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USA; cStreet’s Hope, Denver, Colorado, USA

ABSTRACT
Through this article the authors examine data collected from 126 women
seeking services at a transitional housing facility, primarily for women leaving
street-based prostitution. Descriptive statistics on the women’s ethno-racial
identity, numbers of children, and experiences with violence are presented
and analyzed to determine correlations and implications for social service
providers working with this unique population of women. Nearly half of
respondents are women of color, a majority have given birth to at least one
child, andmore than half are in a non-commercial intimate partnership, with a
significant number reporting extensive experiences with violent trauma and
abuse. Results indicate statistically significant differences in women’s ethno-
racial self-identification and their experiences of sex work and violence, as well
as their marital status. Most notably, African-American and Hispanic women
face the greatest and most diverse forms of intimate partner violence and
negative sex industry experiences, with African-Americans more likely to
engage in sex work as minors, be sexually abused as children, work for a pimp,
and face physical assault and instances of sex trafficking. Results also support
existing research showing correlations between traumatic childhood events
and adult substance abuse, sexual assault, and other negative outcomes.
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Introduction

Women involved in street-based sex work face challenges and risks that far supersede their peers in
other forms of sex work, particularly in the areas of homelessness or precarious housing, addictions,
and violent trauma. Many street-involved women struggle with these issues long before they begin
trading sex, including residence in foster care, experiencing homelessness, and criminal justice system
involvement (Blankenship & Koester, 2002; Cohan & Lutnick, 2009; Coy, 2008; Dodsworth, 2012;
McClanahan, McClelland, Abram, & Teplin, 1999). These realities can create a mutually reinforcing
process whereby women find it increasingly difficult to exit sex work with the passage of time (Cusick
& Hickman, 2005). Women also face barriers to seeking services due to the spatial dispersal of
criminalized sex work and illicit drug use activities to resource-poor or industrial areas in an attempt to
avoid police scrutiny (Dewey & St. Germain, 2014; Shannon et al., 2008). Research in Miami, Florida
indicates that street-involved women face both individual and structural barriers to accessing services,
including transportation, stigma, and restrictive office hours or program requirements (Kurtz, Surratt,
Kiley, & Inciardi, 2005; Lazarus et al., 2012). Another Miami-based study conducted with 546 African-
American women involved in street-based sex work found that women may only access healthcare
when they are in severe need, having “hit bottom” (Varga & Surratt, 2014). Taken together, these
barriers present a compelling case for transitional housing facilities that provide a comprehensive array
of addictions treatment and healthcare services in addition to a stable living situation.
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Transitional housing facilities for women leaving street-based sex work constitute a relatively new
form of social services provision in the United States. Currently, very little published research addresses
the ideological orientations, services provided, and the characteristics of women served by these
facilities. Sociologists Ronald Weitzer and Sharon Oselin estimate that there are approximately 37
North American organizations that work with women involved in the sex industry through activist
organizing or direct services provision (Weitzer & Oselin, 2013). Weitzer and Oselin classify these
organizations into four types based upon their ideological orientations: sex workers’ rights groups
advocating for legal and social recognition, youth-oriented organizations positioning young people as
unable to consent, “neutral” groups who “see prostitution as a variegated phenomenon and thus neither
embrace nor condemn it,” and some feminist groups approaching the sex industry as a form of violence
against women (Weitzer & Oselin, 2013, p. 450).

While differences in ideological orientation inform programming at these organizations, those that
provide transitional housing all operate by implementing a combination of the “housing first” model,
which posits that individuals require stable housing before they can make significant life changes, and
therapeutic facilities that holistically address trauma and addictions. While there is no reliable way to
estimate how many such North American facilities exist, the limited literature on the subject notes that
they range from residential programs offering guarantees of housing predicated on following strict rules
of behavioral conduct (Dewey, 2014; Oselin, 2009) to drop-in centers providing mental health and
crisis counseling or other basic services, like clothing banks (Orchard, Farr, Macphail, Wender, &
Young, 2013). Many such organizations are faith-based, as is the case with many U.S. service providers
for people experiencing homelessness1.

A vast North American literature has already well-established the connections between addictions,
homelessness, violence, and street-based sex trading (Aidala, Cross, Harre, & Sumartojo, 2005;
El Bassel, Witte, Wada, Gilbert, & Wallace, 2001; Romero-Daza, Weeks, & Singer, 2005; Surrat,
Inciardi, Kurtz, & Kiley, 2004). While determining causality with respect to addiction, homelessness,
violence, and other pressing issues in street-involved women’s lives is at best a risky proposition due to
the reductive potential of such an exercise, much of this literature indicates that sex work is the most
readily available solution to the economic needs these situations induce. Street-involved women
interviewed in the Midwest described addiction and street-based sex work as “going hand in hand”
(Sallmann, 2010), a sentiment echoed in other studies of women engaged in addiction-related
criminalized income generation activities that include, but may not be confined to, street-based sex
work (Caputo, 2008; Inciardi & Surratt, 2000).

