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THE CULTURAL CONTEXT OF

COMMERCE AND SEX

This chapter will explore the cultural context within which the sex industries exist
and the complexities of the different types of sex markets. The first section explores
why the cultural context of the sex industry is a necessary lens through which com-
mercial sex should be analysed. Second, an outline of the different types of markets is
given including the definitions of ‘direct’ and ‘indirect’ sex work. Third, the different
types of actors that perform roles in the sex industry are described. Fourth, the occupa-
tional cultures of different sex markets are sketched out in order to demonstrate the
ways in which venues and markets are organised. Fifth, we provide an overview of the
modes of advertising that are prolific. Sixth, the role of the Internet and technology is
explored more critically as a significant dynamic of change. Finally, questions are
explored about whether the sex industries are expanding.

Sex, Commerce and Culture

The context in which the sex industry exists has a major influence on the nature,
shape, organisational features and general characteristics of commercial sex in any
given setting. O’Neill (2001: 1) calls for ‘a feminist socio-cultural analysis of prostitu-
tion in changing times’ that uses ‘renewed methodologies’ to represent the social
sphere and the lived experiences of women. The cultural context of the sex industry
can alter within regions and localities as well as across countries. Without acknowl-
edging the different contexts and the influential local and national dynamics that
can affect an informal economy like the sex industry, information and knowledge
about what takes place can become biased and distorted. For instance, Agustin
(2005: 618) criticises the overall production of knowledge about the sex industry by
academics, researchers and policy-makers, stating that what we know is a result of an
unbalanced obsession with certain features of sex and commerce: ‘A paradoxical
combination of moral revulsion and resigned tolerance has permitted the sex industry’s
uncontrolled development in the underground economy and also impeded research on
the phenomena involved.’ The concentration of knowledge about the sex industry
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often rests with a very narrow type of commercial sex: ‘prostitution’ and in particular
‘street prostitution’. This is only one aspect of sex work as it refers to a formalized
commercial exchange between two people (usually a heterosexual man as the buyer
and woman as the seller) rather than studying the broader relationship dynamics
between commerce and sex.
To make this knowledge imbalance clearer, the point is that by concentrating on

‘prostitution’, the focus becomes only the actual selling of sex for money. What are
not examined are the micro-relationships between the seller and buyer, or the wider
economic and social setting within which the sex industry exists. For instance, what
sex acts are sold and how are these decided upon?; what sexual acts are requested and
how are they performed and experienced? In addition, all parties – not just female or
male sex workers – involved in the organisation of commercial sex need to be con-
textualized. Each market has its own peculiarities and nuances that reflect its geo-
graphical space, whether it is located in the private or public sphere, and whether it
is illegal, legal or occupies a ‘grey’ area of the law where some aspects are outlawed
whilst other activities are not.
Narrowing the sex industries to prostitution and, in particular, street prostitution, can

only perpetuate stereotypes and feed the concerns from health and criminal justice
agencies about ‘risky’ women, rather than examine the broader sex industries that
operate in many different parts of society. Not studying the sex industry in its entirety
has the effect of producing a false dichotomy between types of sex industries. To move
away from this narrow approach, Agustin (2005: 619) calls for a cultural studies
approach to the sex industries that examines ‘commercial sex in its widest sense,
examining its intersection with art, ethics, consumption, family life, entertainment,
sport, economics, urban space, sexuality, tourism and criminality, not omitting issues
of race, class, gender, identity and citizenship’.
By referring to the cultural context of the sex industry it is inferred that the whole

of the sex industry needs to be examined in relation to the everyday lives of individ-
uals, businesses and relationships. The socio-cultural context of the sex industry deter-
mines what selling and buying sex means, resulting in many different values and
interpretations based on a localized context. Another reason the cultural context is
important is because there are significant cross-cultural differences in the social mean-
ings of the consumption of sex. For instance, O’Connell Davidson (2003), in an article
that uses empirical research from six countries across the globe to argue against crim-
inalizing men who buy sex as a viable solution to stop sexual exploitation, highlights
that buying sex has different cultural meanings for groups of men depending on their
age, life-stage and the values that are attributed to buying sex in that culture. There
are complex differences across the globe in the pressure to perform masculinity by
either engaging in commercial sex or abstaining from it, at various life-stages and ages,
meaning that ‘normal’ masculinity is closely linked with the sex industry.
These social meanings are also influenced by political climates and are usually in a

process of change and flux. For instance, with the rise of lap dancing bars in Western
cities, and the mainstreaming of this type of activity as part of the everyday night-
time economy, more people have been exposed to this form of entertainment
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(Collins, 2004). Other cultural changes can be identified in the rise of ‘adult only’
stores, online access to pornography, and online stores for women, as well as the
genre of Ann Summers parties (Storr, 2003) and sex toys (Comella, 2008) and male
strippers for women (Montemurro, 2001). Another example of change in attitudes
can be seen with the symbolic legislation of Sweden that has criminalized men who
buy sex since 1999 (Scoular, 2004b). This is an example of how a government can
intervene to try to shape cultural meanings of commercial sex.
The social context must be defined in its broadest sense as it is this context that

determines how the sex markets operate, are organised and the experiences of the
people who work in them. From a meta-analysis of 681 “prostitution” articles pub-
lished from 1996–2004, Harcourt and Donovan (2005b: 201) identify several core
influences that impact on sex markets:

Typically social and legal sanctions against sex workers merely succeed in displacing the
activity into other localities or into a different kind of working arrangement. Every country,
and every region with those countries, has a different composition to its sex industry –
shaped by history, social and economic factors, legal framework, and policing practices.

