
Looking Beyond HIV:
Eliciting Individual

and Community Needs
of Male Internet Escorts

Jeffrey T. Parsons, PhD
Juline A. Koken, PhD (candidate)
David S. Bimbi, PhD (candidate)

City University of New York

Jeffrey T. Parsons, PhD, is Associate Professor of Psychology at Hunter College
and the Graduate Center of the City University of New York, and also is Director of the
Center for HIV/AIDS Educational Studies and Training. His research focuses on the
intersections between sexuality, HIV/AIDS, and substance use, and he also has
conducted research in the areas of sex work, HIV medication adherence, and sexual
compulsivity. He is actively involved in the Society for the Scientific Study of Sexuality
and the Society for the Advancement of Sexual Health.

Juline A. Koken is a doctoral student at the Graduate Center of the City University
of New York and Center for HIV/AIDS Educational Studies and Training (CHEST).
Her research interests focus on issues facing female and male sex workers, and how sex
workers experience positive marginality.

David S. Bimbi is a doctoral student at the Graduate Center of the City University
of New York and Center for HIV/AIDS Educational Studies and Training (CHEST).
His research interests focus on male sex workers, barebacking, and sexual behaviors
of gay and bisexual men. Correspondence may be addressed to: Jeffrey T. Parsons, PhD,
Hunter College-CUNY, Department of Psychology, 695 Park Avenue, New York, NY
10021 (E-mail: jeffrey.parsons@hunter.cuny.edu).

The Classified Project was funded by a Faculty Development Grant to the first au-
thor. The authors acknowledge the assistance of James Kelleher and the willingness of
participants to share their stories and experiences.

[Haworth co-indexing entry note]: “Looking Beyond HIV: Eliciting Individual and Community Needs of
Male Internet Escorts.” Parsons, Jeffrey T., Juline A. Koken, and David S. Bimbi. Co-published simulta-
neously in Journal of Homosexuality (The Haworth Press, Inc.) Vol. 53, No. 1/2, 2007, pp. 219-240; and:
Male Sex Work: A Business Doing Pleasure (ed: Todd G. Morrison and Bruce W. Whitehead) The Haworth
Press, Inc., 2007, pp. 219-240. Single or multiple copies of this article are available for a fee from The
Haworth Document Delivery Service [1-800-HAWORTH, 9:00 a.m. - 5:00 p.m. (EST). E-mail address:
docdelivery@haworthpress.com].

Available online at http://jh.haworthpress.com
© 2007 by The Haworth Press, Inc. All rights reserved.

doi:10.1300/J082v53n01_10 219

mailto:parsons@hunter.cuny.edu
mailto:docdelivery@haworthpress.com
http://jh.haworthpress.com


SUMMARY. In evaluating the needs of male sex workers (MSWs), past
research and community-based outreach efforts have assumed they should
receive counseling and be educated regarding drug abuse and HIV/STI
prevention. These assumptions have been based upon studies that pre-
dominantly sampled heterosexually identified men who work on the
street as ‘hustlers.’ The purpose of this study was to set aside previous
assumptions, and elicit directly from MSWs their perceived needs.
Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 46 gay and bisexual
male escorts who advertise on the Internet, an understudied group that is
expected to differ greatly from street-based MSWs. The men identified
several areas where attention should be directed beyond safer sex, such
as business advice (e.g., taxes, income investment) and assistance with
navigating legal issues. These findings have direct implications for com-
munity-based organizations, advocates for MSWs, and men in the com-
mercial sex industry. doi:10.1300/J082v53n01_10 [Article copies available
for a fee from The Haworth Document Delivery Service: 1-800-HAWORTH.
E-mail address: <docdelivery@haworthpress.com> Website: <http://www.
HaworthPress.com> © 2007 by The Haworth Press, Inc. All rights reserved.]
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INTRODUCTION

Most research concerning the psychosocial and physical health of male
sex workers (MSWs) has focused on non-gay identified hustlers and
those who work the streets (Hickson, Weatherburn, Hows, & Davies,
1994). However, male escort agencies providing sexual services for
men have been in operation for nearly 20 years (Salamon, 1989), and
individuals have been advertising their services as models, masseurs,
body workers, or escorts in magazines and newspapers targeting the gay
community for approximately the same amount of time (Lumby, 1978).
Further, recent research has found that MSWs are increasingly likely to
be gay-identified, regardless of whether they are hustlers or escorts
(Browne & Minichiello, 1995; Cates & Markley, 1992). With the advent
of the Internet, a new sex work venue has emerged. The ease, availability,
and relatively low cost of advertising for commercial male-to-male sex
work have led to the increased use of this venue by MSWs. Many
Internet-based escorts have their own Web sites, including photos
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and descriptions of their services, and potential clients are able to e-mail
these escorts or find them in popular Internet chat rooms.

