Research-to-Policy

Exchanging Sex-For-Crack:
Risky Sex and Drug Use Niches
Background
Past research has shown that crack cocaine use is associated with increased sexual risks and
transmission of HIV/STIs, particularly for street-based sex workers. What we don’t know is what risk
factors might influence sex workers to exchange sex-for crack cocaine.

The Question
Wh at facto rs, i nclu di ng th o se related to sex ual risk an d tr ansm issio n o f HI V/S TI, p lace
str eet -b ased sex wor ker s in V ancou ver , BC at i ncr eased risk of ex chan gi ng sex -forcrack co cai ne?

The Study
The Gender & Sexual Health Initiative (GSHI) research team drew upon data from q uesti on n aires
an d follo w- up i nt er vi ews with 2 06 women in sex work wh o smok e cra ck cocai ne i n
V ancou ver , B C from 20 06 -2 008. This project is part of a longitudinal ethnographic and
qualitative 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. The project is part of AESHA Phase I (An
Evaluation of Sex Workers Health Access) with ongoing outreach to street-based sex work venues.

The Results
Of 206 sex workers who smoke crack cocaine interviewed, 101 (49%)
reported exchanging sex-for-crack over the 18-month study.
Risk Factors for exchanging sex-for-crack were found to include:
• Sharing a crack pipe with a client;
• Smoking crack in a group of strangers in a ‘niche’ setting; and
Sex-for-crack exchanges were found to increase sex workers’ risk of
HIV/STI transmission through servicing a greater number of clients
(more than 10) per week.

What is a ‘niche’?

This study confirms previous
ethnographic work in
Vancouver that describe
marginalized physical spaces,
like alleys and crack houses,
as ‘niche’ settings for drug
use, where using in groups
and sharing drug supplies are
the norm, and where sex-forcrack exchanges are fostered
and perpetuated.

These exchanges may involve a highly gendered power dynamic
putting women at risk of violence and HIV/STI transmission, due to difficulty negotiating condom use.

The Policy Implications
•
•
•

This study supports the removal of criminal sanctions on sex work to allow sex workers to work
and smoke in safer indoor spaces to remove the need to smoke in high risk outdoor niches. 	
  
Safer smoking facilities and access to safer smoking kits may provide an environment for safer
smoking practices and choices, and increase exposure to health care and treatment services.	
  
Gender-sensitive interventions should be developed that address environmental and individuallevel factors influencing sex-for-crack exchanges by women in sex work.
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