What is often missing from an analysis of the sex industry is the location of people
as individuals who have lives, relationships and experiences outside the sex industry.
The need for this deeper, more complex analysis is discussed in Chapter 3.

The Sex Markets

This section outlines what the sex markets look like, the different types of markets
where commercial sex is organised and how they are characterised by similarities and
differences. The visible and hidden nature of different markets demonstrates the
breadth of the sex industry and the varied sites and places where commercial sex
takes place.

Types of sexual services: direct and indirect

Sexual services that are exchanged for money, gifts or other remuneration are divided
in the literature between ‘direct’ and ‘indirect’ sex work. Direct sexual services refer
more specifically to types of commercial sex where physical contact of a sexual nature
is exchanged for money. This involves some aspect of genital contact, although does
not always mean penetrative intercourse. Direct sexual services usually take place in a
known and recognised sex market such as in a brothel or on the street.
Commercial sex on the street is distinctly different from that found in the indoor

markets. Workers are usually with the client for a short amount of time (about ten min-
utes). The service is straightforward “hand relief”, fellatio or intercourse with little else on
offer. Services are administered primarily outside or in cars and prices tend to be relatively
cheap in comparison to indoor services. Services offered from indoor markets can take
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more elaborate forms such as domination and bondage and can last several hours. What
is termed ‘the girlfriend experience’ – a service that involves kissing, cuddling and inti-
macy that is traditionally associated with conventional male–female interactions – has
become a popular request by men who seek out escorts. However, evidence suggests
that the most frequently requested service is fellatio (Monto, 2001).
It is important to set aside the assumption that the sale of sex involves just vaginal

intercourse or strictly involves ‘conventional’ heterosexual activities such as ‘the mis-
sionary position’. Commercial sex involves the exchange of a whole range of sexual
activities, many of which do not involve the full removal of clothes. What services
are available are usually dictated by the individual worker. Sanders (2005a: 150–3)
explains how ‘bodily exclusion zones’ are determined by brothel workers and escorts
who allow customers access to certain parts of their body but not others. The reasons
that some body parts and sexual acts may be ‘off limits’ are for a myriad of personal
reasons. O’Neill (2001: 84) summarises this process: ‘The body is the tool of the trade.
The self is for one’s family, partner, self.’ Some sex workers prefer not to kiss as part
of their commercial interactions, but other women who provide a more in-depth
social, emotional and physical experience may include kissing as a natural element
of the service. The level of intimacy provided by some sex workers to their clients
takes the form of emotional labour and has led Lever and Dolnick (2000) to refer to
sexual services as one of the ‘listening occupations’.
Indirect sexual services refer to a whole range of other types of sexual services which

do not necessarily involved physical genital contact but the exchange is sexual in
nature and is characterised by money or gifts. Lap dancing, stripping, erotic telephone
sex work, massage, and bondage are some example of indirect sex work (see below).

Sites of sex work

The provision of sexual services for money is traditionally linked to the ‘street’. The
classic notion of the ‘red light district’ with women visible on street corners in
deprived areas of towns and cities has been the dominant cultural imagery of the sex
industry often promoted by the media. In addition, official policy and policing prac-
tices as well as academic research have largely been concentrated on the street market.
This has been because of an historical concern with female street sex workers as a
‘risk group’ (Lupton, 1999). Sexually transmitted infections, drug use and HIV/AIDS
have often been associated with female street sex work which has meant that this site
of sex work has been over-represented whilst other markets and characteristics have
been reported and researched less frequently. The issue of sex workers and health is
discussed further in Chapter 3.
Harcourt and Donovan (2005b: 202) present a typology of ‘direct’ and ‘indirect’ sex

work, referring to different sites of commercial sex across the globe. Here, we simplify
this typology and identify some additional characteristics that explain the main
types of markets that exist (Tables 2.1 and 2.2).
There are many more places where commercial sex is available but not necessarily

advertised or considered part of the sex industry because it is not ‘prostitution’.
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Swingers clubs, bondage, domination and sadomasochism (BDSM) clubs, golf ‘caddy’
girls, and other female sexualized labour are staple parts of Western tourist hot spots
such as Las Vegas. Practices such as Geisha in Japanese cities, male ‘beachboys’ in
holiday destinations such as the Caribbean (Allen, 2007), ‘guesthouses’ where male
tourists can encounter prospective male sexual partners, sometimes in exchange
for money (Hall, 2007), ‘hospitality workers’ in the registered bar system in the
Philippines (O’Connell Davidson, 1998: 26); ‘beer girls’ in African developing coun-
tries represent locally based activities where individuals exchange sex to supplement
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Table 2.1 Sites of direct sex work

Type of market Characteristics Geographical prominence

Street Visible soliciting; use of car and public spaces Across the world despite
for sex; lower prices and basic sex acts. illegality in many places.