Women struggling with addictions face uniquely gendered risks, particularly when coupled with a
situation in which they are facing homelessness or precarious housing. Evidence suggests that the
income derived from street-based sex work, along with the frequency with which it is carried out in
neighborhoods where illicit drugs are readily available, contributes to the development of more severe
addictions. For instance, research comparing the sex trading experiences of 193 African-American
women who smoke crack cocaine found that women who were using sex work as a means to support
their addictions consistently reported using greater amounts of crack cocaine and struggling with more
mental health issues than their counterparts who did not trade sex at the time of the study (Risser,
Timpson, McCurdy, Ross, & Williams, 2006). A Kentucky study similarly observed that women’s
immersion within the gendered social context of crack cocaine use increased their likelihood of trading
sex for money or drugs while reducing their abilities to protect themselves from violence and other
harms (Golder & Logan, 2007). Hence, women’s entrenchment in socio-cultural contexts dominated by
the illicit drug economy grants them unique gender privileges, by allowing them to quickly generate
income through sexual exchanges, while simultaneously creating gendered structural vulnerabilities
that place them at greater risk of interpersonal violence and sexual assault (Bourgois, Prince, & Moss,
2004; Rhodes et al., 2012).

Women in street-based sex work face high rates of violence; some researchers estimate that their risk
of murder is from 60–100 times higher than their peers who are not involved in sex work (Salfati,
James, & Ferguson, 2008). Women in sex work accounted for 32% of all serial murder victims between

JOURNAL OF EVIDENCE-INFORMED SOCIAL WORK 413

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

W
es

te
rn

 M
ic

hi
ga

n 
U

ni
ve

rs
ity

] 
at

 0
8:

42
 1

4 
Ju

ly
 2

01
6 



1970 and 2009, with their cases far less likely to result in prosecution (Quinet, 2011). Less “extreme”
forms of violence against North American street-involved women stem from the legal and social
contexts in which they live and work, including sex trading in isolated areas to avoid police scrutiny
(Shannon et al., 2008; Thukral & Ditmore, 2003) and the need to remain hyper-vigilant in a
neighborhood environment itself characterized by high rates of violence (Romero-Daza, 2003). This
violence, which is inherently tied to struggles with poverty, homelessness, or precarious housing, and
addiction disproportionately impacts women in communities of color.

The systematic impacts of structural racism and sexism contribute to the overrepresentation of
women of color, particularly African-American women, in street-based, rather than safer and more
lucrative forms of, sex work. Hence even studies of street-based sex work that do not feature race or
ethnicity as explicit categories of analysis are likely to base their results upon interviews or survey
data collected with women of color. For instance, a Minneapolis study on age at entry into street-
based sex work reported that 80% of 117 respondents self-identified as African-American, with an
additional 6% reporting American Indian, Alaskan Native, or Latina ancestry (Martin, Hearst &
Widome, 2010). Women of color, particularly African-American women, predominate in court-
mandated diversion programming, where they also report entering street-based sex work at younger
ages than their White counterparts (Clarke, Clarke, Roe-Sepowitz, & Fey, 2012). While there are
women of all ethno-racial backgrounds working the street, it is significant that just under half
(46.5%) of the street-involved women who participated in this study self-identify as White in a city
where 70% of census respondents self-identify with this category. As is the case in other US cities,
White privilege informs both broader cultural-sexual norms about desirability and imposes
constraints upon non-White women’s abilities to pursue more lucrative socioeconomic pursuits.
Thus, White women predominate in lower risk, higher income forms of sex work, such as erotic
dancing and escort work.

Women endure their struggles with these issues at the intersections of race, class, and gender in
ways that impact all aspects of their lives, including their experiences with pregnancy, childbirth, and
their relationships with their own children and long-term intimate partners. A study with 16 street-
involved women in a Midwestern city found that motherhood, as well as separation from their
children, caused women to make complex decisions about how and where they engaged in sex
trading activities (Sloss & Harper, 2004). In a similar small-scale qualitative study conducted in
Northern England, street-involved women expressed keen awareness of the potential for their drug
use and sex work activities to harm their children in conjunction with acknowledging that their
mothering responsibilities precluded them from participating in residential commitments required by
many drug treatment facilities (McClelland & Newell, 2008). Research from interviews with 38 street-
involved women in the U.S. Midwest indicates further barriers among street-involved women with
children to seeking services, including a lack of familial support systems, limited community
resources, fear and suspicion of authority figures, and judgmental or stigmatizing service provision
conditions (Dalla, 2004).