It is likely that escorts who advertise via the Internet using their own
Web sites, rather than that of an agency, differ substantially from other
types of male sex workers. As independent contractors, they can be more
selective about their clients and the sexual activities they engage in, charge
more for their services, and exercise greater control over their work
schedule. Whereas hustlers and street-based sex workers risk arrest, ex-
posure to violence, and not being paid for services rendered (Calhoun &
Weaver, 1996), these problems are less likely to occur among independ-
ent male escorts who advertise over the Internet (Joffe & Dockrell,
1995).

Most of the research on MSWs has emphasized their potential role in
HIV transmission and infection (Vanwesenbeeck, 2001). In the past,
such men have been referred to as “vectors of transmission” of HIV in-
fection into the heterosexual society, even in the absence of reported un-
safe sex (Morse, Simon, Osofsky, Balson, & Gaumer, 1991). Implicit in
this derogatory label is the assumption that MSWs pose greater risk
to others than they do to themselves, and that they are more dangerous to
heterosexual than to homosexual populations in terms of the potential to
spread HIV (Coutinho, van Andel, & Rijsdijk, 1988). A problem with
this perspective, however, is the growing body of research showing that
the majority of MSWs consistently use condoms during sexual encoun-
ters with their clients (Estcourt et al., 2000; Estep, Waldorf, & Marotta,
1992; Minichiello et al., 2000; Overs, 1991; Perkins, Prestage, Sharp, &
Lovejoy, 1994; Pleak & Meyer-Bahlburg, 1990; Ziersch, Gaffney, &
Tomlinson, 2000).

In trying to evaluate the needs of MSWs, the tendency is to assume
they need (and thus want) information on HIV and sexually transmitted
infection (STI) prevention, drug abuse, sexual addiction or compulsivity,
and counseling for other psychological or physical problems. Addition-
ally, outreach efforts aimed at non-gay identified MSWs have fre-
quently focused on coping with the cognitive dissonance that may result
from the threat homosexual activity poses to their heterosexual identity
(Gaffney, 2003). Failure to enable MSWs to particularize their own
needs may explain, in part, why previous efforts by community-based
organizations to provide services to MSWs have been unsuccessful
(Boles & Elifson, 1998).

It is likely that gay-identified male escorts who advertise on the Internet
have different needs and desires in terms of information, advice, and pro-
grams than street-based MSWs and those with less independence in
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their work practices. As evidenced by their method of advertising, these
men have greater access to the vast wealth of health-related facts available
via the information superhighway. However, whether Internet-based
MSWs know where to find this information, and if they are in fact
accessing it, has not been addressed in the available literature.

In order to understand the needs of Internet escorts, we asked a sam-
ple of these men about their desires and interests for programs and edu-
cation. Further, we asked these men what advice or recommendations
they would provide to other male escorts or gay and bisexual men con-
sidering this profession. The underlying premise behind this investiga-
tion, called The Classified Project, was to set aside our a priori assumptions
about what these unique MSWs want or need, and instead let them
tell us.

METHOD

Participants

The mean age of participants (N = 46) was 31.8 (SD = 6.5; range = 22
to 47). The majority identified as White, gay, and indicated having at
least some college education (see Table 1).
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TABLE 1. Participant Demographics and Health Characteristics (N = 46)

n %

Sexual Orientation
Homosexual/Gay 38 82.6%

Bisexual 8 17.4%

Ethnicity
African American 5 10.9%
Asian/Pacific Islander 3 6.5%
Caucasian
Latino

31
7

67.4%
15.2%

Education
High School or Less 2 4.3%
Some College 14 30.4%
Bachelor’s Degree 21 45.7%
Graduate Coursework/Degree 9 19.6%



Thirty-eight participants (82.6%) reported being HIV seronegative;
six (13.0%) reported being HIV seropositive, and two (4.3%) said they
had never been tested for HIV due to their belief that it was unnecessary
because they did not engage in receptive anal intercourse. Twenty-one
(45.6%) of the men reported a history of STIs other than HIV.

More than a third of the sample (37%, n = 17) reported currently hav-
ing a male primary partner. None of the men indicated having female
primary partners. All but three of these primary partners knew about the
participant’s sex work. In the past three months, the men reported en-
gaging in sexual activity with an average of 44.8 (SD = 40.7; Median =
32) work-related and 25.0 (SD = 51.8; Median = 15) non-work-related
sexual partners.

The average length of time participants reported working as escorts was
2.7 years (SD = 5.0; range = 3 weeks to 25 years). Half (n = 23) reported
spending at least 12 hours a week escorting or performing related activi-
ties, such as answering phone calls, talking with potential clients online,
and maintaining their appearance (e.g., going to the gym and tanning);
26% (n = 12) reported spending more than 20 hours a week escorting
and could be considered full-time or nearly full-time sex workers. The me-
dian range of income reported from sex work was $20,000 to $29,999
U.S. per annum. The median range reported from sources other than sex
work was $10,000 to $19,999 U.S. per annum. Most men (70%, n = 32)
charged $200 an hour, with a range from $75 for “body work” to $250
for “full service.” Those escorts who reported engaging in “body work”
provided massage with full release, meaning that the escort would mas-
sage the client and then masturbate the client to orgasm. Those escorts
who reported “full service” work engaged in various forms of sexual
activity with clients, including masturbation, oral and anal intercourse,
and specific fetish-oriented behaviors.