Brothel (also known Premise specific for sex where several Across the world. Legalized in
as sauna or massage women work with receptionist. Safer Germany, Holland, parts of
parlour in some than the street. Regulated and Australia. Decriminalized in
parts of the world). licensed in some countries. New Zealand.

Escort Independent worker or through agency. Across the world but dominant
Outcalls to hotels and homes. in Western countries.
Internet advertisements. Higher prices
and more elaborate sexual services.

Private flats Premises rented for business. Informal Across the world.
and houses setting, individual or collective workers. Private business usually legal.

Range of services including domination.

Homes Informal and ad hoc individual Not formally in the sex markets.
arrangements between sex worker and Ubiquitous across the world.
customer who may be from local
community/networks.

Table 2.2 Sites of indirect sex work

Type of market Characteristics Geographical prominence

Lap dancing Specialist clubs or shows in hotels Western cities and towns.
where erotic dancing takes place.
Fantasy and party rooms in hotels.

Bondage and domination Specialist services often non-contact Western countries.
in specific venues, clubs, flats,
private parties.

Erotic telephone sex lines Expensive telephone lines where Western countries.
sexual fantasies are described.

Strippers Hired men and women to attend Western countries particularly
parties and social venues. Time around male rituals such as
limited and non-contact. birthday and pre-wedding

parties.
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their income. Cusick, Martin and May (2004) identify ‘survival sex’ connected to the
exchange of drugs for sex with other drug users or drug dealers as another aspect of
the myriad of sex markets. There are many other types of opportunistic sex work that
take place across the world where sexual services are exchanged in social venues,
through social networks and local communities. In developing countries, in particular in
areas of serious deprivation such as refugee camps, Harcourt and Donovan (2005b: 203)
note that food and security can be a more desirable currency than cash.

Urbanization and rural settings

The spaces where sex is sold are not confined to these general markets indicated in
Tables 2.1 and 2.2. Highlighting the cultural context of the sex markets means that
there are many other arrangements that are made between sex workers and their
clients which reflect the context of the environment. For instance, Harcourt and
Donovan (2005b: 202) note that, in the United States, sex workers drive along high-
ways and contact truck drivers through CB radios, using truck stops and parking
areas to solicit and deliver services. In addition, the authors mention that in the
‘transport’ sector which is a male-dominated occupation, sex workers board ships,
trucks and trains to ‘service the crew or passengers or pick up clients at stations and
terminals’ (2005b: 202).
Using descriptive material from ethnographic observations in Spain, Agustin

(2005) provides evidence of how each country includes many different aspects of
the sex industry. Not claiming to present an exhaustive list of the localities where
commerce and sex merge in Spain, Agustin sketches out four dominant examples:
large highway clubs; private flats; small houses associated with agriculture; and the
international costal zone. The example given of the Highway Clubs by Agustin
demonstrates the rich cultural context which sellers and buyers of commercial sex
inhabit:

Streams of cars and trucks roar along multi-laned routes that connect Spain with France,
Germany and other states east and with Portugal to the West. For long-distance truck drivers,
the backbone of European commerce, long stings of solitary driving must be broken up
with places offering rest and recreation. The buildings strung along these superhighways,
as well as along smaller, provincial roads, are known informally in Spanish society as puti-
clubes (whoring clubs), but to those that work there they are hotels de plaza, a term that
refers to the employment system used, in which those offering sex for sale pay a daily rate
for a place to live and work for three-week stretches … These businesses may house
50 workers or more … numerous clubs are located close together forming a veritable erotic
shopping area. With multiple floors, luxurious decorations, videos, live shows, Jacuzzis and
‘exotic’ music … these clubs have come to represent luxurious sites of conspicuous con-
sumption. Here customers pay as much as ten times the ordinary price for drinks, and it is
the job of the women working there to get them to buy as many as possible, since this is
the owner’s major source of income … A large number of support personnel is needed to
keep these high-overhead businesses going, and because they employ migrants, good
public relations are necessary with local police and immigration inspectors. Workers move
on after their three week stints, assuring the novelty will always be on offer. (2005: 623)
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These qualitative examples illustrate how sex markets take different shapes depending
on their urban, suburban or rural location. Speaking specifically of a less-researched
locality, Scott (2006) examines rural prostitution in the outback of New South Wales,
Australia. Scott found that sex workers who had once worked in urban settings had
moved out to more rural locations due to competition and opportunities for greater
business in areas where there were few sex workers but still a demand for sexual services.