Street-involved women’s relationships with long-term intimate partners are equally complex and
impacted by the exclusionary forces detailed above. For instance, a Vancouver research team found
that more than half of all women involved in street-based sex work face violence in their non-
commercial relationships (Muldoon, Deering, Feng, Shoveller, & Shannon, 2015). The same
Vancouver team identified non-commercial sexual partners as the primary HIV risk for street-
involved women, (Argento, Muldoon, Duff, Nguyen, & Shannon, 2014). Epidemiological research in
U.S.–Mexico border towns likewise found that HIV prevalence is significantly higher among
women involved in street-based sex work in abusive intimate relationships than among women who
are not in abusive relationships (Ulibarri et al., 2010). A Baltimore study identified street-involved
women’s experiences with intimate partner violence in response to jealousy, a desire to exercise
sexual control, or coercion into sex work to support a partner’s addiction, all of which occurs in
tandem with client violence and police abuse of authority (Decker, Pearson, Illangasekare, Clark, &
Sherman, 2013).
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Our research team’s review of this literature, in conjunction with our own experiences working as
staff members at a transitional housing facility for women leaving the sex trade, confirms that women’s
sex industry involvement occurs as part of a dynamic process involving the exclusionary forces of
racism, sexism, and classism enacted through criminalization and stigma, as well as with the individual
decision-making processes women employ to negotiate these oppressive forces. We conducted the
analysis presented here in response to the relative lack of literature on the intersections between
women’s involvement in street-based sex work, ethnicity, race, number of children, marital status, and
self-identified traumatic experiences. Accordingly, our objectives in presenting this analysis are to:
(a) identify descriptive statistics on ethno-racial identity, number of children, and experiences with
violence and abuse among women seeking services at the facility, (b) analyze these variables to
determine statistically significant correlations between them, and (c) determine the implications of
these results for social service providers working with this unique population of women.

Method

This study is part of a research partnership, ongoing for 6 years between the transitional housing facility
and feminist anthropologist Susan Dewey, which aims to engage in continued evidence-based
programming for women who have been street-involved. Jennifer Hankel, this study’s lead author,
worked as an intern at the facility at the time of data collection, and Nina Martinez continues as its
executive director.

Data collection

During 2013 and 2014, the research team systematically reviewed 126 case files housed at the facility,
containing information on all previous and current clients. These case files compiled information from
intake forms utilized for each client entering the housing facility. The information used for this project
is primary data which was collected through in-person interviews with the women participants. All
women seeking services at this facility participated in an intake process including a form that records
basic demographic information, such as age, ethno-racial identity, and type of sex work performed, and
an interview structured loosely around the woman’s struggles with substance abuse, intimate partner
violence, and other traumatic events, and her reasons for wanting to make substantive changes to her
life by entering the program.

The research team worked together to create several Excel files to aid the analysis process, which
involved removing all identifying client features to protect privacy and confidentiality. In this Excel
file, the researchers recorded variables relating to demographic features, substance abuse, childhood
trauma, adulthood trauma, perceptions of traumatic events, involvement in the sex industry, and
information regarding their marital and family status. Informed consent was obtained before data
collection stating that each participant gave her permission for her information to be used in future
research studies. All intake interviews were conducted in a private room by the facility’s executive
director or another trained staff member.

Statistical procedures

All data was derived both from specific questions and through the self-reported life stories section on
this transitional housing facility’s intake forms. All variables were disaggregated by age, race, number of
children, and family status. The research team is grateful for assistance provided in this disaggregation
process by University of Wyoming undergraduate student Kayla-Ann Hawley. The lead author
produced the descriptive statistics resulting in tables recording the frequency, percent, and cumulative
percent for each variable. Next, the means were found for the number of children born to participants
as well as client age upon entry to the transitional housing facility. Finally, the researchers ran a Pearson
Correlation identifying all correlations between variables that were significant at the p , .05 level.
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Results

We examined the case files of 126 women who had experienced some form of sex work prior to seeking
treatment at this residential facility. These results cover basic demographic characteristics like age, race,
and marital status as compared to experiences of both childhood and adult trauma. In this study, the
forms of trauma addressed include different forms of assault, family breakup, exposure to violence,
as well as emotional, physical, and sexual abuse. General descriptive information for each variable is
provided in Table 1 for the 126 participants in this study. The average age for the 126 women in the
facility was 33 years old.

