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Prostitution is typically defined as the exchange of
sexual contact and/or sexual services for money
or other items of value. International, federal,
state, and local laws regulate prostitution, but
enforcement of these laws varies by jurisdic-
tion. Prostitution is also called ‘‘sex work,’’ and
participants may be seen as belonging to the sex
trade. Some people are forced or coerced into
prostitution, whereas others participate of their
own free will. The term ‘‘prostitute’’ is commonly
assumed to be gendered female. Other terms and
phrases, male prostitute, for example, are often
used to identify men who exchange sexual ser-
vices for some form of remuneration (Cooke and
Sontag 2005; Weitzer 2005).

Ample evidence of both sanctioned and
unsanctioned prostitution can be found through-
out written history. For example, registered
prostitutes in ancient Rome were called meretrices
and unregistered ones were called prostibulae
(Ringdal 2004). During the Middle Ages
numerous countries began to criminalize and
regulate prostitution. In the Victorian era moral
regulation began to flourish with the Contagious
Disease Act of 1864; its passage allowed author-
ities to force women suspected of harboring
venereal disease to submit to a health inspection.
At no time was prostitution widely accepted
or globally vilified, and laws criminalizing,
regulating, and decriminalizing prostitution were
continuously rewritten (Ringdal 2004). Since
the 1970s activists have been advocating for a
redefinition of prostitution as a form of sex work
(Weitzer 2005).

There are no current and reliable statistics
that contribute to an accurate understanding of
the number of men, women, and transgender
persons engaged in prostitution globally. Infor-
mation regarding race and ethnicity is equally
difficult to resolve with any degree of preci-
sion, since a demographic survey of prostitutes
and commercial sex workers has not yet been
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undertaken (Cooke and Sontag 2005). There-
fore estimates regarding the number of persons
engaged in selling sex, and information about
their age, race, ethnicity, and sexuality tends to be
anecdotal (Cooke and Sontag 2005).

The most recent data from the United States
Bureau of Justice Statistics (BJS) reveal that in
2009 there were 71,355 arrests for prostitution and
commercialized vice in the United States (Bureau
of Justice Statistics 2009). Adult prostitution
offenders arrested between 1997 and 2001 were
reportedly 53% male and 47% female (Finkel-
hor and Ormrod 2004). It is unclear whether
the high percentage of males indicates arrests
of sex consumers (‘‘johns’’) or arrests of male
prostitutes. Researchers estimate that the number
of juvenile males arrested for prostitution falls
somewhere between 33% and 50% of the total
number of those arrested for selling sex (Snyder
and Sickmund 2000; Cooke and Sontag 2005).

Adult prostitutes are more likely to be arrested
than juveniles, and male juveniles are more likely
to be arrested than female juveniles. For example,
between 1997 and 2001, the composition of young
people arrested for prostitution was 61% male
and 39% female. The lower numbers of female
arrests could indicate the presence of chivalry; for
instance, police may be more likely to refer female
juveniles to social service agencies (Finkelhor and
Ormrod 2004). Juvenile prostitution tends to be
an urban phenomenon; most of the reported
arrests occur in big cities rather than in small
towns or in suburban or rural areas (Finkelhor
and Ormrod 2004).

Individuals who engage in prostitution often
do so because of various circumstances, and under
a range of conditions. Prostitution can either be
voluntary or forced (Flowers 1998). Sexual slav-
ery is a reality for many women, who are forced
to perform sexual acts in order to pay off debt,
or because they live in fear of their trafficker
or pimp. Runaways, throwaways, and substance
abusers comprise a category of homeless pros-
titutes who sell sex in order to survive on the
street. Call girls and escort service prostitutes
typically enjoy greater autonomy. Call girls may
be referred to as ‘‘high-class’’ or ‘‘elite.’’ They ser-
vice wealthy clientele and often command large
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sums of money. Escorts act as dates who provide
massage, companionship, and in many instances
sexual services. Others engage in prostitution on
a part-time basis, to make ends meet financially;
they are mothers, wives, and college students.

The type of environment in which prostitution
takes place allows for other distinctions. Prosti-
tutes may work outside or indoors (Flowers 1998).
Streetwalkers make contact with customers on the
street and perform sexual acts in cars, alleys, and
parks (Weitzer 2012). They tend to have pimps
who control and monitor their sex work (Flow-
ers 1998). Other prostitutes work ‘‘in-house’’ – at
brothels, massage parlors, and in other businesses
that mask prostitution. These in-house establish-
ments are often controlled by organized crime
syndicates that traffic in persons for the pur-
pose of sexual exploitation. Call girls and escorts
typically conduct their work indoors, at private
homes or hotels (Weitzer 2012). Madams may
manage women in brothels or otherwise arrange
customer–client interactions for a fee (Flowers
1998).

The internet has redefined how sex work-
ers advertise sexual services and network with
potential clients. Some prostitutes may see the
solicitation of sex work online as easier and safer
than street work (Smith and Grov 2011). Sex
workers may find it easier to correspond via email
or instant messaging and may feel it safer to
discuss online the details of a sexual encounter,
for example where to meet, or the cost of ser-
vices. Workers also have the ability either to
post ads online periodically or to commit to
a monthly membership that regularly advertises
their services. There is little question that the
internet serves as a means through which people
are exposed to sex work, either incidentally or
intentionally.

