers in multiple work locations (street, parlor, home, etc.)
of the industry. These limitations increase the probability of
sampling bias and threaten the goal to generalize the under-
standing that the workers and relationships are diverse (Benoit
et al., 2019a; Earp & Moen, 2016; Shaver, 2019).

In alignment with Matos and Haze (2019) that “[e]xploring
the factors that facilitate a healthy romantic relationship
amongst sex workers holds potential to play an important
role in improving the well-being of their lives” (p. 380), this
article investigates past and current disclosure of occupational
status to intimate partners from a demographically diverse
sample of sex workers in six communities across Canada.
Most participants reported having at least one nonpaying
romantic partner at some point during their involvement in
sex work. Our results uncover the elaborate decision-making
process sex workers participate in when considering whether to
divulge their job to intimate partners, whose reactions are
unknown until the secret information is revealed.

Materials and Method
Study and Procedures

The data for this article were drawn from a multi-project team
grant that examined the perspectives and experiences of each of
the following: 1) those who sell sexual services, 2) intimate
partners of workers, 3) those who buy sexual services, 4)
those who manage the services and 5) those involved in
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regulating the industry. The main goal of the team grant was
to shed light on the contexts of vulnerabilities, resiliencies and
care among adults in sex work in Canada.

The project adopted a community-based participatory
approach that is appropriate for studying hard-to-reach/hid-
den populations contending with social inequalities, stigma
and discrimination (Benoit, 2021; Benoit et al., 2017a, 2005;
Minkler, 2010; Rhodes et al., 2010). The first and third authors
have been learning from sex workers for the last quarter cen-
tury. Perhaps because of their expertise researching socially
excluded and stigmatized groups, in particular, people margin-
alized by their gender, race/ethnicity, class and other markers
of inequality, the first and third authors were approached in the
late 1900s by a sex work outreach organization seeking help
with designing and carrying out research on their clientele.
Remaining authors are colleagues and research assistants who
have worked with the first and third authors on multiple
projects. All authors have acquired the most insight in sex
work directly from sex workers and not through their own
selling of sexual services.

Team members included people with past and present
sex work experience, representatives from government
agencies, universities and outreach agencies serving a wide
diversity of users that included detox and needle exchange
agencies, sex health clinics, outreach agencies serving
Indigenous peoples and trans and non-binary identified
clients, sexual assault centers and transition houses serving
women and children leaving violent situations, and public
health and human rights groups. Many of the collaborators
on the research team had worked together on previous
research projects. A small number of new collaborators
joined after being referred by existing team members.
During a series of project meetings, co-researchers designed
the study, the data collection strategies and the preliminary
research dissemination approach. The latter started with
a project working paper that was shared widely with the
media, government officials and community organizations
(Belle-Isle et al., 2014).

The inclusion criteria for the study were decided with the
aim of interviewing adults who had sold sexual services in-
person on at least on a part-time basis in the previous year. We
defined prostitution/sex work as payment for the exchange of
sexual services, similar to the Canadian Criminal Code laws.
Eligible participants were 19 years or older and required to
have received money in exchange for in-person sexual services
on at least 15 different occasions in the 12 months preceding
the interview, with the aim of interviewing adults who were
habitually involved in sex work.

Randomization of participant selection with a hidden popu-
lation such as people who sell sexual services is difficult to
achieve, so researchers like Weitzer (2010) have recommended
sampling in a variety of geographical locations and including
different types of sex work, in order to approximate
a representative sample of the population. Traditional methods
of recruitment, including snowball sampling, key informant
sampling, and targeted sampling, are each associated with
sampling bias. Furthermore, reporting bias threatens data
validity, particularly when participants are asked about beha-
viors they may perceive as socially unacceptable. We worked to
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mitigate sampling bias by using multiple concurrent recruit-
ment strategies used in earlier studies (e.g., McCarthy et al,
2014).

In 2013, participants were recruited from six census metro-
politan areas (CMAs) in Canada (Victoria, Calgary, Wood
Buffalo, Montreal, St. John’s, and Kitchener-Waterloo-
Cambridge). These particular research sites were selected by
aiming for heterogeneity of 14 census measures from a sample
of 93 Canadian CMAs. These include the prevalence of visible
minorities, cultural heterogeneity, population mobility, med-
ian household income, and education. Our objective was to
represent, as much as possible, the diversity of social, political,
and cultural contexts that are likely to condition the organiza-
tion and practices relating to the sex industry in Canada. The
CMAs chosen vary significantly in the percentage of the popu-
lation who are visible minorities, social/cultural homogeneity
measured by ethnic concentration, population mobility (the
percentage of people who report a dwelling change in the
past year, educational levels, and median household incomes).