The participants’ ethno-racial identities were nearly evenly split between identifying as White
(44.44%) and as women of color including Black (17.46%), Native American (3.17%), Asian (1.58%),
mixed racial background (7.14%), and Hispanic ethnicity (15.8%). Over half of the women (64.23%)
identified they had at least one child with half of these parents (31.72%) specifying that they had two or
more children. Some women reporting having four (1.58%), five (3.17%), and six (3.17%) children;
however, these women were in the minority. Most women report being currently single (85.94%)
and with nearly half of this number indicating they had never married (38.33%). A quarter of the
participants stated they had experienced at least one divorce (26.19%). Only 7.93% of the women
reported that they were currently married with half of this number identifying a significant other
(4.76%). A small proportion stated that they were widowed (2.38%).

The majority of participants identified as having prostituted (72.22%) both with a pimp (19.84%) or
without (45.23%). Roughly a quarter of the participants reporting they had engaged in either escort
services (29.36%) or stripping/exotic dancing (25.39%) at one point in their lives demonstrating that
women may engage in multiple forms of sexual labor simultaneously or at different points in their lives.
Additional reports of sexual labor include erotic message (2.38%), nude modeling (4.76%), and
pornography (10.31%). Nearly a tenth of these women reported having been been trafficked against
their will into prostitution (7.93%) or having engaged in survival sex (9.52%) to fulfill basic needs such
as shelter or food.

All of the women in this study reported having experienced at least one form of traumatic event in
their lives with nearly half reporting childhood abuse (45.23%) that was sexual (31.74%), physical
(15.07%), or emotional (9.52%). Childhood trauma additionally manifested in sex work involvement as
a minor (15.87%), negative foster home experiences (6.34%), and parental divorce/separation (7.93%).
Alongside childhood abuse, many of the women experienced adult domestic violence (64%) of a sexual
(20.3%), physical (50.79%), and emotional nature (32.53%). Some women also reported losing custody
of their children (30.95%) and that their children had been sexually abused (3.17%) by spouses,
neighbors, or other individuals. In addition, many women indicated having been assaulted physically
(15.87%) and sexually (19.04%) by people who were not significant others with some having worked for
pimps of some kind (31.74%) or having witnessed violent crimes (1.58%). In light of these experiences,
women reported abusing substances as adults (42.85%) and as children (20.63%).

Table 2 contains information on the inferential statistics related to these variable. Ethno-racial
identity, children, marital status, and sex work all place women in unique positions of increased risk
for certain forms of trauma. Black women in this study were found to have increased risk of having
engaged in sex work as a minor (r ¼ 0.1966, p, .05), worked for a pimp (r ¼ 0.1817, p, .05), been sex
trafficked (r ¼ 0.2760, p, .05), been sexually abused as children (r ¼ 0.2530, p, .05), and having been
physically assaulted (r ¼ 0.2760, p , .05). Native American women identified as having mixed racial
background (r ¼ 0.659, p, .05), being widowed (r ¼ 0.2686, p, .05), and with being less likely to have
prostituted without a pimp (r ¼ 20.1902, p, .05).Womenwho identified as havingHispanic ethnicity
were more likely to have a significant other (r ¼ 0.2088, p , .05) and to have experienced domestic
violence (r ¼ 0.2331, p , .05), witnessed a violent crime (r ¼ 0.1939, p , .05), and experienced
adulthood abuse that was sexual (r ¼ 0.2079, p , .05), physical (r ¼ 0.2538, p , .05), and emotional
(r ¼ 0.2082, p , .05). Women of Hispanic ethnicity were less likely to report having experienced
childhood physical abuse (r ¼ 20.2470, p , .05). Notably, Asian women only reported increased
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childhood emotional abuse (r ¼ 0.3040, p , .05). White women reported having experienced adult
emotional abuse (r ¼ 0.1874, p, .05) and childhood physical abuse (r ¼ 0.3600, p, .05) alongside a
decreased likelihood of having been physically assaulted (r ¼ 20.1947, p , .05) or sex trafficked
(r ¼ 20.1904, p , .05).

Table 1. Descriptive Statistics (n ¼ 126).

