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Abstract

This study explores how sex workers’ gender, ethnicity, and immigration
status influence public attitudes toward sex work in the United States. Using
a randomized experiment, |,193 respondents evaluated a hypothetical news
story featuring a sex worker as either a “Caucasian woman,” “Caucasian man,”
or “undocumented Mexican woman.” Respondents rated the acceptability
of sex work, worker agency, venue liability, and preferences for supportive
or punitive interventions. Sex work by a Caucasian man was viewed least
favorably, and the undocumented Mexican woman was perceived as having
the lowest agency. Supportive interventions were endorsed more for
women, while punitive measures, particularly fines, were favored for the
man. Results highlight how the intersecting factors shape perceptions of
agency, culpability, deservingness, and intervention preferences.
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Introduction

Public attitudes toward sex work have been an increasingly important area of
inquiry, especially as debates surrounding the legality, morality, and regula-
tion of sex work continue to evolve globally (Hansen & Johansson, 2022,
2023; Johansson & Hansen, 2024a, 2024b, 2024c¢; Valor-Segura et al., 2011;
Vlase & Grasso, 2021). However, several studies have focused on broad atti-
tudes toward sex work, neglecting the complex ways in which the identities
of sex workers themselves affect how they are perceived by the public. This
gap is striking since sex work intersects with larger social issues, such as
human rights, gender inequality, and migration (Brooks-Gordon et al., 2021;
Macioti et al., 2022; Skilbrei, 2019). Understanding how factors like sex
workers’ background, gender, and legal status influence attitudes is crucial
given the central role of public sentiment in shaping policy, policing, and the
social treatment of sex workers.

Our study addresses this gap by experimentally manipulating the gender,
ethnicity, and immigration status of a sex worker in a hypothetical news story
to examine how study respondents’ attitudes change, offering a unique con-
tribution to the literature on public attitudes toward sex work. In this study,
we surveyed 1,193 respondents in the United States (U.S.) using a random-
ized experimental design. Respondents were randomly assigned one of three
vignette conditions describing a sex worker as either a “Caucasian woman,”
“a Caucasian man,” or “undocumented Mexican woman.” After reading
the story, respondents were asked to evaluate several aspects, including the
acceptability of the sex work, the extent to which it appeared voluntary, the
liability of the hotel where the activity occurred, and the appropriateness of
punishment. Respondents were also asked to indicate whether supportive or
punitive interventions were warranted. This design allows us to explore the
intersectional dynamics that shape public responses to sex work.

The study is structured as follows. We begin with a review of the existing
literature on public attitudes toward sex work. Then, we discuss on the poten-
tial impact of the sex worker’s gender, ethnicity, and immigration status on
these attitudes.! Next, we present our hypotheses and provide an overview of
the data and methods used in the study, detailing the experimental design and
the statistical models employed for analysis. We then present the results of
the study while highlighting key differences in public perceptions based on
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these factors. Finally, we discuss the implications of our findings for future
research as well as the limitations of our study, emphasizing the complex
ways in which sex workers’ identity markers intersect with public attitudes
toward sex work and interventions.

Public Attitudes Toward Sex Work

Public attitudes toward sex work shape not only policy decisions but also the
lived realities of sex workers, influencing stigma, policing, and access to ser-
vices (Brooks-Gordon et al., 2021; Skilbrei, 2019). Studies have shown that
these attitudes can range from viewing sex work as a legitimate form of labor
deserving of rights and protections to seeing it as inherently exploitative
or immoral (Johansson & Hansen, 2024a; Sanders et al., 2018). Various indi-
vidual-level factors have been identified as key in shaping public attitudes
toward sex work. Socio-demographic patterns indicate that age is positively
associated with support for the exchange of sexual services, with older
individuals more likely to express approval (Cosby et al., 1996; Hansen &
Johansson, 2022; May, 1999). The relationship between education and sup-
port for sex work is more complex, with studies reporting both positive
(Jakobsson & Kotsadam, 2011; May, 1999; Vlase & Grasso, 2021) and nega-
tive (Hansen & Johansson, 2022) associations. A consistent finding across
the literature is that women tend to hold more negative views on the exchange
of sexual services compared to men (Cosby et al., 1996; Cotton et al., 2002;
Hansen & Johansson, 2022; May, 1999).

Legal frameworks have also been found to influence attitudes, with nega-
tive views being prominent in countries where the sex industry is largely
criminalized, such as the Sweden and Norway (Johansson & Hansen, 2024b).
Sex work criminalization is generally characterized by an emphasis on pun-
ishment, stigmatization, and limited support interventions (Ostergren, 2018).
Legalization by contrast, permits sex work but imposes strict regulations that
often exclude or marginalize vulnerable workers. For example, in Germany
and the Netherlands, legalized sex work has coexisted with exclusionary sys-
tems that maintain high levels of informal, unregulated labor. Decriminali-
zation, as observed in Belgium, New Zealand, and parts of Australia, removes
penalties to instead focus on safeguarding the rights and wellbeing of sex
workers, but these efforts do not necessarily apply to all sex workers, with
migrants being one notable exception (Armstrong, 2016; Macioti et al., 2022;
Ostergren, 2018).

Political ideology and moral beliefs also play critical roles in attitudes
toward sex work. Individuals with liberal political views are more likely to
support decriminalization and view sex work as a legitimate profession,
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whereas conservative individuals may oppose it on moral or religious grounds
(Valor-Segura et al., 2011; Vlase & Grasso, 2021). Additionally, personal
experiences and exposure to sex work, either directly or indirectly, can influ-
ence attitudes, with greater familiarity often leading to more nuanced or
accepting views (Cotton et al., 2002).

Attitudes toward sex work depend on how the activity is framed. Survey
question wording and terminology play a crucial role in affecting respon-
dents’ answers. Terms like “prostitution” carry more negative connotations
than “sex work” or “transactional sex,” leading to higher rates of disapproval
from respondents (Hansen & Johansson, 2023). Questions emphasizing
legality, morality, or health implications can also elicit different responses,
highlighting the importance of careful wording in research instruments to
avoid bias and accurately capture public sentiment.