Our recruitment strategy within each research location
began by identifying all the various sites where we could
advertise for our study. We created a list of escort agencies
using local telephone and internet directories for escort and
adult companionship services. The researchers contacted all
unique names and unique contact information. Similarly,
an informal list of websites where we advertised our study
was compiled. While some of these sites were identified
through online research, many were learned about by
speaking to key informants at community outreach agencies
or by drawing on the research team’s personal knowledge
and resources. This was deemed an important strategy for
determining relevant sites for recruiting more hidden/
harder to reach participants. At the same time we compiled
a list of “active” independent sex workers who were cur-
rently advertising their sexual services in local, on-line and
print forums through online searches of sites. We hired
local research assistants in each research site who were
working in or had recently worked in the sex industry or
had links to community organizations and could converse
in the official language (important for French-speaking
Montreal). The vast majority of people who were contacted
more than once (even those we had already interviewed)
appeared understanding with our inability to determine
that two unique names and contact information actually
led to the same individual. We updated a detailed spread-
sheet daily with information that included advertised name,
website, e-mail address, phone number, and the number of
times each individual was contacted. Using the advertised
contact information, we attempted to contact each potential
participant at least four times, or until we received
a positive or negative response.

For each site, we also compiled a list of community outreach
service organizations. Additional organizations were identified
by community referrals, websites, service support engines and
local community supports where we hoped to recruit a more
diverse sample of participants (people in sex work from
Indigenous backgrounds, LGBTQ2S+ people and cismen).
We made many in-person visits to escort agencies and out-
reach agencies to present our study and left posters and contact

cards. Moreover, we postered widely, including in educational
institutions, health centers, etc., and closely monitored where
participants found out about the study and removed posters/
ads if too many were coming from same source.

Finally, we employed the respondent-driven sampling
recruitment strategy. In respondent-driven sampling, partici-
pants serve as “seeds.” Seeds receive recruitment coupons that
describe the study and invite others to an interview. The seeds
receive a small honorarium for each referred peer (a maximum
of three) who participate in the study (Heckathorn, 2002).
Respondent-driven sampling assumes that networks of hard-
to-reach populations often overlap and that members are more
likely to respond to the appeals of their peers than those of
unfamiliar researchers.

We adjusted our strategies throughout to ensure that no one
strategy became dominant - that is, that the sampling bias
from a particular strategy would not greatly affect the overall
sample. We recruited 34 participants from the St. John’s CMA,
54 from the Montreal CMA, 34 from the Kitchener-Waterloo—
Cambridge CMA, 9 from the Wood Buffalo (Fort McMurray)
CMA, 41 from the Calgary CMA, and 46 from the Victoria
CMA, for a total of 218 participants who comprised a diverse
cross-section of sex workers in regards to age, gender, sexual
identity, Indigenous status and racial backgrounds, and who
advertised, negotiated, and delivered services in a diversity of
settings. Recruitment was challenging in the Wood Buffalo
(Fort McMurray) CMA because sex workers tend to travel to,
rather than reside in, the area for work, making the time
window for both recruitment and conducting an interview
prohibitively narrow.

In the end, we feel that our sample of sex workers is one of
the most comprehensive to be found in the Canadian research
literature. Although the sample from Wood Buffalo is the most
limited, in the other locations we are reasonably confident that
we have good representation from key subgroups such as
independent street-based (though not managed street-based),
independent indoor, and managed indoor workers, with
diverse ages, family configurations, and variations in gender
identity. The Human Research Ethics Board at the authors’
institution approved all components of the research protocol.

Interview Procedure

A $60 CAD honorarium was provided to participants in recog-
nition of their time and expertise shared during the research
process. The in-person interview involved closed-ended and
open-ended quantitative and qualitative questions. The closed-
ended questionnaire included questions about several demo-
graphic characteristics, including age, gender, race/ethnicity,
median income, and marital status, physical and mental health,
unmet health care needs and community belonging, routinely
used in Statistics Canada population and health surveys, to
develop a descriptive portrait of our sample of sex workers
compared to other Canadians. We also asked questions using
scales validated by other researchers, including perceived
stigma, resilience and childhood trauma, variables of interest
for shedding light on the distal and current factors linked to
involvement in sex work. Perceived stigma was assessed using
an adapted version of a validated scale developed for research



on mental illness, the 12-item Perceived Devaluation
Discrimination scale (Link & Phelan, 2001). The Perceived
Devaluation-Discrimination scale contained items such as
“Most people would think less of a person who is working in
the sex industry” and “Most people in my community would
treat a sex worker just as they would treat anyone.” The items
were scored on a 6-point scale ranging from strongly disagree
to strongly agree. We assessed resilience using the 14-Item
Resilience Scale (RS-14; Wagnild, 2009), which contains
items such as “My belief in myself gets me through hard
times” and “In an emergency, 'm someone people can gener-
ally rely on,” which were scored on a 7-point scale ranging
from strongly disagree to strongly agree. Childhood sexual and
physical abuse was measured using the Childhood Trauma
Questionnaire (Bernstein & Fink, 1998).

Most participants reported trying out different work loca-
tions/sex markets concurrently and over time. Binary cate-
gories such as outdoor/indoor or on street/off street were not
used because they fail to illustrate the wide range of locations
(home, hotels, motels, studios, bars, vehicles and parks) where
participants negotiated and delivered sex work services. During
the 12 months preceding the interview, one-third of partici-
pants had delivered sexual services in an outdoor location
(“park/outdoors” or “vehicle”), while almost everyone (99%)
delivered services in an indoor location such as their own
residence, a hotel room or an escort agency.