Two types of prostitution are beginning to
emerge as paramount to its study: survival sex
with a focus on youth; and male prostitution.
Teenage prostitutes tend to be runaways who
have some type of alcohol or drug addiction
(Flowers 1998). These runaways are largely female
youth who ran from home to escape poor living
conditions, which often include physical and/or
sexual abuse and neglect. Other youth are thrown
out of their homes by the family. To survive,
these youth begin selling sex in exchange for
the basic things they need: food, shelter, money,

clothes, and friendship. Youth who engage in
prostitution may contract sexually transmitted
diseases (STDs), may face abuse at the hands of
pimps and customers, or may be arrested and
jailed in juvenile detention.

Male prostitutes tend to be runaways who do
not self-identify as homosexual; they consider
prostitution a form of work for which they receive
payment (Flowers 1998). Just as the internet
has transformed the larger prostitution indus-
try, technology has transformed the way in which
male sex workers conduct their business (Bimbi
2007; Smith and Grov 2011). Male sex workers
regularly use online media to find clients. Pre-
viously male prostitutes would solicit clients off
the street, would work at gay clubs and bath-
houses, or would try to make a living as higher
paid call boys and pseudo-boyfriends to a wealthy
clientele (Smith and Grov 2011). Currently many
male workers find clients by posting personal
ads online, through online chat rooms, and via
various electronic bulletin boards (Bimbi 2007;
Smith and Grov 2011). These online venues have
likely expanded business for this category of sex
worker (Smith and Grov 2011). Men who other-
wise might not have purchased sex because of the
stigma associated with homosexuality may now
feel more comfortable doing so anonymously over
the internet.

Individuals who purchase sex are traditionally
male. They are known by a variety of names – such
as ‘‘johns,’’ customers, and clients. Rates of pur-
chasing sex during a male’s lifetime range from
a low of 1.5% to a high of two-thirds (Brooks-
Gordon 2006). Male purchasers of sex are typically
older in age (in their thirties, forties, or fifties)
and are more likely to be married, divorced, sep-
arated, or widowed than single. Men who have
higher incomes and travel more also tend to seek
out sex workers. There have been reports that US
military members abroad purchase sexual services
(Flowers 1998).

Various reasons have been cited for men’s
involvement in purchasing sex. Some express dis-
satisfaction with their sex life (Brooks-Gordon
2006) and seek out sexual services for basic
physical pleasure (Flowers 1998). Others desire
a sense of power and control or find frequent-
ing such services dangerous and thrilling. It is also
believed that men who are sexually inexperienced,
physically disabled, or socially awkward frequent
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prostitutes. In addition, men may feel that this
kind of sexual exchange does not carry with it
the same level of responsibility as other sexual
encounters, because money is paid for a service;
they do not have to worry about a pregnancy
(Brook-Gordon 2006) and, if married, they feel
less guilt than if they had an affair (Flowers 1998).

Both federal and state laws regulate prostitu-
tion in the United States. The federal govern-
ment criminalizes the transportation of prosti-
tutes across state lines and outlaws sex trafficking
(Weitzer 2012). Otherwise states are responsible
for legislating the sale of sex. Forty-nine states pro-
hibit prostitution; Nevada allows licensed broth-
els in certain counties. Prostitution is typically
charged as a misdemeanor – an offense that may
carry a fine and minimal jail time; but the pun-
ishment can be more severe, depending on the
nature of the offense and on the jurisdiction
(Flowers 1998). Far more female prostitutes are
arrested than male clients (Flowers 1998; Weitzer
2012).

Clients do, however, face penalties. Police in
cities such as Baltimore and Portland are able to
seize the vehicles of customers who attempt to
purchase sex (Flowers 1998). Other localities per-
mit the customers’ names and photographs to be
made available to the public via local newspapers,
television, and police websites (Flowers 1998;
Weitzer 2012). Alternative sentencing options
allow clients to be diverted to a ‘‘john school’’
for rehabilitation; the goal of these programs is to
offer education and to serve as a deterrent. Also,
a law passed in Rhode Island in 2009 provides
for jail time and fines not only for sex workers
and their customers, but also for property owners
who permit sex work to be carried out in their
establishments (Weitzer 2012).

Many researchers and theorists are moving
away from a criminalizing view of prostitution
and toward an understanding of prostitution as a
form of work (Weitzer 2005); at the same time,
there is widespread acknowledgment and aware-
ness of the problem of human trafficking among
lawmakers and activists. Some legal frameworks
perceive prostitutes as both criminals and vic-
tims. While there are indeed men, women, and
children who do not choose to participate in
selling sex, many researchers and activists also
recognize the agency of those who sell sex. They
urge understanding that some people who engage

in prostitution are not coerced into selling sex
(Chapkis 2005; Weitzer 2005).