Procedure

The e-mail addresses of potential participants were identified through
the user profiles from Internet Service Providers and from male escort
Web sites. An e-mail describing “The Classified Project” was sent to
each valid e-mail address (370 addresses in total), and men were invited
to call to be screened for the study. The e-mail assured potential partici-
pants of the confidential nature of the study, which was approved by an
Institutional Review Board, and also disavowed any link to law en-
forcement. A total of 60 phone calls were received. These men were
screened by telephone to determine eligibility (i.e., they self-identified
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as a gay or bisexual male, reported engaging in sex work during the past
90 days; were over 18 years of age; and served as an independent escort
with an online presence). Fifty-seven men were scheduled for in-person
appointments. Of these, seven men failed to keep their appointments.

Participants provided informed consent and then completed a quali-
tative interview, followed by a self-administered quantitative survey of
demographic characteristics and other psychosocial factors, such as
sexual compulsivity (Parsons, Bimbi, & Halkitis, 2001), and attitudes
about barebacking (Bimbi & Parsons, 2005). Each participant received
a total of $75 for participating in the qualitative interview and the quan-
titative survey. Due to equipment failure, four interviews were neither
transcribed nor analyzed, thus resulting in a final sample of 46 inter-
views.

Materials

The data reported here are based on the qualitative interviews of The
Classified Project. The interviews took from 45 to 75 minutes to com-
plete and covered a variety of areas, including participants’ initiation into
sex work, their perspectives on what skills and resources are needed by
men to work successfully as an escort, as well as what advice they would
offer to a friend who expressed an interest in working as an escort.

The open-ended questions in the interview encouraged participants
to elaborate on their thoughts, feelings, and experiences. This allowed
participants to express themselves freely, and highly salient experiences
arose naturally in the course of the interview without substantial probing
on the part of the interviewer. All interviews were conducted in a private,
one-on-one setting by trained male interviewers. Interviews were audio
recorded, sent to an independent firm for transcription, and subse-
quently verified for accuracy by having a member of the research team
listen to the tape and compare what he or she heard to the produced tran-
script, making changes when necessary. All identifying details were re-
moved from transcripts to protect participants’ privacy.

Analytic Strategy

Transcripts were analyzed utilizing qualitative software (NUDIST,
1997), which allowed participants’ statements concerning their feelings
about sex work, strategies for staying physically and emotionally healthy
while maximizing profit, and narratives on what advice they would give
to a potential escort to be identified and captured. After reading and
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reviewing each interview several times, broad codes for advice and
what escorts want were created and applied to passages where these
themes arose. Using a grounded theory approach (Strauss & Corbin,
1990), emerging themes and patterns were noted as they arose from the
transcripts. After reviewing these, new codes were created and applied,
or simply noted with a flag code to connote areas for future exploration
and research.

RESULTS

Getting Started as an Escort

Several of the participants (24%, n = 11) emphasized the importance
of doing their own research on the realities of sex work prior to begin-
ning work as an escort. Other men in the sex work industry were de-
scribed as valued sources of specialized knowledge, and reviewing the
experiences of a variety of escorts was suggested as an excellent way to
get an idea of what the work “is really like.” In explaining how he would
describe his work to those interested in escorting, one participant said:
“I think [I would] describe the experience, or a few experiences. So it
would be less emotionally draining sometimes because they [potential
escorts] would be able to prepare” (41, White).1

Four of the eleven men suggested specific techniques for preparing to
get started as a sex worker, such as contacting one or more escorts in
person or online or through reading books written by male escorts.

I have a friend, he didn’t start doing it [escorting] until after we
knew each other. And when he met me, [I was] a great resource.
He asked me lots of questions. He considered it, talked about it,
and it was about six months before he started doing it. (29, Latino)

One technique mentioned by four of these participants was to hire an
escort so they could experience a session from the client’s perspective,
and also have the opportunity to discuss ways of getting started in the
business. As one participant describes:

I went through a period of hiring body workers and saw different
ranges of the people who gave massages and things. I was just
happy experimenting. I didn’t think I was attractive enough or
whatever enough to be able to do it myself. And so I called a guy
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up, and he came over, and he was a body worker, and we had a ses-
sion. And we actually really clicked. So I had enough connection
with him to be able to really grill him and say, “How do you do it?”
“What’s it like?” “How do you handle yourself when you walk
through the door?” “What do you take with you?” So he told me
everything, and he said, “If you’re that interested, you should try
it.” So I thought about it for six months, and in the end, I decided,
well, let me try advertising as a body worker. I’ll do a client. If I
don’t like it, I will never do it again. So I did. (35, Asian/Pacific
Islander)

This man hints at one function hiring an escort may serve for those con-
sidering entering the business–the opportunity to “get their feet wet” in
the business by adopting the role of a client. Through hiring escorts,
these interviewees were able to access insider knowledge about work-
ing in the business, as well as receive what could be termed “hands-on
training.”