We asked a number of open-ended questions after the
closed-ended questionnaire was completed. Open-ended
questions included life circumstances when first engaging
in sex work, views on prostitution laws, experiences of
stigma and discrimination at work and in their personal
life, current working conditions in sex work and other
jobs held and, of interest to this article, disclosure of sex
work to intimate partners. The interviews lasted an aver-
age of 90 minutes. The majority of interviews were con-
ducted by the first and third author in a location preferred
by the participant, including participants’ homes, coffee
shops, and other public spaces. Interviews in English and
French were audio-recorded, transcribed and the latter
translated to English.

The qualitative data analyzed for this article were taken
from the open-ended discussion that followed two related
questions: 1) Earlier you told me you are involved in
a romantic relationship. Can we talk a little bit more
about what your partner knows and doesn’t know about
your involvement in the sex industry? 2) Can you tell me
a little bit about how much your ex-partners knew about
your involvement in sex work? These two questions were
followed by a series of probes examining the dilemma of
disclosure, whether the knowledge was a source of conflict
or a factor in the dissolution of the relationship, the level
of support from the partner, and the impact of sex work
on relationship quality. Out of the 218 sex workers who
were interviewed, 183 reported having at least one inti-
mate partner during their involvement in sex work. Many
participants reported having had more than one ex-
partner in the past, in addition to their current partner.
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Data Analysis

Participants’ answers were coded using NVivo 10 software,
following Braun and Clarke’s (2006) guidelines. Braun and
Clarke (2006) described the “bottom up” and “top down”
approaches to choosing themes, and in this study, some of
both approaches were used to select the appropriate themes.
The second author began coding by first reading through all
transcripts multiple times to become familiar with the data.
Twenty transcripts were randomly selected (10 from the
questions about the partner and 10 from the questions
about the ex-partner) for the team of authors to review
independently and code. The authors subsequently compared
their coding schemes, and through numerous steps of re-
visiting the data and comparing coding strategies, achieved
unanimity on a final coding structure. The second author
then applied this coding framework to the full sample. The
analysis thus consisted of collaborative, iterative cycles of
coding the data, considering themes, reviewing the relevant
literature, auditing coding, re-considering themes, and re-
coding conducted by multiple authors until consensus was
achieved on final codes. Throughout we paid close attention
to the “lived experience” of the participants in our study
(Charmaz, 1990, p. 1162), i.e., those who possess “personal
knowledge of the world gained through direct participation
and involvement in the event or phenomenon” (Sibeoni et al.,
2020, p. 3). These verification techniques were engaged to
help improve consistency in the qualitative analysis and
interpretation phases of the study (Morse, 2015). All partici-
pants quoted below were given pseudonyms to protect
anonymity.

Results
Descriptive Findings

Participants ranged in age from 19 to 61 years, with 34 being
the mean age. The mean age of first sale of sexual services
was 24 years; 28% first sold a sexual service before age 19. Of
participants, 76% identified as ciswomen, 17% as cismen and
7% as another gender, (i.e., transgender, transwoman, tran-
sitioning, two-spirited, androgynous, gender queer or gender
fluid) or indicated a different sex
assigned

at birth. In all, 19% identified as Indigenous (First Nations,
Métis or Inuit) and 12% as a visible minority. Participants’
mean score on the Perceived Devaluation-Discrimination
scale was 4.8 (SD = 0.67) on a six-point scale, with higher
values indicating higher levels of perceived stigma. This is
a comparatively high level of stigma compared to other
studies of other marginalized populations, including people
with mental health conditions (4.2; Link, 1987), people who
are legally blind (3.4; Benoit et al.,, 2013b) and outreach
workers providing services to sex workers (3.3; Phillips
et al.,, 2012). Perceived stigma scores did not differ in any
notable way across gender or work setting, but Indigenous
participants had significantly higher scores when compared
to visible minorities (p < .05) and other participants (p < .05),
with scores of 5.1, 4.7 and 4.7, respectively. The mean
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resilience score (RS-14) for the group was 5.3 (SD = 0.96) on
a seven-point scale, with higher values indicating more resi-
lience. There were no significant differences in resilience
scores among genders or ethnicities, but those working pre-
dominantly indoors had higher resiliency scores than work-
ers predominantly working close to the street (5.4 vs. 5.0, p <
.05). Participants who reported a high degree of childhood
trauma were more likely to have begun selling sexual services
before the age of 19 (43% vs 20%), were more likely than
other participants to have been in foster care (38% vs 24%),
have experienced moderate to severe sexual abuse (60% vs
46%), and have experienced moderate to severe physical
abuse (51% vs 34%; Benoit et al., 2017b).

The participants reported a high occurrence of other
social factors related to structural marginalization (see,
Table 1). They were more likely to identify as ciswomen,
as Indigenous and were younger than other Canadian
workers. Participants were also less likely to have finished
high school, to be homeowners, and to be currently
involved in intimate relationships. Only regarding annual
personal income were participants more advantaged than
other Canadian workers (Benoit et al., 2016a).

