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Abstract
This study investigates people’s associations between the exchange of sexual ser-
vices for payment and different sexual activities. Sex work entails a range of activi-
ties, from in person services to online performances. To date, no study has asked 
about the activities individuals associate with the exchange of sexual services for 
payment. The relationship between the exchange of sexual services for payment 
and specific activities is an important area for inquiry, as there exists considerable 
variance in people’s views on sex work and associations are impacted by a range 
of attitudes. Using an original survey involving a substantial sample size of adults 
in the U.S. (n = 1,034), respondents are asked their level of association between the 
exchange of sexual services for payment and seven activities: pornographic photos, 
pornographic videos, webcamming, erotic dancing, erotic massages, oral sex, and 
sexual intercourse. The results reveal that respondents are more likely to associ-
ate the exchange of sexual services for payment with activities requiring in person 
and physical contact between sex workers and clients than non-physical activities. 
In addition, we find that conservatives are more likely to associate the exchange of 
sexual services for payment with non-physical activities than liberals. Moreover, we 
find that people who view the exchange of sexual services for payment as acceptable 
are more likely to recognize a broader range of activities as associated with such 
exchanges than are those who hold more negative attitudes. Views on acceptability 
are more important than are previous experiences of paying for sexual services. Our 
findings offer valuable insights for policymakers, researchers, and advocates seeking 
a comprehensive grasp of the complexities surrounding sex work in contemporary 
society.
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Introduction

Historically, sex workers have depended on physical venues for making their 
earnings, including, bars, brothels, clubs, hotels, parlors, parks, saunas, saloons, 
streets, theaters, and various lodgings—the access to which have differed depend-
ing on time, place, laws, and policies, as well as sex workers’ class, gender, race, 
networks and socio-economic status (Brennan, 2004; Ditmore, 2011; Tsang, 
2017, 2019; Yu et al., 2018). Meanwhile, important technological developments 
have been used by sex workers and other actors profiting from their labor to pro-
mote and provide services, including the printed press, the telephone, and the 
photo and video camera. In modern society, the internet quickly became a place 
for the sex industry to proliferate and thrive, resulting in an easier and more direct 
way to produce and distribute sex work related content and services (Agustín, 
2007; Brennan, 2004; Brents & Hausbeck, 2007; Jones, 2020; Sanders et  al., 
2018). These technologies have facilitated the contact between sex workers and 
their clients. Arguably, they have also broadened the very definition of sex work, 
which nowadays encompasses activities from the in person full-service, to strip-
tease, pornographic photos and films, phone sex, webcamming, and other forms 
of online erotic performances (Abel, 2023; Jones, 2020; Rand, 2019; Sanders 
et al., 2018). In the context of today’s rapidly evolving sex industry and its poten-
tial impacts on legal and social dimensions, understanding public perceptions of 
sex work is vital.

Indeed, the company Pornhub, launched in 2007, boasts that they achieve 
over 125 million daily visits to their network of websites, maintain over 20 mil-
lion registered users, and have over 100 billion pornographic video views a 
year (Pornhub, 2022). In 2019, the company reported to have over 98,000 veri-
fied amateur sexual content producers on their main website (Pornhub, 2019), 
a number that has undoubtably increased since. Similarly, the newer company 
OnlyFans, launched in 2016, has over 100 million registered users and over 1.9 
million content creators worldwide (OnlyFans, 2022). The website is a subscrip-
tion-based platform for content creators to monetize their content and maintain an 
easily accessible fanbase, with many creators posting sexual content. During the 
recent COVID-19 pandemic, people turned to OnlyFans and other erotic photo 
and video services to ameliorate the financial challenges they faced, including 
individuals with and without previous sex work experience (Nelson et  al.2020; 
Rubattu et al., 2023). Besides digital media content creation, there has also been 
the arrival and buildup in the number of websites where sex workers advertise 
meetups for physical services (e.g., Backpage). In sum, contemporary advances 
in technology have led to an expansion of the types of activities that encompass 
the sweeping concept of the “sex industry/trade” and the notion of “exchanging 
sexual services for payment.” This study represents a crucial step in exploring the 
intricate associations people have with the exchange of sexual services for pay-
ment and different activities.
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Public perceptions play a crucial role in shaping legal, social, and policy 
responses to sex work, yet members of the public often have skewed ideas of stig-
matized activities like exchanging sexual services for payment. Notably, quantita-
tive academic studies that ask about public attitudes towards the exchange of sex-
ual services for payment do not ask about specific sexual activities. Instead, these 
studies tend to ask about the acceptability of “prostitution”, “sex work”, “trans-
actional sex”, or “buying” and “selling” sex (Basow & Campanile, 1990; Cosby 
et  al., 1996; Hansen & Johansson, 2022, 2023; Jakobsson & Kotsadam, 2011; 
Lo & Wei, 2005; May, 1999; Räsaänen & Wilska, 2007; Valor-Segura et  al., 
2011; Vlase & Grasso, 2021; Yan et  al., 2018), which encompass a large vari-
ance in activities. A potential issue with this approach is that while one survey 
respondent might associate the exchange of sexual services for payment with an 
activity like webcamming, another respondent might associate the concept solely 
with physical activities, such as sexual intercourse. Hansen and Johansson (2023) 
find that respondents’ views on the exchange of sexual services for payment are 
dependent on the concepts that are utilized in survey questions (“prostitution” vs. 
“sex work”) due to respondents’ different associations with the concepts. There-
fore, in this study we specifically explore the extent to which individuals associ-
ate the exchange of sexual services for payment with different sexual activities.