Moreover, abstract questions about the acceptability of sex work may
yield different results compared to those that contextualize it within specific
scenarios or highlight certain aspects, such as coercion or economic neces-
sity. Johansson and Hansen (2024a) find that framing sex work using posi-
tive and negative associations, like empowerment or exploitation,
significantly affects perceived acceptability. Attitudes also vary depending
on what activities people classify as sex work. Johansson and Hansen
(2024c) show that people associate sex work with activities like webcam-
ming, erotic dancing, and sexual intercourse to varying degrees, which
shape their overall judgments. Given the way framing can alter attitudes on
the subject, it stands to reason that identity markers, such as gender, ethnic-
ity, and immigration status, may also shape the public’s evaluations of sex
work. Yet, these aspects remain undertheorized and empirically understud-
ied in survey-based research.

Sex Worker Identities and Public Attitudes

Scholars have long argued that sex work tends to be understood through a
gendered and racialized moral lens (Bernstein, 2007; Chapkis, 2003;
Gonzalez-Lopez, 2005). Studies have shown that female sex workers are fre-
quently portrayed through a lens of victimhood, especially when framed as
economically vulnerable or coerced (Abel, 2021; Sanders, 2005). These por-
trayals are often reflected in protective or rehabilitative policy approaches
and media coverage, which suggests an underlying public perception of
women in sex work as passive or exploited. In contrast, male sex workers
tend to receive less public empathy and may be viewed as more agentic or
even deviant (Kaye, 2014; Minichiello et al., 2015). Male sex workers may
experience distinct forms of stigma related not only to their involvement in
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sex work but also to perceived violations of gender and sexual norms.
Assumptions that male sex workers are gay or bisexual can activate homo-
phobic stigma, especially in conservative contexts (Bacio & Rinaldi, 2022).
This intersection of stigma tied to masculinity, sexuality, and sex work itself
may result in a lower perceived need for support. However, there is little
empirical research that directly examines how the public interprets and
responds to these narratives.

Sex workers’ ethnicity and immigration status add complexity to public
attitudes toward sex work. Ethnic minority sex workers often face com-
pounded stigma due to racial stereotypes, affecting perceptions of their
involvement in sex work (Chandler et al., 2022; Kulick, 1998). Narratives of
“otherness” can lead to assumptions that minority individuals are victims of
trafficking or coercion, while majority-group members are more often
viewed as acting by choice (Johansson & Ostergren, 2021). Rangel-Medina
(2024) uses the concept of “citizensim” to describe how citizenship status
becomes a proxy for exclusion, reinforcing structural racism through height-
ened surveillance and social marginalization of those perceived as non-citi-
zens. In the context of sex work, this framework is especially relevant as
individuals marked by both ethnic and legal outsider status will likely face
increased scrutiny, particularly when undocumented—a designation that
carries significant legal and social stigma (Bolivar, 2017, 2021; Cheng &
Kim, 2014; Chin & Finckenauer, 2012; Flores et al., 2022; Merolla et al.,
2013). In the U.S., among the most heavily stigmatized and vulnerable
populations within the sex industry are undocumented Mexican and other
Latina/o sex workers (Bolivar, 2017; Gonzalez-Lopez, 2005; Moslimani &
Passel, 2024). These individuals are situated at the nexus of multiple stigma-
tized identities: as migrants, as racialized others, and as participants in a
criminalized economy. The intersection of these markers not only influences
the risk of criminalization and deportation but also likely plays a role in how
the public perceives them.

Public attitudes are shaped partly by the widespread conflation of sex
work and sex trafficking, a narrative promoted by the U.S. through its domi-
nant role in global anti-trafficking discourse. These global efforts often
frame sex workers, particularly those who are racialized or non-citizens, as
victims lacking agency, reinforcing narratives that justify over-policing
under the guise of protection. Scholars have documented how anti-traffick-
ing initiatives are imbued with white supremacist and colonial legacies,
perpetuating racial hierarchies and marginalizing communities of color. For
instance, Kempadoo and Shih (2023) explored how contemporary anti-
trafficking efforts are rooted in historical racial injustices, often reinforcing
systemic racism. Additionally, Shih (2021) examined how training programs
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designed to identify trafficking victims can perpetuate racist surveillance
practices, disproportionately targeting marginalized groups. Furthermore,
Brooks (2021) discussed how anti-trafficking laws often portray white
women as “innocent victims” while depicting Black women as morally sus-
pect, thereby perpetuating racial biases. These practices contribute to the
over-policing of sex workers from marginalized communities, under the
guise of protection and rescue.

While researchers have examined how sex workers are portrayed in
media, policy, and advocacy contexts, few have directly tested how the pub-
lic evaluates sex workers with differing identities. If public attitudes toward
sex work reflect these broader gendered and racialized patterns, we expect
undocumented Mexican women to be perceived as having less agency and
as more in need of intervention when compared to Caucasian women and
men in sex work. We posit two broad hypotheses to initiate inquiry into this
area of research.

Hypotheses

HI: Attitudes toward sex work and punishment will differ based on sex
worker gender, ethnicity, and immigration status.

H2: Views on support or punishment for the individual engaging in sex
work will differ based on their gender, ethnicity, and immigration status.

Data and Method

This study surveyed 1,193 individuals in the U.S. to inquire about their atti-
tudes regarding a sex work scenario. The survey was conducted on 18 July
2024 through Prolific’s platform. Respondents provided informed consent
and had the option to skip questions or exit the survey at any time. Potential
participants undergo a rigorous recruitment process, which can take several
months, requiring verification of identity, proof of residency, and confirma-
tion of key socio-demographics. Respondents were sampled using a repre-
sentative online panel of adults residing in the U.S., 18 years of age or older.
All respondents were compensated at an average rate of around $10.00/hr.
The median amount of time it took to complete the survey was 13 min and
34s, when accounting for individuals who engaged in survey interruption
and resumption. The study received approval from Sam Houston State
University’s Institutional Review Board.