Other characteristics, including sexual orientation and
mental health, tell a comparable chronicle of disadvantage.
One-half of participants reported good or excellent general
health; one-third reported good or excellent mental health,
and nearly half reported unmet health needs. Two-thirds said
they were a recipient of income assistance and one-third said
they currently had a long-term disability. Two-thirds reported
that in the last 12 months, they received free food or meals, half
of the respondents disclosed that they borrowed money from
friends or family to help meet bill payments and one-third said
they had not paid the full amount of their rent or mortgage, or
the full amount for utilities (Benoit et al., 2020).

Finally, marginalization of sex workers as a group is evident
by their high rates of assault and victimization compared to the
general population. Just over 40% of participants reported

Table 1. Overview of sex workers’ characteristics.

Adults in the sex industry Canadian population data* (N =
(n=218) 29,312,160)

Gender
Women 76% 51%
Men 17% 49%
Trans 7% -
Age (mean) 34 years 41 years
Ethnicity
Visible
Minority**
Indigenous
Other
Education
High School
Married/
Common
Law
Own Home
Annual
Personal
Income
(median)

12% 22%

19% 5%
69% 73%

52%
30%

82%
58%

1%
$39,500

67%
$34,204

* Population data derived from 2016 Canadian census (Statistics Canada, 2017).
**\/isible minority people include all non-Caucasian or nonwhite persons except
Indigenous peoples.

experiencing work-based violent victimization in the
past year: 18% were robbed, 24% were attacked, and 29%
sexually assaulted. Workers reported being victimized by man-
agers, coworkers and clients. It may be helpful to compare
these statistics to another occupation. Hesketh et al. (2003)
found that emergency care nurses had higher levels of overall
workplace violence, although sexual assault was rare and rob-
bery not reported: During the last five work shifts, 22% reported
that they had been physically assaulted by a patient, visitor,
coworker or other person, and 0.5% said they had been sexually
assaulted (Hesketh et al., 2003).

Victimization at work is only part of the exposure to violence
for sex workers. Just over half (51%) reported being physically or
sexually victimized by an intimate partner/spouse in the five years
predating our study. By comparison, 4% of Canadians surveyed
in the 2014 Canadian General Social Survey reported having been
physically and/or sexually victimized by their intimate partner
during the prior five years. Canadians identifying as gay, lesbian
or bisexual were twice as likely as heterosexuals to report such
victimization (8% versus 4%, respectively; Statistics Canada,
2014). The figures for Canadians identifying as Indigenous were
more than twice as likely as non-Indigenous Canadians (9%
versus 4%, respectively; Burczycka & Conroy, 2016).

In summary, our participants face several ladders of
marginalization, the most prominent of which are: child-
hood and adult economic vulnerability, gender, race, sexu-
ality, and legal contexts, resulting in a reluctance to seek out
health and protective services (Benoit et al., 2016a, 2016b).
Despite the formidable barriers to social inclusion they face,
our earlier results show that participants exercise individual
agency (even if at times constrained) in their work. Below
we report on their exercise of agency in their personal lives.
Broadly, we show that participants engage in a complex
decision-making process regarding whether or not to make
known their work status to romantic partners, as the con-
sequences are unknown until the point of disclosure.
Disclosing sex work to one’s intimate partner was the choice
of most participants and, surprisingly, the consequences
were sometimes positive. We also show some participants
avoid the disclosure problem by seeking out partners from
within their social and work networks, strategies similar to
other marginalized groups. We begin with the topic of non-
disclosure, which we predicted would be the most common
response but to our surprise was the least mentioned.

Nondisclosure of Sex Work to Intimate Partners

Of the 183 participants who had a partner while they were
involved in sex work, just over one-third (58/183) reported that
they had kept their work a secret from their partner, mainly
because, as Alex put it, “no good would come out of it.”
Regarding degree of concealment, Brinda declared:

He knows absolutely nothing. And I'm going to keep it that way for
as long as I can. I feel like if I tell people they will have the power to
ruin my life ... And it’s really my main concern.

Nina, whose partner knows that she had done sex work pre-
viously but was unaware of her current involvement, stated that
her partner “ ... doesn’t see it like the way that I do” because



“he’s embarrassed or ashamed of what other people, and like
society thinks. He doesn’t understand it’s just a job, like he
would take it personally.” Jeffrey stated that his intimate partner
“would have thought it was cheating.” Others, like Dawn, took
cues from more generic conversations in deciding whether or
not they could expect to be stigmatized by a partner:
“Conversations have come up about different things and he is
totally against paid sex [. ..] So, I was like ‘oh, never telling you.”

Some participants worried about partner jealousy once sex
work involvement was revealed. Lindsay said that her partner
is “a jealous type” so disclosing her sex work to him likely
meant that “he would lose his shit. He’d fucking ... he would
be really mad.” According to Mike, “if I tell her, that’d probably
be the end of my marriage. That’s a very powerful - that’s
a very powerful, you know, reason.” Christy echoed this senti-
ment by noting, “if he would know, he’d leave me completely.”
The threat of violence was a reality for Roxanne, whose partner
suspected that she was not being entirely truthful about her
work: “He has made comments to kill me — this was like, this
month. If I ever found out,” he’s like ‘that you're doing any-
thing sexually, I will kill you.”” Erika stated that she did not tell
her partner because “he would probably beat me.”