The Basics of the Business

When asked what information participants thought would be helpful
to MSWs, many of the men requested information about basic business
practices for escorts. Participants reported that appropriate marketing of
one’s self and learning how to interact with clients in a positive way
were essential to building and maintaining a client base.

I would like to see some information that describes dealing very,
very nicely with clients, because it’s a job. A lot of escorts, they
are really nasty. “What do you want to do? That’s two hundred
dollars.” And they don’t even say, “Hi, how are you?” They just
care about the money, and they forget that the money comes from a
customer. (27, Latino)
You have to basically market yourself, find a way to market your-
self, and deliver what you say you’ll deliver. I send thank you
notes to my clients. I’m literally a customer service business. (33,
White)

In making customer service a priority, these men indicate a clear
awareness that they are in the business of pleasure. Previous studies
(e.g., Browne & Minichiello, 1996) have noted that maintaining an
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“occupational perspective” towards escorting makes good business
sense and also may contribute to a positive feeling of professionalism and
self-efficacy on the part of the worker. This occupational framing was ob-
served among the men in the current study.

Some participants (n = 10, 22%) mentioned that they would like
more information about the financial aspects of working as an escort.
Uncertainty over how to set rates and negotiate financial matters with
clients were common themes: “Well, for me, I’m always confused
about money, so I would love to see information about that. I never
know how much I’m supposed to be charging or getting” (30, White).
Another frequently mentioned topic concerned how to pay taxes and
manage income from escorting. Several participants stated that such in-
formation would be useful to the majority of MSWs, given the amount
of income a typical escort may earn, and the young age of many of the
men entering the business.

Here’s one thing I would like. For the last year or so, I’ve been
very focused on personal finances. I finally decided to start declar-
ing all my income, which is a big decision. And I think a workshop
for people in the sex industry regarding financial matters [would
be attractive]. It would involve a lot of emotional and psychologi-
cal issues as well. Because I think a lot of people may hide in a lot
of different ways, including hiding their money in a way which is
not beneficial to them. Money that you don’t declare, you can’t in-
vest. (29, Latino)

As this participant points out, decisions regarding how to handle money
made in the commercial sex industry are complicated by the extralegal
status of sex work.

Staying Healthy, Staying Safe, and Staying Out of Jail

Due to the physical and sexual nature of escorting, the fact that it fre-
quently involves private sessions in the client’s home or in a hotel room,
and its marginal legal status, many of the men reported health and safety
as high priorities. Nine (20%) of the men commented that while safety
information is vital to the welfare of MSWs, many escorts may not know
where to access such information. This indicates a gap in services avail-
able to men in the commercial sex industry. Further, even when such
services are available, MSWs may not know of their existence.
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Nearly half of the participants (n = 22, 48%) called for the creation of
a reliable, frequently updated, accessible source of safer sex informa-
tion. Previous studies (Halkitis & Parsons, 2000; Wolitski & Branson,
2002) have found that, in spite of years of safer sex campaigns, many
gay and bisexual men still feel uncertain about the level of risk involved
with certain sexual practices, such as oral sex. As well, information on
available vaccinations (e.g., Hepatitis A and B) does not seem to have
reached many in the MSW community. In explaining the information
he felt he lacked as an escort, one participant said: “Detailed listings of
safe sex practices. That would be the most important for me. Like, I go
next month for my final Hepatitis vaccine. I didn’t even know a vaccine
existed. I had no idea” (33, White).

While many MSWs may benefit from clear explanations of the de-
gree of HIV/STI risk involved with various sexual acts, some research-
ers view the safer sex negotiation strategies developed by escorts as a
rich source of knowledge that could benefit sexually active individuals
(Browne & Minichiello, 1995). Many MSWs, through their interactions
with diverse clients and requests for varied sexual experiences, have de-
veloped a repertoire of strategies that ensure safer sex is practiced with
clients and also provide clients with education regarding the potential
risk of behaviors requested (Parsons, Koken, & Bimbi, 2004). The no-
tion of the “sex worker as sex educator” is clearly exemplified in the fol-
lowing narrative:

There was one time, actually quite recently, where a guy that I had
seen once before–and, we had been safe before–and then he actu-
ally, he tried–he tried to fuck me without one [a condom]. He just
tried to stick it in before, you know. But, obviously, that wasn’t go-
ing to happen. So I said, “Here, take this and put it on.” Because he
really just wanted to, you know, ram me. I said, “Do you want me
to leave?” … But, I said, “No, no, no. You have to put it on.” And
he said “I don’t like condoms.” And I said, “Well, I do.” And he
said, “Well, I’m negative.” I said, “So am I, and I plan to stay that
way. Slip it on.” Those were my exact words. And he said,
“Okay,” [and] then he did. (27, White)

The following participant, one of the older men in the sample, describes
a more proactive and “fatherly” approach to educating his clients and
initiating safer sex practices:
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I have two older brothers and a really great father, and it’s just in
my nature to always be protective, whatever. So I mean, I’m pro-
tective of these guys–I feel very strongly about safe sex. I usually
take the first step to bring up the issue. If you, the sex worker,
make the first thing about safe sex, then they know you’re serious
and responsible, and it’s not just about money. It’s about your will.
For a sex worker to make the first comment about “it has to be
safe,” you risk losing business, and they know that. So that im-
presses them, and that makes them know you really are going to be
safe. I mean, by the late ’80s, I met so many men and didn’t re-
member who the hell they were, calling me up and saying, “Gee,
my God, you know, when you pulled out those gloves and started
using condoms or dildos, I thought you were a lunatic. But I real-
ized when, after I left you that, you know, that you had woken me
up to safe sex, and I just want to say thank you, you saved my life.”
(42, White)

As seen above, MSWs may utilize both reactive and proactive strate-
gies as sex educators in their interactions with clients. These two narra-
tives illustrate the importance of looking at both sides of the equation
when investigating motivations and practices of unsafe sex in commer-
cial sex interactions. Clients who are resistant to safer sex practices or
who seek out unsafe sex with MSWs are potentially the “vectors of dis-
ease transmission” that escorts are so often assumed to be.

Some participants (n = 9, 20%) stated that escorts would benefit from
information on resources for drug and alcohol counseling. The theme of
sex work as a risk factor for drug and/or alcohol abuse arose in the inter-
views of these men:

There’s just so many things about the nature of sex work that en-
courage you, you’re around it [drugs and alcohol] all the time and
the money’s quick and easy. And it’s so much easier to do sex
work. You can take a pop of Viagra, do some coke, do some crys-
tal. (42, White)

Clearly these men view substance abuse as a problem facing many MSWs
in the industry. As one man stated: “Sex work, being so marginal, it
can be so psychically taxing that people self-medicate and then they
have to recover from their medication” (35, Asian/Pacific-Islander).
Community-based organizations would do well to note this issue and
reach out to these men to raise awareness about their services.
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Safer sex and substance use were not the only concerns faced by the
participants interviewed for this study. As stated previously, physical
safety is critical for MSWs, due to the “behind closed doors” nature of
their work. Many of the participants (n = 19, 41%) described strategies
for ensuring their physical safety when screening and visiting clients.
These strategies included ways of discerning potentially dangerous
clients over the phone and by e-mail, verifying the client’s identity, and
telling a friend or family member where they were going.

Don’t go by yourself. And if you do go by yourself, make sure you
let somebody know where you’re going, get an address. I use *54
[a mechanism in the United States by which you can obtain the
phone number of the person calling you] and I’ll check the address
to the telephone number, that it’s not going on a wild goose
chase–always leave a trail because you never know where you’re
going. And, if you have a bad feeling, don’t go. (31, White)
I actually leave it on my computer. The name, address, and picture
of the person is actually left on a computer, so that when I leave the
house … if somebody [opens] the computer, and hits any key, it all
flashes up on the screen. (37, White)

One specific safety issue brought up by participants, in terms of their
needs as escorts, was how to deal with clients who are inebriated or high.
Many participants warned that this could be a potentially unstable situa-
tion, such as one man who said: “They [potential escorts] should know
how to tell people are wasting your time or leading you into dangerous
situations. There are all kinds of little things that are a red flag. The
whole drug thing, to me, is a problem. Dealing with clients [who are] on
drugs or high” (31, White).

Aside from screening out potentially dangerous clients, some escorts
(n = 16, 35%) stated that the ability to be able to discern whether or not a
potential client was a police officer was a critical unmet need. One par-
ticipant explained that he would like to see programs for MSWs that
train men “how to screen someone over the phone. How to discern if
someone’s on drugs or masturbating or could possibly be a cop. How to
word your ad in a non-incriminating way” (28, White).