Lap dancing, strip clubs and the night-time economy

The sex industry consists of many different types of sex products, imagery, services
and entertainment that together form a huge and significant global industry made up
from small retail and entertainment businesses as well as a few corporate companies.
The industry of erotic dancing, also known as lap dancing and stripping, is one part
of the indirect sexual services industry. This form of indirect sex work involves a
personalized striptease dance where the dancer moves erotically, semi-naked or nude,
to music for a fee. The customer can be an individual or a group. Whilst the over-
whelming majority of this form of sex work is female to male, there is a minority of
outlets that provide male strippers for female audiences. The classic ‘Chippendales’
theatrical performance for large crowds of female audiences for celebratory occasions
such as ‘hen nights’, as well as nude men performing private erotic dance for individ-
ual women, are becoming easier to locate amongst adult entertainment options.
Jones, Shears and Hiller (2003) note that this form of ‘entertainment’ was trans-

ported from the USA to the UK in the 1990s as ‘lap dancing clubs’ became a licensed
and regulated feature of the night-time economy. In 2002, these authors estimated
that there were 200 lap dancing clubs in the UK. There is evidence to suggest that this
part of the industry has grown and has expanded beyond major cities. The website
www.ukstripclubs.com has 313 clubs listed for England, 7 for Wales, 19 for Scotland.
There are no clubs listed in Northern Ireland. There are some ‘superclubs’ which have
high profiles and reputations across the country. American company SpearMint Rhino
has emerged as the main player in lap dancing with nine large clubs (at the time of
writing) across England and Scotland, offering ‘luxurious interior’, ‘an unforgettable
evening’ with ‘beautiful dancers’ (www.spearmintrhino.co.uk). This website states
club etiquette protects the dancers through the following rules: customers must
remain seated during the performance; prices must be agreed with dancers; dancers
have discretion about who they dance for; photographers and video footage are
forbidden and dancers must not be propositioned. The industry has become increas-
ingly organised with agencies recruiting and organising workers across Europe as well
as clubs gaining a collective and critical voice with industry regulators.1

The interactional order and dynamics between dancers and their male customers have
been studied in many different ways. Researchers who adopt participant observation
and ethnographic methods as dancers have produced some in-depth insights into the
organisation of lap dancing (Egan, 2003; Frank, 1998; Ronai and Ellis, 1989). For
instance, Egan (2005) observed the interactions between customers and dancers and
concluded that the dancers provide a service beyond that of sexual arousal and fantasy
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but emotional labour through their exotic service. Developing the concept of ‘emotional
consumption’, Egan notes how regular customers engage in a commercial economic
exchange that is deeply rooted in psychological desires and needs beyond the sexual.
Equally the power relationships and struggles between female dancers and male

customers are complex and theorising on the micro-interactional relationship between
dancer and customer has been the preoccupation of sociologists. There are implicit
gender inequalities that mean female dancers commodify parts of their body for eco-
nomically privileged men. But the relationship is neither simply one of exploitation or
empowerment but is more complex. Deshotels and Forsyth (2006) refer to ‘strategic flirt-
ing’ as an aspect of emotional labour that dancers employ to gain sexual power in the
micro-interaction with customers. Egan (2003) describes how dancers actively engage in
a trade-off by creating and fulfilling male fantasies for cash profits and regular custom.
Qualitative studies involving observation and interviews have reported the strategies

dancers develop to manage customers. Spivey (2005) notes that nude dancers use resis-
tance strategies such as spatial distancing, verbal one-liners, physical aggression and
solidarity amongst colleagues to resist harassment from clients. Yet despite the empirical
evidence of the empowerment and control that female dancers experience in their
work, issues of stigma continue to affect women’s lives. Thompson and Harred (1992)
found that dancers who stripped for a living were stigmatized because of their involve-
ment in a ‘deviant’ occupation. Asking this same question ten years later, Thompson
et al. (2003) found that stigma was still prevalent in the lived experience of the dancers
and clearly affected their identity and everyday lives.
Such evidence of stigma experienced by women who work in strip clubs is resonant

amongst all sex workers irrespective of the market they work in. Day and Ward (2004)
produce a three-stage model of stigma. Drawing on the concept of ‘the whore stigma’,
they see this label typically evident in wider society that categorised women who sold
sexual services as immoral, dirty and criminal. This ‘whore stigma’ soon became
implicit in social and structural mechanisms, through the law, gendered policy, and the
organisation of work. Finally, stigma was experienced as a social oppression and
affected women’s life-chances and opportunities, reputations and identities. Scambler
(2007) examines the ‘whore stigma’ further by using the experiences of migrant sex
workers in London to demonstrate how stigma is structured by class and ethnic rela-
tions, and determined by gender relations. Increasingly, evidence on stigma and
its effects on sex workers demonstrates that the negative images and attitudes
attached to the sex industry are increasingly the most damaging aspects of the work.
Vanwesenbeeck (2005) conducted a study of 96 female indoor sex workers in the
Netherlands to assess levels of ‘burn out’. Compared to a control group of female
nurses, only on the factor of ‘depersonalization’ were sex workers significantly higher
than the nurses. The study concluded that ‘burnout’ was not specifically associated
with sex work per se, but with the conditions within which sex workers experienced the
work and their stigma-related experiences. Amongst male sex workers who identify as
gay, stigma as an everyday feature of their working lives creates the need for strategies
of resistance (Morrison and Whitehead, 2005). As sex work becomes politically high
profile and visible in society, stigma appears to be persistent and takes different forms.