Consequences of Not Telling

Nondisclosure had numerous downsides. Leading a “double life”
was emotionally exhausting. As Camilla related: “It’s fucking
exhausting ... It’s really, really hard covering up your tracks all
the time.” Sonya noted how it was difficult to balance secretly
working with protecting her partner’s physical and emotional
health:

I can’t tell him we can’t have sex tonight because I don’t know what
happened with another person. And also the stress of where I am,
where I go, what 'm doing when he calls me and I'm with a client.

Henrietta spoke about a longer-term negative impact of con-
cealment of her work from a former boyfriend:

He freaked out and told my older daughter and she freaked out and
that cascaded the whole thing into the [government agency] and
the police getting involved and me losing custody of my younger
daughter and being alienated from everybody.

Next we present results of disclosure of sex work to intimate
partners, which most participants reported doing in at least
one point in time while engaged in sex work.

Disclosure of Sex Work to Intimate Partners

Disclosing sex work to one’s intimate partner was the choice of
most participants in at least one of their reported relationships.
For those participants whose former or current intimate part-
ners did not have knowledge of their work prior to entering
a relationship (125/183), the main motivation for disclosing
their sex work centered on the need or desire to be honest.
Tasha stated she did not have “[non-paid] sex with anybody
without letting them know that I'm a sex worker because
I think they should be informed.” Nellie spoke directly about
her decision to reveal her occupation: “I felt he had a right to
know, and I felt he had a right to hear it from me. I knew he
would hear it eventually, right, because it wasn’t a secret.”
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Consequences of Telling

Most of those who had revealed their sex work in a past or
current partnership (114/183) noted that disclosure of this
information had some negative impact on their relationship
due to jealousy, stigma, violence, relationship breakdown, and
pressures to leave the industry. Expressions of jealousy were
linked to participants’ belief that their partners were not able to
understand the separation between personal and professional
sexual relationships. Lori described how her partner was:

. still quite mired in this concept of monogamy in the very
traditional sense. So, he could not separate out the fact that my
client[s] were my clients and that he was my partner [...] He felt
I was cheating on him every time.

Some workers felt guilty because their partner was emotionally
troubled by their work. As Denise lamented: “He does not like
me working, he hates it in fact. It emotionally cripples him.”
Other participants said they felt compelled to go out of their
way in order to ensure that they did not trigger jealous or
emotional reactions from their partners, including Delores:

He knew what I did but it was not ok to talk about it. He also didn’t
want to see me in my work clothes. So I couldn’t put on my makeup
before I left. I had to do it — well I worked on the street so I did it in
cafes. I would go to the restroom of a coffee shop to change my
clothes and put on my makeup because he didn’t want to see it.
I had to remove my makeup and change my clothes before going
home. [...] I had to act as if he didn’t know even though he knew.

Lois also noted how her partner’s concerns over her work and
his reactions to hearing about interpersonal violence (IPV)
caused stress in their relationship and constrained future
communication:

He worries about me at work, which I kind of wish he didn’t
because it makes me not want to say - like if a bad thing does
happen, I don’t want to tell him because I know he’s— like when
I told him, like when I told him I got robbed he was so worried
about me. I'm like ‘Ah I shouldn’t have told you, I'm fine,
whatever.’

Partners’ emotional responses were often coupled with
requests (or demands) that the participant leave sex work.
Anita recounted how her partner “wants me to quit because
he doesn’t like being — me being out there. Even for like safety
reasons, and, of course, he wants me to himself.” Georgia
described how her ex-husband “hated it [...] every day he
was begging me to quit, ‘stop, stop, stop, stop.” Constant
reminders of their partners’ dislike of the work led a few
participants to stop selling sexual services (albeit often tem-
porarily until the relationship dissolved); Angel said her exit
was “a forceful stop. I wanted to keep working, I enjoyed
working.”

Some sex workers” were victims of IPV -whether physical,
emotional, or sexual- that they related to their work in the sex
industry. For participants like Sabrina, the violence perpetrated
by partners was attributed to their fears about others finding
out she worked as a stripper:

The first time he hit me, it was because I left a party — I left my
phone at a party and he was scared that — he was drunk and high on
whatever, and he was scared that people would look for my phone
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and realize that I was a stripper. So I think he had all this anxiety
and paranoia about me and about people knowing things about me
that affected our relationship.

Paulette recounted how her ex-partner exploited her after
learning about her work. “He started using it against me, he
started selling me to his friends, and his friends used to come
by and give him weed or something and then they'd get
a blowjob from me, and I’d be forced to do it.”

