Fact Sheet | Sex Work & Sexual Assault
Criminalization, Stigma, and Vulnerability

Sexual Assault Prevalence Among Sex Workers:

Sex Workers Experience extremely high levels of sexual violence: Globally, sex workers have a 45 to 75% chance of experiencing
sexual violence at some point in their careers and a 32 to 55% chance of experiencing sexual violence in a given year.1
★ Miami, FL: 34% of street-based sex workers reported violent encounters with clients in the past 90 days.2
★ Phoenix, AZ: 37% of prostitution diversion program participants report being raped by a client, and 7.1% report being
raped by a pimp. 3
★ San Francisco, CA: Half of sex workers reported domestic violence, and 36.0% reported sex work-related violence. Those
engaged in street-based sex work (61.8%), erotic dance (43.2%), sensual massage (48.1%; reported higher levels of work
violence, as did those with a history of arrest (47.1% versus 25.9%) 4
Perpetrators are Often Serial Predators: A small portion of clients are responsible for violence against sex workers.5
Stigma Increases Violence: Various studies have noted a correlation between anti-sex work rhetoric that sees street-based workers
as a nuisance or threat to public order and an increase in violence against workers6 7
Criminalization Increases Violence:
★ 70% of New Zealand sex workers were more likely to report violence to the police after decriminalization of sex work.8
★ Rates of sexual and physical violence against sex workers are lower in contexts where sex work is not criminalized.9
Barriers to Convictions:
★ Sex Workers frequently aren’t protected by rape shield laws: New York and Ohio explicitly exclude prostitution to be
used as character evidence against rape victims. Judges in states without explicit exclusion of sex work often allow for
prostitution to be brought up.10
★ Judges and juries hold bias against sex workers: In Philadelphia, Judge Teresa Carr-Deni called gang-rape of a sex worker
at gunpoint “theft of services” and refused to allow prosecution to press aggravated sexual assault charges.11
Sex Worker Rape Victims Rarely Report Victimization to the Police:
★ Vancouver, Canada: 75% of youth engaged in survival sex did not report rape to the police.12 Of youth who had been
victimized, 18% did not receive help from anyone, including boyfriends, other sex workers, friends or parents.
★ San Francisco, CA: 93% of rape victims engaged in street-based sex work did not seek formal help (e.g.., from a rape crisis
center), and 96% did not report the rape to the police.13
Despite Low reporting rates, sex workers make up a large portion of rape reports: One in Five sexual assault police reports from
an urban emergency room were for sex worker victims. Sex workers were younger, poorer and suffered a greater number of injuries
than other victims14.
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Police Sexual Violence Against Sex Workers:

Sex Workers are especially vulnerable to police violence, as police officers can threaten victims with arrest or stage an arrest and sexually assault victims. Women,
especially trans women of color, drug users, and individuals with criminal records are especially vulnerable due to intersectional bias.

West Sacramento, CA: Cop Sergio Alvarez sentenced to life in prison for raping at least 35 sex workers. Alvarez kidnapped women
off the street in 2011 and 2012, targeting sex workers and drug users - women Alvarez assumed would not be believed if they came
forward. Alvarez attacked them in his patrol car. He attacked them in back alleys and wooded lots.15
Chicago, IL: 30% of exotic dancers and 24% of street-based sex workers who had been raped identified a police officer as the rapist.
Approximately 20 % of other acts of sexual violence reported by study participants were committed by the police.16
Oklahoma City, OK: Police officer Holtzclaw raped 13 black, low-income women, many with criminal records for prostitution and
drug use. He systematically used threat of arrest and the victims’ vulnerability due to race, class, and status as a sex worker or drug
user to assault them. During his trial for 36 charges involving rape, sexual assault, and sexual misconduct, Holtzclaw’s defense
highlighted victims’ criminal records17
New York, NY: Up to 17% of sex workers interviewed reported sexual harassment and abuse, including rape, by police.18
Eugene, OR: In 2004, two Eugene, Oregon police officers were convicted of sexual assaulting, abusing or raping at least 15 women
over a six year period. Early complaints were dismissed as the “grumblings of prostitutes and junkies.”19
Washington, DC: One in five sex workers/individuals profiled as sex workers have been approached by police indicated that officers
asked them for sex. Most surveyed found this a negative, humiliating experience.20

Impersonating Police to Victimize Sex Workers:

When sex work is criminalized, sexual predators can also impersonate police officers to rape and rob sex workers.

Ft. Lauderdale, FL: In summer 2015, a man attempted to coerce at least 12 sex workers into engaging in condomless sex for free by
impersonating a police officer.21
New York, NY: A man attempted to evade paying for sex by pretending to be a cop and later sending a photo of a gun to the
woman's cell phone.
Chicago, IL: In 2013, a man arranged to meet an escort. When he arrived, he pulled out a badge and handcuffed the woman. He and
3 friends proceeded to gang-rape the escort.
El Segundo, CA: In spring 2015, a man identified himself as an officer conducting a prostitution sting and flashed a realistic badge.
Once inside the room, he handcuffed and sexually assaulted the victim before taking cash and property.22
Greenbelt, MD(2014) - Beginning in January 2014, Ajibola Erogbogbo arranged to meet women who offered sex through online ads
at local hotels. Erogbogbo would arrive wearing a vest that said "police" and would show the women a badge and a gun. He told the
women they were under arrest, handcuffed them, robbed them, and in one case on Feb. 19, demanded sex from the woman in
exchange for not arresting her. He had sex with her until she became unresponsive.23
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