Variable n Percent or mean (sd)

Age 101 X ¼ 33.08 sd ¼ 10.835
Race/Ethnicity 111
Unknown 11.9%
Black 17.46%
Native American 3.17%
White 44.44%
Asian 1.58%
Mixed racial background 7.14%
Hispanic ethnicity 15.87%

Children 126
Unspecified number 21.4%
1 child 11.11%
2 children 15.07%
3 children 8.73%
4 children 1.58%
5 children 3.17%
7 children 3.17%

Marital status 112
Single 47.61%
Single/Never married 38.33%
Married 7.93%
Divorced 26.19%
Widowed 2.38%
Significant other 4.76%

Trauma 126
Childhood abuse 45.23%
Childhood sexual abuse 31.74%
Childhood physical abuse 15.07%
Childhood emotional abuse 9.52%
Sex work involvement as a minor 15.87%

Negative foster home 6.34%
Parental divorce/separation 7.93%
Domestic Violence 64%
Adulthood sexual abuse 20.3%
Adulthood physical abuse 50.79%
Adulthood emotional abuse 32.53%

Sexual abuse of their children 3.17%
Lost custody of children 30.95%
Sexual assault 19.04%
Physical assault 15.87%
Witnessed violence 1.58%
Worked for a pimp 31.74%
Childhood substance abuse 20.63%
Adulthood substance abuse 42.85%

Sex work 126
Erotic message 2.38%
Survival sex 9.52%
Nude modeling 4.76%
Stripping or exotic dancing 25.39%
Prostitution 72.22%
Prostitution with a pimp 19.84%
Prostitution without a pimp 45.23%

Escort services 29.36%
Pornography 10.31%
Sex trafficking 7.93%
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Table 2. Inferential Statistics with Significance at the p , .05 Level.

Variable Variable r, p , .05

Race/Ethnicity
Black Sex work involvement as a minor 0.1966

Worked for a pimp 0.1817
Physical assault 0.2495
Sex trafficking 0.2760
Child sexual abuse 0.2530

Native American Mixed racial background 0.6529
Widowed 0.2686
Prostituting without a pimp 2 0.1902

White Adult emotional abuse 0.1874
Physical assault 2 0.1947
Sex trafficking 2 0.1904
Child physical abuse 0.3600

Asian Childhood emotional abuse 0.3040,
Mixed racial background Native American 0.6529
Hispanic ethnicity White 2 0.3251

Significant other 0.2088
Witnessed violence 0.1939
Domestic violence 0.2331
Child physical abuse 2 0.2470
Adult sexual abuse 0.2079
Adult physical abuse 0.2538
Adult emotional abuse 0.2082

Children
Has children Single/never married 2 0.2519

Lost custody of children 0.4097
Number of children Married 0.2780

Single/never married 2 0.3097
Lost custody of children 0.4359
Exotic dancing 2 0.2826
Adult emotional abuse 0.2674

Marital status
Single/Never married Pornography 0.1990

Adult emotional abuse 2 0.2213
Adult substance abuse 2 0.2477

Married Childhood substance abuse 0.2131
Witnessed violence 0.3483
Domestic Violence 0.2188
Sexual Assault 0.2314

Divorced Childhood emotional abuse 0.1757
Adult emotional abuse 0.2027
Adult substance abuse 0.2136

Trauma
Childhood abuse Adult substance abuse 0.1936
Childhood sexual abuse Sexual assault 0.4073

Sex work involvement as a minor 0.2079
Childhood physical abuse 0.2844
Childhood emotional abuse 0.2434

Childhood physical abuse Sexual assault 0.3039
Physical assault 0.1811
Childhood sexual abuse 0.2844

Childhood emotional abuse Sexual assault 0.2557
Childhood sexual abuse 0.2434

Sex work involvement as a minor Physical assault 0.2274
Prostitution with a pimp 0.2165
Worked for a pimp 0.2279
Childhood sexual abuse 0.2170
Childhood substance abuse 0.2079

Parental divorce/separation Adult physical abuse 2 0.1808
Sexual assault Worked for a pimp 0.2316

Physical assault 0.2318
Physical assault Worked for a pimp 0.3555

(Continued)
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Not surprisingly, having children is positively correlated with having lost custody of their children
(r ¼ 0.4097, p , .05) but is also associated with decreased likelihood of having been previously or
currently married (r ¼ 20.2519, p , .05). The number of children a woman has is also connected to
losing custody of their children (r ¼ 0.4359, p , .05), having experienced adult emotional abuse
(r ¼ 0.2674, p , .05), and with being less likely to have participated in exotic dancing (r ¼ 20.2826,
p , .05). Being married is positively correlated with having experienced childhood substance abuse
(r ¼ 0.2131, p, .05) and having witnessed domestic violence or a violent crime (r ¼ 0.3483, p, .05).
Women who are married are also more likely to have experienced adult domestic violence (r ¼ 0.2188,
p , .05) and sexual assault (r ¼ 0.2314, p , .05). Women who have been divorced are more likely to
have experienced adult substance abuse (r ¼ 0.2136, p , .05) and emotional abuse as a child
(r ¼ 0.1757, p, .05) and as an adult (r ¼ 0.2027, p, .05). Women who are single/never married are
more likely to have participated in pornography (r ¼ 0.1990, p , .05) and are less likely to have
experienced adult emotional abuse (r ¼ 20.2213, p , .05) or substance use (r ¼ 20.2477, p , .05).