Overall, our analysis explores two complementary research questions. What 
level of associations do individuals have with the exchange of sexual services for 
payment and different sexual activities? Which socio-demographic and attitudi-
nal variables predict variance in the levels of these associations? To answer these 
questions, we utilize an original survey of 1,034 respondents. Each respondent was 
asked their level of association with the exchange of sexual services for payment and 
seven activities. The activities include pornographic photos, pornographic videos, 
webcamming, erotic dancing, erotic massages, oral sex, and sexual intercourse. The 
choice of activities is based on the literature describing sex work types and mod-
ern forms of sex work (Abel, 2023; Harcourt & Donovan, 2005; Jones, 2016, 2020; 
Nelson et al., 2020; Rand, 2019; Rubattu et al., 2023; Sanders et al., 2018; Yu et al., 
2018).

Through our exploratory analysis, we uncover four main findings. First, there are 
greater associations between the exchange of sexual services for payment and activi-
ties that involve in person and physical contact between a sex worker and client. 
Second, our research indicates that conservative individuals tend to associate the 
exchange of sexual services for payment with a broader range of activities compared 
to their liberal counterparts. Third, prior experiences of paying for sexual services 
does not play a central role in predicting levels of associations. Finally, views on 
the acceptability of the exchange of sexual services for payment lead to a greater 
recognition of the number of activities associated with these exchanges. Views on 
acceptability are more important than are previous experiences of paying for sexual 
services. These results offer valuable insights into the complex interplay between 
societal attitudes, ideology, personal experiences, and perceptions surrounding sex 
work.

The findings have important implications for public opinion research, empiri-
cal research on attitudes towards sex work, and broader societal issues. If scholars, 
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sex workers’ rights organizations, and policy practitioners utilize broad, all-encom-
passing concepts to represent the sex industry/trade their audiences may not always 
associate these concepts with similar types of activities. For researchers, survey 
responses may contain a low degree of item validity—conflicting interpretations and 
understandings of the item among the survey respondents, which leads to a greater 
amount of statistical error in empirical models and results that do not fully and accu-
rately reflect the relationship between variables. For sex workers’ rights organiza-
tions, these groups may need to provide a more nuanced discussion of the specific 
types of sex work and policies they are advocating on behalf of sex workers to the 
public. Finally, for policy practitioners, policy and/or laws could be unclear to the 
general populace or ambiguous to participants in the sex industry, which could lead 
to a myriad of legal issues.

Evolving Perspectives: A Conceptual Framework for Understanding Sex Work

Which activities constitute the exchange of sexual services for payment depend on 
context, perspective, and time, as well as the concepts that are being used (Ditmore, 
2011; Hansen & Johansson, 2023; Lister, 2021). Nowadays, “sex work” is becoming 
an increasingly common term for describing the activities of individuals who gener-
ate revenue by performing erotic services in different ways. Overall, the literature 
describes sex work as a more encompassing and neutral term than “prostitution” 
(Hansen & Johansson, 2023; Harcourt & Donovan, 2005; Jones, 2016, 2020; Sand-
ers et al., 2018; Yu et al., 2018). Sex work refers to a range of in person and remote 
activities, from sexual intercourse, oral and manual stimulation, to erotic massages, 
striptease, webcamming, and other Internet-based services (Harcourt & Donovan, 
2005; Jones, 2020; Sanders et  al., 2018: Yu et  al., 2018). Generally, prostitution 
does not describe the latter. Scholars are, in fact, advising against using prostitution 
because of its narrower meaning and negative connotations (Hansen & Johansson, 
2023; McMillan et al., 2018).

Historically, the prostitution framework has generally been used in a gendered 
and stigmatizing manner to condemn, control, and marginalize women who have 
sexual relations with men in exchange for payment (Scoular, 2015; Agustín, 2007). 
Whereas the term sex work positions the exchange of sexual services for payment 
“as a matter of labor and not culture or morality” (McMillan et al., 2018: 1518), the 
prostitution term has been deployed as an identity category to distinguish between 
reputable and disreputable women (Lister, 2021; O’Neill, 2001; Shaver, 2005; Svan-
ström, 2000). Where female sex workers have often been assigned stigmatizing 
labels like “prostitutes”, “harlots”, and “whores”, male sex workers have been given 
names like “hustlers” and “mollies” (Lister, 2021; Shaver, 2005). At certain points 
in history, women who did not adhere to the moral standards of the time risked 
being labelled as prostitutes, not necessarily for selling sexual services but because 
of other behaviors, including being on the street late at night and wearing attention-
grabbing clothes (Svanström, 2000).