The stratified sampling strategy aimed to recruit respondents in a manner
that closely mirrors the socio-demographic composition of the U.S. popu-
lation, including variables such as age, gender, education, and income.
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Additionally, to address the increasingly partisan nature of the legal system,
the sample was designed to reflect a representative distribution of partisan
identification. To ensure data quality, responses to socio-demographic ques-
tions were compared with data previously provided to the survey research
recruitment firm, and the matches were found to be perfect. Our analysis plan
ends with estimating regression models after a discussion of descriptive sta-
tistics and binary statistical tests.

Experimental Design

To assess how sex worker gender, ethnicity, and immigration status impact
views on the activity, this study implements an experimental survey design.?
The experiment was pre-registered through the Center for Open Science:
https://osf.io/pbu86 (Hansen et al., 2024). The experiment was registered on
18 March 2024, prior to data collection. Pre-registration helps enhance the
transparency and credibility of the research by specifying hypotheses, data
collection procedures, and analysis plans in advance, reducing the risk of post
hoc modifications or selective reporting. The survey includes a hypothetical
newspaper story about an individual arrested for engaging in sex work. The
individual was arrested by the sherift’s department following an anonymous
tip about prostitution at a hotel and their subsequent admission of involve-
ment in the activity. The story was crafted to align with the typical content
and length of local newspaper articles, ensuring realism in the experimental
design. To further enhance this realism, the vignette uses legal terminology
such as “prostitution” to reflect how these cases are commonly reported in
news media. Additionally, the selection of treatments and the inclusion of
comparative gender and ethnicity groups were determined to provide a bal-
anced and methodologically appropriate basis for analysis (Navarro &
Hansen, 2023). The prompt prior to reading the newspaper story begins:

“Please read closely the following story about a recent incident that had
been reported on in a local news outlet. After you read the story, we are
going to ask you questions about the story, which include your opinions. We
ask that you please read the story closely to guarantee the accuracy of your
responses.”

Respondents were asked to confirm their understanding of the instruc-
tions, and all indicated comprehension. They were then randomly assigned
to one of three treatment groups (based on the sample size that could be
obtained), with the only variation being the gender and/or ethnicity and
immigration status of the individual engaging in sex work in the story: a
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Caucasian woman, a Caucasian man, and a Mexican woman described as
undocumented.®> We selected a Mexican woman as a comparison due to the
predominance of Mexican individuals within the U.S. immigrant population
(Moslimani & Passel, 2024). Drawing on scholarship pointing to the impor-
tance of labels and framing, we specifically chose to include the descriptor
undocumented to reflect current U.S. discourses in which Mexican identity
and undocumented immigration status are often conflated, as well as com-
mon societal narratives that associate immigration status with vulnerability
in the context of sex work. This decision also reflected a practical concern:
in a pre-test of the experiment, respondents assumed the Mexican woman
was undocumented even when her immigration status was not specified.
This assumption resonates with contemporary U.S., discourses where the
terms “Mexican” and “undocumented” are frequently paired in media, polit-
ical rhetoric, and public imagination, often with negative connotations
(Flores et al., 2022; Moslimani & Passel, 2024). To avoid inconsistent inter-
pretations and enhance internal validity, we chose to explicitly include the
descriptor in the finalized version of the experiment. Moreover, this approach
ensured that all respondents reacted to a clearly defined treatment condition,
rather than projecting varying assumptions about immigration status. While
this condition includes an additional characteristic relative to the other two,
it remains analytically meaningful because the primary point of comparison
is to the Caucasian woman, enabling an examination of how perceptions
shift when the individual is racialized and perceived as undocumented. The
inclusion of a Caucasian woman as a baseline allows us to assess the degree
to which origin and immigration status shape perceptions, just as the
Caucasian man condition isolates gender-based effects. We acknowledge
that additional experiments including more descriptors would further enrich
the analysis, but this design choice provides a first important step for under-
standing the intersection of gender, ethnicity, and immigration status in
shaping public opinion.

Figure 1 presents these stories. The randomization process ensured
approximately equal proportions of respondents in each group. After account-
ing for item non-response and incomplete surveys, 403 respondents were
assigned to the story about the Caucasian woman, and 401 respondents to
each of the stories about the Caucasian man and the Mexican woman.
Following the story and related questions, respondents were asked to recall
the gender, ethnicity, and immigration status of the person in the story as an
attention check, without the option to revisit the material. Only 3.65% of
respondents failed to correctly identify the experimental manipulation, with
similarly low error rates across treatments.
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T1: Caucasian Woman

The sheriff’s department reported the arrest of
& young caucasian woman at the Breezy Motel
on 32nd street close to downtown. Law enforce-
ment did not release the name of the woman,
but did provide details regarding the suspect
and arrest.

The sheriff indicated that the woman had
been engaging in prostitution, which is illegal
according to §103.61 of the city’s criminal code.
The statute prohibits, “individuals from engag-
ing in the exchange of money for sexual acts.
While it is relatively uncommon for law en-

forcement to arrest individuals under the statute,

the sheriff’s department has recently made en-
forcement of the statute a priority near the
downtown area after receiving anonymous tips.

Upon her arrest the woman admitted to en-
gaging in the activity when law enforcement
confronted her with surveillance video of her
meeting three different men at the hotel over
two weeks. She had said that she had been,
“involved in sex work for the last five months™.
The woman had identified as a, “colloge stu-
dent looking for easy cash’.

The sherifi’s department had stated that
she had been using an online escort service plat-
form. Our reporting uncovered that the web-
site provides sex workers and clients a platform
to connect, verify identities, and organize meet-
ings. When our reporters asked the sheriff’s de-
partment stated that they did not believe the
suspect to be a victim of human trafficking.