These men expressed a need for clear, concise legal information on
what they could put in their advertisements, what could be spoken about
over the phone, and how to negotiate payment and services in person.
Several expressed that this information would be extremely helpful if
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posted on an Internet Web site. Another theme arising from the inter-
views was the desire to network with other escorts or have peer support
systems in order to exchange information about police crackdowns:

I think more of a community thing where we help each other that
way, also for legal advice as well. If you’re in the middle of these
busts and things in New York, how do you handle it? What do you
do? How do you word your ads to get around the legal issue? (36,
White)
Legal information is something that’s really important. There’s so
much confusion out there about what’s allowed, and what’s not al-
lowed. And if you are going to have a police sting–what do you do,
where do you go, who do you call? I wouldn’t know… If you end
up with someone who is scary or who harms you in some way,
where do you turn? Is there someplace…a number you can call for
someone to meet you at the hospital? These kinds of informational
things are really, really useful. (44, White)

Much like the confusion surrounding how to manage money and pay
taxes on income made from sex work, the illegal nature of exchanging
sex for money in the United States complicates negotiation with poten-
tial clients and limits the ability of MSWs to be completely honest and
forthcoming. For example, going to the police to complain about an
abusive client is not an option for someone engaged in illegal activities.
Many sex worker advocates (Almodovar, 1999; Bimbi & Parsons,
2005; Vanwesenbeeck, 2001) argue that this illegality makes sex work
more difficult and more dangerous.

Got Personality?

Nineteen (41%) interviewees asserted that successful escorts have
special traits or characteristics. Qualities specified as valuable included
being outgoing, patient, caring, having an open-minded approach to a
wide variety of clients, treating clients with empathy and respect, and
having the ability to set and maintain personal boundaries.

It [escorting] is really hard work, and it takes a certain type of
well-rounded personality and some savvy to be successful in it,
and not just burn out in a year as some sort of little hustler. (33,
White)
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It really takes a specific type of personality [to escort]. It’s not
something that everybody can just go into. It takes somebody who’s
extremely outgoing. I think it takes more intelligence than we’re
given credit for . . . I think one of the reasons I’ve been so successful
with my clientele is because I can read people. I know what they’re
looking for. I can change mid-stream. (47, White)

Within the general theme of MSWs as possessors of certain skills and
characteristics, some men singled out the issue of comfort with one’s
own sexuality and sexual identity.

I would tell them [potential escorts] they have to know what their
sexuality is. I think it’s probably bad if you consider yourself
straight. Those guys seem not to like it. They seem to have a lot of
trouble with it emotionally. I would say that if the guy is gay and
really comfortable being gay-identified, I would tell them it’s
something that is reasonable to consider if they have clear-cut
thoughts about what they want out of it financially. If they’re do-
ing it because they just want to party and do drugs, it’s a bad idea.
If they’re doing it because they want to pay off their student loans,
or just improve their life, I think it’s a great way to make a lot of
money in a short period of time. The important thing is to be okay
with it emotionally. (31, White)

In addition to being comfortable with one’s own sexuality, the ability
to be sexual with a wide variety of clients was stressed. Participants em-
phasized that sexual performance with clients was part of the work of
escorting and not only for the escort’s sexual pleasure:

Don’t think this is some porno fantasy of, you know, if someone
hires you and they look like Tom Selleck or whatever, it just does-
n’t happen. That’s a fantasy, and the people who hire you are going
to be fat and old and married and ugly and whatever. So if that’s an
issue for you, you can’t do this. (44, White)

Therefore, part of being a “professional” is having the ability to bring the
client’s fantasy to life, without expecting reciprocity from the client.
MSWs with a well-developed sense of their own sexuality may be more
comfortable working with the sexual needs of their clients and, conse-
quently, less likely to suffer job-related stress.
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While many of the respondents stated that men considering sex work
should be comfortable with their own sexual identity, the issue of being
prepared to deal with clients who may not be comfortable with their
identity was raised: “He [the client] may have gay tendencies, but basi-
cally a straight mentality. He could become a jerk or something, and
how are you going to react to that?” (28, African American). The possi-
bility of dealing with clients who are uncomfortable with same sex de-
sire is a challenge somewhat unique to male escorts. A few participants
welcomed this part of the work, as they enjoyed subverting heterosex-
ual norms.

But more importantly, I like the married men, you know. I’m re-
leasing this tension that society has created. We’re pushed [in]to
marrying, we’re still pushed to be straight in this country . . . but
there are still many gays and bisexuals, and they’re married, and
I’m the release, and it’s great to be a part of that. And so that’s
what I say about undermining the American system. (28, Latino)

In this way, MSWs may be a source of comfort and support to men
struggling with feelings of internalized homophobia, or who have yet to
come to terms with their sexual identity.