The prostitution framework is still deployed by governments and groups who dis-
approve of those who engage in paid sexual relations and advocate for repressive 
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policies (Östergren, 2018, 2020). Such measures often center around the activities 
that have traditionally been recognized as prostitution and involve direct genital con-
tact (Harcourt & Donovan, 2005; Lister, 2021; Östergren, 2018, 2020). Harcourt 
and Donovan’s (2005) comprehensive sex work typology identifies twenty-five types 
of sex work based on the distinction between direct and indirect genital contact with 
clients. The direct group includes sex workers who meet clients in places like bars, 
brothels, clubs, homes, hotels, and on the streets to engage in sexual intercourse or 
perform oral sex and hand jobs. This group contains activities that have commonly 
been recognized as prostitution. The indirect group includes individuals and activi-
ties that are less likely to be seen as prostitution, for instance, beachboys, bondage 
and discipline, geishas, gigolos, lap dancing, and massages. People in this latter 
group are less likely to think of themselves as sex workers, according to the authors. 
The same may apply to those who perform indirect sex work activities like webcam-
ming and pornographic photos and videos, which have become more common since 
Harcourt and Donovan’s (2005) study was published.

Digital technologies play an important role in contemporary sex work, as they 
have enabled easier access to content and services related to sex work, concurrently 
showcasing the diversity of sex work. Sex workers use these technologies in a vari-
ety of ways; for advertisement, communication with clients, peer-support, commu-
nity-building, and political organizing, but also for webcamming and other online 
erotic performances (such as the exchange of pornographic photo and video material 
for payment) (Abel, 2023; Jones, 2016, 2020; Rand, 2019; Sanders et  al., 2018). 
Some combine in person services with online work while others only provide ser-
vices online. Arguably, digitalization has broadened the very definition of sex work. 
Still, which activities people associate with the exchange of sexual services for pay-
ment remains largely unknown.

Sex work typologies that outline distinct working modes and venues are useful 
for understanding the wide range of sex work. However, it is important to note that 
the lived experiences of people who exchange sexual services for payment are com-
plex. For instance, Yu, McCarty, and Jones (2018) identified high levels of mobility 
among Chinese female sex workers in the city of Haikou. Their engagement in sex 
work spanned across different sex work categories in terms of where and how they 
worked. We also know that many sex workers engage with clients in ways that are 
not only of the sexual nature, but social and emotional (Brennan, 2004; Cabezas, 
2004; Yu et al., 2018). That said, sex workers’ flexibility and their client interactions 
can be heavily restricted by factors like socio-economic and migratory status (de 
Jesus Moura et al., 2022). Digital platforms often exert control over labor practices, 
limiting agency (Abel, 2023; Jones, 2016, 2020; Rand, 2019; Sanders et al., 2018). 
Given the diversity of what sex workers do, it is important to inquire about peo-
ple’s associations with the exchange of sexual services for payment. Furthering our 
understanding of individual associations with different sexual activities is a sensible 
starting point.
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Attitudes Towards Sex Work

There have only been a handful of studies that explore public attitudes towards sex 
work and none of these studies specifically investigate associations between the 
exchange of sexual services for payment and specific activities. That said, the lit-
erature that explores the acceptability of exchanging sexual services for payment 
uncovers several important trends and debates. Thus, it is useful to extrapolate from 
these previous studies to provide some direction regarding associations with activi-
ties. It is also important to investigate whether the tangentially related findings of 
previous research hold up in today’s reality where the activities contained under the 
umbrella term that is the exchange of sexual services for payment have expanded 
into new mediums and avenues. Therefore, we quickly summarize the key findings 
here.

In terms of socio-demographic trends, studies from the United States (U.S.), 
Sweden, and Denmark find mixed support regarding age impacting views on the 
exchange of sexual services (Cosby et al., 1996; May, 1999; Hansen & Johansson, 
2022, 2023; Powers et  al., 2023). However, we might expect that older respond-
ents are more likely to associate the exchange of sexual services for payment with 
physical activities traditionally understood as “prostitution” (Harcourt & Donovan, 
2005). Regarding education, studies from the U.S. and Sweden find that it correlates 
positively with support for the trade in sexual services (Jakobsson & Kotsadam, 
2011; May, 1999). One study on the Danish population finds a negative relationship 
between education and acceptability (Hansen & Johansson, 2022). One relationship 
that is clear from these studies is that a higher educational attainment is related to 
a greater awareness of debates and discussion surrounding the exchange of sexual 
services for payment. One firm socio-demographic finding in the literature is that 
women are more likely than men to have negative views on the exchange of sexual 
services for payment (Cosby et al., 1996; Cotton et al., 2002; Hansen & Johansson, 
2022; May, 1999). Thus, it may be reasonable to expect that women are more likely 
to recognize the exchange of sexual services for payment as encompassing a broader 
range of activities. Alternatively, it could be the case that women think primarily of 
street-based sex work and other low status, more stigmatized sex work activities.