• • • The Cultural Context of Commerce and Sex • • •

• 23 •

Sanders et al-3889-Ch-02:Sanders et al. Sample.qxp 5/6/2009 10:33 AM Page 23



Participants: Sex Workers and Beyond

Chapter 3 describes in detail the characteristics and experiences of sex workers. Here,
the point to be made is that women who sell sex are not the only actors in the sex
industry, as it is made up of many different types of sex workers (male, female and
transgendered) as well as other people who work in the industry.
Rickard (2001) notes that sex workers usually have many other types of jobs before

and after they work in the sex industry, and as more middle-class women opt for sell-
ing sexual services (Bernstein, 2007), women from all socio-economic groups can be
found in the sex markets. Several studies describe how sex workers have left main-
stream jobs to work in ‘elite prostitution’ as escorts or in expensive brothels (Lucas,
2005; Sanders, 2005a). To describe further the different types of sex worker and the
various entrance routes into sex work, Scambler (2007: 1080) presents a six-category
typology of different types of sex worker, ranging from the ‘coerced’ victim to the
‘bohemian’ who makes a lifestyle choice (Table 2.3).
Scambler’s typology goes towards demonstrating the complexities of different sex

work careers and how people enter the industry for different reasons and with a myr-
iad of intentions. O’Neill (2001: 83) notes that there are some central motivations for
entering the sex industry: (1) economic need; (2) associated or involved in the sub-
culture; (3) drug use; (4) vulnerable women and men involved in local authority care.
It is important to identify that sex markets extend much further beyond female sex

workers, as male and transgender sex workers adopt both the same and some-
times different characteristics, working arrangements and patterns. As is discussed in
Chapter 3, men sell sex to men who identify with different sexualities: ‘gay’, ‘bisexual’,
‘straight’ (West and Villiers, 1992). Browne and Minichiello (1995) note that the
social meanings behind male–male sexual transactions can shift depending on the
sexuality of the client and the sex worker. Where men who sell sex also identify as
gay, the sale of sex becomes less demarcated by a commercial exchange but a trans-
action that takes place in leisure spaces, resulting in the blurring of work and play
(Minichiello et al., 2002; Scott et al., 2005).
As already mentioned, men also sell sexual services to women as male strippers

(Dressel and Petersen, 1982; Montemurro, 2003), and in various guises as ‘gigolos’ (such
as dance teachers) in sex tourism sites like Cuba and the Caribbean (Cabezas, 2004;
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Table 2.3 Scambler’s (2007) ‘Typology of sex work careers’

Career Paradigmatic example

Coerced Abducted, trafficked
Destined Family, peers in trade
Survivors Drug users, single parents, debtors
Workers Permanent job
Opportunists Project financing
Bohemians Casual, without need
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Sanchez Taylor, 2001). In both developed and developing countries, transgender sex
work is evident both on the streets and located in indoor sex markets (Slamah, 1999;
Weinberg et al., 1999).
Yet, to examine the sex markets in their entirety and move the focus away from

the sex workers, it is important to understand the other individuals, roles and indus-
tries that form the rich tapestry that makes up the sex industry. In an article on the
informal economies of the sex industry, Sanders (2008c) reflects on observations and
interviews that took place in the brothel scene of a British city and notes that there
are several ancillary industries that support the brothel industry. Sanders divides
these ancillary industries into six types which are all characterised by cash-in-hand
payments and informal networks based in local communities:

• Premises: landlords/renting premises (flats, houses, rooms, etc.).
• Advertising: website managers/photographers/card ‘boys’/printers and publishers/

Internet directories/specialist magazines.
• Security: CCTV operators/doormen/bodyguards/receptionist/maid.
• Transport: drivers/taxi operators.
• Presentation: suppliers of beauty products/laundry services/cleaners/sellers of stolen

goods and clothing/hustlers/fittings and fixtures (especially for domination services).
• Recreation and hospitality: drugs/alcohol/tobacco/food/commodities ‘out of hours’.

The Occupational Cultures

Under the title of ‘working girls’ in her book Sex Work: A Risky Business’ (2005a: 1),
Sanders describes a visit to two female sex workers who operate from a house
which they rent for the purposes of selling sexual services in the suburbs of a large
English city:

On a dreary Wednesday mid-morning in February, I am visiting working premises. We stop
outside a semi-detached house in an unspectacular tree lined street with rows of ex-council
houses now donning private brightly coloured front doors. Alison [health outreach worker]
and I gather bags of condoms, lubricants and some leaflets on Hepatitis B injections that are
offered at the clinic, stash them in an unobtrusive white plastic bag and head for the door.
This is my fourth visit to this particular house and the women’s friendly acceptance means
I am looking forward to seeing them. It takes Katrina and Leigh a few minutes to answer,
grabbing something to put round them before checking through the peephole. Greeted with
a genuine welcome Leigh, wearing a black bikini and knee length boots, ushers us into the
lounge where Katrina is putting a sarong around her thong bikini. All four of us are in the
lounge, curtains drawn over heavy nets, and the heat is stifling. In the middle of winter, wear-
ing not many clothes, it needs to be red hot. Alison and I peel off layers as Leigh strolls to the
kitchen to make coffee as we hug Katrina in a ‘good-to-see-you-haven’t-for-ages’ way… Alison
has known these two women for several years and has a strong, open relationship with them.
As an observer I very aware that I am cashing in on their lengthy acquaintance, listening
intently to the conversation and occasionally chipping in.
Applying moisturiser to her legs, Leigh tells us with nervous excitement that she is expecting

her favourite client – a six-foot fireman – with whom she breaks all the rules and enjoys every
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second of his company. The doorbell rings, Leigh checks her lip gloss in the full length mirror,
bounds to the door and whisks the client up the stairs. Alison and I never see any clients, just
their vague shadow as they walk up the path. A few minutes later Leigh returns to the lounge
to stash her earnings and is gone for twenty minutes. Katrina chats with us about how busi-
ness has been going, the landlord who is trying to put up the rent and hence, their search for
a new property. Our chat is interrupted while Katrina takes calls from prospective clients,
giving out directions, and slamming down the phone on timewasters. Eventually the phone
is too distracting so she takes it off the hook, preferring to relay her news. Katrina tells us of
a new business venture they are trying out after a client told them about their competitors
who advertise online. The girls have had some arty photographs taken together and now
have a website where they are promoting specialist services at a higher price. Katrina jokes
that she has gone a long way in ten years when she started on the street. Leigh returns just
as Katrina’s client arrives, a friendly GP we are told, who walks stridently towards the door,
doctor’s bag in hand, no doubt disguising his reasons for visiting.

The reality of many indoor sex work premises, particularly massage parlours and
women who work alone or in small groups, is that the ‘everyday’ nature of the
business mimics similar systems, rules and organisational features of mainstream
businesses. For instance, May, Harocopos and Hough (2000: 26) report that parlour
owners operate through a set of house rules including: ‘Never employ juveniles, no
anal sex, condoms always to be used, no partners allowed in the workplace, no over-
charging, no rudeness or unpunctuality, no drunkenness and no clients under the
age of 18.’ In qualitative research studies in Birmingham and Merseyside, Sanders
and Campbell (2007) found these rules also existed. The use of drugs amongst sex
workers and clients was a rarity in the massage parlours and independent flats. These
rules, along with others such as organised shift rotas, using a set of screening strate-
gies to assess clients and employing a receptionist to manage the day-to-day activi-
ties (see Whittaker and Hart, 1996), characterise the massage parlour setting as an
ordered workplace with a distinct occupational culture.
Much of the occupational culture, rules and regulations of the sex work venue and

routine are ordered around the management of risk. Lewis et al. (2005), commenting
on the organisation of a range of markets from escorts, exotic dancing, massage and
street working, identify how the management of risk is affected by the location of the
commercial sex exchange; whether the work is organised as ‘in’ or ‘out’ calls; and
whether the person works independently or for an agency or venue. In the legal
brothel system of Nevada, Brents and Hausbeck (2005) found that despite strict sur-
veillance by owners, there were clear working rules around the negotiation process
and that women formed alliances with law enforcers and each other to deal with
problematic customers. Buddying systems took place between experienced workers
and novices as individuals would become self-appointed trainers who would teach
novices how to keep safe and deal with customers.
On the street there are also occupational rules and codes of conduct between workers

but sometimes due to the public and policed environment, working rules and prac-
tices can be fragmented. Day (2007: 66), reflecting on over 15 years of anthropological
studies with sex workers in London, notes how ‘personalised economic relationships
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involving trust’ have been a foundation of sex work networks. Individuals often work
in pairs and have routines and rules to protect themselves and make informed deci-
sions about which customer to choose. Taking down car registration numbers, taking
the client to a set and known destination, rejecting vans or cars with groups of men
are some generic street rules.
One national example of the occupational culture amongst sex workers is the system

of Ugly Mugs (Penfold et al., 2004). This system is operated by specialist support pro-
jects who collect reports from sex workers of clients who have acted violently, robbed
sex workers, or other people who have caused nuisance or committed crimes. These
reports are collated and distributed to other sex workers venues and projects. These
rules and working practices, which have the safety of the women at the core, are threat-
ened when there is heavy policing that deters women from working together and
causes anxiety and suspicion on the street (see Sanders, 2004).