The suspect is expected in court 30 days
from the arrest date. The expected punishment
if pleading or found guilty is a $725 to $1,500
fine. The sheriff’s department had stated that
they hope the risk of fine will deter others from
engaging in the activity.

T2: Caucasian Man
The sheriff’s department reported the arrest of
a young caucasian man at the Breezy Motel on
32nd street close to downtown. Law enforce-
ment did not release the name of the man, but
did provide details regarding the suspect and
arrest.

The sheriff indicated that the man had been
cengaging in prostitution, which is illegal ac-
cording to §103.61 of the city’s criminal code.
The statute prohibits, “individuals from engag-
ing in the exchange of money for sexual acts.”
While it is relatively uncommon for law en-
forcement to arrest individuals under the statute
the sheriff’s department has recently made en-
forcement of the statute a priority near the
downtown area after receiving anonymous tips.

Upon his arrest the man admitted to en-
gaging in the activity when law enforcement
confronted him with surveillance video of him
meeting three different men at the hotel over
two weeks. He had said that he had been, “in-
volved in sex work for the last five months™.
The man had identified as a, “college student
looking for easy cash”.

The sheriff’s department had stated that he
had been using an online escort service plat-
form. Our reporting uncovered that the web-
site provides sex workers and clients a platform
to connect, verify identities, and organize meet-
ings. When our reporters asked the sheriff’s de-
partment stated that they did not believe the
suspect to be a victim of human trafficking.

The suspect is expected in court 30 days
from the arrest date. The expected punishment
if pleading or found guilty is a $725 to $1,500
fine. The sheriff’s department had stated that
they hope the risk of fine will deter others from
engaging in the activity.

T3: Mexican Woman

The sheriff’s department reported the arrest of
& young undocumented Mexican woman at the
Breezy Motel on 32nd strect close to downtown.
Law enforcement did not release the name of
the woman, but did provide details regarding
the suspect and arrest.

The sheriff indicated that the woman had
been engaging in prostitution, which is illegal
according to §103.61 of the city’s criminal code:
The statute prohibits, “individuals from engag-
ing in the exchange of money for sexual acts.
While it is relatively uncommon for law en-
forcement to arrest individuals under the statute,
the sheriff’s department has recently made en-
forcement of the statute a priority near the
downtown area after receiving anonymous tips.

Upon her arrest the woman admitted to en-
gaging in the activity when law enforcement
confronted her with surveillance video of her
meeting three different men at the hotel over
two weeks. She had said that she had been,
“involved in sex work for the last five months™
The woman had identified as, “someone look-
ing for easy cash”.

The sheriff’s department had stated that
she hiad been using an online escort service plat-
form. Our reporting uncovered that the web-
site provides sex workers and clients & platform
to connect, verify identities, and organize meet-
ings. When our reporters asked the sheriff’s de-
partment stated that they did not believe the
suspect to be a victim of human trafficking,

The suspect is expected in court 30 days
from the arrest date. The expected punishment
if pleading or found guilty is a $725 to $1,500
fine. The sheriff’s department had stated that
they hope the risk of fine will deter others from
engaging in the activity.

Figure |. Sex worker story treatments.

Dependent Variables and Methods

There are two sets of dependent variables. First, after the module containing
the news story, respondents were asked questions about their perceptions of
the story. The next survey page began with: “Please answer the following
four questions pertaining to the local news story on a scale from 0=greatly
disagree to 10=greatly agree (note: 5=neutral).” Respondents were then pro-
vided with four questions related to the story: 1. How acceptable do you find
the activity the individual admitted to engaging in? 2. How likely do you
think it is that the individual engaged in the activity voluntarily? 3. To what
extent do you think the hotel is liable for this type of activity? and 4. To what
extent do you think the punishment for the activity is appropriate? Since the
response options were based on a continuous (dis)agreement scale, we uti-
lized OLS linear regression to predict responses. The term “acceptability”
was retained in Question 1 to ensure comparability with large-scale cross-
national surveys on public attitudes toward sex work (see, e.g., the European
Social Survey and World Values Survey). Regarding Question 2, while per-
ceptions of voluntariness may reflect some conflation between sex work and
trafficking, this measure captures broader public perceptions of agency rather
than directly assessing beliefs about coercion or trafficking, allowing for
meaningful analysis of attitudinal patterns.
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Then, on the next page of the survey, respondents were asked the follow-
ing question: “Which type of support or punishment should be given to an
individual engaging in this type of activity?” The respondents were offered
seven response options with the possibility to select more than one: 1. no
action, 2. job training program enrollment, 3. social worker counseling, 4.
peer support from sex workers’ rights organization, 5. law enforcement warn-
ing, 6. monetary fine, and/or 7. incarceration in jail. The order of the items
was randomized to minimize potential priming effects and ensure that respon-
dents were not systematically directed toward considerations of support or
punishment initially. While no list of response options can be entirely exhaus-
tive, the included options reflect common strategies identified through our
interviews with sex workers and sex workers’ rights groups. To our knowl-
edge, there has been no research agenda that has explored public attitudes in
the type of support or punishment that individuals engaging in sex work
should receive. Thus, beyond the experimental design’s inquiry, we also con-
tribute to the literature by exploring these outcomes. Since the variables rep-
resent a binary selection/non-selection, we estimate logistic regression
models to predict responses.

Independent Variables

Descriptive statistics and bivariate tests provide initial insights into attitudes
toward the story and sex work in general. To further examine the effect of sex
worker gender and ethnicity, models were estimated to incorporate key indi-
vidual-level predictors that may affect responses, along with a nominal-level
variable representing the experimental manipulation. The empirical analysis
includes several predictor variables with either established relationships to
attitudes toward sex work or that are commonly controlled for in American
attitudinal studies. Specifically, the multiple regression analysis accounts for
socio-demographics such as age, gender, income, education, and race.