Research shows a range of attitudes correlated with positive views on exchang-
ing sexual services for payment. Studies confirm that a liberal ideology broadly, 
as well as specific liberal attitudes, translate into more positive evaluations of sex 
work (Cosby et al., 1996; Peracca et al., 1998; May, 1999; Valor-Segura et al., 2011; 
Hansen & Johansson, 2022, 2023; Powers et al., 2023). For instance, Valor-Segura 
et al. (2011) uncover that a greater commitment to liberal attitudes towards gender 
equality is related to positive views on prostitution in the Spanish context. Related, 
Hansen and Johansson (2022, 2023) find that a liberal placement on a left–right self-
placement ideological scale is associated with more liberal attitudes towards sex-
ual behavior in general in Denmark and the U.S. The authors confirm a correlation 
between liberal self-placement and a belief that activities such as non-committal 
causal sex and exchanging sexual services for payment are acceptable. Thus, liber-
als may be less likely to assign stigma to activities for solely being recognized as 
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associated with the sex industry due to their more permissive attitudes towards sex 
in general.

Similar to political ideology, one would expect partisans to take divergent paths 
when assessing the association between particular activities and the trade in sex-
ual services. The role of partisanship in the U.S. in predicting a range of attitudes 
and behaviors has increased in importance, from support for the #MeToo move-
ment (Hansen & Dolan, 2022) to views on exchanging sexual services for payment 
(Hansen & Johansson, 2023). Republican partisans are more likely to invoke reli-
gious arguments when assessing behaviors that they deem as related to morality and 
sexual policy (Kreitzer, 2015; Lynderd, 2014). For example, Gaines and Garand 
(2010) find that moral and religious attitudes are key to explaining variance in pre-
dicting attitudes, such as Republican opposition to gay marriage. Thus, we would 
expect that Republican partisans are more likely to indicate that behaviors they 
deem as morally questionable and “deviant”, or sexual activities that are far removed 
from procreational purposes, as being associated with the sex industry.

Finally, while no study has specifically investigated which sexual activities indi-
viduals associate with the exchange of sexual services for payment and general 
acceptability of the sex industry, we have some expectations regarding findings. 
Hansen and Johansson (2022) show that tolerant views towards sexual behavior 
are related to greater acceptability of the trade in sexual services. In particular, the 
authors find that the view that engaging in non-committal casual sex is acceptable 
behavior is strongly linked to more tolerant views towards prostitution. The finding 
demonstrates that liberal attitudes towards sexual behavior are linked to one another. 
Here, we expect that positive views towards the sex industry in general will result in 
a broader range of activities being associated with exchanging sexual services for 
payment. In particular, the argument is that individuals will be more likely to associ-
ate the exchange of sexual services for payment with new digital technologies due to 
their more liberal stance towards such exchanges.

Hypotheses

H
1
 : There exists a greater association with the exchange of sexual services for pay-

ment and sexual activities that involve in person and physical contact between a 
potential provider and purchaser than activities that do not entail in person and phys-
ical contact.

H
2
 : Attitudes towards the acceptability of exchanging sexual services for pay-

ment will mitigate the impact any prior purchase experience has on the degree of 
associations.

H
3
 : Conservative respondents will have a greater level of association between 

the exchange of sexual services for payment and the activities than do liberal 
respondents.

H
4
 : Respondents with more permissive views on exchanging sexual services for 

payment will have a greater association between such exchanges and the activities.
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Method

The data used in this study stems from an original survey that asks respondents their 
level of association between the exchange of sexual services for payment and sev-
eral activities. The survey was carried out on a panel of residents of the U.S. using 
Amazon’s Mechanical Turk (MTurk) on April 7, 2022. Adults aged 18 and older 
residing in the U.S. were allowed to take the survey. Informed consent was required. 
Respondents were paid $1 for their participation, even if they did not answer all 
the questions. The average amount of time it took for respondents to complete the 
survey was 6  minutes and 15  seconds. Thus, if calculating an hourly wage rate, 
the respondents were compensated more than the U.S. national minimum wage. 
In total, there were 1,093 participants that started the survey. When accounting for 
non-responses on some of the control variables, the full multiple regression models 
contain between 1,028 and 1,034 respondents. A sample size of  > 1,000 was chosen 
so that the sample size would be more than sufficient for an empirical analysis and 
statistical model convergence.