Advertising

How sex workers make contact with those who want to buy sexual services is an area
that has seldom been studied by social scientists. However, from reviewing the litera-
ture, it is evident that the communication and advertisements of sex workers to their
customer base are taking many new forms with the rise of Internet technology and the
mobile phone (see below). Advertising is an important aspect of the sex industry. In
some American cities, even when prostitution is illegal, magazines and cards advertis-
ing how to find sex workers are publicly displayed on the pavement, on billboards, in
newspapers and on mobile posters that are driven around the streets with seductive
semi-naked models marketing availability. In the UK, the advertisements take more
subtle forms. Despite the cost, independent workers use several different methods of
advertising, from traditional newspapers to creative webpages. Most male sex workers
use the gay press to make their services visible. Although street workers do not pay
financially to advertise their body, physically parading their availability for hire on the
public streets places women at risk of criminalisation, violence including hate crimes,
harassment from protesters and stigma. What is a common feature of advertising for
all sex workers, the allure of a fantasy body, is the central marketing tool.
O’Connell Davidson (1995: 2) recognises that the legal constraints on advertising

sexual services influence how clients and sex workers are matched:

Since sex workers are prevented by law from stating the nature or price of the services they
offer, advertising this form of prostitution does not and cannot centre on ‘product aware-
ness’ but rests fundamentally on attracting the custom of men with existing knowledge.

Jones and Pratten (1999: 39) suggest saunas and brothels rely on three types of adver-
tising; word of mouth recommendations, small adverts in local newspapers and
direct visits from those who see the establishment on the street. Advertisements in
local and national tabloid newspapers, specialist magazines, even shop windows
have often taken a subtle approach to stating what is available. During the 1980s,
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escorts in the UK advertised in newspapers and magazines under classified personal
services, using phrases to signal what was on offer:2

French Polishing a Speciality
Large Chest for Sale
Swedish Massage by Helga
Wicker Seats Re-Caned
Construction and Demolition – by Appointment Only
Games Mistress for Hire
‘O’ Level Students Invited and Encouraged

Although these types of phrases have now been replaced with more explicit images
on the Internet and in specialist magazines, conventional signals are still used to
advertise different services using a sexual code. Customers who are interested in buy-
ing sex become aware of the code from their peers, websites, health-related literature
and magazines. Only those interested in the sex industry would make sense of the
code. For example, phone booth cards advertise “French, Greek and Spanish” (fellatio,
anal sex and breast relief), ‘O’ Level and ‘A’ Level (oral and anal sex), or DIY (female
masturbation), AC/DC (bisexual), BBW (big beautiful woman), OWO (fellatio without
a condom). The gay press, however, advertises specific sexual services more directly
with explicit adverts and images (Connell and Hart, 2003).
In the city of London, placing cards with brief details and images in telephone

booths has been a traditional medium of signalling to the tourist and local customer
that ‘sex in the city’ is available. However, under the Criminal Justice and Police Act
2001, it became illegal to place an advertisement for commercial sex in a telephone
booth. Hubbard (2002) analyses the introduction of this piece of legislation and
equates the concerns of advertising sex in a public place to a classic moral panic as the
cards have been characterized as a threat to community values and cohesion. Since this
Act, and the consistent removal of sex advertisements from telephone booths, there
has been a decrease in this form of advertisement since the 1990s. The introduction of
legal constraints and the policing of this form of advertisement have coincided with
the rise of the Internet and other more successful formats of attracting customers.

The role of the Internet and technology

Without giving attention to the active role of independent entrepreneurial sex workers
who manage their business online, some commentators have connected the use of
the Internet and other new technologies for prostitution purposes as a postmodern
form of abuse and violence (Gillespie, 2000; Hughes, 2004). Speaking from an aboli-
tionist perspective, Hughes (2001) describes the growth of Internet-facilitated sex
markets as a ‘global medium for men’s sexual exploitation and abuse of women and
children’ that acts as a vehicle for normalizing men’s abusive behaviours. There is
undoubtedly a relationship between new technologies, sexual abuse and criminal
activity that capitalizes on the exploitation and coercion of women and children. We
hear of how the Internet has been used as a ‘grooming’ tool for men who seek out
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underage children for sexual activity and where sexual offending behaviour finds
sympathy and networks (see Quayle et al., 2000; Quayle and Taylor, 2002). However,
although there are such examples of exploitation via the Internet, the murky side of
the use of new technologies is not necessarily extended to prostitution. There is
another side to the interplay between the sex industry and the Internet that enables
women and men to actively control the working environment, interactions with
clients and, to some extent, impose regulations and standards on the sex work they
perform. The changes that have taken place are a result of two factors:

• Sex workers who have used traditional methods such as advertisements in newspapers
have made the technological transition onto the Internet.

• Sex workers entering the industry are opting to use only the Internet to advertise, market,
negotiate and organise their business. This can be done independently, through a third
party or as part of a sex work business such as an escort agency or sauna.

As Kilvington, Day and Ward (2001) note, the Internet provides the opportunity to
work in the sex industry without the costs associated with physical visibility on the
streets. O’Neill (2001: 150) recognises the shift to the Internet is driven by the high
costs of advertising space in contact magazines and telephone booths which are
more open to surveillance and policing than the Internet which remains outside the
capabilities of everyday law enforcement. Reflecting on the changes in the UK, Sharp
and Earle (2003: 36) claim

In recent years, demand for commercially available sexual services had soared, and the
nature of the relationships involved in the selling of sexual services is undergoing a signifi-
cant transformation in a number of ways, owing to the emergence and near exponential
spread of the Internet.

