Research-to-Community

Policing, Violence & Outdoor Sex Work:
Barriers to Condom Use
Background
Women in street-based sex work experience high rates of violence and an increased health risks
including HIV infection. Research and HIV prevention has largely focused on the individual, such as by
encouraging condom use, but little research has looked at how structural factors and the work
environment act as barriers and impact women in sex work’s ability to negotiate condom use.

The Question

	
  

Ho w do st ruct ural facto rs an d th e wo rk en vir o nm ent im pact wo men in sex wo rk ’s
ab ility to n ego ti ate co n do m use i n Van co uv er, B C?

The Study
Researchers from the Maka Project and what is now called the Gender & Sexual Health Initiative (GSHI)
drew upon d ata collected from 2 05 wo men in sex wo rk in 2 00 6, an d map p ed ‘ho t sp o ts’
wh er e m or e wo men r ep o rted b ein g pr essu red i nto u n pr ot ected sex by a cli en t to assess
HIV risk. GSHI now carries on this research as part of AESHA (An Evaluation of Sex Workers Health
Access), an ongoing study on working conditions, health and safety in the sex industry led by
GSHI/BCCfE and UBC in collaboration with a range of community partners. AESHA includes ongoing
outreach to indoor and outdoor sex work venues (by both experiential and non-experiential team).

The Results
Analyses of the narratives of sex workers showed:
• Wo rk in g con d iti on s sh ap e th e HI V risk o f wo men i n sex wo r k.
Factors related to an increase in women’s HIV risk through pressure to have unprotected sex, include:
• Having an individual zone restriction;
• Working away from main streets because of policing;
• Borrowing a used crack pipe;
• Client-perpetrated violence;
• Servicing clients in cars or in public spaces.

The Implications
•

•

Given the high rates of violence, murder and health risk among women in street-based sex work
in Canada, and global calls to address how sex work criminalization has impacted the health and
safety of sex workers, this study shows how the current sex work laws and enforcement-based
policies may directly increase women’s sexual HIV risk.
There is an urgent need to move beyond HIV prevention focused on individuals, such as giving
out condoms, to HIV prevention that focuses on the work environment and facilitates women’s
ability to negotiate their risk environment in safer sex work settings.
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