Overall, the sample contains slightly more men and Democratic partisans than 
does the population of the U.S. However, the sample mirrors the population for all 
other variables utilized in the analysis. Studies show that MTurk can be a useful 
and reliable data source so long as researchers are aware of how the sample dif-
fers from the population, they utilize survey weights to account for incongruence 
between the sample and population, and reflect on how differences may affect their 
result (Buhrmester et al., 2011; Kennedy et al., 2020; Levay et al., 2016). Therefore, 
we estimate and apply post-stratification survey weights in all our analyses to reduce 
sampling error. Descriptive statistics are reported in Appendix A.

Dependent Variables

The dependent variables of interest in this study include seven sexual activities 
that could be performed as services in exchange for payment: pornographic pho-
tos, pornographic videos, webcamming, erotic dancing, erotic massages, oral sex, 
and sexual intercourse. For each activity, respondents were asked, “How closely do 
you associate the exchange of sexual services for payment with the following?” The 
respondents were offered a 10-point Likert-scale from “0 = not at all” to “10 = to a 
great degree” where they could place their level of association. A choice of five on 
the scale indicates a neutral level of association. The use of the word “association” 
in the survey question represents the definitional feature of “a mental connection 
between ideas” (Oxford Dictionary, 2023). Prior to launching the survey, we con-
ducted a trial survey to determine whether variance in associations exists and if the 
word association was understood by respondents. Since the Likert-scale is treated 
as a continuous measure, we utilize OLS linear regression with post-stratification 
survey weights to predict levels of association. We should note that we ask about the 
“exchange of sexual services for payment” instead of concepts such as “prostitution” 
or “sex work” due to the finding in Hansen and Johansson (2023) showing that use 
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of these concepts impacts responses in a myriad of different and important ways. 
Thus, we aim to describe the activity of interest more explicitly in the question.

In Table  1, the mean level of association with the exchange of sexual services 
for payment and standard deviation is presented for the seven activities. The first 
aspect of Table 1 to highlight is that the mean level of association is larger for those 
activities that involve the sex worker and client engaging in physical or in person 
interaction (i.e., erotic dancing, erotic massages, oral sex, and sexual intercourse). 
Conversely, the mean is lowest for those activities where physical or in person inter-
action does not occur between the provider and purchaser (i.e., pornographic photos, 
pornographic videos, and webcamming). The activity with the lowest level of asso-
ciation was pornographic photos, while the activity with the highest level of asso-
ciation was sexual intercourse. The descriptive statistics and bivariate analyses indi-
cate support for H

1
 . For each of the seven activities, the mean level of association 

leans more towards association rather than the neutral position. A second aspect of 
Table 1 to notice is that the standard deviation values indicate substantial variance in 
respondents’ levels of associations.

Figure 1 displays the response distribution densities for each of the seven activi-
ties. Each of the seven distributions are left skewed, which indicates that the mean 
is slightly smaller than is the median and modal responses. In other words, a larger 
proportion of respondents associate the activities with the exchange of sexual ser-
vices for payment than does the proportion that does not. Across the seven activities 
less than 15 percent of respondents selected any one singular category of associa-
tion, which demonstrates a large variance in response selections. On average, around 
one-third of respondents (31.36 percent) indicate a lack of association between the 
activities and the exchange of sexual services for payment – selecting responses 0–4. 
One in 10 respondents (10.04 percent) selected the neutral category of association 
across the seven activities. Conversely, on average just over a majority of respond-
ents (58.6 percent) selected some level of association between the seven activities 
and the exchange of sexual services for payment—selecting responses 6–10. The 
descriptive statistics and density plots convincingly demonstrate that there is a large 
amount of variance left to explain in levels of associations.

Table 1   Mean level of 
associations with the exchange 
of sexual services for payment 
for activities

Activity Mean (SD)

Pornographic photos 5.409 (2.837)
Pornographic videos 5.766 (2.931)
Webcamming 5.691 (2.899)
Erotic dancing 5.838 (2.861)
Erotic massages 5.871 (2.908)
Oral sex 5.811 (3.103)
Sexual intercourse 6.291 (2.962)
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Independent Variables

There are several variables included in the multiple regression analyses as predictor 
and control variables. First, several socio-demographic variables are utilized in the 
regression models, which include age, gender, race, education, and income. Second, 
we include a few attitudinal variables as predictors of levels of associations. Since 
the U.S. population is increasingly sorted based on partisan affiliation in regard to 
a range of attitudes, political partisanship is included as a predictor variable. Like-
wise, political ideology is utilized as an independent variable because we expect 
conservative respondents to be more likely to identify certain activities as being 
associated with the exchange of sexual services for payment. In addition, views on 
the acceptability of the exchange of sexual services for payment is included as a pre-
dictor variable. The expectation is that individuals who view sex work as an accept-
able profession will be more likely to recognize and associate a range of activities 
with the exchange of sexual services for payment. Finally, we include a variable that 
accounts for previous engagement with the exchange of sexual services for payment. 
In particular, the regression models control for whether a respondent had previously 
paid for sexual services. All descriptive statistics and variable coding for these vari-
ables are presented in Appendix A.
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Results