Certain forms of sex industry involvement were also found to be connected to increased likelihood
of experiencing types of trauma. Working for a pimp of any type is associated with increased likelihood
of sexual assault (r ¼ 0.2316, p , .05), physical assault (r ¼ 0.3555, p , .05), and sex trafficking
(r ¼ 0.3034, p , .05). Intuitively, being sex trafficked is connected to witnessing violent crimes
(r ¼ 0.2397, p , .05). Engaging in the sex industry as a minor puts women at risk for working for a
pimp (r ¼ 0.2279, p , .05) including through prostitution (r ¼ 0.2165, p , .05).

Discussion

Ethno-racial identity

Results indicate statistically significant differences in women’s ethnic and racial self-identification and
their experiences of sex work, likelihood of experiencing particular types of violence, and marital status.
Black2 and Hispanic women face the greatest and most diverse forms of intimate partner violence and
negative sex industry experiences. Black women are more likely to engage in sex work as minors,
be sexually abused as children, work for a pimp, and to face physical assault and instances of sex
trafficking. Results also indicate that Black women and girls under the age of 18 who engage in sex work
confront a multiplicity of barriers including youthful inexperience and the violent impacts of structural
racism. Women of Hispanic ethnicity experience higher rates of domestic violence and witnessing
violence, as well as adult sexual, physical, and emotional abuse, which is significant given that Hispanic
women in this study are also most likely to have a significant other.

The variable “Mixed ethno-racial background” significantly correlated with Native American self-
identification, indicating the possibility that a number of Native American women served do not choose
to identify as such on intake forms, which reflect Native American women as just 3.17% of the
population served. The “unknown” or “mixed ethno-racial background” variables may (although this is
an unverifiable proposition) subsume an unknown number of Native American women, resulting in
their erasure from the demographic profile of clients served. Women who self-identify as Native
American women report widowhood and working without a pimp at higher rates than their peers from

Table 2 – continued

Variable Variable r, p , .05

Sexual assault 0.2318
Witnessed violence Sex trafficking 0.2397

Adult sexual abuse 0.3582
Worked for a pimp Sexual assault 0.2316

Physical assault 0.3555
Sex trafficking 0.3034

Childhood substance abuse Adult physical abuse 0.1880
Adult substance abuse 0.1925
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other ethno-racial groups. While White women report adult emotional abuse and childhood physical
abuse at slightly lower rates than Hispanic women, White ethno-racial identity is negatively correlated
with physical assault or being a victim of sex trafficking. This stark contrast between the levels of risk
experienced by White women and women of color underlines that Black and Hispanic women in this
study report higher rates of interpersonal violence.

These findings suggest that women’s ethno-racial identities play a role in predicting their
experiences of sex work involvement. While ethno-racial identity should not be regarded as the sole
determinant in predicting women’s experiences, social services need to consider that women from
particular communities suffer disproportionately negative sex work-related experiences (Clarke et al.,
2012). Outreach workers and programing need to incorporate ethno-racial identity considerations
specifically engaging Black and Hispanic women doing sex work and providing preventative care and
other services relevant to women at risk for violent assault and abuse (Bourgois, Prince, & Moss, 2004;
Rhodes et al., 2012). These services could include awareness raising of sex trafficking and domestic
violence as well as information on domestic violence-related shelters and services. It may also be
important for service providers to consider intentionally shifting the way they present themselves in
promotional materials to reflect the cultures/communities from which women come in order to appear
relevant to their lives. Often, providers present themselves as serving specifically White clients who this
study finds are actually less likely to experience violence. Using promotional materials of service
providers and clients who represent Native American, Black, and Hispanic people may increase self-
identification by women who have experienced violence.

Children & marital status

Few mothers seeking services at the facility have custody of their children, and women who have
been married at some point are more likely to have given birth. The number of children women have
positively correlates with having been married as well as emotional abuse, the latter of which
indicates that co-parenting or requiring financial support from children’s fathers may create
additional burdens and risk factors for women. While women from all sex industry sectors have
given birth to children, women who perform as exotic dancers are less likely to have children,
perhaps due to the greater demands that women in this sex industry sector conform to dominant
beauty ideals that can be difficult for women who have given birth; likewise, women who have never
been married are more likely to have performed in pornography. Interestingly, such women also
report adult emotional abuse and struggles with substance abuse at significant lower rates, indicating
that marriage itself may be a risk factor for this group of women. Married and divorced women
report different experiences as well, with married women reporting higher incidences of childhood
substance abuse, witnessing violence, intimate partner violence, and sexual assault. Divorced women
have experienced greater instances of childhood emotional abuse, adult emotional abuse, and adult
substance abuse.