The analysis also includes two attitudinal variables. First, respondents’
self-reported political ideology on a left-right scale is examined. It is expected
that liberals will be more accepting of sex work and less supportive of severe
punishment (Hansen & Navarro, 2023, 2024). Second, partisan identification
is considered as a predictor variable. Partisanship has become a significant
predictor of attitudes on various issues in the U.S., including views on the
legal system (Hansen & Navarro 2022, 2025). It is anticipated that Democrats
will exhibit a higher level of acceptability, while Republicans will show
lower levels. Conversely, Republicans are expected to have greater support
for punishments toward sex work. In this analysis, respondents who indicated
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they lean toward a party were coded as partisan identifiers of that party. This
choice was made to not overinflate the impact of partisanship by only having
strong identifiers coded as partisans. Variable coding and descriptive statis-
tics for all variables utilized in the analysis here are presented in Appendices
A and B.

Results

Descriptive Statistics and Bivariate Statistical Tests: General
Views on Stories

In Table 1, mean responses levels are provided for each of the news stories
and the full sample. Overall, the full sample mean acceptability score was
4.12, which indicates that respondents generally expressed a view that leaned
toward negativity. However, respondents’ views on the acceptability of the
activity varied slightly depending on the gender, ethnicity, and immigration
status of the sex worker in the story. The mean acceptability score for the
Caucasian woman was 4.31, and the score for the Mexican woman was 4.21;
these values were not significantly different from one another. However, the
Caucasian man’s acceptability score was statistically significantly lower than
that of a Caucasian woman, at 3.85. Thus, the activity was viewed as less
acceptable when performed by a Caucasian man compared to a Caucasian
woman. The negative perceptions of Caucasian men engaged in sex work
might reflect societal biases against male sex work, particularly assumptions
about homosexuality or deviations from traditional gender roles.

For the full sample, the mean score for perceptions of whether the sex
worker voluntarily engaged in the activity was 7.87 on the 0 to 10 agreement
scale, indicating a generally high level of agreement that the individual acted

Table I. Mean Responses for Questions by Sex Worker Gender and Race.

Caucasian ~ Caucasian Mexican Full
Question woman man woman sample
Acceptability 431 (3.18) 3.85%(3.18) 421 3.22) 4.12 (3.20)
Voluntary activity 8.10(2.02) 8.15(1.90) 7.29%* (2.31) 7.87(2.12)
Hotel liability 331 (2.88) 351 (2.83) 4.06%*F(3.02) 3.63 (2.93)

Appropriate punishment  5.71 (2.98)  5.61 (2.95) 5.64 (2.98) 5.66 (2.97)

*Indicates statistically significant difference at p <.05 from Caucasian woman.
**Indicates statistically significant difference at p <.05 from Caucasian man.
Standard deviations in parentheses.
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voluntarily. Both the Caucasian man and woman received similarly high
scores, with means of 8.15 and 8.10, respectively. In contrast, the Mexican
woman was perceived as engaging in the activity less voluntarily, with a sta-
tistically significantly lower mean score of 7.29 compared to both the
Caucasian woman and man. These findings suggest that respondents may
attribute different levels of agency to individuals based on ethnicity in the
context of sex work.

When it came to judgments about the hotel’s liability for allowing the
activity, the full sample had an average score of 3.63, which indicates a low
degree of liability assigned to the hotel. However, perceptions of liability
varied depending on the gender, ethnicity, and immigration status of the sex
worker. Both the Caucasian woman and man were associated with similar
mean liability scores of 3.31 and 3.51, respectively. In contrast, the Mexican
woman elicited a statistically significantly higher perceived liability, with a
mean score of 4.06, differing from both the Caucasian woman and man.
While this finding may align with perceptions of reduced agency, it could
also reflect broader societal biases or stereotypes linking certain ethnic or
nativity groups with coercion or trafficking. Future studies could explore
these dynamics more explicitly by including additional experimental condi-
tions to isolate these effects.

Regarding the appropriateness of the punishment, the full sample had a
mean score of 5.66, suggesting that respondents leaned slightly toward agree-
ment that the punishment was appropriate. The mean scores for this measure
did not differ significantly across treatments, with scores of 5.71 for the
Caucasian woman, 5.61 for the Caucasian man, and 5.64 for the Mexican
woman. The consistency of these scores across treatments indicates that
respondents’ attitudes of the appropriate punishment were not influenced by
the gender, ethnicity, or immigration status of the sex worker. While these
mean scores are close to the neutral midpoint of 5, potentially reflecting some
uncertainty or ambivalence among respondents, the modal response was 7,
indicating general agreement with the punishment.

Descriptive Statistics and Bivariate Statistical Tests: General
Views on Stories

To explore attitudes toward support or punishment for sex workers, respon-
dents were asked to indicate which interventions they believed were appro-
priate for the individual depicted in the story. The results from Table 2 reveal
significant differences in support preferences based on the gender, ethnicity,
and immigration status of the individual, while preferences for punishment
remained largely consistent. Notably, there were no statistically significant
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Table 2. Appropriate Support or Punishment Percentages.

Caucasian Caucasian Mexican Full

Support (S) or punishment (P) woman man woman  sample
No action 11.17% 11.72% 10.47%  11.12%
S: Job training program enrollment 46.65 38.15%  57.11*%¥% 4730
S: Social worker counseling 59.55 53.11 64.09%  58.92
S: Peer support, sex workers’ rights org.  46.65 36.66%  52.87%F 4539
P: Law enforcement warning 40.94 34.66 39.90 38.51
P: Monetary fine 5261 54.86 48.88 52.11
P: Incarceration in jail 14.64 18.70 15.96 16.43

*Indicates statistically significant difference at p <.05 from Caucasian woman.
**Indicates statistically significant difference at p <.05 from Caucasian man.

differences in the number of respondents advocating for no action to be taken,
with just over 10% supporting this option.