Regression output from the models predicting the level of association between 
the exchange of sexual services for payment and the seven sexual activities is 
presented in Table  2. First, there are several socio-demographic trends that are 
statistically significant in the regression output, but substantively unimportant 
when estimating effects.1 Age is a statistically significant predictor of associa-
tion with activities that have been more traditionally linked with the exchange 
of sexual services for payment—pornographic photos, oral sex, and sexual inter-
course. However, when holding all other independent variables at their survey-
weighted mean values and calculating predictions, the substantive effect of age is 
nonexistent. The 95 percent confidence bounds around the point estimate overlap 
at every age value, which means that we cannot rule out that the predicted levels 
of associations are the same at every age (see, Appendix B, Figure 4). The regres-
sion output result is likely being driven by only a few respondents over the age of 
70 years old. A similar interpretation occurs when exploring the impact of gender. 
While women appear to be statistically more likely than men in several instances 
to associate the exchange of sexual services for payment with an activity, the sub-
stantive effects are absent when plotting the effects holding all other variables at 
their survey-weighted mean values (see, Appendix B, Figure  5). Again, the 95 
confidence bounds around the point estimate overlap for women and men, which 
indicates that their predicted levels of associations are not statistically differ-
ent. Similarly, respondent race has no substantive impact on associations despite 
being statistically significant in one model – overlapping predictions.

Respondent education and income levels have very small substantive effects 
on level of associations. On average, when comparing a respondent at the lowest 
education level with a respondent at the highest education level, there is either no 
substantive difference (pornographic videos and photos) or a small difference of 
less than one-tenth to one-half of a point on the 10-point scale (Appendix B, Fig-
ure 6). The effect is slightly larger for income (Appendix B, Figure 7). On aver-
age, when comparing a respondent at the lowest income bracket to a respondent 
at the highest income bracket, the average difference in the levels of association 
is less than a quarter of a point across the seven associations. Again, there are 
very few respondents at extreme values on both variables, which indicates that 
the effect could be driven by outliers.

One of the attitudinal and one of the behavioral variables included in the mod-
els are also weak predictors of levels of associations between the exchange of sex-
ual services for payment and the seven activities. First, political partisanship has 
only a very small substantive relationship with levels of association in instances 

1  The coefficients for these variables are statistically significant in several instances; however, when plot-
ting the variables’ relationships with the associations the results indicate that their impact is negligible. 
A coefficient is an integer that is multiplied by the value of the variable that is independent of all other 
predictor variables. To view the substantive relationship between a predictor variable and the dependent 
variable, a researcher should calculate predictions with confidence bounds while accounting for the other 
variables. Therefore, we have calculated and plotted predictions for all the predictor variables.
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where it is statistically significant. In four instances, Republican partisans have a 
substantively higher level of association between the exchange of sexual services 
for payment and the activities when holding all other variables at their survey-
weighted means—pornographic photos, webcamming, erotic messages, and sex-
ual intercourse. That being said, the substantive difference between Democratic 
and Republican partisans was on average less than one-tenth of a point on the 
10-point scale in levels of association. The difference accounts for less than one 
percent in the variance of the scale.

Second, prior experience of paying for sexual services is only associated with 
an increase in association between the exchange of sexual services for payment 
and two out of seven activities. Respondents that have indicated prior experience 
paying for sexual services are around a half a point more likely to associate porno-
graphic photos and sexual intercourse with the exchange of sexual services for pay-
ment. Given that these two activities represent the most common non-physical and 
physical activities associated with the exchange of sexual services for payment, the 
result is intuitive. We should note that when estimating models that do not control 
for attitudes towards the acceptability of the exchange of sexual services for pay-
ment, prior experience of paying for sex is a statistically significant and substan-
tively useful predictor for all seven activities (see, Appendix C, Table 5). The effect 
of the variable is quite large from just over half a point difference to over a full point 
difference when comparing a respondent with prior experience to one with no prior 
experience. However, when controlling for acceptability in the models in Table 2, 
prior experience is not a useful predictor. The result indicates that attitudes towards 
the exchange of sexual services for payment are more important than prior personal 
experiences with paying for sex. The result is salient as the correlation between 
views on the acceptability of the exchange of sexual services for payment and prior 
experience with paying for sex is very weakly correlated at 0.181. The finding pro-
vides support for H

2
.