This seems to indicate that being married puts women in sex work at increased risk for experiencing
certain forms of trauma caused by exposure to violence. With this in mind, it is critical for service
providers to be aware of risk and potential trauma at least indirectly perpetuated by their family
arrangement (Muldoon et al., 2015). Ways for transitional housing facilities to incorporate this
consideration include appropriately limiting access of spouses to women in their care, providing
counseling focused on fostering healthy intimate relationships, and providing women with information
on divorce, legal separation, or other protective measures (Dalla, 2004).

Additionally, social service providers should consider shifting their programmatic focus to include
women as mothers and significant others, irrespective of their custodial relationship to their children or
residence status with a significant other. As demonstrated in the results, women are clearly impacted by
these important roles making it less effective for programs to focus on women’s rehabilitation and
health from a purely individualistic perspective. In other words, considering many women see
themselves as inherently defined by their relationships to others, it is vital social services and addictions
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treatment programs include an emphasis on family and community. Failing to include these
foci may decrease the effectiveness of programs serving women engaging in sex work. Notably,
this consideration may additionally increase the intercultural appropriateness of some programs to
women who identify with more communal cultures.

Sex work & traumatic experiences

There are clear connections between childhood and adult experiences of trauma specifically connected
to abuse and assault. These connections imply that there are vulnerability pathways connecting
childhood trauma and the risk that women will experience further trauma as adults. Additionally,
specific types of trauma and sex industry involvement are correlated to age of entry, race, children, and
family status demonstrating the importance of targeting social services according to these demographic
features. As discussed throughout this section, there are clear connections between specific types of
trauma and these features indicating demographic variables are of critical consideration for all service
providers.

One limitation in this study is that these intake forms provided only limited insight into the life
circumstances and decisions made by female participants. Future research studies should explore causal
relationships between childhood abuse and the sexual assault of adults. While in this current study
we find a correlation between these two variables, this study’s correlational nature does not provide
information on why people who experience sexual abuse as children are potentially more likely to
experience sexual assault as adults. Our research suggests there is a connection between childhood
sexual abuse and sex work involvement as a minor. Arguably, entering into sex work as a minor may
limit individuals from pursuing education and other vocations, which may lead to higher likelihood
that these individuals will continue sex work into adulthood, with increasingly limited alternatives as
they age. This lack of options may put adults at increased risk for violence.

Engaging in sex work as a minor appears to put women at the greatest risks due to age and
experiential vulnerabilities that render them vulnerable to exploitation including physical assault,
childhood sexual abuse, substance abuse as a minor, and working for a pimp. This finding implies
that sexual exploitation bears long-lasting implications as children transition into adulthood. In other
words, there are vulnerabilities that appear to be passed from childhood into adult life for the women
who participated in this study. Of course, it is hardly inevitable that victim/survivors of childhood
sexual abuse will be abused or assaulted as adults. However, acknowledging these risks, service
providers need to provide trauma-based therapy and programs capable of addressing multiple layers
of trauma and promoting safe habits to empower minors as they transition into adulthood. Clearly,
service providers serving children engaged in the sex industry should ensure all staff and personnel
are trained to proactively identify minors at greatest risk for assault. Additionally, service providers
working with children who have been sexually abused or engaged in substance abuse should
formalize sex trafficking identification mechanisms to identify a minor’s involvement with a pimp
and sex work.

In multiple instances, childhood abuse is shown to be connected with an individual’s likelihood of
experiencing similar forms of abuse in adulthood. Study findings indicate that children who are abused
sexually are more likely to engage in sex work as a minor and be sexually assaulted by a non-family
member. Similarly, women who were physically abused as children are more likely to be physically
assaulted by a non-family member. This finding demonstrates that the childhoods of women who
participate in sex work indicate levels of risk in determining whether or not they might be physically or
sexually assaulted by strangers or acquaintances. While childhood abuse serves as only one limited
indicator, it may offer salient insight critical for identifying residual trauma and designing proactive
programing that address individual client risk factors. While childhood emotional abuse does not
appear to correlate directly with experiencing emotional abuse as an adult, participants indicated this is
connected to sexual assault and childhood sexual abuse. The interconnectedness between these
experiences suggests that sex workers who have been assaulted may have additional emotional scars
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from childhood left unaddressed and which potentially contribute to placing them in more risk-filled
circumstances.