Partners’ verbal degradation and disrespect had a significant
emotional impact on the participants. Misty said an ex-partner
“wanted to have sex and I just didn’t and he threw fifty bucks
on my coffee table and said ‘will you do it now? I'm like ‘you
know what, you need to pack your shit and get the fuck out of
my house.” This type of humiliation was not limited to the
private sphere, but also occurred in the presence of others, as
Jeannie explains:

When he [ex-partner] got drunk is when all of his insecurities
would come out. He’d be a like ‘did you fucking suck his dick?
Did you fuck him? Or in the cab, he’d be like ‘did you suck the cab
drivers cock? Do you know what she is? She’s a fucking whore’ and
he used to beat me down all the time because he could not handle
his own jealousy or his own fucking problems.

Participants reported that some relationships ended because of
their sex work. Frieda discussed how this often occurred near
the beginning of the relationship when the partner learned of
her work: “Most relationships that I've started to get on the
cusp of seriousness have been - have ended before that could
happen just because they say they couldn’t handle it [sex
work].” June stated knowledge about involvement in sex
work “tears relationships apart.” Reese was incensed when

she told her boyfriend about her sex work:

he told me ‘yeah, we’re still going to hang out and stuff but if
anyone ever asks if you and I ever went out. No, we were always just
friends.” Fuck you. So that’s people, relationships. That really hurts.
I don’t think I'll be trusting anyone for a while after that.

There were, however, some surprisingly positive consequences
of sharing work status with a romantic partner. A minority (11/
125) of the participants reported that being open and honest
about their sex work with their intimate partner had
a beneficial impact on their relationship, leading to under-
standing from an intimate partner that would not have been
available otherwise. Bobby said her partner:

doesn’t like it, but he understands why I do it. And it helps -
I showed him this really interesting article online, on Perb, that
was written from a male’s perspective of how to date a sex
worker ... [A] guy wrote a blog about it, you know, just ‘let her
talk about work, this is a job’ and ‘talk about it with her, because
there is nothing - anything that goes on in your head is way, way
worse than anything that actually happened.” So, and he knows
what I do, when I do it.

Gerry said that understanding was based on the level of details
known:

[I]t’s almost knowing, but also not knowing. It’s the haziness of
him that makes it uncomfortable, but he also doesn’t want to know
the details either, and I don’t really want to share them. I mean, as
long as he trusts that I'm not going to fall in love with anybody,
which is never going to happen. Then, yeah, that’s usually what the
understanding is.

Carrie related that her intimate partner understands and is
comfortable with her work:

like he knows my hours. Like I bring the money home obviously,
we count it, put it in the bank and decide what we’re going to need
for food and stuff like that. We do all that together. I call him, if
I don’t answer my phone he knows I'm in a call, that kind of thing.
But he’s not like overprotective ... He knows that I love him and
I'm not going to leave him for anyone else.

For many of these participants, including Faith, benefits were
identified in the increased support that they were able to
receive from partners, particularly if something upsetting or
frustrating occurred in the work context: “If there’s stress or
tension, I feel like someone’s been shitty to me at work then Ill,
I'll talk about that. And yeah he’s incredibly supportive and
understanding, so I think 'm really really lucky.” Support was
also experienced through the ability of participants to utilize
their partners as safety measures, such as Paulette:

Say I do need a trick or something like that because we’re running
low on rent. He’s in the [other] room; he’s my spotter. [...] So it’s
pretty decent. I think he’s really understanding of it all and he
doesn’t — it doesn’t bother him because he’s there; he knows what’s
happening; he can protect me. He can keep me safe.

Others, like Rosa, felt that removing the veil of secrecy sur-
rounding the work allowed for open communication and
strengthened bonds: “The honesty with it has brought us closer
together and allowed us to remain a part of the relationship.”
For Gina, openness before sexual intercourse resulted in
increased intimacy and improve relationship quality:

When we first became romantically involved, I did tell him before
we had intercourse, so he knew that from the very beginning ...
I think initially it kind of pushed him back a bit, just because he
really had to wrap his head around it and he - because it completely
shattered this image that he had created of me and - but over time it
came to be a very positive thing because he really values honesty so
it was difficult but it awoken something, it awoke something within
him that he didn’t even realize ... overall the honesty with it has
brought us closer together . ..

Sidestepping the Disclosure Dilemma

Given the challenges resulting from keeping their work status
secret and the negative outcomes for many sex workers when
they reveal this secret, it is not surprising that some of the them
(44/183) chose to form intimate relationships from preexisting
social connections where sex work status was already known.
The dilemma of disclosure was thus taken care of before the
couple became romantically involved.

Often a “love at first sight” linked to these narratives was
that the partner started out as a client and the relationship
progressed to an intimate relationship. Candice described this
progression:

We met because he was a client, but I, I went to his house the very
first time that we met [...] I stayed much longer than the hour and
he walked me home. So it was different right from the start.

Similarly, Miriam said that her partner “booked me for
an hour, ended up with me for three days.” Paula said her
partner was a client who:



Just showed up at my door one day and we just like, fell in love, and
from that moment on, we were together. So we were together for 2
and a half years ... He was obviously well aware of what it is that
I did, he cared for me a great deal. He obviously would have
preferred that I did not do this work but it never caused
a problem in our relationship.