Two attitudinal variables included in the models perform better when predicting 
levels of associations between the exchange of sexual services for payment and the 
seven activities. First, political ideology is a statistically significant predictor of lev-
els of association with the exchange of sexual services for payment for five out of 
seven activities. In Fig.  2, we plot the substantive effect of the political ideology 
variable on levels of associations while holding all other variables at their survey-
weighted mean values. When comparing a very liberal respondent to a very conserv-
ative respondent, the very conservative respondent has around half a point greater 
association between the exchange of sexual services for payment and pornographic 
photos, pornographic videos, and oral sex. Comparing the same respondents, very 
conservative respondents are slightly more likely to associate the exchange of sexual 
services for payment with erotic dancing and sexual intercourse. The results indi-
cates that conservatives are more likely to associate the exchange of sexual services 
for payment with those activities that conservative groups consistently target as 
immoral sexual behavior (i.e., pornography, stripping, and non-procreative sex acts). 
The findings provide support for H

3
.



	 I. Johansson, M. A. Hansen 

1 3

The attitudinal variable with the largest substantive impact on levels of associa-
tion between the exchange of sexual services for payment and the seven activities is 
views on acceptability. The effect of the attitudinal variable is graphically displayed 
in Fig.  3. Across all seven models, individuals who indicate that the exchange of 

Fig. 2   Effect of political ideology on associations with activities exchange of sexual services  for pay-
ment. Note: 95% confidence intervals displayed

Fig. 3   Effect of acceptability of the exchange of sexual services for payment on associations with activi-
ties. Note: 95% confidence intervals displayed



1 3

What Sex Workers Do: Associations Between the Exchange of Sexual…

sexual services for payment is “to a great degree” acceptable are substantially more 
likely than individuals who responded “not at all” acceptable to associate the activi-
ties with exchanging sexual services for payment. In fact, the average predicted level 
of association for each of the seven activities for an individual who indicates the 
exchange of sexual services for payment is “not at all” acceptable is between 2.5 and 
4.4 when accounting for 95 percent confidence bounds. Thus, even when factoring 
in the upper 95 percent confidence limit, the predicted level of association for these 
individuals leans towards not associating the exchange of sexual services for pay-
ment with the activity. On the other hand, the predicted level of association across 
the seven activities for an individual who indicated that the exchange of sexual ser-
vices for payment is “to a great degree” acceptable was between 6.6 and 8.2 when 
accounting for 95 percent confidence bounds. The results indicates that for these 
respondents there is a strong association between the exchange of sexual services 
for payment and each of the seven activities. The substantive takeaway is that indi-
viduals with a more favorable view of exchanging sexual services for payment will 
have a greater awareness of the range of associated activities. The findings provide 
evidence for H

4
.

Discussion

This study explored people’s association between the exchange of sexual services for 
payment and different sexual activities. Using an original online survey, we asked 
1,000 + respondents their levels of associations with the exchange of sexual services 
for payment and seven activities—pornographic photos, pornographic videos, web-
camming, erotic dancing, erotic massages, oral sex, and sexual intercourse. In gen-
eral, the results demonstrate that there is wide variance in terms of what activities 
individuals view as encompassing the broader notion of exchanging sexual services 
for payment.

The results point to four main findings. First, there is a greater association 
between the exchange of sexual services for payment and activities that involve in 
person and physical contact between a sex worker and client than with activities 
involving digital media. Second, conservative respondents have a broader concep-
tualization of the exchange of sexual services for payment and are more inclined to 
associate it with non-physical activities than are liberal respondents. Third, experi-
ences of having paid for sexual services play only a limited role in predicting levels 
of associations. Views on acceptability are more important than is prior experience 
with paying for sexual services. Lastly, views on the acceptability of exchang-
ing sexual services for payment was related to higher associations with each of the 
activities.

The reason as to why individuals more readily associate the exchange of sexual 
services for payment with in person and physical activities may be explained by the 
fact that, historically, sex work has generally hinged on personal interactions and 
experiences. In contrast, digital media mediated sex work activities, such as web-
camming, are newer and may be perceived as more detached from direct interaction 
and the person providing the service, leading to weaker associations. This reasoning 
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aligns with previous studies that have emphasized the significance of embodied 
labor and personal relationships in understanding sex work dynamics. Conserva-
tives’ broader conceptualization of the exchange of sexual services for payment 
may be linked to their moral and ethical perspectives. Activities such as erotic mas-
sage or webcamming might be considered morally questionable or "deviant" from 
a conservative perspective. Consequently, conservatives may extend the definition 
of exchanging sexual services for payment to encompass a wider array of activities. 
This finding aligns with prior research demonstrating how conservative ideologies 
tend to take a stricter stance on sexual morality and view various sexual behaviors 
through a more critical lens. The finding that views on acceptability are more impor-
tant than is prior experience with paying for sexual services resonates with earlier 
studies that have highlighted the multifaceted nature of attitudes towards sex work. 
People’s views on sex work are influenced by a myriad of factors. Social and cultural 
factors such as norms, education, and socialization likely play more significant roles 
in influencing these associations than people’s personal experiences with paying for 
sexual services. Acceptability serves as a lens through which people interpret and 
categorize various behaviors, meaning individuals who view the exchange of sexual 
services for payment as more acceptable are more open to recognizing a broader 
range of activities as part of such exchanges.