Women who have experienced substance abuse as a child are more likely to continue this pattern
into adulthood, alongside exposure to adult physical abuse, demonstrating that many women have a
long history of substance abuse which leaves them vulnerable to physical harm (Aidala et al., 2005;
El Bassel et al., 2001; Romero-Daza et al., 2005; Surrat et al., 2004). In response, transitional housing
facilities need more program components that focus specifically on substance abuse (Sallmann, 2010).
These components may include out-patient services available to women seeking help but who have not
yet been able to obtain the minimum duration of sobriety. In addition, in-house services need to focus
on treating substance abuse and other risky coping strategies before launching participants into in-
depth trauma therapy.

Women involved with a pimp as an adult report increased levels of sexual and physical assault as
well as being sex trafficked. Women who identified having been sex trafficked were also more likely to
report witnessing a violent crime. This demonstrates that women working with pimps are at increased
risk for violence perpetuated by pimps, clients, police, or people on the street. Witnessing and
experiencing violence, many women may have developed unique skills and strategies for survival and to
reduce violence. They may including intuition, discernment, and specific behaviors such as avoiding
self-identification or cooperating with law enforcement. In light of this possibility, programing and
group therapy sessions should focus on providing pragmatic alternatives to street-based coping
strategies and on helping women to re-write and understand their personal narratives. Many social
service programs pathologize women’s decisions and skills developed on the street categorizing them as
inherently harmful or manipulative in nature. In contrast, many women had previously fostered
essential skills and interpersonal strategies to ensure satisfaction of basic and complex needs including,
for example, shelter and safety. It is essential that social service providers acknowledge the agency and
usefulness of these strategies while affirming women’s decisions to utilize their skills to achieve self-
sufficiency in new ways.
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Notes

1. The Samaritan Women based out of Baltimore, Maryland provides transitional housing for women escaping sex trafficking
and intentionally engages Christian churches to promote its mission (http://thesamaritanwomen.org/about-us/vision-beliefs-
values/). Sun Dance Lodge in Phoenix, Arizona provides long-term shelter to women exiting sex trafficking and prostitution,
but little information is available online. Refuge for Women is a Christian nonprofit based out of Kentucky which may hold up
to eight women exiting sex work. This organization has opened similar transitional housing facilities in Las Vegas and Florida
and it working to open one in Chicago soon (http://www.refugeforwomen.org/). SafeHouse San Francisco offers services that
“enable residents to confront the trauma of the past in a healing environment while developing independent living skills”
(http://www.sfsafehouse.org/about/history). Founded by a Presbyterian minister in 1998, Safe House San Francisco focuses
specifically on healing the impacts of trauma for women leaving street-based prostitution. The Catholic Social Services in
Phoenix, Arizona provides housing for women recovering from the consequences of prostitution. CreatedWomen is located in
Florida and provides care through Christian therapy, Bible studies, and other residential programs (http://www.createdwomen.
com/what-we-do/). Hope House combines faith-based and research informed programing for women leaving the sex industry
in Louisiana offering a rural home focused on healing from trauma (http://www.hopehouseus.org/). Destiny House
Restoration Center provides transitional housing services to women escaping from sex trafficking in LA, California and is run
by Hookers 4 Jesus (http://www.destinyhouserc.org/). One Way Out is a ministry that offers a Christ-centered women’s home
for people leaving the adult entertainment industry (http://onewayout.org/). The Esther House in Denver, Colorado targets
women leaving the sex industry by offering transitional housing and teaching residents “Biblical principles of living free and
productive lives” (Open Door Ministries, retrieved 2015). The WellHouse is a faith-based, Christian nonprofit which offers
transitional housing and shelter to women leaving the sex industry and who have been trafficked (http://the-wellhouse.org/
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about-us/our-story/index.html). Generate Hope provides long-term transitional housing and education for women in San
Diego, CA. They are a Christian nonprofit (http://generatehope.org/). The Dream Center Human Trafficking program is
supported by The Church Las Vegas and offers an 8 bed transitional home for adult women victimized by sex trafficking
(http://www.dreamcenter.org/our-outreaches/human-trafficking/). The Homestead is a Christian ministry providing
transitional housing, counseling, and mandatory Bible studies (http://www.homesteadministry.org/).

2. Although we recognize that these ethno-racial terms are contentious, we employ the terms “Black” and “Hispanic” because
these most closely correspond with women’s self-identifications.
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