Although many jurisdictions strictly enforce
laws criminalizing prostitution, over 60 coun-
tries throughout the world have legalized, have
decriminalized, or have applied conditions of
‘‘limited legality’’ to adult prostitution (Prostitu-
tion.ProCon.org 2011). For example, prostitution
is legal in more than 50 countries in the world,
and 11 countries allow limited legality (Prosti-
tution.ProCon.org 2011). In places where prosti-
tution is legal, workers are generally required to
obtain some type of identification or health card
and to submit to STD and sexually transmitted
infection (STI) testing; they must often pay taxes
as well. Further restrictions may also apply. For
instance, in most countries where prostitution is
legal, it remains illegal to own a brothel or to work
as a procurer or pimp. Countries with legalized
prostitution generally set age restrictions, 18 being
the most commonly accepted minimum. Many
countries that regulate prostitution outlaw solic-
itation in public places, and some countries only
allow prostitution in red light districts or ‘‘toler-
ance zones’’ (Prostitution.ProCon.org 2011).

Countries with limited legality vary widely. The
United States is considered such a nation, because
the state of Nevada has made a legal allowance for
prostitution in some of its counties (Flowers 1998;
Cooke and Sontag 2005). Other countries have
legalized only the selling of sex, still criminalizing
its purchase. In other locales it is only legal for
females to sell sex. Additionally, the laws of some
nations do not specifically address prostitution;
therefore sex workers operate in a grey area so far
as legality is concerned (Prostitution.ProCon.org
2011).

Proponents of criminalization argue that pros-
titution is harmful to its participants and that
retaining laws against it decreases its incidence;
some say that prostitution is immoral and objec-
tifying. Opponents contend that criminalization
does not contribute to any decrease in prostitu-
tion; instead it harms participants by stigmatizing
both prostitutes and their johns. This stigma
impacts prostitutes in numerous ways. Sex work-
ers tend to be wary of mainstream social services
agencies, and they are often reluctant to dis-
close the nature of their sexual lives to medical
professionals who might judge them, or who
might withhold service. Opponents also argue
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that criminalization endangers prostitutes who,
when assaulted, are reluctant to report the inci-
dent to the authorities (Weitzer 2005; de Marneffe
2010).

Alternatively, supporters of legalization main-
tain that regulated prostitution benefits public
health, protects prostitutes, and contributes to
public safety. Opponents of legalization say that
most restrictions exist to protect customers rather
than prostitutes. Controls on location may mean
that prostitutes are pushed from profitable zones
to marginal areas. In areas where only indoor
prostitution is legal, some legal brothels are
reportedly abusive to staff members, who may feel
they have no recourse. Also, under legalization,
a substantial number of prostitutes typically do
not register and fail to seek medical care (Weitzer
2005; de Marneffe 2010).

Advocates of decriminalization point out that
prostitution is a victimless crime (de Marneffe
2010). They contend that criminalization is not
effective and harms prostitutes and that legal-
ization is fraught with pitfalls. Supporters of
tolerance argue that decriminalization, coupled
with a strong social service support system, will
most effectively help those who sell sex, while also
improving the community. State-funded social
services with a less stigmatizing mission would
better protect both prostitutes and the public.
Decriminalization would also lessen the stigma
experienced by prostitutes and johns. Oppo-
nents of decriminalization argue that it disregards
morality and the well-being of the community
(Weitzer 2005; de Marneffe 2010).

The criminal justice response to prostitution
has taken a more punitive approach in recent
years (Weitzer 2012). Efforts to curb sex traf-
ficking likely contributed to a trend toward the
criminalization of sexual commerce. What began
as an attempt to combat sex trafficking has
grown to include other forms of sexual com-
merce like prostitution, pornography, and strip-
ping. The US State Department has drawn a
clear link between prostitution and sex traffick-
ing, contending that legal prostitution provides
a mechanism by which women can become traf-
ficked.

The trafficking of women for the purpose of
sexual exploitation is a practice that occurs glob-
ally. It is believed that 80% of the victims of
trafficking are sexually exploited, women and

children comprising the largest groups of such
victims (Aronowitz 2009). Often female traffick-
ing victims are poor, have limited education and
a history of abuse, and are homeless. Sex traf-
ficking victims are trafficked both internationally,
from one country to another, and domestically,
within a country (Raymond and Hughes 2001).
In the United States, the geographic location
determines the racial and national identity of
trafficking victims. Sex trafficking is harmful
to the victims’ emotional and physical health;
many of them suffer from depression and drug
addiction, contract STDs, have unwanted preg-
nancies/abortions, and face stigma from friends
and family (Aronowitz 2009). Trafficking has
been receiving more attention, both in the United
States and internationally, and efforts are being
made to punish its perpetrators and to provide
services for its victims.

SEE ALSO: Cybercrime and Computer Crime;
Decriminalization; Entrapment; Females in the
Juvenile Justice System; Feminist Theories of
Criminal Behavior; Human Trafficking; Orga-
nized Crime; Sex Crimes.
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ABSTRACT
This entry provides a thorough overview of the various types of act that fall under the umbrella term
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and legalization. The summary concludes with a review of the global context of sex trafficking.
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