The results have important implications for attempts to broadly measure support 
for exchanging sexual services for payment. If individuals associate the exchange of 
sexual services for payment with different activities to drastically differing degrees, 
variance in views on exchanging sexual services for payment might be partially a 
function of these associations rather than empirical realities. Since we find here that 
individuals are more likely to associate such exchanges with in person and physical 
contact activities, scholars need to be cognizant that asking about the exchange of 
sexual services for payment broadly is going to lead individuals to reflect mostly 
on in person and physical types of activities. Today, a large share of sex work takes 
place in online spaces using digital technologies. Our finding indicates that individ-
uals are less likely to reflect on these activities that encompass the preponderance of 
sex work today, which means that broad measures only capture views on a minority 
of activities contained within the sex industry.

In addition, the results have implications for policy. Groups who advocate for 
policy changes pertaining to the exchange of sexual services for payment need to 
be cognizant of the attitudes and associations of the public, as to not cause misun-
derstandings between public opinion and the measures they promote. The stronger 
association between the exchange of sexual services for payment and those activ-
ities that involve in person and physical contact calls for a nuanced and context-
aware approach to sex work policies. Policymakers should consider these associa-
tions when crafting regulations and support systems for sex workers. The observed 
differences in perceptions between conservatives and liberals highlight the need for 
policies that acknowledge diverse views on sex work. The lack of a significant link 
between prior experiences of paying for sexual services and associations with spe-
cific activities suggests that policy efforts focused solely on regulating clients may 
have limited impact. Instead, policymakers should consider a broader approach that 
addresses the different working conditions and ensures the  rights of sex workers 
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themselves. The central role of acceptability in shaping perceptions highlights the 
need for policies that prioritize awareness and education campaigns to promote 
informed and open discussions surrounding the exchange of sexual services for pay-
ment. These findings emphasize that any effective policy framework must be sensi-
tive to the multifaceted nature of public perceptions and attitudes toward sex work.

The present study was limited to asking about the association between the 
exchange of sexual services for payment and seven sexual activities (pornographic 
photos, pornographic videos, webcamming, erotic dancing, erotic massages, oral 
sex, and sexual intercourse). A better understanding of the activities people associ-
ate with the exchange of sexual services for payment can contributes to sex work 
theorizing. Future studies should look at people’s associations with other concepts 
and activities, including sex work activities that are not only erotic in nature. In 
addition, a useful avenue for future research would be to explore whether the physi-
cal space in which the sex work activity occurs impacts people’s views, as well as 
the level of association with different activities.

Beyond studies on the exchange of sexual services for payment, the findings here 
could be extended to similar research exploring attitudes on bodily autonomy, espe-
cially where morality is a consideration. For instance, one area for future research 
would be to explore how associations and framing impacts views on abortion. There 
is no doubt that the word abortion is associated to varying degrees with different 
types of activities among individuals. Thus, support for abortion is undoubtable 
partially a product of these associations. Similarly, word choice might elicit differ-
ent types of associations (pro-choice vs. women’s reproductive health vs. right to 
choose). Applying the results here, this would be an important area of inquiry for 
future research.



	 I. Johansson, M. A. Hansen 

1 3

Appendix A: Variable Coding and Descriptive Statistics

See Tables 3 and 4.

Table 3   Descriptive statistics – socio-demographics

Variable Min Median Mean Max SD

Age 18 35 37.47 100 11.56
Education 0 4 3.96 6 0.94
Income 1 6 6.26 12 2.77

Variable 0 (%) 1 (%)

Woman 56.31 43.69
White 18.49 81.51

Table 4   Descriptive statistics—attitudes

Variable Min Median Mean Max SD

Political ideology 0 6 5.88 10 3.01
Acceptability—exchange of sexual ser-

vices for payment
0 6 6.06 10 2.72

Variable Dem (%) Ind (%) Rep (%)

Party identification 53.92 13.30 32.79

Variable No (%) Yes (%)

Paid for sex prior 72.78 27.22
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Fig. 4   Effect of age on associations with activities with the exchange of sexual services  for payment. 
Note: 95% confidence intervals displayed

Appendix B: Independent Variables—Predictions Plots

See Figs. 4, 5, 6, 7 and 8.
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Fig. 5   Effect of gender on associations with activities with the exchange of sexual services for payment. 
Note: 95% confidence intervals displayed
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Fig. 6   Effect of income on associations with activities with the exchange of sexual services for payment. 
Note: 95% confidence intervals displayed
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Fig. 7   Effect of party identification on associations with activities with the exchange of sexual ser-
vices for payment. Note: 95% confidence intervals displayed
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Fig. 8   Effect of paying for sexual services on associations with activities with the exchange of sexual 
services for payment. Note: 95% confidence intervals displayed

Appendix C: Regression Models—Without Acceptability

See Table 5 and Fig. 9.
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