Taking Care of Yourself

Much like workers in other sectors of the service industry and “help-
ing professions,” MSWs also must manage their emotions effectively in
order to maintain their well-being and have longevity in the business
(Chapkis, 1997; Hochschild, 1983). For example, one participant, in
discussing advice he would offer to potential escorts, pointed out how
easily MSWs can lose their sense of self through their work:

The money’s great, but there’s a price you pay for it. It can be
yourself. It can be losing yourself to it. If you don’t have a really
strong sense of who you are, and know yourself, you can get just
kind of wrapped up in it, and you don’t even realize it until you get
to a point where you feel really empty doing it. And when you start
to feel like that, that’s when you should stop. (28, African Ameri-
can)

The men interviewed for this study reported that getting emotional sup-
port from other MSWs or nonjudgmental loved ones outside the industry

On the Net and Beyond 233



was an essential component to staying healthy in sex work and main-
taining a strong sense of self. However, many participants (n = 17, 37%)
expressed a need for a forum (either in person or online) where escorts
could make contact with each other to access this type of support: “Peo-
ple who are in the business actually really want to talk with others who
are in the business because they feel isolated. So possibly there could be
some sort of networking thing” (27, White). Another participant high-
lighted the need for emotional support from other MSWs when coping
with the more difficult sessions: “It’s amazing how many times I have
finished a job and thought, ‘Oh, that was awful.’ But I’ve needed some-
one to talk about it and say, ‘Oh, that was horrible what I just did’” (31,
White).

These participants underscore one of the pitfalls that may be associ-
ated with escorting for some men: a sense of isolation or loneliness.
Coming together for support in a safe space could help ameliorate these
negative feelings. Counseling also was an advised option for MSWs
having emotional difficulties with their work or other parts of their life:
“I guess information on low-cost counseling. I find that these things are
not existent. A list of counseling support and services–that would be
good” (37, White). Were a list of counselors available to MSWs, as this
man suggests, it would be advisable to first screen practitioners to as-
sess their attitudes about and knowledge of issues faced by male escorts.
This would be no different than the ethical concerns that guide a thera-
pist when attending to gay-identified clients. The common goal is com-
passion in a non-judgmental setting.

Some of the interviewees (n = 11, 24%) remarked that one way of
maintaining emotional health while working as an escort was drawing
and maintaining personal boundaries. These boundaries may enable the
individual MSW to differentiate between work and personal sex, be-
tween clients and lovers, between one’s “work personality” and one’s
“real identity”:

You know, I think maturity gives you . . . you know when to say
no. You can really stand your ground. I think you really have to be
able to establish boundaries with clients . . . saying, this is not my
personal life. You don’t get my home number. You don’t get my
name. (39, White)

As stated previously, independent male escorts can be more selective
about their clients and their sexual services, compared to other MSWs. One
man talked about setting up boundaries regarding the types of clients he
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will see and the behaviors he will engage in: “Be picky. Be picky, yeah.
Know what you want. Know what you won’t do; know what you will
do. Know how much you’ll charge and stand by it” (22, White).

Proceed with Caution

A small number of men (n = 3, 6.5%) warned of the possibility of be-
coming “addicted” to escorting. They mentioned that the sex, money,
and attention they received from escorting could make it difficult to
leave the business.

You get hooked on it. It’s like any other addiction. The money is
good. You get lazy. You don’t want to do anything else and it
doesn’t lead to anything. I mean, you’re not paying taxes on the
money. It [the negative aspects of escorting] will catch up with you
at some point. (37, White)

One escort, who had recently stopped escorting only to go back into the
business, described his experience as follows:

It’s [escorting] a very big ego trip. And you can get addicted to it
very easily. You’re getting paid by somebody who’s giving you a
lot of attention for an hour, and that becomes extremely addictive.
Last year when I stopped [escorting], I had to go through with-
drawal because I had been doing it for a whole year. And it was–all
of a sudden, I wasn’t getting all this attention like I was used to get-
ting. And I wasn’t having the sex that I was used to either. And it
was serious withdrawal. (46, White)

While some of the men interviewed expressed what appeared to be
symptoms of sexual compulsivity, the quantitative data from this study
revealed that these men were not more sexually compulsive than other
gay and bisexual men (Parsons et al., 2001).

In response to the query ‘If a friend of yours came to you and said he
was considering becoming an escort, what advice would you give him?’
a small portion of the participants (n = 5, 11%) flatly stated: “Don’t.”
For example, one man said, “I would say ‘Don’t,’ because if a person is
stable and they have a mommy or daddy or have anything just to get
by–stick with that. I do this because I have to” (22, Latino).

These few men described the stress and emotional difficulty that
came with escorting and warned others to stay out of the business if they
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had the choice. These warnings were often accompanied by the recom-
mendation that if such a friend truly felt he had to escort, he should re-
member to have safer sex: “I wish I could give them [potential escorts]
advice, don’t do the escorting stuff. But then I’m doing it. If they’re go-
ing to do it anyway, the only thing I can tell them, be safe, wear con-
doms” (26, Latino). The type of advice offered by other participants,
such as maintaining one’s boundaries, doing research prior to entering
the business, or getting support from friends, was not provided by these
men.