Blake said transparency from the very beginning helped her set
the terms of the intimate relationship:

Well, we met, he picked me up. He was actually a client ... I made
an agreement with him at the beginning of the relationship that sex
trade work could never be held against me. That was my condition
to being his girlfriend before we got into the relationship, was ‘T will
be your girlfriend as long as you never hold it against me that 'm
a sex trade worker. Don’t call me a whore, don’t tell me I'm
cheating on you, don’t be like ‘but you did this” and he has, for
99 percent he has respected that.

This was also the case for Jamie, who felt empowered to call
a partner out for hypocrisy:

When I met him, he never cared, never. And then after like, we
started kind of get in a serious relationship, and this is when the
judgmental part come [...] he’s like “‘You don’t know how I feel
about you having sex with other people la la da da da’ so, and then
when it comes I go: ‘Remember you were a client’ you know.

Some participants had formed romantic relationships with
others in their social networks who had previous knowledge
of their sex work, such as friends or coworkers. Lynda stated:
“We were friends before we got together, so he knew what
I did.” The same was true for Faith: “We’ve known each other
for about two years, or he’s - I've been a sex worker ever since
I've known him, so he knew that side of my life before we
started dating.” Similarly, Paulette stated: “he, he’s done it [sex
work] himself in the past. And we’ve all experimented, he’s
really understanding and accepting of everything ... So he
knows, he gets it, and he knows that when you need money,
you need money.”

A few participants remarked that their intimate (ex) part-
ners had worked with them in the sex industry. Farah said her
past two intimate partners “were aware [of her sex work]
because both of them were also sex workers so it was fine.
My husband now has also done sex work. Not now . . . but these
are open people.” In Bryant’s case: “He knew when I met him
[...] he did the same thing [sex work] as me.” Phil related:

Yeah, I'd say pretty much all of our surroundings know about the
work we do. She’s obviously understanding because she does the
same line of work, obviously there’s some jealousy involved on
both of us. But a lot of comprehension also.

Summary and Discussion

Much of the research on sex workers’ noncommercial intimate
partnerships has focused on problems related to condom use
and public health concerns regarding sexually transmitted
infections (STIs; Deering et al., 2011; Guida et al., 2019;
Hoffman et al., 2011; Luchters et al., 2013), and on sex workers’
experience of IPV (Barton, 2006; Muldoon et al., 2015;
Onyango et al., 2019; Shannon et al., 2008; Ulibarri et al,,
2019). While important, one downside of these studies is that
they serve to perpetuate popular notions that sex workers’

THE JOURNAL OF SEX RESEARCH (&) 9

intimate relationships are inherently troubled and result in
physical and mental health harms (Bradley, 2007; Dalla, 2001;
Muldoon et al.,, 2015). In this article, we sought to investigate
the characteristics of their intimate relationships to explore the
accuracy of these popular notions. We show the complexity of
the decision-making process that sex workers engage in search-
ing out intimacy while simultaneously protecting themselves
from the harms of stigma (Matos & Haze, 2019).

Based on interviews with a diverse sample of sex workers
located in different regions of Canada, we found the vast
majority of them sought romantic relationships that, like for
other people, involves “conscious and consistent efforts to
maintain harmony, communication, transparency and trust”
(Belleau et al., 2020, p. 32). However, sex workers’ relationships
are marginalized in our society where monogamy remains the
gold standard from which other types of non-monogamous
relationships are measured (Conley et al., 2013; Lehmiller &
Agnew, 2006; Rubel & Bogaert, 2015). Sex workers are also
marginalized because they have a tabooed “putative” secret
(Anderson et al., 2011; Caughlin et al., 2009) - their job -
that in most cases has consequences whether it is known or
not to romantic partners. Our participants — over-represented
by ciswomen, Indigenous and sexual minorities — also con-
tended with sexist, homophobic and transphobic stigmas
(Benoit et al., 2018, 2016b). Despite these challenges, most of
our participants in the past and/or currently sought intimacy in
their personal lives and gave considerable thought as to
whether or not to disclose their discredited work identity.
They told us about three main choices available to them: keep
sex work secret; disclose it to your partner, or sidestep the
dilemma altogether by partnering with people who already
know what you do for a living.

A minority of participants chose not to disclose their occu-
pational status to at least some of their noncommercial part-
ners. Participants reported concealment helped them avoid
being “outed” and thus ward off stigmatization linked to sex
work (Benoit et al., 2018, 2020; Jiao & Bungay, 2019; Lazarus
et al., 2012; Pheterson, 1990; Scambler, 2007; Vanwesenbeeck,
2017; Weitzer, 2010). However, there were downsides to such
secrecy, including the emotional burden of keeping their sex
work activities underground and the continuous stress of living
a “double life” with separate identities for their work and
personal roles (Benoit et al., 2018, 2019b; Jiao & Bungay,
2019). For at least one of our participants, anger from
a partner who inadvertently found out about her sex work
resulted in state agency intervention and the loss of her child.