Across all three conditions, social worker counseling emerged as the most
favored intervention, receiving support from 58.92% of respondents. Notably,
the rate of selection for social worker counseling was statistically similar for
both the Caucasian woman and Caucasian man. However, a statistically sig-
nificantly larger share of respondents (approximately 9%) indicated that the
Mexican woman should receive social worker counseling compared to the
Caucasian man.

When examining additional support options, job training program enroll-
ment was the second most preferred response, with an overall endorsement
0f'47.30%. This option received significantly higher support for the Mexican
woman at 57.11%, compared to both the Caucasian woman and man. In
contrast, the Caucasian man garnered lower support for job training, at
38.15%, compared to the Caucasian woman (46.65%), indicating that
respondents perceived the need for support differently based on the gender,
ethnicity, and immigration status of the sex worker. Peer support from sex
workers’ rights organizations also gained traction, with 45.39% of total
responses favoring this option. The Caucasian woman and Mexican woman
received statistically significantly higher support at 46.65% and 52.87%,
respectively, compared to the Caucasian man, who received only 36.66%.
Overall, these results suggest that respondents’ support for interventions
varied by the gender, ethnicity, and immigration status of the sex worker,
highlighting disparities in perceived needs and appropriate responses.

Among the punitive measures assessed, a monetary fine emerged as
the most frequently selected response, receiving an overall endorsement of
52.11%. This option was particularly favored in the condition featuring
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the Caucasian man, which garnered the highest support at 54.86%, making it
the most selected intervention for Caucasian men across all available items.
The Caucasian woman received a slightly lower endorsement at 52.61%,
while the Mexican woman had the least support for this measure at 48.88%.
Importantly, the differences in the percentage of respondents selecting a
monetary fine were not statistically significant across the three conditions.
Additionally, law enforcement warnings received support from 38.51% of
the full sample. Incarceration was the least favored response overall, endorsed
by just 16.43% of respondents. Notably, there were no statistically significant
differences in the selection of punitive measures based on the gender, ethnic-
ity, and immigration status of the sex worker.

The findings reveal important nuances in public attitudes toward sex
work, characterized by significant differences in preferences for support
interventions based on the gender, ethnicity, and immigration status of the
individual depicted. Social worker counseling emerged as the most favored
intervention across all conditions, particularly for the Mexican woman, indi-
cating respondents’ strong preference for supportive measures for sex work-
ers. In contrast, while monetary fines were the preferred punitive measure,
particularly for the Caucasian man, there were no statistically significant dif-
ferences in the selection of punitive measures based on the gender or ethnic-
ity of the sex worker. The results suggest a similar level of views on punitive
accountability across all conditions, while simultaneously underscoring the
varying attitudes of support needs for women and different ethnicities.

Regression Analysis: General Views on Stories

In Table 3, outputs from OLS linear regression models predicting the four
more general questions related to the stories are presented. The results reveal
significant socio-demographic influences on attitudes toward sex work. Age
is negatively associated with the acceptability of sex work, indicating that
older respondents tend to view it less favorably. Conversely, age is positively
related to believing the activity was voluntarily, the hotel holds liability, and
the punishment is appropriate. Gender significantly influences attitudes
toward sex work, with women demonstrating a statistically lower level of
acceptability regarding the act. Notably, the gender gap in perceptions is
smallest when evaluating the acceptability of sex work in the context of the
story featuring the Caucasian man. Conversely, the gap is most pronounced
when considering the Mexican woman. Race appears to have mixed effects;
White respondents showed no significant differences in acceptability but
were less supportive of hotel liability and appropriate punishment. Education
has a positive correlation with the acceptability of sex work, highlighting that
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Table 3. Models Predicting Views on the Stories.

Voluntary Appropriate
Variables Acceptability activity Hotel liability punishment
Constant 6.79%F% (0.40)  7.54%F (0.29)  2.24%* (0.40)  4.76%* (0.39)
Age —0.02%%% (0.01) ~ 0.02** (0.00)  0.02* (0.01)  0.02** (0.01)
Woman =1.19%% (0.17) -0.12 (0.12) 0.25 (0.17) 0.09 (0.16)
White 0.28 (0.19) 0.12 (0.14) —1.08%* (0.19) —1.22%% (0.19)
Education 0.33% (0.10) -0.30%F (0.07)  0.27% (0.10) -0.11 (0.09)
Income -0.05%* (0.03) -0.01 (0.02) -0.03 (0.03) -0.01 (0.03)
Political ideology -0.31%¥ (0.04) 0.06** (0.03) 0.03 (0.04)  0.22%% (0.04)
Party ID—Independent -0.29 (0.23) 0.17 (0.17) 0.04 (0.23) 0.04 (0.23)
Party ID—Republican ~ —0.80%** (0.30) 0.13 (0.22) 0.47 (0.30) 0.75% (0.30)
T2—Caucasian man -0.34* (0.20) 0.05 (0.14) 0.23 (0.20) -0.15 (0.20)
T3—Mexican woman -0.21 (0.20) -0.77%* (0.14)  0.80%** (0.20) -0.04 (0.20)
Observations 1,193 1,193 1,193 1,193
R? 21 .09 .06 A3
Adjusted R? .20 .09 .05 12

Note. Standard errors in parentheses.
*p <.l ¥p<.05. ¥Fp < .0l.

individuals with higher educational attainment are generally more progres-
sive on this issue. However, people with greater education have a statistically
lower belief that the activity was voluntary and greater agreement that the
hotel is liable. Conversely, income only has a small negative relationship
with views on acceptability.