Some independent workers, especially escorts, are ditching the traditional newspaper
advertisements and telephone booking system in favour of websites and email to
market and organise their business. Durkin and Bryant (1995: 180) call this ‘com-
puter erotica’ and warn, ‘just as the computer has begun to revolutionize social life,
it may also revolutionize crime and the parameters of sexual deviant behaviour’.
They go on to discuss why the virtual arena is so attractive for organizing illicit sexual
activity: ‘The sexual computer network offers a high degree of anonymity, protection
and secrecy’ (1995: 187). The difficulty of policing the Internet gives sex workers the
freedom to advertise their services explicitly.
New technologies are offering opportunities for sex workers across the globe.

Veena (2007) reports on a small qualitative study with ten freelance sex workers
who all work from the Internet in Bangkok, Thailand. The opportunities that the
Internet provide these sex workers can be generalized to the basic benefits of using
technology as a tool to organise business for independent women. Sex workers in
Veena’s study reported that through the Internet women could maximize their
earnings by reducing costs such as those incurred when arranging to meet clients
and a third party who would be part of the organisational triangle. Alongside
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financial independence, women could charge higher prices. Beyond the financial
benefits, the sex workers in Veena’s study identified ‘the privacy factor’ (2007: 105)
as a key benefit of using the Internet. Many of the sex workers were students and
wanted to keep their sex work employment hidden from the university commu-
nity. What was also evident and concurs with work from Sanders (2005a: 68) on
independent Internet-based escorts, is that the Internet sex work community
becomes a prime place where safety is discussed between women and strategies and
advice are shared for choosing ‘safe’ customers.
Bernstein (2007) identifies the Internet and entrepreneurial activities as clear signs

of how parts of the sex industry are becoming professionalized. An example of such
professionalization, where the sex industry mirrors features of mainstream employ-
ment, is that of the website ‘EscortSupport.com’. Bernstein (2007: 482) explains how
this is an example of ‘a website for sex workers which extends tips and networking
to a broad online community’. Evidence of entrepreneurialism and ‘mainstreaming’
show how the sex industries are embedded in consumption and work patterns in
contemporary society.

Sexual Services in Late Capitalism: An Expanding Industry?

Consumption as a lifestyle, an economic force and a device for marketing and
making profit all impact on sexuality, sexual behaviour and the sex industries.
Brents and Hausbeck (2007: 427), writing from the point of the regulated, legal-
ized Nevada brothel system and the sexualized tourism that thrives in Las Vegas,
state: ‘sex businesses as forms of commerce must be situated in local institutional
fields of consumption as they intersect with global late capitalist culture and
economy’. That is, to understand the existence and, some would argue, expansion
of the sex industries on a global scale, the capitalist economic structures must be
examined in conjunction with cultural practices. Bernstein (2001) has argued that
the prolific and unabridged use of sex, in particular the female body form, in
advertising and other mechanisms of cultural production have produced a greater
acceptability of the erotic, a normalization of the desire for the erotic and an
increasing acceptance for men (and increasingly women) to pursue these desires.
The state of late capitalism and the rise of Internet technology is a significant

dynamic that has altered the nature and extent of the sex industry. The Internet
means that the ability to advertise, seek out, negotiate and arrange sexual services
has no barriers or boundaries. There are not limits imposed by time, space or
geography, and the unregulated form of communication means that there are
few state sanctions that can stem what Bernstein (2001) terms ‘an unbridled
ethic of sexual consumption’. Moreover, there is a convergence between main-
stream tourism and entertainment sites with venues where sexual consumption
is the main activity. Brents and Hausbeck (2007: 437) conclude ‘it is no longer
useful to position sex industries as “other” to late capitalism industry’. Sex is
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defined as a product in contemporary society and this is marketed, packaged and
available like many other service products. The turn of ‘professionalizing’ erotic
work is clear through websites and sex worker rights movements as we witness
what Bernstein (2007: 475) terms a ‘new “respectability” of sexual commerce’.
This somewhat difficult reality of late capitalist society ‘mainstreaming’ the
(mainly) female commodification of the body and sex as an acceptable consumer
product is at the heart of contemporary gender politics.

Future Policy and Research

From a review of the literature on the cultural context of commercial sex, we can
conclude that there need to be new directions in research and theory focused on the
following areas areas:

• macro-analysis of the context of sex markets, regulation and informal/formal economies;
• the role of the Internet and communication technologies and the organisation of the

sex industry;
• women as consumers of male sexual services and adult entertainment products and

services;
• male sex work: migrants, sexuality and customers;
• transgendered sex work: participants, buyers and the place of the market;
• globalisation and the sex industries.

Notes

1 www.strip-magazine.com is an industry directory, offers a strip job service, forums for
dancers and news from the industry and advertising routines, lessons, colleges and
equipment.

2 These phrases were taken from the film Personal Services written by David Leland (1987).
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Study Questions

Level one

• Describe the different types of sex markets and explain why there are differences
between direct and indirect sexual services.

Level two

• To what extent does the cultural context of the setting affect the organisation of different
sex markets?

Level three

• Critically examine the impacts of late capitalism on the shape, nature and organisation
of the sex industries.
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