Divulging their occupational status to an intimate partner was
the choice of most participants in at least one of their relation-
ships reported. The consequences of this disclosure came with
predictable costs for the majority of participants. Similar to what
has been reported in other studies, negative outcomes ranged
from jealousy and the need to control the amount of information
they shared about their work in order to minimize adverse
reactions from their partner, to experiences of exploitation and
sometimes abuse from partners (Bradley, 2007; Dalla, 2001;
Mittal et al., 2018; Sanders, 2005). Participants connected these
costs accompanying disclosure to the stigma associated with
working in the sex industry (Abel, 2011; Benoit et al., 2018,
2020, 2019b; Jiao & Bungay, 2019; Lazarus et al., 2012).
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On the other hand, disclosure of sex work had a positive
impact for a minority of sex workers’ intimate relationships in
our study. After revealing their sex work, some participants
conveyed their partners remained a source of support and
understanding and that relationship quality improved.
Similar findings have been reported in a small number of
other studies (Bellhouse et al., 2015; Jeffrey & MacDonald,
2006b). In Onyango et al.’s (2019) study in Ghana,

Most relationships between sex workers and their male partners
were reciprocal. The woman supported her partner financially and
gave him gifts, while he protected her in her work and provided
companionship and intimacy. Both men and women referred to
helping one another financially, sharing resources and supporting
one another emotionally. (p. 38)

A final theme was formation of intimate relationships from
preexisting social connections where sex work status was
already known. A sizable minority of our participants reported
that they had in the past or were currently involved in romantic
partnerships with people from their existing social networks,
including sex work clients, friends or other sex workers. This
strategy for finding intimate partners was not only convenient
but may also have been strategic in that they were engaging in
intimate relationships with people who were already aware of
their sex work. Participants reported there was greater under-
standing and support from partners who had knowledge about
the operation of the sex industry from the get-go. Participants’
narratives also suggested they had higher levels of intimate
relationship power compared to their other romantic partner-
ships where disclosure was an issue (Muldoon et al., 2015;
Orchard, 2007). Some of the sex workers in our study made
calculated decisions to mediate the stigma attached to their
work by choosing partners from the existing pool of people
who were aware of their work and willing to talk about it.
Referring to sex workers’ romantic relationships, Matos and
Haze (2019) noted: “coping with stigma is best managed
through healthy communication and communication appears
to be very important to determining overall relationship qual-
ity” (p. 379).

As with all research, there are limitations to this study,
particularly surrounding the self-reported data from the
qualitative questions about current and ex-noncommercial
partners.
Moreover, participants may be more likely to remember
negative accounts of their relationships, particularly if the
relationship has dissolved, thus biasing the answers toward
more undesirable themes. Additionally, it is particularly
challenging to gather a representative sample from hidden
populations such as those doing sex work; while efforts
were made during recruitment of participants to collect
data from a diversity of sex workers, there are restrictions
to generalizing these results beyond this sample. We also
did not learn about the circumstances of sex workers who
were not involved in romantic partnerships while pursuing
sex work. Finally, we did not investigate possible relation-
ship experiences differing by covariates such as race, gender
and sexual orientation. We aim to explore possible varia-
tions in future papers.

Our data are reflective of this constraint.

Conclusion

We began the article by challenging the conventional picture
often portrayed about sex workers’ intimate relationships,
namely that they are harmful and sex workers are primarily
victims. Our descriptive data show sex workers are indeed
structurally marginalized and have limited socioeconomic
opportunities. Yet they also show agency in making decisions,
including about their romantic relationships. Most participants
did not want to keep serious secrets from their partners
because they compromised honesty and trust in their partner-
ship, not unlike couples in other marginalized relationships
and in traditional marriages. We have extended past studies by
investigating the breadth of issues and possibilities connected
to whether to tell or not tell intimate partners about sex work
involvement and highlighted ways sex workers navigate this
difficult decision. While the consequences were sometimes
negative, our findings were surprising to the extent that open-
ness with intimate partners often resulted in improved rela-
tionship quality.

Future research should investigate why some intimate
relationships survive and remain healthy for both sex work-
ers and their partners. Studies might also examine the asso-
ciation between romantic relationship quality and levels of
IPV experienced by sex workers. Additionally, studies that
follow couples over time would help gain a better under-
standing of the circumstances under which this type of
marginalized relationship is likely to endure. Future studies
that examine the marginalization of sex workers relation-
ships due to sex work stigma as well as other pertinent
intersecting taboo statuses (e.g., HIV status, non-
heterosexual identities, disability, etc.) is also germane.
Finally, studies of sex workers and their romantic partners
living under decriminalized legal regimes, such as currently
is the case in New Zealand and some states in Australia
where sex work stigma has reported been reduced (Abel,
2011), would be timely.

An important implication of this research is that intimate
relationships can be a significant determinant of health and
safety for sex workers. As with other romantic couples, sex
workers should have access to counseling services aimed at
supporting healthy intimate partnerships. In addition to
resources at the interpersonal level, our results suggest the
need for equitable policies and programs that support sex
workers’ empowerment at the community level, including anti-
stigma interventions that promote relational resilience and
fortify healthy noncommercial partnerships.
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