Political ideology and partisan identification significantly shape individ-
ual attitudes toward sex work. Conservative respondents exhibit a statisti-
cally lower level of acceptability compared to those identifying as liberal.
Furthermore, conservatives are more likely to perceive the activity as volun-
tary and to endorse the appropriateness of punishment. Notably, ideological
disparities in beliefs about the voluntary nature of sex work are present only
in models examining the story featuring the Caucasian woman. In terms of
partisanship, Republicans demonstrate significantly lower acceptance of sex
work compared to Democrats, while Independents show no significant differ-
ences in their views. Further analysis reveals that the partisan gaps in accept-
ability are primarily driven by Republicans’ substantially lower acceptance
of the condition involving the Caucasian man, with no significant partisan
differences observed for the other two conditions. Additionally, Republicans
are more inclined than Democrats to deem the punishment as appropriate;
however, this finding is context-dependent, arising specifically in relation to
the story featuring the Caucasian woman.
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The experimental treatments also played a role in shaping respondents’
attitudes. The condition featuring the Caucasian man (T2) resulted in lower
acceptability scores compared to the reference category, the Caucasian
woman. However, this difference was only statistically significant at p < 0.1.
Conversely, the story involving the Mexican woman (T3) resulted in signifi-
cantly lower agreement regarding the voluntary nature of the activity and a
higher endorsement of hotel liability. These findings suggest that respondents
perceive issues of coercion and external liability as more probable in the
condition involving the Mexican woman. Overall, these results underscore
the importance of narrative context in shaping public attitudes, indicating that
the framing of individuals depicted in the stories can profoundly affect per-
ceptions of sex work.

Regression Analysis: Support/Punishment Interventions

In Table 4, the results from the logistic regression models predicting support
or punishment for various responses to the sex work activity are presented.
The findings highlight notable socio-demographic influences on support for
intervention measures. Age exhibits a negative relationship with the likeli-
hood of endorsing non-punitive responses such as peer support or no inter-
vention, suggesting that older respondents are less inclined to support these
alternatives. In contrast, older individuals are more likely to endorse punitive
measures, particularly legal warnings and fines. Women are statistically more
likely to choose each of the three support interventions, while there are no
gender gaps in punishment or selecting no interventions. White respondents
are statistically more likely to choose no intervention or peer support and less
likely to choose punitive measures. Education is statistically significant and
positively related to selecting counseling or peer support and negatively
related to selecting jail. Lastly, income is only negatively related to selecting
jail time.

Political ideology and partisan identification significantly influence atti-
tudes toward support and punishment for sex work-related activities. Conser-
vative respondents exhibit a statistically lower propensity to endorse peer
support or to advocate for no interventions. The analysis reveals pronounced
ideological disparities, with conservatives showing a greater inclination
toward more extreme punitive responses, such as fines or jail time. Regarding
partisanship, Independents are more likely to support no intervention and less
likely to favor legal warnings. In contrast, Republicans demonstrate stronger
support for fines compared to Democrats.

Additionally, the experimental treatments also shape responses to pre-
ferred interventions. Respondents were less likely to indicate job training,
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Table 5. Woman Coefficient—Models With Samples Split by Treatment.

Caucasian Caucasian Mexican
Support (S) or punishment (P) woman man woman
No action -0.37 0.05 -0.56
S: Job training program enrollment 0.28 0.44%* 0.41*
S: Social worker counseling 0.02 0.42%* 0.44*
S: Peer support, sex workers’ rights org 0.18 0.58* 0.47*
P: Law enforcement warning -0.05 0.08 0.00
P: Monetary fine -0.20 -0.12 0.27
P: Incarceration in jail -0.03 -0.23 0.16

*p<.l.*p<.05.

peer support, or legal warning when presented with the Caucasian man story
compared to the Caucasian woman. However, it is worth noting that the dif-
ferences in selecting job training and legal warning were only significant at
p < 0.1. In addition, respondents were more likely to indicate the supportive
intervention of job training and peer support when presented with the story
of the Mexican woman when compared to the Caucasian woman (the latter at
p < 0.1). These results point to differing intervention expectations of the
public based on the identity markers of the sex worker.

To further investigate the results, logistic regression models were esti-
mated with samples split by treatment, focusing specifically on gender gaps
in supportive interventions. Table 5 presents the women coefficients based on
support or punishment by treatment. The findings indicate that gender gaps in
supportive interventions exist only for the conditions involving the Caucasian
man and the Mexican woman, and these gaps arise from different factors. For
the condition featuring the Caucasian man, the gender gap occurs because
men are much less likely to select supportive interventions compared to their
responses to the story of the Caucasian woman. Conversely, the gender gap
in the condition with the Mexican woman is driven by women showing a
greater propensity to select supportive interventions when compared to their
responses to the Caucasian woman. These results highlight the complex rela-
tionships among predictors, scenarios, and attitudes toward sex work.

Conclusion

This study set out to examine how attitudes toward sex work and punishment
vary based on the gender, ethnicity, and immigration status of the sex worker,
as well as public preferences for supportive versus punitive interventions.
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Utilizing a sample of 1,193 U.S. respondents, the study tested two key
hypotheses: 1. that attitudes toward sex work and punishment would differ
depending on the gender, ethnicity, and immigration status of the sex worker,
and 2. that views on support or punishment for the individual engaging in sex
work would vary similarly. Through a randomized experimental design fea-
turing stories about a Caucasian woman, Caucasian man, and an undocu-
mented Mexican woman involved in sex work, the study explored public
attitudes across a range of measures.

The results largely supported the first hypothesis. Attitudes toward sex
work and punishment do indeed differ based on the gender, ethnicity, and
immigration status of the sex worker. Respondents found sex work performed
by a Caucasian man significantly less acceptable than when performed by
a Caucasian or undocumented Mexican woman. Furthermore, respondents
attributed lower levels of voluntariness to the undocumented Mexican woman,
which was accompanied by higher perceptions of hotel liability for the action.
The result suggests that respondents were more likely to attribute coercion and
external responsibility when the individual was an undocumented Mexican
woman, reflecting potential biases in how the public perceives agency or
vulnerability based on different identity markers in the context of sex work.