DISCUSSION

I think there should be a place you could call if you’re an escort
[and] you need to ask a question to someone. Where you can call for
information, free information. Or if they get in trouble, or they’re
in jail. We could help get them out. I think in a way it shouldn’t be
illegal and I think there should be people out there that can help.
Maybe an organization that can sort of [provide] aid. (29, White)

The men interviewed for this study identified several areas where
they would benefit from services that are currently lacking or, when ser-
vices are available, may not be known about or accessed. Confirming
prior assumptions about MSWs, the men did report that male escorts
serving a male clientele would benefit from clear, specific information
on safer sex practices, in addition to instruction on how to negotiate
such practices with clients. While much of this health information is
available on the Internet, MSWs may need a map to navigate the over-
whelming number of sites available, which sometimes offer conflicting,
confusing, or out of date information. This “map” would conceivably
consist of a widely publicized Web resource specifically developed for
MSWs, featuring regularly updated information about HIV/STIs and
safer sex. This resource also could include other needs identified by par-
ticipants, such as where and how to locate drug and alcohol treatment or
low cost counseling. Further, opportunities for networking, possibly
through well publicized escort-only listservs and chat rooms, could
be made available to help decrease the potential for isolation and improve
social support. Although some such resources currently exist, many are
poorly maintained and somewhat transient. A Web site targeted specifi-
cally to MSWs, and developed and maintained by current and former
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MSWs, HookOnline (www.hookonline.com), is one such resource that
has emerged in the community.

Due to their status as self-employed independent escorts, those with-
out other full-time jobs which provide health benefits may have limited
access to health care, an issue that needs to be addressed in this commu-
nity. In recent years, sex work advocates in the United States have taken
steps to meet this need, forming organizations such as the Adult Indus-
try Medical (AIM) Health Care Foundation (www.aim-med.org). The
services offered by AIM, founded by former adult film actress Sharon
Mitchell, help to fill a gap in the services available to both male and fe-
male sex workers and those involved in the adult film industry by offer-
ing access to medical insurance and general health care, in addition to
HIV and STI testing. Similar programs providing medical services to
MSWs exist in places where sex work is less criminalized, such as the
United Kingdom where The Working Men Project (www.wmplondon.
org.uk) has been in operation for over ten years.

Often overlooked in past assumptions about the types of information
and services MSWs need and want, but identified in the current study, was
information more in line with what is required by self-employed people
running their own small business. The men who participated in this
study clearly stated that there is a need among Internet-based MSWs for
information on how to effectively manage their business. Specifically,
the men raised topics such as negotiating sales, marketing their ser-
vices/product, filing taxes, and investing their profits. Also frequently
mentioned were strategies for how to successfully screen clients (e.g.,
determining the client’s intention for calling; gauging whether he might
be dangerous or a member of a law enforcement agency, etc.). The men
in this study have explicitly stated needs and wants; thus, it is hoped that
individuals or agencies who endeavor to provide services to MSWs keep
these needs at the forefront of future programmatic efforts. Hopefully,
this will avoid the pitfalls encountered by organizations that were un-
able to remain operational, such as the Coalition Advocating Safer Hus-
tling (CASH), in which the needs identified by MSWs were secondary
to the needs identified for them by others (Boles & Elifson, 1998).

The extralegal status of sex work further complicates the efforts of male
escorts when dealing with potential and actual clients. Many participants
expressed confusion and frustration with the limitations on what they
could and could not say over the phone, in e-mails, and in person due to
their fear of arrest. Many sex worker advocates/activists have been
hampered in their efforts to make specific guidelines for avoiding arrest
available to sex workers, due to existing laws that prohibit pandering or
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instructing individuals in how to go about engaging in acts of prostitution.
Additionally, these laws vary from state to state, and even from year to
year, making the task of keeping abreast of them difficult even for expe-
rienced attorneys.

It should be noted that the findings of the current study are con-
strained by several factors. First, although The Classified Project is
novel in its sampling of MSWs that utilize the Internet for advertising
and soliciting clients, the number of participants is small. Additionally,
it is difficult to know how the men who participated differed from those
who did not. It also is not possible to know if the participants were hon-
est with the interviewers about their behaviors, feelings, and needs.
Also, while the sample included men of diverse ethnicities and back-
grounds, it mostly comprised European-Americans. This may reflect an
inequality of minority involvement in Internet technology (New York
Times, 2000). Finally, this study sampled only Web-based escorts in New
York, and the findings may not generalize to other locales, especially
less urban settings.

In closing, the MSWs who participated in this study do not appear to be
the vectors of disease transmission so often portrayed by past authors
(Morse et al., 1991). In fact, many of our participants are successfully
negotiating safer sex with their clients, even when faced with resistance
or specific requests for barebacking (Bimbi & Parsons, 2005; Parsons
et al., 2004). The marginalized status of commercial sex work too often
has resulted in the conflation of the work with the worker and subse-
quent disregard for the needs of the individual within the occupation.
Our findings indicate that their needs beyond HIV and STI prevention are
not unlike those of self-employed individuals or other small business
owners.

NOTE

1. Excerpts from the interviews for this paper are accompanied by the participant’s
self-reported age and ethnicity.
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