The findings for the second hypothesis were more nuanced. Supportive
interventions, such as social worker counseling and job training, were favored
for both the Caucasian and Mexican women, with the undocumented Mexican
woman receiving significantly higher support for these options. In contrast,
monetary fines were the most favored punitive measure across all groups but
were particularly supported for the Caucasian man. Importantly, there were
no statistically significant differences in the selection of punitive measures
based on the gender, ethnicity, or immigration status of the sex worker, sug-
gesting that punitive accountability was viewed similarly regardless of these
characteristics. However, disparities in support for rehabilitation highlight
the varying public attitudes of the needs of sex workers based on their gender,
ethnicity, and immigration status.

Socio-demographics such as age, gender, education, and political ideol-
ogy further shaped these attitudes. Older respondents were generally less
supportive of non-punitive interventions and more likely to favor punitive
measures like fines and legal warnings. Women were more inclined to
endorse supportive interventions across most conditions, although further
investigation showed this was only the case for the Caucasian man and
undocumented Mexican woman. Ideological conservatives and Republicans
exhibited stronger preferences for punitive measures.

While this study offers valuable insights into how gender, ethnicity, and
immigration status shape public attitudes toward sex work, some limitations
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should be noted. A key limitation of this study is the conflation of ethnicity
and immigration status in the vignette featuring the Mexican woman
described as undocumented. This decision was informed by both theoretical
considerations and empirical evidence from a pre-test, which revealed that
many respondents assumed the Mexican woman was undocumented even
when that detail was omitted. The inclusion of the term undocumented in the
description of the Mexican woman may influence perceptions by activating
stereotypes related to immigration or trafficking. While this design choice
was intended to enhance internal validity, ensure consistent interpretation
across respondents, and reflect real-world narratives, it may have introduced
complexity in disentangling ethnicity from immigration status.

Additionally, the study focuses on three specific groups—Caucasian
women, Caucasian men, and undocumented Mexican women—due to practi-
cal constraints in sample size and design. Including additional groups, such
as documented Mexican women or undocumented Mexican men, could fur-
ther enrich future findings and provide a more comprehensive understanding
of how these factors intersect. Another possibility would be to describe sex
workers using labels like “Black” and “White.” We also want to emphasize
the need for future studies that directly explores public perceptions of trans
sex workers. By continuing to manipulate these identity markers we can bet-
ter disentangle their distinct and combined effects on perceptions of sex work
and intervention preferences.

Overall, this study contributes to the growing body of literature on public
attitudes toward sex work by highlighting the complex interplay between
respondents’ socio-demographics, political orientations, and the gender, eth-
nicity, and immigration status of the individuals involved in sex work. Future
research should continue to explore these dynamics, particularly in relation to
different socio-cultural contexts and other dimensions of sex work, to better
understand the mechanisms shaping public attitudes. For instance, the inter-
action between the type of sex work and the location where it occurs, along-
side sex worker identities, could lead to significantly different attitudes
and warrants further investigation. Moving forward, researchers should keep
in mind that question design can shape the attitudes that are measured.
Researchers must be reflexive about their own framing choices and see sur-
vey data as interactional products when interpreting results. Another aspect to
consider is that many sex worker-led movements resist victimizing or crimi-
nalizing narratives and work actively to reshape public understanding of sex
work as legitimate labor (Majic, 2014). These efforts foreground agency,
demand policy reform, and disrupt racialized and gendered assumptions
about sex workers, offering alternative frameworks grounded in rights, dig-
nity, and lived experience.
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Appendix A: Variable Coding

Age: continuous, respondent’s age

Gender: binary, 0=man; 1 =woman

Race: binary, White=1; Other races=0

Education: continuous, 0=did not graduate from high school; 1=high
school graduate/GED; 2 =some college, but no degree (yet); 3=2-year
college degree; 4=4-year college degree; 5=postgraduate degree;
6=doctorate

Income: continuous, 0=Less than $10,000; 1=%$10,001 to $20,000;
2=$20,001 to $30,000; 3=$30,001 to $40,000; 4=$40,001 to
$50,000; 5=$50,001 to $60,000; 6=3%60,001 to $70,000; 7=$70,001
to $80,000; 8=$80,001 to $90,000; 9=$90,001 to $100,000;
10=$10,001 to $150,000; 11=greater than $150,001

Partisan Identification: nominal, Democrat; Independent; Republican;

leaners coded as partisans

Political Ideology: continuous 10-point scale, 0=very liberal to 10=very

conservative

Appendix B: Descriptive Statistics

Table Bl. Descriptive Statistics—Independent Variables.

Variable Min Median Mean Max SD
Age 18 46 46.25 88 16.10
Education 0 3 2.56 4 0.94
Income 0 6 6.06 1 3.38
Political Ideology 0 5 4.75 10 3.00

Variable Dem Ind Rep
Party ID 37.10% 27.88% 35.02%

Variable Men Women
Gender 49.12% 50.88%

Variable Non-White White

Race 28.46% 71.54%
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Notes

1. Here, we define “gender” as a socially constructed identity category, represented
in this study through vignette characters described as either man or woman.
With “ethnicity” we mean a person’s cultural or national origin, operationalized
in this study through vignette characters identified as Mexican or Caucasian.
“Immigration status” refers to an individual’s legal standing in the U.S., for
example, “undocumented.” Moreover, we use “immigrant” to refer to an indi-
vidual who has relocated from another country, either permanently or temporar-
ily. “Migrant,” by contrast, is used more broadly to describe individuals who
move, either within a country or across borders. While these terms are sometimes
used interchangeably in public discourse, “immigrant” more directly aligns with
legal and social status discussions in the U.S. context and is therefore the term
we mainly deploy in our study.

2. The authors have prior experience working with nonprofit organizations that
assist sex workers, on European Union funded research projects involving sex
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worker collaboration, and at the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime
(UNODC). The study design was informed by ongoing conversations with sex
workers and advocacy groups to ensure relevance and accuracy.

3. Given the constraints on sample size and the need to maintain statistical power,
we limited the study to three experimental groups. This design prioritizes com-
paring the intersectionality of gender and ethnicity within the bounds of a man-
ageable sample size. Future studies could expand to include additional groups
such as undocumented Mexican men or documented Mexican women.
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